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Influenza A virus (IAV) poses a severe threat to human health and is a major public health
problem worldwide. As global anti-influenza virus drug resistance has increased
significantly, there is an urgent need to develop new antiviral drugs, especially drugs
from natural products. Isoimperatorin, an active natural furanocoumarin, exhibits a broad
range of pharmacologic activities including anticoagulant, analgesic, anti-inflammatory,
antibacterial, anti-tumor, and other pharmacological effects, so it has attracted more and
more attention. In this study, the antiviral and mechanistic effects of isoimperatorin on
influenza A virus in vitro were studied. Isoimperatorin illustrated a broad-spectrum antiviral
effect, especially against the A/FM/1/47 (H1N1), A/WSN/33 (H1N1, S31N, amantadine
resistant), A/Puerto Rico/8/34 (H1N1), and A/Chicken/Guangdong/1996 (H9N2) virus
strains. The experimental results of different administration modes showed that
isoimperatorin had the best antiviral activity under the treatment mode. Further time-of-
addition experiment results indicated that when isoimperatorin was added at the later
stage of the virus replication cycle (6–8 h, 8–10 h), it exhibited an effective antiviral effect,
and the virus yield was reduced by 81.4 and 84.6%, respectively. In addition,
isoimperatorin had no effect on the expression of the three viral RNAs (mRNA, vRNA,
and cRNA). Both the neuraminidase (NA) inhibition assay and CETSA demonstrated that
isoimperatorin exerts an inhibitory effect on NA-mediated progeny virus release. The
molecular docking experiment simulated the direct interaction between isoimperatorin and
NA protein amino acid residues. In summary, isoimperatorin can be used as a potential
agent for the prevention and treatment of influenza A virus.
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INTRODUCTION

Influenza virus, a single-stranded negative-strand RNA virus of Orthomyxoviridae, is an important
respiratory pathogen that has a significant impact on global health. Due to the high mutation rate of
virus genes, effective virus transmission, rapid emergence of drug resistance and the limited
effectiveness of currently available therapies, the spread of the virus can easily cause a pandemic.
Since the global influenza pandemic in 1918, the outbreak caused by the influenza virus, this virus has
caused 50million deaths in this century (Jester et al., 2019). Influenza A viruses are divided into many
subtypes according to H and N antigens. Among them, H1N1, H2N2, and H3N2 mainly infect
humans. Currently, there are three types of effective anti-influenza drugs approved by the FDA.
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These drugs are M2 channel blockers (rimantadine and
amantadine) (De Clercq, 2006), an RNA polymerase inhibitor
(ribavirin) and neuraminidase inhibitors (oseltamivir and
zanamivir) (Doshi and Jefferson, 2016). However, with the
emergence of viral resistance and the high prices of drugs, the
discovery and development of new antiviral drugs has become
more urgent.

The replication cycle of influenza A virus (IAV) mainly includes
the steps of adsorption, penetration, uncoating, and biosynthesis.
When IAV invades host cells, the hemagglutinin (HA) located on the
surface of the virus envelope first binds to sialic acid residues
expressed by airway or alveolar epithelial cells, triggering the
endocytosis of virus particles. Acidification of the endosome
results in fusion of viral HA and the endosomal membrane and
activation of the M2 ion channel, allowing protons to enter the virus
core to dissociate the ribonucleoprotein complex and then transport
it into the nucleus, where the virus replicates (Huang et al., 2001).
After the virus has replicated, it assembles, buds, and breaks on the
lipid rafts on the cell membrane (Hutchinson and Fodor, 2013). After
breaking, the HA in the newly formed virosome binds to the sialic
acid receptor on the cell surface. When these connections are cleaved
by NA, progeny viruses are released to infect other cells or leave the
individual through respiratory secretions (Dou et al., 2018).
Therefore, NA has been the most important target for the
development of novel anti-influenza drugs.

Isoimperatorin, an active natural furanocoumarin, is a component
of the traditional Chinese herbal medicines Angelica dahurica,
Rhizoma et Radix Notopterygii and Radix Peucedani. In addition,
isoimperatorin also exists in lemon oil and lime oil. Isoimperatorin
exhibits a broad range of pharmacological activities, including
analgesic, anti-inflammatory, antibacterial, antitumour, diastolic
vasoactivity, liver protection and other pharmacological effects, so
it has attracted increasing attention (Nie et al., 2009; Guo et al., 2014;
Tong et al., 2017; Wijerathne et al., 2017). A recent study has shown
that isoimperatorin may have antiviral effects on herpes simplex
virus-1 and coxsackievirus B3 (Rajtar et al., 2017). Furthermore, it
may could anti-H1N1 and H9N2 influenza virus in vitro (Lee et al.,
2020). However, its antiviral mechanism of action is still unclear.

In the present study, we investigated the antiviral effect and
mechanism of action of isoimperatorin against influenza
infection. We first identified the inhibitory effects of
isoimperatorin against the influenza A/FM/1/47 (H1N1),
A/WSN/33 (H1N1, S31N, amantadine resistant), A/Puerto
Rico/8/34 (H1N1), A/Chicken/Guangdong/1996 (H9N2),
A/Hong Kong/498/97 (H3N2) and B/Lee/1940 (IVB) strains.
The effects of isoimperatorin on H1N1 replication and
neuraminidase activity were assayed using A/PR/8/34 (H1N1),
and our results indicate that isoimperatorin can be used as a
neuraminidase inhibitor to manage influenza virus infection.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Cells and Virus
A/FM/1/47 (H1N1), A/WSN/33 (H1N1, S31N, amantadine
resistant), A/Puerto Rico/8/34 (H1N1), A/Chicken/
Guangdong/1996 (H9N2), A/Hong Kong/498/97 (H3N2) and

influenza B/Lee/1940 (IVB) were propagated in 9 day-old specific
pathogen-free (SPF) embryonated hen eggs. The titre of viruses
was detected by plaque assays. The viruses were stored at −80°C in
the Laboratory Animal Center of Guangzhou University of
Chinese Medicine (Guangzhou, China).

