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Abstract
Toll like receptors (TLRs) activate signals that are critically involved in innate immune responses
and that contribute to the initiation of adaptive immune responses. Resveratrol (trans-3, 5,4-
trihydroxystilbene), a polyphenol found in red grapes and in several other plant sources, is an
effective chemopreventive agent in cutaneous chemical carcinogenesis. In this study, we
investigated whether TLR4 was required for the chemopreventive action of resveratrol in DMBA
skin carcinogenesis. For this purpose, mice with normal and deficient TLR4 function were
compared when pretreated with resveratrol and then subjected to a DMBA-induced skin
carcinogenesis protocol. There were fewer tumors/group (p<0.001) in resveratrol treated TLR4
competent C3H/HeN mice than in TLR4 deficient C3H/HeJ mice. In addition, the size of tumors
in C3H/HeN mice was reduced in vivo and their survival in vitro was inhibited by resveratrol to a
significantly greater extent than in C3H/HeJ mice. Resveratrol inhibited angiogenesis to a much
greater extent in the TLR4 competent mice than in TLR4 deficient mice. IFN-γ and IL-12 levels
were also increased in TLR4 competent mice compared to TLR4 deficient mice, and TLR4
competent C3H/HeN mice exhibited a greater increase in the cell-mediated immune response to
DMBA. The results of this study indicate that TLR4 is an important mediator of resveratrol
chemoprevention in DMBA skin tumorigenesis.
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Introduction
Toll-like receptors (TLRs) contribute to host defenses by recognizing invading pathogens
and activating potentially beneficial antimicrobial inflammatory and adaptive immune
responses (1). One of these receptors, TLR4, is important because it recognizes
lipopolysaccharide present in the cell wall of gram negative bacteria. Recent studies have
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shown that a variety of nonbacterial agonists such as taxol (2), fibronectin (3,4), and heat
shock protein 60 (5) can also initiate TLR4 signaling, suggesting that it is important for non-
infectious diseases as well. In this regard, TLR4 has been shown to play an important role in
cancer. In a two-stage chemical carcinogenesis mouse model, the presence of a functional
TLR4 inhibited lung carcinogenesis (6). In addition, we have shown that TLR4 activation
has a protective effect in DMBA cutaneous carcinogenesis (7).

TLRs trigger the secretion of critical cytokines such as IL-1, IL-6 and IL-12 by dendritic
cells, and thus provide a link between innate immunity and adaptive immune responses (1).
TLRs can also directly stimulate the proliferation of CD4+ and CD8+ T-cells and can reverse
the suppressive function of regulatory T-cells. In the skin, TLR 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 and 9 have been
identified on keratinocytes (8) and TLR 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 8 and 10 have been found on epidermal
Langerhans cells (9).

Resveratrol (trans-3, 5, 4-trihydroxystilbene), a phytoalexin found in red grapes and in
several other plant sources, has a number of health benefits in vitro and in various animal
models (10). It has anti-microbial and anti-inflammatory effects, and it promotes
cardiovascular health, protects against neurodegenerative diseases, prolongs life and
prevents cancer in several different organ systems. Resveratrol has been observed to
enhance immune responses in mice by promoting production of Th1 cytokines such as IL-2
and IFN-γ, and by enhancing lymphocyte proliferation and IL-12 production (11). It also
effectively suppresses the function of regulatory T-cells and inhibits TGF-β synthesis (12).
In the skin, resveratrol inhibits the induction of cutaneous tumors in mice subjected to both
polyaromatic hydrocarbon (PAH) and UV radiation cutaneous tumorigenesis (13,14).

Since resveratrol and TLR4 are both effective at preventing DMBA skin carcinogenesis, we
investigated whether the two might be linked. For this purpose, the chemopreventive activity
of resveratrol in DMBA-induced skin carcinogenesis was compared in mice with normal
and deficient TLR4 function. TLR4 is normal in C3H/HeN mice; C3H/HeJ mice, on the
other hand, have a mutation in the TLR4 gene that results in a TLR4 signaling pathway that
functions poorly. Our results indicate that resveratrol is not an effective agent for prevention
of DMBA-induced skin tumorigenesis in mice that have deficient TLR4 function and
therefore that the TLR4 signaling pathway is necessary for resveratrol to mediate its
protective effects against the induction of chemically-induced skin tumors.

