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Abstract
Dry age-related macular degeneration (AMD), a leading cause of blindness in aged population, is
directly associated with oxidative stress induced damage of the retinal pigmented epithelial (RPE)
cells. In the current study, we investigated the role of AMPK in the protective effect of artemisinin,
an FDA approved anti-malarial Chinese herbal drug, on RPE cell line D407, against H2O2 induced
oxidative stress. Our results showed that artemisinin promoted the survival of D407 cells from
H2O2. Artemisinin reduced intracellular ROS generation and oxidative stress, decreased LDH
release and the loss of mitochondrial membrane potential in D407 cells treated with H2O2. Western
blotting showed that artemisinin concentration- and time-dependently stimulated the
phosphorylation of AMP-activated protein kinase (AMPK) in D407 cells while AMPK inhibitor
Compound C or knock-down of AMPK by si-RNA, inhibited the survival protective effect of
artemisinin. More importantly, artemisinin produced a similar protective effect in primary cultured
retinal pigment cells which was also blocked by inhibitors of AMPK. Taken together, these results
suggested that artemisinin promotes survival of human retinal pigment cells against H2O2-induced
cell death at least in part through enhancing the activation of AMPK. Therefore, artemisinin may be
a beneficial therapeutic candidate for the treatment of age-related diseases, including retinal
disorders like AMD.
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Introduction
Age-related macular degeneration (AMD) is a
chronic age-related degenerative eye disorder[1, 2].
which is one of the major causes of blindness globally
and more common in developed countries[3, 4]. A
number of life style factors, including smoking,
alcohol consumption and dietary intake, are found to
be directly associated with a higher prevalence of
AMD[5, 6]. Older people mainly suffer from two

distinct types of macular degenerations, dry or
atrophic,
macular
degeneration
(also
called
non-neovascular macular degeneration) with drusen and
wet or exudative, macular degeneration (also called
neovascular macular degeneration). Dry form of macular
degeneration is the most common form of AMD where
visual loss is usually gradual and irreversible. About
10-15 percent of AMD patients are suffering from the
http://www.ijbs.com
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wet form of AMD which is commonly characterized
by the development of new blood vessels[7], known
as neovascularization. Wet form of AMD can badly
damage the central eye compared to dry form which
causes permanent scars in the retina, as a result,
patients with wet AMD rapidly lose their visual
tendency. Abnormal level of reactive oxygen species
(ROS) in the retinal pigment epithelium (RPE) has
been found to be associated with the development of
AMD[8]. Vision loss due to AMD severely affects
people’s day-to-day work and activities like reading,
walking, crossing roads, seeing and recognizing
objects including driving vehicles that lead to
depression, falls and road accidents which are in turn
associated with an increased risk of mortality in
elderly people[9-11].
The imbalance between the antioxidant defense
system and the production of ROS like hydrogen
peroxide (H2O2), hydroxyl radical (∙OH), nitric oxide
(NO) leads to oxidative stress in cellular environment.
These ROS are short-lived, high energetic species
which are produced during metabolic reactions in
mitochondria. It has been found that oxidative stress
severely causes RPE degeneration and it
consequently, plays a crucial role in the development
and progression of different kinds of eye disorders
including AMD[12, 13]. A pathologically large
amount of ROS production will exert oxidative stress
to the eyes which directly or indirectly affect the
cellular functions and morphological changes of RPE
and their damage[14-16], and also damage to the
DNA
and
mitochondria[17].
Age-related
degeneration of RPE causes the death of
photoreceptor cells in the eyes which leads to the loss
of central vision[18]. The number of people living
with AMD is expected to reach about 196 million
worldwide by 2020 and increase to 288 million by
2040[19]. There are no specific and reliable drugs for
AMD treatment except antibody against vascular
endothelial growth factor which is commonly used
for the treatment of wet AMD. Therefore, a new
therapeutic drug is essential to be developed for the
better treatment of AMD patients.
Artemisinin, an herbal natural product,
extracted from Chinese medicinal plant named
Artemisia annua or, sweet wormwood, also known as
Qinghaosu. Artemisinin and its different derivatives
including dihydroartemisinin, artesunate, artemether
have been clinically used as anti-malarial and
anti-fever[20-22]. Moreover, in addition to its strong
anti-malarial activity, artemisinin also shows its
potent anti-tumor and anti-cancer[23-25], anti-allergic
or
anti-inflammatory[26],
anti-viral[27],
anti-helminthese and anti-protozoan parasitic[28, 29].
The 2015 Nobel Prize winner, Prof. Youyou Tu in
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Physiology and Medicine has discovered artemisinin
and its clinical application for malaria therapy. More
recently, we have reported that artemisinin, in clinical
relevant dosage, promoted PC12 and cortical neuron
cells survival against nitric oxide-induced toxicity and
human retinal pigmented cells (D407) from hydrogen
peroxide-induced cell damage[30, 31]. Clinical uses of
artemisinin and their derivatives are safe with no
major toxic side effects, and are potent and effective in
humans that further support its development as a
new potential therapeutic candidate against AMD.
It has been reported that AMP-activated protein
kinase (AMPK) plays pivotal role not only in
regulating cell apoptosis, cellular energy homeostasis
but also cell survival under stress conditions[32-34].
AMPK induction is required to carry out many vital
cellular functions such as cytoprotection. Various
cellular conditions like serum starvation, lack of
oxygen content and glucose deprivation are essential
for the activation of AMPK[8, 35, 36]. Our previous
reports have shown that artemisinin exerts protective
effects on D407 cells, a human RPE cell line, against
hydrogen peroxide[30, 31], but the underlying
molecular mechanisms is still need to be elucidated
and the role of AMPK on the protective effect of
artemisinin is still not known.
In the current study, we applied a model of
oxidative stress by using a well-known oxidant,
hydrogen peroxide (H2O2) that produce ROS during
cellular metabolism in human RPE cell line D407 cells
and human primary cultured RPE cells. We
investigated whether there is any involvement of
AMPK and its activation is implicated in cell survival.
We demonstrated that upon the activation of AMPK
by artemisinin stimulation, D407 cells were protected
from H2O2 toxicity while AMPK inhibitor compound
C or the decreased expression of AMPKα with
si-RNAs targeting AMPKα, significantly abolished
the protective effects of artemisinin. Moreover,
artemisinin has similar effect on human primary
cultured RPE cells. Taken together, these results thus
give a key mechanistic support suggesting that
artemisinin promotes survival of human RPE cells
against H2O2-induced cell death at least in part
through activation of AMPK.

