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The association of the naphtho[1,2-b]quinolizinium bromide (5a) and naphtho[2,1-b]quinolizinium bromide (5b)
with DNA and the propensity of these cationic arenes to damage DNA after UV-A irradiation have been studied.
Spectrophotometric and fluorimetric titrations show that the two isomers 5a and 5b bind to DNA (K ≈ 105 M�1). The
highest affinity was observed for GC base pairs. The mode of binding was investigated by CD and LD spectroscopy.
Whereas quinolizinium 5a exclusively intercalates in DNA, the isomer 5b exhibits a deviation from perfect
intercalation into the double helix. Moreover, efficient DNA damage was observed on UV-A irradiation in the
presence of the quinolizinium salts. Primer extension analysis indicates that the photocleavage takes place
preferentially at guanine-rich regions.

Introduction
The association of cationic aromatic dyes to DNA has attracted
considerable interest.1–4 Such a complex formation results in a
significant modification of the DNA structure which may have
a profound influence on the gene expression.5,6 In most cases,
the binding interactions are easily detected by a change of the
absorption and emission spectra of the dye upon DNA
addition. This modification of the absorption and emission
may also be used to mark, to probe or to characterize the
nucleic-acid structure.

While the association of cationic dyes to DNA is a reversible
process, the DNA damage, which frequently occurs on irradi-
ation of dye-DNA complexes, is often irreversible.7–10 The latter
DNA damage may lead to cell death or mutations, and must be
avoided in healthy systems. However, this photoinduced DNA-
damage may be applied in photochemotherapy to remove
unwanted cells.11,12

Among the compounds investigated along these lines are
quinolizinium derivatives such as coralyne (1) 13,14 and the
related quinolinium derivative 2.15 Moreover, we have observed
recently that the benzoquinolizinium derivatives (Scheme 1)
(acridizinium) 3a–c and the indoloquinolizinium 4 exhibit
DNA-binding and DNA-photodamaging properties.16–18 How-
ever, other examples for DNA-binding quinolizinium deriv-
atives with photonuclease activity are still rare.19 During our
studies of the influence of the substitution pattern of quino-
lizinium derivatives on their interaction with DNA, we became
interested in the known naphtho[1,2-b]quinolizinium bromide
(5a) and naphtho[2,1-b]quinolizinium bromide (5b).20 The
investigation of these compounds may allow to evaluate the
influence of the position of the positive charge within the benzo-
[a]anthracene framework on the DNA interactions. Moreover,
we anticipated that the presence of a fourth aromatic ring in
quinolizinium derivatives 5, in comparison to the benzo-
annellated quinolizinium salts 3, may enhance the interaction

† Electronic supplementary information (ESI) available: fluorometric
titrations and CD spectra. See http://www.rsc.org/suppdata/pp/b2/
b204275d/

between DNA base pairs and the π system, since it was shown
that the extension of the π surface by one benzene moiety
increases the binding energy by about 0.4 kcal mol�1.21

Experimental section

Materials

The naphthoquinolizinium derivatives 5a and 5b were syn-
thesized according to the published procedure.20 Calf thymus
DNA (ct DNA), salmon testes DNA (st DNA) sodium salt and

Scheme 1
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polydeoxyadenylic-thymidylic acid sodium salt, (poly[dA-dT]–
poly[dA-dT]), were purchased from Sigma (St Louis, MO,
USA); and polydeoxyguanylic-deoxycytidylic acid sodium salt,
(poly[dG-dC]–poly[dG-dC]), polydeoxyinosylic-deoxycytidylic,
(poly[dI-dC]–poly[dI-dC]), were purchased from Amersham
Pharmacia Biotech (Piscataway, NJ, USA) and used without
further purification. The actual concentrations (in nucleotides)
were determined by UV spectroscopy (ct DNA, st DNA
and (poly[dA-dT]–poly[dA-dT]): ε260 = 6600 M�1 cm�1, (poly-
[dG-dC]–poly[dG-dC]): ε254 = 8400 M�1 cm�1, (poly[dI-dC]–
poly[dI-dC]): ε251 = 6900 M�1 cm�1). All other reagents were of
analytical grade.

DNA binding studies

Nucleic-acid concentrations expressed with respect to mono-
nucleotides, were determined spectrophotometrically using the
reported data for the molar absorption coefficient at the indi-
cated wavelength. UV/vis absorption spectra were recorded on
a Perkin-Elmer Lambda 15 spectrophotometer and emission
spectra were recorded on a Perkin-Elmer LS-50B luminescence
spectrophotometer. All measurements were carried out in ETN
buffer (10 mM TRIS, 1 mM EDTA, 10 mM NaCl) at pH = 7.0
and 25 �C. The titration experiments were performed according
to published procedures 17 and the resulting Scatchard plots 22

were analyzed by the method of McGhee and von Hippel 23 to
obtain the intrinsic binding constant (K) and the binding site
size (n).

Circular dichroism

Circular dichroism spectra were recorded in 0.01 M ETN buffer
solution at different dye-DNA ratios on a Jasco J500A spectro-
polarimeter. The DNA concentration was 0.15 mM, and the
measurements were performed at [DNA]/[dye] = 0.08, 0.20, and
0.40.

Flow linear dichroism

Linear dichroism (LD) spectra were recorded in a “flow cell” on
a Jasco J500A spectropolarimeter equipped with an IBM PC
and a Jasco J interface. The determination and interpretation
of the data was performed as previously described.17,24 DNA
concentration was 2.27 mM and the measurements were
performed at [DNA]/[dye] = 0.04 and 0.08.

