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Artemisia annua extract prevents 
ovariectomy-induced bone loss 
by blocking receptor activator of 
nuclear factor kappa-B ligand-
induced differentiation of 
osteoclasts
Sun Kyoung Lee1, Hyungkeun Kim1,2, Junhee Park1,3, Hyun-Jeong Kim1, Ki Rim Kim4, Seung 
Hwa Son5, Kwang-Kyun Park1,2,3 & Won-Yoon Chung   1,2,3

The activities of osteoclasts and osteoblasts are balanced to maintain normal bone density. Many 
pathological conditions cause osteoclastic bone resorption in excess of osteoblastic bone formation, 
resulting in osteoporosis. We found that oral administration of Artemisia annua ethanol extract 
(AaE) or major components, artemisinin and arteannuin B, to ovariectomized (OVX) mice prevented 
bone loss, as verified by examining three-dimensional images and bone morphometric parameters 
derived from microcomputed tomography analysis, as well as serum levels of bone turnover markers 
and proinflammatory cytokines. The administered doses were not toxic to the liver or kidney and 
showed promising effects that were comparable to those of 17β-estradiol treatment. At non-cytotoxic 
concentrations, AaE and active components, artemisinin, artemisinic acid, and arteannuin B, potently 
inhibited receptor activator of nuclear factor kappa-B ligand (RANKL)-induced osteoclastogenesis and 
the formation of osteoclast-mediated resorption pits. Furthermore, AaE, artemisinin, and arteannuin 
B remarkably reduced the expression of the c-Fos and NFATc1 transcription factors, which play critical 
roles in RANKL-induced osteoclast differentiation. Taken together, the in vivo anti-osteoporotic 
activity of AaE may be derived from the anti-osteoclastic and anti-bone resorptive activities of its active 
components. AaE has beneficial applications for the prevention and inhibition of osteoporosis and 
osteoclast-mediated bone diseases.

Bone homeostasis is maintained by osteoclasts and osteoblasts1. Osteoclasts, which are derived from monocytes 
and macrophages, degrade the bone matrix2. Mesenchymal stem cell-derived osteoblasts rebuild the resorbed 
bone and regulate osteoclast differentiation via receptor activator of nuclear factor kappa-B ligand (RANKL) 
and osteoprotegerin (OPG) expression3. When exposed to pathological conditions, such as estrogen deficiency, 
inflammation, and metastatic cancer, osteoclastic bone resorption surpasses osteoblastic bone formation4,5. This 
excessive osteoclast activity causes many bone diseases, including osteoporosis, rheumatoid arthritis, periodontal 
disease, and cancer-induced osteolysis6–8. Postmenopausal osteoporosis is an important public health problem 
worldwide9.

Most therapeutic agents for the treatment of osteoporosis and other bone diseases are designed to inhibit 
bone resorption by osteoclasts or stimulate bone formation by osteoblasts10. Unfortunately, these therapeutic 
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agents have considerable side effects. The long-term use of bisphosphonates can lead to osteonecrosis of the jaw, 
nephrotoxicity, and atypical subtrochanteric femoral fractures, and estrogen replacement therapy can elevate the 
risk of cardiovascular disease and breast cancer11–13. Transient increases in serum and urine calcium levels have 
been reported in patients treated with teriparatide. Furthermore, denosumab, a full human monoclonal antibody 
against RANKL, is contraindicated in patients with hypocalcemia because it can reduce serum calcium level14–16. 
Therefore, it is necessary to find new agents for the management of osteoporosis.

Medicinal plants with multiple active components have been used to treat a variety of diseases in Asian countries17–20.  
Artemisia annua L. (Asteraceae) is a traditional herbal medicine with a long history of safe use for the treatment 
of malaria. It is the source of artemisinin, an anti-malarial agent with a sesquiterpene trioxane lactone21. Because 
of the presence of flavonoids, essential oils, and sesquiterpene lactones, A. annua has anti-oxidant, anti-cancer, 
anti-microbial, anti-adipogenic, and anti-inflammatory activities22–26. Many studies have used artemisinin, iso-
lated from A. annua, and its natural and semi-synthetic derivatives to develop more effective anti-malarial agents 
and to find new treatments for other diseases, including cancer27–30.

In the present study, we investigated the protective effects of A. annua extract and its active components 
on bone loss in ovariectomized (OVX) mice. We further examined the inhibitory effects of A. annua extract, 
artemisinin, artemisinic acid, and arteannuin B on osteoclast formation and the expression of related transcrip-
tion factors, as well as the function of mature osteoclasts, in RANKL-treated mouse bone marrow-derived mac-
rophages (BMMs).

Results
A. annua extract and its active components inhibited bone loss in OVX mice.  We first assessed 
the anti-osteoporotic effects of A. annua ethanol extract (AaE) in OVX mice, an animal model of estrogen defi-
ciency-induced osteoporosis. Oral administration of AaE did not suppress OVX-induced weight gain, but the 
positive control, 17β-estradiol (E2), did (Supplementary Fig. S1a). Three-dimensional (3D) images of femora 
that were reconstructed using microcomputed tomography (μCT) analysis clearly showed that OVX-induced 
trabecular bone loss was inhibited by AaE treatment in a dose-dependent manner (Fig. 1a). Bone morphometric 
parameters, including bone volume over total volume (BV/TV) and trabecular number (Tb.N), were decreased, 
whereas trabecular separation (Tb.Sp) was increased in the distal femora of the OVX-mice compared with the 
sham-operated mice. OVX-related changes in bone morphometric parameters were markedly suppressed by AaE 
treatment. Statistically significant alterations in trabecular thickness (Tb.Th) and the structure model index (SMI) 
were not detected in the femora of these OVX mice regardless of AaE treatment (Fig. 1b). H&E and TRAP stain-
ing indicated that AaE treatment inhibited OVX-induced bone loss and the formation of TRAP-positive osteo-
clasts on the bone surfaces (Fig. 1c,d). The serum levels of bone turnover markers, including alkaline phosphatase 
(ALP), osteocalcin, calcium, tartrate-resistant acid phosphatase 5b (TRAP 5b), and C-terminal cross-linking 
telopeptide of type Ι collagen (CTX), were increased in the OVX-mice. Oral administration of AaE significantly 
reduced the levels of these osteoporosis-related serum markers (Fig. 1e). Moreover, AaE administration to OVX 
mice inhibited the increase in the serum levels of tumor necrosis factor (TNF)-α and interleukin (IL)-1β, which 
are proinflammatory cytokines that play critical roles in estrogen deficiency-induced bone loss31 (Fig. 1f).

