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Trienone analogs of curcuminoids 
induce fetal hemoglobin synthesis 
via demethylation at Gγ‑globin 
gene promoter
Khanita Nuamsee1,2,3, Thipphawan Chuprajob4,5, Wachirachai Pabuprapap4, 
Pornrutsami Jintaridth6, Thongperm Munkongdee2, Phatchariya Phannasil2, Jim Vadolas7,8, 
Pornthip Chaichompoo3, Apichart Suksamrarn4 & Saovaros Svasti2,9*

The reactivation of γ-globin chain synthesis to combine with excess free α-globin chains and form 
fetal hemoglobin (HbF) is an important alternative treatment for β-thalassemia. We had reported 
HbF induction property of natural curcuminoids, curcumin (Cur), demethoxycurcumin (DMC) and 
bis-demethoxycurcumin (BDMC), in erythroid progenitors. Herein, the HbF induction property of 
trienone analogs of the three curcuminoids in erythroleukemic K562 cell lines and primary human 
erythroid progenitor cells from β-thalassemia/HbE patients was examined. All three trienone analogs 
could induce HbF synthesis. The most potent HbF inducer in K562 cells was trienone analog of BDMC 
(T-BDMC) with 2.4 ± 0.2 fold increase. In addition, DNA methylation at CpG − 53, − 50 and + 6 of 
Gγ-globin gene promoter in K562 cells treated with the compounds including T-BDMC (9.3 ± 1.7%, 
7.3 ± 1.7% and 5.3 ± 0.5%, respectively) was significantly lower than those obtained from the control 
cells (30.7 ± 3.8%, 25.0 ± 2.9% and 7.7 ± 0.9%, respectively P < 0.05). The trienone compounds also 
significantly induced HbF synthesis in β-thalassemia/HbE erythroid progenitor cells with significantly 
reduction in DNA methylation at CpG + 6 of Gγ-globin gene promoter. These results suggested that the 
curcuminoids and their three trienone analogs induced HbF synthesis by decreased DNA methylation 
at Gγ-globin promoter region, without effect on Aγ-globin promoter region.

β-Thalassemia, one of the most common genetic disorders, is caused by the defect in β-globin gene leading to the 
reduced or absent synthesis of β-globin chain. The imbalanced globin chain synthesis results in excess unbound 
α-globins and pathologies in β-thalassemia patients, including chronic anemia, iron overload, hepatospleno-
megaly, cardiac dysfunction and heart failure1. The current therapy for severe anemia in β-thalassemia patients 
is blood transfusion. However, the long-term blood transfusion causes a high rate of allo-immunization and 
iron overload. The only curative treatment is stem cell transplantation which requires compatibility of human 
leukocyte antigen (HLA)-match donor and long-term use of immunosuppressive drugs1. Due to these limita-
tions, alternative treatment for β-thalassemia is necessary. The stimulation of γ-globin chain synthesis reduces 
the excess unbound α-globin as γ-globin chains assemble with the excess unbound α-globin chains to form HbF, 
consequently decreasing clinical severity of β-thalassemia1. Several HbF inducers have been evaluated in clinical 
trials, such as 5-azacytidine (5-Aza)2, decitabine (5-aza-2′-deoxycytidine)3, hydroxyurea (HU)4, butyrate and 
short chain fatty acids (SCFAs)5, 6 with modest response in β-thalassemia and sickle cell anemia patients. How-
ever, HU, the only FDA-approved HbF-inducing agent, is not an ideal drug due to drug adverse effects. Moreover, 
it also exhibits variable responders with an approximately 20–50% partial responders and non-responders in 
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transfusion dependence β-thalassemia patients7, 8. Therefore, new agents that can induce HbF with less or no 
adverse effects are highly needed.

Induction of γ-globin mRNA expression and HbF synthesis in human erythroid progenitors by curcumi-
noids have been reported9. Curcuminoids consist of three notable compounds, a major constituent, curcumin 
(Cur), (1E,6E)-1,7-bis-(4-hydroxy-3-methoxyphenyl)-1,6-heptadien-3,5-dione, and two minor related analogs, 
demethoxycurcumin (DMC), (1E,6E)-1-(4-hydroxy-3-methoxyphenyl)-7-(4-hydroxyphenyl)-1,6-heptadien-
3,5-dion, and bis-demethoxycurcumin (BDMC), (1E,6E)-1,7-bis-(4-hydroxyphenyl)-1,6-heptadien-3,5-di-
one (Fig. 1a). Trienone analogs of curcuminoids were recently found in natural and/or as synthetic analogs 
including (1E,4E,6E)-1,7-bis-(4-hydroxy-3-methoxyphenyl)-1,4,6-heptatrien-3-one (T-Cur), (1E,4E,6E)-1-(4-
hydroxy-3-methoxyphenyl)-7-(4-hydroxyphenyl)-1,4,6-heptatrien-3-one (T-DMC) and (1E,4E,6E)-1,7-bis-(4-
hydroxyphenyl)-1,4,6-heptatrien-3-one (T-BDMC), analogs of Cur, DMC and BDMC, respectively (Fig. 1b)10. 
These trienone compounds might also induce HbF synthesis.

