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Biological activities of metallic nanostructures
functionalized with hexadeca-substituted
copper(II) and cobalt(II) phthalocyanines

Nazli Farajzadeh Öztürk, *a Sadin Özdemir,b M. Serkan Yalçın,c

Zehra Altuntaş Bayır *d and Makbule Burkut Koçak *d

A novel phthalonitrile derivative (a) containing three functional groups (hexyl, aminated ester, phenoxy)

was synthesized and subsequently cyclotetramerized in the presence of the corresponding metal chloride

salts to obtain hexadeca-substituted metal {M = Cu(II) and Co(II)} phthalocyanines (b and c). The water-

soluble phthalocyanines (d and e) were prepared by treating the newly synthesized complexes (b and c)

with methyl iodide. Moreover, gold nanoparticles (1) and silver nanoparticles (2) were prepared, and their

surfaces were modified with quaternary phthalocyanines (d and e). The biological properties of both

unmodified (1 and 2) and functionalized nanostructures (1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e) were extensively studied. All

nanomaterials exhibited moderate antioxidant activity. Nanoconjugate (2e) at 100 mg L−1 displayed the

highest inhibitory activity (98.7%) against α-amylase. Moreover, all nanostructures cleaved DNA molecules

at 100 mg L−1. The MIC of nanostructures (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e) ranged from 2 to 64 mg L−1 for inhibit-

ing bacterial growth. Additionally, all nanostructures (especially modified silver nanostructures) demon-

strated greater biofilm inhibition activity against S. aureus compared with P. aeruginosa. Surficial modifi-

cation of nanostructures with resultant phthalocyanines improved their microbial cell viability inhibition

activity against E. coli, particularly after irradiation. This significant improvement in the biological activities

of metallic nanoparticles suggests that, with further investigation, these new nanoconjugates could be

considered promising candidates for medical nanomaterials.

Introduction

The lack of effective drugs for the prevention or treatment of
serious disorders (e.g., cancer, diabetes, and infections) that can
lead to fatal outcomes is considered one of the essential global
concerns. Fluorine chemistry is well-known as a multidisciplinary
interface between biology and chemistry, owing to its vital role in
cancer biology, chemical biology, medicinal chemistry, and mole-
cular imaging. The presence of fluorine in organic systems can
improve their electronic properties, chemical stability, selective
reactivity, and solubility because the addition of highly electrone-
gative fluorine atoms alters electron distribution, resulting in a
highly polarized C–F bond.1 Additionally, fluorine can modify the

bioavailability, lipophilicity, protein binding affinity, and meta-
bolic reactivity of organic molecules2,3 by refining molecular con-
formation, acidity/basicity, intrinsic potency, and membrane per-
meability.4 Recently, fluorine-containing materials have been con-
sidered suitable pharmaceutical alternatives for many types of
medicines, including antibiotics, antidepressants, anesthetics,
antiviral, anti-cancer, psychotropic, and biocompatible agents.5

The biodegradability of esters leads to their limited
accumulation in the environment.6 Additionally, the degra-
dation of ester-containing materials in soil and water generally
results in comparatively friendly degradative byproducts to
nontarget organisms and the environment.7 Many studies
have reported the fungicidal activities of ester-containing com-
pounds. Although benzyl alcohols can improve the fungicidal
activity or broaden the spectrum of esters, the fusion of
different heterocyclic groups to the benzene ring often reduces
their bioactivities.8,9 Therefore, the design of a strategic pro-
cedure for the preparation of biologically active benzyl ester-
containing materials using the acidic proton of the esters is a
key research area for scientists.

Amines are functional organic systems bearing a nitrogen
atom with one lone pair. Due to their ease of synthesis and
relative stability, the preparation of aminated derivatives has
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been of interest in pharmaceutical and combinatorial
chemistry.10–13 These compounds are the main components of
many structures, such as adhesives, cosmetics, drugs, dyes,
pesticides, polymers, and solvents.14,15 In addition,
N-containing macrocycles encompassing chlorins, corroles,
porphyrins, and phthalocyanines are highly fascinating com-
pounds in many scientific and high-technological fields.16

Four indole units assemble to form a phthalocyanine ring,
which can accommodate diverse metal cation(s) in the core
and bulky organic groups at the periphery.17 Indeed, the
specific architectural structure of phthalocyanine rings leads to
the easy systemic modification that in turn dedicates unique
chemical, electrical, and physical features to the
phthalocyanines.18–20 Therefore, the conscious alteration of the
phthalocyanine rings can be a suitable alternative to designing
efficient materials for science and technology.21–30 In particular,
the presence of fluorine atoms in their structures can refine bio-
chemical potency, including lipophilicity, photostability, selective
accumulation, and singlet oxygen generation.31,32 The possibility
of the modification of nanomaterials has been of interest in
recent years, but there is a huge vacancy in this research field.
Functionalization of nanomaterials with different inorganic/
organic molecules such as peptides, polymers, and biomolecules
suggests the capability to conjugate multiple therapeutic agents
or biomacromolecules covalently or non-covalently, and can lead
to desired properties like specific recognition or
biocompatibility.33,34 Additionally, the biological effect of cobalt
and copper complexes on bioreductive activation, protein inhi-
bition, and drug activity has attracted attention in recent
decades.35,36 Our research team has focused on the design of
phthalocyanine-functionalized nanostructures and the study of
the role of phthalocyanines on the functional properties of
nanomaterials.37–43

