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Abstract: Subarachnoid hemorrhage is associated with severe neurological deficits for survivors.
Among survivors of the initial bleeding, secondary brain injury leads to additional brain damage.
Apart from cerebral vasospasm, secondary brain injury mainly results from cerebral inflammation
taking place in the brain parenchyma after bleeding. The brain’s innate immune system is activated,
which leads to disturbances in brain homeostasis, cleavage of inflammatory cytokines and, subse-
quently, neuronal cell death. The toll-like receptor (TLR)4 signaling pathway has been found to play
an essential role in the pathophysiology of acute brain injuries such as subarachnoid hemorrhage
(SAH). TLR4 is expressed on the cell surface of microglia, which are key players in the cellular immune
responses of the brain. The participants in the signaling pathway, such as TLR4-pathway-like ligands,
the receptor itself, and inflammatory cytokines, can act as biomarkers, serving as clues regarding the
inflammatory status after SAH. Moreover, protein complexes such as the NLRP3 inflammasome or
receptors such as TREM1 frame the TLR4 pathway and are indicative of inflammation. In this review,
we focus on the activity of the TLR4 pathway and its contributors, which can act as biomarkers of
neuroinflammation or even offer potential new treatment targets for secondary neuronal cell death
after SAH.

Keywords: toll-like receptor 4; neuroinflammation; MyD88; subarachnoid hemorrhage; NLRP3
inflammasome

1. Introduction

Subarachnoid hemorrhage (SAH) is a complex condition with high morbidity and
mortality. Numerous different factors contributing to brain injury after SAH have been
identified. Despite treatment of complications of early brain injury, such as rise of in-
tracranial pressure, disturbance of the blood–brain barrier, cerebral edema, and decrease in
cerebral perfusion, the outcome of many patients remains devastating. Neuroinflammation
within the brain parenchyma with associated neuronal cell death has been described as a
leading mechanism for additional secondary brain injury [1]. It involves complex signaling
cascades in which the upregulation of inflammatory genes is induced. Consequently, the
release of different inflammatory cytokines and chemokines leads to self-reinforcement
of the immune system with concomitant neuronal cell death, destroying the brain. The
immune system within the central nervous system (CNS) fulfills a special role. It is priv-
ileged and differs in its standards from the peripheral immune response. For example,
experimentally implanted tissue grafts survive much longer when implanted into the CNS
due to its immune-privileged status [2]. Therefore, neuroinflammation must be treated
differently compared with inflammation in the rest of the body. In the past, the blood–brain
barrier (BBB) and the lack of lymphatic vessels seemed to be responsible for this effect,
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whereas new investigations have shown that this is due to the presence of connections to
the peripheral immune system [3].

Inflammation is commonly understood as the immune system reacting or responding
to something it cannot recognize or remember, which can take the form of a pathogen-
associated molecular pattern (PAMP) or a damage-associated molecular pattern (DAMP)
resulting, for example, from dying cells [4,5]. Pattern recognition receptors (PRRs) sense
these patterns and initiate an immune response. To date, five different classes of PRR
have been recognized: Toll-like receptors (TLRs), which are mainly present on the cellular
surface or in endosomes; NOD-like receptors (NLRs), which are located in the cytoplasm of
cells; RIG-I-like receptors (RLRs), which are closely associated with viral response and are
intracellularly located; C-type lectin receptors (CLRs), which are transmembrane receptors
with a carbohydrate-binding domain; and absence-in-melanoma2 (AIM2)-like receptors,
which are involved in the detection of intracellular microbial DNA [6,7].

One of the best characterized family of PRRs is the family of TLRs, which are mainly
present on dendritic cells (DC) and macrophages. At least ten different TLRs have been
identified in both humans and mice [7,8].

Microglia, acting as the innate immune system of the CNS, also express these receptors,
reacting to the appearance of DAMPs through activation and subsequent neuroinflamma-
tion [9,10]. TLR4, in particular, has come into focus as a key player in neuroinflammation
after acute neurological events [11–13]. Its capacity to bind specific DAMPs appearing in
the diseased brain is postulated as one of the mechanisms leading to neuroinflammation.

