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Abstract: Monoamine oxidase B (MAO-B) is an enzyme that metabolizes several chemicals, including
dopamine. MAO-B inhibitors are used in the treatment of Parkinson’s Disease (PD), and the inhibition
of this enzyme reduces dopamine turnover and oxidative stress. The absence of dopamine results
in PD pathogenesis originating from decreased Acetylcholinesterase (AChE) activity and elevated
oxidative stress. Here, we performed a molecular docking analysis for the potential use of costunolide
and parthenolide terpenoids as potential MAO-B inhibitors in the treatment of PD. Neuroprotective
properties of plant-originated costunolide and parthenolide terpenoids were investigated in a cellular
PD model that was developed by using MPP+ toxicity. We investigated neuroprotection mechanisms
through the analysis of oxidative stress parameters, acetylcholinesterase activity and apoptotic cell
death ratios. Our results showed that 100 µg/mL and 50 µg/mL of costunolide, and 50 µg/mL of
parthenolide applied to the cellular disease model ameliorated the cytotoxicity caused by MPP+ ex-
posure. We found that acetylcholinesterase activity assays exhibited that terpenoids could ameliorate
and restore the enzyme activity as in negative control levels. The oxidative stress parameter analyses
revealed that terpenoid application could enhance antioxidant levels and decrease oxidative stress
in the cultures. In conclusion, we reported that these two terpenoid molecules could be used in the
development of efficient treatment strategies for PD patients.

Keywords: Parkinson’s disease; terpenoids; antioxidants; acetylcholinesterase; apoptosis

1. Introduction

Parkinson’s disease (PD) is a neurodegenerative disease (NDD) characterized by motor
symptoms such as bradykinesia, akinesia, tremor, rigidity, and postural instability, as well
as non-motor symptoms including fatigue, increased daytime sleepiness, depression, and
anxiety [1]. There is no effective treatment to prevent the progression of the disease or
ameliorate PD symptoms completely, thus there is an urgent need to develop potential
agents and chemicals that slow down or halt disease progression [2]. While there is no
cure for this disease, there are medications available that can help manage the symptoms.
These drugs work by increasing the levels of dopamine in the brain, which is a chemical
that is critical for the control of movement. The most common medications used to manage
the symptoms of Parkinson’s disease include levodopa, dopamine agonists, and MAO-B
inhibitors. Levodopa is a medication that is converted into dopamine in the brain. This
medication is often used in the early stages of Parkinson’s disease and can be very effective
in reducing symptoms. However, over time the effectiveness of levodopa may decrease
and side effects may occur [3,4]. Dopamine agonists are another type of medication used to
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manage Parkinson’s disease symptoms. These drugs act like dopamine in the brain and
can help reduce symptoms such as tremors and stiffness. However, these drugs can also
have side effects such as hallucinations and compulsive behaviors. MAO-B inhibitors are
a third type of medication used to manage Parkinson’s disease symptoms. These drugs
work by blocking the enzyme MAO-B, which breaks down dopamine in the brain. By
blocking this enzyme, these medications can increase the levels of dopamine in the brain
and reduce symptoms of Parkinson’s disease [5–7]. It is important to work closely with a
healthcare provider to determine the best treatment plan for managing Parkinson’s disease
symptoms. This may include a combination of medications and other therapies such as
physical therapy, speech therapy, and occupational therapy. With proper management,
people with Parkinson’s disease can lead full and active lives.

Drug discovery studies have been targeting different key biochemical and enzymatic
processes to slow down PD progression or reverse PD symptoms. One of the most impor-
tant factors in PD progression is the oxidative stress factor, which mainly occurs in glial cell
activation and mitochondrial dysfunction, and these mechanisms have been targeted to
treat PD patients [8,9]. MPP+ based PD models have been very popular disease models for
both in vitro and in vivo studies. MPTP (1-methyl-4-phenyl-1,2,3,6-tetrahydropyridine) is
a similar molecule to the Paraquat herbicide and has been shown to stimulate Parkinsonian
toxicity specifically in dopaminergic neurons. MPTP has been shown to be metabolized
by the MAO-B enzyme to the active compound MPP+ and to block the activity of NADH-
ubiquinone oxidoreductase (mitochondrial complex I). Finally, results have been shown in
mitochondrial dysfunction, which leads to oxidative stress, apoptotic cell deaths and energy
deficient status [10–14]. Moreover, acetylcholinesterase (AChE) activity is an important
element for PD. AChE activity is decreased during the PD progression, and different drug
candidates have targeted its enzyme activity to treat PD patients [15,16]. However, the
treatment of PD may require targeting of the multiple pathways that do not cause severe
toxicity and side effects, since PD is a multifactorial disease. Recent studies indicated
that plant sources may have great potential both in improving antioxidant features and in
modulating the enzyme activity of important targets [17–19].

Terpenes constitute the largest and most common group of >2000 chemical compounds
identified as plant secondary metabolites [20]. They are mainly obtained from plants, for ex-
ample coniferous plants such as pinus, abies, juniperus, and picea [21]. Terpenes are a class
of hydrocarbons and constitute the main component of natural products such as essential
oil, resin, wax and rubber [22]. Terpenes, consisting of isoprene units, have the chemical
formula of (C5H8)n. Isoprene (2-methyl 1,3 butadiene), which is the basic structure of the
terpenes, is formed of short carbon units containing five carbons and two double bonds.
It is known that these units are connected in the form of head–tail to form compounds
in straight chains or rings, and the classification of terpenes is made by the number of
chains consisting of isoprene units [23,24]. Terpenes have been shown to have antioxidant,
antimutagenic, anti-Parkinsonian and anticarcinogen properties, and they are widely used
in aromatherapy and phytotherapy [25–28]. Terpenes, whose different properties have
been determined, have been used in different sectors such as food, cleaning, cosmetics,
medicine, and pharmacy [29]. In addition, in recent years it has been recommended to take
various terpenes of plant origin as supplements for improving health status [30,31].

