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Photo-controlled delivery of a potent analogue of
doxorubicin†

Patrick S. Dupart,ab Koushambi Mitra, ab Charles E. Lyonsb and
Matthew C. T. Hartman *ab

Highly cytotoxic agents have found an important niche in targeted

anticancer therapy. Here we develop a new light release strategy for

the targeting of one of these agents, 2-pyrrolinodoxorubicin,

showing dramatic enhancements in toxicity with light and single

digit nM potency.

One of the major contributing factors for the failure of promising
anticancer drugs in the clinic is off-target toxicity.1,2 This problem
is particularly acute when one considers highly potent cytotoxins
as potential anticancer therapeutics.2 While they are potent
anticancer agents, the high toxicity typically leads to a very narrow
therapeutic window that prevents clinical use. Instead, research
has focused on developing novel methods using antibodies to
target these molecules directly to the tumor itself.3–6

A promising alternative strategy for directing the release of
highly potent cytotoxins involves the use of light. To date,
photodynamic therapy (PDT) has proven a popular and effective
strategy for treatment of cancer with light.7–9 PDT relies on an
administered photosensitizer that is activated using wavelengths of
light between 650–800 nm. Once activated, the photosensitizer (PS)
creates singlet oxygen, which is cytotoxic to cancerous cells. How-
ever, the deeper regions of tumors are typically hypoxic, making
photodynamic therapy ineffective for larger tumors. Moreover, the
short-lived nature of singlet oxygen prevents its diffusion into deeper
regions of the tumor where light cannot penetrate.10

A more recent alternative to PDT is photoactivated chemotherapy
where a standard cancer chemotherapeutic is converted into a light-
activatable form.11,12 A common strategy is to attach the molecule
to a photocage,13 a releasable group that blocks the anticancer
agent’s activity until illumination. We and others have pursued
this strategy by caging conventional anticancer agents such as
doxorubicin, cisplatin, etc.12,14–21 Each of these advances has

focused on delivery of anticancer agents with moderate cytotoxicity.
Release of a more potent drug should enable deeper tissue activation
as less efficient release should still lead to the cytotoxic effect.

Here we describe the photoactivation of one of these highly
potent agents, 2-pyrrolino doxorubicin (2P-Dox)22,23 (Fig. 1a).
2P-Dox is a derivative of the standard cancer chemotherapeutic
doxorubicin (Dox) which is prescribed for the treatment of a
variety of cancers including ovarian, breast, and lung cancer, as
well as leukemia.24 2P-Dox is 100–1000 fold more potent than
Dox in vitro against a number of Dox resistant cell lines, and
has IC50 values in the low nM to high pM range.25–28 The
extreme potency of 2P-Dox is a result of its ability to form an

Fig. 1 2-pyrrolinodoxorubicin (2P-Dox) and its prodrugs. (a) Structure of
Dox and 2P-Dox. (b) A previously described esterase activated prodrug of
2P-Dox and the light-activated prodrug of 2P-Dox described here.

a Department of Chemistry, Virginia Commonwealth University, 1001 W Main St,

Richmond, 23284, VA, USA. E-mail: mchartman@vcu.edu
b Massey Cancer Center, Virginia Commonwealth University, 401 College St,

Richmond, 23219, Virginia, USA. Tel: +1-804-628-4095

† Electronic supplementary information (ESI) available. See DOI: 10.1039/c9cc02050k

Received 13th March 2019,
Accepted 12th April 2019

DOI: 10.1039/c9cc02050k

rsc.li/chemcomm

ChemComm

COMMUNICATION

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 2

5 
A

pr
il 

20
19

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 6

/1
0/

20
26

 5
:0

5:
29

 P
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online
View Journal  | View Issue

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4325-453X
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0210-1422
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/c9cc02050k&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-04-25
http://rsc.li/chemcomm
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/c9cc02050k
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/CC
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/CC?issueid=CC055039


5608 | Chem. Commun., 2019, 55, 5607--5610 This journal is©The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019

aminal adduct with an amino group of a guanine base in close
vicinity to its binding site in DNA.27 2P-Dox is also not a substrate
of the P-gp pump which is the key factor for resistance of Dox.29

Research efforts have focused on targeting 2P-Dox through anti-
body or peptide conjugation,22,30,31 but here we describe the
synthesis and analysis of a photoactivatable version of 2P-Dox.

We have based our strategy on the di-acetoxy prodrug of
2P-Dox.25,27 The acetates on this prodrug are cleaved intra-
cellularly by esterases releasing the latent aldehyde which cyclizes
to form 2P-Dox (Fig. 1b). We reasoned that a suitable photo-caging
group for the latent aldehyde13 would lead to a light-activatable
2P-Dox (1, Fig. 1b).