Next, we verified that orally administered artemisinin or arteannuin B, major components of AaE, signifi-
cantly inhibited OVX-induced weight gain (Supplementary Fig. S1b) and OVX-induced trabecular bone loss, 
as shown by 3D images of femora (Fig. 2a), bone morphometric parameters (Fig. 2b), H&E and TRAP staining 
(Fig. 2c,d), and the serum levels of bone turnover markers (Fig. 2e) and proinflammatory cytokines (Fig. 2f).

As expected, the treatment with AaE, artemisinin, or arteannuin B did not result in elevated serum levels 
of alanine aminotransferase (ALT) and aspartate aminotransferase (AST), which are indicative of liver damage 
(Supplementary Fig. S1c), or of blood urea nitrogen (BUN) and creatinine, which are indicative of kidney damage 
(Supplementary Fig. S1d).

A. annua extract suppressed RANKL-induced osteoclast formation and function.  To exam-
ine the effects of AaE on osteoclast differentiation and activity, we identified non-cytotoxic concentrations of 
AaE using BMMs, which are osteoclast precursors, via an MTT assay. The viability of the AaE-treated BMMs 
was 79.7% at 5 μg/mL and 65.2% at 10 μg/mL (IC50 = 27.1 μg/mL) (Fig. 3a). When the BMMs were treated with 
RANKL in the presence of AaE for 5 days and then stained for TRAP, osteoclast formation was inhibited by 
42.4% at 5 μg/mL and by 85.2% at 10 μg/mL (Fig. 3b). The anti-bone resorptive activity of AaE was assessed 
by measuring the area of the pits produced by RANKL-induced mature osteoclasts in plates coated with bone 
mimetic material. AaE markedly reduced the area of the resorption pits by 64.8% at 5 μg/mL and by 88.3% at 
10 μg/mL (Fig. 3c). Gelatin zymography indicated that AaE did not inhibit the activities of matrix metalloprotein-
ase (MMP)-2 and MMP-9 in the culture media of the RANKL-induced mature osteoclasts (Fig. 3d). Cathepsin K 
activity was decreased by 11.2% and 54.3% in the culture medium and lysate, respectively, of the RANKL-induced 
mature osteoclasts treated with 10 μg/mL AaE (Fig. 3e).

Artemisinin, artemisinic acid, and arteannuin B interrupted RANKL-induced osteoclast for-
mation.  We assessed the anti-osteoclastic activities of artemisinin, artemisinic acid, and arteannuin B, 
which are known to be the active components of A. annua32. The results of the MTT assay indicated that arte-
misinin (Fig. 4a) and artemisinic acid (Fig. 4b) were not cytotoxic to the BMMs at concentrations of less than 
80 μM. Arteannuin B significantly decreased the viability of the BMMs at concentrations of more than 5 μM 
(IC50 = 7.3 μM) (Fig. 4c). Artemisinin and arteannuin B significantly inhibited RANKL-induced osteoclast for-
mation by 29.5% and 41.9% at 1 μM and by 79.6% and 98.2% at 5 μM, respectively. Artemisinic acid suppressed 
RANKL-induced osteoclastogenesis by 87.9% at 80 μM in BMMs (Fig. 4d).
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Figure 1.  AaE inhibits OVX-induced bone loss in mice. Eight-week-old female OVX mice (N = 10) were 
administered vehicle (PBS containing 1% DMSO and 1% Tween-20), 1 or 10 mg/kg BW of AaE, or 0.1 mg/
kg BW of E2 by oral gavage 5 times per week for 12 weeks. Sham-operated mice (N = 10) received the vehicle 
alone. (a) The trabecular bones of the distal femora of mice were scanned using μCT at 12 weeks, and 3D 
images were obtained as described in the Methods section. One representative image is shown per group. 
(b) Bone morphometric parameters of the mouse femora, including BV/TV, Tb.N, Tb.Th, Tb.Sp, and SMI, 
were measured using μCT. (c) H&E and TRAP staining were performed in the sectioned femoral tissues. EP: 
epiphyseal plate. Scale bar: 0.396 mm for H&E staining and 10 μm for TRAP staining. (d) Osteoclast surface per 
bone perimeter (Oc.S/BPm) values were calculated from TRAP-stained femoral sections. (e) Serum levels of 
bone turnover markers and (f) the pro-inflammatory cytokines TNF-α and IL-1β were quantified using their 
respective assay kits as described in the Methods section. The data are expressed as the mean ± SE. #P < 0.01 
versus sham-operated mice (S), *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01 versus OVX mice.
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Figure 2.  Artemisinin and arteannuin B reduce OVX-induced bone loss in mice. Eight-week-old female OVX 
mice (N = 10) were administered vehicle (PBS containing 1% DMSO and 1% Tween-20), 10 or 20 mg/kg BW 
of artemisinin (ART), 20 mg/kg BW of arteannuin B (AB) or 0.1 mg/kg BW of E2 by oral gavage 5 times per 
week for 12 weeks. Sham-operated mice (N = 10) received the vehicle alone. (a) 3D images of the trabecular 
bones in the distal femora of mice were obtained using μCT at 12 weeks as described in the Methods section. 
(b) Bone morphometric parameters of the mouse femora, including BV/TV, Tb.N, Tb.Th, Tb.Sp, and SMI, were 
measured using μCT. (c) H&E and TRAP staining were performed in the sectioned femoral tissues. Arrowhead: 
TRAP-positive osteoclast. Scale bar: 0.396 mm for H&E staining and 10 μm for TRAP staining. (d) Osteoclast 
surface per bone perimeter (Oc.S/BPm) values were calculated from TRAP-stained femoral sections. (e) Serum 
levels of bone turnover markers and (f) the pro-inflammatory cytokines TNF-α and IL-1β were quantified 
using their respective assay kits as described in the Methods section. The data are expressed as the mean ± SE. 
#P < 0.01 versus sham-operated mice (S), *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01 versus OVX mice.
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Artemisinin, artemisinic acid, and arteannuin B inhibited mature osteoclast-mediated bone 
resorption.  We evaluated whether artemisinin, artemisinic acid, and arteannuin B could reduce bone 
resorption by mature osteoclasts. BMMs were first stimulated with RANKL to induce differentiation into mature 