Costunolide is a plant-derived terpene molecule that is extensively studied in different
studies (Figure 1) [32]. Among the most appealing properties of costunolide are its antioxi-
dant and anti-inflammatory features, which can be used against NDD. Various studies have
claimed that costunolide decreases oxidative stress by increasing the glutathione (GSH)
level increment and alleviating lipid peroxidation [33,34]. Moreover, parthenolide, which
has antioxidant and anti-inflammatory properties, is another biologically active terpenoid
compound that has great potential in the treatment of NDD [25–27]. A parthenolide deriva-
tive was shown to have a synergistic effect with L-DOPA against a 1-methyl-4-phenyl-1,
2, 3, 6-tetrahydropyridine (MPTP)-induced PD model in mice, and it was claimed that
parthenolide administration can reduce L-DOPA doses in PD treatments [35]. Moreover, it
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has been reported that the parthenolide terpenoid enhances cell repair in spinal cord injury
by regulating STAT 1/3 and NF-κB signaling pathways [36].
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Figure 1. Chemical structures of costunolide and parthenolide terpenes.

In the present study, we investigated anti-PD properties of costunolide and partheno-
lide terpenoids in differentiated SH-SY5Y cell cultures against MPP+ toxicity. SH-SY5Y
cell lines were differentiated into mature neuron-like cell culture by sequential application
of all trans-RA and BDNF. To enhance PD toxicity for the disease phenotype, the IC50
concentration of MPP+ compound was exposed to the differentiated cell line. Two different
cell viability assays (MTT and LDH) were analyzed to determine the toxic doses of the
compounds and neuroprotective concentrations of terpenoid molecules. We performed
an AChE activity assay to determine the ameliorative effects of terpenoids on the enzyme
activity. We also measured Total Antioxidant Status (TAS) and Total Oxidant Status (TOS)
analyses to investigate the antioxidant potentials of terpenoids in PD cellular models.
Hence, we investigated whether these plant-originated compounds have antioxidant and
AChE activity alleviating effects and could be used in the treatment of PD patients.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Molecular Docking

Docking calculations were performed using Auto Dock software (AutoDock 4.2.6) down-
loaded from the Scripps Research Institute’s official website (http://autodock.scripps.edu/,
accessed on 12 March 2022), with Phyton 3.10.5 and MGLTools 1.5.7. The software uses the
genetic algorithm (GA) in the optimization step and runs 10 times in the GA processes, in
accordance with the previously presented protocol [37]. The Human Monoamine Oxidase
B (Mao B-2BK5) protein structure was downloaded from Protein Data Base (RCSB PDB,
https://www.rcsb.org/, accessed on 11 January 2023) in the crystal structure. The structure
of the molecules costunolide and parthenolide was acquired from the National Library of
Medicine (PubChem, https://pubchem.ncbi.nlm.nsih.gov/, accessed on 11 January 2023).
At the beginning of the docking process, water molecules were deleted and hydrogen
atoms were added for the preparation of the protein in the AutoDock software. The
obtained data from docking investigations from AutoDock software were analyzed via
the use of Protein-Ligand Interaction Profiler (plip-tool.biotec.tu-dresden.de, accessed on
18 January 2023) online software, and the distance between ligand and amino acid residues
were calculated in detail. PyMol software (pymol.org, accessed on 18 January 2023) was
utilized to obtain 3D residual interaction plots. The LigPlot software (Version 4.5.3,
https://www.ebi.ac.uk/thornton-srv/software/LIGPLOT, accessed on 18 January 2023)
was used to obtain data related to interactions between the protein and ligand in 2D
sketches [38,39]. Finally, we presented the comparison of the theoretical data obtained from
the AutoDock software and experimental results. We observed that these results are highly
in accordance with each other. The visualization of the binding affinities, H-bonds and

http://autodock.scripps.edu/
https://www.rcsb.org/
https://pubchem.ncbi.nlm.nsih.gov/
plip-tool.biotec.tu-dresden.de
pymol.org
https://www.ebi.ac.uk/thornton-srv/software/LIGPLOT
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other interactions between protein and ligand obtained via AutoDock 4.2.6 are presented
in Figures 1 and 2.
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H-bonds (drug-enzyme) and amino acid involved in interaction obtained from the Protein-Ligand
Interaction Profiler. The blue line and dashed gray show the H-bonds and Hydrophobic Interaction
in Pymol, respectively.

2.2. Cell Culture and Neuronal Differentiation

A neuroblastoma (SH-SY5Y) cell line (ATCC, CRL-2266) was used to develop a cellular
PD model for investigating the efficacy of terpenes on the disease phenotype. DMEM/F12
containing 5% fetal bovine serum and 1% penicillin/streptomycin was prepared for the
cell culture growth in a 37 ◦C and 5% CO2 environment. After cell cultures covered the
flask to about 80% density, 10 µM of all trans-retinoic acid (RA) in DMEM:F12 (2% fetal
bovine serum) was administered to cultures and incubated for 7 days. Then, 50 ng/mL
of BDNF was applied to the cell culture for another 3 days. Cellular differentiation was
observed under an inverted microscope, and cell cycle analyses were performed to verify
the differentiation through the use of a flow cytometer (The CyFlow® Cube 6, Norderstedt,
Germany) and real time PCR for tyrosine hydroxylase (TH), a DAergic neuronal marker.

