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HIGHLIGHTS

* Blocking the VRK1 pathway via siVRK1 decreasedecreases the proliferation of HGSOC cells.
« Using luteolin alone and in combination with cisplatin inhibits tumor growth in vitro.

* The IP of luteolin plus cisplatin shows an additive effect on ovarian cancer inhibition.

» Oral administration of luteolin can decrease the proliferation of ovarian cancer.

ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Article history: Objectives. Ovarian cancer constitutes one of the most common causes of cancer-related deaths, and prevent-
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aimed to identify the effect of luteolin, a novel therapeutic agent targeting vaccinia-related kinase 1 (VRK1),
on high-grade serous ovarian cancer (HGSOC).

Methods. Phosphokinase array, RNA sequencing, and cell cycle and apoptosis assays were conducted to deter-
mine the underlying mechanism of the effect of luteolin on HGSOC cells. The anticancer effects of oral and intra-

Keywords:

Ovarian cancer peritoneal luteolin administration were assessed in patient-derived xenograft models via several methods,

Luteolin including the assessment of tumor size and immunohistochemistry of phospho-p53, phosphor-HistoneH3 and

Vaccinia-related kinase cleaved caspase 3.

Patient-derived xenograft Results. Luteolin reduced HGSOC cell proliferation and increased apoptosis and cell cycle arrest at G2/M. Com-

Flavonoid pared with controls, several genes were dysregulated in luteolin-treated cells, and luteolin activated the p53 sig-
naling pathway. The human phosphokinase array revealed distinct p53 upregulation in luteolin-treated cells, as
confirmed by p53 phosphorylation at ser15 and ser46 using western blot analysis. In patient-derived xenograft
models, oral or intraperitoneal luteolin administration substantially suppressed tumor growth. Moreover, com-
bination treatment involving luteolin and cisplatin inhibited tumor cell proliferation, especially in cisplatin-
resistant HGSOC cell lines.

Conclusions. Luteolin demonstrated considerable anticancer effect on HGSOC cells, reduced VRK1 expression,
and activated the p53 signaling pathway, thereby inducing apoptosis and cell cycle arrest in G2/M and inhibiting
cell proliferation. Furthermore, luteolin exhibited a synergistic effect with cisplatin both in vivo and in vitro. Thus,
luteolin can be considered a promising cotreatment option for HGSOC.

© 2023 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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of the disease and lack of effective early detection methods [2]. Despite
the high initial response rate (~80%) to carboplatin and paclitaxel che-
motherapy, ovarian cancer eventually recurs and is accompanied by ac-
quired chemotherapy resistance [3]. Recently developed molecular
targeting agents, such as bevacizumab and poly(ADP-ribose) polymer-
ase inhibitors, have proven effective at extending the recurrence time.
However, it remains challenging to completely prevent recurrence,
and hence, novel treatment options are warranted.

An epidemiological study in the UK reported that consuming vegeta-
bles and fruits was associated with reduced mortality rates, especially
for cancer (hazard ratio 0.75 [95% confidence interval 0.59-0.96]) [4].
However, owing to the large scale of this study, it remains unclear
which components of fruits and vegetables were the most effective
against cancer. Nevertheless, among those components, luteolin, a fla-
vonoid, has been studied for its health benefits, such as preventing
type 2 diabetes mellitus [5] and various cancers, including gastric cancer
[6-8], colorectal carcinoma [9] and bladder cancer [10]. However, it has
not yet been used to treat human patients with cancer.

Inhibiting vaccinia-related kinase (VRK1) is an underlying mecha-
nism of the antitumor effects of luteolin [11,12]. VRK1 is a serine/threo-
nine kinase[13,14). identified as a novel therapeutic target in a
comprehensive knockdown screening involving ovarian cancer cell
lines [15] Although VRK1 is a potential therapeutic target for other can-
cer types [13], specific inhibitors are yet to be developed [16]. An anal-
ysis of the Gene Expression Profiling Interactive Analysis database
(http://gepia.cancer-pku.cn/) revealed that cancer cells exhibit higher
VRK1 expression than normal cells.

p53 is a critical tumor suppressor protein and target of VRK1 that
controls cell cycle, DNA repair, and uncontrolled cell division during
tumor growth [17]. Following mild DNA damage, p53 triggers cell
cycle arrest by phosphorylating the ser15 of p53 and inducing p21 ex-
pression. However, in the event of severe DNA damage, p53 triggers ap-
optosis by phosphorylating both ser15 and ser46 of p53 [18].

