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ecyanobenzene
conjugate
is
synthesized.
 The conjugate is a selective dual
signaling chemodosimetric probe towards hydrazine.
 Spirolactam ring opening of the
probe, followed by its hydrolysis, is
the sensing mechanism.
 The probe detects hydrazine in the
human breast cancer cells MCF-7
imaging.
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A rhodamineecyanobenzene conjugate, (E)-4-((2-(30 ,60 -bis(diethylamino)-3-oxospiro[isoindoline-1,90 xanthene]-2-yl)ethylimino)methyl)benzonitrile (1), which structure has been elucidated by single crystal
X-ray diffraction, was synthesized for selective ﬂuorescent “turn-on” and colorimetric recognition of
hydrazine at physiological pH 7.4. It was established that 1 detects hydrazine up to 58 nM. The probe is
useful for the detection of intracellular hydrazine in the human breast cancer cells MCF-7 using a
ﬂuorescence microscope. Spirolactam ring opening of 1, followed by its hydrolysis, was established as a
probable mechanism for the selective sensing of hydrazine.
© 2015 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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Hydrazine (N2H4), a simple diamine and powerful reducing
agent, has been used as a fuel and propellant in aircraft due to its
ﬂammable and detonable characteristics [1]. Hydrazine is widely
used in many chemical, pharmaceutical and agricultural industries
involving catalysts, metal anticorrosion, textile dyes and
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pharmaceutical intermediates [2e4]. In contrast to its usefulness,
toxic and carcinogenic effect of hydrazine potentially lead to
serious environmental pollution during its production, puriﬁcation,
utilization and transportation [5,6]. It has been reported that hydrazine is a neurotoxin and has severe mutagenic effects causing
infections of the respiratory tract and damage to the lungs, liver,
kidneys and central nervous system [7e9]. Furthermore, hydrazine
produces toxicity by interfering with a number of metabolic processes such as gluconeogenesis and glutamine syntheses [10].
Although there is no endogenous hydrazine in live cells, it is readily
absorbed by oral, dermal or inhalation routes of exposure, being
harmful to live cells. Thus, it is important to develop selective,
sensitive and easy methods for the detection of hydrazine under
biocompatible conditions at physiological pH [11]. Hydrazine can
be routinely analyzed by some traditional method such as electrochemical analysis [12] and chromatography [13], including gas
chromatography [14] and HPLC [15]. However, these techniques are
often time consuming, require complicated sample processing and
destructive for tissues or cells. Therefore considerable efforts have
been made to synthesize probes that can detect hydrazine in a
selective and sensitive manner. Probes based on changes in ﬂuorescence induced by analytes are particularly attractive because of
the simplicity of their utilization and lower detection limits [16,17].
Recently, few ﬂuorescent probes, based on the coumarin [18e20],
ﬂuorescein [21] as well as other ﬂuorophores [22e28], have been
developed for the hydrazine detection. However, most of these
reported ﬂuorescent probes worked in pure organic solvents, that
impeded their application for the hydrazine detection in living cells
at physiological pH. Pronounced spectroscopic properties of
rhodamine B, such as visible light excitation as well as long wavelength emission and high ﬂuorescence quantum yield, make it a
good choice for the designing of ﬂuorescence probes [29]. Large