DNA-photocleavage experiments

Solutions (10 µL) of 20 µg mL�1 of pBR322 plasmid DNA and
0.1 mM of the respective salts 5a or 5b were irradiated with a
Rayonet photoreactor at λ = 350 nm for 5, 10 and 15 min. The
experiments were carried out under aerobic (atmospheric) or
anaerobic conditions. For the experiments under anaerobic
conditions, argon gas was bubbled through each solution for at
least 5 min prior to the irradiation. For comparison, plasmid
DNA was irradiated under the same conditions for 15 min
in the absence of the dye. This DNA sample did not show
significant damage under these conditions.

DNA-strand breaks were determined directly from the
photolysate by agarose-gel electrophoresis with ethidium
bromide as indicator. The spots were detected by exposure to an
UV transilluminator and recorded with a Herolab EASY 429K
camera. The amounts of damaged open-circular (relaxed) and
remaining supercoiled DNA were determined from the light
intensities of the spots.

Irradiation of 5a or 5b in the presence of ct DNA, search for
oxidation products of guanine 25

Each reaction mixture contained 30 µL (62.5 µM in guanine) of
calf-thymus DNA (from a 1.0 µg mL�1 stock solution in water)
and 37.5 µL (625 µM) of 5a or 5b (from a 5 × 10�3 M stock
solution in water) in 5 mM phosphate buffer, pH 7.0 (7.5 µL of

a 200 mM buffer solution) and was filled with water to a total
volume of 300 µL. For comparison a solution without 5a or 5b
was used as a reference. The solutions were irradiated in glass
vials at 350 nm in a Rayonet photoreactor at 10 �C for 15 min.
After the photolysis, the samples were taken for analysis.
Aliquots of 80 µL were used for the determination and quanti-
fication of 8-oxo-7,8-dihydroguanine (8-oxoGua). For each
solution two separate aliquots were used to check the repro-
ducibility of the analysis. The solutions were extracted with
ethyl acetate (2 × 160 µL) and the DNA was precipitated by
addition of 11.0 µL of aqueous sodium acetate (3 M, pH 5.0)
and three volumes of ethanol (�50 �C). The samples were
stored for 12 h at �50 �C. After centrifugation (5 min, 15000 rev
min�1), the liquid phase was removed by means of a pipette and
the precipitated DNA was dried for 40 min at 20 �C/10�2 Torr.
For the DNA hydrolysis,25 the pellet was diluted in 13.0 µl HF–
pyridine (70% HF) and stored at 37 �C for 40 min. After the
addition of 200 µl of a CaCO3 suspension, the sample was
shaken for 30 min and subsequently centrifuged. The aqueous
solution was decanted, and to the CaCO3 residue was added
another 200-µl aliquot of water and the extraction was repeated
once. The combined aqueous solutions were lyophilised, and
the residue was diluted with 80 µl of water. The amount of
8-oxo-7,8-dihydroguanine, 8-oxoGua, was quantified by HPLC
with UV and electrochemical detection. The HPLC analytical
system consisted of Bischoff HPLC pumps, model 2200
(Bischoff GmbH, Leonberg, Germany), equipped with a
Rheodyne loop injector, model 7125 (Berkly, CA, USA). For
the detection of the DNA bases, a Waters 994 photodiode array
detector (Waters GmbH, Eschborn, Germany) was used, con-
nected in series with an ESA coulochem model 5100A electro-
chemical detector, the latter supplied with a model 5011 high
sensitive analytical cell (ESA; Inc. Bedford, MA, USA) for the
detection of 8-oxoGua. All HPLC solvents were passed
through a 0.45-µM Sartorius cellulose filter before use. The
separation of the DNA bases was achieved on a 250 × 4.6 mm
(i. d.) Eurospher 100-C18 7 µm column (Knaur GmbH, Berlin,
Germany) by using a 90 : 10 mixture of 50 mM sodium citrate
buffer (pH 5.0) and methanol at a flow rate of 1 mL min�1. For
the electrochemical detection of 8-oxoGua the oxidation
potential was set at 350 mV.

Primer Extension and DNA Sequencing

Plasmid pUC18 was purified from transformed E. coli strain
HB101 by the GeneElute plasmid miniprep kit (Sigma Saint
Louis, MO USA) and stored at 4 �C in TE buffer (10 mM Tris-
HCl, 1 mM EDTA, pH = 8.0). Plasmid DNA (50 µg ml�1) was
treated with 5a or 5b at a molar dye-DNA ratio of 0.4 in 50 µl
of 0.01 M ETN buffer and subsequently irradiated with an UV-
A lamp (Philips HPW 125 W, λ = 365 nm; energy emission
0.2848 J cm�2 min�1). Aliquots were taken after 0, 30, and 60
min and stored at 0 �C. Primer extension analysis was per-
formed on the irradiated DNA (2.5 µl) in a 10 µl reaction
volume containing the four deoxynucleotides triphosphates
(dNTP, 200 µM each, Amersham Pharmacia Biotech, Little
Chaffold, UK), Taq polymerase (2 U) and the supplied buffer
with magnesium chloride (Roche Diagnostic, Mannheim,
Germany), and the lacZ reverse primer M13, that was end
labeled with [γ-33P] adenosine triphosphate following the
instruction of the fmol-DNA sequencing kit (Promega Corp.
Madison WI, USA). The same labeled primer was used for
sequencing the pUC18 plasmid to determine the position at
which DNA photocleavage occurred. Primer extension and
cycle sequencing, were run in parallel reactions using thirty
PCR cycles programmed as follows: denaturation at 94 �C for
30 s, annealing at 56 �C for 30 s and extension for 1 min at 72 �C.
Aliquots (1 µl) were loaded on a denaturing 6% acrylamide,
50% urea gel and separated by gel electrophoresis; the gel was
subsequently dried and exposed to Kodak X-OMAT UV films.
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Results

Spectrophotometric and fluorimetric titration

To evaluate the interaction of quinolizinium derivatives 5a and
5b the addition of salmon testes (st) and calf thymus (ct) DNA
to a buffered aqueous solution of salts 5a and 5b was moni-
tored by absorption and emission spectroscopy. With an
increasing DNA concentration a decrease of the absorbance
was observed, along with a significant red shift of 11 nm (5a)
and 12 nm (5b) and a partial loss of the fine structure (Fig. 1).
Moreover, isosbestic points were detected (5a: 411 and 345 nm;
5b: 398 and 340 nm) in each case which indicate that one type
of quinolizinium-DNA complex is formed almost exclusively
under these conditions.