“Nanomaterials” are defined as materials with at least one
dimension ≤100 nm. Nanostructures have a high surface/
volume area ratio, outstanding quantum-size effect, and excel-
lent surface chemistry. Therefore, they exhibit amazing chemi-
cal and physical features that are not observed in their bulk
counterparts. Additionally, these unique properties extensively
affect their applications in many fields, ranging from engineer-
ing to medicine.44,45 Based on composition, nanosized
materials are categorized into four major groups of nano-
structure: inorganic, organic, carbon-based, and composite-
based. Inorganic nanomaterials contain at least one type of
metal atom in their structures, and include metal, metal
oxides, and magnetic nanostructures in various sizes and
shapes. In addition, metallic nanoclusters, nanoclays, zeolites,
and MXenes are devoted to this group. Metal nanoparticles
display excellent chemical, biological, electrical, catalytic, and
optical features.46–48 In particular, the greater surface-to-volume
ratio of metal nanostructures leads to biotic responses owing to
unique properties not observed in their bulk forms. Moreover,
their surface can be readily modified by diverse compounds such
as antibodies, biomolecules, DNAs, drugs, ligands, peptides, and
targeting agents as well as polymers.49–52 However, few studies
have presented the surficial functionalization of metal nano-

structures with phthalocyanines, and most studies have been
reported by our research team.37–44

The increasing utility of nanomaterials in a wide range of
scientific and technological applications has led to their sig-
nificant exposure to the environment and humans. Generally,
nanoparticles with a small range of sizes have exhibited few
toxic effects on mammalian cells.53,54 Facile synthesis, tunable
sizes, strong optical features, and easy modification make gold
nanoparticles suitable agents for biomedical applications.55

Although there is some uncertainty about the toxicity of gold
nanoparticles, some reports have indicated non-significant
toxicity for these biocompatible materials.56–59 Nelson et al.
revealed that citrate-capped gold nanoparticles do not result in
discrete cell death, oxidative damage to DNA, or the pro-
duction of free radicals.58 Due to antibacterial, antiviral, and
antifungal activities, silver nanoparticles have been of interest
in biomedical fields such as biomedical sensing, molecular
imaging, drug delivery, and cancer therapy.60–63 Mulenos et al.
reported that the production of silver ions contributes to tox-
icity, and that controlling their generation reduces toxicity
(6.9 μg mL−1 under oxic conditions and 0.2 μg mL−1 under
anoxic conditions).64

Generally, microbes are classified into two categories:
eukaryotes and prokaryotes. Eukaryotes have a cell nucleus in
their structure and consist of a vast range of microorganisms
such as algae, protists, and fungi.65 Bacteria and related
archaea are included in prokaryotes whose genetic materials
are not surrounded by a membrane (nuclear envelope).
Pathogenic microbes are responsible for infectious diseases
because they invade the host and obtain nutrition from it. An
individual or population of pathogenic microbes can invade
and proliferate rapidly within the host body. An infection may
not always induce a disease, but any damage to the vital func-
tions of the body results in illness. Being pathogenic, diverse
bacteria, fungi, nematodes, and viruses infect animals and
plants. Infectious diseases are fundamental threats to humans
and ecosystems worldwide. Efficient pretreatment and treat-
ment of infections require precise and rapid diagnosis of at-
risk or infected individuals through the application of simple
and low-cost methods or materials.66,67 Several studies
revealed the high antimicrobial activities of metal phthalocya-
nines and metal nanostructures.68–71

Meanwhile, free radicals are highly reactive and unstable,
which enables them to participate in chemical reactions with a
wide range of molecules. Unfortunately, such reactions can
result in unavoidable damage that can impair several repair
processes.72 Free radicals are atoms, ions, and molecules that
contain unpaired electrons and are typically derived from
nitrogen, oxygen, or sulfur. Reactive oxygen species (ROS) are
oxygen-centered free radicals such as alkoxyl (RO•), hydroxyl
(HO•), nitric oxide (NO•), peroxyl (ROO•), and superoxide
(O2

•−). Although they usually exist as byproducts of normal
metabolism in cells, they can damage carbohydrates, lipids,
nucleic acids, and proteins.73 Antioxidants play a vital role in
maintaining the normal function and viability of living cells.
Hence, in recent years, researchers have shown increasing
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interest in the antioxidant potency of materials (especially
phthalocyanines and nanomaterials) to discover or design
efficient antioxidant agents.

Few scholars have reported the synthesis and characteriz-
ation of heterocycle-containing nanomaterials for biological
applications. However, the synthesis and characterization of
hexadeca-substituted phthalocyanines require more effort. The
synthesis and biomedical features of nanoparticles modified
with hexadeca-substituted phthalocyanines have not been
reported, to the best of our knowledge. Herein, we present the
synthesis of a new tetra-substituted phthalonitrile derivative
and its hexadeca-substituted metal phthalocyanines. The
resulting metal complexes, bearing three groups (amine-ester,
fluorinated, and long alkyl substituents), were treated with
methyl iodide to make them water-soluble. Then, they were
used for the surficial modification of two prepared metallic
nanostructures: gold and silver nanoparticles. Additionally,
the biological properties (antioxidant, antidiabetic, DNA clea-
vage, antimicrobial, and antibiofilm activities) of the resultant
nanoconjugates were extensively examined to assess the syner-
gistic effect of metal ions/atoms upon bioactivity. Hence, our
study provides insights into effective heterocycle-based nano-
materials for multidisciplinary biological applications.

Experimental
Synthesis and characterization

Diethyl 2-(3,4-dicyano-2,5-bis(hexyloxy)-6-(4-(trifluoromethoxy)
phenoxy)phenyl)malonate was synthesized according to a pro-
cedure described extensively in ref. 43.