ﬂuorescence enhancement as well as colorimetric change with
absorption at around 550 nm is due to spirolactam ring opening
[30]. Careful observation of number of rhodamine based probes
reported in the literature indicates that their sensing properties
mostly depend on the appended functionality but not only on the
rhodamine unit alone. This fact inspired us to design and synthesize
a new rhodamine B based chemodosimetric probe (E)-4-((2-(30 ,60 bis(diethylamino)-3-oxospiro[isoindoline-1,90 -xanthene]-2-yl)ethylimino)methyl)benzonitrile (1) having an electron withdrawing
nitrile group at the para-position of the appended unit. Moreover,
the probe 1 is also useful for intra-cellular hydrazine imaging and
quantitative determination at physiological conditions. Another
reference compound (E)-30 ,60 -bis(diethylamino)-2-(2-(4-(dimethylamino)benzylideneamino)ethyl)spiro[isoindoline-1,90 xanthen]-3-one (2) is also synthesized and studied to further
strengthen the proposed sensing mechanism.
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performed with a Systronics digital pH meter (model 335).
Elemental analyses were performed on a Perkin Elmer 2400 CHN
analyzer.
2.2. In vitro cell imaging
Human breast cancer cell line MCF-7 was grown in DMEM
(Sigma, St. Louis, USA) supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum
(Sigma, St. Louis, USA), 2 mM glutamine, 100 U m/L penicillinstreptomycin solution (Gibco, Invitrogen, USA) in the presence of
5% CO2 at 37  C. For in vitro imaging studies, cells were seeded in 6
well culture plates with a seeding density of 105 cells per well. After
reaching 60e70% conﬂuence, the previous media was replaced
with serum free media, supplemented by hydrazine and 1 at 50 mM
and 20 mM, respectively, and incubated for 2 h to facilitate hydrazine or 1 uptake by cells. Then cells were placed under an inverted
microscope (Dewinter, Italy) at different magniﬁcations to examine
any adverse effect on cellular morphology. 1 treated cells were then
incubated with hydrazine for 15e30 min and observed under an
inverted ﬂuorescence microscope at different magniﬁcations with a
blue ﬁlter. Images were taken through an attached ccd camera with
help of the Bio-Wizard 4.2 software. A control experiment was
done using medium devoid of hydrazine.
2.3. Cytotoxicity assay
In vitro cytotoxicity was measured using the colorimetric methyl
thiazolyl tetrazolium (MTT) assay on the mouse bone marrow cells
[31e33]. Cells were seeded into the 24-well tissue culture plate in
the presence of 500 mL Dulbecco's modifed eagle medium (DMEM)
supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum (FBS) and 1% penicillin/
streptomycin at 37  C and 5% CO2 atmosphere for overnight and
then incubated for 6 h in the presence of 1 at different concentrations (10, 20 and 40 mM). Then cells were washed with PBS buffer
and 500 mL supplemented DMEM medium was added. Subsequently, 50 mL MTT (5 mg/mL) was added to each well and incubated for 4 h. Violet formazan was dissolved in 500 mL sodium
dodecyl sulfate solution in the water-DMF mixture. Absorbance of
the solution was measured at 558 nm using a microplate reader.
The cell viability was determined by assuming 100% cell viability for
cells without 1.
2.4. UVevis and ﬂuorescence titration
The path length of cells used for the absorption and emission
studies was 1 cm. For UVevis and ﬂuorescence titrations, a stock
solution of 1 (10 mM) was prepared in the HEPES (0.1 M) buffered
CH3CNeH2O (9:1, v/v) solution at pH 7.4. Working solutions of 1
and hydrazine were prepared from their respective stock solutions.