Consequently, the TLR4 pathway is one of the most-investigated pathways regarding
neuroinflammation after SAH [14–16]. Many ligands appear in the subarachnoid space
after SAH, such as cell lysate from red blood cells (RBCs), high mobility group box 1
(HMGB1) proteins, or proangiogenic molecules such as fibrinogen. These new appearing
ligands can bind to TLR4. This binding process leads to downstream signaling activity
with the cleavage of proinflammatory cytokines, co-signaling of other pathways, and for-
mation of proinflammatory inflammasomes such as NLR family pyrin domain containing
3 (NLRP3) [17,18].

All these components can act as biomarkers, indicating inflammatory activity, and
might thus offer the potential for surveillance in addition to treatment of patients after SAH.

Here, we review the inflammation process induced by the TLR4 pathway and describe
possible biomarkers associated with this pathway along with potential treatment strategies.

2. Microglia as Key Players of the CNS Innate Immune System

As the CNS is mostly independent from the peripheral immune system, it possesses
its own innate immune system mainly consisting of microglia adjacent to astrocytes and
oligodendrocytes. Microglia originate from the yolk sac in the embryonal stage and act
as resident macrophages [19,20]. Under physiological conditions, these cells remain in a
non-activated state, with a ramified morphology, and are continuously surveying their
surrounding environment for potential danger. They act as the “housekeeper” of the
CNS, maintaining myelin homeostasis, clearing the CNS environment of dead cells, and
initiating synaptic remodeling [21–23]. Upon activation, they change their morphology,
adopting an amoeboid appearance [24]. Reasons for activation might include the loss
of signaling from injured neurons, because intercommunication between microglia and
neurons is crucial for maintaining brain homeostasis in a healthy brain. Additionally,
typical immune stimulators, such as DAMPs and inflammatory cytokines, can act as
microglia reactivators [25]. In an activated state, microglia can cause neuroinflammation,
which induces neurotoxicity [26,27].

Microglia can interact with other cells in the CNS that are associated with neuroin-
flammation. Astrocytes are reported to have a critical role in preserving neuronal function,
being an essential part of the BBB but also contributing to neuroinflammation by changing
their activation status to that of reactive astrocytes (RA) [28,29]. Crosstalk between these
two cell types is essential for maintaining homeostasis and the development and regulation
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of synapsis formation in the healthy brain, but it can also have detrimental effects during
neuroinflammatory events [30]. As microglia appear to be more sensitive toward PAMPs
or DAMPs, they act in the front row of immune activation, especially in the context of
SAH. After activation, they secrete proinflammatory cytokines, which activate astrocytes.
Astrocytes do not respond to potential immune activators in such an emerging way as
microglia and are, instead, predisposed towards soluble mediators such as IL1β. There
is mounting evidence suggesting that astrocytes are essentially dependent on microglia
in their activation manner towards different DAMPs or PAMPs [31,32]. The crosstalk
between microglia and astrocytes is important, as the whole process of inflammation must
be observed when considering specific inflammatory pathways and potential contributors.

Microglia play a crucial role during inflammation after SAH. Many treatment ap-
proaches to early brain injury after SAH focus on microglia function and associated path-
ways, such as the TLR4 pathway, with the goal of inhibiting inflammation and its accompa-
nying neuronal cell death [1,33–35].

3. The TLR4 Pathway

Throughout the brain, TLR4 is located on microglia (Figure 1) [35]. It recognizes its
ligands together with myeloid differentiation factor 2 (MD2). The most common ligands
are lipopolysaccharides (LPS), which are structures derived from the outer membrane of
Gram-negative bacteria. When binding to a ligand, two TLR4–MD2 complexes, together
with the ligand, are required to build a TLR4 homodimer [36].



Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2022, 23, 12618 4 of 16

Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2022, 23, x FOR PEER REVIEW 4 of 15 
 

 

 
Figure 1. The TLR4 pathway. TLR4 is localized on the cell surface of microglia, where it senses 
DAMPs that are derived during brain damage. The TLR signaling pathway is activated by ligand-
induced dimerization of receptors, followed by the binding of MyD88 and TIRAP or TRIF and 
TRAM. TLR4 translocates from the plasma membrane to endosomes with a switch from MYD88 to 
TRIF signaling. Activation of IRAK-1, IRAK-2, IRAK-4, and TRAFs leads to the activation of TAK1, 
TAK1-binding protein (TAB)1, TAB2, and TAB3. This complex phosphorylates and therefore acti-
vates IKKβ, which again forms a complex with IKKα, IKKβ, and NEMO. This leads to phosphory-
lation of NFκB inhibitory protein, which consequently frees NFκB. TAK1 is also involved in the 
phosphorylation and therefore activation of MAPKs. Transcription factors such as NFκB and AP1 
induce proinflammatory cytokines. Activation of endosomal TLRs leads to the production of inter-
ferons through transcription factor IRF3. Although TLR4 has the ability to use both pathway arms, 
TLR2 can only signal through the MyD88-dependent pathway. 

4. Crosstalk of TLR4 and the NLRP3 Inflammasome 
When analyzing inflammatory processes associated with SAH, the contribution of 

the inflammasome seems inevitable [43]. Inflammasomes are cytosolic multiprotein com-
plexes that can activate proinflammatory caspase-1 through autoproteolytic activation of 
procaspase-1. As a consequence, this leads to the cleavage of pro-inflammatory cytokines, 
mainly IL1β and IL18, initiating an inflammatory immune response [44]. Caspase-1 also 
induces an inflammatory form of cell death named pyroptosis, which is highly associated 
with inflammasome activation [45]. 

Currently, the best characterized inflammasome is the NLRP3 inflammasome, which 
consists of the NLRP3 scaffold, a sensor, an adaptor domain (ASC), and procaspase-1, the 
effector. ASC consists of a C-terminal caspase activation and recruitment (CARD) domain 
and an N-terminal pyrin domain (PYD), which enables bridging of the sensor and the 
effector [44]. In the CNS, inflammasomes are mainly present in microglia but have also 
been detected in neurons [46]. Similarly to the TLR4 pathway, the NLRP3 inflammasome 

Figure 1. The TLR4 pathway. TLR4 is localized on the cell surface of microglia, where it senses
DAMPs that are derived during brain damage. The TLR signaling pathway is activated by ligand-
induced dimerization of receptors, followed by the binding of MyD88 and TIRAP or TRIF and TRAM.
TLR4 translocates from the plasma membrane to endosomes with a switch from MYD88 to TRIF
signaling. Activation of IRAK-1, IRAK-2, IRAK-4, and TRAFs leads to the activation of TAK1, TAK1-
binding protein (TAB)1, TAB2, and TAB3. This complex phosphorylates and therefore activates IKKβ,
which again forms a complex with IKKα, IKKβ, and NEMO. This leads to phosphorylation of NFκB
inhibitory protein, which consequently frees NFκB. TAK1 is also involved in the phosphorylation and

therefore activation of MAPKs. Transcription factors such as NFκB and AP1 induce proinflammatory
cytokines. Activation of endosomal TLRs leads to the production of interferons through transcription
factor IRF3. Although TLR4 has the ability to use both pathway arms, TLR2 can only signal through
the MyD88-dependent pathway.

TLR4 contains N-terminal leucine-rich repeats (LRRs) and a transmembrane region,
which is followed by a Toll/IL1R homology (TIR) domain. The TIR domain is connected to
adaptor molecules (TIRAP). TLR4 signaling involves mainly myeloid differentiation pri-
mary response protein 88 (MyD88) and TIR-domain-containing adaptor-inducing IFN-beta
(TRIF). The pathway then divides into the MyD88-dependent or the MyD88-independent
pathway depending on which TIR domain is used [6,37–39].