MATERIALS & METHODS
Animals and Reagents

Female C3H/HeN mice were purchased from Charles River Laboratories (Boston, MA).
Female C3H/HeJ mice were obtained from the Jackson Laboratory (Bar Harbor, Maine). All
mice used for experiments were 6–8 weeks of age. All animal procedures were performed
according to NIH guidelines under protocols approved by the Institute Animal Care and Use
Committee of the University of Alabama at Birmingham. Resveratrol, MTT (3-(4,5-
Dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-diphenyltetrazolium bromide and dimethylbenz(a)anthracene
(DMBA) were purchased from Sigma Chemical Co. (St. Louis, MO). Streptavidin PE-Cy5,
anti-CD31 (platelet/endothelial cell adhesion molecule), anti-IL-12 and anti-IFN-γ were
purchased from Pharmingen (San Diego, CA).

Skin tumorigenesis
A standard DMBA complete carcinogenesis protocol was employed for this study (7).
DMBA (400 nmol, w/v in acetone) was painted weekly on the shaved and depilated dorsal
skin of C3H/HeN and C3H/HeJ mice (15 mice/panel). For chemoprevention studies,
resveratrol was applied topically to the skin (10µmol/mouse) one-hour prior to DMBA
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treatment. Mice were evaluated weekly for tumors. Only tumors that had attained a size of
one mm or greater and were present for two weeks or longer were counted.

Tumor cell proliferation assays
The proliferative potential of tumor cells obtained from C3H/HeJ and C3H/HeN mice was
assessed using the MTT assay as described previously (15). Tumor cells were cultured in
vitro (15). Briefly, <2 mm3 sized tumor fragments were seeded into culture plates and
cultured in RPMI 1640 supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum, 1% L-glutamine, 1%
MEM nonessential amino acids, and 1% antibiotic/penicillin-streptomycin solution. When
the cultures had reached ~80% confluence, the adherent cells were detached with 0.1%
trypsin/0.05% EDTA (Life Technologies) and used for subsequent passage. Cells were
maintained at 37°C in a humidified atmosphere containing 5% CO2. Cells were harvested
and seeded in triplicate into 96-well plates at a density of 2 × 104 per well. To determine the
effect of resveratrol on cell proliferation, cell lines were treated with resveratrol (0–100µM)
for 1, 2, and 3 days and then subjected to an MTT proliferation assay as described earlier
(15). The MTT solution was added to each well followed by incubation for 2 hours at 37°C.
After incubation, DMSO was added to each well. Spectrophotometric absorbance of each
sample was measured at 540 nm using a microplate reader (Bio-Rad, Hercules, CA).

Preparation of tissue lysates
Back skin samples were scraped of subcutaneous fat and washed with PBS. Both skin and
tumors collected from at least 3 mice were homogenized in ice-cold lysis buffer (50 mM
Tris-HCl, 150 mM NaCl, 1 mM EGTA, 1 mM EDTA, 20 mM NaF, 100 mM Na3VO4, 0.5%
NP-40, 1% Triton X-100, 1 mM PMSF, pH 7.4) with freshly added protease inhibitor
cocktail (Protease Inhibitor Cocktail Sigma). The homogenate was then centrifuged at
14,000g for 25 min at 4°C and the supernatant (total cell lysate) was collected, aliquoted and
stored at −80°C (7). The protein content in the lysates was measured by DC Bio-Rad assay
as per the manufacturer's protocol.

ELISA
Cytokines IFN-γ and IL-12 in skin lysates were measured by ELISA as described earlier (7)
using antibodies from BD pharmingen. VEGF was measured in tumor lysates by enzyme
linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA) using commercial kit from Invitrogen (Carlsbad, CA)
according to manufacturer’s instructions.

Sensitization and elicitation of contact hypersensitivity (CHS) with
dimethylbenz(a)anthracene (DMBA)

C3H/HeN and C3H/HeJ mice were sensitized with 100µl of 0.1% DMBA (w/v) in acetone
on their shaved and depilated abdomen on day 0 (16). Resveratrol was applied topically on
the skin (10 µmol/mouse) 3h and 24h before sensitization. DMBA sensitized mice which
were not treated with resveratrol served as positive controls. The mice were challenged on
the ear after five days with 20µl of 0.1% DMBA (w/v) in acetone. CHS was measured
immediately prior to challenge and every 24 hours thereafter for 5 days.