Potassium salt of diethyl 2-(3,4-dicyano-2,5-bis(hexyloxy)-6-(4-
(trifluoromethoxy)phenoxy)phenyl) malonate

Diethyl 2-(3,4-dicyano-2,5-bis(hexyloxy)-6-(4-(trifluoromethoxy)
phenoxy)phenyl) malonate (1 g, 1.51 mmol) was dissolved in
ethanol at reflux temperature. After the addition of potassium
hydroxide (0.337, 6.04 mmol) to the mixture, the potassium salt
was precipitated and washed several times with cold ethanol.74

Yield: 0.920 g (%87). FT-IR ν (cm−1): 3070 (aromatic CH), 2958
(aliphatic CH), 2223 (CuN), 1728 (CvO), 1100 (C–O–C).

Diethyl 2-(3,4-dicyano-2,5-bis(hexyloxy)-6-(4-(trifluoromethoxy)
phenoxy)phenyl)-2-(2-(dimethylamino)ethyl)malonate (a)

The potassium salt of diethyl 2-(3,4-dicyano-2,5-bis(hexyloxy)-
6-(4-(trifluoromethoxy)phenoxy)phenyl) malonate (1 g,
1.43 mmol) and 2-chloro-N,N-dimethylethylamine (0.768 g,
7.13 mmol) were dissolved in acetonitrile and stirred for 72 h
at 80 °C. After solvent evaporation, the solid product was crys-
tallized from ethanol.74 Chemical formula: C38H50F3N3O8.
Yield: 0.660 g (%63). FT-IR ν (cm−1): 3067 (aromatic CH), 2959
(aliphatic CH), 2207 (CuN), 1711 (CvO), 1091 (C–O–C). 1H
NMR (500 MHz; DMSO-d6): δ (ppm) 7.27–7.24 (d, 2H),
7.01–6.98 (d, 2H), 3.98–3.92 (m, 4H), 3.87–3.83 (m, 4H),
3.17–3.14 (m, 4H), 2.53 (s, 6H), 1.58–1.54 (m, 4H), 1.31–1.27
(m, 12H), 0.94–0.91 (m, 6H), 0.88–0.85 (t, 6H).

General procedure for the synthesis of metal phthalocyanines

Compound a (0.100 g, 0.136 mmol) and the related anhydrous
metal salts {CuCl2 (0.005 g, 0.034 mmol); CoCl2 (0.005 g,
0.034 mmol)} and 1,8 diazabisiklo[5.4.0]undek-7-en (DBU)
were stirred in n-pentanol at 150 °C for 24 h. During the cyclo-
tetramerization of compound a, transesterfication occurred,
leading to the replacement of ethyl groups with the pentyl
groups from the solvent.42 The reaction mixture was poured
into a 2 : 1 mixture of water and ethanol, stirred for 1 h, and fil-
tered off. The precipitate was purified using a chromatographic
method on silica gel as a stationary phase and a mixture of
dichloromethane : n-hexane (1 : 1) as a mobile phase.

CuPc (b). Yield: 0.037 g (%32.5), m.p. > 250 °C. FT-IR ν (cm−1):
3061 (aromatic CH), 2960 (aliphatic CH), 1725 (CvO), 1084 (C–
O–C). UV–vis (DMSO): λmax nm (log ε) 388 (4.89), 712 (5.23). MS
(MALDI-TOF): m/z calc. [M]+ 3335.50 found 3337.01 [M + 2H]+,
3289.66 [M − Cu + H2O]

+. Anal. calcd for C176H248CuF12N12O32 C,
63.38; H, 7.49; N, 5.04 found: C 64.02, H 7.78, N 5.15%.

CoPc (c). Yield: 0.032 g (%28), m.p. > 250 °C. FT-IR ν (cm−1):
3070 (aromatic CH), 2962 (aliphatic CH), 1725 (CvO), 1080 (C–
O–C). UV–vis (DMSO): λmax nm (log ε) 381 (5.14), 710 (5.33). MS
(MALDI-TOF): m/z calc. [M]+ 3330.89 found 3330.91 [M]+; 2835.91
[M − 3C7H4F3O2 + 2H2O]

+. Anal. calcd for C176H248CoF12N12O32

C, 63.46; H, 7.50; N, 5.05% found: C 64.80, H 7.83, N 5.13%.

Water-soluble metal phthalocyanines

First, 0.050 g of each macromolecule (b or c; 0.015 mmol) and
iodomethane (0.009 g, 0.060 mmol) were dissolved in chloro-
form (5 mL) and stirred at room temperature for 72 h. The
reaction content was filtered off, washed several times with
chloroform, and dried.

QCuPc (d). Yield: 0.044 g (%75), m.p. > 250 °C. FT-IR ν

(cm−1): 3070 (aromatic CH), 2957 (aliphatic CH), 1727 (CvO),
1096 (C–O–C). UV–vis (DMSO): λmax nm (log ε) 378 (5.30), 706
(4.95). MS (MALDI-TOF): m/z calcd [M]+ 3903.26 found 3522.05
[M − 3I]+; 3288.20 [M − I − 3C7H4F3O2 + Na + H2O + 2H]+

3061.86 [M − 4I − 2C7H4F3O2 + 2H + H2O]
+.

QCoPc (e). Yield: 0.047 g (%80), m.p. > 250 °C. FT-IR ν

(cm−1): 3066 (aromatic CH), 2941 (aliphatic CH), 1721 (CvO),
1101 (C–O–C). UV–vis (DMSO): λmax nm (log ε) 372 (5.07), 705
(4.76). MS (MALDI-TOF): m/z calc. [M]+ 3898.64 found 3644.07
[M − 2I]+, 3487.01 [M − 3I − 2CH3]

+.