2.3. Gene Expression Analyses of Differentiated Cell Cultures

Total RNA was isolated from the differentiated cell culture by using the PureLink RNA
Mini Kit (Invitrogen, Grand Island, NY, USA) according to the manufacturer’s instructions.
Briefly, 0.6 mL lysis buffer prepared with 2-mercaptoethanol was added to the cultures.
Cell cultures were lysed via the use of 18–21-gauge needles by passing through 5–10 times.
Cellular homogenates were washed with 70% ethanol and the sample was integrated into
the spin cartridge and centrifuged at 12,000× g for 15 s at room temperature. Total RNA
samples were eluted from the membrane by adding 100 µL of RNase–Free Water to the Spin
Cartridge. Then, RNA quality was analyzed by using a plate reader (Multiskan, Thermo
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Labsystems, Vantaa, Finland) at a wavelength of 260 nm. Isolated RNA samples were
reverse transcribed into cDNA by using a High-Capacity cDNA Reverse Transcription
kit (Applied Biosystems, Foster City, CA, USA). Reverse Transcriptase, 10× RT Random
Primers and nuclease-free H2O were used to prepare a reaction mix. RNA samples were
added to the master mix, and reaction was performed in a thermal cycler (Sensoquest,
Goettingen, Germany). The reaction was performed at 25 ◦C for 10 min, at 37 ◦C for
120 min, then at 85 ◦C for 5 min. For the real time PCR procedure, 102 µL cDNA samples,
1150 µL SYBR Green PCR Master Mix (Applied Biosystems), and 1048 µL RNase-free
water was mixed. For each reaction, 2 µL of primer (Tyrosine hydroxylase (TH); Forward
5′-TGTGGCCTTTGAGGAGAAGGA and Reverse 5′-TCAAACACCTTCACAGCTCGG,
beta-actin (ACTB); Forward→5′-TGACATCAAGGAGAAGCTCTGC-3′ and Reverse→5′-
CCGCGGTGGCCATCT-3′, and glyceraldehyde-3-phosphate dehydrogenase (GAPDH);
Forward→5′-GAGCACCAGGTGGTCTCC and Reverse→5′-TGAGCTTGACAAAGTGGTCG-
3′) was mixed with 18 of PCR components for PCR reaction. Triple repeated reactions
were applied for an initial denaturation step of 10 min at 95 ◦C, followed by 40 cycles
of 15 s at 95 ◦C and 30 s at 60 ◦C. Data analysis was performed by the ∆∆CT method,
with normalization of the raw data to 2 different housekeeping genes, including beta-
actin (ACTB) and glyceraldehyde-3-phosphate dehydrogenase (GAPDH). Relative gene
expression data were calculated using the Livak (2−∆∆Ct) method that normalized the CT
values according to the reference genes.

2.4. Cellular PD Toxicity Model Constitution

Differentiated SH-SY5Y cell cultures were seeded to 48-well plates in 105 cell numbers
to create a PD toxicity environment. Inhibitory doses of MPP+ were analyzed in a wide
spectrum of concentrations (12–1500 µg/mL) for cell cultures. Then, 50% inhibitory concen-
tration (IC50) of MPP+ was added into cell cultures to stimulate PD toxicity. IC50 value was
calculated by using GraphPad Prism® version 7.0 from Fit spline/LOWESS, interpolating
unknowns from the standard curve option. Ameliorative effects of commercially available
costunolide and parthenolide terpenes (Sigma-Aldrich® Missouri, Germany) were ana-
lyzed in different concentrations (6.25–400 µg/mL) on the cellular PD model. After 24 h
of incubation, triple biological repeated samples were analyzed using cytotoxicity assays.
For the positive control, 10 µL of triton X (Sigma-Aldrich® Germany) was applied to cell
cultures at the end of incubation periods [40].

2.5. Cell Viability Analyses

For the cell viability analysis, lactate dehydrogenase (LDH) cytotoxicity (Cayman Chemi-
cal Company®, Ann Arbor, MI, USA) and 3-(4,5-Dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-diphenyltetrazolium
bromide (MTT) cell viability assays were performed. Briefly, after the chemical treatment
period ended (24 h), 100 µL of supernatants from cultures were transferred into fresh
48-well plates and 100 µL of LDH reaction mixture was added to the samples. Mixtures
were incubated at room temperature for 30 min and color intensities were observed at
490 nm by using a microplate reader. An MTT assay kit (Sigma-Aldrich®, Burlington,
MA, USA) was purchased to analyze the cell viabilities in cell cultures according to the
manufacturer’s instructions. Then, 5 mg/mL of MTT solution was added to cell cultures
and incubated at 37 ◦C for 3 h. Formazan crystals produced by health cells were dissolved
by using an inorganic solvent (DMSO, Sigma-Aldrich®, Burlington, MA, USA). Finally, cell
cultures were monitored by using a microplate reader at 570 nm wavelength.

2.6. Acetylcholinesterase (AChE) Activity Assay

Acetylcholinesterase (AChE) activity in the cellular PD model was analyzed by using
a commercial kit (Abcam®, Cambridge, UK) according to the manufacturer’s instructions.
Briefly, 24 h of chemically applied cell cultures were lysed via the use of the kit’s lysis buffer.
Then, 50 µL of acetylthiocholine reaction buffer was added to each sample and incubated
at room temperature for 30 min. Color intensities in the samples were monitored by using
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a microplate reader at 410 nm wavelength. To calculate the enzyme activities, absorbances
in samples were compared to the kit’s standards.

2.7. Total Antioxidant Status (TAS) and Total Oxidant Status (TOS) Analyses

Total Antioxidant Status (TAS) and Total Oxidant Status (TOS) analyses were per-
formed by using commercial kits (Rel Assay Diagnostics®, Gaziantep, Turkey). After 24 h
of incubation with compounds, TAS analysis was performed by mixing 18 µL of cell culture
supernatant (and kit’s standard-Trolox 1 mmol/L, and dH2O as positive and negative con-
trols) with 300 µL Reagent 1 in 48-well plates. The first read was performed immediately
after mixing the components at 660 nm absorbance. Then, samples were incubated at 37 ◦C
for 5 min and measurements were performed again at 660 nm wavelength. The second
measurement was subtracted from the first read and calculations were made according
to the final results. TOS analysis was carried out by mixing 45 µL of the cell culture su-
pernatant (and H2O2 10 µmol/L and dH2O) and 300 µL of the kit’s reagent. Absorbance
measurements were taken after mixing the samples at 530 nm. After that, kit reagent 2 was
added to each sample, and mixtures were incubated at 37 ◦C for 5 min. Absorbance was
monitored at 530 nm via the use of a microplate reader.