Fig. 1 Spectrophotometric titration of naphthoquinolizinium 5a (A)
and 5b (B) with st DNA in ETN buffer (0.01 M, pH = 7.0, T  = 25 �C).

The fluorescence intensity of naphthoquinolizinium salts 5a
and 5b is significantly quenched on addition of st or ct DNA
and synthetic polynucleotides (Fig. 2; cf. ESI†: Fig. S1 and S2),
and in most cases essentially no shift of the emission maximum
was observed. By contrast, a red shift of the emission maximum
from 418 to 439 nm was observed on addition of (poly[dA-dT]–
poly[dA-dT]) for compound 5a. A Stern–Volmer plot derived
from the fluorimetric titration of ct DNA exhibits linear
behavior of the titration curve of salt 5b, whereas the one of the
isomers 5a is linear at DNA concentrations up to 60 mM
(Fig. 2). From these data, quenching efficiencies were estimated
by the Stern–Volmer constant KSV (5a: KSV = 8600 M�1; 5b:
5700 M�1), which are comparable to reported data.26,27

The fluorescence-titration data for compounds 5a and 5b
have been used to determine the binding constants between the
quinolizinium salts 5a or 5b and DNA. From the binding iso-
therms the association constant (K) and the number of base
pairs covered by one ligand (n) have been estimated (Table 1).
The naphthoquinolizinium derivatives 5a and 5b have an affin-
ity to DNA which is approximately ten times larger than the
one of the benzoquinolizinium (3a).17 Both compounds exhibit
a significantly higher affinity for (poly[dG-dC]–poly[dG-dC])
than for (poly[dA-dT]–poly[dA-dT]) and (poly[dI-dC]–poly-
[dI-dC]) (Table 1).

Fig. 2 Fluorescence quenching of salts 5a (A) and 5b (B) on addition
of st DNA (�), (poly[dG-dC]–poly[dG-dC]) (�), (poly[dA-dT]–
poly[dA-dT]) (�), and (poly[dI-dC]–poly[dI-dC]) (�) in ETN buffer
(0.01 M, pH = 7.0, T  = 25 �C).

Table 1 Binding constants (K) and binding site size (n) of salts 5a and 5b determined from spectrofluorimetric titrations with st DNA,
(poly[dA-dT]–poly[dA-dT]), (poly[dG-dC]–poly[dG-dC]) and (poly[dI-dC]–poly[dI-dC]) a

  st DNA (poly[dA-dT]-poly[dA-dT]) (poly[dG-dC]-poly[dG-dC]) (poly[dI-dC]-poly[dI-dC])

5a: K [M�1] × 105 1.9 ± 0.1 1.3 ± 0.1 5.6 ± 0.3 1.1 ± 0.1
 n 2.6 ± 0.1 3.2 ± 1.2 1.4 ± 0.1 1.4 ± 0.2
5b: K [M�1] × 105 2.1 ± 0.3 0.9 ± 0.1 5.4 ± 0.9 1.9 ± 0.1
 n 2.6 ± 0.2 3.2 ± 1.2 1.3 ± 0.1 2.3 ± 0.3

a K is the binding constant and n is the binding-site size (in base pairs), determined in ETN buffer solution (pH 7.0, 0.01 M); data represent three
independent experiments. 
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Fig. 3 CD spectra of 5a, (A) and 5b (B) in the presence of st DNA at
different [Dye]/[DNA] ratios (a = 0.00, b = 0.08, c = 0.20, d = 0.40).

Circular dichroism

The CD spectra of DNA in the presence of the salts 5a and 5b
reveal a significant perturbation of the DNA signal since the
positive CD band of the DNA at 275 nm increases upon succes-
sive addition of the salts 5a and 5b (Fig. 3). Also, induced CD
(ICD) signals were observed in the chromophore absorption
region of 5a and 5b (300–440 nm).

Linear dichroism

Linear dichroism (LD) spectra of quinolizinium salts 5a and
5b were recorded in the presence of st DNA at different dye-
DNA ratios (Fig. 4). In both cases, negative LD signals were
observed in the UV region where the DNA and the dyes 5a or
5b contribute to the absorbance and also in the absorption
region where only the dyes absorb. Most notably, a significant
increase of the LD-signal intensity in the DNA absorption
band (260 nm) was observed in the presence of 5a and 5b
(Fig. 4, B1 and B2).

The reduced linear dichroism (LDr = LD/A) of the quino-
lizinium 5a in the presence of DNA is nearly constant between
300 and 375 nm (Fig. 4, C1) whereas the LDr of 5b exhibits a
pronounced variation of signal intensity at the different dye-
DNA ratios (Fig. 4, C2). Furthermore in the latter case, the
intensity of the signal in the dye absorption region is lower
compared to the one of the DNA.

DNA photocleavage and sequence selectivity

The naphthoquinolizinium salts 5a and 5b were irradiated in
the presence of supercoiled plasmid DNA pBR322 in buffered
aqueous solutions, and the photolysate was analyzed without
further work up (Fig. 5). The single-strand (ss) cleavage of the

Fig. 4 Absorbance A (A), linear dichroism LD (B), and reduced linear dichroism LDr (C) spectra of mixtures of st DNA and naphthoquinolizin-
ium derivatives 5a and 5b at different [Dye]/[DNA] ratios, (a = 0.00, b = 0.04, and c = 0.08).

