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Summary
Brain responses to feeding start before consumption, since seeing, smelling or just think about food may elicit 

exocrine and endocrine secretions in the gut and stimulate appetite. On the other hand, food intake initiates a cascade 

of hormonal responses by the gastrointestinal system that are integrated in the central nervous system inducing 

satiety. This complex communication between the periphery and the CNS is called gut/brain axis. Many gut- and 

adipose tissue-derived peptides and neurotransmitters are recruited to orchestrate feeding behavior, including the 

lipid-derived satiety factor oleoylethanolamide and the neuronal histamine. In this review the main findings regard-

ing the role of these two systems in the control of food consumption are presented. The evidence of their interaction 

along with the putative underlying mechanisms as well we the impact on food intake, memory and mood are re-

viewed. 

The pas de deux is one of the most characteristic 

and significant moments in classical ballet pieces, 

not surprisingly it is present in many well-known 

ballets. As the French term suggests (literally “step 

of two”) it consists of a duet executed by two danc-

ers, usually a danseur and a ballerina, who perform 

a particular choreography together. The classical 

grand pas de deux, which often served as the climax 

of a scene or an entire performance, is usually struc-

tured in five parts: an entrée which serves as a short 

prelude, an adagio featuring graceful and elaborate 

movement by the dancing pair, then there are two 

variations consisting of virtuosic solos for each 

dancer alone followed by a final coda where the 

duet dance again ending with a grand musical cli-

max. In this review, the scientific data obtained in 

our laboratory in Florence will be presented with a 

sort of “artistic license” following the pas de deux 

structure. The following paragraph explaining the 

concept representing the entrée, will be followed by 

a brief adagio about the gut-brain axis. Then we will 

have the variations in two sessions in which we will 

present our danseurs (oleoylethanolamide and neu-

ronal histamine) and describe their role in regula-

tion of food consumption. Finally, a coda where our 

data regarding the interaction of these actuators in 

the control of food intake, memory and mood will 

be discussed. 
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The role of gut/brain axis in modulating food intake 

Body weight is tightly regulated by complex home-

ostatic mechanisms controlling the balance between 

food intake and energy expenditure, even subtle 

mismatches (less than 0.5%) in this balance are suf-

ficient to cause weight gain (1). Thus, obesity can 

be defined as a state in which energy intake chroni-

cally exceeds energy expenditure. Obesity is widely 

recognized as a largest and fastest growing public 

health problem in developed and developing world. 

The World Health Organization created the neolo-

gism “globesity” to define a growing global epi-

demic of overweight and obesity. Research efforts 

done in the last decades in order to fight such obe-

sity epidemic resulted in remarkable growth in our 

knowledge regarding appetite and satiety mecha-

nisms (2). A key role in this process is played by a 

complex system regulating energy homeostasis 

called the gut-brain axis. The axis refers to a neuro-

humoral communication network comprising the 

central nervous system (CNS), the enteric nervous 

system (ENS), the autonomic nervous system 

(ANS), neuroendocrine and immunological sys-

tems, in addition to the gut microbiota (3).  

The communication across the axis occurs via local, 

paracrine and or/endocrine mechanisms involving 

gut- and adipose tissue- derived peptides. Neural 

networks, such as the enteric nervous system (ENS) 

and vagus nerve also convey information within the 

gut-brain axis. In addition to their peripheral effects, 

gut hormones play a pivotal role relaying infor-

mation about the nutritional status to important ap-

petite controlling centers within the CNS, which in-

tegrates this peripheral information with higher 

brain centers regulating reward and mood and con-

tribute to modulate feelings of hunger and satiety 

(4,5). In the last years the gut microbiota has 

emerged as one of the key regulators of gut-brain 

communication and has led to the appreciation of 

the importance of a microbiota gut-brain axis. Many 

factors can influence microbiota composition and 

vice-versa diferential microbial composition may 

influence weight-gain through several inter-depen- 

pendent pathways including energy harvesting, 

short-chain fatty-acids (SCFA) signaling, behav-

iour modifications, controlling satiety and modulat-

ing inflammatory responses within the host (6). 

Oleoylethanolamide: a lipid-derived satiety factor 

While consuming fat has been stigmatized in our 

society for causing obesity, it has long been known 

that direct infusion of lipid emulsions into the small 

intestine rapidly and potently suppresses food in-

take in mammalian species, including humans. A 

link between fat ingestion and reduced food intake 

was identified in 2001 when Daniele Piomelli’s 

group demonstrated that the fatty acid oleoylethan-

olamide (OEA) suppresses food intake in rodents. 

OEA, as other N-acyletanolamides, are found in 

various tissues including brain, lungs, immune 

cells, adipocytes, etc. In the small intestine (duode-

num and jejunum), the levels of OEA change ac-

cording to the nutrient status: they decrease during 

food deprivation and increase upon refeeding (7–9). 

Duodenal infusion of individual nutrients evidenced 

that fat, in particular oleic acid, is a potent stimulus 

for OEA synthesis, whereas sugar and protein do 

not alter OEA levels (10). However, more recent 

studies demonstrated that prolonged consumption 

of a high-fat diet even for short periods of time (one 

week) is sufficient to suppress jejunal OEA mobili-

zation (11), raising the possibility that fat enriched 

diets might promote overeating, at least in part, by 

suppressing the satiating effects of gut-derived 

OEA (12,13). 

Following a seminal work by Rodriguez de Fonseca 

and coworkers (7) showing that exogenous (ip) ad-

ministered OEA elicited a sustained inhibition of 

food intake in rats, subsequent studies demonstrated 

that OEA-induced hypophagic effect is dependent 

of the feeding state of the animals. In free-fed ani-

mals, detailed analysis of the meal pattern revealed 

that OEA delayed eating onset and decreased meal 

frequency without change in meal size suggesting 

that the hypophagic effect is related to a prolonga-
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tion of satiety, that is the state of fullness after eat-

ing. On the other hand, in food-restricted animals, 

OEA not only increased the latency to eat but also 

reduced meal size, suggesting that, in a situation 

when larger meals are consumed (as occurs after 

food deprivation) OEA can also induce satiation, 

that is meal termination (14,15). Importantly, OEA 

administration did not induce taste aversion, vis-

ceral pain, fear or anxiety-like behaviours and did 

not alter plasma corticosterone levels. Therefore, 

the hypophagic action cannot be attribute to states 

of stress or malaise (7,16).   

