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hone derivatives and anti-

hepatocellular carcinoma potency evaluation:
induced apoptosis

Jie Liu,†a Hui Bao,†b Huailing Wang,†a Qiang Luo,b Jianhong Zuo,c Zhigang Liu, ab

Shuqi Qiu,*d Xizhuo Sun*a and Xiaoyu Liu *b

Twenty-one xanthone derivatives (XDs) were synthesized by a microwave-assisted technique. Their in vitro

inhibition potency against the growth of four cancer cell lines was evaluated. XD-1 � [6,9,10-trihydroxy-

3,3-dimethyl-5-(2-methylbut-3-en-2-yl)-3H,7H-pyrano[2,3-c]xanthen-7-one] was confirmed as the

most active agent against HepG2 cell line growth with IC50 of 18.6 � 2.31 mM. Apoptosis analysis

indicated different contributions of early/late apoptosis and necrosis to cell death for XD-1. XD-1

arrested HepG2 cells on the G0/G1 phase, as indicated by the decreased expressions of cyclin D and

CDK2 and the increased expressions of p21. Western blot implied that XD-1 regulated p53/MDM2 to

a better healthier state. Moreover, XD-1-induced cell apoptosis was mitochondrion-mediated, as

evidenced by caspase activation and involved the PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling pathway. All the evidence

supports that XD-1 is a significant anti-cancer agent for HCC.CTE
D

1 Introduction

Primary hepatic cancer is one of the common causes of cancer-
related death.1 About 75–85% of patients with primary liver
cancer have hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC).2 The incidence of
liver cancer in Asian countries, especially in East and Southeast
Asia, remains the highest in the world. Nowadays, surgical
resection, orthotopic liver transplantation, and local ablative
therapies are considered potentially curative for early-stage
HCC patients.3 Sorafenib is the only chemotherapy drug
approved by the US Food and Drug Administration for rst-line
treatment of advanced HCC and remains the only drug
approved for the systemic treatment of patients with metastatic
HCC.4 However, despite advances in tumor treatments, no
effective systemic therapy has been established for advanced
HCC. The 5 year survival rate for liver cancer aer receiving
systemic treatment is still poor,5 and severe side effects limit the
clinical applications of the chemotherapy agents in advanced
HCC treatment.6 In summary, novel, effective therapeutic
agents with low toxicity are urgently needed.
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Benzo[a]pyrene (BaP) is a polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbon
(PAH) that represents a large group of environmental pollutants
formed and released aer the incomplete combustion of
organic materials.7 BaP is also involved in the development of
HCC.8 The aryl hydrocarbon receptor (AhR) is a ligand-activated
transcription factor that is activated by small molecules
provided by pollutants, microorganisms, metabolism and the
diet.9 Environmental xenobiotic toxic chemicals (2,3,7,8-tetra-
chlorodibenzo-p-dioxin, etc.) are involved in a variety of cellular
processes such as tumorigenesis, embryogenesis, trans-
formation, and inammation by activating AhR. AhR is trans-
located from the cytoplasm to the nucleus following ligand
binding and results in changes in target gene transcription (e.g.,
cytochrome P450, Cyp1A1, Cyp1B1, etc.) and immunotoxico-
logical effects.10 AhR plays an essential role in receptor-
mediated carcinogenesis. Also, an increased AhR expression
has been noted in hepatocellular carcinomas, and the AhR
expression is associated with hepatocellular carcinoma
progression, suggesting its potential protumorigenic activity.
There are also studies that indicate that AhR may promote the
HCC process.11,12 HCCs exhibit an increased and hierarchical
pattern of the AHR expression as compared to paired tumor-
adjacent tissues, and HCC patients with a high AHR expres-
sion show a shorter survival time than that with a low AHR
expression.12 Activators and high-affinity ligands for AhR
(TCDD, Bap, etc.) mediate its toxicity via the activation of AhR,
and AHR bHLH domains dimerize to form a four-helical bundle
that can bind to distinct DNA motifs, leading to the transcrip-
tional activation of target genes.13 Bap and xanthones are
similar in structures to polycyclic heterocycles. Xanthones may

A
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function as competitive inhibitors that bind selectively to the
Bap-binding site of the AhR bHLH domains.

The phosphatidylinositol-3-kinase PI3K/AKT/mTOR
signaling pathway is involved in the control of cell prolifera-
tion and has been shown to be constitutively activated in HCC.14

The PI3K–AKT pathway is inappropriately activated in HCC, and
there are several therapeutics that target the PI3K–AKT pathway
(dual PI3K–mTOR inhibitors, PI3K inhibitors, AKT inhibitors
and mTOR complex catalytic site inhibitors) in clinical devel-
opment for the treatment of cancer.15

Xanthones are a group of structurally diverse compounds
that represent an important class of oxygenated three-
membered heterocyclic compounds with a dibenzo-g-pyrone
scaffold.16 Xanthones perform a broad range of pharmacolog-
ical activities (anti-cancer, anti-malarial, anti-microbial, anti-
HIV, anti-convulsant, anti-cholinesterase, anti-oxidant, anti-
inammatory) and can provide a remarkable basis for the
discovery of new potential drug candidates.17 DMXAA (5,6-
dimethylxanthone-4-acetic acid) as a carboxyxanthone deriva-
tive has shown its anti-tumor activity against non-small-cell
lung cancer. Unfortunately, in some large-scale phase III clin-
ical trials, the combination of DMXAA with other anti-cancer
drugs does not necessarily signicantly improve efficacy.18 The
current study is concerned with how to improve the anti-cancer
efficacy of xanthones.
2 Materials and methods