RNA extraction and semi-quantitative RT-PCRs
The total RNA was extracted from the mouse tumor samples using Trizol reagent
(Invitrogen, Carlsbad, CA) according to the manufacturer’s protocol. Briefly, tumor samples
were homogenized with Trizol reagent using a Teflon homogenizer (Fisher Scientific,
Pittsburgh, PA). The homogenate was centrifuged at 12,000 g for 10 min at 4°C. The
supernatant was then collected in a fresh tube and mixed with chloroform (0.2 ml/ml trizol).
The aqueous phase was separated by centrifugation at 12,000 g. RNA was precipitated by
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adding 0.5 ml of isopropanol/ml trizol. The sample was shaken, incubated for 10 min at
room temperature, and centrifuged again as described previously. The precipitate was
washed with 75% ethanol in DEPC–treated water, centrifuged and dissolved in DEPC-
treated water and stored at −80°C. The concentration of total RNA was determined by
measuring the absorbance at 260 nm using a Biorad Smart Spec spectrophotometer.

mRNA expression of MMPs in tumor samples was determined using RT-PCR. For mRNA
quantification, cDNA was synthesized using 1 µg RNA through a reverse transcription
reaction (iScript cDNA Synthesis kit, Bio-Rad, Hercules, CA). As controls, RNA samples
without reverse transcription were subjected to PCR to exclude DNA contamination. The
primers used were as follows: MMP-2 Sense 5’–GAGATCTGCAAACAGGACA-3’; Anti-
sense 5’-TTACCTGAAGCTGGAGAACC-3’; MMP-9 Sense 5’-
CGACGAGTTGTGGTCGCTGG-3’; Anti-sense 5’-GCACTGAAGAATGATCTAAG-3’;
GAPDH Sense 5’-AATGGTGAAGGTCGGTGTGAAC -3’; Anti-sense 5’-
GAAGATGGTGATGGGCTTCC -3’. PCR amplification was performed for 35 cycles of 1
min denaturation at 94 °C, 1 min annealing at 60°C and 2 min extension at 72°C (17). PCR
products were separated by agarose electrophoresis and results were recorded using a gel
documentation system (Bio-Rad, Hercules, CA). The density of bands was measured using
Quantity One software (Bio-Rad). The relative expression level of MMPs for each sample
was calculated as the density of metallo protease/density of GAPDH. The values shown in
the figure are arbitrary. In each case, the values of control group (DMBA treated group of
C3H HeJ ) was taken as "1" and comparison was then made with densitometry values
obtained with other groups.

Quantitative Real time PCR
The mRNA expression of VEGF, MMP-2 and MMP-9 from tumor samples was also
determined using real-time PCR. For the mRNA quantification, cDNA was synthesized as
described above. Using iQ™ SYBR Green Master Mix (Biorad), cDNA was amplified using
real-time PCR with a Bio-Rad MyiQ thermocycler and SYBR Green detection system (Bio-
Rad). Samples were run in triplicate to ensure amplification integrity. The primers used were
described else where (18,19). The standard PCR conditions were 95°C for 10 min and then
40 cycles at 95°C for 30 s, 60°C for 30 s, and 72°C for 30 s. The expression levels of genes
were normalized to the expression level of the GAPDH mRNA in each sample. The 2−ΔΔCT

method was used to compare gene expression levels between samples.

Assessment of expression of vascular endothelial cell antigen, CD31
Immunostaining for CD31 was done on frozen tumor sections from C3H/HeJ and C3H/HeN
mice as described earlier (7). Briefly, frozen sections (5 µm thick) were fixed in cold
acetone and nonspecific binding sites were blocked by immersing the sections in Tris-HCl
buffer containing 5% goat serum and bovine serum albumin (0.5% w/v). The sections were
then incubated with monoclonal antibodies specific for CD31 for 1 h. Antibody binding was
detected by subsequent incubation of sections with streptavidin-phycoerythrin-Cy5
secondary antibody for 1 h. After washing, the sections were counterstained with Hoechst
33342 which stains nuclei. The intensity of the staining was evaluated using a microscope
equipped for immunofluorescence analysis. Images were captured using identical exposure
and brightness/contrast settings. Digitized images were analyzed using Image Pro software
and relative fluorescence intensity was measured with relative intensity of control skin taken
as 1. Images from at least five different samples were viewed and analysed using a 20x
objective.
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Statistical Analysis
Statistical analysis of tumor data was done at the termination of the experiment. The
differences between experimental groups for CHS and cytokine ELISAs were analyzed
using the Student’s t-test. The ANOVA test was employed to test for statistically significant
differences between groups for analysis of the tumors per group and the percentage of mice
with tumors followed by pair-wise tests using Scheffe’s adjustment for multiple tests. In all
cases, a p<0.05 was considered significant.