Photochem. Photobiol. Sci., 2002, 1, 882–889 885
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DNA was evaluated by quantification of the undamaged super-
coiled and the damaged open-circular form of the plasmid
DNA by agarose-gel electrophoresis. The analysis of these
data revealed an efficient photoinduced DNA-strand cleavage
in the presence of the salts 5a and 5b. The DNA damage in the
presence of 5a and 5b is almost equally efficient under aerobic
and anaerobic conditions, i.e. under aerobic conditions only
slightly higher amounts of open-circular plasmid DNA were
formed.

The detection of primary base modifications, i.e. the initial
oxidation of guanine, namely 8-oxo-7,8-dihydroguanine (8-
oxoGua), was also attempted. According to an established
protocol 25 ct DNA was irradiated in the presence of 5a and 5b
and in the absence of any dye. After hydrolysis of the DNA,
HPLC analysis with an electrochemical detector revealed that
the amount of 8-oxoGua is smaller than 1% in each case; pre-
cisely, the relative amount of 8-oxo-7,8-dihydroguanine was: 5a:
0.5 and 0.8%; 5b: 0.4 and 0.7%; reference sample without dye:
0.7 and 0.3%, indicating that the irradiation of ct DNA in the
presence of the quinolizinium salts 5a and 5b does not yield
8-oxoGua as a base modification.

To investigate whether the DNA damage proceeds with a
sequence selectivity, the sites of DNA cleavage were determined
by a primer extension analysis. The plasmid DNA pUC18 was
irradiated in the presence of 5a and 5b ([dye]/[DNA] = 0.4). The
photolysate was used as a template for DNA synthesis by the
Taq polymerase initiated from the M13 reverse primer (33P-end
labeled). Fig. 6 (panel A), shows the autoradiography of the
denaturing gel with the synthesized DNA fragments, which are
complementary to the fragments of the photolysate. The
inspection of the autoradiogram reveals several spots whose
intensity increases with irradiation time (0–60 min). The posi-
tions of the complementary polynucleotide fragments in the
gel were determined by running the DNA sequencing reac-
tions obtained by the dideoxynucleotide-chain-termination
procedure.28 The position at which the DNA synthesis of
the complementary strand stops corresponds directly to the
location of the photoinduced DNA damage. The examined
sequence of 170 bases indicated 58 cleavage sites, (Fig. 6,
Panel B), and the majority of these sites correspond in the
template strand to guanine (70.7%) and adenine residues
(13.8%). Damage at cytosine (8.6%) and thymine (6.9%) only

Fig. 5 DNA single-strand (ss) cleavage of plasmid DNA pBR322
upon irradiation in the presence of naphthoquinolizinium salts 5a and
5b for 5, 10 and 15 min under aerobic (white column) and anaerobic
conditions (gray column); data represent the average of two different
runs and are derived from gel-electrophoretic analysis of the
photolysate (λmax = 350 nm, c (pBR 322) = 10 µg mL�1; c (dye) = 0.1
mM).

contributes marginally to the overall DNA damage. The
most frequent locations of termination occurred at successive
guanine sites.

Discussion
We have recently demonstrated that the benzo-annellated quin-
olizinium (acridizinium) salts 3a–c bind to DNA and induce
DNA photocleavage.16,17 We proposed that naphthoquinolizin-
ium derivatives 5a and 5b may exhibit a stronger interaction
with the nucleic acid due to an additional benzene moiety
which extends the surface of the planar chromophore and,
thus, may increase the π stacking between the dye and the
DNA bases. Indeed, our results show that the extension of
the π system results in higher binding constants and also
higher cleavage activity in comparison to the acridizinium
salts 3a–c. Moreover, it is noteworthy that the binding modes
of the two dyes differ slightly as shown by LD spectroscopy.
Thus, the position of the positive charge in quinolizinium
isomers has a significant influence on the DNA-binding
properties.

Fig. 6 (A) Autoradiogram of acrylamide-urea gel showing the DNA
fragments synthesized from the M13 labeled primer by Taq DNA
polymerase. The pUC18 template was irradiated in the presence of the
quinolizinium salts 5a and 5b 0, 30, and 60 minutes. The pUC18
sequencing reactions were run site by site as a reference (GATC in the
autoradiogram). The major termination sites are indicated by arrows.
(B) The determined sequence of the synthesized DNA strand of pUC18
plasmid from position 269 to 439 is also shown. All the termination
sites are bold. The nucleotides at which the DNA synthesis stops more
frequently are bold and shaded.
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Absorption spectroscopy

The absorption spectra of 5a and 5b show significant perturb-
ations in the presence of DNA which usually indicates a strong
association of a cationic dye with DNA.29 Moreover, the
presence of clear isosbestic points in the spectrophotometric
titrations indicate one major binding mode between the dye and
the DNA. Mostly remarkable is the significant red shift on
addition of DNA to quinolizinium salts 5, since these com-
pounds are only slightly solvatochromic.30 It may be proposed
that the significant perturbation of the electronic structure
of the chromophore results from efficient π stacking of the
aromatic compound with the DNA base pairs due to inter-
calation. By contrast, the acridizinium bromide (3a) does not
exhibit such a significant change of the absorption bands on
DNA addition.17 Also, the two salts 5a and 5b bind to the
nucleic acid with higher affinity than the acridizinium 3a.

Fluorescence spectroscopy

Since a significant red shift in the absorption spectrum of the
salts 5 is induced upon DNA addition, a similar bathochromic
shift may be expected in the emission spectrum. By contrast, no
such effect has been observed on fluorimetric titration, except
for the addition of (poly[dA-dT]–poly[dA-dT]) to 5a. It may be
concluded that the emission of the DNA-bound naphthoquinol-
izinium molecule is totally quenched and the observed reduced
fluorescence results solely from the non-associated dye mole-
cule. Such an efficient quenching of the excited state usually
requires a close proximity between the fluorophore and the
quencher, which is realized in an intercalative binding mode.