Materials and Methods
Materials
Dulbecco’s Modified Eagle’s Medium (DMEM),
Fetal Bovine Serum (FBS), Bovine Serum Albumin
(BSA) and Trypsin (0.5% EDTA) were obtained from
GIBCOTM, (Invitrogen Corporation). Artemisinin,
Penicillin/Streptomycin, LipofectamineR 2000 reagent
(Invitrogen Co.,CA, USA), DMSO, H2O2 were
http://www.ijbs.com
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obtained from Sigma Aldrich (St. Louis, MO, USA).
Sodium Azide (NaN3) were obtained from Acros
Organic,
(New
Jersey,
USA),
and
3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-diphenyl tetrazolium
bromide (MTT), Cell ROXs Deep Red Reagent, and
Hoechst 33342 were purchased from Molecular
Probes (Eugene, or, USA). Pierce BCA protein assay
kit and HaltTM Protease and phosphatase inhibitor
cocktail were purchased from Thermo Scientific USA,
and
5,5′,6,6′-tetrachloro-1,1′,3,3′-tetraethyl-benzimidazolyl-carbocyanineiodide (JC-1) from Beyotime,
Annexin V-FITC/PI were purchased from BBI Life
Sciences. anti-p-AMPK, anti-AMPK and anti-β-Actin
antibodies were purchased from Cell Signaling
Technology (CST) (Beverly, MA, USA). Anti-Rabbit
IgG HRP-conjugated secondary antibody was
purchased from Promega (Madison, Wl, USA).

Cell Culture and Transfection
Human retinal pigment epithelial cell line (D407)
was obtained from Cell bank, Sun Yat-Sen University
(Gauangzhou, China). Cells were grown in DMEM
Dulbecco’s Modified Eagle’s Medium) supplemented
with 10% fetal bovine serum (FBS) and 100 μg/ml
streptomycin, 100 units/ ml of penicillin and kept at
37°C under humidified atmosphere with 5% CO2.
Cells were transiently transfected either with sh- or
si-RNA using Lipofectamine 2000 (Invitrogen) per the
manufacturer’s instructions. All transfections were
carried out for 48 hours.
Primary RPE Cell Culture: Primary RPE cells
were prepared as we described [37]. In brief, the
anterior half of the eye was separated from the
posterior half of the eye. The retina was gently
removed from the posterior portion, followed by
treatment with trypsin 0.25% and EDTA 0.02% to
release RPE cells from the posterior half of eye. To
purify RPE cells, the isolated cells were suspended in
Percol 40% with 0.01 mol/L Na2PO4 and 0.15 mol/L
NaCl (pH 7.4) and followed by a density gradient
centrifugation. After centrifugation, pellets were
collected and RPE cells were cultured in Miller
medium.

MTT Assay
The cell viability of D407 cells was measured by
MTT
[3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-diphenyltetrazolium
bromide] cell viability assay. D407 cells were seeded
in 96-well plates (5Χ103 cells/well) either with 1% FBS
or non-serum containing medium. Serum starved
cells were treated with artemisinin in different
concentration (3.125 μM to 100 μΜ) for 2 h. After 2 h,
media was removed and cells were exposed to 100 μM
H2O2 for 24 h. For cytotoxic effect of H2O2, cells were
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exposed to H2O2 (3 to 1000 μM) for 24 h. For AMPK
inhibitor (Compound C), 5 μΜ AMPK inhibitor was
addd for 30 min before artemisinin treatment. After 2
h, media was removed and cells were exposed to 100
μM H2O2. After 24 h, MTT (0.5 mg/ml) was added
into each well and further incubated at 37°C for 3-4 h
till the formation of formazan crystals. The medium
containing MTT was then removed from each well,
and 100 μl DMSO solution was added to each well to
dissolve the crystals. The absorbance of each well was
recorded at 570 nm using a BIO-RAD680 micro-plate
reader (Thermo, Walsam, MA, USA). Cell viability
was then calculated as a percentage compared with
the control group.

Hoechst 33342 staining
D407 cells seeded on 96-well plates pretreated or
not pretreated with 10 μM artemisinin for 2 h were
incubated with 100 μM H2O2 for 24h at 37°C ,
followed by washing with 1XPBS and then fixed with
4 % paraformaldehyde for 10~15 min on ice. The fixed
cells were then washed and stained with Hoechst
33342 (10 μg/ml) in PBS for 5-10 min at room
temperature. After washing gently twice, cells images
were taken with high content screening system
(ArrayScanVTI, Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA) at
excitation 343 nm and the emission 483 nm wave
length. The apoptotic counts of cells were observed,
counted and their percentage were analyzed.

Measurement of Mitochondrial membrane
potential (△ψm)
JC-1 staining dye was used to measure the
changes in mitochondrial membrane potential and
metabolic activities of the cells. Briefly, D407 cells
were seeded into 96-well plates (1Χ104 cells/well).
And treatment with 10 μM artemisinin for 2 h. After 2
h, media was removed and cells were exposed to 100
μM H2O2 for 24 h, cells were incubated with JC-1 dye
(10 mg/l) in fresh medium for 30 min at 37°C as per
the manufacturer's instructions. After incubation for
appropriate time, cells were washed twice with
ice-cold PBS. For the fluorescence signal, the
intensities of red fluorescence (excitation 560 nm,
emission 595 nm) and green fluorescence (excitation
485 nm, emission 535 nm) were captured by infinite
M200 PRO multimode microplate reader fluorescence
microscope. Mitochondrial membrane potential
(△ψm) was measured as the ratio of red /green
fluorescence intensities and was normalized with the
control group.

