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Photoactivated antibacterial activity of Fe(III)
complexes via singlet oxygen-mediated bacterial
membrane lysis†

Ishwar Singh,a Rohit Rai,b Rajesh Kushwaha, a Prodyut Dhar *b and
Samya Banerjee *a

In this work, four novel Fe(III) complexes viz., [Fe(dpa)(L1)]Cl (Fe1), [Fe(Fc-dpa)(L1)]Cl (Fe2), [Fe(dpa)(L2)]Cl

(Fe3), and [Fe(Fc-dpa)(L2)]Cl (Fe4), where dpa = bis(2-pyridylmethyl)amine; Fc-dpa = N-(1-ferrocenyl)-

methyl-1-(pyridine-2-yl)-N-(pyridine-2-ylmethyl)methanamine; H2L1 = (E)-2(2-hydroxybenzylidene)

amino)phenol and H2L2 = (E)-1-(2-hydroxyphenyl)imino)methyl)naphthalen-2-ol, have been synthesized

and characterized. The light-responsive nature of these complexes was tailored by extending π conju-

gation or attaching a ferrocene moiety in the ligands. These complexes displayed light absorption within

the visible region with λmax ∼ 450 nm. X-ray structures of Fe3 revealed a distorted octahedral structure

around the Fe(III) center with a FeN4O2 core. Further, the frontier molecular orbitals (FMOs) and adiabatic

energy splitting between excited states were determined by DFT calculations. Fe1–Fe4 did not demon-

strate any notable antibacterial action without light. Nevertheless, the antibacterial effect of Fe1–Fe4 was

significantly increased due to their 1O2 generation ability under light conditions. Interestingly, the MIC

value of Fe1–Fe4 was observed to be ca. 0.2 μg mL−1 against S. aureus and 0.5 μg mL−1 against E. coli.

under light exposure. The light-induced antibacterial activities of these complexes were attributed to bac-

terial cell membrane damage via reactive oxygen species (ROS) generation. Overall, this study presents

the first report of Fe(III) complexes showing antibacterial activity under visible light conditions.

Introduction

Antibacterial resistance has emerged as one of the most con-
cerning public health challenges, affecting healthcare
globally.1–3 In 2019, bacterial infections were the second
leading death-causing disease, ca. 7.7 million deaths
worldwide.4,5 O’Neill’s report warned that if no action is taken,
this figure could rise dramatically, leading to approximately
10 million deaths annually by 2050.5–7 The severity of antibac-
terial resistance on global health can be compared to the com-
bined effects of influenza, tuberculosis (TB), and HIV/AIDS.4,5

Therefore, novel treatment approaches and antibacterial
agents are urgently needed to address antibacterial
resistance.8–10 In this context, antibacterial photodynamic

therapy (aPDT) is one of the promising new antibacterial strat-
egies due to its non-invasiveness, minimal adverse effects, and
ability to avoid drug resistance.8–11 The main mechanism of
action (MoA) of aPDT against bacteria includes the activation
of photosensitizers (drug molecules) at the target infection site
to produce reactive oxygen species (ROS) upon light
exposure.12–14 The produced ROS rupture the bacterial internal
structure and oxidatively damage the bacterial biofilm, increas-
ing the death factor and ultimately causing bacterial cell
death.11–14 In general, aPDT overcomes the limitation of con-
ventional antibacterial agents by providing a novel mechanism
of action that kills bacteria under the influence of light by
inducing oxidative stress.9,11,15 Moreover, selective light
irradiation at the target infection site reduces potential side
effects or harm to unexposed healthy cells.15,16 In this regard,
cyanine dyes, porphyrin systems, and organic compounds have
been explored as aPDT agents.17–19 However, their poor bio-
availability and stability hinder their potential for aPDT
applications.15,20 Recently, metal-based photosensitizers
caught significant attention due to their stability, rich photo-
physical/photochemical properties, and tunable excited state
properties.20–26 For example, Hohlfeld and coworkers reported
the phototoxic activity of photostable heteroleptic dipyrrinato
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Ir(III) complexes against S. aureus and P. aeruginosa, being non-
toxic towards normal human cells.27 Zhang and coworkers
reported three-photon responsive Pt(II) complexes for aPDT
application by targeting DNA and L-lysine of S. aureus bacterial
strain.28 Smitten group reported the light-responsive antibac-
terial effect of Os(II)-based complexes against methicillin-
resistant S. aureus (MRSA) and E. coli.29 Our group showed the
efficacy of polypyridyl Ru(II) complexes in inhibiting bacterial
growth and biofilm disruption under visible light exposure.30

