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Monosodium glutamate affects the temporal characteristics of biochemi-
cal variables in Wistar rats. T. MANIVASAGAM, P. SUBRAMANIAN.
Pol. J. Pharmacol., 2004, 56, 79–84.

Monosodium glutamate (MSG) was administrated chronically for 60 days
to Wistar rats and 24 h rhythms of glucose, cholesterol, total protein and al-
kaline phosphatase were studied. MSG treatment was found to cause acro-
phase delays in the glucose and alkaline phosphatase rhythms and advances
in acrophases of cholesterol and total protein levels. Amplitude and mesor
values of these rhythms were found to be altered during MSG treatment.
Glutamate levels in the brain were found to be significantly increased, which
could alter these biochemical rhythms by modulating the transmission in re-
tinohypothalamic tract and in the hypothalamic nuclei, probably including
suprachiasmatic nuclei.

Key words: circadian rhythm, monosodium glutamate, glucose, choles-
terol, total protein, alkaline phosphatase.
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INTRODUCTION

The endogenous circadian rhythms govern most

aspects of physiological and biochemical processes

in mammals including body temperature levels, en-

docrine functions and enzyme levels [6, 9]. The su-

prachiasmatic nucleus (SCN) constitutes the cir-

cadian pacemaker in mammals [22] including hu-

mans [15]. Synchronization of the bodily processes

is the ablity of the body’s internal clock (SCN) to

reset itself to external cues. The primary external

signal that entrains the biological clock is light-

dark cycle [21]. The photic information is transmit-

ted to the SCN from the retinohypothalamic tract

(RHT) through glutamate [6, 23]. The glutamate

phase shifting effects on activity rhythms of ham-

sters [17], and on feeding and food anticipatory

rhythms [20] in rats were documented.
Monosodium glutamate (MSG), the sodium salt

of glutamate, is commonly used as a flavor enhan-

cer especially in Chinese, Thainese and Japanese

foods. Schaumburg et al. [30] reported that MSG

could produce symptoms such as numbness, weak-

ness, flushing, sweating, dizziness and headaches

that commenced between 10 min and 2 h after start

of the MSG containing meal and lasted 4 h or less

[8].
Olney [25] reported that the subcutaneous in-

jection of MSG could cause brain lesions leading to

acute neuronal necrosis in several regions of the

developing brain of the neonatal mice and acute le-

sions in the brain of adult mice. Such brain lesions

were reported to cause the alterations in the levels

of growth hormone [16], sex hormones [18] and

thyroid hormones [19]. Alterations in the levels of

thiobarbituric acid reactive substances (TBARS)

and antioxidants like reduced glutathione, catalase

and superoxide dismutase were reported in adult

mice during MSG treatment [2, 5]. Furthermore,

disruption in the levels of biochemical parameters

such as carbohydrates, lipids and proteins in

MSG-treated rats were also well documented [1].

However, the temporal patterns of these biochemi-

cal variables during MSG treatment were not in-

vestigated so far.
It was demonstrated that in a rat brain slice

preparation containing the SCN, stimulation of the

optic nerve induced the release of ["H]glutamate

[13]. SCN neurons were found to be responsive to

glutamate [31, 37]. These findings suggest that glu-

tamate could be involved in the photic transmission
to the SCN.

The main objective of the present study is to
investigate the influence of glutamate on the char-
acteristics (acrophase, amplitude and mesor) of cir-
cadian rhythms of glucose, cholesterol, total pro-
tein and alkaline phosphatase (ALP) and to investi-
gate whether glutamate could affect these rhythms
differently.

MATERIALS and METHODS

Adult male Wistar rats were obtained from Cen-
tral Animal House, Faculty of Medicine, Annamalai
University. The rats were housed in polypropylene
cages at room temperature (30 ± 2°C) under semina-
tural [28, 32–35] conditions. In Annamalainagar, the
LD cycle is almost 12:12 h throughout the year. Ani-
mals were maintained under seminatural light-dark
conditions in an experimental room [28, 32–35].

The experimental animals were divided into
two groups (n = 6 in each group): control (group I)
and glutamate-treated (group II). MSG, 600 mg/kg
[4], was injected subcutaneously to group II rats
every day (at irregular intervals) for 60 days.

Blood samples were collected from animals
(groups I and II) at 4h intervals (00:00–24:00)
throughout the 24 h period continuously. Minimal
amount of the blood was collected from the orbital
sinus with great care using heparinized tubes. The
levels of glutamate in the brain were also estimated
[3]. Glucose [7] was estimated in blood, cholesterol
[38] and total protein [14] were measured in
plasma and ALP in serum [11] was estimated at the
above-mentioned time intervals. The values of the
variables (means ± SD) were plotted versus the
time of blood collection. Measurements of acro-
phase (�-measure of peak time of the variable stud-
ied), amplitude (A–corresponds to half the total
rhythmic variability in a cycle), mesor (M-rhythm
adjusted mean) and r value (correlation coefficient)
were done by cosinor analysis using “cosinorwin”
computer software program.