Madin-Darby canine kidney (MDCK) cells were maintained
in Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium (DMEM) supplemented
with 10% foetal bovine serum, 100 U/ml penicillin, and 100 U/ml
streptomycin at 37 C under 5% CO2. In anti-influenza assays,
DMEM containing 2 μg/ml tosyl phenylalanyl chloromethyl
ketone (TPCK)-treated trypsin and 1% bovine serum albumin
was used.

Compounds
Isoimperatorin (purity ≥98%) was purchased from Baoji Herbest
Bio, dissolved in dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) as a storage
solution, and then diluted with serum-free DMEM into
working solutions of different concentrations. The final DMSO
concentration was 0.1%. Ribavirin (purity ≥98%) and oseltamivir
(purity ≥ 98%) were purchased from Shanghai Yuanye
Biotechnology Co., Ltd. and diluted with serum-free DMEM
into working solutions of different concentrations.

Cytotoxicity Assay
The cytotoxic activities of isoimperatorin on MDCK cells were
assessed by the WST-8 assay using a Cell Counting Kit-8
(Dojindo, Kumamoto, Japan) (Zhang et al., 2019). Cells (1 ×
105 cells/well) were seeded into 96-well plates and incubated
overnight. The cells were cultured with various concentrations of
isoimperatorin (0, 20, 40, 60, 100, 120, 140, 160, and 200 μM) at
37 C under 5% CO2 for 48 h. After 48 h, the culture medium was
removed, and 10% WST-8 reagent in a volume of 100 µl was
added to each well and incubated at 37 C for 30 min. We
measured absorbance at a wavelength of 450 nm with a
multimode microplate reader (PerkinElmer). The cell viability
was expressed as the percentage compared with the DMSO
control group designated as 0.1%. Cell viability rate (%) �
(mean optical density of test/mean optical density of cell
controls) × 100.

Cytopathic Effect (CPE) Inhibition Assay
The CPE experiment method refers to the previous experiment
(Zhou et al., 2017), and the details are as follows: MDCK cells (2 ×
104 cells/well, 100 μl) were seeded into each well of 96-well plastic
plates and cultured at 37 C under 5% CO2 for 24 h. For the anti-
influenza activity assay, MDCK cells were inoculated with a total
of 100 TCID50 of the influenza virus infective titre at 37 C for 2 h.
Then, cells were washed and cultured for 48 h at 37 C under 5%
CO2 in the presence of 100 μl of isoimperatorin (0.09–100 μM) in
DMEM supplemented with 2 μg/ml TPCK-trypsin (Sigma,
Unites States). After 48 h, CPE in virus-infected cells was
observed by light microscopy. Cell viability was measured
using Cell Counting Kit-8. The EC50 values of the test
compounds were determined by fitting the curve of percent
CPE vs. the compound concentrations using GraphPad Prism 5.

The inhibition rate of the test compounds was calculated
using the following equation (Yu et al., 2016): inhibition rate
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(%) � [(mean optical density of test–mean optical density of virus
controls)/(mean optical density of cell controls–mean optical
density of virus controls)] × 100. Each value is an average
from three independent experiments. The selectivity index (SI)
was calculated from the ratio of median toxic concentration
(TC50)/concentration for 50% of the maximal effect (EC50).

Plaque Reduction Assay
The experimental method of plaque reduction refers to a previous
description (Furuta et al., 2002), as follows: MDCK cells (6 × 105

cells/well, 2 ml) were seeded into each well of 12-well plates and
cultured at 37 C under 5% CO2 for 24 h. Then, the cells were
washed with PBS and infected with the supernatants collected
from virus-infected cells treated with the test compounds for 2 h.
The virus inoculums were removed, and the cells were washed
with PBS three times. Next, the cell monolayers were overlaid
with agar overlay medium (DMEM supplemented with 1% low
melting point agarose and 2.5 μg/ml TPCK-treated trypsin) and
incubated at 37 C for 3–4 days. The cell monolayers were fixed
with 4% paraformaldehyde for 1 h. The agarose overlays were
then removed, and the cell monolayers were stained with 2%
(w/v) crystal violet.

The Methods of Three Modes of Medication
MDCK cells were seeded into 96-well plates and cultured at 37 C
under 5% CO2 for 24 h. The blank control group, virus control
group and sample group were set up. After 2 h of virus infection,
cells were washed 3 times with PBS and then switched to serum-
free medium containing 2 μg/ml TPCK-trypsin (Sigma,
United States) and different concentrations of isoimperatorin
solution. The administration mode is shown in Figure 1,
including preventive administration, premixed administration
and therapeutic administration. After 48 h, a CCK-8 kit was
used to detect absorbance under a multimode microplate
reader (450 nm).

Time of Addition Assay
A time-of-addition experiment was conducted as previously
described (Zhang et al., 2019). The confluent monolayers of

MDCK cells in 12-well plates were inoculated with 100
TCID50 of virus at 37 C for 2 h (time 0–2 h). Then, the
monolayers were washed three times with PBS three times and
incubated with DMEM containing 2.5 μg/ml TPCK-treated
trypsin at 37 C. Test medium containing isoimperatorin (12.5,
25, and 50 μM) was added at seven points (−2–0, 0–2, 2–4, 4–6,
6–8, 8–10, and 10–24 h). After each internal incubation, the cells
were washed with PBS three times and incubated with fresh
medium (containing 2.5 μg/ml TPCK-treated trypsin). At 48 h
postinfection, the monolayers were collected and frozen at −80°C
for RT-PCR analysis.

Quantitative Real-Time RT-PCR Analysis
Total RNA from cells was extracted using the Ultrapure RNA kit
(CoWin Biotech, Beijing, China), and cDNA was then
synthesized from the total RNA using the M-MLV Reverse
Transcriptase kit (Promega, Madison, WI, United States) with
random primers and oligo (dT) primers. For the three viral RNA
species, reverse transcription (RT) was conducted using NP
specific oligonucleotides for vRNA, cRNA, and mRNA. The
PCR system was performed with 25 µl reaction buffer (17 µl of
RNA template, 5 µl of M-MLV 5× reaction buffer, 50 pmol of the
primers, 0.1 mM dNTPs, 25 units of ribonuclease inhibitor, and
200 units of M-MLV RT polymerase). The cycle conditions of
qPCR were 1 cycle at 95 C for 3 min, followed by 39 cycles of 95 C
for 10 s, 60 C for 10 s, 70 C for 20 s and 1 cycle at 95 C for 10 s.