2.8. Flow Cytometry Analyses

Apoptotic and necrotic status in cellular PD model against terpenoids treatment was
determined by using an Annexin V-FITC Apoptosis Kit (Abcam®, BioVision, Cambridge,
UK) according to the manufacturer’s instructions. Briefly, 105 cells were seeded into
a 48-well plate and compounds were applied to cell cultures for 24 h. Experimental
analyses were divided into four groups: differentiated SH-SY5Y cell culture, MPP+ applied
differentiated cell culture (cellular PD model), costunolide (100 µg/mL) applied cellular
PD model and parthenolide (50 µg/mL) applied cellular PD model. Cell cultures were
transferred into a fresh Eppendorf tube by using trypsin incubation for 3 min at 37 ◦C.
Cells were centrifuged at 500× g for 5 min and supernatants were discarded. Cells were
resuspended in 500 µL of Binding Buffer, and 5 µL of Annexin V-FITC/5 µL of propidium
iodide was added to cell cultures. After 5 min of incubation at room temperature, cells
were analyzed by flow cytometry (CyFlow® Cube 6, Norderstedt, Germany).

2.9. Statistical Analysis

Statistical analyses for cytotoxicity and biochemical analysis were performed by using
GraphPad Prism 7, ANOVA: Dunnett and Tukey comparison tests. Statistically significant
parameters were calculated as p < 0.05.

3. Results

We investigated the inhibitory effect of the terpenoid molecules on the MAO-B enzyme
by using AutoDock software. Our analysis showed that costunolide and parthenolide
have a higher affinity to MAO-B, with the lowest binding energies of −7.47 Kcal/Mol
and −7.62 Kcal/Mol, respectively. Additionally, the parthenolide compound made two
hydrogen bond interactions with MAO-B through ASN (116) and TRP (119) residues. Other
hydrophobic interactions showed that costunolide and parthenolide have high affinity
through several amino acid interactions (Figures 2 and 3). On the other hand, a common
anti-Parkinsonian drug, rasagiline, was analyzed by using a molecular docking approach
to compare with the MAO-B inhibitory activity of candidate terpenoids. According to the
investigations, rasagiline exhibited a lower binding affinity with a high binding energy of
−5.49 Kcal/Mol compared to the terpenes (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. The best docking formation of the binding mode of Human Monoamine Oxidase B (Mao
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bonds (H-bonds) (with distance Å), binding energy (Kcal/mol), inhibition constant, number of
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Interaction Profiler. The blue line and dashed gray show the H-bonds and Hydrophobic Interaction
in Pymol, respectively.
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The SH-SY5Y cell line was differentiated into a neuron-like cell culture via the serial
application of all trans-RA and BDNF for 11 days. After the differentiation period, cell
morphologies were switched from cubic-shaped structures into thinner body-like architec-
tures. Axon and dendric-like compositions were assembled, and cell-to-cell attachments were
visible to show cellular interactions under an inverted microscope (Figure 5). For further
differentiation verification, cell cycle analyses of cell cultures were investigated by using flow
cytometry. According to the results, cell populations in S phase (48.46 ± 1.43%) shifted into
G1 phase (69.45 ± 2.67%). Additionally, G2 cell populations decreased from 15.98 ± 1.24% to
2.06 ± 0.07%. These results indicated that cell cultures may have decreased DNA synthesis
and cell division, which could be claimed to be one of the characteristics of mature neurons
(Figure 6). Moreover, the gene expression analysis of a DAergic neuronal marker, tyrosine
hydroxylase (TH), put forth the suggestion that retinoic acid treatment for 11 days increased
TH expression significantly compared to untreated SH-SY5Y cell cultures (Figure 7).
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Figure 7. Gene expression analyses of untreated SH-SY5Y and RA-treated cell culture for tyrosine
hydroxylase (TH). Statistical significance compared to untreated cell culture was shown as * p < 0.05.
(GraphPad Prism® version 7.0, Two-way ANOVA and Tukey’s post hoc test were used to compare
the means of different treatments to determine significant difference (p < 0.05)).

To create a toxicological PD environment in differentiated SH-SY5Y cell cultures, a 50%
inhibitory concentration (IC50) of MPP+ was determined by using MTT cell viability and
LDH cytotoxicity assays. Our analyses showed that a 188 µg/mL concentration of MPP+

decreased 50% of the population of differentiated cell cultures (Figure 8). This concentra-
tion was used to analyze the neuroprotective properties of costunolide and parthenolide
terpenoids in PD cellular models. Additionally, various concentrations of these terpenes
were applied to differentiated SH-SY5Y cell cultures to determine non-toxic doses to
treat PD models. Again, cell viability analyses were performed for both costunolide and
parthenolide terpenes for 24 h in a wide range of concentrations. Our results showed that a
400 µg/mL concentration of costunolide, and 400 µg/mL and 200 µg/mL concentrations
of parthenolide, significantly decreased differentiated cell numbers (Figure 9).
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Figure 8. (A)—Cell viability of differentiated SHSY-5Y cells treated with MPP+ (24 h) is presented.
(B)—Dose–response curve when the cell culture was treated with MPP+ in various concentrations.
(−) Ctrl: Negative control. (+) Ctrl: Positive control (TritonX). Statistical significance compared to
negative control was shown as * p < 0.05. (GraphPad Prism® version 7.0, Two-way ANOVA and
Tukey’s post hoc test were used to compare the means of different treatments to determine significant
difference (p < 0.05)).
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Figure 9. Viability rates of differentiated SHSY-5Y cells treated with (a)—costunolide and (b)—parthen-
olide terpenoids for 24 h are presented. (−) Ctrl: Negative control, (+) Ctrl: Positive control (Triton-X).
Statistical significance compared to negative control was shown (*) p < 0.05. (GraphPad Prism®

version 7.0, Two-way ANOVA and Tukey’s post hoc test were used to compare the means of different
treatments to determine significant difference (p < 0.05)).