OEA is a shorter, monounsaturated analogue of the 

endocannabinoid anandamide, but unlike anan-

damide it acts independently of the cannabinoid 

pathway. Several lines of evidence (reviewed in 

(12,13) indicate that OEA-induced hypophagic ac-

tion is mediated by the activation of peroxisome 

proliferator-activated receptor-α (PPAR-α), a nu-

clear receptor acting as a major transcriptional reg-

ulator of lipid metabolism and energy balance. 

OEA-induced hypophagia was mimicked by two 

synthetic PPAR-α agonists WY-14643 and GW-

7647 and was abolished in mice lacking PPAR-α  

(17,18). Beyond binding to PPAR-α, OEA activates 

other two receptors with moderate potency: the cap-

saicin receptor transient receptor potential vanil-

loid-1 (TRPV1) and the G protein-coupled receptor 

119 (GPR119). However, genetic deletion of 

TRPV1 or GPR119 did not affected eating reduc-

tion induced by OEA (19,20), strongly arguing 

against a direct involvement of these receptors in 

OEA-induced satiety. 

Similarly to other anorexigenic gut-derived signals, 

peripherally administered OEA stimulates c-Fos ex-

pression (a marker of neuronal activation) in the nu-

cleus tractus solitarius (NTS) in the brainstem sug-

gesting the involvement of brain circuits in OEA’s 

actions. However, when directly infused into the 

lateral ventricles OEA had no effect on food con-

sumption (7). Indeed, current evidence supports a 

model whereby OEA promotes satiety via PPAR-α-

mediated activation of afferent vagal fibers from the 

small intestine to the brain: total subdiaphragmatic 

vagotomy prevents the anorexiant effect induced by 

systemic OEA injections and a similar failure was 

observed in animals treated with neurotoxic doses 

of capsaicin, which deprive the animals of periph-

eral vagal and non-vagal sensory fibers (7). A recent 

study challenged this hypothesis since it was 

demonstrated that subdiaphragmatic vagal deaffer-

entation, which selectively eliminates all abdominal 

vagal afferents while retaining about half of the va-

gal efferents intact, does not affect OEA-induced 

hypophagia (Azari et al., 2014). 

Within the brain, in addition to activation of the 

NTS, OEA systemic injection also increased c-Fos 

expression in the in oxytocin-immunoreactive neu-

rons in the paraventricular (PVN) and supraoptic 

nuclei (SON) of the hypothalamus (21–23). This ac-

tivation is paralleled by increased oxytocin neuro-

secretion and elevated circulating levels gaetani 

(21,24). Moreover, pharmacological blockade of 

brain oxytocin receptors abrogates the hypophagic 

effects of OEA without blocking c-Fos activation 

on NTS suggesting that PVN involvement is down-

stream to NTS activation (21). More recently it was 

demonstrated that a noradrenergic pathway from 

the NTS to the hypothalamus seems to mediate 

OEA effects on feeding behavior and on hypotha-

lamic oxytocin increase, as demonstrated in rats 

with chemical lesions of hindbrain noradrenergic 

neurons (25). Accordingly, peripheral administra-

tion of OEA in rats increased hypothalamic nora-

drenaline concentrations (26). These findings sug-

gest that noradrenergic NTS-PVN projections are 

involved in the activation of the hypothalamic oxy-

tocinergic system, which mediates OEA’s pro-sa-

tiety action. 

The role of Central Histaminergic System in regu-

lation of food consumption 

The observation that first generation antihistamines 

have a sedative effect suggested that histamine had 

relevant actions in the central nervous system. 

However, the failure to demonstrate its localization 

in the brain greatly limited the acceptance of this 
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amine as a neurotransmitter (27).  However, in the 

early 1980s two discoveries were a real break-

through in the field: first, the identification of new 

histaminergic receptor (the H3R autoreceptor) in 

neurons (28) and second, the development of anti-

bodies to identify histaminergic neurons system and 

the determination of their localization in the poste-

rior hypothalamus (29,30).  

These findings were received with great enthusiasm 

by the scientific community and many anatomical, 

neurochemical and behavioural studies ensued and 

it soon became clear that brain histamine regulates 

several brain functions.  

Nowadays, we know that histaminergic neurons are 

found in several species which nearly 64000 neu-

rons in human brain (31). In mammals, all hista-

minergic cell bodies are localized solely in the tu-

beromamillary nucleus (TMN) of the posterior hy-

pothalamus from where they project widely through 

ascending and descending pathways, therefore vir-

tually all brain regions contain some histaminergic 

fibers (32). Within these cells, histamine is synthe-

sized by a one-step decarboxylation of the amino-

acid L-histidine catalyzed by the enzyme histidine 

decarboxylase (HDC) and then stored in vesicles 

ready to be released via voltage- and calcium-de-

pendent mechanisms (32). Once released, histamine 

activates specific pre- and postsynaptic receptors 

that mediate its physiological actions. So far four 

different histaminergic receptors have been identi-

fied, namely H1R, H2R, H3R and H4R. They are 

all metabotropic receptors and are expressed in the 

central nervous system with different densities 

across different brain areas (33). Therefore, given 

such widespread distribution, is not surprising that 

brain histamine is involved in the regulation of nu-

merous physiological functions and behaviors, such 

as thermoregulation, circadian rhythms, neuroendo-

crine secretion, food and drink intake, locomotion, 

aggressiveness, learning and memory, emotionality 

(34,35). 

The first report of histamine-induced anorexiant ac-

tions dates back to 1973, when a significant long-

term suppression of food intake was observed fol-

lowing histamine infusion into cats’ lateral ventri-

cles (36). A similar reduction was observed after 

histamine acute infusion into the lateral ventricles 

(37) or continuous infusion into the suprachiasmatic 

nucleus of the hypothalamus (38) of rats. Consist-

ently, hypophagia was also observed after admin-

istration of L-histidine (39) or metoprine (40), a his-

tamine precursor and an inhibitor of its metabolism, 

respectively. Subsequent studies demonstrated that 

H1R activation in the hypothalamic PVN and ven-

tromedial nucleus (VMH) induced satiety. The 

blockade of brain H3R autoreceptors, resulting in 

increase of histamine release, also reduced food in-

take. On the contrary, other studies indicate that the 

H2R does not participate in feeding regulation. De-

tailed review of the effects of histaminergic ligands 

in animal feeding behaviour studies can be found in 

(41).  

