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The main goal of cancer therapy is to attain maxi-
mum therapeutic gain, i.e. maximum damage of tumor
cells in combination with minimum damage to normal
cells. This can be achieved in principle via selective
antitumor preparations, the cytostatic effects of which
would be restricted within tumor tissue. While 100%
selectivity may be impractical, achievement of reason-
ably high selectivity seems to be a feasible aim.

One approach to identification of selective cytostat-
ics is based on the difference in characteristics between
malignant and normal tissue, especially in the level of
oxygen tension. Thus tumor tissues are known to fea-
ture low oxygen tensions or, in other terms, they are char-
acterized by a high hypoxic fraction [1, 2]. The latter con-
dition is a prerequisite for development of so-called
bioreductive agents which are activated under hypoxia,
yielding active metabolites capable of killing tumor cells
[3, 4]. One of such agents, tirapazamine, entered phas-
es II–III of clinical trials quite successfully [5].

In this connection, we are interested in transition metal
complexes, the  antitumor activities of which have been
of potential interest in tumor chemotherapy since the dis-
covery of cytostatic effects of platinum complexes. In
particular, complexes of cobalt(III) seem to offer prom-
ise due to a high electron affinity of the metal in the triva-
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lent state, ability to bind to DNA and, last but not least,
the ready reducibility of the compounds in question [6].
A communication [7] that some cobalt-containing sub-
stances are accumulated in tumor tissue in larger con-
centrations than in normal ones should be also noted.

In general, redox-active transition-metal complex-
es capable of catalyzing both formation and consump-
tion of reactive oxygen species (ROS) are of special in-
terest, as first emphasized by M. Vol’pin [8, 9]. Our studies
are focused on a specific type of redox-active cobalt
complexes, namely those including both tetradentate
aliphatic Schiff base and biogeneous or related synthetic
nitrogenous base ligands. Presumably, such complex-
es may be reversibly reduced under hypoxia, giving rise
to a catalytic autoxidation process resulting in genera-
tion of reactive oxygen species (ROS). On the other hand,
a high level of hypoxia just occurs in solid tumors which
contain significant regions at low oxygen tensions [10].
We hypothesized that these properties may be exploit-
ed for the development of new anticancer agents.

We have synthesized and thoroughly characterized
some complexes of the above type, namely those in-
cluding nicotinamide (nic), isonicotinamide ( i-nic), nic-
otinic acid (nic-ac) and some other nitrogenous bases
as axial ligands. It is noteworthy that the molecular
weights of our complexes do not exceed 620 Da. These
values are appropriate for chemotherapeutical agents,
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since low-molecular drugs (with molecular mass
≤ 500 Da) can be relatively readily delivered into cells
and are, ceteris paribus , most appropriate for industrial
production [11].

These cobalt complexes were shown to produce
substantial anticancer effects: inhibition of primary tumor
growth and metastases was in the range of 45–80% and
65–99% respectively [12]. Presumably, the mechanisms
of these effects reflect their reactivity. Namely, they may
be reduced under hypoxic conditions to generate ROS
which attack and damage biomolecules, thus retarding
tumor growth [13]. However, there have been no quan-
titative data yet on the selectivity of action of the com-
plexes upon tumor tissues. This study was aimed to test
the hypothesis that our cobalt complexes, which are re-
ducible under hypoxia with the generation of ROS, may
selectively affect tumor tissue including those with sig-
nificant hypoxic regions.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Compounds. Octahedral cobalt(III) complexes con-

taining both the equatorial tetradentate dianionic Schiff
base ligand derived from acetylacetone and ethylene-
diamine, and axial monodentate ligands of the vitamin
PP series or their synthetic analogs [14] were tested in
the experiments in vivo. Compounds were either ca-
tionic complexes of the common symbolic formula
[Co(acac2en)L2]Br, where L is nicotinamide (nic) or isoni-
cotinamide (i-nic), (AC-30 and AC-40, respectively),
or the neutral complex [Co(acac2en)(nica)(nica-H)]
(AC-31) including both nicotinic acid (nica) and its anion
(nica-H) as axial ligands.

Complexes were dissolved in aqua pro injectionibus
immediately before use and injected intraperitoneally. They
were administered at a dose of 12 mg/kg of body weight.
This dose was chosen as a therapeutic one in accor-
dance with LD50 values of the substances in question.