Gold nanoparticles (1)

First, 100 mL of an aqueous solution of hydrogentetrachloroau-
rate (1% w/v) was heated to boiling. After the addition of triso-
dium citrate solution (1% w/v, 5 mL), the mixture changed from
yellow to red. The obtained suspension of gold nanoparticles was
cooled to room temperature and stored at 4 °C.41 The concen-
tration of diluted nanoparticles (1) was ∼50 µg mL−1.

Silver nanoparticles (2)

First, 220 mL of an aqueous solution containing AgNO3

(1 mM) and trisodium citrate (3 mM) was stirred vigorously
under an inert atmosphere. Then, 20 µL of NaBH4 solution
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(0.2 M) was added to the reaction content. The mixture turned
yellow after 15 min. The suspension was refrigerated.75 The
concentration of diluted nanoparticles (2) was ∼50 µg mL−1.

Preparation of nanoconjugates (1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e)

The surface of the metallic nanostructures was modified by com-
pounds (d and e) according to the method explained in ref. 37,41
with some modifications. Initially, 10 mg of each compound (d
or e) was dissolved in 1.1 mL of a DMF/distilled water (1/100 v/v)
and added to 9 mL of concentrated metallic nanoparticles (1 or
2). The solution was stirred for 24 h at room temperature.37,41

The nanoconjugates were filtered off, collected, and dispersed in
distilled water. The same procedure was applied for the prepa-
ration of modified silver nanoparticles (2d, and 2e).

Biological studies

For biological experiments, the test compounds were dissolved
in dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO). Each biological test was done
in three replicates.

Antioxidant activity

The 2,2-diphenyl-1-picrylhydrazyl (DPPH) free radical-scaven-
ging assay was applied to evaluate the antioxidant potency of
the prepared unmodified (1 and 2) and modified nano-
structures (1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e). Different concentrations
(6.25–100 mg L−1) of each nanomaterial (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, or 2e)
were mixed with DPPH (0.002%) in methanol and stirred vigor-
ously. The absorbance was determined at 517 nm after a 0.5 h
incubation at 25 °C in the dark. Ascorbic acid and Trolox were
utilized as positive controls. In addition, a sample of reagents
without nanomaterials (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, or 2e) was used as a
negative control. The free radical-scavenging activity was calcu-
lated using eqn (1).

DPPH Inhibition ð%Þ ¼ Abscontrol � Abssample

Abscontrol

� �
� 100 ð1Þ

Antidiabetic activity

Different concentrations (25, 50, and 100 mg L−1) of each
nanomaterial (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, or 2e), α-amylase, and phos-
phate buffer were added to test tubes and kept at 37 °C for
15 min. Hydrolysis occurred upon the addition of 0.2 mL of a
1% potato starch solution. After 20 min incubation at 37 °C,
400 mL of 3,5-dinitro salicylic acid (DNS) was added to the
test tubes to suppress the hydrolysis and then kept in boiling
water for 5 min. After cooling to room temperature, the
mixture was diluted by adding distilled water (3 mL). The
absorbance was measured at 540 nm. A solution without nano-
structures was used as a control. The antidiabetic activities of
nanomaterials (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e) was determined by
applying eqn (2).

Antidiabetic activity ð%Þ ¼ ðControlabs � SampleabsÞ=Controlabs
� 100

ð2Þ

DNA cleavage activity

First, 15 µL of each nanomaterial (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, or 2e) and
pBR322 plasmid DNA (5 µL) were added to a PCR tube and
incubated at 37 °C for 2 h in the dark at 50, 100 and 200 mg
L−1. A 1% agarose gel was placed in an electrophoresis tank
and fixed. Then, the tank was filled with Tris-acetate-EDTA
buffer until the gel was completely covered. Each prepared
sample was loaded into a gel well after the addition of loading
dye. Electrophoresis was conducted at 100 V for 1 h. The gel
was carefully removed from the electrophoresis tank and
observed using a UV transilluminator.

Antimicrobial activity

A microdilution method was applied to examine the anti-
microbial properties of nanomaterials (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e)
against some microorganisms: Enterococcus hirae (ATCC 10541),
Escherichia coli (ATCC 10536), Staphylococcus aureus (ATCC 6538),
Bacillus cereus, Legionella pneumophila subsp. pneumophila (ATCC
33152), Pseudomonas aeruginosa (ATCC 9027), Candida parapsilo-
sis, and Candida tropicalis. Fresh cultures were cultivated for 24 h
before implementation. Prepared samples were serially diluted
twice in 96-well plates from 1024 mg L−1 to 1 mg L−1 and incu-
bated for 24 h at 37 °C. Then, the minimum inhibitory concen-
tration (MIC) was calculated.

Biofilm inhibition activity

The biofilm inhibition activity of nanomaterials (1, 2, 1d, 1e,
2d, and 2e) was investigated against the bacteria S. aureus and
P. aeruginosa. Different concentrations (5, 10, and 20 mg L−1)
of each nanomaterial (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, or 2e) were prepared in
24-well plates. Fresh suspensions of each bacterial species
were inoculated into 24-well plates containing nutrient broth
(NB) medium and incubated for 72 h at 37 °C to allow the cells
to adhere to the surface. The biofilm-coated wells of the
24-well plate were meticulously cleaned twice using 200 µL of
phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) and exposed to air for 30 min
to dry out. To measure biofilm production, 200 μL of 1%
aqueous crystal violet solution was applied to each plate well.
The biofilm was left to stain for 60 min. The plates were
cleaned with PBS to remove crystal violet. After the addition of
ethanol, the absorbed crystal violet was recovered at room
temperature after 15 min. The absorbance was measured at
595 nm using a spectrophotometer. The biofilm inhibition
activity of nanostructures (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e) was calcu-
lated using eqn (3).