Patient-derived xenografts (PDX) are cancer models wherein tissue
or cells are obtained from patient tumors and implanted onto an immu-
nodeficient or humanized mouse. This can be a promising tool for pre-
clinical drug screening [19-21]. Herein, we used A2780 and ES2,
which are high-grade serous ovarian cancer (HGSOC) cell lines, and
the TIL15 PDX model to test the effect of luteolin in vitro or in vivo.
We demonstrated the efficacy of luteolin in HGSOC, its action mecha-
nism after activating VRK1 inhibition, and its efficacy in PDX models.
Our results demonstrated that oral luteolin therapy is a promising treat-
ment option for HGSOC.

2. Materials and methods
2.1. Cell culture and reagents

The human ovarian cancer cell lines ES2 and A2780 were purchased
from the American Type Culture Collection and maintained in Dulbecco's
modified eagle medium and RPMI 1640, respectively, supplemented with
10% fetal bovine serum (FBS). Cisplatin-resistant (A2780cis) human ovar-
ian cancer cells, purchased from the European Collection of Authenticated
Cell Cultures, were maintained in RPMI 1640 supplemented with 10% FBS.
Normal ovarian surface cell lines, HOSE1C and HOSE2C, were established
using mutant CDK4, cyclin D1, and telomerase reverse transcriptase via
lentvirus-mediated gene transfer [22]. The TP53 status of all cells is
shown in Supplementary Fig. 1. All cells were cultured at 37 °C in a
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humidified atmosphere containing 95% air and 5% CO,. Purified luteolin
was purchased from Abcam (ab120662) and dissolved in dimethyl
sulfoxide (DMSO) before use.

2.2. Transfection

To knockdown small interfering RNA (siRNA), cells were transfected
with human VRK1 or negative control siRNA (Thermo Fisher Scientific)
using Lipofectamine RNAIMAX (Thermo Fisher Scientific). After 24 h of
transfection, the cells were cultured in RPMI 1640 for 72 h. Human
VRK1 shRNA lentiviral plasmids and control shRNA were purchased
from VectorBuilder (Kanagawa, Japan) and transfected into Lenti-X
293 T cells (Clontech). Then, A2780 cells were infected with
pseudovirus particles to which polybrene (8 pig/mL) was added. Subse-
quently, the cells were treated with puromycin (4 pg/mL) for 72 h to
select the stably infected cells.

2.3. Cell proliferation assay

ES2 and A2780 cells were seeded into 96-well plates at a density of
2000 cells/well. After 24 h, the cells were treated with luteolin. Then,
the plate was moved into IncuCyte ZOOM (Essen BioScience, Ann
Arbor, MI, USA) for live-cell imaging. The images of each well were re-
corded every hour for a total of 72 h. Finally, IncuCyte ZOOM 2018 soft-
ware was used to determine the confluence of each well. Cell
proliferation was measured using 3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-5-(3-
carboxymethoxyphenyl)-2-(4-sulfophenyl)-2H-tetrazolium, inner salt
(MTS) assay. After 72 h of incubation, 15 pL 5 mg/mL CellTiter 96 Aque-
ous One Solution (Promega, Madison, WI, USA) was added to each well
and incubated for 1 h. The optical density of each well was measured at
a wavelength of 490 nm using a spectrophotometer. All experiments
were performed in triplicate.

2.4. Apoptosis assay and cell cycle analysis

Cells (4.5 x 10°) were seeded into 6-well plates. After 24 h, the re-
spective drugs were administered. After 72 h, the cells were collected.
Incucyte Annexin V RED reagent was used for apoptosis assays accord-
ing to the manufacturer's instructions. All experiments were performed
in triplicate. For the cell cycle experiment, Incucyte cell cycle G/R lenti-
virus was employed to transfect the cells. Incucyte SX5 (Sartorius, John-
son Avenue, Bohemia, USA) was used to record the images of each well
every 30 min for a total of 72 h. Lastly, confluence and fluorescence of
the cells were determined using Incucyte 2018 software.