The specific primers were described as followed:
qPCR_Fw-NPmRNA: 5′-CATCTTTCTGGCACGGTCTG-3′
qPCR_Rv-NPmRNA: 5′-GGCTACTGCAGGTCCATACA-3′
qPCR_Fw-GAPDHmRNA: 5′-AACATCATCCCTGCTTCC
AC-3′
qPCR_Rv-GAPDHmRNA: 5′-GACCACCTGGTCCTCAGT
GT-3′
RT NPvRNA: 5′-GGCCGTCATGGTGGCGAATGAATG
GACGAAAAACAAGAATTGC-3′
RT NPcRNA: 5′-GCTAGCTTCAGCTAGGCATCAGTA
GAAACAAGGGTATTTTTCTTT-3′
RT NPmRNA: 5′-CCAGATCGTTCGAGTCGTTTTTTT
TTTTTTTTTTCTTTAATTGTC-3′

FIGURE 1 | Sketch of three medication modes. Prophylactic administration: drugs added to the cell culture 2 h before the infectious virus was added to MDCK
cells. Premixed administration: drugs and virus were mixed and incubated at 4 C for 2 h, and then the mixture was added to the cell culture and incubated at 4 C for 2 h.
Therapeutic administration: drugs were added to MDCK cells after infection by the virus.

Frontiers in Pharmacology | www.frontiersin.org April 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 6578263

Lai et al. Antiviral Activity of Isoimperatorin

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/pharmacology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/pharmacology#articles


qPCR_Fw-NPvRNA: 5′-CTCAATATGAGTGCAGACCGT
GCT-3′
qPCR_Fw-NPcRNA: 5′-CGATCGTGCCTTCCTTTG-3′
qPCR_Fw-NPmRNA: 5′-CGATCGTGCCTTCCTTTG-3′
Tag_Rv-NPvRNA: 5′-GGCCGTCATGGTGGCGAAT-3′
Tag_Rv-NPCRNA: 5′-GCTAGCTTCAGCTAGGCATC-3′
Tag_Rv-NPmRNA: 5′-CCAGATCGTTCGAGTCGT-3′

Western Blot Analysis
MDCK cells were collected and lysed in CO-IP lysis buffer for
40 min. Then, the cells were centrifuged at 12,000 × g for 10 min
at 4 C. Proteins were analysed by SDS-PAGE and then transferred
to PVDF membranes (Bio-Rad, California, United States). Five
percent milk solution was used to block the membrane at room
temperature for 1 h, and then the membrane was incubated with
the primary antibody overnight at 4 C. The protein signal was
visualized using ECL Western blotting reagent (Bio-Rad,
California, Unites States). The NP antibody and NA antibody
used to detect influenza virus and the antibody to detect GAPDH
were all purchased from GENE Tex (Southern California, Unites
States).

NA Inhibition Assay
A neuraminidase assay kit (Beyotime) was used to analyse NA
activity. The detection steps were carried out in accordance
with the manufacturer’s instructions. Briefly, a positive
control, a negative control and a sample group were set up
separately. Ten microlitres of isoimperatorin of different
concentrations was added to 70 μl of detection buffer, 10 μl
of water and 10 μl of NA fluorescent substrate were added, and
the mixture was incubated at 37 C for 30 min. A
multifunctional microplate reader (PerkinElmer) was used
to measure the fluorescence intensity by excitation at
322 nm and emission at 450 nm.

Cellular Thermal Shift Assay (CETSA)
As mentioned in the previous literature (Martinez Molina et al.,
2013), CETSA measurement was performed with some
modifications. In brief, MDCK cells were collected and washed
with PBS and then resuspended in detergent-free buffer
supplemented with a mixture of protease inhibitors and
phosphatase inhibitors (25mM HEPES (pH 7.0), 20mM MgCl2,
and 2mM DTT). Cells were lysed using ultrasound and then
centrifuged at 20,000 × g for 20min at 4 C. For the CETSA
melting curve experiment, the cell lysate was diluted in detergent-
free buffer, divided into two aliquots, and then treatedwith orwithout
50 μM isoimperatorin at room temperature for 30min. Each sample
was divided into 12 small aliquots at 50 μl/tube, heated at different
temperatures for 3min, and then immediately cooled on ice for
3min. The heated cell extract was centrifuged at 20,000 × g at 4 C for
20min to separate the soluble fraction from the pellet. After
centrifugation, the supernatant was analysed by Western blotting
with anti-NA antibody. The relative chemiluminescence intensity of
each sample at different temperatures was used to generate a
temperature-dependent melting curve. The apparent aggregation
temperature (Tagg) value was calculated by nonlinear regression.

Molecular Docking
The crystal structure of neuraminidase was downloaded from
the RSCB Protein Data Bank database (PDB ID: 3TI6). The SDF
file of isoimperatorin (PubChem ID: 68081) was downloaded
from the PubChem database. The Surflex-dock module of Sybyl-
X2.1.1 was used to perform the docking procedure, and the
receptor-ligand interaction was displayed through Discovery
Studio 2016 software. The semiflexible method was used for
docking, and the docking parameters were as follows: expansion
factor 1, threshold parameter 0.5, and system default values.
Using the total score to evaluate the docking situation, it is
generally considered that the score value is proportional to the
binding stability of the complex (Li et al., 2013). A score greater
than or equal to 6 is considered to indicate good activity, and a
score greater than or equal to 9 is considered to indicate very
active.

Statistical Analysis
Statistical analysis was performed using GraphPad Prism 8.0.
The experimental results were performed in at least 3 replicates.
All data are given as the mean ± SD. Statistical analysis of the
results was performed by one-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA). p values <0.05 were considered statistically
significant. p values are indicated in the corresponding figure
legends.