DNA methylation is one of the epigenetic mechanisms that has been reported to control γ-globin gene 
activation and silencing during developmental stages11. Cytidine analogs, 5-Aza and decitabine, DNA meth-
yltransferase I (DNMT1) inhibitors, have been reported to induce HbF synthesis in β-hemoglobinopathies2, 3. 
However, limitation of these compounds was concerned over carcinogenic potential and rapid degradation by 
the pyrimidine metabolism enzyme, cytidine deaminase12, 13. Cur has been reported to modulate DNA meth-
ylation by inhibit DNMT1 expression and its activity14, 15. In this study, effects of the curcuminoids and their 
trienone analogs on HbF synthesis and DNA methylation at both Gγ- and Aγ-globin gene promoters in K562 
cells and primary human erythroid progenitors from β-thalassemia/HbE patients were examined. We found 
that HbF synthesis was induced by the trienone compounds and decreased DNA methylation level at Gγ-globin 
gene promoter was observed.

Results
Trienone analogs of curcuminoids induce HbF synthesis in K562 cells.  The HbF inducing prop-
erty of trienone analogs of curcuminoids was first examined in K562:ΔGγ-Aγ EGFP reporter cells, a promoter-
EGFP reporter, harboring enhance green fluorescent protein (EGFP) under control of the Gγ-globin promoter16. 
The cells were treated with curcuminoids (Cur, DMC and BDMC) or their trienone analogs (T-Cur, T-DMC and 
T-BDMC) (at 10, 20, 30, 40 and 50 μM). The curcuminoids and trienone analogs enhanced EGFP expression 
as a dose-dependent response manner (Fig. 2a). Among curcuminoids, BDMC showed the highest induction 
of EGFP expression, 2.3 ± 0.1 folds, compared to the DMSO treated cells (0.7 ± 0.1 folds) (P < 0.05) (Fig. 2a). In 
addition, its trienone analogs, T-BDMC, was the most effective trienone analogs inducing the 3.5 ± 0.2 folds 
EGFP expression compared to DMSO treated cells (P < 0.05) (Fig.  2a). The T-BDMC showed higher induc-
tion of EGFP expression than BDMC (P < 0.05). Cell viability of the cells treated with BDMC, 92.1 ± 2.9%, and 
T-BDMC, 91.6 ± 2.6%, was higher than cells treated with 20 μM cisplatin, 76.8 ± 1.8% (Fig. 2b).

Although, up-regulation of EGFP expression in K562::Δ Gγ-Aγ EGFP reporter cells was promising, the EGFP 
coding sequence under the control of γ-globin promoter may not entirely represent the endogenous γ-globin 
gene expression of K562 cells. Therefore, HbF inducing property of these effective compounds in native K562 
cells was quantified by flow cytometry using FITC conjugated monoclonal antibody against human fetal hemo-
globin. Consistent with results in the K562::ΔGγ–Aγ EGFP reporter cells, HbF synthesis in the K562 cells treated 
with T-BDMC was higher than cells treated with BDMC for 2.4 ± 0.2 and 1.8 ± 0.1 folds, respectively (P < 0.05) 
(Fig. 2c). Furthermore, cell viability of K562 cells treated with all six compounds at the most effective concentra-
tion was higher than 90% (Fig. 2d).

Trienone analogs of curcuminoids decreased DNA methylation at γ‑globin promoter in K562 
cells.  DNA methylation at γ-globin promoter region was associated with erythroid γ-globin gene switching 

Figure 1.   Structures of curcuminoids and trienone analogs of curcuminoids. (a) The structures of 
curcuminoids (Cur, DMC and BDMC) consist of two aromatic rings containing phenolic methoxy and/or 
hydroxy groups connected by an α,β-unsaturated β-diketo C7 chain. (b) The structures of trienone analogs of 
curcuminoids (T-Cur, T-DMC and T-BDMC) consist of two aromatic rings containing phenolic methoxy and/
or hydroxy groups and the two aromatic rings are connected by a 1E,4E,6E-heptatrien-3-one C7 chain.
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during ontogenesis. The methylation level and pattern are inversely related to γ-globin gene expression. Fetal 
stage erythroid cells predominantly expressed γ-globin with hypomethylation pattern while hypermethylation 
pattern was found in adult stage erythroid cells with low γ-globin expression11. To further assess whether HbF 
synthesis induced by the trienone compounds associated with DNA methylation, methylation status of the 4 
CpG sites; − 53, − 50, + 6 and + 17 in both Gγ-globin and Aγ-globin promoters were determined by bisulfite 
conversion and pyrosequencing. At CpG − 53 and − 50 of Gγ-globin promoter, DNA methylation of K562 cells 
treated with all six compounds was reduced to approximately 10%. Additionally, DNA methylation at CpG + 6 
of Gγ-globin promoter was decreased about 1–3% (Fig. 3). DNA methylation of K562 cells treated with T-BDMC 
at CpG − 53, − 50 and + 6 (9.3 ± 1.7%, 7.3 ± 1.7% and 5.3 ± 0.5%, respectively) was significantly lower than that 
of control cells (30.7 ± 3.8%, 25.0 ± 2.9% and 7.7 ± 0.9%, respectively) (P < 0.05). In contrast, the six compounds 
have no effect on DNA methylation at the four CpG of Aγ-globin promoter region (Supplementary Fig. 1). It is 