2.5. Western blot analysis

Cells (4.5 x 10°) were seeded into 6-well plates. After 24 h, the re-
spective drugs were administered. After 72 h, the cells were washed
twice with phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) and lysed using cell lysis
buffer for 30 min on ice. The samples were centrifuged at 15,000 rpm
for 10 min and the supernatant was collected. Following sodium dode-
cyl sulfate-polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis, the proteins were trans-
ferred on the membrane and blocked for 1 h with 5% milk in PBS
containing 0.1% Tween-20 at room temperature and then incubated
with primary antibodies against VRK1 (1:1000; #3307; Cell Signaling
Technology [CST]), phosphor-Histone H3 (1:1000; #9701; CST), p53
(1:1000; #B0222; Santa Cruz), phophos-p53 ser15 (1:1000; #9284;

Fig. 1. Luteolin exhibits a suppressive effect on human ovarian cancer cells.
A. Western blot analysis of VRK1 in A2780 and ES2 cells treated with luteolin.
B. Cell viability of A2780 and ES2 cells after treatment with siVRK1 for 72 h.
C. Apoptosis of A2780 and ES2 cells detected using Annexin V via Incucyte.

D. Cell cycle assay of cells treated with cell cycle lentivirus reagents.

E. Cells were treated with the indicated drugs for 72 h, and the percentage of viable cells was determined using Combenefit software. All experiments were performed in triplicate.
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CST), phophos-p53 ser46 (1:1000; #2521; CST), MDM2 (1:1000;
#H2521; Santa Cruz), and p21 (1:1000; #L2921; Santa Cruz) overnight
at4 °C. The membranes were incubated with the appropriate secondary
antibodies against anti-mouse IgG (1:1000; #7076S, CST), anti-rabbit
IgG (1:1000, #7074S, CST), and horseradish peroxidase. The bands
were visualized via chemiluminescence using ImageQuant LAS400
mini Machine and ImageQuant LAS400 Analysis Software. Image] soft-
ware was used to quantitate the results of the western blots with
{3-actin as an internal control. All experiments were performed in
triplicate.

2.6. Human phosphokinase array

The relative levels of protein phosphorylation were determined
using Proteome Profiler Human Phosphokinase Array kit (Cat#:
ARY003B; R&D Systems, Minneapolis, USA). Cell lysate protein
(300 pg) was incubated in an 8-well multidish precoated with specific
antibodies at 4 °C overnight. After washing, each well was incubated
with biotin-labeled antibodies for 2 h at room temperature and then in-
cubated with horseradish peroxidase-streptavidin for 30 min on a
rocking platform at room temperature. Chemiluminescence and spot
pixel density were measured using Amersham 18 Imager 600 (GE
Healthcare).

2.7. RNA sequencing analysis

The total RNA was extracted from A2780 and ES2 cells treated with
DMSO, luteolin, siNegative control, and siVRK1 using miRNeasy Mini Kit
(Qiagen). RNA-seq analysis was performed by the Novogene company.
The expression levels of each gene were quantified from the sequencing
data using Kallisto. Employing the tximport package (ver. 1.18.0) for R
software (ver. 4.0.3) and RStudio (Rstudio) to further process the data,
transcripts per million counts was used for further analysis. Low-read
coverage (maximum read count: <10 reads) genes were excluded,
and differentially expressed genes (DEGs, |log2FC| > 1) between the
A2780 and ES2 were used for heatmap analysis. After the data was con-
verted to base 10 logarithms and z-scores, the heatmap.2 function of
gplots package (ver. 3.1.0) for R was used. For volcano plots, the ad-
justed p-values for each gene were calculated using Wald test in
DESeq2 (ver. 1.34.0). Subsequently, Ingenuity Pathway Analysis
(Qiagen) was performed using the significant DEGs identified from
the volcano plot.

2.8. Ex vivo experiment

Ovarian cancer tissues from PDX model samples (n = 3) were col-
lected prospectively, following the protocol approved by the Ethics
Committee of Nagoya University (Approval no. 22015-0237). The col-
lected samples were stored in STEM-CELLBANKER GMP grade (Catalog
CB047, TAKARA) and frozen at —80 °C. Sample processing was per-
formed as reported previously [23]. After thawing, the tissue was cut
into 1 mm? pieces using a scalpel, and 3-4 pieces/sponge for each treat-
ment were explanted onto AteloCell (Catalog CSH-96, KOKEN) in 96-
well plates immersed in 70-100 pL of RPMI-1640 media supplemented
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with 10% FBS and antibiotics in addition to DMSO luteolin (30 uM, dis-
solved in DMSO, Shinsei Chemical Company Ltd.) in a humidified atmo-
sphere at 37 °C containing 5% CO,. Tissues were harvested after 48-72 h
and fixed with 4% buffered formalin.