Results
Resveratrol prevents skin tumors in mice with normal TLR4 function but not in TLR 4
deficient mice

A series of experiments was conducted in which separate panels of C3H/HeN mice were
treated with either resveratrol topically or vehicle prior to each DMBA treatment. In C3H/
HeN mice, treatment with resveratrol resulted in significantly fewer tumors (p<0.001) at the
termination of the experiment at 25 weeks than in mice treated with the vehicle (Fig. 1A).
Only after 20 weeks did 100% of resveratrol treated mice develop tumors whereas it took
only thirteen weeks for 100% of control mice to develop them (Fig. 1C). However, when
C3H/HeJ mice were pretreated with resveratrol, the compound was ineffective at reducing
the total number of tumors (Fig. 1B) or the percentage of mice with tumors (Fig. 1D)
compared to vehicle pretreated controls. Previously, we have shown that TLR4 deficient
C3H/HeJ mice when subjected to a DMBA skin tumorigenesis protocol develop more
tumors than C3H/HeN mice with functional TLR4 (7) and that was confirmed in this
experiment (Fig. 1).

Resveratrol was also effective at controlling the growth of tumors in C3H/HeN mice
(p<0.05), but was less so in C3H/HeJ mice (Figure 2A and 2B). C3H/HeN mice that were
treated with resveratrol had a 78% reduction in the volume per tumor compared to mice that
were treated with vehicle. In contrast, resveratrol-induced tumor volume was inhibited by
only 53% in C3H/HeJ mice. The difference in resveratrol-induced suppression of tumor
volume was statistically significant (p<0.05) in C3H/HeN mice.

TLR-4 proficient cancer cell line is more sensitive to resveratrol than TLR-4 deficient tumor
cell line

To further study the effect of resveratrol on the growth behavior of the DMBA-induced
tumors, tumor specimens were obtained from both C3H/HeJ and C3H/HeN mice. Tumor
fragments <2 mm3 were seeded onto culture plates and cultured as described in the Methods
section. To determine their capacity to proliferate, cell lines were treated with resveratrol for
1, 2, and 3 days and subjected to an MTT proliferation assay (Fig. 2C, D and E). In all
samples tested, resveratrol inhibited the proliferative capacity of tumors in cell lines
obtained from DMBA treated C3H/HeN mice to a greater extent than that of cell lines from
C3H/HeJ mice (p<0.05).

Resveratrol inhibits angiogenesis in DMBA carcinogenesis through TLR4 signaling
Because angiogenesis has been associated with the growth and invasiveness of DMBA-
induced tumors (17), we were interested in determining whether resveratrol had an effect on
the tumor vasculature and on factors that influence angiogenesis, and, if so, whether TLR4
was required. For this purpose, we selected the endothelial cell marker CD31 (17) and the
angiogenesis factors vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF), matrix metalloproteinase-2
(MMP-2) and matrix metalloproteinase-9 (MMP-9) (20). Resveratrol treatment decreased
CD31 staining in C3H/HeN mice, but did not do so in C3H/HeJ mice (Fig. 3).
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We also observed that following treatment with resveratrol, VEGF (p<0.05) levels in tumor
cell lysates were significantly decreased in C3H/HeN mice. Resveratrol did not inhibit
VEGF expression in C3H/HeJ mice as analyzed by ELISA and real time PCR (Fig. 4A and
B). When mRNA expression of MMP-2, and MMP-9 was analyzed in tumor samples of
these mice using RT-PCR and Real time PCR, resveratrol treatment significantly decreased
MMP-2 and -9 expression in C3H/HeN mice but had no significant effect in C3H/HeJ mice
(p<0.05) (Fig. 4C and 4D).