Figure 2.   Curcuminoids and their trienone analogs induce HbF synthesis in K562 cells. K562::ΔGγ-Aγ EGFP 
reporter cells and native K562 cells were treated with curcuminoids and their trienone analogs for 5 days. (a) 
EGFP expression and (b) cell viability of K562::ΔGγ-Aγ EGFP reporter cells were analyzed by flow cytometry. 
Increased EGFP mean fluorescent intensity in a dose-dependent manner in treated cells compared with DMSO 
treated cells was observed. The concentration that yielding highest EGFP expression induction activity with 
more than 80% cell viability was selected for examined in native K562 cells. (c) HbF synthesis and (d) cell 
viability of native K562 cells were determined by flow cytometry. The results showed increased HbF synthesis 
in the compounds treated cells compared with the DMSO treated cells. Cisplatin (20 μM) and hemin (50 μM) 
were used as positive control. The fold changes in EGFP expression and HbF synthesis were compared with 
the untreated cells and showed as mean ± SD of three independent experiments. *, statistical significance when 
compared to DMSO treated cells or between groups at P < 0.05. Un, untreated; DM, DMSO; Ci, cisplatin; He, 
hemin.
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noteworthy that DNA methylation of untreated cells at CpG − 53 and –50 of Gγ-globin (30.7 ± 3.8 and 25.0 ± 2.9, 
respectively) was significantly higher than Aγ-globin (4.0 ± 0.8 and 2.7 ± 0.5, respectively) (P < 0.05).

Trienone compounds induce HbF synthesis in β‑thalassemia/HbE erythroid progenitors.  The 
HbF inducing property of the trienone compounds was further validated in β-thalassemia/HbE erythroid pro-
genitors. As expected, the thalassemic primary erythroid progenitor cells treated with 100 μM HU (1.3 ± 0.1 
fold) was significantly induced HbF synthesis compared to DMSO treated cells, (1.1 ± 0.1-fold) (P < 0.01). All 
curcuminoids and trienone compounds, except Cur significantly increased HbF synthesis in β-thalassemia/HbE 
erythroid progenitors (Fig. 4a). However, unlike K562 cells, there was no significant difference in HbF induction 
effect among the five compounds in β-thalassemia/HbE erythroid progenitors. The % F-cells of β-thalassemia/
HbE erythroid progenitors treated with the compounds were slightly increased compared to untreated cells but 
not reach statistical significance (Fig. 4b). In addition, there was no reduction in cell number of curcuminoids 
and trienones treated cells compared with untreated cells (Fig. 4c).

Trienone compounds decreased DNA methylation at γ‑globin promoter of β‑thalassemia/HbE 
erythroid progenitors.  DNA methylation at the four CpG of γ-globin promoter region in β-thalassemia/
HbE erythroid progenitors was examined in order to determine whether HbF induction is associated with DNA 
methylation as suggested by the results of K562 cell. DNA methylation at + 6 of Gγ-globin was significantly 
decreased in β-thalassemia/HbE erythroid progenitors treated with DMC (90.8 ± 3.2%), BDMC (91.2 ± 1.2%), 
T-DMC (91.6 ± 2.7%) and T-BDMC (92.2 ± 2.2%) compared to the DMSO treated cells (95.3 ± 1.1%) (P < 0.05) 
(Fig. 4d). However, DNA methylation at CpG position − 53, − 50 and + 17 was not decreased after treatment 
with all curcuminoids and trienone compounds. Similarly to K562 cells, the six curcuminoids and trienone 
compounds had no effect to DNA methylation at the four CpG of Aγ-globin (Supplementary Fig. 2).

Discussion
The imbalance of globin chain synthesis is a major cause of clinical severity and pathophysiology in β-thalassemia. 
Augmentation of HbF synthesis is an alternative treatment which can improve the imbalance of globin chains 
synthesis and severity of β-thalassemia1. Several HbF inducing agents still are low efficacy, less specificity and 
toxicity concerned. The only US FDA-approved drug for β-hemoglobinopathies treatment, HU, has side effects, 
cytopenia and bone marrow suppression17. In addition, it exhibits variable responder magnitudes. Only roughly 
half of transfusion dependent β-thalassemia patients are responders with no need of blood transfusion after using 
HU. On the other hand, about 20% are non-responders who remain transfusion dependent and the rest are par-
tial responders who have increased hemoglobin levels but still need transfusions7, 8. Therefore, many researches 

Figure 3.   Curcuminoids and their trienone analogs decrease methylation of the Gγ-globin promoter in K562 
cells. The K562 cells were treated with the compounds for 5 days. DNA methylation at CpG (a) − 53, (b) − 50, 
(c) + 6 and (d) + 17 of the transcription start site were determined by bisulfite conversion and pyrosequencing. 
The data represents as mean ± SD of three independent experiments. *, statistical significance when compared to 
DMSO treated cells or between groups at P < 0.05.
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have put an effort to find new HbF enhancers with great efficiency and less toxicity. Several plant constituents 
have been reported to induce HbF synthesis such as resveratrol from grapes18, bergapten from Citrus bergamia19, 
angelicin from Aegle marmelos20, quercetin from Anaxagorea luzonensis21, labdane diterpenes from the aerial 
parts of Curcuma comosa22 and curcuminoids from C. longa9. Here we showed that rare natural curcuminoid 
analogs, T-Cur and T-BDMC, and the synthetized trienone analogs, T-DMC, have HbF inducing property in 
both K562 and β-thalassemia/HbE erythroid progenitor cells.