2.9. Animals

Four-week-old female NSG (NOD.Cg-Prkdcs©9112rg™Wil/Sz]) and
BALB/c nude mice were procured from Oriental BioService, Inc. and
maintained in a temperature-controlled, pathogen-free environment
with a 12-h light/dark cycle and fed autoclaved water and irradiated
food. All animal experiments were approved by the Animal Care and
Use Committee of the Nagoya University Graduate School of Medicine
(Nagoya, Japan).

2.10. PDX model

In previous experiments, our department has established numerous
PDX models [24]. TIL4 is a PDX model of ovarian endometrioid carci-
noma. TIL5 and TIL15 are PDX models of high-grade ovarian serous car-
cinoma. The expression of VRK1 of three PDX models was shown in
Supplementary Fig. 4. TIL15 was used for the mouse experiment due
to its highly expresses VRK1. And the whole exome sequencing for
TIL15 was shown in Supplementary Fig. 5.

Patient-derived tumors were grown in vivo in NSG mice, and then
these were split and transplanted into nude mice for animal experi-
ments. To create PDX nude mice, tumors excised from TIL15-NSG
mice were immediately cut into small sections, immersed in PBS, and
then implanted subcutaneously in the flank regions of anesthetized
nude mice. When the tumor size reached 100 cm?, the mice were di-
vided into groups with the same average tumor size. Tumor size was
measured weekly. Tumor volume was calculated using the following
formula: %2 x length x width x height. The establishment of PDX models
was approved by the Committee of the Nagoya University Graduate
School of Medicine (Nagoya, Japan).

2.11. Immunohistochemical staining

Paraffin-embedded blocks were sliced into 4-um sections and
mounted onto slides. Following deparaffinization and antigen retrieval,
the tissues were incubated with antibodies against Histone H3 (1:100;
#9701; CST), phospho-p53 ser15 (1:100; #9284; CST), or cleaved cas-
pase 3 (1:400, #9661, CST) overnight at 4 °C. After washing with PBS
and tween, the tissues were incubated with the corresponding second-
ary antibodies for 10 min at 37 °C. Finally, the sections were stained
using a DAB staining solution and counterstained with hematoxylin.

3. Results

3.1. Effects of luteolin-induced VRK1 downregulation on A2780 and ES2 cell
viability

Western blot analysis revealed that luteolin significantly decreased
VRK1 expression (Fig. 1A). Cell proliferation was decreased by siVRK1

Fig. 2. Luteolin increases p53 phosphorylation.

A. Human phosphokinase array using A2780 cells after silencing VRK1 and treatment with luteolin. The bar graph shows the top 15 upregulated proteins.
B. Hierarchical clustering and heatmap showing the difference between the siCtrl-, siVRK1-, DMSO-, and luteolin-treated groups. The 869 genes were defined as an absolute log2-fold

change >1.

C. Volcano plot showing significant DEGs between the siCtrl-, siVRK1-, DMSO-, and luteolin-treated groups in A2780 and ES2 cells. The adjusted P-values for each gene were calculated

using Wald test in DESeq?2.
D. Top 10 significantly altered pathways.

E. Western blot analysis of the p53 signaling pathway and VRK1 in A2780 and ES2 cells treated with luteolin. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001, ****P < 0.0001, unpaired, one-way analysis

of variance (ANOVA) analysis. Error bars in all data indicate mean + SEM.