Biofilm Inhibition ð%Þ ¼ Abscontrol � Abssample

Abscontrol

� �
� 100 ð3Þ

Microbial cell viability inhibition without and with
photodynamic therapy (PDT)

An E. coli strain (ATCC 25922) was employed as a “model”
organism to examine the microbial cell viability inhibition of
nanostructures (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e). E. coli was injected
into NB, cultivated for 24 h at 37.5 °C, and agitated at 150
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rpm. The mixture was centrifuged twice and cleaned with
sterile distilled water. Each nanomaterial (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, or
2e) at various final concentrations (5, 10, and 20 mg L−1) was
applied to E. coli at 37 °C for 90 min. The mixtures were
diluted, cultivated on nutrient agar medium, and allowed to
incubate at 37 °C for 24 h. The same method was used to
examine the effect of PDT on inhibition of microbial cell viabi-
lity except that the compounds were exposed to LED light for
30 min before being added to E. coli-containing samples. A
red–orange light-emitting diode with a wavelength of 632 ±
2 nm and energy of 12 J cm−2 was used as the light source.
Colonies were tallied after incubation for 24 h. The E. coli via-
bility inhibition activity of nanostructures (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, and
2e) was determined using eqn (4).

Inhibition of cell viability ð%Þ ¼ ðAcontrol � Asample=AcontrolÞ
� 100

ð4Þ
The mixture without any nanostructures was applied as a

control.

Results and discussion
Synthesis and characterization

Scheme 1 shows the synthetic procedure for compound (a). Due
to the strong acidic nature of the ester group, the hydronium ion
of diethyl 2-(3,4-dicyano-2,5-bis(hexyloxy)-6-(4-(trifluoromethoxy)
phenoxy)phenyl) malonate was removed by the addition of pot-
assium hydroxide, and the related potassium salt was obtained.
The resultant salt and 2-chloro-N,N-dimethylethylamine were dis-
solved in sufficient acetonitrile and stirred for 72 h at 80 °C. The
reaction of the compound with 2-chloro-N,N-dimethylethylamine
resulted in the target phthalonitrile derivative (a). The product
was characterized using spectroscopy (1H NMR and FT-IR). All
data were in accordance with the predicted structure.

The synthetic routes for macromolecules (b and c) and
their quaternary derivatives (d and e) are depicted in

Scheme 2. Macromolecules (b and c) were prepared by cyclote-
tramerization of compound a in the presence of the related
metal cation through a one-step process. DBU was used as a
catalyst to create a basic medium. The transesterification of
the precursor resulted in the replacement of ethyl groups with
pentyl groups during cyclotetramerization in n-pentanol.42

These macromolecules (b and c) were treated with iodo-
methane to prepare their water-soluble derivatives (d and e).
The resulting metal phthalocyanines were characterized using
spectroscopy (UV–vis, FT-IR, and MALDI-TOF). Results con-
firmed the synthesis of designed structures. In the UV–vis
spectra of compounds (b–d), characteristic bands were
observed at ∼380 nm (B-bands) and ∼710 nm (Q-bands). The
Q-bands of compounds (b and c) were single, whereas those of
quaternary compounds (d and e) were split.76 In the FT-IR
spectra of compounds (b and c), the disappearance of nitrile
bands at ∼2200 cm−1 confirmed the complete cycloterameriza-
tion of phthalonitrile derivative (a).

The surface of gold nanoparticles (1) and silver nano-
particles (2) was functionalized non-covalently with each com-
pound (d or e) and characterized using TEM and SEM. Gold
nanostructures (1) were synthesized with an average size of
14.19 ± 2.13 nm, whereas silver nanoparticles (2) were
obtained with an average size of 14.89 ± 2.84 nm. In a neutral
medium, the metal nanoparticles carried a negative charge,
while the phthalocyanines carried a positive charge owing to
the basic nature of nitrogen.77 As a result, a combination of
electrostatic and π–π interactions between the negative citrate
moieties on the metal nanoparticle surfaces and the positive
functional groups of the phthalocyanine molecules controlled
the interaction of the metal nanoparticles and the phthalocya-
nines. In addition, the van der Waals forces between the bases
and metal nanoparticles, as well as coordination interactions
between nitrogen atoms and metal atoms, contributed to the
adsorption of phthalocyanines onto the metal nanoparticles
surfaces.78,79 Generally, the nanoparticles aggregated after
surface modification with metal phthalocyanines. There was
no significant increase in the size of the nanoparticles after
modification (<1 nm). TEM images of unmodified metal nano-

Scheme 1 Synthetic procedure for compound (a).
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particles (1 and 2) and nanoconjugates (1d and 2e) are demon-
strated in Fig. 1. The changes detected in the SEM images of
the nanoparticles before and after modification confirmed
their surficial coverage with compound (d or e) (Fig. 2).
Moreover, the FT-IR and UV–vis spectra of unmodified
(1 and 2) and modified (1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e) metal nano-
particles were studied. The characteristic peaks of the phthalo-
cyanines appeared in the spectra of metal nanoparticles (1 and
2) in the most diluted sample. They confirmed the conjugation
of the phthalocyanines on the surface of metal nanoparticles
(refer to SI).