Figure 3.  AaE suppresses RANKL-induced osteoclastogenesis and the function of mature osteoclasts. (a) 
BMMs were cultured in α-MEM containing M-CSF (30 ng/mL) and AaE at the indicated concentrations 
for 5 days. Cell viability was measured with an MTT assay. The data are expressed as the mean ± SE of 
triplicate experiments. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01 versus BMMs without AaE. (b) BMMs were incubated in α-MEM 
with M-CSF (30 ng/mL), RANKL (100 ng/mL), and the indicated concentrations of AaE for 5 days. The 
differentiated osteoclasts were detected by TRAP staining, and TRAP-positive multinucleated cells with more 
than 3 nuclei were counted using light microscopy (magnification, ×100). (c) The BMMs were cultured in 
α-MEM containing M-CSF (30 ng/mL) and RANKL (100 ng/mL) onto Osteo Assay Surface Plates for 5 days. 
The cells were then treated with the indicated concentrations of AaE for an additional 2 days. The resorption 
pits (*) were observed using light microscopy (magnification, ×100), and the resorbed area was calculated 
using ImageJ software. (d) MMP-2 and MMP-9 activities in the culture media of osteoclasts were detected 
by gelatin zymography as described in the Methods section. (e) Cathepsin K activity in the culture media and 
lysates of the osteoclasts was measured using a commercially available cathepsin K assay kit according to the 
manufacturer’s instructions. The images are representative, and the data are expressed as the mean ± SE of 
triplicate experiments. #P < 0.01 versus BMMs without RANKL (C), *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01 versus BMMs with 
RANKL alone.
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osteoclasts on an Osteo Assay Surface Plate to assess pit formation and then treated with artemisinin, artemisinic 
acid, or arteannuin B. Artemisinin at 5 μM and artemisinic acid at 80 μM inhibited the formation of resorption 
pits by RANKL-induced osteoclasts by 34.2% and 30.4%, respectively. Treatment with 5 μM arteannuin B weakly 
showed minimal effects on the formation of resorption pits (Fig. 5a). The activities of MMP-2 and MMP-9 in the 
culture media of RANKL-induced mature osteoclasts were inhibited by artemisinic acid and arteannuin B, but 
not by artemisinin (Fig. 5b). Cathepsin K levels were reduced by 18.3% and 25.2% in the culture media of oste-
oclasts treated with 5 μM artemisinin and 80 μM artemisinic acid, respectively. However, arteannuin B did not 
show any significant inhibitory effects (Fig. 5c).

A. annua extract and its bioactive components suppressed the expression of key transcription 
factors in RANKL-induced osteoclastogenesis.  To determine the molecular mechanisms by which AaE 
and its active components inhibit the RANKL-induced differentiation of osteoclast precursor cells, we examined 
the expression levels of c-Fos and NFATc1, which are osteoclastogenic transcription factors33–35, in the cell lysates 
of RANKL-treated BMMs using western blot analysis. RANKL stimulation clearly increased the expression of 
both c-Fos and NFATc1. However, AaE treatment significantly inhibited the RANKL-induced protein expression 
of c-Fos and NFATc1 in a dose-dependent manner (Fig. 6a). Artemisinin and arteannuin B suppressed c-Fos 
and NFATc1 protein expression in the RANKL-treated BMMs but artemisinic acid did not show any significant 
inhibitory effects (Fig. 6b). qRT-PCR data indicated that AaE and its active components also inhibited c-Fos and 
NFATc1 mRNA expression (Fig. 6c).

Figure 4.  The active components of A. annua attenuate RANKL-induced osteoclast formation. The BMMs were 
cultured with M-CSF (30 ng/mL) and the indicated concentrations of (a) artemisinin (ART), (b) artemisinic 
acid (AA), or (c) arteannuin B (AB) for 5 days. Cell viability was determined using an MTT assay. The data are 
expressed as the mean ± SE. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01 versus BMMs without active components. (d) BMMs were 
incubated in media with M-CSF (30 ng/mL), RANKL (100 ng/mL), and the indicated concentration of ART, 
AA, or AB for 5 days. Mature osteoclasts were detected by TRAP staining and TRAP-positive multinucleated 
cells were counted using light microscopy (magnification, ×100). The images are representative, and the data 
are expressed as the mean ± SE of triplicate experiments. #P < 0.01 versus BMMs without RANKL (C), *P < 0.05, 
**P < 0.01 versus BMMs with RANKL alone.
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Discussion
In the present study, we attempted to verify the potential of AaE and its active components for the prevention and 
inhibition of osteoporosis. Our in vivo study demonstrated that oral administration of AaE and its active com-
ponents, artemisinin and arteannuin B, protected against estrogen deficiency-induced bone loss by significantly 
blocking ovariectomy-induced alterations in bone architecture parameters, serum bone turnover markers and 
the pro-inflammatory cytokines TNF-α and IL-1β. According to accumulating data, estrogen deficiency-induced 
bone loss is widely considered to be closely linked to pro-inflammatory cytokines, including TNF-α, IL-1β, IL-6, 
and IL-1136. These pro-inflammatory cytokines have been reported to either directly or indirectly stimulate the 
bone-resorptive activity of osteoclasts37. Estrogen deficiency leads to a global increase in IL-7 production in the 
thymus and spleen, as well as in bone. The produced IL-7 induces TNF release from activated T cells and also 
stimulates T cell proliferation and activation. TNF, in turn, promotes the production of RANKL, M-CSF, IL-1, 
and IL-6 by stromal and osteoblastic cells, stimulating the differentiation of osteoclast precursors31,38. Notably, 
oral administration of AaE, artemisinin, and arteannuin B at the doses used in this study did not result in damage 
to the liver or kidney and was as effective as oral administration of 17β-estradiol. These results suggest that AaE 
and its major components are safe and have excellent anti-osteoporotic activity.