In humans, it has long been known that the admin-

istration of antihistamines can cause weight gain. In 

fact, one antihistamine, cyproheptadine, has actu-

ally been used in malnourished and/or underweight 

patients with a variety of health conditions, such as 

cancer, HIV, anorexia nervosa with the purpose of 

increasing appetite and weight gain (42). Moreover, 

a relationship between the use of H1R antagonists 

(i.e. cetirizine, fexofenadine and desloratadine) and 

an increased risk of obesity using data available 

from the National Health Examination Survey has 

been described (43). The authors found that adult 

users of H1R antihistamines had significantly 

greater weight, body mass index, waist circumfer-

ence, and insulin levels as compared with age and 

gender-matched, healthy controls.  

Further evidence of the association between hista-

mine and food intake emerged by the relationship of 

second generation antipsychotics-induced weight 

gain and their potency as H1R antagonists (44). 

Among these, olanzapine and clozapine that are as-

sociated with the greatest weight gain and metabolic 

impairments shows the highest affinity for the H1R 

(45).  
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The weight gain associated with antipsychotics treat 

ment is considered a major public health concern, 

due to its impact on drug compliance and exposure 

of patients to risks of co-morbidities due to meta-

bolic consequences. In these regard a series of stud-

ies demonstratdc the efficacy of betahistine, a 

mixed H1R partial agonist and H3R antagonist clin-

ically used for the treatment of Meniere’s disease 

(46), in mitigating olanzapine-associated weight 

gain and somnolence without affecting olanzapine 

effects on positive and negative syndrome scales 

(47–50). 

Interaction between brain histamine and OEA on 

food consumption 

When we started our studies, we knew that exoge-

nous administration of OEA suppressed food intake 

by activating PPAR-α and engaging oxytocin neu-

rotransmission through a mechanism mediated by 

the vagus nerve. Since OEA does not readily cross 

the blood brain barrier (at least in the doses used in 

the preclinical studies) we ask whether OEA re-

cruits other neurotransmitter systems in the brain to 

reduce food intake. As extensive evidence sug-

gested an important role for neuronal histamine in 

feeding behaviour, our hypothesis was that periph-

erally administered OEA might engage histamine 

signaling in the brain to fully exert its hypophagic 

effect. To test this concept, we used different exper-

imental sets as described in the next paragraphs.  

First we tested the effects of a single OEA injection 

in mice unable to synthetize histamine due to tar-

geted disruption of the histidine decarboxylase gene 

(HDC-/-) and in normal mice (HDC+/+). As ex-

pected, a significant reduction in food consumption 

was observed in HDC+/+ animals receiving OEA 

injections with respect to vehicle-treated litterma-

tes. On the other hand, the hypophagic effect of 

OEA was significantly decreased in HDC-/- mice. 

Such attenuated effect was not related with a possi-

ble hyperphagic phenotype due to histamine defi-

ciency, since vehicle-treated animals from both ge- 

notypes consumed comparable amounts of food 

(22). Indeed, previous reports already demonstrated 

that HDC-/- mice are not hyperphagic nor obese at 

least up to 12 week of age (51).  

The generation of genetically engineered mice 

overexpressing or lacking specific genes contrib-

uted enormously to our understanding of neuro-

physiology. Is important to note though, that when 

studying adult phenotypes, the potential confound-

ing effects due to developmental compensation are 

allways present (52). Hence, to avoid any bias rela-

tive to possible compensatory mechanisms in HDC-

/- mice, we also measured food consumption in 

mice pharmacologically deprived of both basal and 

releasable brain histamine by means of an infusion 

into the lateral ventricles of the HDC irreversible 

inhibitor α-fluoromethylhistidine (α-FMH) (22,53). 

The results obtained mirrored those observed using 

genetically modified mice: OEA caused a profound 

reduction in the total amount of food consumed by 

mice with normal histaminergic transmission, 

whereas such effect was significantly less promi-

nent in α-FMH-treated mice (22).  

At this point we argued that, if OEA-induced effects 

were attenuated by histamine-deficiency, boosting 

histamine release should potentiate it. To test our 

hypothesis, we evaluated food intake in normal 

mice treated with a combination of OEA and ABT-

239, an H3R antagonist that increases histamine re-

lease by blocking H3 autoreceptors (54).  

Each compound dose-dependently decreased food 

consumption and, in keeping with our prediction, 

wen coadministered a further reduction of feeding 

was observed. Furthermore, the interaction index 

γ=1.03y, obtained from the isobolographic analysis 

revealed an addictive interaction between these 

compounds (22), meaning that the two compounds, 

acting together produced a combined effect that is 

consistent with their individual potencies, that usu-

ally happens with drugs acting via the same or sim-

ilar mechanism (55). These results further support a 

role for histaminergic transmission on OEA-in-

duced effects. It is noteworthy that OEA hypopha- 
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gic action in normal mice was not completely re-

versed but just attenuated in histamine-deprived 

mice.  

Therefore, other mechanisms not involving the his-

taminergic transmission might contribute to OEA’s 

effects. Nonetheless, the use of different experi-

mental settings gave comparable results, supporting 

our view that OEA requires the integrity of the cen-

tral histaminergic system to fully exert its hypo-

phagic effect.  

Histaminergic transmission is required for OEA-in-

duced procognitive effects  

The ability to remember contextual cues associated 

with food sources, including their exact location 

and safety of access, is clearly advantageous to ani-

mals foraging in the wild (12). Moreover, emotional 

arousal due to aversive and rewarding experiences 

enhance memory consolidation (56). These con-

cepts raised the hypothesis that hormonal and neural 

signals elicited by feeding might also enhance the 

consolidation of recent experiences. To test this 

idea, Campolongo and colleagues evaluated the ef-

fects of OEA on memory consolidation using two 

classical animal models: the inhibitory avoidance 

and the Morris water maze test, to evaluate emo-

tional and spatial memory, respectively. They found 

that systemically post-training administration of 

OEA improved animals’ performance in both tests. 

