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Nucleic acid binding fluorescent probes, such as Hoechst, DAPI,
and SYTO dyes, are widely used for DNA visualization, DNA
quantification, and contrasting cell nuclei for fluorescence micros-
copy of living cells.1 These compounds, having cationic character
and a planar aromatic system, interact noncovalently with negatively
charged double-stranded DNA or RNA by way of intercalation or
minor groove binding. Thiazole orange (TO), which is composed
of a benzothiazole ring covalently linked to a quinoline ring through
a monomethine bridge, is a widely used dye for nucleic acids,
allowing detection of DNA and RNA in gels, flow cytometry, or
microscopy.2 Although the fluorescence of free TO is extremely
low in aqueous solution, when TO binds to nucleic acids, the
viscosity of the dye’s local environment is markedly increased,
resulting in a drastic increase in fluorescence.3 This is thought to
arise from restriction of rotation around the methine bond between
the two heterocyclic systems.4,5 The strong fluorescence of nucleic
acid-bound dye and almost nonfluorescence of unbound dye provide
excellent contrast for imaging and detection.

This dramatic fluorescence difference between the unbound and
bound states was recently utilized by Waggoner et al. They
developed a novel fluorescence imaging technique for cell surface
proteins by synthesizing a sulfonated TO derivative and by
screening for peptides which, when displayed on the cell surface,
specifically bind the derivative.6 However, we thought that a more
versatile approach to developing fluorescent probes would be to
change the structure of TO itself by utilizing a specific chemical
or enzymatic reaction. In addition, we focused on the fact that TO
also has photosensitizing ability, which changes dynamically in the
same way as its fluorescence.7,8 We thought that these two
properties could be utilized to create novel enzymatically activatable
photosensitizers whose activation would be signaled by increased
fluorescence.

Initially, we focused on the intracellular distribution and
fluorescence intensity of TO derivatives. In living cells, it is reported
that TO and its derivatives nonspecifically stain cellular components
including nucleus, nucleolus, and mitochondria, but subtle structural
changes of the dyes result in divergent organelle staining patterns
and differences of fluorescence emission which appear to be
unrelated to fluorescence induced by DNA-binding in Vitro.9,10 We
speculated that attaching bulky and hydrophilic structures to the
dyes might block their binding to biomolecules, especially to DNA
in the cells, where it is separated by the nuclear membrane,
extensively folded, and associated with chromatin protein, thereby
decreasing the fluorescence emission. To examine this hypothesis,
we synthesized a TO derivative, PhoTO-OH (Scheme 1), including

a single modifiable phenyl functional group and its derivatives.
PhoTO-OH emitted bright fluorescence in living cells, but cells
loaded with PhoTO-OH derivatives bearing bulky structures emitted
relatively weak fluorescence. Notably, PhoTO-OH and its deriva-
tives were localized preferentially in the nucleolus and inner
membrane, but weak illumination induced relocation to the whole
nucleus, with an increase of fluorescence. The ratios of relocation
to the nucleus and fluorescence increase of PhoTO-OH were larger
than those of the other PhoTO-OH derivatives examined (Figure
S1). Such photoactivation in living cells has been reported for other
DNA-binding molecules, and Andrei et al. suggested that it may
reflect a slow binding to DNA with concomitant displacement of
histones and/or chromatin proteins from their association with
DNA.11 Therefore, we concluded that bulky substituents might
decrease both the fluorescence in living cells and the photosensi-
tizing ability. Thus, we combined PhoTO-OH with a bulky and
hydrophilic �-galactoside moiety to synthesize an enzymatically
activatable photosensitizing prodrug, PhoTO-Gal, which was
expected to show a dramatic increase of fluorescence and photo-
activity in living cells after hydrolysis by �-galactosidase.

We confirmed by HPLC that PhoTO-Gal is a substrate of
�-galactosidase, which exclusively generates PhoTO-OH (Figure
S2), and then we evaluated the fluorescence intensity of PhoTO-
Gal and PhoTO-OH in cultured cells by fluorescence microscopy
(Figure 1). PhoTO-OH-loaded HeLa cells showed strong fluores-
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Scheme 1. Design of PhoTO-Gal

Figure 1. Brightfield and fluorescence images of HeLa cells and relocation
of dyes after photoillumination. HeLa cells were stained with 1 µM PhoTO-
Gal (a, b) or 1 µM PhoTO-OH (c-e). Fluorescence images were captured
after the dyes had been loaded (b, d) and again after 9 mJ/cm2 of light
exposure (e). Scale bar represents 50 µm.
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cence, while PhoTO-Gal-loaded HeLa cells showed almost no
fluorescence. Moreover, to assess the effectiveness of PDT under
these conditions, the cells were illuminated with light, and incubated
for an additional 4 h. Cell survival was then determined with Calcein
AM and EthD-1 (Figure 2). Although HeLa cells incubated with

PhoTO-Gal were all alive after light illumination, in the case of
PhoTO-OH, cell death occurred in the light-irradiated area. The
major mechanism of the cell death appeared to be apoptosis (Figure
S5).

As described above, relocation and fluorescence enhancement
were observed upon relatively weak illumination in the case of
PhoTO-OH, but not PhoTO-Gal (Figure 1 and Figure S3).
Therefore, it is likely that PhoTO-OH was translocated to nuclei,
where it caused DNA breakage and cell death under illumination.7

We next applied PhoTO-Gal to lacZ gene-transfected HEK293
lacZ(+) cells and untransfected lacZ(-) cells. �-Galactosidase,
encoded by lacZ gene from E. coli, is a widely used reporter enzyme
in molecular biology.12 As expected, a bright fluorescence image
was captured in HEK293 lacZ(+) cells incubated with PhoTO-
Gal, while only weak fluorescence was observed for lacZ(-) cells
(Figure 3). After PDT as described above, PhoTO-Gal-loaded

lacZ(+) cells were killed only in the light-irradiated area. However,
almost all of the PhoTO-Gal-loaded lacZ(-) cells were alive after
irradiation (Figure 4). During this phototreatment, relocation of the
dye to the nucleus was observed only in lacZ(+) cells (Figure S4).
These results demonstrate that PhoTO-Gal is activated to exhibit
fluorescence and photosensitization specifically in �-galactosidase-
expressing cells.