Although heavy metal-based complexes have shown promising
results as therapeutic aPDT agents, they might still suffer from
the inherent toxic effects of the heavy metals.31–33 Therefore,
the focus has shifted toward developing 3d metal-based aPDT
agents, as they are bio-essential and biocompatible.20,34,35 Our
group recently explored the aPDT applications of several 3d
metal-based complexes.36–39 The curcumin-based Co(II) and Zn
(II) complexes presented promising bacterial growth inhibition
under visible light exposure, being non-toxic to normal
cells.36,38,39 Ferrocene and vitamin B6-derived Co(III) complexes
presented concentration-dependent antibacterial efficacy
against both Gram-negative and Gram-positive bacteria under
light conditions.37 So far, very limited reports are available for
first-row transition metal complexes as photoactivated antibac-
terial agents, and therefore, there is a timely need to explore
other metal complexes to broaden the scope of this research
field.11,36–39 Iron is a bio-essential element for human health
due to its involvement in different important biological
processes.11,39 Iron complexes have been reported to inhibit
bacterial growth significantly.11,41–43 For example, Scott et al.
have discovered that the flexicate system of Fe(II) complexes
interacts specifically with DNA and demonstrated antibacterial
activity against MRSA and E. coli.41 Tovmasyan and coworkers
have also shown bacterial growth inhibition against S. aureus
and E. coli bacteria by Fe(II) complexes under dark con-
ditions.42 In a comparative study conducted by the Gust group
among the Schiff-base complexes of Zn(II), Mn(III), Ni(II), and
Fe(II)/(III), iron complexes presented higher antibacterial
activity against S. aureus and MRSA.42 Despite several iron
complexes being explored as antibacterial agents under dark
conditions, Fe(III) complexes for aPDT application have not
been reported so far.

The discovery of ferrocene has been a milestone in organo-
metallic as well as in medicinal chemistry following the realiz-
ation of its therapeutic potential.44,45 It contained several
favourable properties, including electron transfer, enhanced
lipophilicity, improved bioavailability, etc.44,45 Ferrocene has
been incorporated into several clinical/preclinical known anti-
cancer and antimalarial drugs improve their efficacy and over-
come drug resistance problem.44–48 For example, the ferrocene
derivative of tamoxifen has presented much better anticancer
activity against breast cancer than its parent drug.46 Similarly,
a ferrocene derivative of chloroquine, i.e., ferroquine, has
undergone phase II clinical trials for effective malaria treat-
ments. Besides, ferrocene has also been conjugated in
different heterometallic compounds to improve their anti-
cancer potential.44,49 For example, the Gasser group and

Metzler-Nolte group have incorporated a ferrocene moiety in
rhodium complexes and achieved cisplatin-like anticancer
effect against prostate cancer cells with a different mode of cell
death.50,51 Similarly, the Patra group has also identified the
potency of ferrocene pendants in Pt(II)/Ru(II) complexes for
improved anticancer activity.52,53 The Chakravarty group has
exploited the ferrocene-based absorption in the green to red
light region to produce selective light-triggered anticancer
activity against different cancer cells by attaching it with
different metal cores, e.g., Pt, V, Cu, etc.54–57 Recently, our
group has also observed an increase in light-triggered antibac-
terial activity of Co(III) complex upon ferrocene conjugation.37

