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Abstract
Background: Anthocyanin-containing plant extracts and carotenoids, such as astaxanthin, have been well-known
for their antiviral and anti-inflammatory activity, respectively. We hypothesised that a mixture of Ribes nigrum L. (Gros‑
sulariaceae) (common name black currant (BC)) and Vaccinium myrtillus L. (Ericaceae) (common name bilberry (BL))
extracts (BC/BL) with standardised anthocyanin content as well as single plant extracts interfered with the replication
of Measles virus and Herpesviruses in vitro.
Methods: We treated cell cultures with BC/BL or defined single plant extracts, purified anthocyanins and astaxanthin
in different concentrations and subsequently infected the cultures with the Measles virus (wild-type or vaccine strain
Edmonston), Herpesvirus 1 or 8, or murine Cytomegalovirus. Then, we analysed the number of infected cells and viral
infectivity and compared the data to non-treated controls.
Results: The BC/BL extract inhibited wild-type Measles virus replication, syncytia formation and cell-to-cell spread.
This suppression was dependent on the wild-type virus-receptor-interaction since the Measles vaccine strain was
unaffected by BC/BL treatment. Furthermore, the evidence was provided that the delphinidin-3-rutinoside chloride,
a component of BC/BL, and purified astaxanthin, were effective anti-Measles virus compounds. Human Herpesvirus 1
and murine Cytomegalovirus replication was inhibited by BC/BL, single bilberry or black currant extracts, and the BC/
BL component delphinidin-3-glucoside chloride. Additionally, we observed that BC/BL seemed to act synergistically
with aciclovir. Moreover, BC/BL, the single bilberry and black currant extracts, and the BC/BL components delphinidin3-glucoside chloride, cyanidin-3-glucoside, delphinidin-3-rutinoside chloride, and petunidin-3-galactoside inhibited
human Herpesvirus 8 replication.
Conclusions: Our data indicate that Measles viruses and Herpesviruses are differentially susceptible to a specific
BC/BL mixture, single plant extracts, purified anthocyanins and astaxanthin. These compounds might be used in the
prevention of viral diseases and in addition to direct-acting antivirals, such as aciclovir.
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Background
During the last decades, direct-acting antiviral therapies
against several human pathogenic viruses were developed. These therapies are usually virus-specific and show
low activity against other viruses, while plant extracts can
contain components, such as flavonoids active against a
variety of different virus families.
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Measles viruses belong to the negative-stranded RNA
viruses. They are highly contagious human pathogens
that cause a temporary immunodeficiency in the infected
patients leading in cases to severe complications such
as blindness, encephalitis, severe diarrhoea and related
dehydration, ear infections, or acute respiratory infections such as pneumonia (for review see [1]). Measles virus infection still accounts for 4% of all deaths in
children under age five worldwide. In some cases, the
Measles virus can cause the fatal subacute sclerosing
panencephalitis (SSPE) even decades after infection [2].
Although a potent vaccine is available, more than 500
Measles virus infections per year have been diagnosed
from 2017 to 2019 in Germany, probably due to growing
vaccination fatigue [3]. Thus, an antiviral agent that targets Measles virus replication and, thus, could have the
potential to prevent the SSPE and other complications
associated with the infection would be desirable.
Herpes viruses, such as Herpes simplex virus type 1
(HSV-1), Cytomegalovirus (CMV) and Human Herpesvirus 8 (HHV-8), are wide-spread pathogens with up
to 80% seroconverters for HSV-1, up to 90% for CMV
[4] and up to 87% for HHV-8 in Africa [5]. Herpesviruses belong to DNA viruses with a very stable genome.
While all these viruses are generally well-controlled by
the human immune system, Herpesviruses represent a
thread to newborns and immunocompromised patients,
such as organ recipients, where drug resistance-associated mutations are often observed [6]. Furthermore, congenital and perinatal CMV infection may lead to severe
neurological symptoms resulting in microcephaly, jaundice, petechiae, hepatosplenomegaly, periventricular calcifications, choriinfluoretinitis, pneumonitis, hepatitis,
and sensorineural hearing loss. Direct antiviral drugs,
such as aciclovir, ganciclovir (GCV) and letermovir, can
be used to reduce the severity of the clinical symptoms
[7]. Still, GCV, foscarnet and cidofovir based therapies
are often associated with adverse side effects. Especially
the renal impairment of foscarnet may result in loss of
the transplant in infected organ recipients.
The development of direct-acting antiviral drugs targeting viral entry, proteases and viral polymerases led
to successful treatment regimes for human pathogens,
such as Human Immunodeficiency virus 1 (HIV-1)
[8], Herpesviruses [6], Hepatitis B and D [9] and C [10]
viruses. However, the frequent occurrence of resistanceassociated mutations, severe side-effects, and high therapy costs underline the need to discover new antiviral
agents. Several plants, fruits and berry extracts have been
described to show antimicrobial and antiviral properties
or have been applied as nutraceuticals to prevent diseases
in the past. For example, consumption of the carotenoid
astaxanthin has been associated with cardiovascular
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disease or cataract prevention [11]. Furthermore, it
inhibits Helicobacter pylori-induced inflammatory and
oncogenic responses [12].
Various studies have reported that flavonoids inhibit
the replication of viruses, such as Dengue virus (DENV)
[13], Duck Hepatitis [14], Enterovirus 71 [15] and Influenza virus. Furthermore, anthocyanin-rich berry extracts
have been reported to suppress HSV-1 in epithelial cells
[16]. This anti-HSV-1-effect of flavonoid-rich plant
extracts has been described for Solanum melongena L.
peel extracts [17]. Anthocyanins derived from plants
were shown to interfere with rotavirus adsorption to host
cells [18]. Isolated anthocyanins from strawberry (Fragaria vesca L.) and raspberry (Rubus idaeus L.) of the
Rosaceae plant family, and Vaccinium myrtillus L. (Ericaceae) (Common name bilberry) (BL), and lingonberry
(Vaccinium vitis-idaea L.) were shown to suppress Coxsackievirus B1 and Influenza replication [19]. Moreover,
it has been reported that delphinidin, an anthocyanin
contained, for example, in Ribes nigrum, L. (Grossulariaceae) (common name black currant) (BC), can inhibit
the attachment stage of enveloped ( +) ssRNA viruses
like Hepatitis C virus, West Nile virus, DENV, Zika virus
and DNA viruses such as HSV-1. Cyanidin-3-sambubiocide was reported to bind to the viral neuraminidase of the
Influenza virus and block virus entry [20].
In the present study, we aimed to analyse whether a
mixture of BC and BL extracts (BC/BL) prepared under
GMP (food) conditions (Figs. S1 to S5) with standardised
anthocyanin content (30%) and astaxanthin interfered
with the replication of the Measles virus (RNA-virus) and
various Herpesviruses (DNA viruses) and thus could be
used in the prevention or in treatment of various viral
diseases. We investigated whether these extracts inhibited viral replication and cell-to-cell spread by qPCR and
infectivity assays. Furthermore, we sought to characterise the BC/BL components responsible for the antiviral
effects leading to the description of a novel, well-characterized antiviral substances.