Tumors. Transplanted mice tumors, namely Lewis
lung carcinoma (3LL), melanoma B16, and mammary
adenocarcinoma Ca755, were treated in this study. Fe-
male mice of the inbred strain C57Bl/6, mean weight 20–
25 g, were used. Tumors were transplanted intramuscu-
larly into a leg. The principles and methods of transplan-
tation were conventional. Animals were kept in Makrolon
cages bedded with dust-free wood granules, and had
free access to a standard diet and tap water. Administra-
tion of complexes was performed when tumors were ca.
0.9–1.2 cm3 in volume. All experiments had been ap-
proved by the regional animal ethics committee.

Methods. The concentrations of malondialdehyde
in tissue extracts were determined by standard bio-
chemical methods. The rate of DNA strand unwinding
which had been proved [15] to be a sensitive measure
of DNA damage in living cells was monitored using a
fluorimetric technique applicable to different DNA dam-
aging agents and cells from animal organs [15]. Prac-
tically, the rate of strand unwinding was determined after
the treatment of crude cell lysates with aqueous alkali.
31P NMR spectra (121.5 MHz) of perchloric acid tissue
extracts were recorded with a Mercury - 300 BB Spec-

trometer (Varian, USA) equipped by Sparcs station 4,
using a probe tube of 5 mm inner diameter. As a stan-
dard substance, methylenediphosphonic acid trisodi-
um salt (Sigma, USA) was used. The Pi/PCr, Pi/βNTP
and PME/βNTP ratios were used as the most reliable
and frequently applied 31P NMR parameters for esti-
mation of the changes in the tissue bioenergetics and
levels of hypoxia [16].

Statistical analysis.  Values given in this study are
means ± s.e.m. The significance of the differences be-
tween the various groups was estimated by Student’s test.
Differences were considered as significant if p was ≤ 0.05.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Our principal hypothesis is that these cobalt com-

plexes generate ROS in hypoxic zones characteristic
of tumor rather than normal tissues. Thus, the maximal
damage to biomolecules in the experimental animals
upon administration of the complexes should be local-
ized in malignant tissues.

Lipid peroxidation. Levels of lipid peroxidation were
estimated by determination of the concentration of mal-
ondialdehyde (MDA) as a terminal product of lipid perox-
idation. The data thus obtained are presented in Table 1.

Table 1.  Malondialdehyde concentrations (nmol/mg tissue) in Lewis lung 
carcinoma and some normal tissues in tumor-bearing mice upon 
administration of the cobalt complexes AC-30, AC-40, or AC-31 at a dose 
of 12 mg/kg 