Structure–activity relationship study indicated that the presence of heptatrienone moiety in the curcuminoid 
analogs resulted in higher effect on HbF induction than that of α,β-unsaturated β-diketo moiety of natural cur-
cuminoids as the trienone analogs have higher HbF induction activity when compared to their corresponding 
curcuminoids in K562 cells. In addition, the absence of meta-methoxy groups at the two aromatic rings also 
increased the efficiency of HbF synthesis. Among trienone analogs and curcuminoids, T-BDMC and BDMC 
appeared to have the highest EGFP expression and HbF synthesis inducing activity in K562 cells. These results 
are consistent with the previous study, which demonstrated that BDMC gave a higher EGFP expression and HbF 
synthesis compared to other curcuminoids9.

HbF inducing agents act through various mechanisms. HU has more effect in increasing F-cells. A combi-
nation of HU with a second HbF inducer increased more HbF expression in sickle cell disease patients as the 
second HbF inducer produce higher concentrations of HbF content in erythroid cells primed by HU, which in 
turn contribute to higher total HbF23. Although a higher % F-cells and HbF expression per cells is anticipate 
in a longer treatment than 4 days reported here. Our results showed that the trienone analogs of curcuminoids 
could induce HbF in β-thalassemia/HbE erythroid progenitors. Though the trienone analogs of curcuminoids 
did not increased % F cells, combination with HU may also leading to additive or synergistic HbF inducing effect.

β-Thalassemia causes by hundreds of mutations with various molecular mechanisms. In addition, there are 
multiple genetic modifiers associated with β-thalassemia disease severity and HbF expression24–26. The vari-
ation in individual response to HU attributed to several factors including different thalassemia mutations, α 
globin chain production and variable interactions of genetic modifiers. Correlation between response to HU 
and α-thalassemia and β-thalassemia mutations has also been reported27, 28. HbF-quantitative trait loci (QTL) 
such as the XmnI polymorphism and BCL11A has been showed to be associated with HU responsiveness27, 29. 
As genetic makeup of the patients determine HbF inducer response, a single candidate compound is not likely 
to ameliorate all the wide range of genetic variation in the patients. Therefore, a new compound or combination 
of compounds might be used to achieve therapeutic HbF levels in a wider range of patients.

The exact mechanism whereby curcuminoids increase HbF synthesis remains unclear. DNA methylation is 
an epigenetic mechanism that controls gene transcription, genome stability and genetic imprinting, including 

Figure 4.   Curcuminoids and their trienone analogs induce HbF synthesis in β-thalassemia/HbE erythroid 
progenitor cells. The erythroid precursor cells were treated on day 7 of culture and harvested on day 11 for 
determination of HbF by immunostaining with FITC-conjugated anti-HbF and analyzed by flow cytometry. 
Analysis of fold change of (a) HbF, (b) % F-cells and (c) cell number of β-thalassemia/HbE erythroid 
progenitors were compared to untreated cells. Increased HbF in the compounds treated cells compared with 
DMSO treated cells was observed without significant reduction in cell number compared with untreated cells. 
(d) DNA methylation at CpG − 53, − 50, + 6 and + 17 of the Gγ-globin promoter region were determined by 
bisulfite conversion and pyrosequencing. Decreases DNA methylation at CpG + 6 in treated cells was observed. 
HU (100 μM) was used as positive control. DMSO (0.25%) was used as negative control. The data were shown as 
mean ± SD from five β-thalassemia/HbE patients (n = 5). *,**, statistical significance when compared to DMSO 
treated cells at P < 0.05 and P < 0.01, respectively.



6

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific Reports |         (2021) 11:8552  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-87738-2

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

the genes of globin. Two hypomethylating agents, 5-azacytidine and decitabine, could reactivate γ-globin gene 
expression and HbF synthesis through DNA demethylation in both β-thalassemia and sickle cell disease2, 3, 30, 31. 
However, limitation of long term use of 5-Aza was concerned over tumorigenicity12. Decitabine, a safer cytidine 
analog, still has cytotoxic effect. Curcuminoids, Cur, DMC and BDMC, have been reported as a DNA hypometh-
ylating agent, which inhibit enzymatic activity of DNMT1 by covalently binding with the thiol group of cysteine 
C1266 at catalytic pocket of DNMT114. In addition, down-regulation of DNMT1 expression by Cur has also 
been demonstrated15. In this study, DNA methylation markedly decreased at CpG position − 53 and − 50 of Gγ-
globin promoter after treatment with curcuminoids and trienone analogs in K562 cells. The two CpG positions 
are the location of stage selector element (SSE), which is binding site of transcription factors specificity protein 
1 (Sp1) and stage selector protein (SSP), a heterodimer of nuclear erythroid factor 4 (NF-E4) and alpha-globin 
transcription factor CP2. DNA methylation increases SP1 binding and prevent binding of SSP consequently 
suppression of γ-globin expression32. However, our studies only investigated on DNA methylation modulated by 
curcuminoids and trienone analogs. Thus, the possibility that the trienone analogs may also modulate on other 
epigenetic modulators, such as histone acetylation, histone methylation, histone phosphorylation and histone 
ubiquitination could not be excluded.