Methods
Cell culture

All cell culture plates were obtained from Greiner BioOne GmbH (Frickenhausen, Germany). Cells were cultured in Dulbecco’s Modified Eagle Medium (DMEM,
Thermo Fisher Scientific, Schwerte, Germany) complemented with 10% fetal calf serum and Penicillin/Streptomycin (Sigma-Aldrich, Taufkirchen, Germany). Vero
SLAM cells were provided by S. Schneider-Schaulies
(University of Würzburg). All other cell lines (Vero, BHK21, MDCK, NIH 3T3 and HepG2) were purchased from
ATCC (LGC Standards GmbH, Wesel, Germany).
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Viruses

The recombinant green fluorescent protein (gfp)-encoding Measles, murine Cytomegalovirus (mCMV), HHV-8
and HSV-1 viruses were obtained from J. SchneiderSchaulies (gfp-encoding wild-type and vaccine Measles strains) (Virology, Würzburg), Lars Dölken (HSV &
mCMV) (Virology Würzburg, Germany), Wolfram Brune
(HHV-8) (Source: Brune, HPI Hamburg, Germany), used
by permission.
Plant extracts and compounds

The mixture of BC/BL extracts (from Ribes nigrum L.
and Vaccinium myrtillus L., respectively) were obtained
from Medpalett AS (Anthocyanin mix, source Medpalett
AS, Healthberry 865®, batches S-080415, S-170418) and
the single BL (batch R8214801) and BC extracts (batch
J23119005) from Medpalett AS (Sandnes, Norway). The
identification of the anthocyanins in the extracts was performed with qualitative high-performance liquid chromatography (HPLC) analysis and UV absorbance using
internal standards as described before (Figs. S1-S3) [21].
The extracts contain a minimum 28–30% of total anthocyanins. The experiments were repeated with extracts
from berries harvest in a different year. Our analyses
revealed that the 5 anthocyanins described in the paper
(C3R/C3G/D3R/D3G/PT3G) were present at concentrations of 0.5–5% (Figs. S1-S4). Cyanidin-3-glucoside
(Kuromanin chloride, C3G, purity: > 97%), cyanidin3-rutinoside (Keracyanin chloride, C3R, purity: > 97%),
delphinidin-3-glucoside chloride (D3G, purity: > 97%),
delphinidin-3-rutinoside chloride (D3R, purity: > 97%)
and petunidin-3-glucoside (PT3G, purity: > 97%), were
provided by Polyphenols AS, Biolink Group (Sandnes,
Norway). Astaxanthin (Asta) (purity: ≥ 97%) and aciclovir were obtained from Sigma-Aldrich. All compounds
were dissolved and diluted in the cell culture medium
(DMEM), except for Asta, which was solubilised in
dimethylsulfoxide (DMSO Sigma-Aldrich). The respective solvents served as controls in cytotoxicity and viral
inhibition assays. All the plant names have been checked
with http://www.theplantlist.org.
Cellular toxicity

To exclude any toxic side effects of the used compounds,
cell survival and metabolism were measured by RealTime-Glo™ MT Cell Viability Assay (Cat. No. G9712,
Promega, Mannheim, Germany). Vero SLAM, BHK21,
MDCK, NIH 3T3, and HepG2 cells (2 × 104) were incubated with decreasing amounts of the compounds solubilised in DMEM or DMSO. Wells with either DMEM
alone or DMSO served as controls. The RealTime-Glo™
MT Cell Viability Assay was performed according to the
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manufacturer’s instructions in triplicates. After 1 h, and
then every six or 12 h, the luminescence was measured
with a Centro LB 960 microplate luminometer (Berthold
Technologies). Changes in the luminescence over time
were calculated and compared to the solvent control.
Only non-cytotoxic concentrations of every compound
were used for antiviral assays.
Cellular proliferation assays

The BC/BL extract and the single BC and BL extracts
used in the present study have a dark blue to violet colour, which might influence the luminescence readouts
of cellular cytotoxicity assays such as the RealTimeGlo™ MT Cell Viability Assay. Thus, for these extracts,
the proliferation of cells was also determined by direct
automatic cell counting. Cells were seeded on optical
plates (CellCarrier-96, PerkinElmer) and counted before
the experiments. Then the compounds were added in
decreasing concentrations, and the cells were incubated
for three days. The medium was changed, and cell numbers per well were determined using the PerkinElmer
Ensight reader. Only compound concentrations that did
not reduce the cell number per well significantly were
used for antiviral assays.
Measles virus replication assay