Measurement of reactive oxygen species
(ROS)
Intracellular reactive oxygen species (ROS)
http://www.ijbs.com
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generation was evaluated by Cell ROXs Deep Red
Reagent (Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA). Briefly, the
cells grown in 96-well plates and treatment with 10
μM artemisinin for 2 h. After 2 h, media was removed
and cells were exposed to 100 μM H2O2 for 24 h. Cells
were then incubated with Cell ROXs Deep Red
Reagent (5μM) in fresh DMEM for 1h in dark. Cells
were washed with 1X PBS. The fluorescence was
measured by fluorescence microscope with a high
content screening system (ArrayScanVTI, Thermo
FisherScientific, USA) at excitation 640 nm and the
emission 665 nm wave length. ROS level was
semi-quantified and percentage of ROS level was
normalized with the control group.

LDH Measurement
Cell cytotoxicity was also evaluated by
measuring the activity of lactate dehydrogenase
(LDH) released into the cultured medium. Briefly,
D407 cells were seeded into 96-well plates (1Χ104
cells/well). After the treatment with drugs, the
activity of LDH released in the medium was
determined according to the instructions of Cyto
Tox-ONE™ Homogeneous Membrane Integrity
Assay (Promega, USA). The fluorescent intensity was
measured using Infinite M200 PRO Multimode
Microplate at an excitation of 560 nm and emission at
590 nm wave length. The values LDH released were
normalized as percentage to the control group.

Western Blotting
Cells either treated or non-treated with drugs
were
harvested,
washed
with
cold
phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) and lysed in radio
immunoprecipitation assay (RIPA) buffer (50 mM
Tris-HCl, pH 7.4, 1% NP40, 0.1%SDS, 150 mM NaCl,
5mM EDTA) containing freshly added protease and
phosphatase inhibitors cocktail purchased from
Thermo Scientific, USA or cells were lysed with 2X
sample buffer [ 62.5 mM Tris–HCl pH (6.8), 2 % (w/v)
SDS, 10 % glycerol, 50 mM dithiothreitol, 0.1 % (w/v)
bromophenol blue]. Lysed cells were centrifuged at
13,000 g for 15 min, lysate was used for protein
quantification using BCA protein assay kit (Thermo
scientific), according to
the
manufacturer’s
instructions. Proteins were resolved by SDS-PAGE
(polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis) and transferred
to
a
nitrocellulose
membrane
(WhatmanR,
PROTRANR). Membranes were blocked in 1% BSA in
PBST (BSA/PBS/1% Tween) for 1 hour. Primary
antibodies at a 1:1000 dilutions were added in 1% BSA
in 1X PBST and incubated overnight at 40 C.
Membranes were washed three times with 1X PBST
and then incubated with horseradish peroxidase
conjugated
anti-rabbit
secondary
antibody

2019
(Invitrogen) at a dilution of 1:5000 for 1 hour at room
temperature and immunoblotting was performed
using ECL detection kit reagent (BIO-RAD, Clarity™
Western ECL Substrate, 200 ml #1705060).

Flow Cytometry Assay
D407 cell (5 × 105 per well) were seeded into
6-well plates. And treatment with 10 μM artemisinin
for 2 h. After 2 h, media was removed and cells were
exposed to 100 μM H2O2 for 24 h. Then, cells were
harvested and washed two times with ice-cold PBS
and suspended in Annexin V binding buffer. The cell
supernatant was stained with 5 μL of Annexin-V-FITC
and 10 μL of propidium iodide (PI) solution. The
number of apoptotic cells was analyzed using the
flow cytometry (BD Accuri®C6). Experiment was
repeated three times.

Statistical analysis
All the data were presented as mean ± SEM.
Each experiment was performed in triplicates.
Statistical differences were analyzed by one-way
ANOVA (Analysis of variance) in combination with a
post-hoc test, and p values <0.05 were regarded as
statistically significant.

Results
Artemisinin protected human retinal
pigmented (D407) cells from H2O2-induced
cell toxicity
We first investigated the cytotoxic effect of
artemisinin and H2O2 on D407 cells. The cells were
incubated with increasing concentration of
artemisinin and H2O2 in 96-well plates for 24 h. After
24h, the cell viability was measured by MTT assay. As
shown in (Fig. 1B and 1C), artemisinin did not cause
any cytotoxicity in D407 cells from 3.125 μM to 50 μM,
induced
cell
death
in
a
and
H2O2
concentration-dependent manner and it reached
maximum at 1000 μM of H2O2. Approximately 35-40%
of the cells died when exposed to 100 μM H2O2 for 24
h and this concentration was chosen for further
experiments. We then, analyzed whether artemisinin
protected the cells against H2O2-induced cell death.
Cells pre-treated with artemisinin in various
concentrations as indicated for 2 h in 96-well plates
were further incubated with or without H2O2 for 24 h.
Cell viability was then measured by MTT assay. We
observed that artemisinin protected the cells from
H2O2 induced cell damage in dose-dependent manner
(Fig. 1D). Artemisinin showed its protective effect
even at very low concentration i.e. 6.25 μΜ. and
reached maximum at 12.5 μM concentration of
artemisinin. These results suggested that artemisinin
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promoted D407 cell survival from H2O2-induced cell
death.

Artemisinin prevented apoptosis of D407 cells
mediated by H2O2
We investigated the protective role of
artemisinin on H2O2-mediated apoptosis. To examine
whether there is apoptotic cell death mediated by
H2O2, we stained the H2O2-treated D407 cells in the
presence or absence of artemisinin with Hoechst
33342 staining. Cell nuclei got condensed and cell
morphology changed after exposure with 100 μM
H2O2 for 24 h as observed by Cell image analyzer as
shown in the figure with arrow head (Fig. 2A).
Nevertheless, the condensation of cell nuclei got
substantially reduced and cell morphology also
changed by the pre-treatment with 10 μM artemisinin
for 2 h (Fig. 2A). Additionally, the number of
apoptotic cell death induced by H2O2 is further
reduced with the pre-treatment of artemisinin as
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shown in bar graph (Fig. 2B). The flow cytometer
results suggested that artemisinin inhibited the cell
apoptosis induced by hydrogen peroxide (Fig 2D and
E) and consistent with the result of Hoechst 33342
staining.

Artemisinin promoted D407 cells survival via
attenuating H2O2-induced LDH release
Treatment with 100 μΜ H2O2 of D407 cells for 24
h profoundly increased the release of LDH, about 40%
higher compared to non-treated cells. Furthermore,
the effect of artemisinin on LDH release induced by
H2O2 was examined. It was found that increased of
LDH released induced by H2O2 was significantly
reduced about 25-35% by the pre-treatment with 10
μM artemisinin for 2 h (Fig. 2C). These results
suggested that artemisinin protected the cells with the
decrease of H2O2-induced LDH release in the
extracellular environment.