Reagents and solvents were purchased from commercial sources
and were used without any further purication. 1H NMR spectra
were recorded on a Bruker 300 or 500 MHz spectrometer. Mass
spectral analyses were carried out on a Waters Acquity UPLC H-
Class liquid chromatography (LC) system (C18 column) connected
with a Waters Acquity QDa mass spectrometer (MS) detector by
electrospray ionization (ESI). Both the normal and tumor cell lines
were acquired from the Cell Bank of the Chinese Academy of
Sciences (Shanghai, China). The reagents 3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-
yl)-2,5-diphenyltetrazolium bromide (MTT), 5,50,6,60-tetrachloro-
1,10,3,30-tetraethylbenzimidazolyl-carbocyanine iodide (JC-1) and
propidium iodide (PI) were supplied by Beyotime (Beyotime Insti-
tute of Biotechnology, Jiangsu, China). Dulbecco's Modied Eagle's
Medium (DMEM), fetal bovine serum (FBS) and penicillin–strep-
tomycin were purchased from Gibco BRL (Life Technologies, NY,
USA). All antibodies were purchased from Cell Signaling Tech-
nology, Inc. (Manchester, NH, USA).ETR
2.1 Synthesis of the XDs

As outlined in Scheme 1, the condensation of salicylic acids 1a–
u with phloroglucinol derivatives 2a–u, respectively, was
successfully carried out according to a previous report,16 with
some modications. Anhydrous zinc chloride (ZnCl2) and
phosphorus oxychloride (POCl3) were used as both catalyst and
solvent, with the assistance of microwave radiation; yields were
60–85%. The resulting solid was puried by HPLC to obtain the
desired compound.

R
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2.2 Cell culture and cell viability assays

The cancer cells were cultured in an incubator in culture
medium with 10% FBS, 100 U mL�1 penicillin, 100 mg mL�1

streptomycin, 2 mM L-glutamine and 5% CO2 in a humidied
atmosphere at 37 �C.

MTT assay was used to detect the anti-proliferative activity of
the XDs. The cancer cells were seeded in 96-well plates and
cultured overnight. Different concentrations of XDs were added
to each well for 24 h. Next, an MTT solution (5 mg mL�1) was
added for an additional 4 h. The absorbance of the converted
dye in living cells was measured at 570 nm using a microplate
reader (Bio-Rad; Hercules, CA, USA) aer the addition of 100 mL
DMSO.19 IC50 values were determined by the nonlinear multi-
purpose curve-tting program, GraphPad Prism.

D

2.3 Detection of mitochondrial transmembrane potential
(DJm)

HepG2 cells were cultured at 5 � 105 per well in a 6-well plate
overnight. Next, they were treated with XD-1 (0, 3.72, 18.6 and
93.0 mM) for 24 h, or 18.6 mMXD-1 for 0, 12, 24, 48 and 60 h. The
cells were then collected, washed with cold PBS and incubated
with 1 mg mL�1 of JC-1 at 37 �C for 30 min in the dark. The
supernatant was removed and the cells were assayed using ow
cytometry (BD FACS Calibur, Franklin Lakes, CA, USA).

T

2.4 Apoptosis and cell cycle assays

HepG2 cells were cultured at 5 � 105 per well in a 6-well plate
overnight and then exposed to XD-1 (0, 3.72, 18.6 and 93.0 mM)
for 24 h. The cells were then collected and incubated with
Annexin V-FITC/PI, and the cell status was analyzed using ow
cytometry according to the manufacturer's protocol (BD FACS
Calibur, Franklin Lakes, CA, USA).

Aer the XD-1 (0, 3.72, 18.6 and 93.0 mM) treatments for 24 h,
the cells were collected and xed in 70% ethanol and stored at
�20 �C overnight. Aerwards, the cells were washed with cold
PBS and the cell cycle distribution was detected by PI (propi-
dium iodide) staining and analyzed by ow cytometry (BD FACS
Calibur; Franklin Lakes, CA, USA).

All the experiments above were performed at least three
times.

A

2.5 Western blot analysis

HepG2 cells (2 � 106 per dish) were cultured in 10.0 cm culture
dishes overnight before being incubated with XD-1 for 24 h.
Aerwards, the cells were harvested and the total protein was
collected and measured with a Bradford protein assay to
calculate the quantity of protein. Equal amounts of protein were
separated on sodium dodecyl sulfate polyacrylamide gel elec-
trophoresis (SDS-PAGE) and electroblotted onto polyvinylidene
diuoride (PVDF) membranes. The immunoblots were blocked
with 5% non-fat milk and subsequently incubated with the
primary antibody (1:1000) at 4 �C over night, followed by incu-
bation with peroxidase-conjugated second antibody (1:5000) at
room temperature for 2 h.18 The protein bands were measured
and the b-actin was used as an internal standard for process
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/c9ra06408g


Scheme 1 Syntheses of XDs. Conditions and agents: (i) ZnCl2/POCl3, microwave (MW), 40 min; the reaction processes were monitored by
Reverse-Phase High-Performance Liquid Chromatography (RP-HPLC).
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control. Blot bands densitometry was analyzed with ImageJ
soware.
2.6 Statistical analysis

Data were expressed as means � SD of three independent
experiments. Statistical signicance for normally distributed
samples was assessed using an independent two-tailed
Student's t test or with ANOVA. All analyses were performed
with GraphPad Prism version 5.0 soware (GraphPad Soware,
La Jolla, CA). A *p-value < 0.05 was considered statistically
signicant for all analyses.

R

3 Results
3.1 Synthesis of XDs

The synthesis was conducted according to a procedure
described in the literature.16 To a 50 mL ask, 8 mL phosphorus
oxychloride (POCl3) and anhydrous zinc chloride (6.8 g, 0.05
mol) were added. The suspension was stirred at 70 �C until
ZnCl2 was completely dissolved in POCl3. The mixture was then
cooled to room temperature. Aerwards, salicylic acids (1a–u)
(1.0 mmol) and phloroglucinol derivatives (2a–u) (1.3 mmol)
were added, respectively, and the mixture was heated with
a microwave reactor with a programmed procedure of 80 �C for
40 min, where the power was 250 W. The mixture was then
cooled to room temperature and placed in ice water with stir-
ring for 30 min. The mixed solution was ltered and washed
with cold water. The solid residues were collected and puried
by RP-HPLC. The structures and yields are listed in Table 1, and
were conrmed by nuclear magnetic resonance (1H NMR)