The procognitive effects of OEA were mimicked by 

PPAR-α agonists and lost in PPAR-α null mice. 

Moreover, OEA’s effect was blocked by lidocaine 

infusions into the NTS or the beta-adrenergic antag-

onist propranolol into the basolateral amygdala 

(BLA) suggesting that peripheral OEA reach the 

brain via the afferent vagus and improves memory 

consolidation by stimulating noradrenergic activity 

in the BLA (57).The concept of several neurotrans-

mitter systems contributing to emotional memory 

consolidation within the same brain region is indis-

putable (58,59). The role of neuronal histamine as a 

modulator of several types of memories is well es-

tablished (reviewed in 60,61). We then speculated 

that OEA might modulate emotional memory by en-

gaging the histaminergic neurotransmission in the 

BLA. Our findings confirmed and expanded Cam-

polongo’s observations as we demonstrated that 

OEA increases memory expression of another aver-

sively motivated task, contextual fear conditioning. 

Moreover, depletion of releasable histamine in the 

brain by α-FMH infusion into the lateral ventricles 

or intra-BLA infusion pyrilamine or zolantidine, an 

H1R and an H2R antagonist, respectively, pre-

vented the freezing-enhancing effects of OEA. Mi-

crodialysis experiments further strengthened our 

hypothesis as OEA significantly increased hista-

mine release from the BLA when systemically ad-

ministered at the same dose that improved animals’ 

memory (62).  

Taken together these data suggest that OEA pro-

duced in the gut by a rich-fat meal initiates an inte-

grated response presumably via the vagus nerve that 

reaches the brain where satiety (mediated by hista-

minergic, noradrenergic e and oxytocinergic trans-

mission in the hypothalamus) coincides temporarily 

with increased consolidation of information about 

the spatial and emotional context in which the meal 

was consumed (mediated by histaminergic and nor-

adrenergic transmission in the BLA). 

Histamine-deficient mice do not respond to OEA-

induced antidepressant-like effects 

The first intuition that OEA may have antidepres-

sant-like properties dates back to findings described 

by Bortolato and colleagues showing that chronic 

administration of URB597, a well-known fatty acid 

amide hydrolase (FAAH) inhibitor, dose-de-

pendently prevented behavioural alterations in-

duced by the chronic mild stress, a validated animal 

model of depression. This treatment also increased 

midbrain levels of the endocannabinoid anan-

damide, but also the non-cannabinoid lipid amides 

palmitoylethanolamide (PEA) and OEA (63). Fol-

lowing this insight, the effects of OEA chronic 

treatment were determined in two predictive de-

pression models, the tail suspension test (TST) (64) 
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and the unpredictable chronic mild stress (65). OEA 

was found to ameliorate depressive symptoms asso-

ciated to either lipopolysaccharides (LPS) admin-

istration (66) or to acute alcohol exposure (67). It 

has been proposed that neurobiological basis of the 

potential antidepressant actions of OEA involved 

serotonin/noradrenaline (64) and/or oxytocin 

(21,68) release.  

The role of histamine and its receptors in depression 

has been much less explored as compared with other 

monoamines. Nonetheless, human studies showed 

reduced H1R density in the brain of depressed pa-

tients that positively correlated with the severity of 

clinical symptoms (69,70) and preclinical charac-

terization of different H3R antagonists revealed an-

tidepressant activities in different animal models 

(71–74). We reported that the selective serotonin 

reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs) citalopram and paroxe-

tine required the integrity of the central histaminer-

gic system to reduce immobility in the TST (75). 

Therefore, we decided to investigate if OEA as well 

engaged histaminergic neurotransmission to exert 

its antidepressant-like effect. Using the TST, we 

confirmed previous findings reporting a significant 

reduction in the immobility time in normal mice 

treated with OEA. However, such effect was not ob-

served following either acute (α-FMH-treated mice) 

or chronic (HDC-/-) histamine deprivation. Accord-

ingly, OEA-induced increase in hippocampal and 

cortical CREB phosphorylation was not observed in 

HDC-/- mice. On the other hand, the classical tricy-

clic antidepressant imipramine increased CREB 

phosphorylation and reduced immobility time in 

both normal and histamine-deficient mice (76). 

Given the important role of the transcription factor 

CREB in signaling pathways relevant for pathogen-

esis and therapy of depression (77) we believe that 

disruption of CREB activation may be responsible, 

at least in part, for the inefficacy of OEA in hista-

mine-deprived mice. Our data also highlighted the 

role of PPAR-α in mediating OEA-antidepressant 

effects since both the behavioural and neurochemi-

cal actions of OEA were absent in PPAR-α null 

mice (76).   

Neural underpinnings of the functional interac-

tion between OEA and histamine 

As brain histaminergic transmission seems to be in-

volved in the effects of OEA, we expected OEA to 

influence histamine extra neuronal levels. Indeed, 

systemic administration of OEA, at the same dose 

effective in suppressing food intake, augmented his-

tamine release from the prefrontal cortex of fasted 

but not satiated mice. The increase was fast and 

transient, reaching a maximum within 30 min after 

OEA administration (22). As expected, also the 

H3R antagonist ABT-239 augmented cortical hista-

mine release. As stated before, we hypothesized that 

the hypophagic effects of OEA and ABT-239 con-

verge onto a common pathway, as strongly sug-

gested by the isobolographic analysis of feeding be-

havior. In keeping with this prediction, we observed 

a further increase in histamine release following 

ABT-239 and OEA co-administration with respect 

to the compounds given alone (22). Moreover, OEA 

systemic administration induced c-Fos expression 

in a subgroup of TMN neurons, further supporting 

a role for histaminergic neurons on OEA-induced 

effects (22). 

In order to investigate the brain sites where hista-

mine and OEA signaling converge, we compared 

the pattern of c-Fos expression in feeding related 

brain areas of HDC+/+ and HDC-/- mice treated 

with OEA or vehicle systemic injections. First of 

all, we confirmed previous findings of augmented 

c-Fos expression in oxytocinergic neurons in the 

paraventricular (PVN) and supraoptic (SON) nuclei 

and augmented oxytocin immune-density in the 

neurohypophysis following OEA systemic admin-

istration. All these effects were absent in HDC-/- 

mice (22,23).  