Furthermore, PD toxicological cell culture models developed using SH-SY5Y differ-
entiation and MPP+ (IC50, 188 µg/mL) treatment were investigated against costunolide
and parthenolide molecules to test their neuroprotective properties. Cytotoxicity analy-
ses showed that 100 µg/mL and 50 µg/mL of costunolide concentrations significantly
increased the cell viabilities compared to only MPP+ applied groups in cellular PD models.
On the other hand, 400 µg/mL of costunolide terpene decreased the cell viability compared
to MPP+ applications (Figure 10a). Although parthenolide applications were shown to have
cell viability enhancement ability in the 50 µg/mL concentration in PD cellular models,
400 µg/mL and 200 µg/mL of parthenolide exposures were investigated to significantly
decrease the cell viabilities compared to only MPP+ applied groups (Figure 10b).
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Figure 10. Cell viability analyses of SHSY-5Y cells treated with (a)—costunolide and (b)—parthen-
olide in an experimental in vitro Parkinson’s Disease model for 24 h. (−) Ctrl: Negative control,
MPP+: MPP+ treated cells and (+) Ctrl: Positive control (Triton-X). Statistical significance (increase)
compared to MPP+ control was shown as * p < 0.05. (GraphPad Prism® version 7.0, Two-way
ANOVA and Tukey’s post hoc test were used to compare the means of different treatments to
determine significant difference (p < 0.05)).

Acetylcholinesterase (AChE) activities were analyzed in the cellular PD model af-
ter the treatment with costunolide and parthenolide terpenes. Enzyme activity assay
proposed that both costunolide and parthenolide applications did not change AChE ac-
tivities in differentiated SH-SY5Y cell cultures compared to the negative control. On
the other hand, MPP+ (188 µg/mL) exposure significantly increased the AChE activ-
ity (from 354.78 ± 9.18 mu/mL to 452.63 ± 12.42 mu/mL) in the differentiated cell cul-
tures compared to the negative control. Additionally, when costunolide (100 µg/mL)
and parthenolide (50 µg/mL) terpenoids were applied to cell cultures with MPP+ com-
pound, we observed that terpenoids could ameliorate AChE inhibitory properties of MPP+

into its untreated conditions (from 452.63 ± 12.42 mu/mL to 365.45 ± 16.32 mu/mL and
357.35 ± 16.32 mu/mL, respectively) (Table 1).
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Table 1. Acetylcholinesterase activity (mu/mL) of in vitro Parkinson’s Disease model with/without
treatment of costunolide and parthenolide terpenoids after 24 h. One-way ANOVA, Dunnett tests
were used for multiple comparison. Different letters in the same column present statistical significance
from each value, p < 0.05.

Groups Acetylcholinesterase Activity (mu/mL)

(−) Control 354.78 ± 9.18 a

MPP+ 452.63 ± 12.42 b

Costunolide 335.75 ± 17.45 a

Costunolide + MPP+ 365.45 ± 16.32 a

Parthenolide 325.28 ± 8.46 a

Parthenolide + MPP+ 357.35 ± 16.32 a

Moreover, TAS and TOS assays were performed to analyze the antioxidant and ox-
idative stress conditions in the differentiated SH-SY5Y cell cultures with/without cos-
tunolide and parthenolide terpenes treatments against MPP+ toxicity. We found that
MPP+ (188 µg/mL) exposure significantly decreased TAS levels from 1.86 ± 0.16 mM to
1.12 ± 0.05 mM (Trolox Equiv./L) compared to the negative control. However, costunolide
(100 µg/mL) and parthenolide (50 µg/mL) treatments ameliorated the effect of MPP+ on
TAS levels to 1.88 ± 0.21 mM and 1.76 ± 0.23 mM, which are similar values as in the nega-
tive control. In addition, we found that the TOS level was elevated from 5.54 ± 0.46 µM to
8.35 ± 0.89 µM (H2O2 Equiv./L) after MPP+ exposure in the differentiated cell cultures. In
spite of that, after the treatment of costunolide (100 µg/mL) and parthenolide (50 µg/mL)
into MPP+ (188 µg/mL) exposed cell cultures, the negative impact of MPP+ exposure was
alleviated by decreasing TOS levels to 5.78 ± 0.52 µM and 5.85 ± 0.41 µM, respectively
(Table 2).

Table 2. Total antioxidant status (TAS) and total oxidant status (TOS) levels in an experimental
in vitro Parkinson’s model treated with costunolide and parthenolide terpenoids for 24 h. One-way
ANOVA and Dunnett tests were used for multiple comparison. Different letters in the same column
present statistical significance from each value, p < 0.05.

Groups TAS (mM Trolox Equiv./L) TOS (µM H2O2 Equiv./L)

(−) Control 1.86 ± 0.16 a 5.54 ± 0.46 d

MPP+ 1.12 ± 0.05 b 8.35 ± 0.89 e

Costunolide 2.54 ± 0.15 c 4.32 ± 0.33 f

Costunolide + MPP+ 1.88 ± 0.21 a 5.78 ± 0.52 d

Parthenolide 1.98 ± 0.22 a 4.56 ± 0.63 f

Parthenolide + MPP+ 1.76 ± 0.23 a 5.85 ± 0.41 d

Finally, flow cytometry analyses were performed to investigate the cell death mech-
anisms in cellular PD models after terpenoid treatments. When MPP+ (188 µg/mL) was
applied to the differentiated cell culture, 54.15% were alive and a total of 40.56% (early
and late) apoptotic cell clusters were measured. On the other hand, when costunolide
(100 µg/mL) terpenoid was applied to the cellular PD model, the alive cell ratio was in-
creased to 76.46% and the apoptotic cell ratio was decreased to 18.51%. Similarly, after the
application of parthenolide (50 µg/mL) to the cellular PD model the alive cell ratio was
increased to 68.44 and the apoptotic cell ratio was decreased to 24.07% (Figures 11 and 12).
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Figure 11. Flow cytometry analysis of compound application in cellular PD model. (A)—negative
control (differentiated SH-SY5Y cell culture), (B)—MPP+ is applied to differentiated cell culture (cellu-
lar PD model), (C)—costunolide (100 µg/mL) is applied to cellular PD model, and (D)—parthenolide
(50 µg/mL) is applied to cellular PD model.
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Figure 12. Flow cytometry analysis of costunolide and parthenolide applications (100 µg/mL) in the
cellular PD model. Statistical significance compared to the MPP+ only applied group was shown
(*) p < 0.05. (GraphPad Prism® version 7.0, Two-way ANOVA and Tukey’s post hoc test were used to
compare the means of different treatments to determine significant difference (p < 0.05)).