The inconsistency in demethylation by the compounds between K562 and β-thalassemia/HbE erythroid 
progenitor cells might be due to different in nature of cells. K562 cells express mostly embryonic and fetal hemo-
globins, while adult β-thalassemia/HbE erythroid progenitor cells express mostly adult hemoglobin. The DNA 
methylation in β-thalassemia/HbE erythroid progenitors was also increased in K562 cells. Thus, increased HbF 
synthesis in β-thalassemia/HbE erythroid progenitors might be regulated by other mechanism.

Curcumin is poorly absorbed and undergoes rapid metabolic reduction and conjugation after oral admin-
istration resulting in low systemic bioavailability33, 34. Curcumin instability and pharmacokinetic deficiency 
is in part due to the unstable β-diketo moiety. The modification of β-diketo moiety and the methylene group 
to the mono-keto group improved efficacy, stability and pharmacokinetic properties including bioavailability 
than that of the α,β-unsaturated β-diketone curcumin analogs35, 36. Therefore, the trienone analogs in this study 
should improve their stability and activity. Recently, the trienone analogs including T-BDMC have been reported 
as candidates for developing potent anticancer agents against human oral squamous cell carcinoma with less 
toxicity against Vero cells, a normal cell line, than their respective curcuminoid analogs10, 37. However, there is 
no report about the pharmacokinetic activity and bioavailability of the trienone analogs. Thus, further in vivo 
study of the compounds is warrant.

In summary, we report for the first time that trienone analogs of curcuminoid increase HbF synthesis in pri-
mary human erythroid cell culture. The compounds induced HbF synthesis through demethylation at Gγ-globin 
promoter. In addition to regulation of DNA methylation, further studies are needed to clarify the mechanism of 
γ-globin inducer of these compounds in order to develop targeted therapeutic strategies for hemoglobin disorders 
such as β-thalassemia and sickle cell disease.

Methods
Natural curcuminoids and trienone compounds.  The three natural curcuminoids, Cur, DMC and 
BDMC, were obtained from the rhizome of Curcuma longa as previously described38. The trienone compounds; 
T-Cur, T-DMC and T-BDMC, structurally related to the curcuminoids, were prepared by chemical modification 
of the corresponding curcuminoids and their structures were confirmed as previously described10. The purity of 
all compounds was determined to be more than 95% by thin-layer chromatography (TLC) and nuclear magnetic 
resonance (NMR) spectroscopy.

K562 cell culture and treatment.  A stable reporter cell line, K562:ΔGγ-Aγ EGFP cells, harbored enhance 
green fluorescent protein (EGFP) in replacement of Gγ- and Aγ-globin coding sequences under the control of 
Gγ-globin promoter intact in human β-globin locus was used as a model for screening of HbF inducers16.The 
reporter cell line and K562 cells were cultured in RPMI1640 media supplemented with 20% fetal bovine serum 
(FBS; Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO). The cells were treated with the compounds for 5 days. Cisplatin (20 μM) 
(Pfizer, Bentley, Australia) and hemin (50 μM) (Sigma-Aldrich) were used as positive controls. DMSO (1%) was 
used as negative control. Untreated cells were used as analyzed baseline.

Human erythroid progenitor cell culture and treatment.  This study was performed in accordance 
with the Helsinki declaration and was approved by Mahidol University Institutional Review Board (approval 
number MU-CIRB 2013/022.1103). Written informed consents were obtained from all individual participants 
in this study. The total of 5 β-thalassemia/HbE patients were recruited. Mononuclear cells were isolated from 
peripheral blood by gradient centrifugation with Lymphoprep, density 1.077 g/ml (Axis-Shield, Oslo, Norway). 
The cells were then cultured in a two-phase culture as previously described39. Briefly, the first phase, expansion 
phase, the mononuclear cells were cultured for 7 days in Iscove’s Modified Dulbecco’s Medium (IMDM, GIBCO-
Invitrogen, Carlsbad, CA) containing 30% FBS (Sigma-Aldrich), 25 ng/ml interleukin-3 (IL-3; Cell Signaling 
Technology, Beverly, MA), 50 ng/ml stem cell factor (SCF; Cell Signaling Technology) and 0.1 U/ml erythropoi-
etin (EPO; Janssen-Cilag, New Brunswick, NJ). The second phase, differentiation phase, progenitor cells from 
expansion phase were cultured in IMDM supplemented with 30% FBS, 0.1 ng/ml IL-3 and 3 U/ml EPO. On day 
7 of the second phase, the erythroid progenitors were treated with curcuminoids and trienone compounds. Cells 
were harvested on day 11 of the second phase for HbF and mRNA expression and DNA methylation analysis. 
HU (100 μM) (Bristol-Myers Squibb, Rome, Italy) was used as positive control. DMSO (0.25%) was used as 
negative control. Untreated cells were used as analyzed baseline control.
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Analysis of EGFP expression and HbF synthesis.  The induction of EGFP expression in K562:ΔGγ-Aγ 
EGFP reporter cells was acquired and analyzed by FACSCalibur flow cytometer and CellQuest Pro software (BD 
Biosciences, San Diego, CA). For HbF determination, the K562 cells were fixed and permeabilized with fix & 
perm cell permeabilization kit (GIBCO-Invitrogen) according to the manufacturer and stained with fluorescein 
isothiocyanate (FITC)-conjugated anti-human HbF monoclonal antibody (BD Biosciences). FITC-conjugated 
mouse IgG monoclonal antibody (BD Biosciences) was used as an isotype control. The stained K562 cells were 
acquired and analyzed by FACSCalibur flow cytometer and CellQuest Pro software.