Taken together, activation of TLR4 mainly triggers inflammation through produc-
tion of proinflammatory cytokines by releasing the transcription factors NFκB and AP1
into the nucleus. The mechanisms balancing the production of anti-inflammatory type-1
interferons over TRIF-mediated TLR4 signaling and the production of proinflammatory
cytokines through activation of NFκB and MAPKs are not fully understood yet. Signaling
protein TRAF3 might play a decisive role in determining in which direction the pathway
proceeds [40,41] Huai and colleagues reported that the tyrosine phosphatase PTPN4 de-
phosphorylates and, as a result, inhibits tyrosine phosphorylation of TRAM and thereby
specifically inhibits the TRIF-dependent pathway [42].
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4. Crosstalk of TLR4 and the NLRP3 Inflammasome

When analyzing inflammatory processes associated with SAH, the contribution of
the inflammasome seems inevitable [43]. Inflammasomes are cytosolic multiprotein com-
plexes that can activate proinflammatory caspase-1 through autoproteolytic activation of
procaspase-1. As a consequence, this leads to the cleavage of pro-inflammatory cytokines,
mainly IL1β and IL18, initiating an inflammatory immune response [44]. Caspase-1 also
induces an inflammatory form of cell death named pyroptosis, which is highly associated
with inflammasome activation [45].

Currently, the best characterized inflammasome is the NLRP3 inflammasome, which
consists of the NLRP3 scaffold, a sensor, an adaptor domain (ASC), and procaspase-1, the
effector. ASC consists of a C-terminal caspase activation and recruitment (CARD) domain
and an N-terminal pyrin domain (PYD), which enables bridging of the sensor and the
effector [44]. In the CNS, inflammasomes are mainly present in microglia but have also
been detected in neurons [46]. Similarly to the TLR4 pathway, the NLRP3 inflammasome
can become activated not only through pathogens but also host-derived DAMPs arising
from tissue damage resulting from sterile injury as seen during SAH [47].

However, the activation and signaling of inflammasomes is a complex process, where
many different activators can potentially contribute.

To activate an inflammasome, a two-step procedure is necessary, which requires two
different signals. The priming step leads to the transduction and translation of inflam-
masome components (NLRP3, caspase-1, ASC, proIL1β). This first signal often appears
through signaling using PRR, such as TLR4, which activates NFκB to induce transcription
of NLRP3 and pro-IL1β.

The second signal, the activation step, triggers the formation of the inflammasome
complex. A wide range of stimuli in the cytosol have been found to initiate the activation
of NLRP3, including potassium efflux, calcium accumulation, ATP, and cathepsin release
through lysosomal damage or mitochondrial-injury-induced ROS production, to name but
a few of the most investigated mechanisms [46,48].

TLR4 activation through DAMPs appears to be the priming signal for inflammasome
activation via activation of NFκB and therefore transcription of NLRP3 and pro-IL1β.
DAMPs such as in red blood cell lysate or HMGB1 can act as signal 1 through binding to
TLR4 but also as a secondary signal by binding to the inflammasome when phagocytosed by
microglia [49–51]. This leads to self-reinforcement of TLR4 and NLRP3 with exacerbation
of the inflammatory response [52,53] (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. TLR4 in context of TREM1/2 and the NLRP3 inflammasome. Activation of TLR4 through
hemoglobin causes expression of the NLRP3 inflammasome, which initiates the priming step. For
activation, lysosomal damage (as one example of many potential activation mechanisms) induces
activation of the NLRP3 inflammasome. Upon ligand binding, the TREM2-associated adaptor DAP12
undergoes tyrosine phosphorylation by the protein kinase SRC and recruits the tyrosine protein
kinase SYK, which activates phosphatidylinositol 3-kinase. TREM2 limits inflammation by interfering
with proinflammatory signals, which can be transmitted by TLR4. By contrast, the TREM1 signaling
cascade reinforces the production of inflammatory mediators that are initiated by TLR4 and act
synergistically. TREM1 acts here as an amplifier of TLR-induced inflammation and vice versa.

Interestingly, IFNβ, also a product of the TLR4 pathway, is reported to have an
immunomodulatory effect on the NLRP3 inflammasome, as it is able to suppress caspase-1
activity and therefore IL1β-expression [54].