RET
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
spectroscopy and Liquid Chromatography-Mass Spectrometry
(LC-MS) analysis. The colors, LC-MS and 1H NMR spectral data
of XDs are given in the following:

3.1.1 XD-1 � 6,9,10-trihydroxy-3,3-dimethyl-5-(2-methyl-
but-3-en-2-yl)-3H,7H-pyrano[2,3-c]xanthen-7-one. Light yellow
powder, 1H NMR (300 MHz, DMSO-d6) d: 1.47 (6H, s, H-19, 20),
1.60 (6H, s, H-14, 15), 4.80 (1H, dd, J ¼ 1.2, 10.5 Hz, H-13), 4.91
(1H, dd, J ¼ 1.2, 17.4 Hz, H-13), 5.69 (1H, d, J ¼ 9.9 Hz, H-17),
6.31 (1H, dd, J ¼ 10.5, 17.4 Hz, H-12), 6.83 (1H, d, J ¼ 9.9 Hz,
H-16), 7.01 (1H, s, H-5), 7.55 (1H, s, H-8), 14.44 (1H, s, –OH-1);
ESI-MS m/z: 395 [M + H]+, C23H22O6.

3.1.2 XD-2 � 4-(2,2-dimethylbut-3-en-1-yl)-1,6,7-trihydroxy-
3-methoxy-9H-xanthen-9-one. White powder, 1H NMR (300
MHz, CD3OD) d: 1.62 (6H, s, H-14, 15), 3.88 (3H, s, –CH3), 4.84
(1H, dd, J¼ 1.2, 17.4 Hz, H-13), 4.92 (1H, dd, J¼ 0.9, 17.4 Hz, H-
13), 6.29 (1H, dd, J ¼ 10.5, 17.4 Hz, H-12), 6.38 (1H, s, H-2), 6.90
(1H, s, H-5), 7.51 (1H, s, H-8), 13.57 (1H, s, –OH-1); HR-ESI-MS
m/z: 343.1179 [M + H]+, C19H18O6.

3.1.3 XD-3 � 4-(2,2-dimethylbut-3-en-1-yl)-1,3,6,7-tetrahy-
droxy-9H-xanthen-9-one. Yellow powder, 1H NMR (300 MHz,
CD3OD) d: 1.67 (6H, s, H-14, 14), 4.90 (1H, dd, J ¼ 1.2, 10.5 Hz,
H-13), 5.01 (1H, dd, J¼ 1.2, 17.4 Hz, H-13), 6.26 (1H, s, H-2), 6.36
(1H, dd, J¼ 10.5, 17.4 Hz, H-12), 6.92 (1H, s, H-5), 7.51 (1H, s, H-
8), 13.46 (1H, s, –OH-1); ESI-MS: m/z: 329 [M + H]+, C18H16O6.

3.1.4 XD-4 � 2-(2,2-dimethylbut-3-en-1-yl)-1,3,6,7-tetrahy-
droxy-9H-xanthen-9-one. Yellow powder, 1H NMR (300 MHz,
CD3OD) d: 1.63 (6H, s, H-14, 15), 4.85 (1H, dd, J ¼ 1.2, 10.5 Hz,
H-13), 4.95 (1H, dd, J ¼ 1.2, 17.4 Hz, H-13), 6.37 (1H, dd, J ¼
10.5, 17.4 Hz, H-12), 6.46 (1H, s, H-4), 6.97 (1H, d, J ¼ 8.7 Hz, H-
7), 7.63 (1H, d, J¼ 8.7 Hz, H-8), 14.26 (1H, s, –OH-1); ESI-MS:m/z
329 [M + H]+, C18H16O6.

A
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Table 1 Anti-proliferative activity of XDs in different cancer cellsa

Comp. Structure
Yield
(%)

IC50 (mM)

HepG2 Hep3B SMMC-7721 Huh7

XD-1 63.4 18.6 � 2.31 36.5 � 4.12 52.8 � 6.11 69.6 � 7.15

XD-2 71.4 82.5 � 8.66 99.8 � 9.21 109 � 10.3 103 � 10.5

XD-3 72.3 96.5 � 9.04 111 � 11.7 103 � 10.8 138 � 14.1

XD-4 63.2 99.8 � 8.04 94.6 � 8.01 110 � 9.21 122 � 11.7

XD-5 63.5 86.4 � 7.51 87.2 � 8.25 111 � 9.94 114 � 11.7

XD-6 62.3 32.8 � 3.94 44.5 � 3.81 49.8 � 5.74 67.9 � 6.44

XD-7 61.1 72.1 � 6.87 74.8 � 7.67 86.5 � 8.54 89.8 � 9.03

XD-8 65.6 72.0 � 7.36 83.2 � 7.51 89.1 � 12.3 105 � 10.1

XD-9 68.9 30.8 � 3.26 33.2 � 3.22 50.8 � 5.72 65.8 � 5.88

XD-10 69.8 67.8 � 5.58 65.6 � 6.14 79.6 � 6.45 91.9 � 8.57

XD-11 70.6 73.8 � 7.70 77.5 � 6.54 82.9 � 8.08 101 � 10.7

40784 | RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 40781–40791 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
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Table 1 (Contd. )

Comp. Structure
Yield
(%)

IC50 (mM)

HepG2 Hep3B SMMC-7721 Huh7

XD-12 68.5 62.1 � 6.88 60.3 � 6.89 76.8 � 8.20 82.4 � 7.78

XD-13 74.2 24.5 � 3.11 33.5 � 4.05 51.7 � 4.56 67.7 � 5.76

XD-14 73.4 101 � 13.3 132 � 14.2 154 � 14.5 181 � 19.3

XD-15 72.3 74.8 � 7.45 79.9 � 7.12 84.8 � 8.25 109 � 11.2

XD-16 76.2 130 � 13.2 >200 178 � 17.9 >200

XD-17 71.5 64.1 � 5.57 59.8 � 6.12 82.5 � 7.53 107 � 10.8

XD-18 70.1 36.8 � 3.44 47.6 � 4.07 69.5 � 7.22 81.7 � 7.82

XD-19 62.3 51.4 � 4.55 48.1 � 4.27 81.2 � 6.75 79.8 � 8.24

XD-20 81.9 171 � 15.8 >200 >200 >200

XD-21 83.4 >200 164 � 15.9 >200 >200

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019 RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 40781–40791 | 40785
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Table 1 (Contd. )