The fluorimetric titration experiments show that the inter-
action of the naphthoquinolizinium salts 5a and 5b with the
synthetic polynucleotides has a significant influence on the
emission properties of 5a and 5b. In particular, a strong
quenching effect was observed upon addition of (poly[dG-dC]–
poly[dG-dC]) whereas a lower effect is observed with (poly-
[dA-dT]–poly[dA-dT]) and (poly[dI-dC]–poly[dI-dC]). This
behavior has two different origins. Firstly, because of the higher
affinity of 5a and 5b to (poly[dG-dC]–poly[dG-dC]) fewer
unbound, emitting molecules remain in solution, compared to
mixtures of 5a and 5b with (poly[dA-dT]–poly[dA-dT]) and
(poly[dI-dC]–poly[dI-dC]), which exhibit smaller binding con-
stants with the quinolizinium derivatives. Secondly, the quench-
ing of the fluorescence intensity of 5a and 5b in the presence
of DNA is most likely due to an electron-transfer reaction
between the excited dye and the DNA bases in the helix, as has
already been shown for other dyes.26,31–33 Thus, guanine, i.e. the
DNA base with the lowest one-electron oxidation potential,34

reacts efficiently with the excited naphthoquinolizinium 5,
whereas the oxidation potential of adenine and hypoxanthine is
significantly higher.35 This assumption is consistent with the
observation that the addition of (poly[dA-dT]–poly[dA-dT]) to
5a resulted in a bathochromic shift. Due to the lower oxidation
potential of adenine the photoinduced electron transfer with
the excited dye is not as efficient so that the red-shifted emission
of the bound dye is not totally quenched.

Binding constants

The binding parameters obtained from the fluorimetric titra-
tions reveal a high binding affinity of 5a and 5b to (poly[dG-
dC]–poly[dG-dC]) whereas a lower binding constant was
determined for (poly[dA-dT]–poly[dA-dT]) and (poly[dI-dC]–
poly[dI-dC]). The comparison between hypoxanthine- and
guanine-rich polynucleotides is remarkable, because the two
corresponding nucleic bases have the same structure except for
one amine functionality present in guanine. This leads to the
proposal that the presence of this amino group in the minor
groove of the GC sequences may additionally favor the inter-
action between the chromophore and the helix (e.g. by hydrogen
bonding).

Moreover, the analysis of the fluorimetric titrations accord-
ing to McGhee and van Hippel yields the exclusion parameter,
i.e. the binding site size n, that reflects the number of binding
sites which are unavailable due to the binding of one guest
molecule to the DNA host. For the quinolizinium salts 5a and
5b the binding site size n ranges between one to three base pairs
depending on the polynucleotide (Table 1). This observation
gives evidence for an intercalation of these compounds accord-
ing to the neighbor-exclusion model, since groove binding
usually results in significantly higher n values.23

Linear dichroism

The negative LD signals in the long-wavelength absorption of
the dyes 5a and 5b reveal that both compounds are oriented
perpendicular to the flow field which is usually caused by an
intercalation into the DNA helix.36,37 This assumption is further
corroborated by the observation that the intensity of the DNA
signal increases on addition of the salts 5a and 5b. This effect
reflects a stiffening of the DNA helix due to intercalation which
results in a better orientation of the macromolecule in the
hydrodynamic field. According to the LD spectra, this effect is
more pronounced for 5a than for 5b, which suggests that
the interactions of the dyes 5a and 5b with DNA are slightly
different.

The negative LDr signal of 5a is almost independent from
the wavelength in the dye-absorption region which confirms
an intercalative binding mode. Notably, the amplitude of the
signal is significantly larger in the chromophore absorp-
tion region compared to the one of the DNA absorption
band. Such a behavior has also been observed for ethidium and
acridines,38 ruthenium pyridyl complexes,39 ellipticine deriv-
atives 40 and cyanine oxazole yellow and methylene blue 41,42

and is rather unexpected, because the magnitude of the LDr

signal should match the one of the DNA band at 260 nm if the
orientation of 5a was coplanar to the average DNA bases. A
deviation from this ideal model of the DNA structure may be
explained by either static or dynamic tilting of the DNA-
base planes from the perpendicular orientation.36 In fact, the
DNA bases may be tilted by as much as 20� from the helix
axis.43 Thus, a higher LDr amplitude of an intercalator com-
pared to the one of the DNA bases reveals that on average
the bound dye molecules are oriented more perpendicular to
the helix axis than the DNA bases. Also, a local stiffening of the
DNA helix at the intercalation sites may provide a perfect
perpendicular orientation of the bound dyes to the DNA helix
axis.

By contrast, the LDr signal of the quinolizinium 5b is smaller
than the one of the DNA bases and the LDr values are not
constant in the long-wavelength absorption band. Thus, the dye
5b exhibits a slightly different binding mode with DNA than its
isomer 5a, i.e. it binds to DNA in a mode which deviates from a
perfect intercalation.

Circular dichroism

Achiral molecules exhibit an induced CD (ICD) signal when
they form complexes with the DNA.36,37 The ICD results from
the non-degenerative coupling between the transition of the
bound ligand and the one of the nucleic-base transitions. Such
ICD spectra of the quinolizinium-DNA complexes may pro-
vide information about the actual position of a dye in its com-
plex with DNA, since the intensity and the phase of the ICD
signal is dependent on the position and the orientation of
the chromophore relative to the DNA bases. The ICD bands
of the quinolizinium 5a and 5b exhibit a shape that is nearly
independent of the mixing ratio, indicating one dominant bind-
ing geometry at all mixing ratios. In both cases, the ICD signal
in the long-wavelength absorption region of 5a and 5b is
positive, which shows that the transition moments of the two
intercalated salts (and thus approximately the long axis of
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the chromophore) are aligned parallel to the long axis of the
base-pair pocket.44