F. Western blot analysis of the p53 signaling pathway and VRK1 in A2780 and ES2 cells treated with siVRK1. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, ***P < 0.001, ****P < 0.0001, unpaired, one-way ANOVA

analysis. Error bars in all data indicate mean 4+ SEM.
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(Fig. 1B). We further determined the inhibitory effects of luteolin on
A2780 and ES2 ovarian cancer cell viability. Luteolin dose- and time-
dependent decreased HGSOC cell viability (Fig. 1C). We also tested the
effect of luteolin on other cell lines, endometrial cancer cell lines, and
cervical cell lines (Supplementary Fig. 2). To determine the mechanism
through which luteolin inhibits cell viability, apoptosis and cell cycle as-
says were conducted (Fig. 1C, D). Fig. 1C shows that luteolin increased
apoptosis in A2780 and ES2 cells. The cell cycle assays revealed that
both luteolin and siVRK1 induced G2/M arrest in A2780 and ES2 cells.

Several studies have suggested that VRK1 is vital for promoting che-
motherapy resistance [12,13,25] Therefore, we investigated whether
luteolin, which inhibits VRK1 expression, could circumvent chemother-
apeutic drug resistance. We assessed the effects of luteolin and cisplatin
combination therapy. The proliferation of the cells treated with various
doses of luteolin (0, 5, 10, 15, 20, or 30 uM) and cisplatin (0, 0.37, 1.11,
3.33, or 10 uM) for 72 h was measured using MTS assay (Fig. 1E).
Luteolin treatment only inhibited cell proliferation in a dose-
dependent manner in both A2780 and A2780cis cells. The cells treated
for 72 h with different combinations of luteolin and cisplatin exhibited
a significant decrease in proliferation compared with the cells treated
with luteolin or cisplatin alone.

3.2. Luteolin activates the p53 signaling pathway

To further investigate the functional role of luteolin in HGSOC treat-
ment, Proteome Profiler Human Phosphokinase Array and RNA-seq
were performed. Luteolin activated several phosphokinase proteins, in-
cluding p53(s15) and p53(s46), and inhibited the expression of several
phosphokinase proteins, such as CREB and ERK1/2. The heatmap
showed 869 DEGs (absolute log2 fold change >1) in A2780 cells treated
with DMSO, luteolin, siCtrl, and siVRK1, and 903 DEGs (absolute log2
fold change >1) in ES2 cells treated with DMSO, luteolin, siCtrl, and
siVRK1 (Fig. 2B). Subsequently, multivariate analysis was performed
to compare the expression of multiple genes shown in the heat map
of A2780 and ES2 cells (Fig. 2C). In A2780 cells treated with DMSO or
luteolin, 226 and 150 genes were significantly upregulated and down-
regulated, respectively (|log2FC| > 1, adjusted P value of <0.05). In
A2780 cells treated with siCtrl or siVRK1, 44 and 38 genes were signifi-
cantly upregulated and downregulated, respectively (|log2FC| > 1, ad-
justed P value of <0.05). In ES2 cells treated with DMSO or luteolin,
99 and 54 genes were significantly upregulated and downregulated, re-
spectively (|log2FC| > 1, adjusted P value of <0.05). In ES2 cells treated
with siCtrl or siVRK1, 117 and 182 genes were significantly upregulated
and downregulated, respectively (]log2FC| > 1, adjusted P value of
<0.05). Via Ingenuity Pathway Analysis of the luteolin group, we
found that p53 activity was activated by luteolin in both A2780 and
ES2 cells compared with the control A2780 and ES2 cells (Fig. 2D).
This corresponded with the results of the phosphorylation assay. Inge-
nuity Pathway Analysis between the cells treated with siVRK1 and neg-
ative control (siCtrl) revealed that siVRK1 promoted p53 activity in
A2780 cells; however, it lightly promoted p53 activity in ES2 cells.

Western blot analysis (Fig. 2E, F) confirmed these findings and fur-
ther revealed that both luteolin and siVRK1 increased p53 phosphoryla-
tion at ser15 and ser 46 and decreased MDM?2 expression compared to
controls. These findings indicate that luteolin decreases cell prolifera-
tion by targeting VRKI1.

The result of the immunohistochemistry of TIL4, TIL5, and TIL15
ex vivo experiments are shown in Supplementary Fig. 3. Luteolin
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decreased the expression of phospho-Histone H3 and increased the ex-
pression of phosphor-p53(ser15) and cleaved caspase 3. These results
indicate that luteolin decreases cell proliferation in ex vivo experiments.