Antioxidant activity

Oxidants are responsible for apoptotic malfunction, inflam-
mation, genetic change, and unchecked proliferation of cancer

cells. These effects are exceedingly detrimental to living
cells.80 The DPPH free radical-scavenging assay is frequently
used as a basic and highly effective screening method to evalu-
ate the anti-radical activity of various substances. The DPPH
free radical-scavenging activity of nanostructures (1, 2, 1d, 1e,
2d and 2e) was examined in concentrations ranging from 6.25
to 100 mg L−1 (Fig. 3). The results were compared with data for
two common standards (Trolox and ascorbic acid). As the con-
centration increased, the DPPH scavenging activity of nano-
structures (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d and 2e) enhanced from 29.63% to
49.82%, from 23.5% to 42.9%, from 40.88% to 62.77%, from
38.69% to 56.66%, from 37.23% to 54.97%, and from 30.80%
to 45.73%, respectively. The antioxidant activity of nano-
structures (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d and 2e) diminished in the order 1d
> 1e > 2d > 1 > 2e > 2. The tested nanomaterials exhibited mod-

Scheme 2 Synthetic routes for (a) compounds (b and d) and nanoconjugates (1d and 2d), (b) compounds (c and e) and nanoconjugates (1e and 2e).
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erate scavenging activity compared to the ascorbic acid and
trolox. According to the literature, metallic nanostructures as
well as metallo-phthalocyanine derivatives display significant
antioxidant activity.80–82 Compared with the literature, the sur-
ficial modification of nanoparticles (1 and 2) with the newly
synthesized phthalocyanines (d and e) exhibited a synergistic
enhancement of the individual antioxidant activities.

Antidiabetic activity

Diabetes mellitus is one of the most prevalent disorders
affecting many people worldwide. Treatment usually focuses
on enhancing the ability of cells to consume glucose or by
decreasing carbohydrate absorption by inhibiting α-amylase
enzyme.83 The antidiabetic activity of nanostructures (1, 2, 1d,
1e, 2d, and 2e) was investigated using an α-amylase activity
assay (Fig. 4). The respective α-amylase inhibition activity of
nanostructures (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e) was found to be 23.2,
45.3, 26.9, 31.8, 59.0, and 74.1% at 25 mg L−1. As the concen-
tration increased to 100 mg L−1, the inhibition activity
increased to 49.8, 81.1, 53.0, 58.5, 94.3 and 98.7%, respectively.
Nanostructure (2) exhibited high inhibitory activity, but more
effective inhibition was achieved by its conjugation with the
newly synthesized metallo-phthalocyanines (d and e). These
results are in accordance with the literature. Zubair et al. investi-
gated the inhibitory activity of biogenic-synthesized silver nanopr-
isms. The resultant nanoprisms displayed 77.8% inhibitory

activity at 100 mg L−1.84 Günsel et al. studied the antidiabetic
activity of some new water-soluble tetra-substituted phthalocya-
nines. The phthalocyanines acted as a conventional glycosidase
inhibitor.85 In comparison with the studies mentioned above,84,85

all the newly prepared nanostructures could be considered to be
antidiabetic agents. In particular, nanomaterials 2, 2d, and 2e sig-
nificantly reduced α-amylase activity and had dose-dependent
antidiabetic behaviour.

DNA cleavage activity

The DNA cleavage activity of nanostructures (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, and
2e) was examined using gel electrophoresis (a well-known method
to study the especially separation of nucleic acids molecules).
Accordingly, molecules moved at different rates on the gel and
separated from each other at different rates after application of an
electric field.86 The DNA cleavage activity of nanostructures (1, 2,
1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e) is demonstrated in Fig. 5 and 6. All the nano-
materials cleaved pBR322 plasmid DNA molecules. Use of 50 mg
L−1 of nanomaterials (1 and 2) led to the conversion of the DNA
from form I to form II, whereas these structures cleaved DNA
molecules completely at 100 and 200 mg L−1. Moreover, nano-
structures (1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e) displayed complete degradation of
DNA molecules at all tested concentrations. After clinical research,
nanomaterials (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e) could be considered to be
alternative nanodrugs to prevent the proliferation of harmful
organisms and cancer cells because they can cleave the genome.

Fig. 1 TEM images of (a) unmodified gold nanoparticles (1) and (b) nanocojugate 1d. (c) Histogram showing the size of gold nanoparticles. (d) TEM
images of unmodified silver nanoparticles (2) and (e) nanocojugate 2e. (f ) Histogram showing the size of silver nanoparticles.
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Antimicrobial activity

The antimicrobial activity of nanostructures (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d,
and 2e) was tested against six bacterial and two fungal strains
using a microdilution method. The MIC obtained for the anti-

microbial activity of nanostructures (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e)
ranged from 2 to 64 mg L−1 (Table 1). The antibacterial activity
of nanomaterials (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e) was examined
against E. coli, P. aeruginosa, L. pneumophila subsp. pneumo-

Fig. 2 SEM images of (a) unmodified gold nanoparticles, (b) nanocojugate 1d, (c) unmodified silver nanoparticles and (d) nanocojugate 2e, all at
25.00 kV.

Fig. 3 DPPH-scavenging activity of gold nanoparticles (1), silver nano-
particles (2), QCuPc-gold nanoparticles (1d), QCoPc-gold nanoparticles
(1e), QCuPc-silver nanoparticles (2d) and QCoPc-silver nanoparticles (2e).