Photoinduced DNA damage

A photoinduced DNA damage was observed in the presence of
the naphthoquinolizinium derivatives 5a and 5b. Most notably,
the extent of DNA damage is not significantly influenced by the
presence of oxygen. Thus, depending on the conditions, differ-
ent mechanisms for the DNA damage may take place, at least
one of them oxygen independent.10,35 In both cases the oxid-
ation of the guanine moiety may be proposed, especially since
it is evident from the fluorimetric titrations that the guanine
radical cation is formed as an intermediate in the initial
photochemical reaction. The latter is known to be oxidized to
8-oxo-7,8-dihydroguanine (8-oxoGua) under aerobic and
anaerobic conditions.35 Nevertheless, since 8-oxoGua could not
be detected as a product of the DNA photodamage, it may be
concluded that the base modifications only contribute margin-
ally to the overall DNA damage. It may be pointed out that the
lack of detection of 8-oxoGua is due to its decomposition
during work up (i.e. hydrolysis of DNA with HF–pyridine);
however, other groups showed that 8-oxoGua can be deter-
mined unambiguously by this experimental protocol.25 More-
over, oxidative transformations of the DNA bases by an
intercalated dye usually require alkaline work-up to be detected
as DNA-strand breaks in the pBR322 assay.45 Since no alkaline
work up of the reaction mixture was necessary to detect the
strand breaks, we propose that the DNA damage is likely to
be introduced by hydrogen abstraction at the 2-deoxyribose
moiety of the DNA.10,46,47

The fluorimetric titrations reveal that the initial photo-
reaction is an electron transfer from a guanine base to the
excited dye. Thus, we suggest that the resulting radical, i.e. the
reduced quinolizinium, may be the reactive intermediate which
abstracts the hydrogen from the 2-deoxyribose moiety.48,49

Nevertheless, it should be noted that at the present stage it
cannot be excluded that the guanine radical cation itself
does abstract the hydrogen.50 The assumption that the photo-
induced electron transfer may be an important stage of the
DNA damage, is further corroborated by the assessment of
the cleavage sites. The primer extension analysis shows that the
majority of cleavage sites is located at guanine-rich regions of
the DNA. A significant accumulation is observed at GG rich
DNA sequences, which have been shown to be more prone to
oxidation than a single guanine base.32 Thus, it seems that
the location of the DNA damage is mostly determined by the
oxidation potential of the nucleic base at this site, i.e. by the
thermodynamics of the electron-transfer process. Further-
more, this observation suggests that the electron transfer is an
important step in the DNA photodamage. It should be noted
that under the conditions of the primer extension analysis labile
modifications (true and oxidized abasic sites, base modifi-
cations) may be converted also into DNA strand breaks. Also,
even base modifications which do not lead to strand breaks may
result in stops during the primer extension. In both cases an
overestimation of DNA strand breaks by the primer-extension
method need to be considered. But although there is no proof
at the present stage that the DNA damage detected by the
primer extension analysis is mainly due to single-strand breaks,
the result of the agarose-gel assay and the absence of 8-oxoGua
as DNA degradation product give some evidence for this
proposal.

It should be noted, that at the present stage a definite mech-
anism for the photoinduced DNA damage in the presence of
naphthoquinolizinium derivatives 5a and 5b cannot be pre-
sented, since some experimental results are not consistent. Most
importantly, the fate of the guanine radical cation, which is
formed in the initial photoreaction, is unclear. Since we did not
observe 8-oxoGua as the initial oxidation product, it may be

assumed that the radical cation is reverted to guanine in a “back
electron transfer” (BET) with an intermediate, that is formed
during the multistep photoreaction. Further studies along these
lines are necessary and are presently underway to clarify the
mechanism.

In summary we have shown that both naphthoquinolizinium
derivatives 5a and 5b bind to DNA. Moreover, we demon-
strated that the position of the positive charge in the benzo-
[a]anthracene framework has an influence on the binding mode.
Furthermore, we clearly demonstrated that an efficient DNA
damage may be induced on irradiation of complexes of 5a or 5b
with DNA. Therefore, these cationic aromatic compounds may
serve as a promising platform to design even more efficient
DNA binders and photonucleases. It should be noted that most
cationic aromatic compounds require additional donor sub-
stituents such as amino, hydroxy, or alkoxy groups for strong
binding to DNA. In the case of the arenes 5a and 5b strong
binding is achieved even without these substituents, and it may
be proposed that the addition of appropriate substituents will
increase the binding constants drastically.

Acknowledgements

This work was generously financed by the Bundesministerium
für Bildung und Forschung, the Deutsche Forschungsgemein-
schaft, the Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst and CRUI
(Vigoni programm) and the Fonds der Chemischen Industrie.
H. I. thanks Prof. Waldemar Adam for generous support and
encouragement. We thank Dr. Stefan Marquardt for help with
the determination of 8-oxoGua and one referee for helpful
comments.

References
1 J. B. LePecq and C. A. Paoletti, A fluorescent complex between

ethidium bromide and nucleic acids: physical-chemical characteris-
ation, J. Mol. Biol., 1967, 27, 87–106.

2 L. S. Lermann, Structural consideration on the intercalation of
DNA and acridines, J. Mol. Biol., 1961, 3, 18–30.

3 A. Slama-Schwok, M. Rougée, V. Ibanez, N. E. Geacintov,
A. T. Montenay-Garestier, J. M. Lehn and C. Hélène, Interactions
of the dimethyldiazaperopyrenium dication with nucleic acids.
Binding to double-stranded polynucleotides, Biochemistry, 1989, 28,
3227–3234.

4 E. Tuite and J. M. Kelly, Photochemical interactions of methylene
blue and analogues with DNA and other biological substrates,
J. Photochem. Photobiol. B: Biol., 1993, 21, 103–124.