Thus, the inflammasome is dependent on TLR4. This might be a double-edged sword,
as the inflammatory part of the TLR4 pathway can induce NLRP3 activation, but the
immunomodulatory part, leading through IRF3 to IFNβ expression, can inhibit IL1β
release.

Particularly in SAH, the NLRP3 inflammasome is reported to be part of the innate
immune response appearing after the event [17,55,56].

5. Co-Existence of TLR4 Alongside TREM1/2

Alongside TLR4, other receptors and pathways exist that have been reported to
influence the immune response in the brain.

The triggering receptor expressed on myeloid cells (TREM) is a relatively new player
in the field of cell surface receptors. Discovered in 2000 [57], the family increased from
only one (TREM-1) to three receptors, all of which have slightly different tasks. Here, we
focus on TREM1 and TREM2 as they have both been reported to be present on microglial
surfaces. TREM1 and TREM2 are better known for their contribution in Alzheimer disease,
but in the last couple of years, many investigations have been conducted regarding their
contribution to inflammatory processes after SAH [47].
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TREM1 is an amplifier of inflammatory signaling and acts synergistically with TLRs
and NLRs in the production of inflammatory cytokines. With its discovery, it was identified
on neutrophils and monocytes [57]. However, the signaling pathway differs from that of
the TLR4 pathway, containing the adaptor protein DAP12, though it is also involved in
NFκB activation. Initially, only PAMPs were identified as ligands of TREM1, indicating
that it might have a crucial role in microbial contexts such as sepsis [58]. More recently,
the role of TREM1 in neuroinflammatory diseases was also investigated, and the presence
of TREM1 on microglia was identified [59]. In Alzheimer disease (AD), TREM1 was
found to be important for the phagocytosis ability of microglia and therefore lowered
the amyloid-β burden in the brain when overexpressed [60,61], having a beneficial effect.
In contrast, TREM1 was reported to be crucial for the inflammatory response after SAH
(Figure 2). Blocking TREM1 reduced neuronal cell death and ameliorated inflammatory
cell recruitment in the brain after SAH [47,62].

However, additional evidence suggests TREM2 has a positive impact on the neuroin-
flammatory response after acute brain injuries such as intracerebral hemorrhage or SAH,
acting contrary to TREM1. Triggering TREM2 activity with apoE, a strong ligand of TREM2,
is associated with reduced cerebral edema and inhibited microglial activity after SAH [63].

TREM activity is associated with TLR signaling [64,65]. Hamerman and colleagues
investigated an increase in TLR response in DAP12-deficient mice (for which TREM sig-
naling is therefore not possible). These findings suggest the existence of a synergic effect
between TLRs and TREMs [66], hinting that the immune system allows crosstalk between
different pathways and receptors and could compensate for the failure of a single pathway
or receptor. Moreover, an imbalance in the TREM2/TLR4 ratio has been reported to have
detrimental effects regarding neuroinflammation in Alzheimer Disease [67].

6. Pathophysiology of Inflammation after SAH

Among survivors of the initial bleeding after SAH, secondary brain injury caused
by neuroinflammation is the reason for major morbidity [68,69]. In the past decades,
cerebral vasospasm was the most investigated mechanism associated with secondary brain
injury. However, clinical trials applying anti-vasospasm drugs could not show a beneficial
effect in terms of clinical outcome [70]. Thus, recent evidence suggests a major role for
neuroinflammation after SAH as a key contributor to injury expansion and cognitive deficits
in the context of secondary brain injury after SAH [71–73].

The appearance of blood after SAH in the subarachnoid space not only raises ICP
and leads to general ischemia but also acts as a potential immune stimulus. The lysis of
erythrocytes leads to the deposition of hemoglobin [18,74]. As already discussed above,
hemoglobin derivates stimulate TLR4 as DAMPs. As a consequence, microglia are activated
after SAH. They fulfill their role as edaphic macrophages with phagocytosis but also with
cleavage of inflammatory molecules [1,75].