Fig. 4 Antidiabetic activity of gold nanoparticles (1), silver nanoparticles
(2), QCuPc-gold nanoparticles (1d), QCoPc-gold nanoparticles (1e),
QCuPc-silver nanoparticles (2d), and QCoPc-silver nanoparticles (2e).
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phila, E. hirae, E. faecalis, and S. aureus bacterial strains. All
the nanostructures inhibited bacterial growth. In particular,
nanomaterials (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e) demonstrated superior
activity against E. hirae and E. faecalis strains in comparison
with other bacteria. The respective MICs of nanostructures (1,
2, 1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e) were 64, 32, 64, 64, 32, and 32 mg L−1

against E. coli. However, they displayed the highest inhibition
activity against E. faecalis, with MICs ranging between 2 and
16 mg L−1. Besides, the antifungal activity of nanomaterials (1,
2, 1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e) was examined against C. parapsilosis and
C. tropicalis. The MICs obtained were between 16 and 64 mg
L−1 (Table 1). Nanoconjugate (2d) displayed the highest anti-
fungal activity against both fungal strains (MIC = 16 mg L−1).
Many studies have reported the antimicrobial properties of

individual metallic nanoparticles and phthalocyanines.87–89

However, the antimicrobial activity of phthalocyanine-functio-
nalized metallic nanostructures has not been reported. Our
data indicate that phthalocyanine/metal nanoconjugates are
promising candidates for further research and the develop-
ment of antibacterial drugs.

Biofilm inhibition activity

Biofilms contribute to bacterial pathogenesis and increase the
resistance of the pathogen to antibiotics by nearly 1000-fold.90

The durability of biofilms is associated with the matrix, which
is composed mostly of extracellular polymeric materials, pro-
teins, lipids, and DNA molecules. Suitable conditions for bac-
teria to inhabit biofilm mode lead to strong resistance of bac-
teria to antibiotics. The biofilm inhibitory activity of nano-
materials (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e) was investigated against
S. aureus and P. aeruginosa (Fig. 7 and 8). The respective
biofilm inhibition activity of nanostructures (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d,
and 2e) was 79.5, 86.5, 87.3, 83.7, 89.1, and 85.7% against
S. aureus at 20 mg L−1. Moreover, nanomaterials (1, 2, 1d, 1e,
2d, and 2e) inhibited 63.2, 80.7, 79.1, 74.3, 85.7, and 80.4% of
P. aeruginosa biofilm formation at 20 mg L−1, respectively.
Nanoconjugate (2d) exhibited the highest biofilm inhibitory
activity, whereas gold nanoparticles (1) displayed the lowest
activity against both bacteria. Some studies have reported the
individual biofilm inhibitory activity of metallic nano-
structures and phthalocyanines.91,92 Kumar et al. synthesized
silver nanoparticles and studied their biofilm inhibitory pro-
perties. The inhibitory activity obtained was 67.5 and 67.1%
against S. aureus and B. subtilis, respectively.91 Çuhadar et al.
prepared several metal phthalocyanines and examined their
biofilm inhibition properties against S. aureus and
P. aeruginosa. The highest inhibitory activity was 83.0 and
79.6% against S. aureus and P. aeruginosa for peripheral tetra-

Fig. 6 DNA cleavage activity of nanostructures (1e, 2d, and 2e). Lane 1,
pBR 322 DNA + DMSO. Lane 2, pBR 322 DNA + 50 mg L−1 of 1e. Lane 3,
pBR 322 DNA + 100 mg L−1 of 1e. Lane 4, pBR 322 DNA + 200 mg L−1 of
1e. Lane 5, pBR 322 DNA + 50 mg L−1 of 2d. Lane 6, pBR 322 DNA +
100 mg L−1 of 2d. Lane 7, pBR 322 DNA + 200 mg L−1 of 2d. Lane 8, pBR
322 DNA + 50 mg L−1 of 2e. Lane 9, pBR 322 DNA + 100 mg L−1 of 2e.
Lane 10, pBR 322 DNA + 200 mg L−1 of 2e.

Table 1 MIC values of nanostructures 1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e

Microorganisms 1 2 1d 1e 2d 2e

E. coli 64 32 64 64 32 32
P. aeruginosa 64 32 64 32 32 64
L. pneumophila subsp. pneumophila 32 16 16 8 8 16
E. hirae 16 8 4 4 4 8
E. faecalis 16 4 4 2 2 8
S. aureus 64 32 32 64 32 32
C. parapsilosis 64 32 32 32 16 32
C. tropicalis 64 32 32 16 16 16

Fig. 5 DNA cleavage activity of nanostructures (1, 2, and 1d). Lane 1,
pBR 322 DNA + DMSO. Lane 2, pBR 322 DNA + 50 mg L−1 of 1. Lane 3,
pBR 322 DNA + 100 mg L−1 of 1. Lane 4, pBR 322 DNA + 200 mg L−1 of
1. Lane 5, pBR 322 DNA + 50 mg L−1 of 2. Lane 6, pBR 322 DNA +
100 mg L−1 of 2. Lane 7, pBR 322 DNA + 200 mg L−1 of 2. Lane 8, pBR
322 DNA + 50 mg L−1 of 1d. Lane 9, pBR 322 DNA + 100 mg L−1 of 1d.
Lane 10, pBR 322 DNA + 200 mg L−1 of 1d.

Fig. 7 Biofilm inhibitory activity of gold nanoparticles (1), silver nano-
particles (2), QCuPc-gold nanoparticles (1d), QCoPc-gold nanoparticles
(1e), QCuPc-silver nanoparticles (2d), and QCoPc-silver nanoparticles
(2e) against S. aureus.
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substituted Cu phthalocyanine, respectively.92 The results
obtained for nanomaterials (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e) are com-
patible with the literature; therefore, these structures, as poten-
tial biofilm inhibitory candidates, can form the basis for
further research.