Fig.1. Artemisinin increased cell viability in D407 cells treated with H2O2. (A) Chemical structure of Artemisinin. (B) Cytotoxicity of artemisinin in D407 cells in
dose-dependent manner. D407 cells grown in 96-well plate were treated with different concentrations of artemisinin for 24 h, and cell viability was analyzed by MTT assay.
*p<0.05 verses control group. (C) Cytotoxicity of H2O2 in D407 cells in dose-dependent manner. D407 cells grown in 96-well plate were treated with different concentrations
of H2O2 for 24 h, and cell viability was analyzed by MTT assay. *p<0.05 verses control, ***p<0.001 verses control group. (D) Protective effects of artemisinin on H2O2-induced
cell death as determined by MTT cell viability assay; D407 cells pre-treated with different doses of artemisinin as indicated for 2 h, were exposed to 100 μM H2O2 for 24 h and
absorbance was taken at 562 nm by micro-plate reader for cell viability analysis. Results are shown as the mean ± SEM. Three independent experiments were performed with
similar results. ###p<0.001 versus control group, *p<0.05versus H2O2- treated group, **p<0.005 versus H2O2- treated group. ***p<0.001 versus H2O2- treated group.
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Fig.2. Protective effect of artemisinin on H2O2-induced D407 cells apoptosis. (A)D407 cells pre-treated with artemisinin (10 μM) for 2 h were exposed with or
without H2O2 (100 μM) for 24 h. Apoptotic cells were observed by Hoechst 33342 staining as shown in fluorescence images taken with fluorescence microscope. The
photographs of apoptotic cells with condensed chromatin are shown with arrow head (B) The graph displaying the percentage of apoptotic cell nuclei (right), n=200~250. Results
are shown as the mean ± SEM and represent three independent experiments, ***p<0.0001 versus control group, **p<0.001 verses H2O2-treated group. (C) D407 cells
pre-treated with artemisinin (10 μM) for 2 h were incubated with H2O2 (100 μM) for 24 h and LDH released was measured. The graph depicting the percentage of cytotoxicity.
Results are shown as the mean ± SEM. Three independent experiments were performed in triplicates. ***p<0.0001 versus control and H2O2–treated groups. (D, E) cells
pre-treated with artemisinin (10 μM) for 2 h were exposed with or without H2O2 (100 μM) for 24 h, and apoptosis of D407 cells was determined by flow cytometry, H2O2
induced apoptosis, while artemisinin reversed the effects of H2O2. ***p<0.001 versus control group, ### p<0.001 verses H2O2-treated group.

Artemisinin reduced H2O2-induced
mitochondrial membrane potential (△ψm)
loss
Mitochondrial membrane potential (△ψm) after
the exposure of cells with 100 μM H2O2 for 24 h was
measured. We found that the mitochondrial
membrane potential (△ψm) was substantially
decreased by H2O2 compared to either non-treated
cells or the cells treated with artemisinin alone as
shown in fluorescence images. The decrease in red
fluorescence intensity and increase in green
fluorescence intensity implies the decrease of
mitochondrial membrane potential. The decreased
mitochondrial membrane potential by H2O2 was
further elevated by pre-treatment with artemisinin as
measured by red/green fluorescence intensity ratio of
JC-1staining (Fig. 3A and B). These results, thus

indicated that artemisinin was able to reverse the
decrease of mitochondrial membrane potential
induced by H2O2 treatment.

Artemisinin reduced H2O2-induced
intracellular ROS generation
Treatment with 100 μM H2O2 for 24 h increased
the production of intracellular ROS in D407 cells
about 2 to 2.5 folds compared to non-treated or
artemisinin alone treated cells respectively and this
increase of ROS production induced by H2O2 was
robustly attenuated by the pre-treatment with
artemisinin as shown by figure 3C and D. The
observed results are consistent with our previous
reports. These results, thus suggested that artemisinin
promoted D407 cell survival in H2O2 - induced cell
death by attenuating the intracellular ROS generation.
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Int. J. Biol. Sci. 2019, Vol. 15

2022

Fig.3. Artemisinin attenuated mitochondrial membrane potential loss and decreased the production of ROS in D407 cells treated with H2O2. (A) D407
cells pre-treated with artemisinin (10 μM) for 2 h were exposed with or without H2O2 (100 μM) for 24 h. Images shown were taken with fluorescence microscope by staining
the cells with JC-1 dyes. Fluorescence intensity of images depicts the change of mitochondrial membrane potential (△ψm). (B) Bar graph displaying the red to green fluorescence
intensity ratio represents the loss of mitochondrial membrane potential. Results are shown as the mean ± SEM. Three independent experiments were performed in triplicates.
***p<0.001 versus control group, **p<0.01 versus H2O2- treated group. (C) D407 cells treated with or without artemisinin (10 μM) for 2 h were further exposed with H2O2 (100
μM) for 24 h. Images shown were taken with fluorescence microscope. The fluorescence intensity shown in fluorescence images represents the intracellular ROS level as
determined by the CellROXs Deep Red Reagent. (D) The bar graph shows the percentage of intracellular ROS level. Results are shown as the mean ± SEM. Three independent
experiments were performed in triplicates. ***p<0.01 versus control group ,**p<0.01 versus H2O2- treated group.

Artemisinin stimulated the activation of
AMPK in D407 cells
As shown in Western Blotting, pAMPKα was
downregulated in 100μΜ H2O2 treatment for 24h (Fig.
4 A, B) and artemisinin upregulated in
dose-dependent manner of artemisinin treatment as
indicated (Fig. 4 E, F). It was found that AMPK was
activated with as small as 1.5 μΜ concentration of
artemisinin and phosphorylation became maximum
at 25 μΜ concentration of artemisinin (Fig. 4 E and G).
We then, chose 10 μΜ ART to do time cause study as
this concentration stimulating a significant and almost
maximal phosphorylation of AMPK in concentration
experiment (Figure 4E and G). Our results showed

that 10 μΜ ART time-dependently stimulated the
phosphorylation of AMPK (Figure 4F and H). These
results indicated that artemisinin might protect the
D407 cells from H2O2 toxicity by activating AMPK.