2. Experimental
2.5. Quantum yield measurements
2.1. Materials and methods
Rhodamine B, 4-cyanobenzaldehyde, 4-(dimethylamino)benzaldehyde and high-purity HEPES were purchased from Sigma
Aldrich (India). Spectroscopic grade solvents have been used. Other
chemicals were of analytical reagent grade and used without
further puriﬁcation. Mili-Q 18.2 MU cm1 water has been used
throughout all the experiments. A Shimadzu Multi Spec 1501
UVevis spectrophotometer was used for recording absorption
spectra. 1H NMR titration in CD3CN was recorded using a Bruker
Avance 500 (500 MHz). Steady-state ﬂuorescence experiments
were performed using a Hitachi F-4500 spectroﬂuorimeter. The
electrospray ionization (ESIþ) mass spectra were measured with a
Finnigan-Mat TCQ 700 mass spectrometer. pH measurements were

The ﬂuorescence quantum yields were determined using
Rhodamine B as a reference with a known fref value of 0.65 in basic
EtOH [34]. The area of the emission spectrum was integrated using
the software available in the instrument and the quantum yield was
calculated according to the following equation [35]:
fsample ¼ fref  [Asample/Aref]  [ODref/ODsample]  [(hsample)2/
(href)2], where fsample and fref are the ﬂuorescence quantum yield of
the sample and reference, respectively; Asample and Aref are the area
under the ﬂuorescence spectra of the sample and the reference,
respectively; ODsample and ODref are the corresponding optical
densities of the sample and the reference solution at the wavelength of excitation; hsample and href are the refractive index of the
sample and reference, respectively.
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2.6. Synthesis of 1 and 2
4-Cyanobenzaldehyde or 4-(dimethylamino)benzaldehyde
(0.270 and 0.307 g, respectively; 2.06 mmol) was added to a solution of 2-(2-aminoethyl)-30 ,60 -bis(diethylamino)spiro[isoindoline1,90 -xanthen]-3-one (1.0 g, 2.06 mmol) in dry EtOH (30 mL). The
mixture was reﬂuxed for 12 h. Then the solvent was removed in
vacuum and the crude product was puriﬁed by recrystallization
from CH3CN.
1. Yield: 1.096 g (89%). ESIþ, m/z (I%): 620.78 (100) [MþNa]þ.
Anal. Calc. for C38H39N5O2 (597.76) (%): C 76.35, H 6.58 and N 11.72;
found: C 76.21, H 6.64 and N 11.59.
2. Yield: 1.066 g (84%). ESIþ, m/z (I%): 638.85 (100) [MþNa]þ.
Anal. Calc. for C39H45N5O2 (615.82) (%): C 76.07, H 7.37 and N 11.37;
found: C 75.95, H 7.46 and N 11.28.
2.7. Crystal structure determination
The structure of 1 was solved from single-crystal synchrotron Xray diffraction data, which were collected at the Swiss-Norwegian
Beam Line BM01A at the European Synchrotron Radiation Facility
(ESRF) (Grenoble, France), using a PILATUS 2M hybrid pixel detector, at a wavelength of 0.6984 Å, and a sample-to-detector distance
of 144 mm. The collection mode was 4-scans at 296(2) K. The data
were converted and integrated using the SNBL toolbox software
[36] and CrysAlisPro software [37]. Crystal diffracted up to 1.04 Å
resolution. The multi-scan absorption correction procedure
implemented in the CrysAlisPro software was applied. Crystal was
twinned, and the hkl5 ﬁle was generated using Platon [38]. The
structure was solved by MDM procedure using the SIR2014 [39]
program and reﬁned by full-matrix least squares on jFj2 using
SHELXL-2014 [40] and the shelXLe shell [41]. Non-hydrogen atoms
were reﬁned anisotropically and hydrogen atoms were placed on
calculated positions in riding mode with temperature factors ﬁxed
at 1.2 times Ueq of the parent atoms and 1.5 times Ueq for methyl
groups. Disorder of two ethyl groups was modeled. Rigid group
restrains were applied to some benzene rings. Also few constrains
to distances and temperature factors were applied. Figures were
generated using the program Mercury [42]. C38H39N5O2,
Mr ¼ 597.74 g mol1, monoclinic, space group P21/c, a ¼ 44.262(5),
b ¼ 16.3484(10), c ¼ 9.0562(8) Å, b ¼ 102.351(10) , V ¼ 6401.5(10)
Å3, Z ¼ 8, r ¼ 1.240 g cm3, 6486 unique reﬂections, R1(all) ¼ 0.1673,
R1[F2 > 2sF2] ¼ 0.1046, wR2(all) ¼ 0.2890.
CCDC 995593 contains the supplementary crystallographic data.
These data can be obtained free of charge via http://www.ccdc.cam.
ac.uk/conts/retrieving.html, or from the Cambridge Crystallographic Data Centre, 12 Union Road, Cambridge CB2 1EZ, UK; fax:
(þ44) 1223 336 033; or e-mail: deposit@ccdc.cam.ac.uk.
3. Results and discussion
Compound 1 was readily obtained by reacting 2-(2-aminoethyl)-