Based on the above background, herein, four novel visible
light-responsive Fe(III) complexes (Fe1–Fe4) (Fig. 1a) have been
explored for aPDT application. Photoactive dipicolylamine
(dpa) and ferrocenyl-dipicolylamine (Fc-dpa) were used as tri-
dentate-N,N,N donor ligands to bring photo-responsiveness to
the complexes. Additionally, O,N,O-donor Schiff bases were
used to facilitate ligand-to-metal charge transfer (LMCT) tran-
sitions in the visible region and to modulate the lipophilicity
of the resulting Fe(III) complexes. In Fe2 and Fe4, the attached
ferrocenyl moiety can potentially bring a bimetallic-specific
MoA, and being redox active, can produce higher ROS. In
addition, ferrocene is also known to exhibit antifungal, anti-
bacterial, antimalarial, and anticancer activities.37,44–57 Fe1–
Fe4 presented significant 1O2 generation under visible light
exposure. Further, the light-triggered antibacterial efficacy of
Fe1–Fe4 was determined against Gram-negative (E. coli) and
Gram-positive (S. aureus) bacteria with or without light
exposure.

Fig. 1 (a) Structures of Fe1–Fe4. (b) UV-Vis. spectra of Fe1–Fe4 in LB
media–DMSO (99 : 1 v/v). (c) ORTEP diagram of cationic Fe3 with 50%
thermal ellipsoid probability. Hydrogens and ClO4

− are omitted for
clarity.
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Results and discussion
Synthesis and characterization

Four novel Fe(III)-based complexes, viz., Fe1–Fe4, were syn-
thesized in optimal yield. Fe1–Fe4 were synthesized according
to Schemes S1, ESI.† The trichloride salt of Fe(III) was added to
the methanolic solution of N,N,N donor ligand at ambient
temperature, followed by the addition of the methanolic solu-
tion of deprotonated Schiff base. Fe1–Fe4 were characterized
with spectroscopic techniques, including HRMS, FT-IR,
SC-XRD, and UV-Vis. spectroscopy (Fig. 1a–c, and Fig. S1–S6,
ESI†). The m/z peak corresponding to [M − Cl]+ ion was
observed in the HRMS spectrum (Fig. S1–S4, ESI†), and
elemental analysis confirmed the purity of Fe1–Fe4. The FT-IR
spectra of Fe1–Fe4 exhibited a prominent band,
1600–1615 cm−1, which is attributed to the CvN stretching
frequency of the attached Schiff base system (Fig. S5, ESI†).
Chakravarty and co-workers reported a similar CvN stretching
in Fe(III) complexes at ∼1605 cm−1.58,59 Our group recently
observed a similar CvN stretching at ∼1610 cm−1 with Co(III)
complexes.37,60 The UV-Vis. properties of Fe1–Fe4 were studied
in DMSO containing Luria–Bertani (LB) broth bacterial culture
media. The UV-Vis. spectra of Fe1–Fe4 displayed an absorption
band between 350 and 490 nm attributed to LMCT from two
phenoxide to Fe(III) center.58,59 The visible light absorption
ability of Fe1–Fe4 might be useful to achieve the light-triggered
antibacterial effect of Fe1–Fe4 under visible light exposure.

Solubility, stability, and lipophilicity

Fe1–Fe4 displayed excellent solubility in acetonitrile, ethanol,
methanol, chloroform, DCM, DMF, and DMSO. Fe1–Fe4 were
sparingly soluble in water and had low solubility in hydro-
carbons. The stability of any potential drug is very important
for its delivery and effectiveness.10,15 Thus, the stability of Fe1–
Fe4 was determined in Luria–Bertani media under continuous
visible light exposure using UV-Vis. spectroscopy (Fig. S7,
ESI†). The UV-Vis. spectra of Fe1–Fe4 in LB broth media did
not show any notable change up to 4 h of light irradiation,
indicating significant photostability of these complexes. A
similar result was also observed in Nutrient broth (NB) bac-
terial cell culture medium (Fig. S8, ESI†). Lipophilicity is a
critical physicochemical property that significantly influences
the cellular uptake and overall bioavailability of drug candi-
dates.39 The lipophilicity of the Fe3 complex was experi-
mentally assessed by determining their octanol/water partition
coefficients as log Po/w values (Fig. S9, ESI†). The measured
log Po/w value for Fe3 was 0.51 ± 0.05. The positive log Po/w
value suggested a passive diffusion-based mechanism for cel-
lular internalization of the complexes.39