Comp. Structure
Yield
(%)

IC50 (mM)

HepG2 Hep3B SMMC-7721 Huh7

Sorafenib — — 16.2 � 1.66 17.8 � 2.01 39.5 � 2.93 6.13 � 0.55

a The MTT assay was carried out to detect the anti-proliferative potency of XDs in the experimental cancer cells. Briey, aer the tumor cells were
cultured overnight, the XDs were added and cultured for an additional 24 h, aer which the MTT assay was carried out. IC50 values are shown as
mean � standard error of the mean (SD), from at least three independent experiments.
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3.1.5 XD-5 � 4-(2,2-dimethylbut-3-en-1-yl)-1,6,7-trihydroxy-
3-methoxy-9H-xanthen-9-one. White powder, 1H NMR (300
MHz, CD3OD) d: 1.67 (6H, s, H-14, 15), 3.79 (3H, s, –OCH3), 4.80
(2H, dd, J ¼ 10.5, 17.4 Hz, H-13), 6.29 (1H, dd, J ¼ 10.5, 17.4 Hz,
H-12), 6.44 (1H, d, H-2), 6.94 (1H, d, J¼ 8.4 Hz, H-7), 7.49 (1H, d,
J¼ 8.4 Hz, H-8), 13.63 (1H, s, –OH-1); ESI-MS:m/z 341 [M�H]�,
C16H18O6.

3.1.6 XD-6 � 4,8,9-trihydroxy-2,3,3-trimethyl-2,3-dihydro-
5H-furo[3,2-b]xanthen-5-one. Yellow oil, 1H NMR (300 MHz,
CD3OD) d: 1.22 (3H, s, H-14), 1.37 (3H, d, J ¼ 6.6 Hz, H-13), 1.47
(3H, s, H-15), 4.51 (1H, q, J ¼ 6.6 Hz, H-12), 6.31 (1H, s, H-4),
6.97 (1H, d, J ¼ 8.7 Hz, H-17), 7.61 (1H, d, J ¼ 8.6 Hz, H-8),
13.47 (1H, s, –OH-1); ESI-MS: m/z 329 [M + H]+, C18H16O6.

3.1.7 XD-7 � 1,3,5,6-tetrahydroxy-2,7-bis(3-methylbut-2-en-
1-yl)-9H-xanthen-9-one. Yellow powder, 1H NMR (300 MHz,
CD3OD) d: 1.64 (3H, s, H-14), 1.74 (6H, s, H-15, 19), 1.77 (3H, s,
H-20), 3.35 (2H, d, J ¼ 7.2 Hz, H-11), 3.43 (2H, d, J ¼ 7.2 Hz, H-
16), 5.27 (1H, d, J ¼ 7.2 Hz, H-12), 5.40 (1H, d, J ¼ 7.2 Hz, H-17),
6.48 (1H, s, H-4), 7.52 (1H, s, H-8), 13.50 (1H, s, –OH-1); ESI-MS:
m/z 397 [M � H]�, C23H24O6.

3.1.8 XD-8 � 1,3,6,7-tetrahydroxy-2,8-bis(3-methylbut-2-en-
1-yl)-9H-xanthen-9-one. White powder, 1H NMR (300 MHz,
DMSO-d6) d: 1.64 (6H, s, H-14, 19), 1.78 (3H, s, H-20), 1.84 (3H, s,
H-15), 3.35 (2H, br d, J¼ 7.2 Hz, H-11), 4.19 (2H, d, J¼ 6.6 Hz, H-
16), 5.28 (1H, t, J ¼ 7.2 Hz, H-12), 5.31 (1H, t, J ¼ 7.2 Hz, H-17),
6.37 (1H, s, H-4), 6.81 (1H, s, H-6), 13.94 (1H, s, –OH-1); ESI-MS:
m/z 395 [M � H]+, C23H24O6.

3.1.9 XD-9 � 5,9,11-trihydroxy-3,3-dimethyl-10-(3-methyl-
but-2-en-1-yl)pyrano[3,2-a]xanthen-12(3H)-one. White powder,
1H NMR (300 MHz, DMSO-d6) d: 1.45 (6H, s, H-19, 20), 1.64
(3H, s, H-14), 1.78 (3H, s, H-15), 3.35 (2H, d, J ¼ 6.9 Hz, H-11),
5.28 (1H, t, J ¼ 6.9 Hz, H-12), 5.91 (1H, d, J ¼ 10.2 Hz, H-17),
6.43 (1H, s, H-4), 6.79 (1H, s, H-5), 8.06 (1H, d, J ¼ 10.2 Hz, H-
16), 13.72 (1H, s, –OH-1); ESI-MS: m/z 393 [M � H]+, C23H22O6.

3.1.10 XD-10 � 2-(2,2-dimethylbut-3-en-1-yl)-1,3,6,7-tetra-
hydroxy-8-(3-methylbut-2-en-1-yl)-9H-xanthen-9-one. Yellow oil,
1H NMR (300 MHz, CD3OD) d: 1.62 (6H, s, H-14, 15), 1.64 (3H, s,
H-19), 1.83 (3H, s, H-20), 4.17 (2H, d, J¼ 6.9 Hz, H-16), 4.85 (1H,
dd, J¼ 1.2, 10.5 Hz, H-13), 4.96 (1H, dd, J¼ 10.6, 17.4 Hz, H-13),
5.31 (1H, t, J ¼ 6.9 Hz, H-17), 6.30 (1H, s, H-4), 6.38 (1H, dd, J ¼
10.6, 17.4 Hz, H-12), 6.80 (1H, s, H-5), 14.74 (1H, s, –OH-1); ESI-
MS: m/z 397 [M + H]+, C23H24O6.