30 ,60 -bis(diethylamino)spiro[isoindoline-1,90 -xanthen]-3-one with
4-formylbenzonitrile (Scheme 1).
The formation of 1 was supported by the 1H NMR spectroscopy
data (Fig. S1 in the Supplementary data) and ESIþ mass spectrometry, while its crystal structure was elucidated from single
crystal X-ray diffraction (Fig. 1, Table S1 in the Supplementary data).
Although the probe is selective towards hydrazine in pure
aqueous medium, however, the sensitivity is less due to its relatively higher emission intensity compared to the CH3CNewater
(9:1, v/v) medium. This allowed us to monitor the sensing properties in the latter mixture. It was found that 1 exhibits very weak
ﬂuorescence at the pH range 2e10, indicating its stability in a wide
pH range (Fig. S2 in the Supplementary data). It is most likely that
the presence of the electron withdrawing nitrile group inﬂuences
on the spirolactam ring of rhodamine to make it less reactive to
open at low pH. Higher ﬂuorescence enhancement of the probe at
lower pH is also explicable. At low pH, hydrazine (pKa ¼ 8.1) remains in a mono protonated form, which is more active to form a
proposed hydrogen bonding interaction with the probe. However,
pH 7.4 was chosen as working pH because of its biological importance. Upon treatment with hydrazine, the emission intensity of 1
increases at physiological pH 7.4 too. Thus, the probe 1 was found to
be promising for biological applications and all further studies were
performed in the HEPES (0.1 M) buffered CH3CNeH2O (9:1, v/v)
solution at pH 7.4 and at room temperature.
Upon excitation at 500 nm 1 shows poor quantum yield of 0.02,
indicating that the spirolactum ring of the rhodamine fragment was
closed in the working solution. However, treatment with hydrazine
immediately elicited a dramatic “turn-on” ﬂuorescence response at
570 nm with about 25 times increase in the ﬂuorescence quantum
yield (0.49). The intensity of the emission spectra at 570 nm
gradually increased upon incremental addition of hydrazine up to
300 mM whereupon the red color, observed under UV light, intensiﬁed (Fig. 2).
A 55 fold increase of absorbance at 543 nm, accompanied with
the saturation of pink color was observed upon addition of 30
equivalents hydrazine, indicating spirolactum ring opening (Fig. 3).
A sigmoidal curve was obtained when emission intensities of 1
(10 mM) were plotted as a function of externally added hydrazine,
exhibiting a linear region up to 150 mM hydrazine (Fig. 4), allowing
determination of the unknown concentration of hydrazine. The
plot of absorbance at 543 nm of 1 (10 mM) as a function of externally
added hydrazine might also be useful for the same purpose (Fig. S3
in the Supplementary data).
Job's plot indicated a 1:1 stoichiometry of the [1-hydrazine]
system (Fig. 5). The detection limit (DL) of 1 towards hydrazine was
determined using the equation [43]: DL ¼ K  Sb1/S, where K ¼ 2 or
3 (we took 3 in this case), Sb1 was the standard deviation of the
blank solution, S was the slope of the calibration curve. The value of
DL was found to be 58 nM. These results demonstrated that 1 might
be useful for both qualitative and quantitative determination of
hydrazine at the nanomolar level.

Scheme 1. Preparation of 1.
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Fig. 1. Single crystal X-ray structure of 1 (hydrogen atoms were omitted).

To shed some light on the proposed interaction of 1 with hydrazine, 1H NMR titration was performed by concomitant addition
of hydrazine to the CD3CN solution of 1 (Fig. S1 in the
Supplementary data). 1H NMR titration shows drastic changes of
the spectra of 1 upon gradual addition of hydrazine (Fig. S1 in the
Supplementary data). A new broad singlet at 6.36 ppm, corresponding to the NH proton generated due to spirolactam ring
opening, and disappearance of the CH]N proton (marked as “l” in
Scheme 1) due to hydrolysis of the imine bond, were clearly
observed. Ethylene protons (marked as “c” and “d” in Scheme 1)
appeared as two separate triplets at 2.38 and 3.15 ppm, while a
single broad triplet at 3.52 ppm for the same protons was observed
in the 1H NMR spectrum of free 1 (Fig. S1 in the Supplementary
data). Furthermore, two signiﬁcantly overlapped singlets (marked
as “j” in Scheme 1) at about 7.82 ppm, corresponding to the 4cyanophenylene fragment, in the spectrum of the probe were
now changed to a multiplet at 7.57e7.74 ppm. With all this in mind,

Fig. 2. Changes of the emission spectra at lex ¼ 500 nm (top) and UV light irradiated
ﬂuorescence color changes (bottom) of the solution of 1 (10 mM, CH3CNeH2O (9:1, v/v),
0.1 M HEPES buffer, pH 7.4) upon externally added hydrazine (0.01, 0.1, 1, 5, 10, 25, 50,
75, 100, 125, 150, 175, 200, 250 and 300 mM). (For interpretation of the references to
colour in this ﬁgure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