X-ray crystal structure

To gain insights into the structural features of Fe1–Fe4, we
obtained the X-ray crystal structure of Fe3. The crystals of Fe3
were grown by the slow evaporation of a saturated 1 : 1 (v/v)
methanol : acetone solution. Fe3 was crystallized as a ClO4

−

salt in a monoclinic system with a P1/n1 space group and two

molecules in the per unit cell (Fig. 1c and S6, ESI†). Selected
crystallographic data, selected bond distances, and bond
angles are given in Tables S1 and S2, ESI.† The structure of the
complex revealed a distorted octahedral N4O2 coordination
around Fe(III) center, in which the N,N,N-donor dipicolylamine
and the O,N,O-based Schiff base were attached in a meridional
manner to the metal. The obtained crystal structure of Fe3 was
similar to previously reported Fe(III) complexes with a similar
coordination sphere.61 The O,N,O donor Schiff base ligand
was attached to the Fe(III) center via two phenolic oxygen
atoms and one nitrogen atom. The bond lengths for Fe–O5
and Fe–O6 were found to be 1.91 and 1.93 Å, respectively
(Table S2†). The obtained bond lengths were almost similar to
the previously reported crystal structure.61 The Fe–N distances
varied from 2.09 to 2.14 Å. The Fe–N2 2.13 Å bond distance
was longer compared to the other Fe–N bond lengths were a
bit shorter than in the previously reported complex (2.22 Å).61

The two sides of the nitrogen atom (N2 and N4) bind with the
Fe(III) centre at an angle of 176.8°, which were slightly higher
than previously reported, 166.0°.61

Computational study

To obtain the energy-minimized structures of the Fe1–Fe4 as
well as the frontier orbitals, density functional theory (DFT)
calculations were performed using the Gaussian 16 package.62

The B3LYP function and the combinatorial basis set
(LANL2DZ for Fe and 6-31g* for all other atoms) have been
employed to optimize these complexes in this
investigation.62–64 The optimized structure of the complexes
was obtained through energy minimization to gain a sensitive
and stable system. The frequency calculation was further
employed to ensure local minima at the same level of
theory.62–64 The optimized structure of Fe1–Fe4 indicate that
the Fe(III) center is attached in a distorted octahedral geometry
with two chelating, N,N,N donor (dpa or Fc-dpa), and O,N,O
donor Schiff bases ligands (Fig. 2). The frontier molecular orbi-
tals (FMOs) analysis revealed significant contributions from
both the metal centre and coordinated tridentate ligands, as
given in Fig. 2a. In case of Fe1 and Fe3, the highest occupied
molecular orbital (HOMO) was primary localized on the O,N,
O-donor Schiff. However, in the case of Fe2 and Fe4, the
HOMO was mainly localized around the attached ferrocene
moiety in Fc-dpa. The shift in HOMO localization indicates
that, the incorporation of ferrocene moiety into the in dpa
framework altered the electronic distribution in the complexes.
The lowest unoccupied molecular orbital (LUMO) for Fe1, Fe2,
and Fe4 was mainly localized over the Fe(III) center and O, N,O-
donor Schiff base, whereas in Fe3, the LUMO was primarily
located on the dpa ligand. These observations underscored the
role of ligand structure in modulating the electronic properties
of the complexes. The low HOMO–LUMO gap (ΔEg ∼ 2.06–2.32
eV) for the complexes Fe1–Fe4 corresponded to absorption
energies falling within the visible range of the spectrum.
These results suggested that electronic transition from the
HOMO to the LUMO can be efficiently induced upon photo-
irradiation, potentially initiating photosensitization, the pro-
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cesses conducive to aPDT.11,37,38 Overall, DFT calculation indi-
cated that Fe3 might be a better photosensitizer than the other
three complexes (Fe1, Fe2, and Fe4). The energy differences
between HOMO and LUMO (ΔEg) for Fe1–Fe4, indicating their
FMOs topologies, are shown in Fig. 2a.