3.1.11 XD-11 � 2,3,6,8-tetrahydroxy-1,5-bis(3-methylbut-2-
en-1-yl)-9H-xanthen-9-one. Light yellow powder, 1H NMR (300
MHz, CD3OD) d: 1.63 (6H, s, H-14, 19), 1.83 (3H, s, H-20), 1.85
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(3H, s, H-15), 3.45 (2H, d, J ¼ 7.2 Hz, H-11), 4.18 (2H, d, J ¼
6.6 Hz, H-16), 5.26 (1H, t, J ¼ 7.2 Hz, H-12), 5.31 (1H, t, J ¼
6.6 Hz, H-17), 6.27 (1H, s, H-2), 6.90 (1H, s, H-5), 13.55 (1H, s,
–OH-1); ESI-MS: m/z 397 [M + H]+, C23H24O6.

3.1.12 XD-12 � 5-(2,2-dimethylbut-3-en-1-yl)-2,3,6,8-tetra-
hydroxy-1-(3-methylbut-2-en-1-yl)-9H-xanthen-9-one. Yellow oil,
1H NMR (300 MHz, CD3OD) d: 1.62 (3H, s, H-19), 1.64 (6H, s, H-
14, 15), 1.82 (3H, s, H-20), 4.16 (2H, d, J ¼ 6.6 Hz, H-16), 4.88
(1H, dd, J¼ 1.2, 10.5 Hz, H-13), 4.99 (1H, dd, J¼ 1.2, 17.4 Hz, H-
12), 5.31 (1H, t, J¼ 6.6 Hz, H-17), 6.23 (1H, s, H-2), 6.34 (1H, dd, J
¼ 10.5, 17.4 Hz, H-12), 6.84 (1H, s, H-5), 14.44 (1H, s, –OH-1);
ESI-MS: m/z 397 [M + H]+, C23H24O6.

3.1.13 XD-13 � (E)-6,9,10-trihydroxy-3,3-dimethyl-8-(3-
methylbut-1-en-1-yl)-3H,7H-pyrano[2,3-c]xanthen-7-one. White
powder, 1H NMR (300 MHz, CD3OD) d: 1.41 (6H, s, H-14, 15),
1.60 (3H, s, H-19), 1.76 (3H, s, H-20), 4.00 (2H, d, J ¼ 6.3 Hz, H-
16), 5.18 (1H, t, J ¼ 6.3 Hz, H-17), 5.69 (1H, d, J ¼ 9.9 Hz, H-12),
6.10 (1H, s, H-2), 6.76 (1H, d, J ¼ 9.9 Hz, H-11), 6.82 (1H, s, H-5),
13.79 (1H, s, –OH-1); ESI-MS: m/z 395 [M + H]+, C23H22O6.

3.1.14 XD-14 � 2,3,6,8-tetrahydroxy-1-(3-methylbut-2-en-1-
yl)-9H-xanthen-9-one. White powder, 1H NMR (300 MHz,
CD3OD) d: 1.64 (3H, s, H-14), 1.84 (3H, s, H-15), 4.18 (2H, d, J ¼
6.6 Hz, H-11), 5.33 (1H, t, J ¼ 6.7 Hz, H-12), 6.17 (1H, d, J ¼
1.8 Hz, H-2), 6.28 (1H, d, J¼ 1.8 Hz, H-4), 6.79 (1H, s, H-5), 13.70
(1H, s, –OH-1); ESI-MS: m/z 329 [M + H]+, C18H1O6.

3.1.15 XD-15 � 2,6,8-trihydroxy-1,5-bis(3-methylbut-2-en-1-
yl)-9H-xanthen-9-one. Yellow powder, 1H NMR (300 MHz,
CD3OD) d: 1.63 (3H, s, H-19), 1.64 (3H, s, H-14), 1.82 (3H, s, H-20),
1.86 (3H, s, H-15), 3.48 (2H, d, J ¼ 7.2 Hz, H-11), 4.17 (2H, d, J ¼
6.6 Hz, H-16), 5.28 (1H, t, J¼ 6.6 Hz, H-12), 5.30 (1H, t, J ¼ 5.2 Hz,
H-17), 6.30 (1H, s, H-2), 7.32 (1H, d, J¼ 9.0Hz, H-6), 7.39 (1H, d, J¼
9.0 Hz, H-5), 13.33 (1H, s, –OH-1); ESI-MS m/z: 379 [M � H]�,
C23H24O5.

3.1.16 XD-16 � 1,3,7-trihydroxy-4-(3-methylbut-2-en-1-yl)-
9H-xanthen-9-one. Yellow powder, 1H NMR (300 MHz, CD3OD)
d: 1.65 (3H, s, H-14), 1.88 (3H, s, H-15), 3.51 (2H, d, J¼ 7.2 Hz, H-
11), 5.31 (1H, t, J¼ 7.2 Hz, H-12), 6.34 (1H, s, H-2), 7.34 (1H, dd, J
¼ 1.8, 8.4 Hz, H-6), 7.47 (1H, d, J ¼ 8.7 Hz, H-5), 7.56 (1H, d, J ¼
1.8 Hz, H-8), 12.95 (1H, s, –OH-1); ESI-MS m/z: 311 [M � H]�,
C18H16O5.

3.1.17 XD-17 � 2-(2,2-dimethylbut-3-en-1-yl)-1,3,6,7-tetra-
hydroxy-4-(3-methylbut-2-en-1-yl)-9H-xanthen-9-one. Yellow oil,
1H NMR (300 MHz, CD3OD) d: 1.65 (6H, s, H-14, 15), 1.67 (3H, s,
H-19), 1.82 (3H, s, H-20), 3.40 (2H, d, J¼ 7.2 Hz, H-16), 5.19 (1H,
t, J ¼ 6.6 Hz, H-17), 5.39 (1H, d, J ¼ 10.8 Hz, H-13), 5.50 (1H, d, J
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¼ 17.4 Hz, H-12), 6.51 (1H, dd, J ¼ 10.5, 17.4 Hz, H-12), 6.62
(1H, s, H-5), 7.60 (1H, s, H-8), 14.67 (1H, s, –OH-1); ESI-MS: m/z
397 [M + H]+, C23H24O6.