RESULTS

Cytotoxicity of Isoimperatorin in MDCK
Cells
The cytotoxicity was accessed by CCK-8 analysis. Isoimperatorin
exhibited a low cytotoxic effect onMDCK cells, with a TC50 value
>200 μM (Figure 2B).

Anti-Influenza Virus Activity of
Isoimperatorin in vitro
The CPE reduction assay showed that isoimperatorin could
distinctly protect MDCK cells from influenza virus-induced
cell cytopathic effects (CPEs) (Figure 2D), with an EC50 value
of 0.73 μMand SI value > 274.65 (Table 1). The inhibition rates at
a concentration of 25 µM against H1N1(A/PR/8/34) reached 98%
(Figure 2C).

To further determine the anti-influenza virus efficacy of
isoimperatorin, we measured the expression level of viral
structural protein NP in the cells and the titre of progeny
virus in the cell supernatant 48 h after administration.
Oseltamivir (37.5 μM), a commonly used antiviral drug,
was regarded as a positive control to confirm the reliability
of the assay. As shown in Figure 3A, influenza virus infection
resulted in significant expression of nucleoprotein (NP).
When the concentration of isoimperatorin reached
37.5 μM, the expression of viral nucleoprotein was
significantly inhibited, and it was inhibited in a dose-
dependent manner. Plaque reduction assays were used to
evaluate the effect of isoimperatorin on the titre of progeny
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virus in the cell supernatant, and the results were consistent
with the expression of viral nucleoprotein (Figure 3B).
Furthermore, isoimperatorin showed good antiviral
efficacy against different influenza virus subtypes,
including influenza A/FM/1/47 (H1N1), A/WSN/33
(H1N1), H3N2, H7N9 and influenza B, as tested by CPE
and WST-8 assays (Figures 3C,D). The results showed that
cell viability increased as a result of adding isoimperatorin to
influenza virus (H3N2 and influenza B)-infected MDCK cells
in a dose-dependent manner. However, for H1N1 (A/FM/1/
47), A/WSN/33) and H9N2 virus strains, isoimperatorin
showed a better inhibitory effect, with at low
concentrations (0.39 μM), the inhibition rate of the virus
reaching 90%. Taken together, these results indicate that

the anti-influenza virus activity of isoimperatorin is not
restricted to a single virus strain.

The Effect of Isoimperatorin on the Virus
Replication Cycle
To verify the step(s) by which isoimperatorin inhibits the
influenza life cycle, we first performed different modes of
medication, including prophylactic administration, premixed
administration, and therapeutic administration (Figure 1).
With different modes of medication, isoimperatorin displayed
anti-influenza virus activity (Table 1 and Figure 1). In
therapeutic administration and premixed administration, the
inhibitory effect of isoimperatorin displayed higher dose

FIGURE 2 | Chemical structure and the inhibition of CPE of isoimperatorin. (A) Chemical structure of isoimperatorin. (B) Cytotoxicity of isoimperatorin. MDCK cells
were treated with a series dilution of isoimperatorin for 48 h and detected by CCK-8 assay. (C)MDCK cells were infected with H1N1 A/PR/8/34 influenza virus, and then
the antiviral effects of isoimperatorin were detected by CCK-8 assay. (D) Virus-induced CPE in different treatments was observed under a microscope. Data are
representative of three independent experiments (mean ± SEM). Statistical significance was analysed by one-way ANOVA. #p < 0.05, ##p < 0.01, relative to the
mock control group. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, relative to the virus group.
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dependence (Figure 4A). Notably, in therapeutic administration,
isoimperatorin had the highest potency of the three
administration modes, with an EC50 of 3.722 µM (Figure 4A
and Table 2). The selection index (SI) exceeds 53.75, indicating
that isoimperatorin may possess a promising safety profile
(Zhang et al., 2019).

Then, a time-of-addition experiment of the inhibitory effects
of isoimperatorin was carried out. A complete influenza virus life
cycle mainly includes viral adsorption, entry, uncoating,
biosynthesis and release of progeny virions. It has been

reported that approximately 8–10 h is usually required to
detect progeny virus after inoculation with the influenza
A/PR/8/34 virus (Furuta et al., 2005). We selected seven
intervals (−2–, 0–2, 2–4, 4–6, 6–8, 8–10, and 10–48 h) for the
inhibition time course by isoimperatorin to determine the NP
mRNA levels. As shown in Figure 4B, when isoimperatorin was
added at the release stage (6 or more h after infection), the NP
mRNA level was significantly reduced, while no inhibitory
activity was observed when isoimperatorin was added during
the adsorption (0–2 h) stage and the viral replication stage (2–4 or

TABLE 1 | In vitro antiviral activity against H1N1 A/PR/8/34 by isoimperatorin with different medication modes.

Virus Administration mode Isoimperatorin (TC50 > 200 μM)

EC50 (μM) SI (μM)

H1N1 A/PR/8/34 Prophylactic administration 52.08 3.84
Premixed administration 12.10 16.53
Therapeutic administration 3.722 53.73

FIGURE 3 | Isoimperatorin inhibits influenza virus infection in vitro. (A) Isoimperatorin inhibited NP protein expression. Oseltamivir served as a positive control. (B)
Isoimperatorin reduced the formation of viral plaques. Oseltamivir served as a positive control. (C) Antiviral activity of isoimperatorin against different strains of influenza
virus. MDCK cells were infected with different strains of influenza virus, and then the antiviral effects of isoimperatorin were detected by CCK-8 assay. Data are
representative of three independent experiments (mean ± SEM). Statistical significance was analysed by one-way ANOVA. #p < 0.05, ##p < 0.01, relative to the
mock control group. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, relative to the virus group.
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4–6 h after infection). Compared with the DMSO control,
isoimperatorin (50 µM), added at 6–8, 8–10, and 10–48 h
intervals, inhibited the mRNA level of the NP gene to 81.4, 84.6,
and 89.4%, respectively (Figure 4B). The inhibitory rate was
increased in a dose-dependent manner. It is worth noting that
when isoimperatorin was added 0–2 h before virus infection,
isoimperatorin showed a certain inhibitory effect on the virus,
suggesting that it might be related to the regulation of host
immunity. In addition, the supernatants were collected for the
plaque reduction assay. As we expected, the trend of virus titre in
the supernatant was consistent with the expression level of NP
mRNA in the cells. In the late stage of virus replication (6–10 h), the
virus titre was significantly suppressed (Figure 4C). Taken together,
these results suggest that isoimperatorin is effective during the late
stage of the viral lifecycle, such as assembly and release.