Resveratrol increases the contact hypersensitivity response to DMBA in mice with
functional TLR4

In C3H/HeN mice, topical application of DMBA results in cell-mediated immunity to that
compound that is due to the generation of antigen specific CD8+ T-cells that produce IFN-γ
(16,21,22). The cell-mediated immune response to DMBA protects against skin tumor
development by that compound (21,23). To determine whether resveratrol influences the
cell-mediated immune response to DMBA and, if so, whether it does so through TLR4
signaling pathways, panels of C3H/HeN and C3H/HeJ mice were pretreated with resveratrol
and sensitized by epicutaneous application of DMBA as described in the Methods section.
Resveratrol significantly increased the contact hypersensitivity response in C3H/HeN mice
compared to the vehicle control (Fig. 5A). However, resveratrol pretreatment produced no
increase in CHS in C3H/HeJ mice compared to the vehicle pre-treated DMBA sensitized
control group (Fig. 5B). Effector T-cells for contact hypersensitivity to DMBA have been
shown to produce IFN-γ (21), and resveratrol is known to increase the production of IFN-γ
(11,12). To determine the effects of resveratrol on IFN-γ levels after DMBA carcinogenesis
in C3H/HeN and C3H/HeJ mice, skin samples were collected from the two strains after they
had been on the DMBA skin tumorigenesis protocol for 25 weeks (Fig. 6A). Skin lysates
from mice that had been subjected to the DMBA cutaneous carcinogenesis protocol were
examined for IFN-γ by ELISA. Skin from resveratrol treated C3H/HeN mice had more than
double the amount of IFN-γ than vehicle treated controls (p<0.05). In contrast, there was no
significant difference in IFN-γ in resveratrol treated C3H/HeJ mice compared to control
mice.

Resveratrol increases IL-12 after DMBA carcinogenesis in C3H/HeN mice with a functional
TLR4

The effect of resveratrol treatment on IL-12 levels in these two strains of mice was
examined, since resveratrol is also known to increase the production of IL-12 (11). Skin
samples were collected from C3H/HeN and C3H/HeJ mice after having been on the DMBA
skin tumorigenesis protocol for 25 weeks. In C3H/HeN mice treated with resveratrol the
amount of IL-12 increased (Fig. 6B). In contrast, resveratrol pretreatment resulted in
decreased levels of IL-12 levels in the skin of C3H/HeJ mice. Thus, the findings of this
experiment suggest that resveratrol effects on IL-12 production are mediated at least in part
through TLR4 signaling pathways.

Discussion
It has previously been demonstrated that resveratrol inhibits UV radiation and polyaromatic
hydrocarbon skin carcinogenesis in mice (24–26). With respect to UV carcinogenesis, there
is evidence to suggest that changes in cell cycle regulatory events (25) and in survivin (27)
are produced by resveratrol and that influences UV-induced skin tumor development. There
is no information on the role of immune system in skin cancer prevention by resveratrol. In
this study, we have found that resveratrol prevents the growth and development of DMBA-
induced skin tumors through activation of the TLR4 signaling pathway. Resveratrol, which
protected against skin tumor development in TLR4 proficient mice, was not effective when
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TLR4 signaling was deficient. Moreover, resveratrol-induced signaling through TLR4 was
observed to have multiple actions that may have an impact on chemical carcinogen-induced
skin tumor development. It had direct anti-proliferative effects, stimulated IL-12 production,
inhibited angiogenesis and augmented the cell-mediated immune response to DMBA, the
compound that caused the tumors. Our results are thus consistent with the hypothesis that
resveratrol-induced TLR4 signaling initiates an orderly sequence of events in which
increased amounts of IL-12 are produced, which in turn enhance immune responses and
inhibit the production of factors involved in tumor angiogenesis.

In humans, most cutaneous squamous cell carcinomas are caused by excessive exposure to
ultraviolet radiation. However, polyaromatic hydrocarbon-induced skin cancers have been
observed in individuals exposed to these agents in the occupational setting. Individuals at
risk for polyaromatic hydrocarbon skin cancers include workers in tar distillation, shale
extraction and creosote industries (28–38). Cutaneous chemical carcinogenesis has also been
used extensively as a model to investigate the mechanisms by which skin cancer develops,
its genetics and, as in this report, methods for its chemoprevention (39–43).

The findings with respect to resveratrol are analogous to other studies we have performed
examining the role of TLR4 in cutaneous chemical carcinogenesis (7). We have previously
shown that significantly fewer DMBA-induced tumors develop in C3H/HeN mice that have
normal TLR4 function than in C3H/HeJ mice in which TLR4 is defective. That observation
was confirmed in these studies (see Fig. 1). The decreased number of tumors in C3H/HeN
mice was associated with increased levels of IFN-γ, which acts both as a mediator of cell-
mediated immunity and as an anti-angiogenesis factor (7).