In conclusion, a novel design strategy for controlling the
fluorescence and photosensitizing ability of TO has been developed
and employed to obtain a �-galactosidase-activatable photosensi-
tizer, PhoTO-Gal, in which fluorescence is simultaneously activated.
By using PhoTO-Gal, we achieved reporter enzyme expression-
specific cell ablation in cell culture. Application of this approach
to other enzyme/substrate pairs is expected to yield a range of
activatable photosensitizing prodrugs with different activating

switches, and this in turn might allow highly refined photodynamic
therapy (PDT)13-15 by utilizing enzymes that are highly expressed
in cancers.16 It might also be applied in antibody- or gene-directed
enzyme prodrug therapy (ADEPT or GDEPT)17,18 in which
enzymatic or gene targeting affords high selectivity for tumors over
normal tissues. Such activatable photosensitizers, which are con-
verted to active form specifically in the cancerous environment,
should permit highly specific PDT, without the side effect of
prolonged light sensitivity.

Acknowledgment. This study was supported in part by a grant
from Hoansha Foundation to T.N., by research grants (Grant Nos.
20117003, and 19205021 to Y.U.) from the Ministry of Education,
Culture, Sports, Science and Technology of the Japanese Govern-
ment, and a grant from the Kato Memorial Bioscience Foundation
to Y.U.

Supporting Information Available: Synthesis, HPLC charts,
experimental details and characterization of PhoTO-Gal and PhoTO-
OH, and experiments using living cells. These materials are available
free of charge via Internet at http://pubs.acs.org.

References

(1) Haugland, R. P., Ed. The Handbook, A Guide to Fluorescent Probes and
Labeling Technologies, 10th ed.; Molecular Probes, Inc.: Eugene, OR, 2005;
Chapter 8.

(2) Lee, L. G.; Chen, C. H.; Chiu, L. A. Cytometry 1986, 7, 508–17.
(3) Nygren, J.; Svanvik, N.; Kubista, M. Biopolymers 1998, 46, 39–51.
(4) Silva, G. L.; Ediz, V.; Yaron, D.; Armitage, B. A. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2007,

129, 5710–8.
(5) Rye, H. S.; Yue, S.; Wemmer, D. E.; Quesada, M. A.; Haugland, R. P.;

Mathies, R. A.; Glazer, A. N. Nucleic Acids Res. 1992, 20, 2803–12.
(6) Szent-Gyorgyi, C.; Schmidt, B. F.; Creeger, Y.; Fisher, G. W.; Zakel, K. L.;

Adler, S.; Fitzpatrick, J. A.; Woolford, C. A.; Yan, Q.; Vasilev, K. V.;
Berget, P. B.; Bruchez, M. P.; Jarvik, J. W.; Waggoner, A. Nat. Biotechnol.
2008, 26, 235–40.

(7) Mahon, K. P.; Potocky, T. B.; Blair, D.; Roy, M. D.; Stewart, K. M.; Chiles,
T. C.; Kelley, S. O. Chem. Biol. 2007, 14, 923–30.

(8) Skripchenko, A.; Wagner, S. J.; Thompson-Montgomery, D.; Awatefe, H.
Transfusion 2006, 46 (2), 213–9.

(9) Sparrow, R. L.; Tippett, E. J. Immunol. Methods 2005, 305, 173–87.
(10) Wlodkowic, D.; Skommer, J.; Darzynkiewicz, Z. Cytometry A 2008, 73,

496–507.
(11) Erve, A.; Saoudi, Y.; Thirot, S.; Guetta-Landras, C.; Florent, J. C.; Nguyen,

C. H.; Grierson, D. S.; Popov, A. V. Nucleic Acids Res. 2006, 34, e43.
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Figure 2. Fluorescence images of HeLa cells stained with 2 µM Calcein-
AM and 4 µM EthD-1 after 4 J/cm2 of light irradiation following treatment
with 1 µM PhoTO-Gal (a-d) or 1 µM PhoTO-OH (e-h). (a, e) Brightfield
images before light irradiation. (b, f) Fluorescence images of light-irradiated
area. For easy identification of the irradiated area, the scale of fluorescence
intensity of image (b) was decreased as compared with that of image (f).
(c, g) Fluorescence images of Calcein-AM, staining live cells. (d, h)
Fluorescence images of EthD-1, staining dead cells. Scale bar represents
200 µm.

Figure 3. Brightfield and fluorescence images of 1 µM PhoTO-Gal-loaded
HEK293 lacZ(+) cells (a, b) and HEK293 lacZ(-) cells (c, d). Scale bar
represents 50 µm.

Figure 4. Fluorescence images of HEK293 lacZ(+) (a-d) and lacZ(-)
(e-h) cells stained with 2 µM Calcein-AM and 4 µM EthD-1 after 4 J/cm2

of light irradiation following treatment with 1 µM PhoTO-Gal. (a, e)
Brightfield images before light irradiation. (b, f) Fluorescence images of
light-irradiated area. (c, g) Fluorescence images of Calcein-AM, staining
live cells. (d, h) Fluorescence images of EthD-1, staining dead cells. Scale
bar represents 200 µm.
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