Isoimperatorin has No Effect on the
Replication of all Three Viral RNA Species.
To investigate whether isoimperatorin directly inhibits influenza
viral RNA synthesis, MDCK cells were infected with H1N1 A/PR/
8/34 virus for 2 h and then treated with a series of gradient
concentrations of isoimperatorin or ribavirin (35.5 μM) for 6 h.
Total RNA from the cells was extracted for quantitative analysis
of mRNA, vRNA, and cRNA. The levels of all three RNA species
were not inhibited by isoimperatorin but were significantly
decreased with the addition of ribavirin (35.5 μM), a known
inhibitor of influenza virus RNA synthesis (Figure 5). These
results suggest that isoimperatorin is not effective in viral RNA
synthesis.

Isoimperatorin Blocks Virion Release by
Targeting NA
Neuraminidase plays an important role in the life cycle of influenza
viruses, which can catalyse the hydrolysis of sialic acid and assist
mature influenza viruses in escaping from host cells and infecting
new cells (Byrd-Leotis et al., 2017). To determine whether

FIGURE 4 | Inhibitory effect of isoimperatorin on the specific steps of the virus lifecycle. (A) Different modes of medication. The inhibitory effects of isoimperatorin on
H1N1 A/PR/8/34 virus in three medications were detected by CCK-8 assay at 48 h postinfection. (B,C) Isoimperatorin inhibits influenza A virus replication at the late
stage of the viral lifecycle. Cells were inoculated with 100 μl of 100 TCID50 virus. Isoimperatorin was added within the set time, and then the cells were incubated with
fresh medium until 48 h after infection. The NPmRNA level was determined by RT-PCR (B), and the virus titre in the supernatant was detected by plaque reduction
assay (C). Data are representative of three independent experiments (mean ± SEM). Statistical significance was analysed by one-way ANOVA. #p < 0.05, ##p < 0.01,
relative to the mock control group. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, relative to the virus group.

TABLE 2 | Inhibition effects of ISO on the A/Puerto Rico/8/34(H1N1) strain.
Selectivity index (SI) � EC50/TC50.

IAV strains EC50 (μM) TC50 (μM) SI

A/Puerto Rico/8/34(H1N1) 0.73 ± 1.86 >200 >274.65
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isoimperatorin can inhibit neuraminidase, we conducted an NA
inhibition assay (Chintakrindi et al., 2020). As a result,
isoimperatorin significantly inhibited NA activity in a dose-
dependent manner (Figure 6A), with an IC50 value of 7.17 ±
1.99 μM (Table 3). Oseltamivir, a recognized NA inhibitor,
served as a positive control with an IC50 value of 1.97 ± 3.10 μM
(Table 3). To further investigate the binding ability of intracellular
isoimperatorin and NA target proteins, we performed a CETSA
(Martinez Molina et al., 2013). Tagg values of NA in MDCK cells
were measured in the absence or presence of isoimperatorin at
temperatures ranging from 29.9 to 65.7°C (Figure 6B). As shown in
Figure 5C, isoimperatorin (50 μM) significantly enhanced the
thermal stability of NA, increasing the Tagg of the NA protein
from 48.58 to 49.59°C (Figure 6C).

To verify the inhibition mechanism of isoimperatorin on NA,
we carried out molecular docking to simulate the interaction
between isoimperatorin and NA protein amino acid residues by
using Sybyl-X2.1.1. Here, oseltamivir was chosen as the positive
control to assess the ability of isoimperatorin to bind to NA. The
total score was used to evaluate the binding of the protein-ligand
complex. A score of >6 is considered to indicate better activity,
and a score of ≥9 is considered to indicate very good activity
(Golbraikh and Tropsha, 2002). The total score between
isoimperatorin and NA was 6.959, while oseltamivir reached
10.4036. The 3D and 2D docking models of compounds and
NA are shown in Figures 5D,E. There were two conventional
hydrogen bonds between isoimperatorin and NA, indicating that

the H-bond of this portion of the binding region played an
important role in the stability of the complex. As a positive
control, oseltamivir exhibited better binding activity for NA, with
five conventional hydrogen bonds, one carbon hydrogen bond,
and one attractive charge, which was consistent with the NA
inhibition assay (Table 4). All of these data indicated that
isoimperatorin targets NA and potently inhibits NA activity.

DISCUSSION

There are two glycoproteins on the surface envelope of influenza
virus, hemagglutinin and neuraminidase. Haemagglutinin is
responsible for virus attachment to cell surface receptors, which
are terminal sialic acid residues usually linked to galactose.
Neuraminidase destroys the virus receptor by cleaving the
glycosidic bond between hemagglutinin and sialic acid, thereby
promoting the release of progeny viruses from infected host cells.
Therefore, scientists recognize that neuraminidase is a key target in
the viral replication cycle. At present, zanamivir and oseltamivir are
promising long-acting neuraminidase inhibitors for the prevention
and treatment of influenza (De Clercq and Li, 2016). However, the
emergence of drug-resistant strains makes the development of new
neuraminidase inhibitors more urgent. It is worth noting that some
natural products have also been proven to have NA inhibitory
activity. Hence, it is of great significance to discover new
neuraminidase inhibitors (NAIs) from natural products.