Vero SLAM cells were incubated with decreasing concentrations of the solubilised compounds for approximately 1 h. The assays were performed in black 96 well
plates (PerkinElmer GmbH, Rodgau, Germany) at least
in three independent experiments. Cells were infected
with gfp-encoding wild-type Measles virus (MOI: 0.5)
and incubated for two days. Due to the autofluorescence,
the medium was replaced by DMEM, and gfp-expressing cells were subsequently quantified using a TECAN
saphire2 plate reader. Every well was measured five times
at 25 spots (six-well plates) or nine places (96-well plates)
utilising the beam settings "fine" and "sensitive". Autofluorescence of a plate with untreated and non-infected cells
was measured, and the mean background fluorescence
intensity was subtracted from the values obtained above.
Direct counting of infected cells: Vero SLAM (wildtype) or Vero cells (Edmonston vaccine strain (MOI:
0.5)) were seeded in optical 96-well plates and infected
with gfp-encoding Measles viruses. One day after infection, Measles virus-infected cells and gfp-expressing cells
were directly counted using the PerkinElmer Ensight
system with optical cell culture plates in triplicates. The
instrument was controlled by manual counting. Viral
titers were calculated as infectious particles per ml. Three
independent experiments were performed. Changes
in viral infectivity were analysed by the Student’s t-test,
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comparing the values at a single concentration with the
solvent control.
HSV‑1, mCMV and HHV‑8 infections

BHK-21 cells (HSV-1 and HHV-8) or NIH 3T3 cells
(mCMV) were incubated with decreasing concentrations
of the solubilised compounds for approx. 1 h. All concentrations were analysed by six (HSV-1) or three (HHV-8,
mCMV) independent replicates on black 96 well plates.
Cells were infected with gfp-encoding wild-type HSV-1
(MOI: 2.5), gfp-encoding wild-type HHV-8 (MOI: 0.5)
or gfp-encoding mCMV (MOI: 0.5). One day (HSV-1) or
two days after infection (HHV-8 and mCMV), infected
cells and gfp-expressing cells were directly counted using
the PerkinElmer Ensight system with optical cell culture
plates. The instrument readout was controlled by manual counting. For infection studies with HSV-1, aciclovir
served as the positive control. Changes in viral infectivity were analysed by the Student’s t-test, comparing the
values at a single concentration with the solvence control.

Results
The BC/BL extract inhibits Measles virus infection,
cell‑to‑cell spread, and syncytia formation

Since the development of antiviral drugs against the
Measles virus is still unsuccessful, we sought to analyse
whether the defined BC/BL extract (Healthberry 865®)
inhibited Measles virus replication. These extracts are
normalized on the content of antocyanins. We treated
Vero SLAM cells with decreasing BC/BL extract concentrations and subsequently infected the cells with a gfpencoding wild-type Measles virus (Fig. 1A). The BC/BL
was still soluble at 500 µg/ml concentration, while concentration of 1 mg/ml showed precipitates after centrifugation. In the selected concentration range, the extract
did not show any effect either on cell growth or cellular metabolism (data not shown). The virus-containing
medium was removed after 1.5 h. Then the medium was
replaced by a medium containing the compound at the
same concentration to remove the virus from the supernatant, and the cells were further incubated for one day.
Since our preliminary results indicated that the compound exhibits a strong auto-fluorescence at the GFP
excitation/emission wavelength, the fluorescence was
measured through the bottom of the plate using a fluorescence plate reader (Fig. 1A). First, non-infected and
non-treated cells were measured to compensate for the
auto-fluorescence of the cells. The statistical mean of
these measurements was subtracted from the fluorescence values. We found that 500, 250, 125, and 62.5 µg/
ml of the BC/BL extract efficiently inhibited Measles
virus replication to 41.5, 39.5, 53.7 and 52.4%, respectively, compared to the non-treated control group,
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whereas 31 µg/ml of the BC/BL extract had no effect.
This indicates that BC/BL contains antiviral components
active against wild-type Measles virus.
We sought to further study BC/BL’s effect on the Measles virus replication by analysing the infection by fluorescence microscopy. Vero SLAM cells were seeded on
optical plates, treated with the BC/BL extract at 250 and
125 µg/ml, and infected with gfp-expressing wild-type
Measles virus. Compared to untreated cells, BC/BL efficiently inhibited viral replication at 250 µg/ml (Fig. 1B).
Furthermore, it blocked the cell-to-cell spread and syncytia formation nearly completely. The lower concentration
of 125 µg/ml still showed some inhibition of infection
and prevented the formation of large syncytia typical for
Measles virus infection (Fig. 1B). The observed inhibition of cell-to-cell infection might be the key to efficiently
blocking virus spread in infected patients since the Measles virus is known to be strongly cell-associated. Moreover, the reduction of infected cells indicates that the
BC/BL extract targets replication steps before genome
replication, such as receptor recognition/binding, entry,
uncoating or viral transcription. Moreover, comparing
the inhibition data with the microscopic images, it seems
reasonable to assume that the extract’s autofluorescence
leads to higher fluorescence readings at higher concentrations, which would lower the measured inhibition
by BC/BL. Since the fluorescence measurement in this
experiment depends on the number of infected cells on
the one hand and the expression levels on the other, we
decided to count the infected cells directly.
Vero SLAM cells were seeded on optical plates to measure the infected cells by their gfp-expression directly.
BC/BL was added, and the cells were infected with gfpencoding wild-type Measles virus in triplicates. The
next day, the gfp-expressing cells were counted (Fig. 1C)
using the PerkinElmer Ensight system, which allows
to precisely determine the number of gfp-expressing
infected cells per well. Again, BC/BL reduced the number of infected cells significantly (250 µg/ml 153fold (significance p = 3*10–8)), even at concentrations as low as
62.5 µg/ml (significance 1.5fold, p = 0.001) (Fig. 1C), providing evidence that the BC/BL extract acts prior to gene
expression. Since BC/BL is a mixture of black currant
and bilberry extracts, we analysed whether both extracts
contribute to the inhibition. Vero SLAM cells were incubated with BC/BL, or extracts from BC and BL alone and
subsequently infected with gfp-encoding wild-type Measles virus (Fig. 1E). After one day, infected gfp-expressing
cells were counted as described above. Neither BL nor
BC extracts alone reduced viral infection, indicating that
the preparation of BC/BL might have prevented the degradation of the active components such as anthocyanins.
All experiments were repeated with BL/BC extracts from