In previous studies, we have shown that the cell-mediated immune response to DMBA that
occurs in some strains of mice (22,23), serves to protect those animals against the
carcinogenic activities of that compound (23). We have also found that TLR4 determines the
type of effector T-cell that is generated following topical application of hapten (15).
Specifically, an intact TLR4 signaling pathway results primarily in IFN-γ-producing effector
T-cells whereas a defect in that pathway leads to the generation of IL-17 producing effector
T-cells. Although both are effective at producing DMBA contact hypersensitivity, only the
IFN-γ producing T-cells confer resistance to DMBA tumorigenesis (7).

TLR4 has protective effects in other systems as well. For example, breast cancer patients
who carry a non-functional TLR4 allele relapse more rapidly than those with a normal TLR4
allele (44). In addition, Caucasian populations with a defective TLR4 allele are at increased
risk for Helicobacter pylori gastritis and cancer (45). In contrast to those studies in which
TLR4 signaling pathways had a beneficial effect, other tumor models have found that TLR4
activation is a risk factor for tumors. TLR4 is over-expressed in human and murine
inflammation-associated colorectal neoplasia, and TLR4-deficient mice were protected from
colon carcinogenesis (46). TLR4 signaling has also been found to augment prostate cancer
development (47). Thus, the chemopreventive effects of TLR4 may depend on the tissue of
origin of the tumor or on the etiologic agent producing the tumor.

We found that one of the downstream effects of resveratrol-induced TLR4 signaling was an
augmentation in the production of IL-12. IL-12 has been shown to cure or improve the
survival of tumor-bearing mice by enhancing in vivo antitumor immune responses in a
number of different tumor models (48). Initially described as an immune response modifier
through its ability to stimulate the generation of IFN-γ-producing Th1-cells, IL-12 is now
known to have multiple phenotypic traits which could contribute to its antitumor activities.
In addition to enhancing in vivo antitumor immune responses, IL-12 has been observed to
inhibit tumor angiogenesis (49). The anti-angiogenesis effects of IL-12 are mediated in part
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through inhibition of VEGF and matrix metalloproteinase, which are necessary for
remodeling of the extracellular matrix (52). In our experiments, fewer CD31+ cells were
observed in the tumors of resveratrol pretreated C3H/HeN mice and VEGF, MMP-2 and
MMP-9 were all reduced, consistent with a negative effect on tumor angiogenesis. Inhibition
of angiogenesis was dependent on TLR4 signaling because the effects of resveratrol on
angiogenesis did not occur in TLR4 deficient mice. Although we have not shown that the
effects on angiogenesis were a direct consequence of IL-12, it is reasonable to speculate that
this may be the case. In this report we have shown that resveratrol not only acts by inhibiting
the proliferation of tumor cells directly via TLR4, it also bolster the immune system via
TLR4 to produce IL-12 which in turn results in activation of T-cells to produce IFN-γ
resulting in tumor inhibition.

IL-12 is an important mediator of other chemopreventive agents as well. Epigallocatechin-3-
gallate (EGCG), a polyphenolic compound found in green tea, and silymarin, a flavanoid
present in milk thistle, both protect mice against the carcinogenic effects of ultraviolet
radiation in mice. Similar to the effect of resveratrol, pretreatment with EGCG and silymarin
augments IL-12 production and inhibits angiogenesis (50). Thus, increased production of
IL-12 may be a feature common to multiple chemopreventive agents and could therefore be
employed as a biomarker to screen for additional chemopreventive agents for skin cancer.
Whether EGCG and silymarin require TLR4 ligation for their chemopreventive activities in
skin cancer is unknown at this time. Resveratrol, through its interactions with TLR4, was
found to have a direct anti-proliferative effect on the cutaneous tumor cells. Previous studies
have shown that TLR4 is expressed by keratinocytes and cell lines derived from epithelial
tumors (51). In vitro treatment of mouse keratinocytes and the RTE2 cell line with LPS, a
TLR4 agonist, resulted in inhibition of cell proliferation. The effect on cell proliferation was
dependent on NF-κB, but was independent of nitric oxide and TNF-α. Resveratrol, at
concentrations as low as 25 µM, also has been shown to limit the proliferation of
keratinocytes in vitro in a time and concentration dependent manner. From our in vitro data
it seems that functional TLR4 is important for resveratrol mediated tumor killing. We
therefore concluded that TLR4 activation is important for resveratrol-induced
chemoprevention of DMBA-induced skin tumorigenesis. It has been reported previously that
TLR-4 activates proapoptotic pathways by activation of caspase 8 and Fas ligand, which in
turn results in cell death (52,53).