AMPK was involved in the protective effect of
artemisinin against H2O2 induced toxicity
Next, we examined the role of AMPK in
protective effect of artemisinin in H2O2-induced cell
apoptosis. To investigate the potential role of AMPK
in cell survival, we performed MTT assay for cell
viability.
To
analyze
it,
biochemical
and
pharmacological methods were applied. We used
AMPK inhibitor, Compound C (5 μM) as described in
material and methods. As shown in Fig. 5A, 5 μΜ of
http://www.ijbs.com
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Compound C treatment significantly decreased the
percentage of live cells compared to Compound C
non-treated cells in the presence of H2O2 in
artemisinin pre-treated cells, indicating the role of
AMPK in artemisinin cell protection. This hypothesis
was also supported by the results in flow cytometer
assay (Fig 6). To further validate this finding, we
knocked-down AMPKα with si-RNA specific to
AMPKα and evaluated the artemisinin protective
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effect (Fig. 5C and D). Interestingly, knock-down of
AMPK robustly eliminated the cell protection
tendency of artemisinin in H2O2-induced cell toxicity
(Fig. 5B). It consequently, implies that AMPK plays a
pivotal role to promote artemisinin’s cell survival
effect. Therefore, the results suggested that
artemisinin protected the retinal pigmented cells from
H2O2-induced cell apoptosis through AMPK
activation.

Figure 4. Involvement of AMPK in cytoprotective effect of artemisinin. D407 cells treated with H2O2 at indicated doses for 24 h (A), and with 100 μM H2O2 at
indicated time points (B). Cells were lysed and immunoblotting was performed using anti-pAMPK, anti-AMPK respectively. Results show the expression level of indicated proteins
in dose and time-dependent manner. (C) and (D).Then, D407 cells treated with artemisinin at indicated doses for 40 min (E), and with 10 μM artemisinin at indicated time points
(F). Cells were lysed and immunoblotting was performed using anti-pAMPK, anti-AMPK respectively. Results show the expression level of indicated proteins in dose and
time-dependent manner. (G) and (H), the densitometry graphs represents the quantification of respective protein bands (p-AMPK and total-AMPK ratio).
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Figure 5. Inhibition or silencing of AMPKα1 attenuated the protective effect of artemisinin against H2O2 toxicity in D407 cells. D407 cells pre-treated either
with AMPK inhibitor Compound C as indicated dose (A) or transfected with si-CTRL and/or si-AMPKα (B) , then cells treated with artemisinin (10 μM) for 2 h were exposed
with or without H2O2 (100 μM) for 24 h in 96-well plate. Cell viability was measured by MTT assay. Representative graphs displaying the percentage of cell viability. Results are
shown as the mean ± SEM. Three independent experiments were performed in triplicates. #p<0.05, versus control group; *p<0.01,**p<0.01, versus H2O2- treated group; &p<0.05,
versus H2O2+ artemisinin group. (C) Immunoblotting with anti-AMPKα1 showing the knock-down efficiency of AMPKα1 with indicated doses of si-AMPKα1. β-actin used as a
loading control. (D) The densitometry graphs representing the quantification of protein bands (p-AMPK and β-actin ratio) (right). ***p<0.0001, versus si-control group.

Figure 6. Protective effects of artemisinin towards cell injury induced by H2O2 can be reversed by AMPK inhibitor Compound C. D407 cells pre-treated with
AMPK inhibitor Compound C as indicated dose(5μM). Then cells treated with artemisinin (10 μM) for 2 h were exposed with or without H2O2 (100 μM) for 24 h, and apoptosis
of D407 cells was determined by flow cytometry. H2O2 induced cell apoptosis while artemisinin reversed the effects of H2O2. After pre-treated with AMPK inhibitor Compound
C, the protective effect of artemisinin was reversed. ***p<0.001, verses control group, ###p<0.001 verses H2O2-treated group, &&& p<0.001 verses H2O2+ artemisinin group.
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Figure 7. Protective effects of artemisinin towards cell injury induced by H2O2 in primary cultured RPE cells. Primary RPE cells pre-treated with different doses
of artemisinin as indicated for 2 h, were exposed to 100 μM H2O2 for 24 h, and cell viability was analyzed by MTT assay. ***p<0.001, verses control group; #p<0.05, ##p<0.01,
versus H2O2-treated group. (B) Primary RPE cells pre-treated with AMPK inhibitor Compound C(5 μM) for 30min were further incubated with artemisinin (10 μM) for 2 h
,followed by exposure with or without 100 μΜ H2O2 for 24 h in 96-well plate. Cell viability was measured by MTT assay. **p<0.01, ***p<0.001 versus control , H2O2–treated
groups and H2O2+ artemisinin group.

Artemisinin produced a similar protective
effect in primary cultured retinal pigment cells
which was also blocked by inhibitors of AMPK.
All above experiments are performed in cell line
D407, to further verify the protective effect of
artemisinin in RPE cells, we established the human
primary culture RPE cells and studied the protective
effect of artemisinin in these cells. Thus, human
primary culture RPE cells pre-treated with
artemisinin in various concentrations as indicated for
2 h in 96-well plates were further incubated with or
without H2O2 for 24 h. Cell viability was then
measured by MTT assay. Similar to the results in D407
cells,
Artemisinin
concentration-dependently
promoted the survival of primary culture RPE cells
from H2O2 injury (Fig 7A). Figure 7B showed that
AMPK inhibitor Compound C blocked the protective
effect of artemisinin on the human primary culture
RPE cells as that of D407 cell.