3.3. Luteolin suppresses tumor growth in vivo

To better understand the effects of luteolin on tumor growth in vivo,
a PDX model was established. After tumors were formed, nude mice
were divided into four groups (control group, 10 mg/kg luteolin,
0.5 mg/kg cisplatin, and 10 mg/kg luteolin plus 0.5 mg/kg cisplatin;
n = 5/group) and administered their respective injections once per
week intraperitoneally for 4 weeks. Tumor size was measured once a
week. At the end of the experiment, all mice were euthanized and
tumor tissue was extracted (Fig. 3A-C). The growth of the tumor size
in the luteolin-treated group was slower than that in the control
group (Fig. 3 A). The tumor volume in the luteolin-treated group was
lesser than that in the control group (Fig. 3B). The growth of the
tumor size in the luteolin plus cisplatin-treated group was slower than
that in the cisplatin only-treated group. Tumor volume and weight in
the luteolin plus cisplatin-treated group were lesser than that in the cis-
platin only-treated group. Furthermore, immunohistochemistry was
employed to analyze protein expression in the tumor tissue samples
(Fig. 3D). Histone H3 phosphorylation was decreased while p53 phos-
phorylation was increased in tumors in the luteolin-treated group
than in the control group. Furthermore, histone H3 phosphorylation de-
creased and p53 phosphorylation increased in tumors in the luteolin
plus cisplatin-treated group than in the cisplatin only-treated group.
p53 phosphorylation remained unchanged in the liver and kidneys
(Fig. 3F). Western blot analysis using HOSE1C and HOSE2C cells with
or without luteolin treatment also shows that the phosphorylation of
p53 at ser15 and ser46 remained unchanged (Fig. 3E). Furthermore,
the body weight of mice was not significantly different between the
control and luteolin groups (Fig. 3C). These findings suggest that
luteolin is not toxic to normal tissues.

3.4. Oral luteolin therapy suppresses tumor growth in vivo

Luteolin is a flavonoid present in numerous vegetables, such as cel-
ery, broccoli, and peppers, and thus we examined whether oral luteolin
suppressed tumor growth using a PDX model. After the tumors were
formed, nude mice were divided into two groups (n = 6/group) and
fed a normal diet or a diet including luteolin (50 ppm) for 4 weeks.
Tumor growth in mice administered with oral luteolin therapy was
slower than in controls (Fig. 4A-C). Furthermore, immunohistochemis-
try revealed that histone H3 phosphorylation decreased and p53 phos-
phorylation increased in the tumors of the mice administered with
luteolin therapy (Fig. 4D).

4. Discussion

Previous studies have reported that VRK1 is crucial for regulating
various cellular activities. In cancer, VRK1 expression has been associ-
ated with disease progression and prognosis. Furthermore, it has been
linked with chemotherapy resistance [12]. Luteolin, a flavonoid present
in vegetables, exhibits anticancer properties [26] and reportedly
decreases VRK1 expression [11].

Cell proliferation constitute a sign of tumor progression [27]. On
examining the effects of luteolin on HGSOC cell proliferation, we

Fig. 3. Luteolin suppresses tumor growth in vivo.

A. Tumor volume of mice treated with PBS, luteolin, cisplatin, and luteolin plus cisplatin combination therapy (n = 5/group).

B. Body weight of the mice.

C. Expression of phosphorylated histone H3 (ser10) and phosphorylated p53 (ser53) in tumors from a PDX model via immunohistochemistry.
D. Western blot analysis of the p53 signaling pathway and VRK1 in HOSE1C and HOSE2C cells treated with luteolin.
E. Expression of phosphorylated histone H3 (ser10) and phosphorylated p53 (ser53) in the liver and kidneys from PDX model mice via immunohistochemistry. Scale bar: 50 um.
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observed that luteolin significantly decreases HGSOC cell proliferation
in a time- and dose-dependent manner. The cell cycle and apoptosis as-
says revealed that luteolin induces G2/M cell cycle arrest and promotes
apoptosis. Several studies have reported that chromatin condensation
requires VRK1 during G2/M and apoptosis [14]. These results indicate
that luteolin inhibits cell proliferation by inhibiting VRK1 expression
(Fig. 4E).