Sivarajan et al. BMC Complementary Medicine and Therapies

(2022) 22:181

Page 5 of 12

Fig. 1 Impact of BC/BL extract, anthocyanins and astaxanthin on Measles virus infection. A. Determination of the inhibition of gfp-encoding
Measles virus infection by BC/BL. Each bar represents the mean of 3 independent infection experiments. Error bars represent the standard deviation.
B. Immunofluorescent analysis of BC/BL on gfp-encoding Measles virus inhibition and syncytia formation. C. Quantitative analysis of gfp-positive
Vero SLAM cells after BC/BL treatment and Measles virus infection. Data are presented as means (bars) and standard deviation (error bars) of three
independent samples performed in triplicates, each. D. Impact of astaxanthin (Asta) and D3R on gfp-encoding Measles virus replication. Data
are presented as means (bars) and standard deviation (error bars) of four independent samples performed in quadruplets, each. E. Impact of BC/
BL and single extracts on gfp-encoding Measles virus infection. Data are presented as means (bars) and standard deviation (error bars) of three
independent samples performed in triplicates, each. The significance of the results was calculated, and the values are shown in the main text
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harvested in a different year with comparable results. In
summary, the BC/BL extract contains an antiviral component against the wild-type Measles virus, which can
block syncytia formation.
Delphinidin‑3‑rutinoside chloride and astaxanthin inhibit
Measles viral replication

BC/BL contains various anthocyanins, which could contribute to the inhibition of Measles viruses. Next, we
wanted to determine the active components of BC/BL.
Thus, infection experiments with the purified anthocyanins D3G, D3R, C3R, C3G, and Asta, a carotenoid, were
performed (Fig. 1D). Only non-toxic compound concentrations were applied. The analyses were performed with
decreasing concentrations, starting with 150 µg/ml since
these concentrations are comparable to the 30% anthocyanin content of BC/BL. The compounds were added
directly before the cells were infected since anthocyanins
are unstable in water-based solutions at physiological pH.
DMSO was added as solvent control since Asta is poorly
soluble in water and was thus dissolved in DMSO. The
infection experiments were performed in quadruplets.
Asta and D3R reduced the number of infected cells at
concentrations of 75 µg/ml (Asta, significance p = 0.003)
and 150 µg/ml (Asta (significance p = 0.0002) and D3R
(significance p = 2.9*10–5)), by one order of magnitude.
At the same time, the other anthocyanins did not influence Measles viral replication. These data indicate that
Asta and D3R contribute to the inhibition of Measles
virus infection by BC/BL.
BC/BL does not inhibit the Edmonston vaccine strain

To further analyse the mechanism and the specificity of the inhibition of Measles virus by the extract BC/
BL, Measles virus vaccine strain Edmonston was used.
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Measles viruses require SLAM (CD150) as the cellular entry receptor. The viral hemagglutinin protein (H)
binds with its head domain to a beta-sheet of the membrane distal ectodomain of the CD150 receptor [22]. In
contrast, the Measles vaccination strain Edmonston can
use CD46 as a cellular receptor [23]. This fundamental
difference provides an opportunity to analyse whether
the inhibition of the Measles virus by BC/BL is due to a
specific receptor-dependent viral entry block. Thus, the
entry of the vaccination strain should not be affected if
BC/BL targets viral entry in a SLAM dependent way.
Wild-type Vero cells, without CD150/SLAM receptor,
were infected with a recombinant gfp-expressing Edmonston strain in the presence of either BC/BL (Fig. 2A) or
with astaxanthin (Fig. 2B) since we have shown that
astaxanthin blocks wild-type Measles virus entry as well
(Fig. 1D). Both BC/BL and astaxanthin did not influence
viral infection significantly. This finding indicates that
components of BC/BL and Asta interact either with the
wild-type H-protein or block the SLAM receptor specifically. Furthermore, neither BC/BL, Asta, nor D3R inhibit
any of the Measles viruses’ downstream steps since these
pathways are similar in the wild-type and vaccine virus.
In summary, we have shown that the BC/BL extract and
astaxanthin can only impede wild-type Measles virus,
while the vaccine strain is unaffected.
BC/BL inhibits HSV‑1 infection

Having shown that BC/BL inhibits a negative-stranded
RNA virus, we sought to investigate whether BC/BL
would inhibit other unrelated human pathogentic DNA
viruses. Since chronic viral infections caused by herpes viruses are common and antivirals without severe
adverse side effects are still needed, we decided to analyse whether BC/BL or astaxanthin inhibited HSV-1