Discussion
In recent years, H2O2 toxicity and its underlying
mechanism have been widely studied in both
mammalian and bacterial cells. In this study, we
provided evidence on the protective activity of
artemisinin in D407 cells and primary cultured RPE
cells against H2O2-induced injury is mediated by the
activation of AMPK. The results clearly indicate that
H2O2 in a concentration-dependent manner resulted
in RPE cells death, while pretreatment with
artemisinin protected the cells from H2O2 -induced
oxidative damage, an effect correlated with activation

of AMPK.
There are several factors which are directly or
indirectly associated with pathogenesis of AMD,
among them oxidative stress has been considered as
one of the decisive factors that plays a substantial role
in progression and development of AMD[38].
Aberrantly high level of ROS is one of the pivotal
regulators for the oxidative stress in RPE cells and
therefore,
for
the
pathogenesis
of
AMD.
Mitochondria, the major sources of ROS are
abundantly found in RPE cells which are implicated
in ROS production and in turn oxidative stress.
Oxidative stress and ROS are, thus the essential
factors that are to be targeted for AMD prevention,
control and therapy development. To date, several
attempts have been made to develop the specific
drugs for the treatment of AMD, yet, there are no
specific and effective drugs for the treatment of
AMD[39]. Therefore, a new potential therapeutic drug
is essential to be discovered for the better treatment of
AMD.
Several lines of studies showed that cells upon
exposure with H2O2 undergo various cellular stresses
and finally get damaged. In the current study, we
examined the anti-oxidant role of artemisinin upon
oxidative stress mediated by ROS in RPE cells. In our
in-vitro analysis, we found that D407 cells on exposure
with 100 μM H2O2 for 24 h, about 30% of the cells
underwent apoptotic cell death (Fig. 1 C); nonetheless
very low concentration of artemisinin (10 μM)
considerably reduced the cell death, changed the
cellular morphology and decreased the LDH
production in D407 cells induced by hydrogen
http://www.ijbs.com
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peroxide as shown in Fig. 1, 2 and 3 respectively.
These results are consistent and similar with our
previous studies [31, 40] which suggested that
artemisinin, commonly used as anti-malaria therapy
also showed cytoprotective role against H2O2- toxicity
via exerting its anti-oxidant property on to the cells.
Furthermore, RPE cells as described possesses
abundant number of mitochondria and other cell
organelles that produce intracellular ROS which in
turn are associated with oxidative stress to cell. In fact,
several reports showed that in AMD patients
unexpectedly higher levels of intracellular ROS were
observed in RPE cells along with damaged
mitochondria that lead to the progression of AMD[16,
17]. Since, mitochondria and ROS both play a crucial
role in AMD pathogenesis, ROS is targeted for AMD
treatment and therapy. In our experiment, we
designed an oxidative stress model by using H2O2
where H2O2 profoundly increased intracellular ROS in
D407 cells and it consequently damaged mitochondria
and decreased mitochondrial membrane potential
(△ψm). Meanwhile, pre-treatment of cells with
artemisinin substantially reduced the loss of
mitochondrial membrane potential (△ψm) induced
by H2O2 (Fig. 3B). In fact, pre-treatment with
artemisinin might reduce the oxidative stress
mediated by H2O2 and hence it protected the
mitochondria from damage thereby preventing the
further loss of mitochondrial membrane potential.
Artemisinin here thus, might play anti-oxidant role in
protecting the mitochondria and mitochondrial DNA
from damage, which require further investigation.
Our previous studies have demonstrated that
artemisinin protected human retinal pigment cell
(D407), cortical neuron and PC12 cells against
H2O2/SNP-induced cell apoptosis via activation of
ERK/CREB and/or ERK/p38 MAPK signaling
pathways respectively[30, 31]. The underlying
mechanisms of protective role of artemisinin against
H2O2-induced cell death is still not well clear. Some of
previous reports have also shown that AMPK played
a crucial role in cell protection[33, 34, 40]. Moreover,
AMPK has also been found to be involved in
sustaining cellular energy homeostasis, cancer cell
survival and autophagy[41, 42]. However, the
involvement of AMPK in artemisinin protection has
not been previously described anywhere else. We
thus, tried to disclose whether there is co-relation
between AMPK and artemisinin protection. Indeed,
we found the substantial activation of AMPK by both
dose and time-dependent stimulation of human
retinal pigmented (D407) cells with artemisinin (Fig.
4). Additionally, either in the presence of AMPK
inhibitor, the compound C or knock-down of AMPK
by si-RNA targeting AMPK, artemisinin failed to
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promote cell survival against H2O2 -induced cell death
(Fig. 5). These results thus give a key mechanistic
support suggesting that artemisinin promotes
survival of human retinal pigment (D407) cells against
H2O2 -induced cell death, at least in part, through
modulation of AMPK. We have previously showed
the regulation of ERK/CREB by artemisinin
treatment. It was reported that AMPK phosphorylate
CREB links our previous finding about ERK/CREB
with our present observation about AMPK[43].
Interaction of ERK and AMPK was also reported in
several studies[44-46]. These information put together
pointed towards the possibility that AMPK can be an
intermediary between artemisinin and activation of
ERK/CREB. More importantly, similar results were
also obtained in the human primary culture RPE cells.
Nrf2 is an antioxidant transcription factor. AMPK acts
as a central regulator of cell survival under
stress-stimulated stimulation. It was reported that
Nrf2 is the target of AMPK. Phosphorylation of Nrf2
by AMPK causes nuclear translocation of Nrf2 and
increased transcription of Nrf2 target genes [47, 48].
Nrf2
should
be
coordinated
with
the
AMPK-controlled cell survival pathway, and it is
possible that activation of AMPK by artemisinin
increased the phosphorylation of Nrf2 which
contributed to the survival protective/antioxidant
effect of artemisinin. Consistent with this hypothesis,
our preliminary results showed that AMPK
phosphorylated Nrf2 in SH-SY5Y cells in another
project. These results put together, indicated that
artemisinin not only protected cell line of RPE from
oxidative stress injury but also protected primary
culture RPE cells via the activation of AMPK. Yet,
further extensive study is required to explore the
exact mechanism of artemisinin protection via AMPK
activation.
In conclusion, we herein demonstrated for the
first time that artemisinin promotes RPE cell survival
against H2O2 -mediated oxidative stress by activating
the AMPK. Furthermore, we showed that artemisinin
protection against H2O2 -induced cell damage
involves various mechanistic routes including
reducing intracellular ROS generation and inhibiting
oxidative stress, decreasing LDH release and loss of
mitochondrial membrane potential and changing the
cell morphology (Fig. 8). Our current study thus,
shows that artemisinin could be a potential
therapeutic candidate for the treatment of AMD
patients.