FIGURE 5 | Isoimperatorin has no effect on the replication of all three viral RNA species. (A) mRNA expression level. (B) vRNA expression level. (C) cRNA
expression level. MDCK cells were infected with H1N1(A/PR/8/34) virus at 100 TCID50 and then treated with DMSO control, ribavirin control (35.5 μM), or various
concentrations of isoimperatorin at 2 hpi. Total RNA was collected at 6 hpi, and viral RNA levels were quantified by real-time RT-PCR. The RNA expression level of the
DMSO control group (0 μM) was set as 100%. Data are representative of three independent experiments (mean ± SEM). Statistical significance was analysed by
one-way ANOVA. # P < 0.05, ## P < 0.01, relative to the mock control group. * P < 0.05, ** P < 0.01, relative to the virus group.
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Coumarin compounds are an important class of natural products
that have a variety of pharmacological effects, including antioxidant
(Wahy et al., 2017), carbonic anhydrase inhibition (Ferraroni et al.,
2016; De Luca et al., 2018), antibacterial (Souza et al., 2005;
Nagamallu et al., 2016), antifungal (Tiwari et al., 2017),
neuroprotection (De Souza et al., 2016; Najafi et al., 2019),
anticonvulsant (Abd-Allah et al., 2020), antidiabetic (Salar et al.,
2016; Taha et al., 2018; Dhameja and Gupta, 2019; Pillai et al., 2019),
anticoagulant (Nieto et al., 2019), anti-inflammatory (Liu et al., 2019),
antitumour (Dandriyal et al., 2016) and antiviral activities
(Khomenko et al., 2017; Annunziata et al., 2020). Studies have
found that coumarin compounds have inhibitory effects on a
variety of viruses, such as inhibiting HIV reverse transcription
(Liu et al., 2019), anti-measles virus (Barnard et al., 2002), HSV
(Shokoohinia et al., 2014), hepatitis B virus (Huang et al., 2019) and
influenza virus (Wang et al., 2017). For example, eleutheroside B1
showed a wide spectrum of anti-human influenza virus effects by
inhibiting viral NP and anti-inflammatory activity (Wang et al.,
2017). One of the bis-coumarinyl-bis-triazolothiadiazinyl ethane
derivatives, compound 83, exhibited good antiviral activity against
influenza A virus, with EC50 values of 20–72 μM (Pavurala et al.,
2018). Bizzarri et al. exploited the regioselective oxidation of
coumarin derivatives with 2-iodoxybenzoic acid (IBX) and found

that pyrogallol derivatives 88 (IC50 � 69.9 μg/ml) and 89 (IC50 �
47.9 μg/ml) were more active than catechol derivatives 84 (IC50 �
106.5 μg/ml) and 85 (IC50 � 91.5 μg/ml) (Bizzarri et al., 2017).
Previous studies reported that isoimperatorin exhibits strong
anti-influenza virus (H1N1, H9N2) activities in vitro (Lee et al.,
2020), with EC50 values (7.67 ± 0.93 μM and 6.72 ± 0.51 μM,
respectively) comparable to that of ribavirin. However, the antiviral
mechanism of isoimperatorin is not clear. In this study, the potent
anti-influenza virus mechanism of isoimperatorin was reported for
the first time. Our results indicated that isoimperatorin showed
strong activity against influenza A/PR/8/34 virus and that the
degree of antiviral activity varied in a dose-dependent manner. A
CPE reduction experiment showed that isoimperatorin could
completely protect MDCK cells from H1N1 influenza virus at a
concentration of 25 μM, and its half effective concentration was
0.73 μM. In the concentration range of 37.5–100 μM, isoimperatorin

FIGURE 6 | Isoimperatorin inhibits influenza by targeting NA. (A) The inhibitory effect of isoimperatorin on the NA of H1N1 A/PR/8/34 influenza virus was detected
by ELISA. Oseltamivir served as a positive control in the NA inhibition test. (B)Western blotting showing the H1N1(A/PR/8/34) NA CETSA binding assay in the presence
or absence of 50 μM isoimperatorin at different temperatures. (C) The NA band intensities in the CETSA were quantified. (D–E) The predicted binding models (3D and
2D) between neuraminidase and compounds. Data are representative of three independent experiments (mean ± SEM).

TABLE 3 | Inhibition effects of compounds on neuraminidase.

Compounds EC50 (μM)

Isoimperatorin 7.17 ± 1.99
Oseltamivir 1.97 ± 3.10
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effectively downregulated the expression of influenza virus NP
protein (p < 0.01) and achieved similar efficacy to oseltamivir
(37.5 μM) at a concentration of 75 μM. In addition,
isoimperatorin significantly inhibited the generation of progeny
virus in the cell supernatant at a concentration of 50–100 μM
(p < 0.05), and the virus titre at a concentration of 100 μM was
close to that of oseltamivir (37.5 μM). Additionally, isoimperatorin
was sensitive to the different IAV strains with low cytotoxicity,
including A/FM/1/47(H1N1), A/WSN/33 (H1N1, S31N,
amantadine resistant), and A/Hong Kong/498/97(H3N2),
influenza B/Lee/1940(IVB)and A/Chicken/Guangdong/
1996(H9N2) virus strains. Three administration mode assays
demonstrated that isoimperatorin might inhibit virus replication
by affecting the middle and late stages of virus replication.
Furthermore, the time of addition assay results suggested that
isoimperatorin effectively suppressed virus replication by 84.6%
when added at 8–10 h intervals. As expected, isoimperatorin
showed no effect on the replication of all three viral RNA species
(mRNA, vRNA, cRNA) (p > 0.05), which indicates that
isoimperatorin does not directly inhibit influenza viral RNA
synthesis. Neuraminidase inhibition experiments showed that
isoimperatorin inhibited NA activity in a dose-dependent manner,
with an IC50 of 7.17 μM < 1.97 μM (oseltamivir). CETSA further
confirmed that isoimperatorin could bind to NA, raising the Tagg
value from 48.58 to 49.59°C. The docking study indicated that
isoimperatorin could bind to the NA protein through H-bonds.
In this study, we proved that isoimperatorin could be a potential NAI
that can reduce the release of virus by inhibitingNA activity in a dose-
dependent manner and has a strong interaction with NA mainly
through conventional hydrogen bonds and van der Waals forces.