Fig. 2 Impact of BC/BL (A) and astaxanthin (B) on the Edmonston vaccine strain. Bars represent the mean of infected cells from six independent
wells. Error bars show the standard deviation. Each experiment was performed in quadruplets. Virus infection with the Edmonston strain was not
reduced significantly by the treatment (calculated with the Student’s t-test)
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and further identify the active antiviral component of
the BC/BL extract. Only non-toxic compound concentrations were applied. BHK-21 cells were pre-incubated
with either BC/BL or single extracts from bilberry or
black currant, starting with decreasing concentrations
from 0.5 mg/ml. Thus, similar concentrations of the
potential active compounds were used. The cells were
subsequently infected with gfp-encoding HSV-1 at a
multiplicity of infection of 2.5, and infected gfp-expressing cells were counted one day after infection using the
PerkinElmer Ensight system. BC/BL (500 µg/ml) suppressed viral infectivity about two orders of magnitude
(p = 0.001) (Fig. 3A). The concentrations of 250 and
125 µg/ml reduced the number of infected cells by 7.3
(significance p = 0.001) and 1.8 (significance p = 0.001)
fold, respectively. In comparison, extracts from black
currant and bilberry alone inhibited viral infection more
than factor 42 and 26, respectively (significance black
currant p = 1.0*10–8; significance bilberry p = 1.3*10–8),
indicating that HSV-1 infection is inhibited significantly
(Fig. 3B).
Next, we sought to identify the active component in
BC/BL by analysing the effect of D3G, D3R, C3R, and
C3G on HSV-1 infection. Additionally, we included
Asta. BHK-21 cells were pre-incubated with the anthocyanins or Asta at decreasing concentration, starting
from 150 µg/ml and infected with gfp-encoding HSV1. The number of infected cells was determined as
described above. While C3G (Fig. 3A), Asta (Fig. 3B),
D3R, and C3R (data not shown), did not influence
HSV-1 infection, D3G inhibited infection by two
orders of magnitude (significance p = 6.7*10–8) at a
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concentration of 150 µg/ml, indicating that D3G is an
active compound in the extract (Fig. 3A). This result
provides evidence that the suppression of HSV-1 is
virus-specific since Asta was inactive against HSV-1.
Furthermore, we show that an extract containing multiple anthocyanins, such as BC/BL, can efficiently inhibit
several different viruses.
HSV-1 infections are usually treated with aciclovir.
Thus, we compared the susceptibility of our HSV-1 isolate to BC/BL with the inhibition by aciclovir. BHK-21
cells were inhibited with BC/BL, aciclovir, and a combination of BC/BL and aciclovir and infected with
gfp-expressing HSV-1. Since aciclovir inhibits DNA
replication, we analysed the infectivity of the generated
viruses after a single round of infection. Cell culture
supernatants were collected after two days and used to
infect fresh BHK-21 cells. After one additional day, gfpexpressing cells were counted. Again, BC/BL inhibited
the infection. However, by analysing viral infectivity after
a complete-single round, we observed a suppression
of more than three orders of magnitude, showing that
BC/BL efficiently suppresses the replication of HSV-1
(Fig. 3C). Furthermore, this indicates that BC/BL treatment might affect additional replication steps downstream of the early gene expression. Moreover, we show
that the inhibition of HSV-1 by aciclovir is independent
of BC/BL since both 125 and 250 µg/ml of BC/BL plus
aciclovir suppressed viral infectivity more effectively than
the compounds alone. In addition, this indicates that the
combination of BC/BL with aciclovir might be beneficial
for infected patients and might allow the use of lower aciclovir concentrations.

Fig. 3 Impact of BC/BL, single anthocyanins and astaxanthin on HSV-1 infection. A., B. Quantitative analysis of infected BHK-21 cells after treatment
with extracts or compounds and infection with gfp-encoding HSV-1. C. Analysis of viral infectivity after cell treatment with BC/BL and aciclovir. All
the data (A-C) are presented as means (bars) and standard deviation (error bars) from six independent wells. The significance of the analyses was
calculated, and the values are shown in the main text
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BC/BL inhibits mCMV infection

Having observed the suppression of HSV-1 infection by BC/BL, we sought to analyse whether BC/BL
would inhibit the related Cytomegalovirus (herpesvirus 5). The gfp-expressing mCMV was chosen as a
model virus. NIH 3T3 cells were pre-incubated with
decreasing concentrations of either BC/BL, bilberry, or
black currant extracts, starting with a concentration of
0.5 mg/ml. Thus, similar concentrations of the potential active compounds in the extracts were used. Only
non-cytotoxic concentrations were used. The cells were
infected with gfp-encoding mCMV, and infected gfpexpressing cells were quantified two days after infection
with the PerkinElmer Ensight reader (Fig. 4). Similar to
our HSV-1 results, BC/BL inhibited mCMV infectivity emphasising that BC/BL acts as a general inhibitor
of herpes viruses. Both BL and BC extract separately
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suppressed mCMV by twofold (significance p = 0.0002)
and onefold (significance p = 0.0031), similar to BC/BL
(twofold, significance p = 0.0002) at a concentration of
500 µg/ml (Fig. 4A). However, the inhibition of viral
infection with mCMV was lower than the suppression
of HSV-1.
To identify the mCMV suppressing compound of
BC/BL, C3R, C3G, and D3G effects on mCMV infections were analysed. Our experimental results with
the Measles virus prompted us to analyse whether
Asta was effective in these analyses as well since Asta
might interfere with the receptor. NIH 3T3 cells were
incubated with D3G, C3G, Asta, or C3R starting from
150 µg/ml and subsequently infected with gfp-expressing mCMV (Fig. 4). After two days, infected cells were
quantified using the Ensight system. Again, neither

Fig. 4 Impact of BC/BL, single anthocyanins and astaxanthin on mCMV infection. A-C. Quantitative analysis of infected NIH 3T3 cells after treatment
with extracts or compounds and infection with gfp-encoding mCMV. Data are presented as means (bars) and standard deviation (error bars) from
three independent experiments. The significance of the results was calculated, and the values are shown in the main text
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C3R, C3G, nor Asta influenced viral infectivity. At the
same time, D3G reduced viral infection by about one
order of magnitude at a concentration of 150 and 75 µg/
ml (significance p < 0.004), indicating that D3G might
be a component generally active against Herpesviruses.
BC/BL inhibits human herpesvirus 8 infection better
than single bilberry or black currant extracts

Since we have shown that BC/BL suppresses HSV-1 and
mCMV we decided to analyse its influence on the Human
herpesvirus 8 (HHV-8), which can lead to fatal KaposiSarcoma. Thus, we analysed whether BC/BL would
inhibit virus replication. BHK-21 cells were pre-incubated
with decreasing concentrations of either BC/BL, bilberry,
or black currant extracts starting with 0.5 mg/ml. Only
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non-cytotoxic concentrations were used. The cells were
infected with gfp-encoding HHV-8, and infected gfpexpressing cells were quantified two days after infection
with the PerkinElmer Ensight reader (Fig. 5A). Similar to
our results with HSV-1, BC/BL inhibited viral infectivity
by two orders of magnitude at the highest concentrations
indicating the BC/BL acts as a general inhibitor to Herpesviruses. Furthermore, both bilberry and black currant
extracts inhibited HHV-8 less than BC/BL, indicating a
synergistic effect of both extracts in BC/BL. The observed
reductions with the extracts were highly significant (significance p < 1*10–6).
To further identify potential HHV-8 inhibiting components, BHK-21 cells were incubated with different
purified anthocyanins and subsequently infected with