Cytotoxicity measurement.  The viability of K562:ΔGγ-Aγ EGFP reporter cells and K562 cells was meas-
ured by staining with 1 μg/ml propidium iodide (PI, Sigma-Aldrich) and then acquired and analyzed by FAC-
SCalibur flow cytometer and CellQuest Pro software. Viable erythroid progenitor cells were enumerated by 
hematocytometry using trypan blue staining.

DNA methylation analysis.  DNA methylation analysis was performed using bisulfite conversion and 
pyrosequencing techniques. Bisulfite modification was processed on genomic DNA using the Epitect bisulfite 
conversion kit (QIAGEN, Valencia, CA) as per the manufacturer’s protocol. The Gγ- or Aγ-globin promoter 
regions encompass the interested CpG sites at − 53, − 50, + 6 and + 17 were amplified using allele specific semi-
nested PCR (Supplementary Fig.  3). The initial round of PCR was performed using forward primers GGF1 
(5′-GAA​GTT​TTG​GTA​TTT​TTT​ATGG-3′) for Gγ-globin and AGF1 (5′-GAA​GTT​TTG​GTA​TTT​TTT​ATGA-3′) 
for Aγ-globin. The semi-nested PCR was performed using forward primers GGF2 (5′-TAT​TTT​TTA​TGG​TGG​
GAG​AAGAA-3′) for Gγ-globin and AGF2 (5′-TAT​TTT​TTA​TGA​TGG​GAG​AAGGA-3′) for Aγ-globin. The bioti-
nylated reverse primer, GammaR (5′-Biotin-ACT​TAT​AAT​AAT​AAC​CTT​ATC​CTC​CTCTA-3′) was used for both 
initial and nested PCR amplifications of both Gγ-globin and Aγ-globin. Single-strand biotinylated PCR product 
was used as template for pyrosequencing using primer 5′-TAG​TGA​GGT​TAG​GGG-3′ for CpG positions − 53 
and − 50 and primer 5′-AAG​TAT​TTT​TAG​TAG​TTT​TAT​ATA​-3′ for CpG sites + 6 and + 17. The pyrosequencing 
was performed using PyroMark Q24 (QIAGEN) and PyroMark CpG SW 1.0 Q24 software (QIAGEN).

Statistical analysis.  Data were reported as mean ± SD and analyzed using SPSS Version 18.0 (IBM Collab-
oration, Armonk, NY). Comparisons between parameters were evaluated with a non-parametric Mann–Whit-
ney U test. The statistical significance of all comparisons was considered at P < 0.05.

Received: 24 October 2020; Accepted: 30 March 2021

References
	 1.	 Higgs, D. R., Engel, J. D. & Stamatoyannopoulos, G. Thalassaemia. Lancet 379, 373–383 (2012).
	 2.	 Mabaera, R. et al. Neither DNA hypomethylation nor changes in the kinetics of erythroid differentiation explain 5-azacytidine’s 

ability to induce human fetal hemoglobin. Blood 111, 411–420 (2008).
	 3.	 Kalantri, S. A. et al. Efficacy of decitabine as hemoglobin F inducer in HbE/b-thalassemia. Ann. Hematol. 97, 1689–1694 (2018).
	 4.	 Estepp, J. H. et al. A clinically meaningful fetal hemoglobin threshold for children with sickle cell anemia during hydroxyurea 

therapy. Am. J. Hematol. 92, 1333–1339 (2017).
	 5.	 Patthamalai, P. et al. A phase 2 trial of HQK-1001 in HbE-b thalassemia demonstrates HbF induction and reduced anemia. Blood 

123, 1956–1957 (2014).
	 6.	 Perrine, S. P. et al. Evaluation of safety and pharmacokinetics of sodium 2,2 dimethylbutyrate, a novel short chain fatty acid deriva-

tive, in a phase 1, double-blind, placebo-controlled, single-dose, and repeat-dose studies in healthy volunteers. J. Clin. Pharmacol. 
51, 1186–1194 (2011).