RESULTS

Glutamate level was found to be increased in brain
tissues of group II animals (18.44 ± 2.89 �mol/g
tissue) compared to normal (group I) animals
(10.45 ± 1.33 �mol/g tissue). Control animals showed
the maximum levels of glucose at 04:39 h; in MSG-
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treated animals, the peak time was found at 07:00 h

(~2.30 h delay) (Fig. 1a, b). Mesor value was in-

creased and the amplitude was decreased in group

II animals (Tab. 1). Cholesterol levels showed peak

at 18:41 h (normal animals) and they were maximal

at 17:10 h in MSG-treated rats (~1.30 h advance)

(Fig. 2a, b). Further, the mesor and amplitude val-

ues were increased (Tab. 1). Peak time of total pro-

tein lied at 07:35 h in normal animals. Their levels

were maximal at 04:57 h in MSG-treated rats

(~2.30 h advance) (Fig 3a, b); mesor and amplitude

were increased in group II animals (Tab. 1). ALP
levels showed peak at 07:90 h in normal animals
and it was maximum at 11:48 h in MSG-treated rats
(~4 h delay) (Fig. 4a, b); mesor and amplitude val-
ues were higher in group II animals (Tab. 1).

DISCUSSION

Russell et al. [29] showed that some circadian
rhythms were synchronized by meal timing. It has
also been reported that the timing of food availabil-
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ity and intake exerted powerful effects on the tem-
poral characteristics of biochemical rhythmic phe-
nomena [29].

Adult Wistar rats normally commence eating
soon after 18:00 h. Eating would be most pro-
nounced during the hours of dark phase [29]. The
peak of activity of enzymes involved in glycolysis
were found to lie at the dark phase [24]. In the pre-
sent study the acrophase of glucose (at 04:39 h) can
be attributed to food intake, digestion and accumu-
lation of glucose in blood [24]. Increase in the
mesor value of glucose in group II might be due to
the inhibitory effect of MSG on growth hormone,
thereby decreasing glycogenesis in the liver and in-
activating the gluconeogenesis from amino acids [1].

Earlier studies in our laboratory showed that the
peak levels of cholesterol occurred at night [28, 34].
The whole body free and total cholesterol synthesis
oscillated periodically [10] within a day. Circadian
patterns of transcription of cholesterol 7-� hydroxy-
lase gene in liver were found to reach peak levels in
the evening, adding evidence that several factors
could be involved in the temporal organization of
cholesterol levels [12]. Endogenous cholesterol
synthesis was also known to exhibit a diurnal
rhythm (more than twice at night) but different
from endogenous fat synthesis in several ways

[12]. In rats the rate limiting enzyme (HMG CoA
reductase) in the cholesterol synthesis pathway peaks
its activity at midnight [26]. The cholesterol rhythm
in MSG-treated rats was disturbed (r – 0.38; p > 0.2).
This may be due to the destruction of the arcuate
nucleus in the hypothalamus, which could function
in a regulatory manner towards fat metabolism [1].

Circadian rhythms in total protein were re-
ported in humans and mice [36], and in the present
study, acrophase of the protein level occurred at
07:35 h. The positive and negative balance between
synthesis and degradation of proteins might be re-
sponsible for this rhythmic phenomenon. In group
II animals, peak levels of total protein were found
at 04:57 h. Administration of MSG caused the in-
creased levels of total protein in RBC [2] and liver
[5] which might lead to elevated mesor and ampli-
tude values in group II animals.

Diurnal rhythms of plasma ALP were well
documented in Wistar rats [35]. It was already re-
ported that ALP rhythm was not affected by the ac-
tivity status of the animal but was synchronized by
the environmental factors like light-dark cycles
[34]. N-phthaloyl-�-aminobutyric acid (involved in
the transmission of dark information to the clock)
was also found to affect the characteristics of ALP
rhythm [35]. Exogenously administered MSG
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could alter the intestinal function and release the
intestinal ALP [27] and thereby might affect the
temporal characteristics of ALP rhythmicity.

Glutamate was reported as a putative transmit-
ter of RHT [6, 9]. Glutamate injection in SCN
caused phase shifts that were dependent on the cir-
cadian time at which glutamate is applied [18]. Fur-
thermore, phase shifting effects of glutamate [20]
suggest that glutamate could be involved in photic
entrainment of circadian pacemaker. Hence, we hy-
pothesize that increased glutamate levels in brain
could alter the characteristics of biochemical rhythms
by modulating the transmission in several areas/nu-
clei in brain probably including RHT and SCN.
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