5 T. C. Jenkins, Targeting multi-stranded DNA structure, Curr. Med.
Chem., 2000, 7, 99–115.

6 J. L. Mergny and C. Hélène, G-quadruplex DNA: A target for drug
design, Nat. Med., 1998, 4, 1366–1367.

7 B. Armitage, Photocleavage of Nucleic Acids, Chem. Rev., 1998, 98,
1171–1200.

8 I. E Kochevar and D. D. Dunn, in Bioorganic Photochemistry,
ed. H. Morrison, John Wiley and Sons, New York, 1990, pp. 273–
315.

9 W. K. Pogozelski and T. D. Tullius, Oxidative strand scission of
nucleic acids: routes initiated by hydrogen abstraction from the
sugar moiety, Chem. Rev., 1998, 98, 1089–1101.

10 M. M. Greenberg, Investigating nucleic acid damage processes
via independent generation of reactive intermediates, Chem. Res.
Toxicol., 1998, 11, 1235–1248.

11 S. J. Wagner, A. Skripchenko, D. Robinette, J. W. Foley
and L. Cincotta, Factors affecting virus photoinactivation by a
series of phenothiazine dyes, Photochem. Photobiol., 1998, 67, 343–
349.

12 T. J. Dougherty, C. J. Gomer, B. W. Henderson, G. Jori, D. Kessel,
M. Korbelik, J. Moan and Q. Peng, Photodynamic therapy, J. Natl.
Cancer Res., 1998, 90, 889–905.

13 W. D. Wilson, A. N. Gough, J. J. Doyle and M. W. Davidson,
Coralyne. Intercalation with DNA as a possible mechanism of
antileukemic action, J. Med. Chem., 1976, 19, 1261–1263.

14 D. S. Pilch, C. Yu, D. Makhey, E. J. LaVoie, A. R. Srinivasan,
W. K. Olson, R. S. Sauers, K. J. Breslauer, N. E. Geacintov and
L. F. Liu, Minor groove-directed and intercalative ligand-DNA

888 Photochem. Photobiol. Sci., 2002, 1, 882–889

Pu
bl

is
he

d 
on

 1
5 

O
ct

ob
er

 2
00

2.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
by

 P
en

ns
yl

va
ni

a 
St

at
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

n 
06

/0
3/

20
16

 1
2:

11
:1

8.
 

View Article Online

http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/b204275d


interactions in the poisoning of human DNA topoisomerase I by
protoberberine analogs, Biochemistry, 1997, 36, 12542–12553.

15 A. Molina, J. J. Vaquero, J. L. Garcia-Navio, J. Alvarez-Builla, B. de
Pascal-Teresa, F. Gado and M. M. Rodrigo, Novel DNA
intercalators based on the pyridazino[1�,6�:1,2]pyrido[4,3-b]indol-5-
inium system, J. Org. Chem., 1999, 64, 3907–3915.

16 H. Ihmels, B. Engels, K. Faulhaber and C. Lennartz, New dyes
based on amino-substituted acridizinium salts – Synthesis and
exceptional photochemical properties, Chem. Eur. J., 2000, 6, 2854–
2864.

17 H. Ihmels, K. Faulhaber, C. Sturm, G. Bringmann, K. Messer,
N. Gabellini, D. Vedaldi and G. Viola, Acridizinium salts as a novel
class of DNA-binding and site-selective DNA-photodamaging
chromophores, Photochem. Photobiol., 2001, 74, 505–512.

18 H. Ihmels, G. Bringmann, K. Faulhaber, K. Messer, C. Sturm,
D. Vedaldi and G. Viola, Synthesis and investigation of the DNA-
binding and DNA-photodamaging properties of indolo[2,3b]-
quinolizinium, Eur. J. Org. Chem., 2001, 6, 1157–1161.

19 J. Pastor, J. G. Siro, J. L. Garcia-Navio, J. J. Vaquero,
J. Alvarez-Builla, F. Gago, B. de Pascual-Teresa, M. Pastor and
M. M. Rodrigo, Azino-fused benzimidazolium salts as DNA
intercalating agents. 2, J. Org. Chem., 1997, 62, 5476–5483.

20 C. K. Bradsher and L. E. Beavers, Aromatic cyclodehydration.
XXXI. New polycyclic aromatic systems containing the
quinolizinium nucleus, J. Am. Chem. Soc., 1956, 78, 2459–
2462.

21 J. Rebek, Molecular recognition with model system, Angew. Chem.,
Int. Ed. Engl., 1990, 29, 245–255.

22 G. Scatchard, The attraction of proteins for small molecules and
ions, Ann. N. Y. Acad. Sci., 1949, 51, 660–672.

23 D. McGhee and P. H. von Hippel, Theoretical aspects of DNA-
protein interactions: Co-operative and non-co-operative binding of
large ligands to a one-dimentional homogeneus lattice, J. Mol. Biol.,
1974, 86, 469–489.

24 G. Viola, E. Uriarte, O. Gia and S. Moro, Interactions between
DNA and new benzopsoralen derivatives: thermodynamic and
molecular modeling studies, Farmaco, 2000, 55, 276–286.

25 W. Adam, S. Marquardt and C. R. Saha-Möller, Oxidative DNA
Damage in the Photolysis of N-hydroxy-2-Pyridone, a Specific
Hydroxyl-Radical Source, Photochem. Photobiol., 1999, 70, 287–
291.

26 C. V. Kumar, H. E. Punzalan and W. B. Tan, Adenine–Thymine base
pair recognition by an anthryl probe from the DNA minor groove,
Tetrahedron, 2000, 56, 7072–7040.

27 R. Ostaszewski, E. Wilnczynska and M. Wolsczak, The synthesis of
a new type of anthracene DNA intercalator, Bioorg. Med. Chem.
Lett., 1998, 8, 2995–2996.