Generation of ROS by Fe1–Fe4

Singlet oxygen (1O2) production can induce oxidative stress,
membrane dispersion, protein denaturation, and DNA damage
in aPDT.37–41 Furthermore, compared to conventional anti-
biotics, aPDT is less likely to cause bacterial resistance due to
its novel action involving 1O2-triggered damage of cellular com-
ponents in bacteria.24,30–32 Many Fe(III) based complexes have
exhibited anticancer PDT activity through 1O2 generation via a
type-II mechanism.58,59,64–67 Thus, to assess Fe1–Fe4’s suit-
ability as aPDT agents, we studied their 1O2 production
efficiency. 1,3-diphenylisobenzofurane (DPBF) was employed
as a 1O2 probe to ascertain whether Fe1–Fe4 could produce
1O2.

11,24 In the absence of light, Fe1–Fe4 (10 μM) exhibited
negligible 1O2 generation. However, upon light irradiation (10 J
cm−2, 400–700 nm), a time-dependent decrease in DPBF absor-
bance was observed in PBS–DMSO (99 : 1 v/v), confirming their
ability to generate 1O2 under light conditions (Fig. 2b and c,
and S10, ESI†). This result was also validated by another 1O2

probe, 9,10-diphenyl anthracene (DPA) where Fe3 displayed
1O2 generation upon light irradiation (10 J cm−2, 400–700 nm)
(Fig. S11, ESI†). These findings indicate that the light-activated
generation of 1O2 might lead to the inactivation of bacterial

cells via a type-II PDT pathway. The quantum yield (ΦΔ) for
singlet oxygen generation by Fe1–Fe4 was evaluated using [Ru
(bpy)3]Cl2 as the standard photosensitizer. The 1O2 quantum
yield of Fe1–Fe4 was observed between the range of 0.10–0.16
(Fig. 2c). Furthermore, the generation of •OH by Fe1–Fe4 was
evaluated with methylene blue (MB), an •OH probe. Upon light
irradiation, a gradual decrease in the characteristic absorbance
of MB (10 μM) at around ∼670 nm was observed in a H2O–
DMSO (99 : 1 v/v) solution containing Fe1–Fe4 (2 μM) (Fig. S12,
ESI†), indicating efficient •OH production. Overall, the above
findings suggest that Fe1–Fe4 possess promising potential for
application in aPDT, through the type-I and type-II reactive
oxygen species (ROS) generation pathways.

Antibacterial activity and MIC value

The notable photo-physical and light-triggered 1O2 generation
capability of Fe1–Fe4 prompted us to investigate their aPDT
efficacy. Consequently, their antibacterial activity was explored
against S. aureus and E. coli bacteria both in the dark and fol-
lowing exposure to low-energy visible light (10 J cm−2,
400–700 nm). Without light irradiation, Fe1–Fe4 did not
exhibit any antibacterial efficacy against S. aureus and E. coli
bacteria. However, under light exposure against S. aureus bac-
teria, all the complexes showed remarkable antibacterial
activity; Fe1 showed inhibition zones of 3.0 mm and 2.8 mm at
concentrations of 2 μg mL−1 and 1 μg mL−1, respectively in the
case of Fe2, clear zone of inhibition was observed of ca.
4.4 mm diameter at 2 μg mL−1 concentration, whereas on

Fig. 2 (a) DFT energy-optimized structures, HOMO, LUMO of Fe1–Fe4. (b) Singlet oxygen generation by Fe1 (10 μM) under visible light irradiation
(400–700 nm, 10 J cm−2), monitored by the decrease in DPBF-based absorption peaks. (c) Comparison of 1O2 generation between Fe1–Fe4 and [Ru
(bpy)3]Cl2 from the decline in the DPBF-based absorbance peak at 417 nm.
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reducing the concentration to 0.5–1 μg mL−1, a clear zone of
inhibition was not observed (Fig. 3). Furthermore, Fe3 pre-
sented zones of inhibition of ca. 6.6 mm, 4.5 mm, and 1.3 mm
diameter with 2, 1, and 0.5 μg mL−1 concentrations, respect-
ively. Fe4 showed inhibition zones at 2 and 1 μg mL−1 concen-
trations of 3.8 mm and 2.9 mm diameters, respectively (Fig. 3).
Overall, Fe3 showed a higher zone of inhibition as compared
to other complexes against S. aureus (Fig. 3). Furthermore, the
light-triggered antibacterial responses of Fe1–Fe4 were also
evident against Gram-negative (E. coli) bacteria. For example,
Fe1 at 2 μg mL−1 concentration produced an inhibition zone at
2.3 mm. Fe2 showed zone of inhibition activity at 2 μg mL−1