Our group has described an outside-in activation with intravascular inflammation
followed by activation of microglia at the vessel/brain interface [76]. It is also known
that the blood–brain barrier (BBB) is severely damaged after SAH, with disrupted tight
junctions, transcytosis, and endothelial dysfunction [77], implying that the damaged BBB
is more permeable to potential immune-stimulating molecules. Blecharz-Lang and col-
leagues postulated that the proinflammatory cytokine IL6 might be responsible for BBB
disruption [78].

The TLR4 downstream pathway ultimately leads to the cleavage of proinflammatory
cytokines such as IL1β and IL6 [79]. Other inflammatory cells, such as neutrophils and
macrophages, are recruited upon microglia activation into the subarachnoid space through
upregulation of intercellular adhesion molecule 1 (ICAM1), where they phagocytose any
remaining erythrocyte breakdown products [76,80]. Conversely, it is also reported that neu-
trophil recruitment along the vessels trigger microglia activation, which leads to a vicious
circle of self-reinforcing inflammation [76]. It was recently reported that meningeal lym-
phatics are also involved in clearing extravasated erythrocytes after SAH [81]. The immune
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cells become imprisoned in the subarachnoid space, where they release vasoactive factors
such as endothelins, which may contribute to vessel reactions such as vasospasm [82].
However, the connection between cerebral inflammation and cerebral vasospasm after
SAH is still not fully understood.

Analysis of the amount of proinflammatory cytokines in the cerebrospinal fluid (CSF)
and serum of SAH patients showed the correlation of high IL6 and TNFα levels with poor
functional outcome [83,84], indicating not only an inflammation state restricted to the brain
but spreading systemically and affecting the whole immune system.

Recently, it was reported that TLR4 signaling is also involved in the risk of aneurysmal
rupture by triggering vascular inflammation. TLR4 is expressed on endothelial cells, which
may be an explanation for the involvement of vessel inflammation as a result of TLR4
activation. TLR4/MyD88 KO mice had a reduction in aneurysm rupture rates but not in
incidence of aneurysm formation [85–87].

7. TLR4-Pathway-Associated Proteins Acting as Biomarkers following SAH
7.1. Ligands of TLR4

DAMPs are physiologically sequestered intracellularly and are therefore invisible to
the immune system. If cells die or become damaged due to neuronal damage after SAH,
these patterns then become visible to immune cells of the CNS, mainly for microglia and
their receptors [7]. Even though the list of potential DAMPs is growing constantly and is
becoming increasingly heterogenous, their presence homogenously results in inflammation
with expression of inflammation-related molecules and cytokines, iNOS, or COX2. There-
fore, they are closely linked with neuroinflammatory activity after SAH and can work as
biomarkers in predicting disease progression and potential anti-inflammatory therapeutic
outcome [88].

7.1.1. HMGB1

HMGB1 is a DNA-binding protein which is located in the nucleus of neurons. When se-
creted extracellularly through active release or cell death, it interacts with its main receptors
TLR4 and the receptor for advanced glycation end products (RAGE) as a DAMP [89].

It was shown that HMGB1 levels in the CSF and plasma of patients suffering from
SAH are positively correlated not only with IL6 and TNFα levels but also with the severity
and the clinical outcome [50,90–92].

Reduction in mRNA and protein expression of HMGB1 upon treatment with the
natural HMGB1 inhibitor glycyrrhizin was shown to improve neurological scores in an
experimental model of SAH [93].

HMGB1 mAB were also used in preclinical studies focusing on early brain injury
after SAH, where a significant decrease in inflammatory cytokines and associated brain
injury could be detected. Furthermore, delayed cerebral vasospasm was attenuated [94].
This observation aligns with the findings of Nakahara and colleagues, showing that high
CSF and plasma levels of HMGB1 are correlated with poor neurological outcome after
SAH [50]. Zhu and colleagues showed that HMGB1 is predictive of poor functional outcome
after 1 year, but not for the prediction of mortality after 1 year, in-hospital mortality, or
vasospasm [92].