To support the in vivo anti-osteoporotic activity of AaE, we investigated the inhibitory effect of AaE on oste-
oclast formation and function. Two biosynthetic pathways have been reported in A. annua. One route leads to 
the production of artemisinin, and the other leads to the production of arteannuin B. Artemisinic aldehyde is 
biosynthesized from farnesyl diphosphate and converted to artemisinin and deoxyartemisinin via dihydroar-
temisinic aldehyde and dihydroartemisinic acid. On the other hand, the intermediate, artemisinic aldehyde, is 
oxidized to artemisinic acid, and artemisinic acid is then converted to arteannuin B39. Although AaE contains 
a number of other compounds, artemisinin, arteannuin B, and their biosynthetic precursors are considered the 
major active components40,41. In this study, we further examined anti-osteoclastic and anti-bone resorptive activ-
ities of artemisinin, arteannuin B, and artemisinic acid as the bioactive components of AaE. Treatment with 
AaE or these active components at non-cytotoxic concentrations reduced RANKL-induced osteoclastogene-
sis in the osteoclast precursors, BMMs. Osteoclast differentiation is triggered by the binding of osteoblastic/
stromal RANKL to RANK in osteoclast precursors33,42. This binding activates the transcription factor complex 
AP-1 partly through induction of its critical component, c-Fos35. NFATc1, a key transcriptional regulator of 

Figure 5.  The active components inhibit the activity of RANKL-induced osteoclasts. BMMs were seeded onto 
Osteo Assay Surface Plates and incubated in α-MEM containing M-CSF (30 ng/mL) and RANKL (100 ng/
mL) for 5 days. The cells were then exposed to the indicated concentrations of artemisinin (ART), artemisinic 
acid (AA), or arteannuin B (AB) for an additional 2 days. (a) The cells were lysed with 5% sodium hypochlorite 
solution, and the formed resorption pits were examined using light microscopy (magnification, ×100). The 
resorbed area was calculated using ImageJ software. (b) MMP-2 and MMP-9 activities and (c) cathepsin K 
activity were detected using gelatin zymography and a commercially available cathepsin K assay kit. The images 
are representative, and the data are expressed as the mean ± SE of triplicate experiments. #P < 0.01 versus BMMs 
without RANKL (C), *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01 versus BMMs with RANKL alone.
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osteoclast differentiation, is also activated by RANKL-RANK binding and subsequently enhances the expression 
of osteoclast-specific molecules, including TRAP and cathepsin K, in cooperation with c-Fos34,43. AaE, artemis-
inin, and arteannuin B markedly suppressed the protein and mRNA expressions of c-Fos and NFATc1, thereby 
inhibiting RANKL-induced osteoclastogenesis. At relatively high concentrations, artemisinic acid reduced the 
expression of these transcription factors. These results suggest that the anti-osteoclastic activity of AaE is due 
to the ability of artemisinin and arteannuin B to downregulate RANKL-induced c-Fos and NFATc1 expression.

Mature osteoclasts adhere to bone surfaces and secrete protons, which are generated by carbonic anhydrase; 
proteases, such as cathepsin K, that are released by lysosomes; and MMPs to stimulate the release of inorganic 
ions and degrade collagen in the bone44,45. In this study, AaE significantly inhibited the formation of resorption 
pits by RANKL-induced mature osteoclasts on bone-mimetic plates. AaE did not reduce the secretion of MMP-2 
and MMP-9, but it decreased the production and secretion of cathepsin K. Artemisinin, arteannuin B, and arte-
misinic acid, also attenuated RANKL-induced pit formation. At the same concentrations, artemisinin inhib-
ited the secretion of cathepsin K but not of MMPs. Arteannuin B did inhibit MMP-2/9 levels. Artemisinic acid 
decreased the activities of MMP-2/9 and cathepsin K at relatively higher concentrations. However, the anti-bone 
resorptive activities of these active components were not as strong as their anti-osteoclastic activities. These data 
reveal that the anti-bone resorptive activity of AaE may be attributed to the anti-osteoclastic activities of the 
three components, despite their inhibition of pit formation and bone matrix-degrading proteinase activities. In 
contrast, AaE and active components did not induce the activation of osteoblasts at non-cytotoxic concentrations 
(Supplementary Fig. S2).

Additionally, we examined the effect of AaE and the three components on the levels of osteoblast-derived 
RANKL and OPG. Whereas RANKL promotes osteoclast differentiation via RANK, OPG blocks osteoclast 

Figure 6.  AaE and its active components suppress c-Fos and NFATc1 expression in RANKL-treated BMMs. 
BMMs were incubated with M-CSF (30 ng/mL), RANKL (50 ng/mL), and the indicated concentrations of 
(a) AaE and (b) artemisinin (ART), artemisinic acid (AA), or arteannuin B (AB) for 2 days. The expression 
levels of c-Fos and NFATc1 were examined by western blot analysis. The band intensity of each protein was 
densitometrically measured with TINA software and normalized to that of GAPDH as an internal control. The 
images are representative. (c) The mRNA expression levels of c-Fos and NFATc1 were detected using qRT-PCR 
and normalized to that of GAPDH. The data are expressed as the mean ± SE of triplicate experiments. #P < 0.01 
versus BMMs without RANKL (C), *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01 versus BMMs with RANKL alone.
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differentiation by sequestering RANKL from RANK2. Because estrogen deficiency-induced pro-inflammatory 
cytokines are directly involved in RANKL production46, we examined whether treatment with AaE could affect 
RANKL and OPG production in two human osteoblastic cell lines stimulated with either TNF-α or IL-1β 
(Supplementary Fig. S3). Treatment with TNF-α and IL-1β increased the secretion of both RANKL and OPG, 
and AaE treatment decreased the secretion of these proteins by TNF-α or IL-1β. However, the RANKL/OPG 
ratio was not noticeably changed by treatment with the proinflammatory cytokines and AaE. These data indicate 
that AaE may inhibit bone loss by inhibiting RANKL-induced osteoclast differentiation, rather than by regulating 
RANKL and/or OPG production in proinflammatory cytokine-stimulated osteoblastic cells.