Fig. 5 Impact of BC/BL and single anthocyanins on HHV-8 infection. A., B. Quantitative analysis of infected BHK-21 cells after treatment with
extracts or compounds and infection with gfp-encoding HHV-8. Data are presented as means (bars) and standard deviation (error bars) from three
independent experiments. The significance of the results was calculated, and the values are shown in the main text
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HHV-8. Infected cells were counted. D3G and C3G suppressed viral infection by approximately two orders of
magnitude (significance p < 3*10–8) (Fig. 5). C3R showed
only minor effects (reduction approximately threefold at
150 and 75 µg/ml, significance p < 4*10–6), while PT3G
and D3R inhibited viral infection in more than one order
of magnitude. All observed viral infectivity reductions,
except C3R at 10 µg/ml, were significant with p < 0.002.
In summary, BC/BL, the single BL and BC extracts, D3G,
and C3G were effective against HHV-8. Our results provide evidence that BC/BL inhibits both RNA and DNA
viruses specifically.

Discussion
Although vaccines represent the gold-standard in viral
disease prevention, growing vaccination fatigue and
unavailability of vaccines result in frequent outbreaks of
infectious diseases, even in developed countries. Plantderived therapeutics could fill the demand for cost-effective, available drugs with fewer adverse side effects. Here,
we have shown that a specific combination of BL and BC
extracts, standardised to an anthocyanin content of 30%,
can have a role as a plant-derived antiviral, and so may
serve in the prevention of severe viral diseases, such as
Measles and Herpesvirus infections. Furthermore, the
suppression of Measles virus infection by two orders of
magnitude is within the range of other antiviral drugs, so
that these extracts might be used to prevent the diseases
allowing to limit outbreaks. However, identifying the BC/
BL’s active components was desirable, first to define the
concentration and second to use the purified anthocyanins as therapeutic in higher doses.
While the antiviral characteristics of anthocyanins have
been already described, the influence on Measles virus
infection has never been reported before. Furthermore,
the specific inhibition of the wild-type virus entry by
BC/BL is remarkable (Figs. 1 and 2). The Measles virus’s
sensitivity to D3R indicates that this compound, a major
constituent anthocyanin present in BC/BL, might contribute to the berry extract’s antiviral effect. Since the
achieved viral inhibition by D3R is within the range of the
suppression by BC/BL, D3R is likely the extract’s main
anti-Measles virus factor. Anthocyanins from Elderberry
(Sambucus nigra L.) have been used to inhibit influenza
viruses [24]. However, the observed suppression of viral
replication was less than 40%, which indicates that either
influenza viruses are not sensitive to anthocyanins or the
concentration was too low.
Here, we have shown that BC/BL and Asta influence
the infection with the Measles wild-type virus and not
with the Edmonston vaccine strain (Figs. 1 and 2). Asta
is known to act against oxidative stress and spans cellular membranes. The latter points out that it may interact
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with the SLAM receptor blocking virus entry. Asta could
interrupt SLAM multimerisation, which could be studied
in a future project. However, the flavonoid compound
baicalin was shown to block HIV-1 entry, obviously using
a similar approach as BC/BL in blocking the receptor
interaction [25]. Previously, it has been shown that Asta
blocks the uptake of the human papillomavirus (HPV) L1
protein into the sperm membrane [26]. Unfortunately, a
direct antiviral effect against HPV has not been reported
so far.
To our knowledge, this is the first study describing a
receptor-dependent effect of both a specific combination of berry extracts (BC and BL) and astaxanthin on
virus uptake. This effect’s specificity is remarkable since
it would still allow the replication of the Edmonston vaccine strain. Thus, treatment or prevention of Measles
infections with BC/BL or astaxanthin would not interfere
with Measles vaccination.
Surprisingly, BC/BL has the broad ability to inhibit
HSV-1, mCMV and HHV-8. Since BC/BL is an extract
of berries without known adverse side effects, it might
be beneficial for seropositive patients in the prevention
of Kaposi-Sarcoma in immunocompromised HHV-8 and
CMV associated diseases. The achieved suppression of
viral replication with more than 3 orders of magnitude in
a single-round experiment is in the range of direct-acting
viral drugs used in HIV-1 treatment (Fig. 3). Comparing
our results with the inhibition of HSV-1 by chebulagic
acid (CHLA) and punicalagin (PUG), two hydrolyzable
tannins were isolated from Terminalia chebula Retz. [27],
anthocyanins benefit from their low toxicity and suppress
HSV-1 more than these polyphenolic secondary metabolites. The analyses of the anthocyanins inhibiting different
herpesviruses revealed that D3G was a general inhibitor of this virus group. This indicates that D3G should
be further evaluated for its ability to suppress herpesviruses in vivo and that it might serve as lead compound
for the development of new drugs (Figs. 3 to 5). Furthermore, since the D3G mediated suppression of HSV-1 and
HHV-8 infection was comparable to BC/BL, indicating
that D3G might be the active BC/BL component. D3G
suppressed mCMV weaker, indicating that BC/BL also
contains other active components. Our analyses of the
anthocyanins active against HHV-8 revealed that C3G,
PT3G, and D3R block HHV-8 efficiently and indicate
that stabilised D3G forms could be used in treatment.