As pharmacological blockade of oxytocin receptors 

in the brain prevents OEA anorexic effects (21), re-

duced oxytocic neuronal activation observed in his-

tamine-deprived animals is probably responsible for 

the attenuated behavioural effects observed in these 

animals.  



Pharmadvances (2020) 03: 87-98 Provensi G. 

- 94 - 

Histaminergic neurons may also induce hypophagia 

by targeting other brain regions such as the lateral 

(LH) or ventromedial (VMH) hypothalamus and 

(41). However, these circuits seem not to participate 

in OEA effects, as no differences in c-Fos expres-

sion were observed in OEA-treated compared to ve-

hicle-treated animals of both genotypes (23). Sur-

prisingly, we found increased c-Fos expression in a 

small number of cells of the actuate nucleus (ARC) 

of HDC+/+ but not HDC-/- mice treated with OEA 

(23), yet the role ARC activation in OEA-induced 

hypophagic effect was not further studied. We also 

found that OEA decreased neuronal activation 

within the nucleus accumbens in both normal and 

histamine-deprived mice (22). A prudent interpreta-

tion could be that OEA may reduce feeding also by 

affecting the reward value of food consumption. In-

terestingly, OEA increased c-Fos expression in the 

amygdalar complex, both in the central (CeA) and 

the basolateral (BLA). The activation of these nu-

clei required the histaminergic neurotransmission 

(23). Since CeA activation is observed also follow-

ing other anorexic stimuli, including GLP-1 and 

glucagon, we suggest that this nucleus may take part 

in the circuitry mediating the hypophagic effects of 

OEA. On the contrary, the significance of OEA-in-

duced BLA activation in terms of food intake is less 

clear. However, it fits well with the increase of his-

tamine release observed in microdialysis experi-

ments and the facilitation of aversive memory con-

solidation through noradrenergic and histaminergic 

transmission within this nucleus (57,62). Finally, 

similar levels of c-Fos were found in the NST in 

mice from both genotypes (23).  

As the NST is a primary brainstem area activated by 

vagal afferents relaying OEA signaling from the pe-

riphery, it strongly suggests that OEA-induced NST 

activation precedes the stimulation of the hista-

minergic system. 

It is clear that all these findings strongly support the 

role of histaminergic transmission mediating OEA 

central effects, but how can we organize all these 

pieces and solve the puzzle? In the last years we 

demonstrated that HA neurons in the TMN com-

pose a are heterogeneous population, organized in 

distinct circuits and differently regulated (78,79). 

Therefore, we believe that the TMN serves as a neu-

ronal gateway that integrates peripheral hormonal, 

interoceptive, and environmental signals to coordi-

nate the adequate behavioral responses. In our 

model, represented in figure 1, OEA produced by 

the enterocites or exogenously administred acti-

vates PPAR-α in the gut and send information to the 

NTS trough the vagus nerve. It was recently shown 

that noradrenergic NTS–PVN projections are in-

volved in the activation of the hypothalamic oxyto-

cin system (25) and in the TMN, α2A adrenorecep-

tors inhibit GABAergic transmission to TMN neu-

rons (80). Therefore, it is conceivable that NTS ad-

renergic fibers projecting to the TMN disinhibit his-

taminergic neurons that in turn facilitate oxytocin 

release from the PVN to mediate OEA’s prosatiety 

effect. In keeping with this hypothesis, it was 

demonstrated that intranuclear and systemic release 

of oxytocin in response to suckling is controlled by 

H1R and H2R within the PVN (81). Both, NTS ad-

renergic fibers and TMN histaminergic fibers pro-

jecting to the BLA contribute mediate OEA-in-

duced procognitive effects by activation of H1R, 

H2R and  adrenergic receptors. The circuitry un-

derlying the effecs of OEA on mood are not clear, 

but we can hypothetize that direct or indirect hista-

minergic pathways projecting to the cortex and hip-

pocampus is responsible for the antidepressant-like 

responses observed following OEA chronic treat-

ment through activation of CREB intracellular path-

way.  

Concluding remarks and perspectives 

Both OEA and neuronal histamine have been de-

scribed in several species as molecules modulating 

a wide of biological functions. The evidences re-

viewed here strongly support the hypothesis that 

these two ancient systems converge and interact at 

several levels. However, it is clear that further work 
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is required to clarify all the mediators and to com-

pletely describe the neuronal circuitry involved in 

this pas de deux. Currently we are expanding the 

study of this interaction to other OEA-induced ef-

fects, particularly in the periphery. In this regard we 

have recently published a very interesting study de- 

 

 

scribing the role for histamine presumably releases 

by intestinal mast-cells that triggered OEA for-

mation in the liver, which in turn stimulates keto-

genesis in the liver, a vital process for survival, be-

cause ketone bodies keep the brain and muscles ac-

tive during a prolonged fast or intense physical ex-

ercise (82). 

Figure 1. Schematic drawing of the putative circuitry underpinning interactions between the peripheral 

satiety factor OEA and the central histaminergic system. 

References 
1. Rosenbaum M, Leibel RL, Hirsch J. Obesity. N Engl J Med.

1997;337(6):396–407.

2. Hussain SS, Bloom SR. The regulation of food intake by the

gut-brain axis: Implications for obesity. Int J Obes.

2013;37(5):625–33.

3. Bliss ES, Whiteside E. The gut-brain axis, the human gut micro-

biota and their integration in the development of obesity. Front

Physiol. 2018;9:900.

4. Sam AH, Troke RC, Tan TM, Bewick GA. The role of the

gut/brain axis in modulating food intake. Neuropharmacology.

2012;63:46–56.

5. Suzuki K, Jayasena CN, Bloom SR. Obesity and appetite con-

trol. Experimental Diabetes Research. 2012. p. 824305.

6. Cryan JF, O’riordan KJ, Cowan CSM, Sandhu K V., Ba-

stiaanssen TFS, Boehme M, et al. The microbiota-gut-brain

axis. Physiol Rev. 2019;99(4):1877–2013.

7. Rodríguez De Fonseca F, Navarro M,Gómez R, Escuredo L,Na-  

 



Pharmadvances (2020) 03: 87-98 Provensi G. 