Abbreviations
AMD: age-related macular degeneration; AMPK:
AMP-activated protein kinase; H2O2: hydrogen
peroxide; JC-1: 5,5′,6,6′-tetrachloro- 1,1′,3,3′-tetraethylhttp://www.ijbs.com

Int. J. Biol. Sci. 2019, Vol. 15
benzimidazolyl-carbocyanineiodide; LDH: lactate
dehydrogenase; ROS: reactive oxygen species; RPE:
Retinal pigment epithelial.

2027
9.
10.

11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.

20.

Figure 8. The mechamism of artemisinin

21.
22.

Acknowledgments
This research was supported by National
Natural Science Foundation of China (No. 31771128).
The FHS Internal Collaboration Proposals 2017,
MYRG2016-00052-FHS and MYRG2018-00134-FHS
from the University of Macau, and the Science and
Technology Development Fund (FDCT) of Macao
(016/2016/A1 and 0113/2018/A3).

Competing Interests
The authors have declared that no competing
interest exists.

References
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

7.
8.

Friedman DS, O'Colmain BJ, Munoz B, Tomany SC, McCarty C, de Jong PT, et
al. Prevalence of age-related macular degeneration in the United States. Arch
Ophthalmol. 2004; 122: 564-72.
Gordois A, Cutler H, Pezzullo L, Gordon K, Cruess A, Winyard S, et al. An
estimation of the worldwide economic and health burden of visual
impairment. Global public health. 2012; 7: 465-81.
Gohdes DM, Balamurugan A, Larsen BA, Maylahn C. Age-related eye
diseases: an emerging challenge for public health professionals. Preventing
chronic disease. 2005; 2: A17.
Congdon N, O'Colmain B, Klaver CC, Klein R, Munoz B, Friedman DS, et al.
Causes and prevalence of visual impairment among adults in the United
States. Arch Ophthalmol. 2004; 122: 477-85.
Myers CE, Klein BE, Gangnon R, Sivakumaran TA, Iyengar SK, Klein R.
Cigarette smoking and the natural history of age-related macular
degeneration: the Beaver Dam Eye Study. Ophthalmology. 2014; 121: 1949-55.
Amirul Islam FM, Chong EW, Hodge AM, Guymer RH, Aung KZ, Makeyeva
GA, et al. Dietary patterns and their associations with age-related macular
degeneration: the Melbourne collaborative cohort study. Ophthalmology.
2014; 121: 1428-34.e2.
Mitchell P, Foran S. Age-Related Eye Disease Study severity scale and
simplified severity scale for age-related macular degeneration. Archives of
ophthalmology. 2005; 123: 1598-9.
Jeon S-M, Chandel NS, Hay N. AMPK regulates NADPH homeostasis to
promote tumour cell survival during energy stress. Nature. 2012; 485: 661.

23.
24.

25.

26.
27.
28.
29.
30.

31.
32.
33.

34.

35.
36.
37.

Johnell O, Kanis J. An estimate of the worldwide prevalence, mortality and
disability associated with hip fracture. Osteoporosis International. 2004; 15:
897-902.
Chong EW, Wang Y, Robman LD, Aung KZ, Makeyeva GA, Giles GG, et al.
Age related macular degeneration and total hip replacement due to
osteoarthritis or fracture: Melbourne Collaborative Cohort Study. PloS one.
2015; 10: e0137322.
Casten RJ, Rovner BW. Update on depression and age-related macular
degeneration. Current opinion in ophthalmology. 2013; 24: 239-43.
Barot M, Gokulgandhi MR, Mitra AK. Mitochondrial dysfunction in retinal
diseases. Current eye research. 2011; 36: 1069-77.
Davalli P, Mitic T, Caporali A, Lauriola A, D’Arca D. ROS, cell senescence, and
novel molecular mechanisms in aging and age-related diseases. Oxidative
medicine and cellular longevity. 2016; 2016.
Lu L, Hackett SF, Mincey A, Lai H, Campochiaro PA. Effects of different types
of oxidative stress in RPE cells. Journal of cellular physiology. 2006; 206:
119-25.
Kim MH, Chung J, Chung SM, Kwag NH, Yoo JS. Hydrogen
peroxide-induced cell death in a human retinal pigment epithelial cell line,
ARPE-19. Korean Journal of Ophthalmology. 2003; 17: 19-28.
Organisciak DT, Vaughan DK. Retinal light damage: mechanisms and
protection. Progress in retinal and eye research. 2010; 29: 113-34.
Hamada Y, Fujii H, Fukagawa M. Role of oxidative stress in diabetic bone
disorder. Bone. 2009; 45: S35-S8.
Curcio CA, Saunders PL, Younger PW, Malek G. Peripapillary chorioretinal
atrophy 1: Bruch’s membrane changes and photoreceptor loss.
Ophthalmology. 2000; 107: 334-43.
Wong WL, Su X, Li X, Cheung CMG, Klein R, Cheng C-Y, et al. Global
prevalence of age-related macular degeneration and disease burden projection
for 2020 and 2040: a systematic review and meta-analysis. The Lancet Global
Health. 2014; 2: e106-e16.
Cui L, Su X-z. Discovery, mechanisms of action and combination therapy of
artemisinin. Expert review of anti-infective therapy. 2009; 7: 999-1013.
Meshnick SR. Artemisinin: mechanisms of action, resistance and toxicity.
International journal for parasitology. 2002; 32: 1655-60.
Okell LC, Cairns M, Griffin JT, Ferguson NM, Tarning J, Jagoe G, et al.
Contrasting benefits of different artemisinin combination therapies as first-line
malaria treatments using model-based cost-effectiveness analysis. Nature
communications. 2014; 5: 5606.
Das A. Anticancer effect of antimalarial artemisinin compounds. Annals of
medical and health sciences research. 2015; 5: 93-102.
Zhang S, Shi L, Ma H, Li H, Li Y, Lu Y, et al. Dihydroartemisinin induces
apoptosis in human gastric cancer cell line BGC-823 through activation of
JNK1/2 and p38 MAPK signaling pathways. Journal of Receptors and Signal
Transduction. 2017; 37: 174-80.
Blazquez AG, Fernandez-Dolon M, Sanchez-Vicente L, Maestre AD,
Gomez-San Miguel AB, Alvarez M, et al. Novel artemisinin derivatives with
potential usefulness against liver/colon cancer and viral hepatitis. Bioorganic
& medicinal chemistry. 2013; 21: 4432-41.
Cheng C, Ho WE, Goh FY, Guan SP, Kong LR, Lai W-Q, et al. Anti-malarial
drug artesunate attenuates experimental allergic asthma via inhibition of the
phosphoinositide 3-kinase/Akt pathway. PLoS One. 2011; 6: e20932.
Efferth T, Romero MR, Wolf DG, Stamminger T, Marin JJ, Marschall M. The
antiviral activities of artemisinin and artesunate. Clinical Infectious Diseases.
2008; 47: 804-11.
Loo CSN, Lam NSK, Yu D, Su X-z, Lu F. Artemisinin and its derivatives in
treating protozoan infections beyond malaria. Pharmacological research. 2017;
117: 192-217.
Medhi B, Patyar S, Rao RS, Ds PB, Prakash A. Pharmacokinetic and
toxicological profile of artemisinin compounds: an update. Pharmacology.
2009; 84: 323-32.
Zheng W, Chong C-M, Wang H, Zhou X, Zhang L, Wang R, et al. Artemisinin
conferred ERK mediated neuroprotection to PC12 cells and cortical neurons
exposed to sodium nitroprusside-induced oxidative insult. Free Radical
Biology and Medicine. 2016; 97: 158-67.
Chong CM, Zheng W. Artemisinin protects human retinal pigment epithelial
cells from hydrogen peroxide-induced oxidative damage through activation of
ERK/CREB signaling. Redox biology. 2016; 9: 50-6.
Mihaylova MM, Shaw RJ. The AMPK signalling pathway coordinates cell
growth, autophagy and metabolism. Nature cell biology. 2011; 13: 1016.
Varshney R, Gupta S, Roy P. Cytoprotective effect of kaempferol against
palmitic acid-induced pancreatic β-cell death through modulation of
autophagy via AMPK/mTOR signaling pathway. Molecular and cellular
endocrinology. 2017; 448: 1-20.
Pineda-Ramírez N, Gutiérrez Aguilar GF, Espinoza-Rojo M, Aguilera P.
Current evidence for AMPK activation involvement on resveratrol-induced
neuroprotection in cerebral ischemia. Nutritional neuroscience. 2018; 21:
229-47.
Inoki K, Kim J, Guan K-L. AMPK and mTOR in cellular energy homeostasis
and drug targets. Annual review of pharmacology and toxicology. 2012; 52:
381-400.
Mazure NM, Pouyssegur J. Hypoxia-induced autophagy: cell death or cell
survival? Current opinion in cell biology. 2010; 22: 177-80.
Zheng W, Meng Q, Wang H, Yan F, Little PJ, Deng X, et al. IGF-1-Mediated
Survival from Induced Death of Human Primary Cultured Retinal Pigment