7.1.2. Red Blood Cell Lysate

During subarachnoid hemorrhage, the brain is exposed to blood particles and cell
lysates of erythrocytes. Therefore, hemoglobin and its constituents moved into focus regard-
ing initiation of an immune response by binding to TLR4 on the surface of microglia [18,95].

Wang and colleagues measured the levels of heme oxygenase-1 (HO-1), oxyhemoglobin,
ferritin, and bilirubin in intrathecal CSF on the 7th day post-hemorrhage. HO-1 appeared
to be the most significant CSF parameter related to an unfavorable outcome [96].
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In contrast, Frase and colleagues also described increased CSF HO-1 levels in patients
after SAH, but with no significant difference in functional outcome. However, lower HO-1
levels on day 7 post-SAH were associated with vasospasm [97].

Oxyhemoglobin (OxyHb) is released during the lysis of red blood cells and interacts
as a DAMP with TLR4 [34]. It autoxidizes to methemoglobin, which is also shown to
be a TLR4 ligand [49], as well as heme, another hemolysis-associated DAMP [98,99].
Heme metabolism results in the breakdown products free iron and bilirubin. Free iron, in
particular, is postulated to catalyze the formation of reactive oxygen species (ROS), which
act as a strong inflammatory activator by binding to TLR4 [99].

7.2. Inflammatory Cytokines

Particularly in the CNS, where the initial immune response is triggered by microglia
and in part by astrocytes, inflammatory cytokines play an emerging role when it comes to
spreading inflammation in the brain [100].

Interleukin (IL)-6 seems to be an important interleukin in the inflammatory response
after SAH, and many studies describe a strong correlation between elevated IL6 levels in
plasma and CSF and worse outcomes [83,101,102].

TNFα was also described as being elevated in CSF and plasma in SAH compared with
healthy controls, and higher CSF levels are linked with poorer outcomes [103,104].

In clinical phase II studies, significantly lower levels of IL6 and CRP as inflamma-
tory markers were observed in SAH patients after subcutaneous administration of IL1RA
compared to a placebo group. However, the clinical outcome was not improved signifi-
cantly [105,106]. CSF-IL6, but not IL6, plasma levels are significantly correlated with the
development of delayed brain injury after SAH, indicating that inflammation-triggered
brain injury is a relevant problem not just in theory or preclinical trials but also in clinical
settings [107]. Analogous to the SAH studies, IL1RA was also applied subcutaneously to pa-
tients after suffering from cerebral ischemia, where diminished IL6 plasma concentrations
and a better clinical outcome were observed in the treated group [108].

7.3. TLR4

TLR4 itself was also investigated in SAH patients to be a potential biomarker. SAH
patients were found to have higher TLR4 expression levels on the cell surface of peripheral
blood mononuclear cells. TLR4 expression was determined by flow cytometry, and patients
were assessed every day after admission to monitor the occurrence of delayed cerebral
ischemia (DCI). Patients with DCI showed significantly higher TLR4 levels than those
without DCI [14]. Another study demonstrated increased levels of TLR4 in the CSF of
patients 3 days after SAH [109].

TAK-242 binds to the intracellular domain of TLR4 and selectively inhibits TLR4 sig-
naling [110]. It has been shown to ameliorate brain damage caused by neuroinflammation
in SAH [111,112].

Another drug which has been reported to downregulate TLR4 expression is fluoxetine.
Fluoxetine is a common selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor (SSRI) that also has the ability
to downregulate TLR4 and the NLRP3 inflammasome after SAH [113]. However, the exact
mechanisms behind the neuroprotective effects of fluoxetine remain elusive.