- 96 - 

va F, Fu J, et al. An anorexic lipid mediator regulated by fee-

ding. Nature. 2001;414(6860):209-12.  

8. Astarita G, Di Giacomo B, Gaetani S, Oveisi F, Compton TR,

Rivara S, et al. Pharmacological characterization of hydrolysis-

resistant analogs of oleoylethanolamide with potent anorexiant

properties. J Pharmacol Exp Ther. 2006;318(2):563–70.

9. Petersen G, Sørensen C, Schmid PC, Artmann A, Tang-Chri-

stensen M, Hansen SH, et al. Intestinal levels of anandamide and

oleoylethanolamide in food-deprived rats are regulated through

their precursors. Biochim Biophys Acta - Mol Cell Biol Lipids.

2006;1761(2):143–50.

10. Schwartz GJ, Fu J, Astarita G, Li X, Gaetani S, Campolongo P,

et al. The Lipid Messenger OEA Links Dietary Fat Intake to Sa-

tiety. Cell Metab. 2008;8(4):281–8.

11. Igarashi M, DiPatrizio N V., Narayanaswami V, Piomelli D.

Feeding-induced oleoylethanolamide mobilization is disrupted

in the gut of diet-induced obese rodents. Biochim Biophys Acta

- Mol Cell Biol Lipids. 2015;1851(9):1218–26.

12. Piomelli D. A fatty gut feeling. Trends Endocrinol Metab.

2013;24(7):332–41.

13. Brown JD, Karimian Azari E, Ayala JE. Oleoylethanolamide: A

fat ally in the fight against obesity. Physiol Behav.

2017;176:50–8.

14. Gaetani S, Oveisi F, Piomelli D. Modulation of meal pattern in

the rat by the anorexic lipid mediator oleoylethanolamide. Neu-

ropsychopharmacology. 2003;28(7):1311–6.

15. Azari EK, Ramachandran D, Weibel S, Arnold M, Romano A,

Gaetani S, et al. Vagal afferents are not necessary for the satiety

effect of the gut lipid messenger oleoylethanolamide. Am J Phy-

siol - Regul Integr Comp Physiol. 2014;307(2):R167-78.

16. Proulx K, Cota D, Castañeda TR, Tschöp MH, D’Alessio DA,

Tso P, et al. Mechanisms of oleoylethanolamide-induced chan-

ges in feeding behavior and motor activity. Am J Physiol - Regul

Integr Comp Physiol. 2005;289(3):R729-37.

17. Fu J, Gaetani S, Oveisi F, Lo Verme J, Serrano A, De Fonseca

FR, et al. Oleylethanolamide regulates feeding and body weight

through activation of the nuclear receptor PPAR-α. Nature.

2003;425(6953):90–3.

18. Azari EK, Leitner C, Jaggi T, Langhans W, Mansouri A. Possi-

ble Role of Intestinal Fatty Acid Oxidation in the Eating-Inhibi-

tory Effect of the PPAR-α Agonist Wy-14643 in High-Fat Diet

Fed Rats. PLoS One. 2013;8(9):e74869.

19. Lo Verme J, Gaetani S, Fu J, Oveisi F, Burton K, Piomelli D.

Regulation of food intake by oleoylethanolamide. Cell Mol Life

Sci. 2005;62(6):708–16.

20. Lan H, Vassileva G, Corona A, Liu L, Baker H, Golovko A, et

al. GPR119 is required for physiological regulation of glucagon-

like peptide-1 secretion but not for metabolic homeostasis. J En-

docrinol. 2009;201(2):219–30.

21. Gaetani S, Fu J, Cassano T, Dipasquale P, Romano A, Righetti

L, et al. The fat-induced satiety factor oleoylethanolamide sup-

presses feeding through central release of oxytocin. J Neurosci.

2010;30(24):8096–101.

22. Provensi G, Coccurello R, Umehara H, Munari L, Giacovazzo

G, Galeotti N, et al. Satiety factor oleoylethanolamide recruits

the brain histaminergic system to inhibit food intake. Proc Natl

Acad Sci U S A. 2014;111(31):11527–32.

23. Umehara H, Fabbri R, Provensi G, Passani MB. The hypophagic

factor oleoylethanolamide differentially increases c-fos expres-

sion in appetite regulating centres in the brain of wild type and

histamine deficient mice. Pharmacol Res. 2016;113(Pt A):100–

7.

24. Romano A, Cassano T, Tempesta B, Cianci S, Dipasquale P,

Coccurello R, et al. The satiety signal oleoylethanolamide sti-

mulates oxytocin neurosecretion from rat hypothalamic neu-

rons. Peptides. 2013;49:21–6.

25. Romano A, Potes CS, Tempesta B, Cassano T, Cuomo V, Lutz

T, et al. Hindbrain noradrenergic input to the hypothalamic PVN

mediates the activation of oxytocinergic neurons induced by the

satiety factor oleoylethanolamide. Am J Physiol - Endocrinol

Metab. 2013;305(10):E1266-73.

26. Serrano A, Pavón FJ, Tovar S, Casanueva F, Señarís R, Diéguez

C, et al. Oleoylethanolamide: Effects on hypothalamic transmit-

ters and gut peptides regulating food intake. Neuropharmaco-

logy. 2011;60(4):593–601.

27. Tiligada E, Ennis M. Histamine pharmacology: from Sir Henry

Dale to the 21st century. Br J Pharmacol. 2020;177(3):469–89.

28. Arrang JM, Garbarg M, Schwartz JC. Auto-inhibition of brain

histamine release mediated by a novel class (H3) of histamine

receptor. Nature. 1983;302(5911):832–7.

29. Watanabe T, Taguchi Y, Shiosaka S, Tanaka J, Kubota H, Te-

rano Y, et al. Distribution of the histaminergic neuron system in

the central nervous system of rats; a fluorescent immunohisto-

chemical analysis with histidine decarboxylase as a marker.

Brain Res. 1984;295(1):13–25.

30. Panula P, Yang HYT, Costa E. Histamine-containing neurons in

the rat hypothalamus. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A.

1984;81(8):2572–6.

31. Panula P, Airaksinen MS, Pirvola U, Kotilainen E. A histamine-

containing neuronal system in human brain. Neuroscience.