and 1 μg mL−1 with an inhibition zone of 2.5 and 1.8 mm,
respectively (Fig. 3). However, Fe3 presented inhibition activity
at 2, 1, and 0.5 μg mL−1 concentration, showing zone of inhi-
bition of 4.8 mm, 3.4 mm, and 1.7 mm, respectively (Fig. 3).
Complex Fe4 exhibiting zones of inhibition measuring 4.7 mm
and 3.3 mm at concentrations of 2 μg mL−1 and 1 μg mL−1,
respectively. Similar to the above result, complex Fe3 also
showed a better zone of inhibition against E. coli.

Furthermore, the minimum inhibitory concentration (MIC)
values were also determined against S. aureus and E. coli bac-
teria. Under light, complexes Fe1–Fe4 demonstrated MICs of
1.0, 1.0, 0.2, and 0.5 μg mL−1 against S. aureus, respectively
(Table 1). Against E. coli bacteria, Fe1–Fe4 exhibited significant
antibacterial activity with 2.0, 1.0, 0.5, and 1.0 μg mL−1 MICs,
respectively (Table 1). Under dark conditions, complexes Fe1
and Fe2 do not exhibit any antibacterial efficacy against both
S. aureus and E. coli bacteria. Fe3, however, showed antibacter-

ial activity against E. coli with a 2 μg mL−1 MIC value in the
absence of light (Table 1). Moreover, Fe4 showed antibacterial
activity toward S. aureus and E. coli with 2 μg mL−1 MIC values
under the dark conditions.

Membrane lysis assay

The bacterial membrane is a critical structural component that
is often compromised by antibacterial agents. When bacterial
membranes’ integrity is compromised, they release larger
intracellular components such as RNA, DNA, nucleotides,
etc.68–71 These nucleotides exhibit strong UV absorption at
260 nm, which can be utilized to monitor membrane
damage.69–71 Therefore, a membrane disruption study was per-
formed by monitoring the variation in absorbance at 260 nm,
corresponding to the release of intracellular compounds, dis-
ruption of the cell membrane caused by these complexes
against S. aureus and E. coli bacteria.60,69–71 With E. coli under
visible light conditions, Fe1 at 5 µg mL−1 showed an increase
in the absorbance from 0.26 to 0.33 by the end of 2 hours (i.e.,
120 minutes). Upon increasing the concentration of Fe1 to 15
and 25 µg mL−1, respectively, the absorbance changes from
0.32 to 0.53 and 0.41 to 0.96 by the end of 2 hours (Fig. 4). Fe2
at 5 µg mL−1 concentration also showed an increase from 0.40

Table 1 MIC values (µg mL−1) of Fe1–Fe4 against S. aureus and E. coli
bacteria under dark and light exposure (400–700 nm, 10 J cm−2) (n.a. =
no activity)

Complex

Light Dark

S. aureus E. coli S. aureus E. coli

Fe1 1 2 n.a. n.a
Fe2 1 1 n.a. n.a.
Fe3 0.2 0.5 n.a. 2
Fe4 0.5 1 2 2

Fig. 4 Membrane lysis assay at 5, 15, and 25 µg mL−1 for complexes (a)
Fe1, (b) Fe2, (c) Fe3, and (d) Fe4 against E. coli.