28 F. Sanger, S. Nicklen and A. R. Coulsen, DNA sequencing with
chain-terminating inhibitors, Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA, 1977, 74,
5463–5467.

29 W. D. Wilson, Nucleic Acids in Chemistry and Biology, ed. G. M.
Blackburn and M. J. Gait, IRL Press, Oxford, UK, 2nd edn.
pp. 329–374.

30 H. Ihmels, C. J. Mohrschladt, A. Schmitt, M. Bressanini, D. Leusser
and D. Stalke, Highly Regioselective Solid-State Photodimerization
of Naphthoquinolizinium Salts, Eur. J. Org. Chem., 2002, 15, 2624–
2632.

31 D. T. Breslin and G. B. Schuster, Anthraquinone photonucleases:
mechanism for GG-selective and nonselective cleavage of double
stranded DNA, J. Am. Chem. Soc., 1996, 118, 2311–2319.

32 M. Saito, H. Takayama, K. Sugiyama, K. Nakatani, K. Tsuchida
and M. Yamamoto, Photoinduced DNA cleavage by electron
transfer: demonstration that guanine residues located 5� to guanine

are the most electron donating sites, J. Am. Chem. Soc., 1995, 117,
6406–6407.

33 J. E. Rogers, S. J. Weiss and L. A. Kelly, Photoprocesses of
naphthalene imide and diimide derivatives in aqueous solution of
DNA, J. Am. Chem. Soc., 2000, 122, 427–436.

34 S. Steenken and S. Jovanovic, How easily oxidizable is DNA? One-
electron reduction potentials of adenosine and guanosine radicals in
aqueous solution, J. Am. Chem. Soc., 1997, 119, 617–618.

35 C. J. Burrows and J. G. Muller, Oxidative nucleobase modification
leading to strand scission, Chem. Rev., 1998, 98, 1109–1151.

36 B. Nordén, M. Kubista and T. Kurucsev, Linear dichroism
spectroscopy of nucleic acid, Q. Rev. Biophys., 1992, 25, 51–171.

37 B. Nordén and T. Kurucsev, Analysing DNA complexes by circular
and linear dichroism, J. Mol. Recognit., 1994, 7, 141–156.

38 C. Bailly, J. P. Hènichart, P. Colson and C. J. Houssier, Drug-DNA
sequence dependent interactions analysed by electric linear
dichroism, J. Mol. Recognit., 1992, 5, 155–171.

39 C. Hiort, P. Lincoln and B. Norden, DNA binding of ∆ and
Λ-[Ru(Phen)2DPPZ]2�, J. Am. Chem. Soc., 1993, 115, 3448–3454.

40 G. Behravan, M. Leijon, U. Sehlsted, B. Norden, H. Vallberg,
J. Bergman and A. Graslund, The interaction of ellipticine
derivatives with nucleic acids studied by optical and 1H-NMR
spectroscopy: effect of size of the heterocyclic ring system,
Biopolymers, 1994, 34, 599–609.

41 A. Larsson, C. Carlsson, M. Jonsson and B. Albisson, Characteris-
ation of the binding of the fluorescent dye YO and YOYO to DNA
by polarised light spectroscopy, J. Am. Chem. Soc., 1994, 116, 8459–
8465.

42 E. Tuite and B. Norden, Sequence-specific interactions of methylene
blue with polynucleotides and DNA: a spectroscopic study, J. Am.
Chem. Soc., 1994, 116, 7548–7556.

43 P. J. Chou and W. C. Johonson Jr., Base inclination in natural and
synthetic DNAs, J Am. Chem. Soc., 1993, 115, 1205–1210.

44 R. Lyng, T. Härd and B. Nordén, Induced circular dichroism of
DNA intercalators: electric dipole allowed transitions, Biopolymers,
1987, 26, 1327–1345.

45 One referee pointed out that the agarose assay that involves the use
of plasmid leads often to an overestimation of DNA strand breaks
because base modifications may also lead to plasmid relaxation.
This is true, but since we showed that 8-oxoGua, i.e. the commonly
observed base modification, is not formed it is evident that the
detected formation of open-circular plasmid reflects the amount of
single-strand breaks.

46 G. Behrens, G. Kotzenburg and D. Schulte-Frohlinde, Model
reactions for the degradation of DNA-4� radicals in aqueous
solution. Fast hydrolysis of α-alkoxyalkyl radicals with a leaving
group in β position followed by radical rearrangement and
elimination reactions, Z. Naturforsch., C, 1982, 37, 1205–1227.

47 B. Giese, X. Beyrich-Graf, J. Burger, C. Kesselheim, M. Senn and
T. Schäfer, The mechanism of anaerobic, radical-induced DNA
strand, Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. Engl., 1993, 32, 1742–1743.

48 Protonated pyridine derivatives were proposed to abstract hydrogen
atoms by a similar mechanism: D. G. Whitten in Photochemistry
of Heterocyclic Compounds, ed. O. Buchardt, Wiley Interscience,
New York, 1976, pp. 524–573.

49 F. Lin, S. Z. D. Cheng and F. W. Harris, Aromatic poly(pyridinium
salt)s. Part 3. Photoreduction in amide solvents, Polymer, 2002, 43,
3421–3430.

50 For a discussion on the hydrogen abstraction by the guanine radical
(cation) see: S. Steenken, S. V. Jovanovic, L. P. Candeias and
J. Reynisson, Is “Frank” DNA-Strand Breakage via the Guanine
Radical Thermodynamically and Sterically Possible, Chem. Eur. J.,
2001, 7, 2829–2833 and references given therein.

Photochem. Photobiol. Sci., 2002, 1, 882–889 889

Pu
bl

is
he

d 
on

 1
5 

O
ct

ob
er

 2
00

2.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
by

 P
en

ns
yl

va
ni

a 
St

at
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

n 
06

/0
3/

20
16

 1
2:

11
:1

8.
 

View Article Online

http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/b204275d