	 7.	 Ansari, S. H. et al. Efficacy of hydroxyurea in providing transfusion independence in b-thalassemia. J. Pediatr. Hematol. Oncol. 33, 
339–343 (2011).

	 8.	 Bordbar, M. R. et al. Hydroxyurea treatment in transfusion-dependent b-thalassemia patients. Iran. Red Crescent Med. J. 16, e18028 
(2014).

	 9.	 Chaneiam, N. et al. A reduced curcuminoid analog as a novel inducer of fetal hemoglobin. Ann. Hematol. 92, 379–386 (2013).
	10.	 Chuprajob, T. et al. Synthesis, cytotoxicity against human oral cancer KB cells and structure-activity relationship studies of trienone 

analogues of curcuminoids. Bioorg. Med. Chem. Lett. 24, 2839–2844 (2014).
	11.	 Mabaera, R. et al. Developmental- and differentiation-specific patterns of human g- and b-globin promoter DNA methylation. 

Blood 110, 1343–1352 (2007).
	12.	 Carr, B. I., Reilly, J. G., Smith, S. S., Winberg, C. & Riggs, A. The tumorigenicity of 5-azacytidine in the male Fischer rat. Carcino-

genesis 5, 1583–1590 (1984).
	13.	 Ebrahem, Q., Mahfouz, R. Z., Ng, K. P. & Saunthararajah, Y. High cytidine deaminase expression in the liver provides sanctuary 

for cancer cells from decitabine treatment effects. Oncotarget 3, 1137–1145 (2012).
	14.	 Liu, Z. et al. Curcumin is a potent DNA hypomethylation agent. Bioorg. Med. Chem. Lett. 19, 706–709 (2009).
	15.	 Yu, J. et al. Curcumin down-regulates DNA methyltransferase 1 and plays an anti-leukemic role in acute myeloid leukemia. PLoS 

ONE 8, e55934 (2013).
	16.	 Vadolas, J., Wardan, H., Orford, M., Williamson, R. & Ioannou, P. A. Cellular genomic reporter assays for screening and evaluation 

of inducers of fetal hemoglobin. Hum. Mol. Genet. 13, 223–233 (2004).
	17.	 de Dreuzy, E., Bhukhai, K., Leboulch, P. & Payen, E. Current and future alternative therapies for beta-thalassemia major. Biomed. 

J. 39, 24–38 (2016).
	18.	 Fibach, E. et al. Resveratrol: Antioxidant activity and induction of fetal hemoglobin in erythroid cells from normal donors and 

b-thalassemia patients. Int. J. Mol. Med. 29, 974–982 (2012).
	19.	 Guerrini, A. et al. Bergamot (Citrus bergamia Risso) fruit extracts as g-globin gene expression inducers: phytochemical and func-

tional perspectives. J. Agric. Food Chem. 57, 4103–4111 (2009).



8

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific Reports |         (2021) 11:8552  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-87738-2

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

	20.	 Lampronti, I. et al. Accumulation of g-globin mRNA in human erythroid cells treated with angelicin. Eur. J. Haematol. 71, 189–195 
(2003).

	21.	 Pabuprapap, W. et al. Quercetin analogs with high fetal hemoglobin-inducing activity. Med. Chem. Res. 28, 1755–1765 (2019).
	22.	 Chokchaisiri, R. et al. Labdane diterpenes from the aerial parts of Curcuma comosa enhance fetal hemoglobin production in an 

erythroid cell line. J. Nat. Prod. 73, 724–728 (2010).
	23.	 Dai, Y. et al. Effects of hydroxyurea on F-cells in sickle cell disease and potential impact of a second fetal globin inducer. Am. J. 

Hematol. 92, E10–E11 (2017).
	24.	 Nuinoon, M. et al. A genome-wide association identified the common genetic variants influence disease severity in beta0-thalas-

semia/hemoglobin E. Hum. Genet. 127, 303–314 (2010).
	25.	 Sedgewick, A. E. et al. BCL11A is a major HbF quantitative trait locus in three different populations with beta-hemoglobinopathies. 

Blood Cells Mol. Dis. 41, 255–258 (2008).
	26.	 Uda, M. et al. Genome-wide association study shows BCL11A associated with persistent fetal hemoglobin and amelioration of the 

phenotype of beta-thalassemia. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U. S. A. 105, 1620–1625 (2008).
	27.	 Italia, K. Y. et al. Response to hydroxyurea in beta thalassemia major and intermedia: experience in western India. Clin. Chim. 