Fig. 3. Changes of the UVevis spectra (top) and naked eye color changes (bottom) of
the solution of 1 (10 mM, CH3CNeH2O (9:1, v/v), 0.1 M HEPES buffer, pH 7.4) upon
externally added hydrazine (0.01, 0.1, 1, 5, 10, 25, 50, 75, 100, 125, 150, 175, 200, 250 and
300 mM). (For interpretation of the references to colour in this ﬁgure legend, the reader
is referred to the web version of this article.)

the probable sensing mechanism for hydrazine by 1 was portrayed
(Scheme 2). Hydrazine, most likely, forms a hydrogen bonded
dimer with the probe 1, yielding an electron deﬁcient imine carbon.
As a result, the latter atom can be “attacked” by the oxygen atom of
the water/hydroxyl molecule, thus, resulting in the hydrolysis of 1
accompanied with a spirolactam ring opening (Scheme 2). This
assumption was also corroborated from comparison of the ESIþ
mass spectra of free 1 and its mixture with ﬁve equivalents of hydrazine (Fig. S4 in the Supplementary data). In particular, the
presence of the characteristic peaks for the resulting cationic
compound at m/z ¼ 485.71 (I ¼ 100%) and 4-cyanobenzoic acid
([MþNaþH]þ ¼ 170.14, I ¼ 26%) supported the mechanism.

Fig. 4. Plot of the ﬂuorescence intensity of 1 (10 mM, CH3CNeH2O (9:1, v/v), 0.1 M
HEPES buffer, pH 7.4, lex ¼ 500 nm, lem ¼ 570 nm) as a function of externally added
hydrazine (0.01, 0.1, 1, 5, 10, 25, 50, 75, 100, 125, 150, 175, 200, 250 and 300 mM). Inset
shows the linearity of the plot from 1.0 to 150.0 mM of added hydrazine.
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Fig. 5. Job's plot for the determination of stoichiometry of the [1-hydrazine] system
(lex ¼ 500 nm, lem ¼ 570 nm).

Moreover, the reference compound 2 (Scheme S1 and Fig. S5 in the
Supplementary data), where the eCN group is replaced by the
eNMe2 group, showed neither colorimetric nor ﬂuorometric
(Fig. S6 in the Supplementary data) responses in the presence of
hydrazine revealing its unreactive nature towards hydrazine. Thus,
the eCN group in 1 plays a crucial role for hydrazine assisted hydrolysis of the imine bond of the probe.
Selectivity of 1 towards hydrazine in the presence of environmentally as well as biologically important ions such as F, Cl, Br,



2
þ
þ
þ
2þ
I, HS, CN, ClO
4 , H2 PO4 , NO3 , SO4 , H2 AsO4 , Li , Na , K , Ca ,
2þ
2þ
2þ
2þ
2þ
2þ
2þ
2þ
3þ
3þ
Mg , Co , Cu , Zn , Cd , Pb , Ni , Hg , Cr and Fe was
also examined. No signiﬁcant changes in emission (Fig. S7 in the
Supplementary data) and absorbance spectra were observed
(Fig. S8 in the Supplementary data). Furthermore, only an insigniﬁcant change was observed upon the addition of ammonium