Microbial cell viability without and with PDT

E. coli is one of the most common disease-causing microorgan-
isms worldwide. Humans and animals become ill or die from
E. coli infection directly or indirectly. It serves an indicator
microorganism for assessing microbial contamination in water
and food (which are critical for human and animal health).
For these reasons, it was also used in our study. The cell viabi-
lity inhibitory activity of nanomaterials (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, and
2e) was investigated against E. coli at different concentrations
(5, 10, and 20 mg L−1) (Fig. 9). In general, an increase in the
concentration of each nanostructure (1, 2, 1d, 1e, 2d, or 2e)
was followed by an enhancement in cell viability inhibitory
activity (76.5% for (1), 83.8% for (2), 87.6% for (1d), 81.1% for
(1e), 90.4% for (2d), and 83.4% % for (2e) at 20 mg L−1). In
contrast to the negative control, all nanomaterials displayed
high inhibitory activity. Nanoparticles interact very well with
bacteria owing to their high surface-to-area ratio, so they can
neutralize the DNA replication activity of bacteria. Meanwhile,
metal phthalocyanines can inhibit the cell viability of bacteria
by generating ROS. Femi-Adepoju et al. reported the synthesis
of silver nanoparticles using Gleichenia pectinata seed
extracts.93 The prepared nanoparticles exhibited good cell
inhibitory properties. Farajzadeh et al. reported 100%
microbial cell viability inhibitory activity for cobalt(II) and lute-
tium(III) phthalocyanines.94

Photoinactivating bacteria in the presence of a photosensi-
tizer is known as “photodynamic antimicrobial chemotherapy”
(PACT). In PACT, a photosensitizer is exposed to light at a

certain wavelength. The interaction of the activated-photosen-
sitizer with oxygen results in the production of some deadly
ROS that in turn damage bacteria. The photosensitizing pro-
perties of phthalocyanines have attracted attention in anti-
microbial research.95,96 The PACT activity of nanostructures (1,
2, 1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e) was investigated against E. coli at concen-
trations ranging from 5 to 20 mg L−1 (Fig. 10). Generally, the
microbial cell viability inhibitory activity of nanostructures (1,
2, 1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e) increased with irradiation. The respective
microbial cell viability inhibitory activity of unmodified metal-
lic nanoparticles (1 and 2) was 91.1% and 96.4%, whereas that
of nanoconjugates (1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e) was 100%, respectively.

Fig. 8 Biofilm inhibition activity of gold nanoparticles (1), silver nano-
particles (2), QCuPc-gold nanoparticles (1d), QCoPc-gold nanoparticles
(1e), QCuPc-silver nanoparticles (2d), and QCoPc-silver nanoparticles
(2e) against P. aeruginosa.

Fig. 9 Microbial cell viability inhibition activity of gold nanoparticles (1),
silver nanoparticles (2), QCuPc-gold nanoparticles (1d), QCoPc-gold
nanoparticles (1e), QCuPc-silver nanoparticles (2d), and QCoPc-silver
nanoparticles (2e) without irradiation.

Fig. 10 Microbial cell viability inhibition activity of gold nanoparticles
(1), silver nanoparticles (2), QCuPc-gold nanoparticles (1d), QCoPc-gold
nanoparticles (1e), QCuPc-silver nanoparticles (2d), and QCoPc-silver
nanoparticles (2e) with irradiation.
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These data are in accordance with the literature and our pre-
vious studies.97 As a result, all the nanostructures, especially
nanoconjugates (1d, 1e, 2d, and 2e), could be considered
potential photosensitizers for PACT applications.

Conclusions

We report the design of new phthalocyanine-modified metal
nanostructures exhibiting multidisciplinary biological fea-
tures. The effect of the metal nature on the biological activities
of unmodified and phthalocyanine-modified metallic nano-
particles was investigated, for the first time, in this study. A
new tetra-substituted phthalonitrile derivative was synthesized
and cyclotetramerized in the presence of suitable metal salts
to prepare its copper(II) and cobalt(II) phthalocyanines. The
water-soluble derivatives of the newly synthesized phthalocya-
nines were obtained via their reaction with iodomethane. The
resultant quaternary macromolecules were used for surficial
modification of two types of metal nanostructures (gold nano-
particles and silver nanoparticles), prepared as described in
the literature with some modification. The antioxidant, anti-
diabetic, DNA cleavage, and antimicrobial activities of unmo-
dified and modified metal nanoparticles were examined to
study the effect of the modifying group and the type of metal-
lic nanoparticles on biological properties. All modified nano-
materials, especially silver nanostructures, displayed effective
DNA cleavage and antidiabetic activities. In addition, they
exhibited moderate radical-scavenging activities at the studied
concentrations. All nanostructures demonstrated significant
antibacterial activity, especially against Gram-positive bacteria,
and inhibited biofilm formation. Phthalocyanine-silver nano-
conjugates displayed 100% cell viability inhibition activity
against E. coli with irradiation. In our previous studies, the
tested phthalocyanines were not water-soluble. However, place-
ment on the surface of the nanomaterials improved their solu-
bility in aqueous media. In the present study, the preparation
of quaternary phthalocyanines positively affected the biological
activities of the nanoconjugates owing to the refinement of
modification and solubility. As a result, all nanoconjugates,
especially modified silver nanoparticles, could be considered
multidisciplinary agents for the development of novel medi-
cations and ongoing investigations.
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