Acta 407, 10–15 (2009).
	28.	 Karimi, M., Haghpanah, S., Farhadi, A. & Yavarian, M. Genotype-phenotype relationship of patients with beta-thalassemia taking 

hydroxyurea: a 13-year experience in Iran. Int. J. Hematol. 95, 51–56 (2012).
	29.	 Friedrisch, J. R. et al. The role of BCL11A and HMIP-2 polymorphisms on endogenous and hydroxyurea induced levels of fetal 

hemoglobin in sickle cell anemia patients from southern Brazil. Blood Cells Mol. Dis. 62, 32–37 (2016).
	30.	 Olivieri, N. F. et al. A pilot study of subcutaneous decitabine in b-thalassemia intermedia. Blood 118, 2708–2711 (2011).
	31.	 Saunthararajah, Y. et al. Clinical effectiveness of decitabine in severe sickle cell disease. Br. J. Haematol. 141, 126–129 (2008).
	32.	 Jane, S. M., Gumucio, D. L., Ney, P. A., Cunningham, J. M. & Nienhuis, A. W. Methylation-enhanced binding of Sp1 to the stage 

selector element of the human gamma-globin gene promoter may regulate development specificity of expression. Mol. Cell Biol. 
13, 3272–3281 (1993).

	33.	 Ireson, C. et al. Characterization of metabolites of the chemopreventive agent curcumin in human and rat hepatocytes and in the 
rat in vivo, and evaluation of their ability to inhibit phorbol ester-induced prostaglandin E2 production. Cancer Res. 61, 1058–1064 
(2001).

	34.	 Pan, M. H., Huang, T. M. & Lin, J. K. Biotransformation of curcumin through reduction and glucuronidation in mice. Drug Metab. 
Dispos. 27, 486–494 (1999).

	35.	 Azzi, E. et al. Design, synthesis and preliminary in-vitro studies of novel boronated monocarbonyl analogues of curcumin (BMAC) 
for antitumor and beta-amiloyd disaggregation activity. Bioorg. Chem. 93, 103324 (2019).

	36.	 Liang, G. et al. Exploration and synthesis of curcumin analogues with improved structural stability both in vitro and in vivo as 
cytotoxic agents. Bioorg. Med. Chem. 17, 2623–2631 (2009).

	37.	 Utaipan, T., Boonyanuphong, P., Chuprajob, T., Suksamrarn, A. & Chunglok, W. A trienone analog of curcumin, 1,7-bis(3-
hydroxyphenyl)-1,4,6-heptatrien-3-one, possesses ROS- and caspase-mediated apoptosis in human oral squamous cell carcinoma 
cells in vitro. Appl. Biol. Chem. 63, 7 (2020).

	38.	 Changtam, C. et al. Curcuminoid analogs with potent activity against Trypanosoma and Leishmania species. Eur. J. Med. Chem. 
45, 941–956 (2010).

	39.	 Dai, Y. et al. Therapeutic fetal-globin inducers reduce transcriptional repression in hemoglobinopathy erythroid progenitors 
through distinct mechanisms. Blood Cells Mol. Dis. 56, 62–69 (2016).

Acknowledgements
We would like to thank you Janssen-Cilag Ltd., a Johnson and Johnson company for supporting erythropoietin 
under non-clinical investigator-initiated study (IIS) research support. This work was supported by The Thailand 
Research Fund (TRF) (RSA6080086); Faculty of Science and Faculty of Medicine Ramathibodi Hospital, Mahidol 
University; the Program Management Unit for Human Resources and Institutional Development, Research and 
Innovation (B05F630062); Bilateral Programs, Japan Society for the Promotion of Science (JSPS) and the National 
Research Council of Thailand (NRCT); and Mahidol University (MRC-MGR 01/2563).

Author contributions
Investigation: K.N., T.C., W.P. and P.P.; Methodology: P.C., J.V. and P.J.; Resources: A.S., J.V., T.M. and P.J.; Writ-
ing—Original Draft: K.N., P.P. and S.S.; Writing—Review and Editing: K.N., P.P., P.C., P.J. and S.S; Conceptualiza-
tion: S.S., A.S. and P.C.; Funding Acquisition: S.S. and P.C. Supervision: S.S., S.S. was the principal investigator 
and takes primary responsibility for the concept and experimental design, the analysis of the data and drafting 
the manuscript. All authors reviewed and approved the final version the manuscript.

Competing interests 
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https://​doi.​org/​
10.​1038/​s41598-​021-​87738-2.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to S.S.

Reprints and permissions information is available at www.nature.com/reprints.

Publisher’s note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-87738-2
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-87738-2
www.nature.com/reprints


9

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific Reports |         (2021) 11:8552  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-87738-2

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

Open Access   This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://​creat​iveco​mmons.​org/​licen​ses/​by/4.​0/.

© The Author(s) 2021

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Trienone analogs of curcuminoids induce fetal hemoglobin synthesis via demethylation at Gγ-globin gene promoter
	Results
	Trienone analogs of curcuminoids induce HbF synthesis in K562 cells. 
	Trienone analogs of curcuminoids decreased DNA methylation at γ-globin promoter in K562 cells. 
	Trienone compounds induce HbF synthesis in β-thalassemiaHbE erythroid progenitors. 
	Trienone compounds decreased DNA methylation at γ-globin promoter of β-thalassemiaHbE erythroid progenitors. 

	Discussion
	Methods
	Natural curcuminoids and trienone compounds. 
	K562 cell culture and treatment. 
	Human erythroid progenitor cell culture and treatment. 
	Analysis of EGFP expression and HbF synthesis. 
	Cytotoxicity measurement. 
	DNA methylation analysis. 
	Statistical analysis. 

	References
	Acknowledgements