1990;34(1):127–32.

32. Haas HL, Sergeeva OA, Selbach O. Histamine in the nervous

system. Physiol Rev. 2008;88(3):1183–241.

33. Panula P, Chazot PL, Cowart M, Gutzmer R, Leurs R, Liu WLS,

et al. International union of basic and clinical pharmacology.

XCVIII. histamine receptors. Pharmacol Rev. 2015;67(3):601–

55.

34. Hu W, Chen Z. The roles of histamine and its receptor ligands

in central nervous system disorders: An update. Pharmacol

Ther. 2017;175:116–32.

35. Panula P, Nuutinen S. The histaminergic network in the brain:

Basic organization and role in disease. Nat Rev Neurosci.

2013;14(7):472–87.

36. Clineschmidt B V., Lotti VJ. Histamine: intraventricular injec-

tion suppresses ingestive behavior of the cat. Arch Int Pharma-

codyn Ther. 1973;206(2):288–98.

37. Lecklin A, Etu-Seppälä P, Stark H, Tuomisto L. Effects of in-

tracerebroventricularly infused histamine and selective H1, H2

and H3 agonists on food and water intake and urine flow in Wi-

star rats. Brain Res. 1998;793(1–2):279–88.

38. Itowi N, Nagai K, Nakagawa H, Watanabe T, Wada H. Changes

in the feeding behavior of rats elicited by histamine infusion.

Physiol Behav. 1988;44(2):221–6.

39. Yoshimatsu H, Chiba S, Tajima D, Akehi Y, Sakata T. Histidine

suppresses food intake through its conversion into neuronal hi-

stamine. Exp Biol Med. 2002;227(1):63–8.

40. Lecklin A, Tuomisto L, MacDonald E. Metoprine, an inhibitor

of histamine N-methyltransferase but no catechol-O-methyl-

transferase, suppresses feeding in sated and in food deprived

rats. Methods Find Exp Clin Pharmacol. 1995;17(1):47–52.

41. Provensi G, Blandina P, Passani MB. The histaminergic system

as a target for the prevention of obesity and metabolic syndrome.

Neuropharmacology. 2016;106:3–12.



Pharmadvances (2020) 03: 87-98 Provensi G. 

- 97 - 

42. Harrison ME, Norris ML, Robinson A, Spettigue W, Morrissey

M, Isserlin L. Use of cyproheptadine to stimulate appetite and

body weight gain: A systematic review. Appetite. 2019;137:62–

72.

43. Ratliff JC, Barber JA, Palmese LB, Reutenauer EL, Tek C. As-

sociation of prescription H1 antihistamine use with obesity: Re-

sults from the national health and nutrition examination survey.

Obesity. 2010;18(12):2398–400.

44. Kim SF, Huang AS, Snowman AM, Teuscher C, Snyder SH.

Antipsychotic drug-induced weight gain mediated by histamine

H1 receptor-linked activation of hypothalamic AMP-kinase.

Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A. 2007;104(9):3456–9.

45. Teff KL, Kim SF. Atypical antipsychotics and the neural regu-

lation of food intake and peripheral metabolism. Physiol Behav.

2011;104(4):590–8.

46. Murdin L, Hussain K, Schilder AGM. Betahistine for symptoms

of vertigo. Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2016;6:CD010696.

47. Poyurovsky M, Fuchs C, Pashinian A, Levi A, Weizman R,

Weizman A. Reducing antipsychotic-induced weight gain in

schizophrenia: A double-blind placebo-controlled study of re-

boxetine-betahistine combination. Psychopharmacology (Berl).

2013;226(3):615–22.

48. Barak N, Beck Y, Albeck JH. A Randomized, double-blind, pla-

cebo-controlled pilot study of betahistine to counteract olanza-

pine-associated weight gain. J Clin Psychopharmacol.

2016;36(3):253–6.

49. Barak N, Beck Y, Albeck JH. Betahistine decreases olanzapine-

induced weight gain and somnolence in humans. J Psychophar-

macol. 2016;30(3):237–41.

50. Smith RC, Maayan L, Wu R, Youssef M, Jing Z, Sershen H, et

al. Betahistine effects on weight-related measures in patients

treated with antipsychotic medications: a double-blind placebo-

controlled study. Psychopharmacology (Berl).

2018;235(12):3545–58.

51. Fülöp AK, Földes A, Buzás E, Hegyi K, Miklós IH, Romics L,

et al. Hyperleptinemia, visceral adiposity, and decreased glu-

cose tolerance in mice with a targeted disruption of the histidine

decarboxylase gene. Endocrinology. 2003;144(10):4306–14.

52. Bunton-Stasyshyn RKA, Wells S, Teboul L. When all is not

lost: considering genetic compensation in laboratory animals.

Lab Anim (NY). 2019;48(10):282–4.

53. Watanabe T, Yamatodani A, Maeyama K, Wada H. Pharmaco-

logy of α fluoromethylhistidine, a specific inhibitor of histidine

decarboxylase. Trends Pharmacol Sci. 1990;11(9):363–7.

54. Fox GB, Esbenshade TA, Pan JB, Radek RJ, Krueger KM, Yao

BB, et al. Pharmacological properties of ABT-239 [4-(2-{2-

[(2R)-2-methylpyrrolidinyl] ethyl}-benzofuran-5-yl)benzoni-

trile]: II. Neurophysiological characterization and broad precli-

nical efficacy in cognition and schizophrenia of a potent and se-

lective histamine H3 r. J Pharmacol Exp Ther.

2005;313(1):176–90.

55. Tallarida RJ. Revisiting the isobole and related quantitative me-

thods for assessing drug synergism. J Pharmacol Exp Ther.

2012;342(1):2–8.

56. Lalumiere RT, McGaugh JL, McIntyre CK. Emotional modula-

tion of learning and memory: Pharmacological implications.

Pharmacol Rev. 2017;69(3):236–55.

57. Campolongo P, Roozendaal B, Trezza V, Cuomo V, Astarita G,

Fu J, et al. Fat-induced satiety factor oleoylethanolamide enhan-

ces memory consolidation. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A.

2009;106(19):8027–31.

58. McGaugh JL. The amygdala modulates the consolidation of me-

mories of emotionally arousing experiences. Annu Rev Neuro-

sci. 2004;27:1–28.