Kantevari et al. previously utilized a bis(4,5-dimethoxy-2-
nitrophenyl)ethylene glycol for the photorelease of various aldehydes
and ketones through acetal protection.32 We have chosen to use
a modified version of this strategy for our drug delivery. To
prepare compound 1 (Scheme 1), we started by a chlorination of
commercially available nitroveratryl alcohol (2), which was then
reacted with triphenyl phosphine to generate phosphonium salt
3. The salt was then reacted with formaldehyde under Wittig
reaction conditions to give a styrene which was dihydroxylated
to give diol 4. The diol was acetal protected with commercially
available 3-cyanopropionaldehyde dimethyl acetal (5) to give
diastereomeric acetals, and the nitrile group was reduced with
DIBAL-H33 to give aldehyde 6 which was coupled to doxorubicin
under reductive amination conditions to yield 1. The overall
yield was 41%. We also prepared a control compound, 7, formed
by the reductive amination of aldehyde 6 and cyclohexylamine.

With 1 in hand, we investigated the rates of release of 2P-Dox
under UV illumination via thin layer chromatography (Fig. 2).
Cleavage begins to take place after 2 min with 88% cleavage
after 60 min irradiation (Fig. 2a and b). A clean MS showing
2P-Dox was observed after 60 min (Fig. 2c). No cleavage was
observed in the dark (not shown). HPLC traces of the reaction

before and after illumination were consistent with the TLC
results (Fig. S1, ESI†).

Once we determined that light had no effect on cytotoxicity
(Fig. S2a, ESI†) we proceeded with cellular studies to demonstrate
that the 2P-Dox released led to the expected enhancement in
cytotoxicity. We performed the cellular viability assay in three
human cancer cell lines: MCF-7 (breast), A2780 (ovarian) and
A2780ADR (doxorubicin resistant ovarian) using the CellTiter-
Blue method to evaluate the light-induced effects of compound 1
as well control compound 7 (Table 1, Fig. 3 and Fig. S2–S5, ESI†).
We observed excellent photo-induced toxicity of compound 1
with impressive 327–750 fold increase over dark toxicity. 1
exhibited remarkably low IC50 values ranging from 0.1–50 nM
in presence of light (380 nm, 30 min); these values were compar-
able to that obtained for 2P-Dox alone. The control compound 7
showed no toxicity; demonstrating that the cytotoxic effects were
completely due to released drug (Fig. S5, ESI†). In accord with
previously reported observations,25–27 we found that 2P-Dox
displayed higher potency than doxorubicin and also retained
its activity in the doxorubicin-resistant cell line A2780ADR,
where it was 330-fold more active than doxorubicin alone in
A2780ADR cells.

We next exploited the fluorescent properties of doxorubicin
and compound 1 to quantify the cellular uptake in MCF-7 cell

Scheme 1 (i) SOCl2; (ii) PPh3/toluene; (iii) formaldehyde/water; (iv) OsO4/
NMO/CH2Cl2/H2O; (v) PPTS/benzene; (vi) DIBAL-H/CH2Cl2; (vii) NaCNBH3/H2O.

Fig. 2 Thin layer chromatography release assay. (a) A 20 mM solution of 1
in PBS buffer was irradiated under 380 nm light (9.0 mW cm�2) and the
release of 2P-Dox was monitored via TLC over time (min). (b) Graph
representing the increase in intensity of the lower Rf TLC spot corres-
ponding to 2P-Dox (in red) and decrease in intensity of higher Rf TLC spot
corresponding to 1 (in blue) over time. (c) ESI-MS of the solution after
60 min reaction time showing the clean formation of 2P-Dox. Calculated
m/z for (M + H)+ = 596.21; observed m/z = 596.38.
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lines using flow cytometry (Fig. S6, ESI†). The obtained data
clearly indicates that compound 1 showed higher cellular uptake
than doxorubicin. Several studies have shown that N-alkylation
or O-alkylation of DOX with lipophilic moieties can improve both
the amount and rate of cell uptake,34–36,41 and we expect a similar
phenomenon is operating here. The enhanced uptake also likely
contributes to the improved cytotoxicity of compound 1 relative to
Dox. To understand the sub-cellular localization, we carried out
confocal microscopic studies. The images revealed the nuclear
co-localization of compound 1 and doxorubicin (Fig. 3c). Taken
together, our light-releasable compound 1 mirrors the activity of
the parent drug 2P-Dox, yet has significantly reduced activity in
the dark.

Here we have shown for the first time that we can generate
2P-Dox in a light dependent manner. The large enhancements

in activity suggest that this approach will have an effective
therapeutic window. Although UV light is poorly tissue penetrating,
one could envision the use of alternate protecting groups that
can be released with longer wavelengths of light that are
more penetrant.37–40 The high potency of 2P-Dox will further
improve tissue penetration as even poorly illuminated deep
tissues will contain enough released 2P-Dox for the cytotoxic
effect. More broadly, this work opens up new opportunities for
repurposing of highly potent cytotoxins for effective cancer
chemotherapy.
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