Tissue  Time after complex administrat ion (hours) 
 0 (control) 1 2 6 24 

Complex AC-30 
Tumor 5.9 ± 1.2 

n = 15  
10.6 ± 2.1* 

n = 6 
17.2 ± 2.7* 

n = 6 
15.2 ± 0.9* 

n = 5 
5.1 ± 0.9 

n = 6 
Liver 6.2 ± 0.9 

n = 15 
10.6 ± 5.1 

n = 6 
5.3 ± 0.7 

n = 6 
5.5 ± 0.65 

n = 5 
7.6 ±  0.9 

n = 6 
Kidney 6.9 ± 0.5 

n = 15 
17.8 ± 6.4* 

n = 6 
7.45 ± 1.2  

n = 6 
10.3 ± 3.7 

n = 5 
7.0 ± 1.8 

n = 6 
Complex AC-40 

Tumor 5.9 ± 1.2 
n = 15  

9.2 ± 1.9* 
n = 6 

11.2 ± 2.2* 
n = 6 

12.3 ± 1.8* 
n = 5 

6.9 ± 1.4 
n = 6 

Liver 6.2 ± 0.9 
n =15 

7.8 ± 2.1 
n = 6 

7.5 ± 1.7 
n = 6 

6.9 ± 0.55 
n = 5 

6.4 ±  0.5 
n = 6 

Kidney 6.9 ± 0.5 
n = 15 

7.7 ± 2.7 
n = 6 

8.7 ± 2.3  
n = 6 

7.5 ± 3.7 
n = 5 

6.2 ± 1.4 
n = 6 

Complex AC-31 
Tumor 5.9 ± 1.2 

n = 15  
8.15 ± 0.9* 

n = 7 
12.15 ± 

1.7* 
n = 7 

9.9 ± 1.2* 
n = 7 

5.85 ± 1.4 
n = 4 

Liver 6.2 ± 0.9 
n = 15 

4.2 ± 1.3 
n = 7 

4.8 ± 1.0 
n = 7 

5.3 ± 2.0 
n = 7 

7.8 ± 1.5 
n = 4 

Kidney 6.9 ± 0.5 
n = 15 

6.1 ± 0.5* 
n = 7 

8.5 ± 1.5  
n = 7 

7.6 ± 1.9 
n = 7 

8.4 ± 1.1 
n = 4 

* ð < 0.05 in comparison with cont rol value; n – number of mice. 

The administration of complex AC-30 resulted in a
2.9-fold increase of MDA concentration in tumor 2 h
after injection accompanied with minor changes of MDA
content in liver only. However, the MDA concentration
in kidney was increased by a factor of 3.0 1 h after
AC-30 injection. In the case of complex AC-40, there
was a 1.9-fold increase of MDA content in tumor 2 h
after injection without changes of MDA content both in
liver and kidney. Further, MDA concentration increased
by a factor of 2.1 in tumor 2 h after AC-31 injection,
while it did not change in liver and kidney. These re-
sults support the suggestion that our complexes are
selectively reduced in tumors, initiating a catalytic au-
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toxidation process involving generation of ROS. This
oxidative stress apparently activated the peroxidation
of lipids leading to the formation of MDA.

DNA damage. No significant differences in the rate of
DNA unwinding in peripheral white blood cells was found
between experimental groups of animals, either treated
with i.p. injections of complexes AC-30 and AC-31, or
untreated (controls). Only in the animals treated with
AC-30, the DNA unwinding somewhat speeded up 2 h
after injection of the complex; namely, it became ca. 10%
faster compared with that in untreated donor animals.

Further, the rates of unwinding of DNA from tumors
of mice administered with AC-30 by means of i.p. in-
jections were compared with those from DNA from tu-
mors from untreated animals. The former measured 2 h
after injection proved much faster than the latter, namely
by a factor of 3.5 on average (Fig. 1). Then up to 48 h
after the injection, the proportion of double-stranded
DNA increased, while still remaining below the initial
high level. Namely, 2, 24 and 48 h past the injection, it
was 33, 55 and 58% respectively, as compared with
81% for untreated tumors. The initial level for determi-
nation of the rate of unwinding of DNA strands in tumor
cells was taken as 100% at 0 °C during the 30-min
period of equilibration with alkali.

similar profile to that found in the literature, with variations
in the relative concentrations of metabolites (Fig. 2).
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Fig. 1. Relative number of  double-strand  DNA (%) in Lewis lung
carcinoma cells  60 min after incubation in alkali

Fig. 2.  31 P NMR spectrum of perchloric extract of Lewis lung car-
cinoma of untreated mice

The changes of DNA unwinding rate in  tumor cells
of 3LL-bearing mice treated with AC-31 were qualita-
tively similar to those in the above experiments with
AC-30, but less pronounced: 2, 24 and 48 h after in-
jection of the former complex, the proportion of dou-
ble-stranded DNA was 46, 61 and 65.5%, respectively
(controls – 78.1%).

These data demonstrated that cobalt complexes
exert a direct effect on the structure of DNA, producing
strand breaks in tumor cells. The level of DNA damage
evidently depends on the nature of the axial ligands in
the complexes.

Tumor bioenergetics. 31P NMR spectra of perchloric
acid (PCA) extracts of tumor tissue and muscle of 3LL
carcinoma-bearing mice as well as those from healthy
controls were recorded in order to monitor the effects of
administration of complexes AC-30, AC-40 and AC-31.

In this manner, levels of phosphorus-containing sub-
stances in tissues of mice killed at various intervals (2, 6,
24 and 48 h) after injection of the complexes have been
measured. The spectra of 3LL carcinoma tissue had a

After administration of complex AC-30, levels of
high-energy phosphates in tumor tissue declined sig-
nificantly 2 h after injection (Fig. 3B). The ratios Pi/PCr,
Pi/βNTP and PME/βNTP were significantly increased
by this time point: by 5.2-, 4.1- and 3.5-fold, respec-
tively, presenting convincing evidence for an elevated
hypoxia level in tumor tissue as well as a significant
reduction of the energy status.