3.1.18 XD-18 � 4,7,8-trihydroxy-2,3,3-trimethyl-11-(3-
methylbut-2-en-1-yl)-2,3-dihydro-5H-furo[3,2-b]xanthen-5-one.
Yellow oil, 1H NMR (300 MHz, CD3OD) d: 1.23 (3H, s, H-14), 1.40
(3H, d, J ¼ 6.6 Hz, H-13), 1.48 (3H, s, H-15), 1.65 (3H, br s, H-19),
1.85 (3H, br s, H-20), 3.40 (2H, br d, J¼ 7.2 Hz, H-16), 4.53 (1H, q, J
¼ 6.6 Hz, H-12), 5.26 (1H, br t, J ¼ 7.2 Hz, H-17), 6.97 (1H, s, H-5),
7.54 (1H, s, H-8), 13.44 (1H, s, –OH-1); ESI-MS: m/z 397 [M + H]+,
C23H24O6.

3.1.19 XD-19 � 1,3,6,7-tetrahydroxy-2,4-bis(3-methylbut-2-
en-1-yl)-9H-xanthen-9-one. Brown powder, 1H NMR (300 MHz,
CD3OD) d: 1.63 (6H, s, H-14, 19), 1.73 (3H, s, H-20), 1.83 (3H, s,
H-15), 3.26 (2H, d, J ¼ 6.6 Hz, H-11), 3.40 (2H, d, J ¼ 6.6 Hz, H-
16), 3.74 (3H, s, OCH3), 5.16 (1H, m, H-12), 6.85 (1H, s, H-5), 7.38
(1H, s, H-8), 10.27 (2H, s, OH-6, 7), 13.34 (1H, s, –OH-1); ESI-MS
m/z: 410 [M � H]+, C24H26O6.

3.1.20 XD-20 � 4-hydroxy-1,2,5,8-tetramethoxy-9H-
xanthen-9-one. Yellow powder, 1H NMR (300 MHz, DMSO-d6) d:
3.81 (3H, s, –OCH3), 3.84 (3H, s, –OCH3), 3.90 (1H, s, –OCH3),
3.91 (3H, s, –OCH3), 6.34 (1H, s, H-2), 6.71 (1H, d, J ¼ 9.0 Hz, H-
7), 7.46 (1H, d, J ¼ 9.0 Hz, H-6), 11.11 (1H, s, –OH); ESI-MS m/z:
333 [M + H]+, C17H16O7.

3.1.21 XD-21 � 5-hydroxy-1,4,7-trimethoxy-9H-xanthen-9-
one. Yellow powder, 1H NMR (300MHz, DMSO-d6) d: 3.84 (3H, s,
–OCH3), 3.86 (3H, s, –OCH3), 3.90 (1H, s, –OCH3), 6.31 (1H, d, J
¼ 3.0 Hz, H-3), 6.56 (1H, d, J ¼ 3.0 Hz, H-4a), 6.90 (1H, d, J ¼
9.0 Hz, H-7), 7.45 (1H, d, J ¼ 9.0 Hz, H-6), 13.27 (1H, s, –OH);
ESI-MS m/z: 303 [M + H]+, C16H14O6.
3.2 XDs inhibit growth of hepatic cancer cells in vitro

Finally, twenty-one XDs were synthesized, and the purity was
detected by HPLC >97%. The XDs were dissolved in DMSO (8.0
mM) and stored at �20 �C as a stock solution.

Liver cancer is a very popular type of cancer and so four liver
cancer cell lines were chosen in the current study. MTT assay was
applied to determine the effects of XDs on cellular growth inhi-
bition. As shown in Table 1, most of the XDs performed anti-
proliferative activity against the four human hepatic cell lines.
However, more excitingly, the XDs exhibited signicant inhibitory
activity enhancement against HepG-2 cells. Interestingly, we found
that XDs with 3-methyl-2-butenyl groups (XD-7, XD-8 and XD-11)
exhibited signicant inhibitory activity enhancement against
HepG-2 cells. Further, when 1,3-dihydroxy and 3-methyl-2-butenyl
formed a cyclic conjugate system (XD-1, XD-9 and XD-13) appar-
ently enhanced the inhibitory activity. More excitingly, XD-1
potently inhibited the growth of HepG2, Hep3B, SMMC-7721
and Huh7 cells, with IC50 values of 18.6 � 2.31 mM, 36.5 � 4.12
mM, 52.8 � 6.11 mM and 69.6 � 7.15 mM, respectively.

The current evidence supports that the XD-1 is promising for
use in anticancer therapy and therefore, cytotoxicity against
normal cell lines from healthy tissues had to be evaluated; the
inhibition against the growth of normal cell lines was deter-
mined. The testing method is the same as that applied to the
cancer cell line. The cytotoxicity of XD-1 in the human liver cell
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line HL-7702 was at a much higher level as compared to the
tumor cell lines, in which the IC50 value was 6.53 � 0.68 mM to
HL-7702 cells. Of note, the cytotoxicity of XD-1 in normal cells
was much lower as compared to the tumor cell lines. XD-1 was
indicated as signicantly enhancing the anti-proliferative
activity in HepG2 cancer cells, together with the fact that HCC
is one of the most common malignancies. This is the reason we
chose HepG2 cells to explore the anti-proliferative potency.

3.3 XD-1 induces caspase-dependent apoptosis

Necrosis is a form of traumatic cell death that results from acute
cellular injury, while apoptosis is a highly regulated and controlled
process that confers advantages during an organism's lifecycle.
Unlike necrosis, apoptosis is a form of programmed cell death that
occurs in cellular organisms whose biochemical events lead to
characteristic cell morphological changes including cell shrinkage,
nuclear fragmentation and chromatin condensation.16 Here,
apoptosis was explored and the results are listed in Fig. 1A.
Interestingly, XD-1 increased the cell apoptosis from 7.53% to
11.5%, 27.5% and 81.6%, respectively.