59. Izquierdo I, Furini CRG, Myskiw JC. Fear memory. Physiol

Rev. 2016;96(2):695–750.

60. Provensi G, Costa A, Izquierdo I, Blandina P, Passani MB.

Brain histamine modulates recognition memory: possible impli-

cations in major cognitive disorders. Br J Pharmacol.

2020;177(3):539–56.

61. Provensi G, Passani MB, Costa A, Izquierdo I, Blandina P. Neu-

ronal histamine and the memory of emotionally salient events.

Br J Pharmacol. 2020;177(3):557–69.

62. Provensi G, Fabbri R, Munari L, Costa A, Baldi E, Bucherelli

C, et al. Histaminergic neurotransmission as a gateway for the

cognitive effect of oleoylethanolamide in contextual fear condi-

tioning. Int J Neuropsychopharmacol. 2017;20(5):392–9.

63. Bortolato M, Mangieri RA, Fu J, Kim JH, Arguello O, Duranti

A, et al. Antidepressant-like Activity of the Fatty Acid Amide

Hydrolase Inhibitor URB597 in a Rat Model of Chronic Mild

Stress. Biol Psychiatry. 2007;62(10):1103–10.

64. Yu HL, Sun LP, Li MM, Quan ZS. Involvement of norepineph-

rine and serotonin system in antidepressant-like effects of

oleoylethanolamide in the mice models of behavior despair.

Neurosci Lett. 2015;593:24–8.

65. Jin P, Yu HL, Tian-Lan, Zhang F, Quan ZS. Antidepressant-like

effects of oleoylethanolamide in a mouse model of chronic un-

predictable mild stress. Pharmacol Biochem Behav.

2015;133:146–54.

66. Sayd A, Antón M, Alén F, Caso JR, Pavón J, Leza JC, et al.

Systemic administration of oleoylethanolamide protects from

neuroinflammation and anhedonia induced by LPS in rats. Int J

Neuropsychopharmacol. 2015;18(6):pii: pyu111.

67. Antón M, Alén F, Gómez de Heras R, Serrano A, Pavón FJ,

Leza JC, et al. Oleoylethanolamide prevents neuroimmune

HMGB1/TLR4/NF-kB danger signaling in rat frontal cortex and

depressive-like behavior induced by ethanol binge administra-

tion. Addict Biol. 2017;22(3):724–41.

68. Romano A, Tempesta B, Di Bonaventura MVM, Gaetani S.

From autism to eating disorders and more: The role of oxytocin

in neuropsychiatric disorders. Front Neurosci. 2016;9:497.

69. Kano M, Fukudo S, Tashiro A, Utsumi A, Tamura D, Itoh M, et

al. Decreased histamine H1 receptor binding in the brain of de-

pressed patients. Eur J Neurosci. 2004;20(3):803–10.

70. Yanai K, Tashiro M. The physiological and pathophysiological

roles of neuronal histamine: An insight from human positron

emission tomography studies. Pharmacol Ther. 2007;113(1):1–

15.

71. Pérez-García C, Morales L, Cano MV, Sancho I, Alguacil LF.

Effects of histamine H3 receptor ligands in experimental models

of anxiety and depression. Psychopharmacology (Berl).

1999;142(2):215–20.

72. Gao Z, Hurst WJ, Czechtizky W, Hall D, Moindrot N, Nagorny

R, et al. Identification and profiling of 3,5-dimethyl-isoxazole-

4-carboxylic acid [2-methyl-4-((2S,3′S)-2-methyl-

[1,3′]bipyrrolidinyl-1′-yl) phenyl] amide as histamine H3 recep-

tor antagonist for the treatment of depression. Bioorganic Med

Chem Lett. 2013;23(23):6269–73.

73. Bahi A, Schwed JS, Walter M, Stark H, Sadek B. Anxiolytic and

antidepressant-like activities of the novel and potent non-imida-

zole histamine H3 receptor antagonist ST-1283. Drug Des De-

vel Ther. 2014;28(8):627–37.

74. Femenía T, Magara S, DuPont CM, Lindskog M. Hippocampal-

dependent antidepressant action of the H3 receptor antagonist

clobenpropit in a rat model of depression. Int J Neuropsycho-

pharmacol. 2015;18(9):pii: pyv032.

75. Munari L, Provensi G, Passani MB, Galeotti N, Cassano T, Be-

netti F, et al. Brain histamine is crucial for selective serotonin



Pharmadvances (2020) 03: 87-98 Provensi G. 

- 98 - 

reuptake inhibitors’ behavioral and neurochemical effects. Int J 

Neuropsychopharmacol. 2015;18(10):pyv045.  

76. Costa A, Cristiano C, Cassano T, Gallelli CA, Gaetani S, Ghe-

lardini C, et al. Histamine-deficient mice do not respond to the

antidepressant-like effects of oleoylethanolamide. Neurophar-

macology. 2018;135:234–41.

77. Gass P, Riva MA. CREB, neurogenesis and depression. BioEs-

says. 2007;29(10):957–61.

78. Blandina P, Munari L, Provensi G, Passani MB. Histamine neu-

rons in the tuberomamillary nucleus: A whole center or distinct

subpopulations? Front Syst Neurosci. 2012;6:33.

79. Munari L, Provensi G, Passani MB, Blandina P. Selective brain

region activation by histamine H3 receptor antagonist/inverse

 agonist ABT-239 enhances acetylcholine and histamine release 

and increases c-Fos expression. Neuropharmacology. 

2013;70:131–40.  

80. Nakamura M, Suk K, Lee MG, Jang IS. α2A adrenoceptor-me-

diated presynaptic inhibition of GABAergic transmission in rat

tuberomammillary nucleus neurons. J Neurochem.

2013;125(6):832–842.

81. Bealer SL, Crowley WR. Histaminergic control of oxytocin re-

lease in the paraventricular nucleus during lactation in rats. Exp

Neurol. 2001;171(2):317–322.

82. Misto A, Provensi G, Vozella V, Passani MB, Piomelli D. Mast

Cell-Derived Histamine Regulates Liver Ketogenesis via

Oleoylethanolamide Signaling. Cell Metab. 2019;29(1):91–102.