Myeloid-differentiation factor 88 (MyD88) plays a critical role in mediating signaling by
TLR4 as well as that of several of the other TLRs. When ligands bind to TLRs, the
intracellular TIR domain of these receptors associates with MyD88, which eventuates in the
activation of the NF-κB and AP-1 signaling pathways (54). TLR4 signaling can also proceed
through an MyD88-independent process in which the TIR domain-containing adaptor
inducing IFN-β (TRIF) leads to type I interferons as well as NF-κB (54). Because TLR4 is
involved in both MyD88-dependent and –independent pathways, it will be of interest to
determine which is activated by resveratrol to produce its protective effects.

Our findings have important implications for resveratrol chemoprevention in humans. Oral
dose of Resveratrol (25mg/70kg body weight dissolved in beverage) has been reported to be
administered in humans (55). Approximately 10% of the Caucasian population has an A-G
mutation at position +896 of the TLR4 gene. This SNP renders individuals less responsive to
TLR4 signaling and increases their susceptibility to gram negative sepsis, malaria, and
gastric cancer due to Helicobacter pylori (47). If our observations in mice can be extended
to humans, then those individuals who have a polymorphism in the TLR4 gene that renders
them less responsive to TLR4 agonists may be resistant to the beneficial effects of
resveratrol.
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Abbreviations

DMBA 7,12-dimethylbenz(a)anthracene

MTT 3-(4,5-Dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-diphenyltetrazolium bromide

TLR4 toll-like receptor-4

VEGF vascular endothelial growth factor

DC dendritic cells

MMP matrix metalloproteinase

CHS contact hypersensitivity
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Figure 1.
Resveratrol suppresses DMBA induced tumor formation in a TLR4 dependent manner.
TLR4 deficient C3H/HeJ mice and TLR normal C3H/HeN mice were subjected to a DMBA
complete cutaneous carcinogenesis protocol (15 mice/panel) as described in the Methods
section. The number of tumors per group was plotted as a function of the number of weeks
on the test. There were significantly fewer tumors in C3H/HeN mice (**p<0.001) after
treatment with resveratrol but there was no inhibition of tumor formation in C3H/HeJ mice
(A&B).The percentage of mice with tumors was plotted as a function of the number of
weeks on the test. There were significantly lower percentage of C3H/HeN mice (**p<0.001)
with tumors after treatment with resveratrol compared to C3H/HeJ mice (C&D).
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Figure 2.
Resveratrol reduces the growth of DMBA-induced tumors in a TLR4 dependent fashion. (A)
The tumor volume was measured at various times after the initiation of treatment in C3H/
HeN mice, and was significantly less in the resveratrol group than in the vehicle treated
panel (*p<0.05). (B) The tumor volume was measured at various times after the initiation of
treatment in C3H/HeJ mice, and was not significantly different in the resveratrol group than
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in the vehicle treated panel. (C, D and E) Tumor cells were obtained from DMBA-induced
tumors from C3H/HeN or C3H/HeJ mice and were subjected to an MTT assay after 1, 2 or 3
days of resveratrol treatment as described in Methods section. The proliferative potential of
tumor cells is expressed in terms of absorbance of each sample. The effect of resveratrol on
the proliferative capacity was higher in tumor cells obtained from C3H/HeN mice when
compared with tumor cells derived from C3H/HeJ mice. Results are the mean ± SD of
triplicate cultures and each experiment was repeated three times. The Graph is representative
of one of them.