Caspase activation is considered as a signicant hallmark of
apoptosis, so we checked whether caspase activation is involved
in XD-1 induced apoptosis, and the results are shown in Fig. 1B.
The cleaved caspase-9, cleaved caspase-3 and cleaved PARP
expressions were signicantly up-regulated aer the XD-1-
treatments. Meanwhile, the expressions of caspase-9 and
caspase-3 were strongly attenuated in XD-1-treated cells.
Caspase-3 is known to be involved in the apoptotic process,
where it is responsible for chromatin condensation and DNA
fragmentation. Caspase-9 is an initiator caspase. The initiated
caspase-9 will go on to cleave procaspase-3 and procaspase-7.
On the other hand, PARP is a family of proteins involved in
a number of cellular processes entailing mainly DNA repair and
programmed cell death. When PARP is cleaved by enzymes such
as caspases or cathepsins, typically the function of PARP is
inactivated.20 Therefore, the data support that XD-1 induces cell
apoptosis via the adjustment of caspase 3, caspase 9, and PARP,
which closely participate in programmed cell death.

3.4 XD-1 induces cell cycle arrest by regulating cell cycle
regulatory proteins

To establish whether XD-1 inhibited cell growth by interrupting
the cell cycle progress, cellular DNA was analyzed and stained
with propidium iodide (PI). The cells were analyzed using ow
cytometry. The proles are shown in Fig. 2A. Obviously,
compared with the control group, an increase in the G0/G1
population was observed in HepG-2 cells aer the XD-1 treat-
ments. XD-1 blocked the G0/G1 cells from 50.1% (control group)
to 54.8%, 59.1% and 70.1%, respectively. To investigate the
molecular basis by which XD-1 inhibited the G0/G1 transition in
HepG2 cells, we also evaluated the expression of proteins
involved in cell cycle regulation, and the results are listed in
Fig. 2B. We found that XD-1 suppressed cyclin D and CDK2
expressions and increased the p21 expression in HepG2 cells.
This suggests that the cell cycle arrest is one of the primary
mechanisms responsible for the anticancer activities of XD-1.
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Fig. 1 XD-1 induces caspase-dependent apoptosis in HepG2 cells. Representative scatter diagrams. (A) Flow cytometric analysis of XD-1-
induced apoptosis in HepG2 cells using Annexin V-FITC/PI staining. Cells in the lower right quadrant (Annexin V+/PI�) represent early apoptotic
cells, and those in the upper right quadrant (Annexin V+/PI+) represent late apoptotic cells. (B) XD-1 activates caspase cleavage. Equal amounts of
whole-cell extracts were separated by 10% SDS-PAGE, electrotransferred onto PVDFmembranes, and analyzed by western blotting. b-Actin was
used as a loading control. The data are expressed as the mean � SD of triple independent experiments. Compared with the control group, *p <
0.05, **p < 0.01. Blots were quantified using ImageJ software.
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3.5 XD-1 induces apoptosis through mitochondrial
pathways

The mitochondrion-dependent pathway is one of the most
common apoptotic pathways in tumor cells.20 To investigate the
mechanism underlying XD-1-induced HepG2 cell apoptosis, we
detected the decline of mitochondrial transmembrane potential
Fig. 2 XD-1 induces G0/G1 cell cycle arrest in HepG2 cells. (A) Cell cycle
for 24 h. (B) HepG2 cells were treated with XD-1 as experimental design.
Actin was used as a loading control. The data are expressed as the mean
group, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01. Blots were quantified using ImageJ softwa
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(DJm) and the results are shown in Fig. 3A. Aer XD-1 treat-
ments for 24 h, the cells with DJm decline increased from
4.21% (control group) to 6.51%, 19.6% and 36.2%, suggesting
that XD-1 induced DJm decline in HepG2 cells in a concen-
tration-dependent manner. Further, XD-1 also induced
a DJm collapse in a time-dependent manner (Fig. 3A).AC
profiles were measured by flow cytometry following XD-1 treatments
Western blotting was performed to detect p21, cyclin D and CDK2. b-
� SD of triple independent experiments. Compared with the control

re.
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Mitochondrial dysfunction, as indicated by the dissipation
of DJm, could subsequently cause the release of cytochrome c
(Cyt c) frommitochondria into the cytosol.21 Hence, we detected
the cytosolic and mitochondrial Cyt c levels by western blotting.
The results showed that XD-1 treatments caused a striking
increase in cytosolic Cyt c and a decrease in mitochondrial Cyt c
as compared with the control groups (Fig. 3B). Further, we
investigated the expressions of AhR and its major downstream
Cyp1A1. The results also revealed that the expressions of AhR
and Cyp1A1 were signicantly attenuated (Fig. 3B).

3.6 XD-1 regulates the p53/MDM2 status and inhibits PI3K/
AKT/mTOR in HepG2 cells

p53 is a tumor suppressor that plays a pivotal role in inducing
cell cycle arrest, DNA repair, senescence, and apoptosis. MDM2
(murine double minute 2) is the main endogenous negative
regulator of p53. This oncoprotein, MDM2, binds p53 and
negatively regulates p53 activity by the direct inhibition of p53
transcriptional activity and the enhancement of p53 degrada-
tion via the ubiquitin proteasome pathway.22 An appealing
therapeutic strategy for many wild-type p53 tumors with over-
expressed MDM2 is to restore p53 activity via inhibiting the
p53/MDM2 interaction.23 As such, we were interested in whether
the XD-1 can regulate the p53/MDM2 interaction. As expected,
XD-1 up-regulated p53 expression; however, it attenuated
MDM2 expression (Fig. 4A). Treatment with 93.0 mM XD-1
increased the p53/MDM2 ratio from 0.08 (control group) to
15.9. This positive effect might be the key mechanism of how
XD-1 induces cancer cell death. It might be concluded, based on
this evidence, that the regulation of p53/MDM2 to a better,
healthier state is probably the main function of the XD-1.
Fig. 3 XD-1 induces apoptosis via the mitochondrial pathway. (A) XD-1 i
cells were stained with JC-1 for 15 min and analyzed by flow cytometry. (B
to detect cytosolic and mitochondrial levels of the pro-apoptotic protein
triple independent experiments. Compared with the control group, *p <