In summary, AaE, including artemisinin, artemisinic acid, and arteannuin B, inhibited bone loss in 
estrogen-deficient OVX mice. AaE, artemisinin, artemisinic acid, and arteannuin B blocked RANKL-induced 
osteoclast differentiation via c-Fos and NFATc1 activation in precursor cells, as well as the resulting bone resorp-
tion. Taken together, our results indicate that the in vivo anti-osteoporotic effects of AaE may originate from the 
anti-osteoclastic activities of artemisinin, artemisinic acid, and arteannuin B. Therefore, AaE and its active com-
ponents may be beneficial agents with high efficacy and safety for the prevention and treatment of osteoporosis 
and osteoclast-related bone diseases.

Methods
Reagents.  A. annua extract (AaE) (MPRBE00725) was provided by the Medicinal Plant Resources Bank 
(http://knrrb.knrrc.or.kr, Seongnam, Korea), which is supported from the Ministry of Science, ICT, and Future 
Planning/National Research Foundation of Korea. Artemisinin was obtained from LKT Laboratories (St. Paul, 
MN), and artemisinic acid and arteannuin B were obtained from ChemFaces (Wuhan, China). Minimum essen-
tial medium-alpha (α-MEM), fetal bovine serum (FBS), phosphate-buffered saline (PBS), and antibiotics were 
purchased from Gibco BRL (Grand Island, NY). Recombinant mouse M-CSF and RANKL were obtained from 
R&D Systems (Minneapolis, MN). Dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO), 17β-estradiol (E2), Tween-20, 3-(4,5-dime-
thyl-thiazol-2yl)-2,5-diphenyl tetrazolium bromide (MTT), and Histopaque-1083 were purchased from Sigma-
Aldrich (St. Louis, MO). Polyclonal anti-c-Fos and anti-NFATc1 and monoclonal anti-GAPDH antibodies were 
obtained from Santa Cruz Biotechnology (Santa Cruz, CA). All the reagents used in this study were analytical 
grade.

Animals.  Four-week-old male ICR or 8-week-old female sham and ovariectomized ICR mice were purchased 
from NARA Biotech (Seoul, Korea) and Central Lab Animal (Seoul, Korea). The mice were provided free access 
to a standard chow diet (Orient, Seongnam, Korea) and tap water ad libitum. They were housed under specific 
pathogen-free conditions with a 12-h light/dark cycle and a relative humidity of 50 ± 5% at 22 ± 2 °C. All animal 
studies were conducted in accordance with the experimental protocols approved by Institutional Animal Care 
and Use Committee of the Yonsei University College of Dentistry (IACUC Approval No. 2015-0261 and 2016-
0330). All methods were carried out in accordance with relevant guidelines and regulations.

Induction of osteoporosis in OVX mice.  Eight-week-old female OVX mice were divided into 4 groups 
of 10 mice and were administered vehicle (PBS containing 1% DMSO and 1% Tween-20), 1 or 10 mg/kg body 
weight (BW) of AaE, or 0.1 mg/kg BW of E2 by oral gavage 5 times per week for 12 weeks. In addition, OVX mice 
were divided into 6 groups of 10 mice and were administered vehicle, 10 or 20 mg/kg BW of artemisinin, 20 mg/
kg BW of arteannuin B, or 0.1 mg/kg BW of E2 by oral gavage 5 times per week for 12 weeks. Sham-operated mice 
received the vehicle alone. Body weights were measured biweekly using an electronic scale. Blood samples were 
collected by cardiac puncture at the end of the experimental period, and the femora were collected. The femora 
were analyzed using a SkyScan 1076 μCT system (SkyScan, Aartselaar, Belgium) with an X-ray source voltage 
of 100 kV, a current of 100 mA, and a 0.5-mm aluminum filter as described previously47. The scanning angu-
lar rotation was 360°, and the angular increment was 0.5°. Two-dimensional (2D) images were generated using 
NRrecon software (SkyScan). After generating the 2D images, 3D microstructural images were reconstructed 
using Rapidform 2006 software (INUS Technology, Seoul, Korea). For the quantitative analysis of bone alteration, 
resident software (CTAn, SkyScan) was used to calculate the following parameters within the volume of interest: 
BV/TV, Tb.Th, Tb.N, Tb.Sp), and SMI.

Determination of bone turnover marker levels in serum.  The collected blood samples were allowed 
to clot for 2 h at room temperature and centrifuged at 2000 × g for 20 min to obtain the serum. The following 
kits were used to determine the levels of the bone turnover markers: the QuantiChrom Calcium Assay Kit and 
ALP Assay Kit (BioAssay Systems, Hayward, CA); the TRAP 5b Enzyme Immunoassay (EIA) Kit and RatLaps 
EIA Kit for CTX (Immunodiagnostic Systems, Fountain Hills, AZ); and the Osteocalcin EIA Kit (Biomedical 
Technologies, Stoughton, MA). TNF-α and IL-1β levels were quantified using their respective commercially 
available ELISA kits (R&D Systems). ALT, AST, BUN, and creatinine levels were quantified using EnzyChrom 
ALT and AST Assay Kits and the QuantiChrom Urea and Creatinine Assay Kits (BioAssay Systems).

Histological examination.  The collected femora of mice were fixed in 10% buffered formalin solution for 
24 h, decalcified with 10% EDTA solution (pH 7.5) at 4 °C for two weeks and then embedded in paraffin. Serial 
sections (3-4 μm thick) were prepared and mounted onto slides. Hematoxylin-eosin (H&E) and TRAP staining 
were accomplished in the sections derived from mouse hind limbs as described previously48. Osteoclast surface 
per bone perimeter (Oc.S/BPm) values were measured with IMT i-Solution software (version 7.3, IMT i-Solution, 
BC, Canada) and determined as the percentage of bone surface in contact with osteoclasts.

http://knrrb.knrrc.or.kr
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Cell culture.  Mouse BMMs were isolated from the tibiae of four-week-old male ICR mice using Histopaque 
density gradient centrifugation as described previously49 and cultured in α-MEM containing 10% FBS and 30 ng/
mL M-CSF at 37 °C in a humidified atmosphere of 5% CO2.

Cell viability assay.  BMMs (1 × 104 cells/well) were seeded onto 96-well plates in α-MEM containing 10% 
FBS, 30 ng/mL M-CSF, and the indicated concentrations of AaE, artemisinin, artemisinic acid, or arteannuin B 
for 5 days. The cell viability was measured using an MTT assay50.