4. Discussion

PD is one of the most aggressive dementia types, and symptoms of the disease affect
patients’ lives quality severely. To date, there is no effective treatment to ameliorate the
disease symptoms or cure the disease. Plant-originating metabolites and chemicals have
been utilized to regulate multiple targets without causing adverse effects to other organs
and systems [41–43]. In this study, two terpene family compounds, including costunolide
and parthenolide, were tested to see if they could be used in ameliorating the PD toxicity
by targeting antioxidant effect, AChE enzyme activity, and the apoptosis mechanism using
MPP+ exposed differentiated SH-SY5Y cell cultures.

SH-SY5Y cell culture was differentiated by using all trans-RA to constitute neuron-
like cell cultures for developing the PD phenotype in vitro. Different studies utilized
this model to analyze various aspects of PD mechanisms, such as toxicological outcomes,
genetic backgrounds, gene expression, and pathway regulations [44–46]. Differentiated
cell cultures were investigated visually and by using flow cytometry cell cycle analysis.
Morphologic changes such as thinner cell bodies, elongated dendrite, and axon structures
in cell cultures indicated cellular differentiations. Additionally, cell cycle analysis confirmed
that differentiated cells with decreased genomic DNA synthesis and increased cell ratio
remained in the G1 phase.

Cell viability analyses were performed for the identification of IC50 concentrations
of MPP+ application on differentiated SH-SY5Y cell cultures to stimulate the PD toxico-
logic environment. After the cellular PD model was created, different concentrations of
costunolide and parthenolide terpenoids were applied to cultures to assess neuroprotective
concentrations against MPP+ toxicity. Higher concentrations of costunolide (100 µg/mL
and 50 µg/mL) were found to be effective in the cellular PD model compared to costunolide
(50 µg/mL) treatments with regard to neuroprotection. On the other hand, the 400 µg/mL
concentration of costunolide and 400 µg/mL and 200 µg/mL concentrations of partheno-
lide were found to show higher toxicity in MPP+ toxicity. The cell viability analyses of
terpenoids indicate a significant toxicity in differentiated SH-SY5Y cell cultures without
MPP+ exposure (Figure 5).

Effective doses of costunolide (100 µg/mL) and parthenolide (50 µg/mL) were ap-
plied to the cell cultures for biochemical analyses such as AChE activity assay, TAS/TOS
investigations, and apoptosis/necrosis analysis. Previous studies claimed that different
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plant metabolites could inhibit AChE activity significantly in different NDD models [47–49].
Additionally, we showed that both costunolide and parthenolide applications to the MPP+
enhanced in vitro PD model decreased the AChE activity to the levels in the negative con-
trol. Ameliorated AChE activity resulted from the direct regulatory effects of costunolide
and parthenolide treatments, such as preventive properties against MPP+/AChE regulatory
features. Moreover, TAS and TOS assays indicated that terpenoids’ application increased
the antioxidant levels and decreased the oxidative status in cellular PD models. It is well
known that oxidative stress is an important factor for the pathogenesis of various diseases
such as cancers, cardiovascular diseases and NDD [50–52]. Additionally, dopaminergic
neurons have great vulnerability against oxidative stress, which can lead to PD phenotypes
such as mitochondrial dysfunction, severe neuroinflammation, and higher apoptotic cell
deaths [53]. Our results indicated that costunolide and parthenolide applications could
enhance the antioxidant levels in cellular PD models to prevent various negative factors
caused by MPP+ toxicological outcomes. Furthermore, our flow cytometry analyses con-
firmed the previous studies, where antioxidant applications to the MPP+ enhanced cellular
PD models which can ameliorate apoptotic cell deaths and prevent dopaminergic neuron
loss significantly were reported [54–56]. According to our study, 100 µg/mL of costunolide
and 50 µg/mL of parthenolide applications to the in vitro PD model could reduce the
apoptotic cell death ratio by 22% and 16.5%, respectively.

Moreover, we have developed the combined metabolic activators (CMAs), consisting
of L-carnitine tartrate, GSH precursors (L-serine and N-Acetyl Cysteine) and NAD+ pre-
cursor (Nicotinamide or Nicotinamide Riboside), to increase the level of NAD+ as well as
GSH levels [57,58]. We tested the effect of the CMAs in the animal models of NDD and
found that CMA can be used in decreasing oxidative stress and activating mitochondria,
and eventually reversing the disease-associated phenotypes in the animals [59]. We also
tested the effect of the CMA in PD patients [58] and Alzheimer’s Disease patients [60],
and found that the cognitive function of the AD and PD patients significantly improved
in these two independent placebo-controlled studies. Hence, targeting antioxidant status,
oxidative stress and mitochondrial activity for the treatment of NDD can be a strategy for
the development of effective therapies for NDD patients.