Polyphenols have also been described as modulators of the TLR4 pathway. They
include a wide variety of molecules which all share a similar basic polyphenolic structure.
They serve to protect against a variety of pathogens with anti-inflammatory and antioxidant
properties [114]. Resveratrol, a potential neuroprotective polyphenol, has the ability to
inhibit murine RAW 264.7 macrophages und microglial BV-2 cells, and it also inhibits
downstream phosphorylation of STAT1 und STAT3. Flavonoid derivates were shown to
inhibit LPS-induced TLR4 dimerization in RAW 264.7 macrophage lines. Luteolin, another
polyphenol, suppresses activation of IRF3 and NFκB induced by TLR4 agonists with similar
effects as flavonoids or resveratrol: attenuation of inflammatory cytokines, cleaved through
activation of the TRIF-dependent pathway [115–117]. Curcumin, a polyphenolic compound,
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has been shown to suppress TLR4-positive microglia in the brain and therefore lead to
diminished LPS-induced IRF3 activation [118].

However, therapeutical approaches directly targeting TLR4 have not been performed
in clinical studies but only in experimental preclinical settings.

7.4. TREM1

TREM1 is closely correlated with TLR4 pathway activation (as mentioned above).
It has been investigated as one of the amplifiers of various inflammatory diseases. Con-
centrations of soluble TREM1 (sTREM1) have been assessed in the CSF of SAH patients.
Sun and colleagues explored the correlations of early CSF sTREM1 levels with severity
and prognosis and found that sTREM1 levels in CSF of SAH patients were significantly
increased compared with healthy controls, and correlated negatively with Glasgow Coma
Scale (GCS) and positively with the Hunt and Hess scale [119]. The same group stated that
inhibition of TREM1 with LP17, a synthetic TREM1 inhibitor, ameliorated microglial pyrop-
tosis and IL1β production in experimental SAH. They also found that TREM1 can activate
the NLRP3 inflammasome, which is also closely correlated with the TLR4 pathway [47].

7.5. Inflammasome Proteins

The NLRP3 inflammasome plays an important role in the inflammatory process in
many diseases affecting the brain [46]. As its activation is closely associated with the TLR4
pathway, it should also be considered when discussing potential biomarkers and treatment
strategies focusing on neuroinflammation after SAH.

Caspase-1 is a product of the inflammatory cascade found after inflammasome activa-
tion, and its occurrence in CSF was tested in 18 SAH patients. CSF analysis demonstrated
a nearly seven-fold increase in caspase-1 activity in SAH patients compared with con-
trols. Mean caspase-1 activity in the poor outcome group was approximately three times
higher than the good outcome group and, furthermore, caspase-1 activity was significantly
correlated with GOS score and clinical outcome [120].

Another study not only assessed caspase-1 but also inflammasome proteins such
as ASC and NLRP1. They also found that higher levels of inflammasome proteins were
associated with severe SAH and poor outcome 3 months after SAH [121].

MCC950 is a small-molecule inhibitor of the NLRP3 inflammasome that interacts with
the NACHT domain and inhibits ATP hydrolysis [122]. It has been found to have beneficial
effects in ischemic stroke, where it leads to decreased TNFα levels, improved neurological
outcome, reduced cerebral edema, and decreased infarction size [123,124] in animal studies.

8. Conclusions

Neuroinflammation has become one of the most investigated fields regarding poor
neurological outcome after several acute neurological disorders such as SAH.

The TLR4 pathway is prominent in many neurological disorders associated with
neuroinflammation. DAMPs, appearing in the CNS due to various dysregulations or
injuries, bind to the TLR4, leading to downstream signaling that culminates in the release
of proinflammatory molecules. Of course, the TLR4 pathway acts not reclusively without
any co-contributors but is framed by other pathways and molecular protein complexes
such as the NLRP3 inflammasome.

Different components of the TLR4 pathway can act as biomarkers for indicating the
inflammatory status, not only of the brain but also systemically.

Focused therapy attempts targeting these components with antagonizing antibodies
or small-molecule inhibitors have already shown promise in past studies and might further
elicit remarkable effects in future studies.

Neuroinflammation, with special regard to the TLR4 pathway, has increasingly come
into focus in discussions of individualized therapies after SAH to protect survivors from
unfavorable outcomes. Therefore, the abovementioned contributors of this pathway can be
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useful targets in clinical settings to obtain information about the inflammatory status and
might furthermore provide potential targets for future anti-inflammatory therapies.
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