Conclusions
Asta and defined anthocyanins from a combination of
BC and BL extracts are active against an array of unrelated DNA and RNA viruses in a virus specific manner.
These extracts have been used as food supplements without known adverse side-effects and could, thus, be safely
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used in the prevention of viral diseases. The effective concentrations with antiviral properties in the present study
are in the low mg/ml range (≤ 0.5 mg/ml). Furthermore,
we showed that D3G acts a inhibitor for Herpes virus
replication and D3R suppresses Mealses virus indicating
that both substances can be used as lead-compound for
further developments [28].
Abbreviations
Asta: Astaxanthin; BC: Black currant; BC/BL: Mixture of black currant / bilberry
extracts; BL: Bilberry; C3G: Cyanidin-3-glucoside; C3R: Cyanidin-3-rutinoside;
CMV: Cytomegalovirus; D3G: Delphinidin-3-glucoside chloride; D3R: Delphi‑
nidin-3-rutinoside chloride; DENV: Dengue virus; DMEM: Dulbecco’s Modified
Eagle Medium; DMSO: Dimethylsulfoxide; GCV: Ganciclovir; gfp: Green fluo‑
rescent protein; H: Viral hemagglutinin; HHV-8: Human Herpesvirus 8; HIV-1:
Human Immunodeficiency virus 1; HPLC: High performance liquid chroma‑
tography; HSV-1: Herpes simplex virus type 1; mCMV: Murine Cytomegalovirus;
PT3G: Petunidin-3-glucoside; SSPE: Subacute sclerosing panencephalitis.

Page 11 of 12

Competing interests
The present study was funded by Evonik Operations GmbH/Medpalett AS
which commercialises Healthberry 865® (BC/BL). JB and MS are named
inventors on Evonik Operations’ patent applications for (1) Preparations
containing berry extracts for use in the prophylaxis and/or treatment of viral
infections caused by Herpesviridae, (2) Combined preparation comprising an
anthocyanin composition and an antiviral agent, (3) Preparations containing
berry extracts for use in the prevention and/or treatment of viral infections
caused by Paramyxoviridae, and (4) Treatment and prevention of infections
by Herpesviridae with Delphinidin-3-glucoside treatment and prevention of
infections by Herpesviridae with berry extracts. JB works as a consultant for
Evonik Operations GmbH. All other authors (RS, HO, VR and EMK) have no
competing interests.
Author details
1
Institute for Virology and Immunobiology, Julius-Maximilians-University
of Würzburg, Versbacher Strasse 7, 97078 Würzburg, Germany. 2 Chair of Tissue
Engineering and Regenerative Medicine, University Hospital Würzburg, Würz‑
burg, Germany. 3 Fraunhofer Institute for Silicate Research ISC, Röntgenring 11,
97070 Würzburg, Germany.
Received: 18 August 2021 Accepted: 29 June 2022

Supplementary Information
The online version contains supplementary material available at https://doi.
org/10.1186/s12906-022-03661-7.
Additional file1: Figure S1. HPLC profile of BC/BL extracts (Lot. no.
S-170418). Figure S2. HPLC analysis and profile of BC/BL extracts
(Lot. no.S-080415). Figure S3. HPLC analysis and profiles of the black
currant extract. Figure S4. HPLC analysis and profiles of the bilberry
extract. Figure S5. GMP-statement for BC/BL
Acknowledgements
The authors thank S. Schneider-Schaulies for providing Vero SLAM cells, J.
Schneider-Schaulies for providing recombinant gfp-encoding wild-type
Measles virus and recombinant gfp-expressing measles virus vaccine strain
Edmonston, L. Dölken for providing mCMV and HSV-1 and W. Brune for provid‑
ing HHV-8.
Authors’ contributions
The manuscript was written by JB, and reviewed and edited by MS, EMK. The
experiments were performed by RS, HO, VR, and JB. The study was designed
by JB. MS acquired the funding and administered the project. All data were
generated in-house, and no paper mill was used. All authors read and
approved the final manuscript.
Funding
Open Access funding enabled and organized by Projekt DEAL. The authors
thank Evonik Operations GmbH/Medpalett AS for project funding. This work
was partly supported by a grant from the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft
(DFG GRK 2157; 3D Tissue Models for Studying Microbial Infections by Human
Pathogens to MS).
Availability of data and materials
The datasets used and/or analysed during the current study are available from
the corresponding author on reasonable request.

Declarations
Ethics approval and consent to participate
Not applicable.
Consent for publication
Not applicable.

References
1. Moss WJ, Griffin DE. Measles. Lancet. 2012;379(9811):153–64.
2. Robert Koch-Institute. AKTUELLE DATEN UND INFORMATIONEN ZU
INFEKTIONSKRANKHEITEN UND PUBLIC HEALTH. Epidemiologisches Bul‑
letin. 2020;1:14
3. Zu infektionskrankheiten und public health. Epidemiologisches BulletinE‑
pidemiologisches Bulletin. 2020;1:14.
4. Chayavichitsilp P, Buckwalter JV, Krakowski AC, Friedlander SF. Herpes
simplex. Pediatr Rev. 2009;30(4):119–29 quiz 130.
5. Pawelec G, McElhaney JE, Aiello AE, Derhovanessian E. The impact
of CMV infection on survival in older humans. Curr Opin Immunol.
2012;24(4):507–11.
6. Engels EA, Sinclair MD, Biggar RJ, Whitby D, Ebbesen P, Goedert JJ,
Gastwirth JL. Latent class analysis of human herpesvirus 8 assay perfor‑
mance and infection prevalence in sub-saharan Africa and Malta. Int J
Cancer. 2000;88(6):1003–8.
7. Whitley RJ, Johnston C: Herpes Simplex Viruses: Pathogenesis and Clinical
Insights, vol. 2. Philadelphia: Wolters Kluwer; 2022. p. 297–321
8. Arvin AM, Abendroth A. Cytomegalovirus, vol. 2. Philadelphia: Wolters
Kluwer; 2022. p. 2022.
9. Guidelines Version 11 [https://www.eacsociety.org/media/final2021e
acsguidelinesv11.0_oct2021.pdf ]
10. Volz T, Allweiss L, Ben MM, Warlich M, Lohse AW, Pollok JM, Alexandrov A,
Urban S, Petersen J, Lutgehetmann M, et al. The entry inhibitor Myrclu‑
dex-B efficiently blocks intrahepatic virus spreading in humanized mice
previously infected with hepatitis B virus. J Hepatol. 2013;58(5):861–7.
11. Ghany MG, Morgan TR. Panel A-IHCG: Hepatitis C Guidance 2019 Update:
American Association for the Study of Liver Diseases-Infectious Diseases
Society of America Recommendations for Testing, Managing, and Treat‑
ing Hepatitis C Virus Infection. Hepatology. 2020;71(2):686–721.
12. Higuera-Ciapara I, Felix-Valenzuela L, Goycoolea FM. Astaxanthin:
a review of its chemistry and applications. Crit Rev Food Sci Nutr.
2006;46(2):185–96.
13. Han H, Lim JW, Kim H. Astaxanthin Inhibits Helicobacter pylori-induced
Inflammatory and Oncogenic Responses in Gastric Mucosal Tissues of
Mice. J Cancer Prev. 2020;25(4):244–51.
14. de Sousa LR, Wu H, Nebo L, Fernandes JB, da Silva MF, Kiefer W, Kanitz M,
Bodem J, Diederich WE, Schirmeister T, et al. Flavonoids as noncompeti‑
tive inhibitors of Dengue virus NS2B-NS3 protease: inhibition kinetics and
docking studies. Bioorg Med Chem. 2015;23(3):466–70.
15. Xiong W, Ma X, Wu Y, Chen Y, Zeng L, Liu J, Sun W, Wang D, Hu Y. Deter‑
mine the structure of phosphorylated modification of icariin and its
antiviral activity against duck hepatitis virus A. BMC Vet Res. 2015;11:205.