In summary, our study demonstrates that isoimperatorin, a
natural coumarin compound derived from the traditional

Chinese herbal medicines Angelica dahurica, Rhizoma et
Radix Notopterygii and Radix Peucedani, could effectively
inhibit influenza virus replication by blocking the NA
protein, suggesting that isoimperatorin may be exploited as
a potential antiviral compound in the pharmaceutical
industry.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

The original contributions presented in the study are included in
the article/Supplementary Material, further inquiries can be
directed to the corresponding authors.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

YL, SZ, YJ, XL and GL designed the experiments. YL and TH
participated in the experimental process. YL and TH performed
the research and analyzed the data. YL wrote the paper. YL, XL
and GL drafted the manuscript. YL, SZ, XL and GL revised the
manuscript. All authors approved and agreed to be responsible
for all aspects of the work.

FUNDING

This work was supported by the National Natural Science
Foundation of China (Grant No. 81973814), Guangdong
Provincial Department of Education Project (Grant No.
2018KCXTD007), and Key-Area Research and Development
Program of Guangdong Province (Grant No. 2020B1111100002).

REFERENCES

Abd-Allah, W. H., Osman, E. E. A., Anwar, M. A.-E. -M., Attia, H. N., and El
Moghazy, S. M. (2020). Design, synthesis and docking studies of novel
benzopyrone derivatives as anticonvulsants. Bioorg. Chem. 98, 103738.
doi:10.1016/j.bioorg.2020.103738

Annunziata, F., Pinna, C., Dallavalle, S., Tamborini, L., and Pinto, A. (2020). An
overview of coumarin as a versatile and readily accessible scaffold with broad-
ranging biological activities. Ijms 21, 4618. doi:10.3390/ijms21134618

Barnard, D. L., Xu, Z.-Q., Stowell, V. D., Yuan, H., Smee, D. F., Samy, R., et al.
(2002). Coumarins and pyranocoumarins, potential novel pharmacophores for
inhibition of measles virus replication. Antivir. Chem. Chemother. 13, 39–59.
doi:10.1177/095632020201300104

Bizzarri, B. M., Botta, L., Capecchi, E., Celestino, I., Checconi, P., Palamara, A. T.,
et al. (2017). Regioselective IBX-mediated synthesis of coumarin derivatives
with antioxidant and anti-influenza activities. J. Nat. Prod. 80, 3247–3254.
doi:10.1021/acs.jnatprod.7b00665

Byrd-Leotis, L., Cummings, R. D., and Steinhauer, D. A. (2017). The interplay
between the host receptor and influenza virus hemagglutinin and
neuraminidase. Ijms 18, 1541. doi:10.3390/ijms18071541

Chintakrindi, A. S., Gohil, D. J., Chowdhary, A. S., and Kanyalkar, M. A. (2020).
Design, synthesis and biological evaluation of substituted flavones and aurones
as potential anti-influenza agents. Bioorg. Med. Chem. 28, 115191. doi:10.1016/
j.bmc.2019.115191

Dandriyal, J., Singla, R., Kumar, M., and Jaitak, V. (2016). Recent developments of
C-4 substituted coumarin derivatives as anticancer agents. Eur. J. Med. Chem.
119, 141–168. doi:10.1016/j.ejmech.2016.03.087

De Clercq, E. (2006). Antiviral agents active against influenza A virusesfluenza A
viruses. Nat. Rev. Drug Discov. 5, 1015–1025. doi:10.1038/nrd2175

De Clercq, E., and Li, G. (2016). Approved antiviral drugs over the past 50 years.
Clin. Microbiol. Rev. 29, 695–747. doi:10.1128/CMR.00102-15

De Luca, L., Mancuso, F., Ferro, S., Buemi, M. R., Angeli, A., Del Prete, S., et al.
(2018). Inhibitory effects and structural insights for a novel series of coumarin-
based compounds that selectively target human CA IX and CA XII carbonic
anhydrases. Eur. J. Med. Chem. 143, 276–282. doi:10.1016/j.ejmech.2017.11.061

TABLE 4 | The total scores and residues for the chemical bonds between compounds and neuraminidase.

Compounds Total score Conventional hydrogen bond
residues

Carbon
hydrogen bond residues

Attractive charge

Isoimperatorin 6.959 ARG: 371, ARG: 118 - -
Oseltamivir 10.4036 ARG: 152, ARG: 371, ARG: 118, ARG: 292, GLU: 119 TYR: 406 ASP: 151, GLU: 277, GLU: 227

Frontiers in Pharmacology | www.frontiersin.org April 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 65782610

Lai et al. Antiviral Activity of Isoimperatorin

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bioorg.2020.103738
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijms21134618
https://doi.org/10.1177/095632020201300104
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.jnatprod.7b00665
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijms18071541
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bmc.2019.115191
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bmc.2019.115191
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejmech.2016.03.087
https://doi.org/10.1038/nrd2175
https://doi.org/10.1128/CMR.00102-15
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejmech.2017.11.061
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/pharmacology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/pharmacology#articles


De Souza, L. G., Rennó, M. N., and Figueroa-Villar, J. D. (2016). Coumarins as
cholinesterase inhibitors: a review. Chemico-Biological Interactions 254, 11–23.
doi:10.1016/j.cbi.2016.05.001

Dhameja, M., and Gupta, P. (2019). Synthetic heterocyclic candidates as promising
α-glucosidase inhibitors: an overview. Eur. J. Med. Chem. 176, 343–377. doi:10.
1016/j.ejmech.2019.04.025

Doshi, P., and Jefferson, T. (2016). Neuraminidase inhibitors and influenza infection.
JAMA Intern. Med. 176, 415–416. doi:10.1001/jamainternmed.2016.0016

Dou, D., Revol, R., Östbye, H., Wang, H., and Daniels, R. (2018). Influenza A virus
cell entry, replication, virion assembly and movement. Front. Immunol. 9, 1581.
doi:10.3389/fimmu.2018.01581