5. Conclusions

In this study, we showed that costunolide and parthenolide terpenoids can be used to
ameliorate the negative effects of MPP+ enhanced PD pathologies such as oxidative stress
and apoptotic cell death. We also found that these molecules can be used in the inhibition of
MAO-B enzyme activity. Terpenoids used in this study could also be used in targeting mul-
tiple mechanisms. The strong antioxidant properties of these plant-originating molecules
also affect a specific cascade that triggers disease specific factors sequentially. These facts
should be investigated in an isolated manner to find the exact target of costunolide and
parthenolide terpenoids by running different in vitro and in vivo studies. Based on our
findings, we concluded that costunolide and parthenolide can potentially be used for the
development of efficient treatment strategies for PD patients after running animal and large
clinical studies.
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30. Arslan, M.E.; Türkez, H.; Mardinoğlu, A. In vitro neuroprotective effects of farnesene sesquiterpene on alzheimer’s disease model
of differentiated neuroblastoma cell line. Int. J. Neurosci. 2020, 131, 745–754. [CrossRef]

31. Kim, J.-C.; Dinh, T.-V.; Oh, H.-K.; Son, Y.-S.; Ahn, J.-W.; Song, K.-Y.; Choi, I.-Y.; Park, C.-R.; Suzlejko, J.; Kim, K.-H. The Potential
Benefits of Therapeutic Treatment Using Gaseous Terpenes at Ambient Low Levels. Appl. Sci. 2019, 9, 4507. [CrossRef]

32. Kim, D.Y.; Choi, B.Y. Costunolide—A Bioactive Sesquiterpene Lactone with Diverse Therapeutic Potential. Int. J. Mol. Sci.
2019, 20, 2926. [CrossRef]

33. Butturini, E.; Di Paola, R.; Suzuki, H.; Paterniti, I.; Ahmad, A.; Mariotto, S.; Cuzzocrea, S. Costunolide and Dehydrocostuslactone,
two natural sesquiterpene lactones, ameliorate the inflammatory process associated to experimental pleurisy in mice. Eur. J.
Pharmacol. 2014, 730, 107–115. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

34. Wu, G.; Fang, Y.-Z.; Yang, S.; Lupton, J.R.; Turner, N.D. Glutathione Metabolism and Its Implications for Health. J. Nutr.
2004, 134, 489–492. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

35. Liu, Q.; Zhang, S.; Zhu, D.; Tang, X.; Che, Y.; Feng, X. The parthenolide derivative ACT001 synergizes with low doses of L-DOPA
to improve MPTP-induced Parkinson’s disease in mice. Behav. Brain Res. 2020, 379, 112337. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

36. Gaojian, T.; Dingfei, Q.; Linwei, L.; Xiaowei, W.; Zheng, Z.; Wei, L.; Tong, Z.; Benxiang, N.; Yanning, Q.; Wei, Z.; et al. Parthenolide
promotes the repair of spinal cord injury by modulating M1/M2 polarization via the NF-κB and STAT 1/3 signaling pathway.
Cell Death Discov. 2020, 6, 97. [CrossRef]

37. Seeliger, D.; de Groot, B.L. Ligand docking and binding site analysis with PyMOL and Autodock/Vina. J. Comput. -Aided Mol.
Des. 2010, 24, 417–422. [CrossRef]

38. Laskowski, R.A.; Swindells, M.B. LigPlot+: Multiple Ligand–Protein Interaction Diagrams for Drug Discovery. J. Chem. Inf. Model.
2011, 51, 2778–2786. [CrossRef]

39. Yuan, S.; Chan, H.C.S.; Hu, Z. Using PyMOL as a platform for computational drug design. WIREs Comput. Mol. Sci. 2017, 7, e1298.
[CrossRef]

40. Dravid, A.; Raos, B.; Svirskis, D.; O’Carroll, S.J. Optimised techniques for high-throughput screening of differentiated SH-SY5Y
cells and application for neurite outgrowth assays. Sci. Rep. 2021, 11, 23935. [CrossRef]

41. Angelopoulou, E.; Paudel, Y.N.; Piperi, C.; Mishra, A. Neuroprotective potential of cinnamon and its metabolites in Parkinson’s
disease: Mechanistic insights, limitations, and novel therapeutic opportunities. J. Biochem. Mol. Toxicol. 2021, 35, e22720.
[CrossRef]

42. Hor, S.L.; Teoh, S.L.; Lim, W.L. Plant Polyphenols as Neuroprotective Agents in Parkinson’s Disease Targeting Oxidative Stress.
Curr. Drug Targets 2020, 21, 458–476. [CrossRef]

43. Dinda, B.; Dinda, M.; Kulsi, G.; Chakraborty, A.; Dinda, S. Therapeutic potentials of plant iridoids in Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s
diseases: A review. Eur. J. Med. Chem. 2019, 169, 185–199. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

44. Ramalingam, M.; Huh, Y.-J.; Lee, Y.-I. The Impairments of α-Synuclein and Mechanistic Target of Rapamycin in Rotenone-Induced
SH-SY5Y Cells and Mice Model of Parkinson’s Disease. Front. Neurosci. 2019, 13, 1028. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

45. Ahmad, M.H.; Fatima, M.; Ali, M.; Rizvi, M.A.; Mondal, A.C. Naringenin alleviates paraquat-induced dopaminergic neuronal
loss in SH-SY5Y cells and a rat model of Parkinson’s disease. Neuropharmacology 2021, 201, 108831. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

46. Sang, Q.; Liu, X.; Wang, L.; Qi, L.; Sun, W.; Wang, W.; Sun, Y.; Zhang, H. Curcumin Protects an SH-SY5Y Cell Model of Parkinson’s
Disease Against Toxic Injury by Regulating HSP90. Cell. Physiol. Biochem. 2018, 51, 681–691. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

47. Lu, J.-J.; Pan, W.; Hu, Y.-J.; Wang, Y.-T. Multi-Target Drugs: The Trend of Drug Research and Development. PLoS ONE
2012, 7, e40262. [CrossRef]

48. Cheong, S.L.; Federico, S.; Spalluto, G.; Klotz, K.-N.; Pastorin, G. The current status of pharmacotherapy for the treatment of
Parkinson’s disease: Transition from single-target to multitarget therapy. Drug Discov. Today 2019, 24, 1769–1783. [CrossRef]

49. Youdim, M.B.H.; Kupershmidt, L.; Amit, T.; Weinreb, O. Promises of novel multi-target neuroprotective and neurorestorative
drugs for Parkinson’s disease. Park. Relat. Disord. 2014, 20, S132–S136. [CrossRef]