hydroxide (NH4OH), ethylenediamine ((NH2CH2)2), dimethylamine
(Me2NH), triethylamine (Et3N), hydroxylamine (NH2OH), pyridine
(Py), aniline (C6H5NH2), diethylenetriamine (NH(CH2CH2NH2)2)
and cysteine (Cys) to the solution of 1 with hydrazine (Figs. S7 and
S8 in the Supplementary data). No other analytes interfere during
the ﬂuorometric detection of hydrazine by the probe (Fig. 6). These
results approved the remarkably higher selectivity of 1 towards
hydrazine over other competitive ions at physiological pH 7.4.
It was also established that paper strips, soaked with 1, can be
efﬁciently used for visible detection of hydrazine (Fig. 7).
To examine the utility of the probe 1 in biological systems, it was
applied to the human breast cancer cells MCF-7. Cells remained
non-ﬂuorescent when treated either with hydrazine or 1 but
exhibited strong red color ﬂuorescence after addition of hydrazine
to the cells incubated with 1 (Fig. 8). Fluorescence imaging also
indicates that 1 stain living cells without any harm (cells remained
alive even after several hours of exposure to 20 mM of 1), making it
useful to monitor the hydrazine accumulation in biological systems.
We have also performed the MTT assay of 1 to check the cell
viability at the condition of in vitro cell imaging (Fig. 9). The results
indicate that a signiﬁcant number of cells are alive up to 6 h.
Moreover, the probe 1 is successfully used for the quantitative
determination of intra-cellular hydrazine. The human breast cancer
cells MCF-7 were incubated with four different concentrations of
hydrazine (20, 40, 80 and 160 mM) (Fig. S9 in the Supplementary
data). Fluorescence images, recorded by a ﬂuorescence microscope at lex ¼ 500 nm, were recorded using the same exposure time
of 50 ms. Corrected total cell ﬂuorescence (CTCF) was calculated
using the following equations [44]: CTCF ¼ Integrated Density  (Area of a selected cell  Mean ﬂuorescence of background
readings). All measurements were performed using the ImageJ
software [45]. The CTCF values of the four samples were then
plotted vs. the corresponding hydrazine concentration (Fig. S9 in
the Supplementary data). From the ﬂuorescence image of the human breast cancer cells MCF-7 after 2 h incubation with 1 (20 mM)
followed by the addition of hydrazine (50 mM) (Fig. 8C), the CTCF

Scheme 2. Probable sensing mechanism of hydrazine by 1.
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Fig. 6. Interference of different analytes (300 mM; F (1), Cl (2), Br (3), I (4), HS (5),



2
þ
þ
þ
CN (6), ClO
4 (7), H2 PO4 (8), NO3 (9), SO4 (10), H2 AsO4 (11), Li (12), Na (13), K
(14), Ca2þ (15), Mg2þ (16), Co2þ (17), Cu2þ (18), Zn2þ (19), Cd2þ (20), Pb2þ (21), Ni2þ
(22), Hg2þ (23), Cr3þ (24), (25), NH4OH (26), (NH2CH2)2 (27), Me2NH (28), Et3N (29),
NH2OH (30), Py (31), C6H5NH2 (32), NH(CH2CH2NH2)2 (33), Cys (34)) on the determination of hydrazine by 1 (10 mM, CH3CNeH2O (9:1, v/v), 0.1 M HEPES buffer, pH 7.4,
lex ¼ 500 nm, lem ¼ 570 nm).

Fig. 9. Survival ability of mouse bone marrow cells after treatment with different
concentration of 1 after 6 h. The value of IC50 is 24.6 mM.

characterized cyanophenyl appended rhodamine ethylene derivative. Instant visual detection of hydrazine was also demonstrated
with a paper strip soaked with the probe. Intracellular imaging and

Fig. 7. Photographs of paper strips, taken at ambient light, soaked in the solution of 1 (10 mM, CH3CNeH2O (9:1, v/v), 0.1 M HEPES buffer, pH 7.4) followed by addition of different
amounts of hydrazine.

Fig. 8. Fluorescence images, recorded by a ﬂuorescence microscope at lex ¼ 500 nm, of the human breast cancer cells MCF-7 after 2 h incubation with hydrazine (50 mM) (A), 1
(20 mM) (B) and 1 (20 mM) followed by the addition of hydrazine (50 mM) (C).

value was calculated, using the above equation and the ImageJ
software, and found as 151326. Using the calibration plot (Fig. S9 in
the Supplementary data), the intracellular hydrazine concentration
was found to be 47.6 mM. This value is very close to the concentration of hydrazine (50 mM), the cells are actually treated with
(Fig. 8C). Thus, using this developed technique, an unknown
intracellular hydrazine concentration can be determined.
4. Conclusions
In summary, ﬂuorescence and colorimetric detection of hydrazine at a nanomolar level was achieved with the X-ray structurally

quantitative determination of hydrazine in the human breast cancer cells (MCF-7) was achieved successfully.
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Appendix A. Supplementary data
Supplementary data related to this article can be found at http://
dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.aca.2015.08.041.
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