Ferraroni, M., Carta, F., Scozzafava, A., and Supuran, C. T. (2016). Thioxocoumarins
show an alternative carbonic anhydrase inhibition mechanism compared to
coumarins. J. Med. Chem. 59, 462–473. doi:10.1021/acs.jmedchem.5b01720

Furuta, Y., Takahashi, K., Fukuda, Y., Kuno, M., Kamiyama, T., Kozaki, K., et al.
(2002). In vitro and in vivo activities of anti-influenza virus compound T-705.
Aac 46, 977–981. doi:10.1128/aac.46.4.977-981.2002

Furuta, Y., Takahashi, K., Kuno-Maekawa, M., Sangawa, H., Uehara, S., Kozaki, K.,
et al. (2005). Mechanism of action of T-705 against influenza virus. Aac 49,
981–986. doi:10.1128/AAC.49.3.981-986.2005

Golbraikh, A., and Tropsha, A. (2002). Beware of q2!. J. Mol. Graphics Model. 20,
269–276. doi:10.1016/s1093-3263(01)00123-1

Guo, N., Wu, J., Fan, J., Yuan, P., Shi, Q., Jin, K., et al. (2014). In vitro activity of
isoimperatorin, alone and in combination, againstMycobacterium tuberculosis.
Lett. Appl. Microbiol. 58, 344–349. doi:10.1111/lam.12195

Huang, S.-X., Mou, J.-F., Luo, Q., Mo, Q.-H., Zhou, X.-L., Huang, X., et al. (2019).
Anti-hepatitis B virus activity of esculetin from microsorium fortunei in vitro
and in vivo. Molecules 24, 3475. doi:10.3390/molecules24193475

Huang, X., Liu, T., Muller, J., Levandowski, R. A., and Ye, Z. (2001). Effect of
influenza virus matrix protein and viral RNA on ribonucleoprotein formation
and nuclear export. Virology 287, 405–416. doi:10.1006/viro.2001.1067

Hutchinson, E., and Fodor, E. (2013). Transport of the influenza virus genome
from nucleus to nucleus. Viruses 5, 2424–2446. doi:10.3390/v5102424

Jester, B., Uyeki, T. M., Jernigan, D. B., and Tumpey, T. M. (2019). Historical and
clinical aspects of the 1918 H1N1 pandemic in the United States. Virology 527,
32–37. doi:10.1016/j.virol.2018.10.019

Khomenko, T. M., Zarubaev, V. V., Orshanskaya, I. R., Kadyrova, R. A., Sannikova,
V. A., Korchagina, D. V., et al. (2017). Anti-influenza activity of monoterpene-
containing substituted coumarins. Bioorg. Med. Chem. Lett. 27, 2920–2925.
doi:10.1016/j.bmcl.2017.04.091

Lee, B. W., Ha, T. K. Q., Cho, H. M., An, J.-P., Kim, S. K., Kim, C.-S., et al. (2020).
Antiviral activity of furanocoumarins isolated from Angelica dahurica against
influenza a viruses H1N1 and H9N2. J. Ethnopharmacology 259, 112945. doi:10.
1016/j.jep.2020.112945

Li, Q., Qi, J., Wu, Y., Kiyota, H., Tanaka, K., Suhara, Y., et al. (2013). Functional and
structural analysis of influenza virus neuraminidase N3 offers further insight
into the mechanisms of oseltamivir resistance. J. Virol. 87, 10016–10024. doi:10.
1128/JVI.01129-13

Liu, Y.-P., Yan, G., Guo, J.-M., Liu, Y.-Y., Li, Y.-J., Zhao, Y.-Y., et al. (2019).
Prenylated coumarins from the fruits of manilkara zapota with potential anti-
inflammatory effects and anti-HIV activities. J. Agric. Food Chem. 67,
11942–11947. doi:10.1021/acs.jafc.9b04326

Molina, D. M., Jafari, R., Ignatushchenko, M., Seki, T., Larsson, E. A., Dan, C., et al.
(2013). Monitoring drug target engagement in cells and tissues using the
cellular thermal shift assay. Science 341, 84–87. doi:10.1126/science.1233606

Nagamallu, R., Srinivasan, B., Ningappa, M. B., and Kariyappa, A. K. (2016).
Synthesis of novel coumarin appended bis(formylpyrazole) derivatives: studies
on their antimicrobial and antioxidant activities. Bioorg. Med. Chem. Lett. 26,
690–694. doi:10.1016/j.bmcl.2015.11.038

Najafi, Z., Mahdavi, M., Saeedi, M., Karimpour-Razkenari, E., Edraki, N.,
Sharifzadeh, M., et al. (2019). Novel tacrine-coumarin hybrids linked to
1,2,3-triazole as anti-Alzheimer’s compounds: in vitro and in vivo biological
evaluation and docking study. Bioorg. Chem. 83, 303–316. doi:10.1016/j.bioorg.
2018.10.056

Nie, H., Meng, L.-z., Zhou, J.-y., Fan, X.-f., Luo-, Y., and Zhang, G.-w. (2009).
Imperatorin is responsible for the vasodilatation activity of Angelica Dahurica
var. Formosana regulated by nitric oxide in an endothelium-dependent
manner. Chin. J. Integr. Med. 15, 442–447. doi:10.1007/s11655-009-0442-z

Nieto, E., Suarez, M., Roco, Á., Rubilar, J. C., Tamayo, F., Rojo, M., et al. (2019).
Anticoagulation management with coumarinic drugs in Chilean patients. Clin.
Appl. Thromb. Hemost. 25, 107602961983434. doi:10.1177/1076029619834342

Pavurala, S., Vaarla, K., Kesharwani, R., Naesens, L., Liekens, S., and Vedula, R. R.
(2018). Bis coumarinyl bis triazolothiadiazinyl ethane derivatives: synthesis,
antiviral activity evaluation, and molecular docking studies. Synth. Commun.
48, 1494–1503. doi:10.1080/00397911.2018.1455871

Pillai, R. R., Karrouchi, K., Fettach, S., Armaković, S., Armaković, S. J., Brik, Y., et al.
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