50. Ndam Ngoungoure, V.L.; Mfotie Njoya, E.; Ngamli Fewou, S.; Fils Ella, A.; McGaw, L.J.; Moundipa, P.F. Acetylcholinesterase
inhibitory, anti-inflammatory and antioxidant properties of some Cameroonian medicinal plants used to treat some neurological
disorders. Investig. Med. Chem. Pharmacol. 2019, 2, 1–13. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-017-11818-5
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28904369
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31445600
http://doi.org/10.1007/s13205-014-0220-2
http://doi.org/10.1155/2019/9341018
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.carbpol.2016.06.040
http://doi.org/10.1080/00207454.2020.1754211
http://doi.org/10.3390/app9214507
http://doi.org/10.3390/ijms20122926
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejphar.2014.02.031
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24625594
http://doi.org/10.1093/jn/134.3.489
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/14988435
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbr.2019.112337
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31697983
http://doi.org/10.1038/s41420-020-00333-8
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10822-010-9352-6
http://doi.org/10.1021/ci200227u
http://doi.org/10.1002/wcms.1298
http://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-03442-1
http://doi.org/10.1002/jbt.22720
http://doi.org/10.2174/1389450120666191017120505
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejmech.2019.03.009
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30877973
http://doi.org/10.3389/fnins.2019.01028
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31611767
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuropharm.2021.108831
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34655599
http://doi.org/10.1159/000495326
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30463061
http://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0040262
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.drudis.2019.05.003
http://doi.org/10.1016/S1353-8020(13)70032-4
http://doi.org/10.31183/imcp.2019.00033


Cells 2023, 12, 992 18 of 18

51. Ogunruku, O.O.; Oboh, G.; Ogunsuyi, O.B. Neuroprotective potential of phenolic extracts of Capsicum frutescens as an inhibitor of
monoamine oxidase and cholinesterase activities. Ife J. Sci. 2018, 20, 403. [CrossRef]

52. Adedayo, B.C.; Oyeleye, S.I.; Okeke, B.M.; Oboh, G. Anti-cholinesterase and antioxidant properties of alkaloid and phenolic-rich
extracts from pawpaw ( Carica papaya ) leaf: A comparative study. Flavour Fragr. J. 2021, 36, 47–54. [CrossRef]

53. Uttara, B.; Singh, A.; Zamboni, P.; Mahajan, R. Oxidative Stress and Neurodegenerative Diseases: A Review of Upstream and
Downstream Antioxidant Therapeutic Options. Curr. Neuropharmacol. 2009, 7, 65–74. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

54. Jeong, K.H.; Jeon, M.-T.; Kim, H.D.; Jung, U.J.; Jang, M.C.; Chu, J.W.; Yang, S.J.; Choi, I.Y.; Choi, M.-S.; Kim, S.R. Nobiletin
Protects Dopaminergic Neurons in the 1-Methyl-4-Phenylpyridinium-Treated Rat Model of Parkinson’s Disease. J. Med. Food
2015, 18, 409–414. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

55. Wu, L.; Du, Z.-R.; Xu, A.-L.; Yan, Z.; Xiao, H.-H.; Wong, M.-S.; Yao, X.-S.; Chen, W.-F. Neuroprotective effects of total flavonoid
fraction of the Epimedium koreanum Nakai extract on dopaminergic neurons: In vivo and in vitro. Biomed. Pharmacother.
2017, 91, 656–663. [CrossRef]

56. Jung, U.J.; Jeon, M.-T.; Choi, M.-S.; Kim, S.R. Silibinin Attenuates MPP + -Induced Neurotoxicity in the Substantia Nigra In Vivo.
J. Med. Food 2014, 17, 599–605. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

57. Zhang, C.; Bjornson, E.; Arif, M.; Tebani, A.; Lovric, A.; Benfeitas, R.; Ozcan, M.; Juszczak, K.; Kim, W.; Kim, J.T.; et al. The acute
effect of metabolic cofactor supplementation: A potential therapeutic strategy against non-alcoholic fatty liver disease. Mol. Syst.
Biol. 2020, 16, e9495. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

58. Mardinoglu, A.; Bjornson, E.; Zhang, C.; Klevstig, M.; Söderlund, S.; Ståhlman, M.; Adiels, M.; Hakkarainen, A.; Lundbom, N.;
Kilicarslan, M.; et al. Personal model-assisted identification of NAD + and glutathione metabolism as intervention target in
NAFLD. Mol. Syst. Biol. 2017, 13, 916. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

59. Turkez, H.; Altay, O.; Yildirim, S.; Li, X.; Yang, H.; Bayram, C.; Bolat, I.; Oner, S.; Tozlu, O.O.; Arslan, M.E.; et al. Combined
metabolic activators improve metabolic functions in the animal models of neurodegenerative diseases. Life Sci. 2023, 314, 121325.
[CrossRef]

60. Yulug, B.; Altay, O.; Li, X.; Hanoglu, L.; Cankaya, S.; Lam, S.; Yang, H.; Coskun, E.; Idil, E.; Nogaylar, R.; et al. Combined
Metabolic Activators Improves Cognitive Functions in Alzheimer’s Disease. Transl. Neurodegener. 2021, 12, 4. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

http://doi.org/10.4314/ijs.v20i2.20
http://doi.org/10.1002/ffj.3615
http://doi.org/10.2174/157015909787602823
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19721819
http://doi.org/10.1089/jmf.2014.3241
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25325362
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.biopha.2017.04.083
http://doi.org/10.1089/jmf.2013.2926
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24660866
http://doi.org/10.15252/msb.209495
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32337855
http://doi.org/10.15252/msb.20167422
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28254760
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.lfs.2022.121325
http://doi.org/10.1186/s40035-023-00336-2

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Molecular Docking 
	Cell Culture and Neuronal Differentiation 
	Gene Expression Analyses of Differentiated Cell Cultures 
	Cellular PD Toxicity Model Constitution 
	Cell Viability Analyses 
	Acetylcholinesterase (AChE) Activity Assay 
	Total Antioxidant Status (TAS) and Total Oxidant Status (TOS) Analyses 
	Flow Cytometry Analyses 
	Statistical Analysis 

	Results 
	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