The most common chemotherapeutic treatment for ovarian cancer
relies on platinum-based drugs [28]. Chemotherapy resistance consti-
tutes a major clinical issue in patients with ovarian cancer. VRK1 is cru-
cial for promoting cisplatin resistance [29]. Therefore, we aimed to
determine whether luteolin could reverse drug resistance by inhibiting
VRK1. Our results showed that luteolin dose-dependently augmented
the effect of cisplatin, which inhibits A2780 and cisplatin-resistant
A2780cis cell proliferation. This indicates the synergistic effect of
luteolin when combined with cisplatin in vitro. The combination of
luteolin and cisplatin will be a new strategy for HGSOC.

To determine the action mechanism of the effects of luteolin, we
used Proteome Profiler Human Phosphokinase Array alongside RNA-
seq analysis. The phosphorylation assay revealed that luteolin inhibits
cell proliferation by decreasing CREB phosphorylation and increasing
p53 phosphorylation at ser15 and ser46. Furthermore, RNA-seq analysis
showed that p53 was activated following luteolin and siVRK1
treatments.

P53 activation via phosphorylation at ser15 causes cell cycle arrest
during mild cellular damage, whereas apoptosis is induced if both
ser15 and ser46 are phosphorylated [18]. VRK1 functions as an early
stressor during the p53-mediated DNA damage response and VRK1-
p53 autoregulatory loop [14]. Moreover, VRK1 can phosphorylate
CREB to stimulate cell proliferation [30]. This indicates that luteolin in-
hibits the CREB phosphorylation, cell cycle, and apoptosis by inhibiting
VRK1 expression. Furthermore, luteolin decreases MDM2 expression,
thereby reducing p53 ubiquitination and, in turn, stimulating p53 phos-
phorylation.

Most HGSOC harbor TP53 mutations, and the mutated TP53 might
decrease the effect of the p53 signaling pathway. However, as shown
in Supplementary Fig. 2, luteolin can decrease cell proliferation in all
cell lines with or without TP53 mutation. Moreover, the human phos-
phokinase array result shows that luteolin can decrease the phosphory-
lation of CREB, especially in ES2 which has a TP53 mutation. These
results indicate that in TP53 mutation cell lines, luteolin inhibits the
p53 signaling pathway by downregulating VRK1. However, decreasing
the phosphorylation of CREB by downregulating VRK1 might be more
effective on cell proliferation. This assumption might be addressed in
our future studies.

To the best of our knowledge, this study is the first to evaluate the
effects of luteolin in a PDX model. Animal experiments demonstrated
the synergistic effects of luteolin and cisplatin in vivo. The effect of the
intraperitoneal injection of luteolin in combination with cisplatin is bet-
ter than that of cisplatin alone. The effects of the oral administration of
luteolin on HGSOC have also been demonstrated. Furthermore, based
on the body weight of mice, immunohistochemistry of phosphorylated
p53 (ser15), and western blots of HOSE1C and HOSE2C both with and
without luteolin treatment, luteolin was demonstrated as potentially
nontoxic to normal tissues. According to the food that mice ate every
day, we can calculate how much a normal person needs every day,
and the concentration of luteolin is achievable by taking luteolin
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supplements. The oral administration of luteolin is thus a potential
tumor growth suppressor.

Thus, the findings of this study show that luteolin, a natural flavo-
noid, significantly inhibits the proliferation of HGSOC cells both
in vitro and in vivo. Luteolin suppresses HGSOC cell proliferation by de-
creasing VRK1 expression, thereby rendering the cells susceptible to ap-
optosis and cell cycle arrest through the upregulation of the p53
signaling pathway. We confirmed the tumor-suppressing effects of
luteolin both through intraperitoneal injection and oral administration.
Luteolin can also increase the effect of cisplatin on tumor inhibition.
Specifically, as the oral administration of luteolin also suppresses
HGSOC progress in mice, this may be a more convenient route of admin-
istration than intraperitoneal injection in maintenance treatment.
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Fig. 4. Oral luteolin suppresses tumor growth in vivo.
A.Images of tumors from a PDX model treated with PBS or luteolin administered orally.

B. Tumor volume in mice fed with normal food or luteolin-containing food (50 ppm) (n = 6 /group).

C. Body weight of mice.

D. Expression of phosphorylated histone H3 (ser10) and phosphorylated p53 (ser53) in tumors from a PDX model via immunohistochemistry. Scale bar: 50 um.
E. Graphic illustration of the inhibitory effect of luteolin on cell proliferation mediated by the p53 signaling pathway.
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