Yusuf et al. Page 15

Mol Carcinog. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2010 August 1.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Figure 3.
Resveratrol reduces CD31 expression in tumors from DMBA treated mice. Samples of
tumors and normal skin from C3H HeN and C3H HeJ mice were examined for CD31
fluorescence staining. DMBA-induced tumors from C3H/HeJ mice had higher levels of
CD31 positive staining than tumors induced in C3H HeN mice. Upon resveratrol treatment
the CD31 expression in C3H HeN mice was greatly reduced while in C3H HeJ mice there
was no effect of resveratrol on CD31 expression. (A) Representative photomicrographs are
shown from experiments conducted in tumor/skin samples from at least five mice in each
group. Identical patterns were observed in all of the tumors examined. CD31-positive
staining is indicated by bright pink fluorescence (Bar = 100 µm). (B) Graph showing CD31
intensity from all the groups from five different samples. *P<0.05.
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Figure 4.
Resveratrol inhibition of angiogenesis in DMBA treated mice is dependent on TLR4.
(A)VEGF was measured in tumor lysates from mice placed on a DMBA cutaneous
carcinogenesis protocol for 25 weeks after resveratrol treatment. TLR4 deficient C3H/HeJ
mice showed significantly higher levels of VEGF in their tumor lysates as compared to
TLR4 normal C3H/HeN mice as evaluated by ELISA. Upon resveratrol treatment there was
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significant decrease in VEGF in C3H HeN mice than C3H HeJ mice indicating TLR4 is
important in resveratrol mediated decrease of angiogenic factors like VEGF. The results are
expressed as ng of VEGF per milligram protein. (B) C3H HeJ mice express higher levels of
mRNA of VEGF in DMBA treated tumors compared to C3HHeN mice as evaluated by Real
Time PCR. Upon resveratrol treatment there was no change in mRNA levels of C3H HeJ
mice while the VEGF levels in C3H HeN mice had greatly reduced. RNA was isolated and
mRNA expression of VEGF was determined using real-time PCR with SYBR Green as the
fluorescent dye as described in Materials and Methods. The results are presented as the
relative expression of the individual mRNA with normalization to GAPDH. (C) Resveratrol
also effectively inhibited MMP-2 and -9 mRNA expressions in DMBA induced tumors in
C3H/HeN mice but did not do so in C3H/HeJ mice. Densitometry of MMP-2 and -9
expressions in tumors can be seen as the values under each band. The values shown are
arbitrary. In each case, the values for control group (DMBA treated C3H HeJ group) was
taken as "1" and comparison was then made with densitometry values obtained with other
groups. Each experiment was repeated three times. (*p<0.05). The figure is representative of
one of them. (D) C3H HeJ mice express higher levels of mRNA of MMP-2 and MMP-9 in
DMBA treated tumors compared to C3HHeN mice as evaluated by Real Time PCR. Upon
resveratrol treatment there was no change in mRNA levels of C3H HeJ mice while the MMP
levels in C3H HeN mice had greatly reduced. RNA was isolated and mRNA expression of
MMP-2 and MMP-9 was determined using real-time PCR with SYBR Green as the
fluorescent dye as described in Materials and Methods. The results are presented as the
relative expression of the individual mRNA with normalization to GAPDH.
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Figure 5.
Effect of resveratrol on DMBA contact hypersensitivity (CHS) in TLR4 deficient C3H/HeJ
and C3H/HeN mice. (A) C3H/HeN mice were pretreated with resveratrol and sensitized
with DMBA and ear challenged five days later as described in the Methods section. The
CHS response was significantly higher in resveratrol pre-treated C3H/HeN mice than in
vehicle pretreated C3H/HeN mice (*p<0.05). (B) C3H/HeJ mice were pretreated with
resveratrol and sensitized with DMBA and ear challenged five days later as described in the
Methods section. The CHS response was not significantly different in resveratrol pre-treated
C3H/HeJ mice than in vehicle pretreated C3H/HeJ mice (*p>0.05). Results are the mean ±
SD with 3 mice per group and each experiment was repeated twice with similar results. The
graph is representative of one of them (*p<0.05).
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Figure 6.
IFN-γ and IL-12 production in skin lysates from C3H/HeN and C3H/HeJ mice after having
been subjected to a DMBA cutaneous carcinogenesis protocol for 25 weeks with or without
resveratrol treatment. (A) Skin lysates from resveratrol treated C3H/HeN mice showed
higher levels of IFN-γ than vehicle pretreated C3H/HeN, whereas IFN-γ levels in skin
lysates from resveratrol pretreated C3H/HeJ were not increased (*p<0.05). (B) Skin lysates
from resveratrol treated C3H/HeN mice showed higher levels of IL-12 than vehicle
pretreated C3H/HeN, whereas IL-12 levels in skin lysates from resveratrol pretreated C3H/
HeJ were decreased compared to vehicle pretreated C3H/HeJ mice (*p<0.05). Results are
the mean ± SD of panels containing 4 mice per group. Each experiment was repeated twice
with similar results.
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