Fig. 3 Light-induced inhibition effect of the Fe1–Fe4 against S. aureus
and E. coli bacteria.
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to 0.47 at the end of 2 hours, whereas upon increasing the con-
centration to 15 and 25 µg mL−1, the absorbance increased
from 0.35 to 0.71 and 0.39 to 0.96, respectively (Fig. 4). Fe3, at
a concentration of 5 µg mL−1, showed an increase in absor-
bance from 0.53 to 0.73, whereas upon increasing the concen-
tration to 15 and 25 µg mL−1, the absorbance increased from
0.51 to 0.89 and 0.43 to 0.97 (Fig. 4). For complex Fe4, at 5 µg
mL−1, the absorbance increased from 0.41 to 0.95, whereas
upon increasing the concentrations to 15 and 25 µg mL−1, the
absorbance shifted from 0.37 to 0.9, and 0.5 to 0.94, for activity
of complexes against E. coli (Fig. 4). Overall, Fe1 and Fe2
showed comparatively lower cell membrane damage at lower
concentrations, which, however, significantly increased with
higher concentrations (Fig. 4). For Fe3 and Fe4, even at low
concentration (5 µg mL−1), comparatively higher membrane
lysis was observed, which increases with increasing
concentrations.

For S. aureus, under visible light irradiation, Fe1 at
5 µg mL−1 showed an increase in absorbance from 0.01 to
0.03, whereas at increasing concentrations of 15 and 25 µg
mL−1, 0.00 to 0.08, and 0.05 to 0.23 (Fig. 5). Fe2, on the other
hand, at 5 µg mL−1, showed an increase from 0.00 to 0.04,
whereas at 15 and 25 µg mL−1, showed an increase in absor-
bance from 0.02 to 0.12, and 0.00 to 0.10 (Fig. 5). Fe3 at a
concentration of 5 µg mL−1 from 0.01 to 0.03, whereas upon
increasing concentration to 15 and 25 µg mL−1, the change
in absorbance of 0.02 to 0.09 and 0.02 to 0.16 (Fig. 5). For
Fe4, at lower concentrations of 5 µg mL−1, the absorbance
change was observed from 0.01 to 0.16, whereas upon
increasing the concentration to 15 and 25 µg mL−1, the
absorbance changes of 0.16 to 0.51 and 0.08 to 0.44 (Fig. 5).
These findings suggested a concentration-dependent mem-
brane lysis against S. aureus. Fe1, Fe2, and Fe3 showed lower
membrane lysis than Fe4. Overall, against E. coli, Fe3 and Fe4
showed the maximum antibacterial efficacy, whereas against
S. aureus, Fe2 and Fe4 showed the maximum antibacterial

activity. The complexes showed comparatively higher mem-
brane lysis against Gram-negative bacteria. The membrane
lysis study under light conditions suggested the potential of
Fe(III) complexes to induce significant disruption in mem-
brane integrity against both Gram-positive and Gram-nega-
tive bacteria.

Conclusions

In summary, we successfully synthesized and characterized
four Fe(III) complexes derived from dpa/Fc-dpa and structu-
rally varied Schiff bases. Fe1–Fe4 exhibited absorption
bands in the visible range, suggesting that they could func-
tion as photosensitizers for aPDT applications under visible
light (400–700 nm) exposure. The crystal structure of Fe3
revealed the distorted octahedral structure around Fe(III)
center. The computational studies provided an insight into
the FMOs and the energy gap between HOMO and LUMO
(Eg = ELUMO − EHOMO) of Fe1–Fe4 indicating their potential
to act as a good aPDT agent. Moreover, in DPBF study, Fe1–
Fe4 significantly reduced the absorption intensity of DPBF-
based absorption peaks when exposed to visible light, indi-
cating their efficient 1O2 production abilities. Moreover,
these complexes also displayed •OH production in the pres-
ence of visible light exposure. Furthermore, Fe1–Fe4 dis-
played potent efficacy in killing both Gram-positive (S.
aureus) and Gram-negative (E. coli) bacteria with minimum
inhibitory concentrations (MICs) as low as 0.2 µg mL−1

under 400–700 nm visible light. Fe1–Fe4 exhibited superior
membrane lysis performance against S. aureus and E. coli
under light. In the absence of light, these complexes did not
show significant antibacterial activity, suggesting that Fe1–
Fe4 could be useful as aPDT agents. Overall, the findings
suggest that the photo-responsive, Fe(III) complexes hold
promise as next next-generation agent for aPDT applications.
Furthermore, this study expands the potential of 3d metal-
based complexes in the development of effective antibacter-
ial agents for aPDT application.
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