http://www.ijbs.com

Int. J. Biol. Sci. 2019, Vol. 15

38.
39.
40.
41.

42.

43.
44.
45.

46.

47.

48.

2028

Epithelial Cells Is Mediated by an Akt-Dependent Signaling Pathway.
Molecular neurobiology. 2018; 55: 1915-27.
Liu Y, Kern JT, Walker JR, Johnson JA, Schultz PG, Luesch H. A genomic
screen for activators of the antioxidant response element. Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences. 2007; 104: 5205-10.
Blasiak J, Reiter RJ, Kaarniranta K. Melatonin in retinal physiology and
pathology: the case of age-related macular degeneration. Oxidative medicine
and cellular longevity. 2016; 2016.
Li S, Gaur U, Chong CM, Lin S, Fang J, Zeng Z, et al. Berberine Protects
Human Retinal Pigment Epithelial Cells from Hydrogen Peroxide-Induced
Oxidative Damage through Activation of AMPK. Int J Mol Sci. 2018; 19.
Chaube B, Malvi P, Singh SV, Mohammad N, Viollet B, Bhat MK. AMPK
maintains energy homeostasis and survival in cancer cells via regulating
p38/PGC-1α-mediated mitochondrial biogenesis. Cell death discovery. 2015;
1: 15063.
Dai B, Zhu F, Chen Y, Zhou R, Wang Z, Xie Y, et al. ASIC1a Promotes
Acid-Induced Autophagy in Rat Articular Chondrocytes through the
AMPK/FoxO3a Pathway. International journal of molecular sciences. 2017; 18:
2125.
Thomson DM, Herway ST, Fillmore N, Kim H, Brown JD, Barrow JR, et al.
AMP-activated protein kinase phosphorylates transcription factors of the
CREB family. Journal of applied physiology. 2008; 104: 429-38.
Zhu B, Zhou Y, Xu F, Shuai J, Li X, Fang W. Porcine circovirus type 2 induces
autophagy via the AMPK/ERK/TSC2/mTOR signaling pathway in PK-15
cells. Journal of virology. 2012; 86: 12003-12.
Chen HC, Bandyopadhyay G, Sajan MP, Kanoh Y, Standaert M, Farese RV, Jr.,
et al. Activation of the ERK pathway and atypical protein kinase C isoforms in
exerciseand
aminoimidazole-4-carboxamide-1-beta-D-riboside
(AICAR)-stimulated glucose transport. The Journal of biological chemistry.
2002; 277: 23554-62.
Kim EK, Lim S, Park JM, Seo JK, Kim JH, Kim KT, et al. Human mesenchymal
stem cell differentiation to the osteogenic or adipogenic lineage is regulated by
AMP-activated protein kinase. Journal of cellular physiology. 2012; 227:
1680-7.
Mo C, Wang L, Zhang J, Numazawa S, Tang H, Tang X, et al. The crosstalk
between Nrf2 and AMPK signal pathways is important for the
anti-inflammatory effect of berberine in LPS-stimulated macrophages and
endotoxin-shocked mice. Antioxid Redox Signal. 2014; 20: 574-88.
Joo MS, Kim WD, Lee KY, Kim JH, Koo JH, Kim SG. AMPK Facilitates Nuclear
Accumulation of Nrf2 by Phosphorylating at Serine 550. Mol Cell Biol. 2016;
36: 1931-42.

http://www.ijbs.com