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
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Given the pivotal role of the PI3K/AKT/mTOR pathway in
controlling cell apoptosis, we explored whether XD-1 inhibits the
PI3K/AKT/mTOR pathway. Of interest, XD-1 treatments down-
regulated the expression of PI3K, AKT, p-AKT, mTOR and p-
mTOR in a concentration-dependent manner (Fig. 4B). Of note,
the PI3K/AKT/mTOR pathway also plays a pivotal role in XD-1-
mediated cell apoptosis.
4 Discussion and conclusion

Because liver cancer is a very popular cancer type, the biological
screening was focused on this eld. The interesting scaffold and
pharmacological importance of xanthones have been intriguing
scientists, leading to the search for novel xanthones. For example,
DMXAA, a low-molecular-weight xanthone derivative (XD), has
a striking anti-vascular and in some cases curative effect in
experimental cancer. Its action on vascular endothelial cells seems
to involve a cascade of events leading to the induction of hae-
morrhagic tumour necrosis. Further, a xanthone derivative, 7-
bromo-1,3-dihydroxy-9H-xanthen-9-one demonstrated the most
potent inhibitory activity against MDA-MB-231 cells by caspase
activation and P53/MDM2 state regulation.16,24 The primary results
showed that XD-1 signicantly suppressed the growth of HepG2
cells. As shown in Table 1, XD-1 was the most active compound
against HepG2 cancer cells with an IC50 value of 18.6 � 2.31 mM.

It is known that the deregulation of cell cycle progression is
a common feature of tumors; therefore, targeting the regulatory
components of the cell cycle machinery has been proposed as an
important strategy for humanmalignancies.25We found that XD-1-
mediated G0/G1 cell cycle arrest contributed to the inhibition of
proliferation in HepG2 cells. The cell cycle is regulated by

ACTE
D

nduces mitochondrial potential decline. After the XD-1 treatments, the
) HepG2 cells were treated with XD-1. Western blotting was performed
s Cyt c, Cyp1A1 and AhR. The data are expressed as the mean � SD of
0.05, **p < 0.01. Blots were quantified using ImageJ software.
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Fig. 4 XD-1 induces apoptosis through PI3K/AKT/mTOR and regulates the p53/MDM2 state. (A) Total cell lysates were prepared and subjected to
SDS-PAGE followed by western blot analysis to measure the protein levels of p53 and of MDM2. (B) Total cell lysates were prepared and
subjected to SDS-PAGE followed by western blotting analysis to measure the protein levels. b-Actin was used as the protein loading control. The
data are expressed as the mean � SD of 3 independent experiments. Compared with the control group, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01. Blots were
quantified using ImageJ software.
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multifaceted proteins that primarily include two classes of mole-
cules: the cyclin-dependent kinases (CDKs), and the cyclin binding
partners.26Cyclin D and cyclin E (alongwith CDK2, andCDK6) play
pivotal roles in the G0/G1 phase of the cell cycle.27Of interest, XD-1
induced cell cycle arrest by down-regulating the expressions of
cyclin D and CDK2, suggesting that these proteins are involved in
cell cycle progression in HepG2 cells. The p21 and p27 are potent
cyclin-dependent kinase inhibitors that bind to and inhibit the
activities of CDKs; thus, increased levels of these proteins indicate
the induction of G0/G1 cell cycle arrest.28 As expected, the p21
expression was increased in XD-1 treated HepG2 cells, indicating
that XD-1 is related to p21-dependent cell cycle arrest. It is worth
noting that these results indicate that XD-1 modulates G0/G1
phase proteins, resulting in the arrest of HepG2 cells.

Caspase activation is usually accompanied by the activation
of PARP, which indicates the activation of the DNA repair
mechanism. Mitochondria play an essential role in cell death
signal transduction.29 The XD-1 induced activation of caspases
in HepG2 cells suggests that mitochondria are responsible for
the apoptotic potential of XD-1. Mitochondrial involvement
was conrmed by the decline in the DJm in XD-1-treated
HepG2 cells. Mitochondrial involvement was further
conrmed by the mitochondrial Cyt c expression in the
decrease in HepG2 cells.

Increasing evidence indicates that the cross-talk between
autophagy and apoptosis is made especially complicated by the
fact that they share many common regulatory molecules, such as
p53 and the PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling pathway. It is well known

RETR
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that the PI3K/AKT/mTOR pathway plays an important role in cell
growth, survival, differentiation and metabolism.30 Inhibition of
the PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling pathway causes cell death associ-
ated with apoptosis and/or autophagy.31We demonstrated that the
treatment of HepG2 cells with XD-1 resulted in the inhibition of
the PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling pathway, so we inferred that XD-1-
induced apoptosis may be attributed to PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling
pathway inactivation.

In conclusion, we revealed that XD-1 induced HepG2 cell
apoptosis through the caspase-dependent mitochondrial
pathway and cell cycle block by regulating G0/G1 checkpoint
proteins. Additionally, XD-1 induced caspase-dependent
apoptosis in part by inhibiting the PI3K/AKT/mTOR signaling
pathway. We also found that XD-1 signicantly regulated the
status of p53/MDM2. However, further studies are required to
identify the specic molecular targets and the signaling path-
ways by XD-1 treatment. In addition, whether XD-1 exhibits
similar effects on other cellular systems still remains to be
further investigated. Nevertheless, our results shed some light
on the mechanisms behind the effect of XD-1 on HCC and
suggest that XD-1 could be a potential candidate for the devel-
opment of novel treatment strategies for HCC.
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