Osteoclast formation assay.  BMMs (5 × 104 cells) were cultured in media containing 10% FBS, 30 ng/
mL M-CSF, 100 ng/mL RANKL, and the indicated concentrations of AaE, artemisinin, artemisinic acid, or arte-
annuin B for 5 days. The cells were fixed for 1 min at room temperature, and enzyme histochemistry for TRAP 
was performed using an acid phosphatase leukocyte kit (Sigma-Aldrich). TRAP-positive multinuclear cells (≥3 
nuclei) were counted as osteoclasts.

Pit formation assay.  Osteo Assay Surface Plates (Corning, MA) were used for the pit formation assay as 
described previously50. Briefly, BMMs (2 × 104 cells) were seeded onto the plate and cultured in α-MEM con-
taining 10% FBS, M-CSF (30 ng/mL), and RANKL (100 ng/mL) for 5 days. BMMs were then treated with either 
AaE, artemisinin, artemisinic acid, or arteannuin B at the indicated concentrations for an additional 2 days. The 
cells were lysed with 5% sodium hypochlorite solution. The images of the resorption pits were obtained using 
light microscopy. The resorption pit areas were measured using ImageJ software (Ver. 1.6, NIH, Bethesda, MD).

Zymography and cathepsin K assay.  The culture media and cell lysates were collected from the pit for-
mation assay49 and centrifuged at 200 × g for 5 min. The activities of MMP-2 and MMP-9 were determined using 
gelatin zymography. The collected conditioned media were electrophoresed on 10% polyacrylamide gels con-
taining 0.8 mg/mL gelatin. The gels were then washed with 2.5% Triton X-100 for 1 h at room temperature and 
incubated in a reaction buffer containing 50 mM Tris-HCl (pH 7.5), 5 mM CaCl2, 200 mM NaCl, and 0.02% Brij 
35 at 37 °C for 24 h. After staining with 0.1% Coomassie Blue R-250, the gelatinase activity was identified as clear 
bands against a blue background. The cathepsin K activity in the culture media and cell lysates was determined 
using the SensoLyte 520 Cathepsin K Assay Kit (Anaspec, CA) according to the manufacturer’s instructions.

Western blot analysis.  BMMs (1 × 106 cells) were treated with M-CSF (30 ng/mL), RANKL (100 ng/mL), 
and either AaE, artemisinin, artemisinic acid, or arteannuin B at the indicated concentrations for 48 h. The cells 
were lysed with RIPA buffer and the protein concentrations of the lysates were measured using a bicinchoninic 
acid (BCA) kit (Pierce, Rockford, IL). Equal amounts of protein (20 μg) were loaded onto a sodium dodecyl 
sulfate–polyacrylamide gel and electrophoresed. The blots were transferred to a polyvinylidene difluoride mem-
brane (Millipore, Billerica, MA). The membrane was blocked with 5% skim milk in TBS-T (10 mM Tris, pH 8.0, 
150 mM NaCl, and 0.1% Tween-20) and then incubated with primary antibodies against NFATc1 or GAPDH 
(1:1000) in 3% skim milk or c-Fos (1:1000) in TBS-T with 5% bovine serum albumin for 24 h at 4 °C. After wash-
ing, the blots were incubated for 1 h with secondary antibodies coupled to horseradish peroxidase (1:2000) and 
visualized using an ECL kit. The intensities of the bands were analyzed using TINA software (Ver. 2.0, Raytest, 
Straubenhardt, Germany).

Quantitative real-time PCR.  BMMs (1 × 106 cells) were incubated with M-CSF (30 ng/mL), RANKL 
(50 ng/mL), and AaE or its active components at indicated concentrations in 60-mm dish for 48 h. Total RNA was 
isolated using the RNeasy Mini Kit (Qiagen, Valencia, CA) and complementary DNA was synthesized from the 
RNA (1 μg) by the PrimeScript RT reagent kit (Takara Bio, Otsu, Japan). Quantitative real-time PCR (qRT-PCR) 
was performed using the ABI 7300 Real-Time Systems (Applied Biosystems, Forster City, CA) with SYBR Premix 
Ex TaqTM (Takara Bio) according to the manufacturer’s instructions. The qRT-PCR reaction was performed at 
95 °C for 30 s, followed by 40 cycles of 95 °C for 5 s, 60 °C for 34 s. The quantity of each target was normalized to 
GAPDH. Primer sequences were as follows: c-Fos, forward 5′-GGCACTAGAGACG GACAGAT-3′ and reverse 
5′-ACAGCCTTTCCTACTACCATTC-3′; NFATc1, forward 5′-TGTCTGTGCTCTGCTTCTC-3′ and reverse 
5′-GTCTTCCGA GTTCACATCCC-3′; and GAPDH, forward 5′-GTGGAGTCATACTGGAACATGTAG-3′ 
and reverse 5′-AATGGT GAAGGTCGGTGTG-3′.

Statistical analysis.  Statistical analysis was performed using SPSS software ver. 20.0 (SPSS, Inc., Chicago, IL, 
USA). The data are expressed as the mean ± standard error (SE) and were analyzed using one-way ANOVA and 
Tukey test to examine the differences between the two groups. Results with P < 0.05 were considered statistically 
significant.

References
	 1.	 Raggatt, L. J. & Partridge, N. C. Cellular and molecular mechanisms of bone remodeling. J. Biol. Chem. 285, 25103–25108 (2010).
	 2.	 Boyle, W. J., Simonet, W. S. & Lacey, D. L. Osteoclast differentiation and activation. Nature 423, 337–342 (2003).
	 3.	 Harada, S. & Rodan, G. A. Control of osteoblast function and regulation of bone mass. Nature 423, 349–355 (2003).
	 4.	 Zaidi, M. Skeletal remodeling in health and disease. Nat. Med. 13, 791–801 (2007).
	 5.	 Theoleyre, S. et al. The molecular triad OPG/RANK/RANKL: involvement in the orchestration of pathophysiological bone 

remodeling. Cytokine Growth Factor Rev. 15, 457–475 (2004).
	 6.	 Simon, L. S. Osteoporosis. Clin. Geriatr, Med. 21, 603–629 (2005).
	 7.	 Shaw, A. T. & Gravallese, E. M. Mediators of inflammation and bone remodeling in rheumatic disease. Semin. Cell Dev. Biol. 49, 2–10 

(2016).
	 8.	 Mundy, G. R. Metastasis to bone: causes, consequences and therapeutic opportunities. Nature Rev. Cancer 2, 584–593 (2002).