Sivarajan et al. BMC Complementary Medicine and Therapies

(2022) 22:181

Page 12 of 12

16. Dai W, Bi J, Li F, Wang S, Huang X, Meng X, Sun B, Wang D, Kong W, Jiang
C, et al. Antiviral Efficacy of Flavonoids against Enterovirus 71 Infection in
Vitro and in Newborn Mice. Viruses. 2019;11(7):625.
17. Danaher RJ, Wang C, Dai J, Mumper RJ, Miller CS. Antiviral effects of black‑
berry extract against herpes simplex virus type 1. Oral Surg Oral Med Oral
Pathol Oral Radiol Endod. 2011;112(3):e31-35.
18. Di Sotto A, Di Giacomo S, Amatore D, Locatelli M, Vitalone A, Toniolo C,
Rotino GL, Lo Scalzo R, Palamara AT, Marcocci ME, et al. A Polyphenol Rich
Extract from Solanum melongena L. DR2 Peel Exhibits Antioxidant Prop‑
erties and Anti-Herpes Simplex Virus Type 1 Activity In Vitro. Molecules
2018;23(8):2066.
19. Grienke U, Richter M, Walther E, Hoffmann A, Kirchmair J, Makarov
V, Nietzsche S, Schmidtke M, Rollinger JM. Discovery of prenylated
flavonoids with dual activity against influenza virus and Streptococcus
pneumoniae. Sci Rep. 2016;6:27156.
20. Nikolaeva-Glomb L, Mukova L, Nikolova N, Badjakov I, Dincheva I, Konda‑
kova V, Doumanova L, Galabov AS. In vitro antiviral activity of a series of
wild berry fruit extracts against representatives of Picorna-. Orthomyxoand Paramyxoviridae Nat Prod Commun. 2014;9(1):51–4.
21. Swaminathan K, Dyason JC, Maggioni A, von Itzstein M, Downard KM.
Binding of a natural anthocyanin inhibitor to influenza neuraminidase by
mass spectrometry. Anal Bioanal Chem. 2013;405(20):6563–72.
22. Slimestad R, Solheim H. Anthocyanins from black currants (Ribes nigrum
L.). J Agric Food Chem. 2002;50(11):3228–31.
23. Hashiguchi T, Ose T, Kubota M, Maita N, Kamishikiryo J, Maenaka K, Yanagi
Y. Structure of the measles virus hemagglutinin bound to its cellular
receptor SLAM. Nat Struct Mol Biol. 2011;18(2):135–41.
24. Tahara M, Takeda M, Seki F, Hashiguchi T, Yanagi Y. Multiple amino acid
substitutions in hemagglutinin are necessary for wild-type measles
virus to acquire the ability to use receptor CD46 efficiently. J Virol.
2007;81(6):2564–72.
25. Krawitz C, Mraheil MA, Stein M, Imirzalioglu C, Domann E, Pleschka S, Hain
T. Inhibitory activity of a standardized elderberry liquid extract against
clinically-relevant human respiratory bacterial pathogens and influenza A
and B viruses. BMC Complement Altern Med. 2011;11:16.
26. Li BQ, Fu T, Dongyan Y, Mikovits JA, Ruscetti FW, Wang JM. Flavonoid bai‑
calin inhibits HIV-1 infection at the level of viral entry. Biochem Biophys
Res Commun. 2000;276(2):534–8.
27. Dona G, Andrisani A, Tibaldi E, Brunati AM, Sabbadin C, Armanini D,
Ambrosini G, Ragazzi E, Bordin L. Astaxanthin Prevents Human Papil‑
lomavirus L1 Protein Binding in Human Sperm Membranes. Mar Drugs.
2018;16(11):427.
28. Lin LT, Chen TY, Chung CY, Noyce RS, Grindley TB, McCormick C, Lin TC,
Wang GH, Lin CC, Richardson CD. Hydrolyzable tannins (chebulagic acid
and punicalagin) target viral glycoprotein-glycosaminoglycan interac‑
tions to inhibit herpes simplex virus 1 entry and cell-to-cell spread. J Virol.
2011;85(9):4386–98.

Publisher’s Note

Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub‑
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

Ready to submit your research ? Choose BMC and benefit from:

• fast, convenient online submission
• thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field
• rapid publication on acceptance
• support for research data, including large and complex data types
• gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations
• maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year
At BMC, research is always in progress.
Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions