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

1 1Scientific REPOrTS | 7: 17332  | DOI:10.1038/s41598-017-17427-6

	 9.	 Kruger, M. C. & Wolber, F. M. Osteoporosis: Modern Paradigms for Last Century’s Bones. Nutrients 8, 376, https://doi.org/10.3390/
nu8060376 (2016).

	10.	 Gallagher, J. C. & Sai, A. J. Molecular biology of bone remodeling: implications for new therapeutic targets for osteoporosis. 
Maturitas 65, 301–307 (2010).

	11.	 Coleman, R. E. Risks and benefits of bisphosphonates. Br. J. Cancer 98, 1736–1740 (2008).
	12.	 Won, Y., Lim, J. R., Kim, Y. H., Song, H. K. & Yang, K. H. Atypical femoral fracture combined with osteonecrosis of jaw during 

osteoporosis treatment with bisphosphonate. J. Bone Metab. 21, 155–159 (2014).
	13.	 Mulder, J. E., Kolatkar, N. S. & LeBoff, M. S. Drug insight: Existing and emerging therapies for osteoporosis. Nat. Clin. Pract. 

Endocrinol. Metab. 2, 670–680 (2006).
	14.	 Anastasilakis, A. D., Toulis, K. A., Polyzos, S. A., Anastasilakis, C. D. & Makras, P. Long-term treatment of osteoporosis: safety and 

efficacy appraisal of denosumab. Ther. Clin. Risk Manag. 8, 295–306 (2012).
	15.	 Esbrit, P., Herrera, S., Portal-Nunez, S., Nogues, X. & Diez-Perez, A. Parathyroid Hormone-Related Protein Analogs as Osteoporosis 

Therapies. Calcif. Tissue Int. 98, 359–369 (2016).
	16.	 Baron, R., Ferrari, S. & Russell, R. G. Denosumab and bisphosphonates: different mechanisms of action and effects. Bone 48, 

677–692 (2011).
	17.	 Katiyar, C., Gupta, A., Kanjilal, S. & Katiyar, S. Drug discovery from plant sources: An integrated approach. Ayu 33, 10–19 (2012).
	18.	 Cragg, G. M. & Newman, D. J. Natural products: a continuing source of novel drug leads. Biochim. Biophys. Acta 1830, 3670–3695 

(2013).
	19.	 Chen, S. et al. Lycorine suppresses RANKL-induced osteoclastogenesis in vitro and prevents ovariectomy-induced osteoporosis and 

titanium particle-induced osteolysis in vivo. Sci. Rep. 5, 12853 (2015).
	20.	 Li, J. et al. Inhibition of Osteoclastogenesis and Bone Resorption in vitro and in vivo by a prenylflavonoid xanthohumol from hops. 

Sci. Rep. 5, 17605 (2015).
	21.	 Das, S. ARTEMISIA ANNUA (QINGHAO): A Pharmacological Review. Int. J. Pharm. Sci. Res. 3, 4573–4577 (2012).
	22.	 Ferreira, J. F., Luthria, D. L., Sasaki, T. & Heyerick, A. Flavonoids from Artemisia annua L. as antioxidants and their potential 

synergism with artemisinin against malaria and cancer. Molecules 15, 3135–3170 (2010).
	23.	 van der Kooy, F. & Sullivan, S. E. The complexity of medicinal plants: the traditional Artemisia annua formulation, current status and 

future perspectives. J. Ethnopharmacol. 150, 1–13 (2013).
	24.	 Bilia, A. R., Santomauro, F., Sacco, C., Bergonzi, M. C. & Donato, R. Essential Oil of Artemisia annua L.: An Extraordinary 

Component with Numerous Antimicrobial Properties. Evid. Based Complement Alternat. Med. 2014, 159819 (2014).
	25.	 Hwang, D. I. et al. Anti-adipocyte Differentiation Activity and Chemical Composition of Essential Oil from Artemisia annua. Nat. 

Prod. Commun. 11, 539–542 (2016).
	26.	 Kim, K. E. et al. Artemisia annua Leaf Extract Attenuates Hepatic Steatosis and Inflammation in High-Fat Diet-Fed Mice. J. Med. 

Food 19, 290–299 (2016).
	27.	 Chaturvedi, D., Goswami, A., Saikia, P. P., Barua, N. C. & Rao, P. G. Artemisinin and its derivatives: a novel class of anti-malarial and 

anti-cancer agents. Chem. Soc. Rev. 39, 435–454 (2010).
	28.	 Njuguna, N. M., Ongarora, D. S. & Chibale, K. Artemisinin derivatives: a patent review (2006 - present). Expert Opin. Ther. Pat. 22, 

1179–1203 (2012).
	29.	 Ho, W. E., Peh, H. Y., Chan, T. K. & Wong, W. S. Artemisinins: pharmacological actions beyond anti-malarial. Pharmacol. Ther. 142, 

126–139 (2014).
	30.	 Lai, H. C., Singh, N. P. & Sasaki, T. Development of artemisinin compounds for cancer treatment. Invest. New Drugs 31, 230–246 

(2013).
	31.	 Weitzmann, M. N. & Pacifici, R. Estrogen deficiency and bone loss: an inflammatory tale. The J. Clin. Invest. 116, 1186–1194 

(2006).
	32.	 Wallaart, T. E., Pras, N., Beekman, A. C. & Quax, W. J. Seasonal variation of artemisinin and its biosynthetic precursors in plants of 

Artemisia annua of different geographical origin: proof for the existence of chemotypes. Planta Med. 66, 57–62 (2000).
	33.	 Blair, H. C., Robinson, L. J. & Zaidi, M. Osteoclast signalling pathways. Biochem. Biophys. Res. Commun. 328, 728–738 (2005).
	34.	 Asagiri, M. & Takayanagi, H. The molecular understanding of osteoclast differentiation. Bone 40, 251–264 (2007).
	35.	 Yamashita, T. et al. NF-kappaB p50 and p52 regulate receptor activator of NF-kappaB ligand (RANKL) and tumor necrosis factor-

induced osteoclast precursor differentiation by activating c-Fos and NFATc1. J. Biol. Chem. 282, 18245–18253 (2007).
	36.	 Mundy, G. R. Osteoporosis and inflammation. Nutr. Rev. 65, S147–151 (2007).
	37.	 Tanaka, Y., Nakayamada, S. & Okada, Y. Osteoblasts and osteoclasts in bone remodeling and inflammation. Curr Drug Targets 

Inflamm. Allergy 4, 325–328 (2005).
	38.	 Zhao, R. Immune regulation of osteoclast function in postmenopausal osteoporosis: a critical interdisciplinary perspective. Int. J. 

Med. Sci. 9, 825–832 (2012).
	39.	 Nguyen, K. T., Towler, M. J. & Weathers, P. J. The effect of roots and media constituents on trichomes and artemisinin production in 

Artemisia annua L. Plant Cell Rep. 32, 207–218 (2013).
	40.	 Suberu, J. O. et al. Anti-plasmodial polyvalent interactions in Artemisia annua L. aqueous extract–possible synergistic and resistance 

mechanisms. PLoS One 8, e80790 (2013).
	41.	 Suberu, J. et al. A rapid method for the determination of artemisinin and its biosynthetic precursors in Artemisia annua L. crude 

extracts. J. Pharm. Biomed. Anal. 84, 269–277 (2013).
	42.	 Dou, C. et al. Changing expression profiles of lncRNAs, mRNAs, circRNAs and miRNAs during osteoclastogenesis. Sci. Rep. 6, 

21499 (2016).
	43.	 Takayanagi, H. et al. Induction and activation of the transcription factor NFATc1 (NFAT2) integrate RANKL signaling in terminal 

differentiation of osteoclasts. Dev. Cell 3, 889–901 (2002).
	44.	 Paiva, K. B. & Granjeiro, J. M. Bone tissue remodeling and development: focus on matrix metalloproteinase functions. Arch. 

Biochem. Biophys. 561, 74–87 (2014).
	45.	 Mukherjee, K. & Chattopadhyay, N. Pharmacological inhibition of cathepsin K: A promising novel approach for postmenopausal 

osteoporosis therapy. Biochem. Pharmacol. 117, 10–19 (2016).
	46.	 Hardy, R. & Cooper, M. S. Bone loss in inflammatory disorders. J. Endocrinol. 201, 309–320 (2009).
	47.	 Lee, S. K., Park, K. K., Park, J. H., Lim, S. S. & Chung, W. Y. The inhibitory effect of roasted licorice extract on human metastatic 

breast cancer cell-induced bone destruction. Phytother. Res. 27, 1776–1783 (2013).
	48.	 Kim, H. J. et al. Loss of RUNX3 expression promotes cancer-associated bone destruction by regulating CCL5, CCL19 and CXCL11 

in non-small cell lung cancer. J. Pathol. 237, 520–531 (2015).
	49.	 Kim, K. R. et al. 15-deoxy-delta12,14-prostaglandin j2 inhibits osteolytic breast cancer bone metastasis and estrogen deficiency-

induced bone loss. PloS one 10, e0122764 (2015).
	50.	 Lee, S. K. et al. Platycodin D Blocks Breast Cancer-Induced Bone Destruction by Inhibiting Osteoclastogenesis and the Growth of 

Breast Cancer Cells. Cell. Physiol. Biochem. 36, 1809–1820 (2015).

http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/nu8060376
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/nu8060376


www.nature.com/scientificreports/

1 2Scientific REPOrTS | 7: 17332  | DOI:10.1038/s41598-017-17427-6

Acknowledgements
This work was carried out with the support of “Cooperative Research Program for Agriculture Science & 
Technology Development (Project No. PJ011578)” Rural Development Administration, Republic of Korea.

Author Contributions
S.K.L. performed all of the experiments, interpreted the data, and wrote the first draft of the manuscript. H.K.K. 
participated in the data interpretation, as well as the osteoclast formation and activity assays. J.H.P., H.J.K., K.R.K., 
S.H.S., and K.K.P. conceived the concept and participated in experimental design. W.Y.C. conceived the concept, 
designed the experiments, interpreted the data, and wrote the manuscript.

Additional Information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-017-17427-6.
Competing Interests: The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Publisher's note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

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 Cre-
ative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not per-
mitted 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 license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
 
© The Author(s) 2017

http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41598-017-17427-6
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Artemisia annua extract prevents ovariectomy-induced bone loss by blocking receptor activator of nuclear factor kappa-B lig ...
	Results

	A. annua extract and its active components inhibited bone loss in OVX mice. 
	A. annua extract suppressed RANKL-induced osteoclast formation and function. 
	Artemisinin, artemisinic acid, and arteannuin B interrupted RANKL-induced osteoclast formation. 
	Artemisinin, artemisinic acid, and arteannuin B inhibited mature osteoclast-mediated bone resorption. 
	A. annua extract and its bioactive components suppressed the expression of key transcription factors in RANKL-induced osteo ...

	Discussion

	Methods

	Reagents. 
	Animals. 
	Induction of osteoporosis in OVX mice. 
	Determination of bone turnover marker levels in serum. 
	Histological examination. 
	Cell culture. 
	Cell viability assay. 
	Osteoclast formation assay. 
	Pit formation assay. 
	Zymography and cathepsin K assay. 
	Western blot analysis. 
	Quantitative real-time PCR. 
	Statistical analysis. 

	Acknowledgements

	Figure 1 AaE inhibits OVX-induced bone loss in mice.
	﻿Figure 2 Artemisinin and arteannuin B reduce OVX-induced bone loss in mice.
	Figure 3 AaE suppresses RANKL-induced osteoclastogenesis and the function of mature osteoclasts.
	Figure 4 The active components of A.
	Figure 5 The active components inhibit the activity of RANKL-induced osteoclasts.
	Figure 6 AaE and its active components suppress c-Fos and NFATc1 expression in RANKL-treated BMMs.