These ratios did not completely return to the pre-
treatment level 24 h after AC-30 injection (Fig. 3 C),
being something lower than the initial values (by 17, 22
and 26% respectively) 48 h following complex injection
(Fig. 3 D).

In the case of administration of complex AC-40, levels
of high-energy phosphates in tumor tissue also declined
2 h after injection. The Pi/PCr, Pi/βNTP and PME/βNTP
ratios increased with maximum values at 2 h after injec-
tion, by a factor of 3.2, 2.8, and 1.5 respectively. Then
the decrease of Pi/βNTP and PME/βNTP ratios (both by
a factor of 1.7) and Pi/PCr ratio (by a factor of 1.4) was
observed at 6 h after injection relative to the values at
the 2 h point. Nevertheless, at 24 h, they were still ele-
vated (by a factor of 1.7, 2.3, and 33% respectively in
comparison with the pre-treatment levels). Thus, chang-
es of intensities in the resulting 31P NMR spectra with
time deviated somewhat with AC-40 compared to those
after administration of AC-30.

After administration of AC-31, levels of high-ener-
gy phosphates in tumor tissue also declined 2 h after
injection. The ratios Pi/PCr, Pi/βNTP and PME/βNTP
increased, but not so markedly as they did in the case
of AC-30. At this time point, these ratios were elevated
(by 20%, 12%, and 2-fold respectively), and they al-
most completely returned to the pretreatment level with-
in 24 h after AC-31 injection.

The data obtained suggest that one of the causes of
antitumor activity of cobalt complexes is their capacity
to reduce the energy status in tumors as well as to en-
hance the tumor hypoxia which also influences the an-
titumor activities of these complexes. It may be also con-
cluded that the level of cellular damage inflicted by com-
plexes depends on the nature of their axial ligands.

Examination of 31P NMR spectra of the PCA tumor
extracts has shown that the ability of AC-30 to en-
hance tumor hypoxia is much higher than those of the
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two other complexes. At the same time, all the com-
plexes induce an essential reduction of tumor ‘bioen-
ergetic status’. One can conclude that these peculiar-
ities of the biological effects of the complexes corre-
spond to their antitumor and antimetastatic activities.

Further, evaluation of muscle response to the com-
plexes was also performed after their administration into
tumor-bearing mice. Some results thus obtained are pre-
sented in Fig. 4. After AC-30 administration, the Pi/PCr,
Pi/β-NTP and PME/β-NTP ratios in muscle tissue were
not significantly changed: they remained almost stable
with marginal changes within the observation period. The
Pi/β-NTP and the PME/β-NTP ratios showed some grad-
ual increase up to 24 h following complex administration
(43% and 28% respectively), and did not completely re-
turn to the base-line value 48 h after injection.

In muscle tissues of tumor-bearing mice, the Pi/PCr,
Pi/βNTP and PME/βNTP ratios increased by a factor of
1.4, 1.1 and 1.3 respectively at 2 h after AC-40 injec-
tion and then gradually increased 1.7-, 1.4- and 1.6-
fold by the 48 h point.

After AC-31 administration, almost the same situ-
ation was observed for muscle tissue up to 6 h as it

was after AC-30 administration, but then there was a
gradual increase of the PME/β-NTP ratio to 37% at
48 h following complex administration.

It is pertinent that similar results were obtained with
the Guerin carcinoma in our previous study [17].

The data thus obtained support the assumption that
cobalt complexes display some selectivity with respect
to tumor tissue and have time-dependent effects on
tumor and muscle tissue.

Overall, we conclude that injections of complexes
AC-30, AC-40 and AC-31 causes significant reduction
of bioenergetic status and enhancement of tumor hy-
poxia. Similar effects were also observed in muscle tis-
sue, but to a considerably less extent, and they became
notable only a long time after complex administration. It
is possible that the antitumor efficacy of cobalt com-
plexes results from both the reduction of energy status
of tumor tissue and an increase in tumor hypoxia [17].

Ñonclusion. The outcome of this work as well as re-
sults of similar experiments with the Guerin carcinoma in
rats provide convincing evidence that the action in vivo of
these cobalt complexes cause significant changes in me-
tabolism, namely activation of lipid peroxidation, DNA
damage and reduction of the bioenergetic status in tumor
tissue while practically lacking effects in normal tissues.
In general, they reveal a high selectivity of action by the
complexes upon tumors and support our principal as-
sumption that it is due to their specific reactivity. Namely,
our recent studies both in vitro and in vivo [14] have shown
that such complexes may be reduced in hypoxic regions
of malignant tumors with the formation of ROS, viz. su-
peroxide anion. It is noteworthy that its generation was
observed as a tumor-selective process.

Finally, all these findings support the feasibility of
the development of selective anticancer agents on the
basis of such redox-active cobalt complexes.
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Fig. 3. 31 P NMR spectra of perchloric extracts of Lewis lung car-
cinoma in control and after AC-30 treatment
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ÑÅËÅÊÒÈÂÍÎÑÒÜ ÄÅÉÑÒÂÈß ÐÅÄÎÊÑ-ÀÊÒÈÂÍÛÕ
ÊÎÌÏËÅÊÑÎÂ ÊÎÁÀËÜÒÀ(III) ÍÀ ÎÏÓÕÎËÅÂÓÞ ÒÊÀÍÜ

Öåëü : óñòàíîâèòü ñòåïåíü ñåëåêòèâíîñòè äåéñòâèÿ êîìïëåêñîâ êîáàëüòà íà îïóõîëåâóþ òêàíü. Ìàòåðèàëû è ìåòî-
äû: êîìïëåêñû êîáàëüòà(III) ñ òåòðàäåíòàòíûì îñíîâàíèåì Øèôôà èç àöåòèëàöåòîíà è ýòèëåíäèàìèíà, ñîäåðæà-
ùèå òàêæå (â êà÷åñòâå àêñèàëüíûõ ëèãàíäîâ) ñîåäèíåíèÿ ðÿäà âèòàìèíà PP (íèêîòèíàìèä èëè íèêîòèíîâóþ êèñëî-
òó) èëè èõ àíàëîã (èçîíèêîòèíàìèä), òåñòèðîâàëèñü â îïûòàõ in vivo. Èññëåäîâàëè ïåðåâèâíûå îïóõîëè ìûøåé, â
÷àñòíîñòè êàðöèíîìó ëåãêèõ Ëüþèñ, ìåëàíîìó B16 è àäåíîêàðöèíîìó ìîëî÷íîé æåëåçû Ca755. Êîíöåíòðàöèþ
ìàëîíîâîãî äèàëüäåãèäà â îïóõîëè îïðåäåëÿëè ñòàíäàðòíûì áèîõèìè÷åñêèì ìåòîäîì, ïîâðåæäåíèå ÄÍÊ â îïóõî-
ëåâûõ êëåòêàõ îöåíèâàëè ïî ñêîðîñòè ðàñêðó÷èâàíèÿ ÄÍÊ, óðîâåíü ãèïîêñèè è áèîýíåðãåòè÷åñêèé ñòàòóñ îïðåäå-
ëÿëè ñ ïîìîùüþ 31P ßÌÐ-ñïåêòðîñêîïèè â ïåðõëîðíûõ òêàíåâûõ ýêñòðàêòàõ. Ðåçóëüòàòû: óñòàíîâëåíî ñóùå-
ñòâåííîå è ñåëåêòèâíîå ïîâûøåíèå êîíöåíòðàöèè ìàëîíîâîãî äèàëüäåãèäà â îïóõîëè ïîñëå ââåäåíèÿ êîìïëåêñîâ,
÷òî ñâèäåòåëüñòâóåò îá àêòèâàöèè ïåðåêèñíîãî îêèñëåíèÿ ëèïèäîâ. Áèîýíåðãåòè÷åñêèé ñòàòóñ â îïóõîëè ñåëåêòèâ-
íî ïîäàâëÿëñÿ ïîä âëèÿíèåì êîìïëåêñîâ: ÷åðåç 2 ÷ ïîñëå èõ ââåäåíèÿ ñèãíàëû áîãàòûõ ýíåðãèåé ôîñôàòîâ ïðàêòè-
÷åñêè îòñóòñòâîâàëè. Â îïóõîëè óâåëè÷èâàëîñü êîëè÷åñòâî îäíîíèòåâûõ ðàçðûâîâ ÄÍÊ, ÷òî ïîçâîëÿåò  ïðåäïîëî-
æèòü ïðÿìîå ïîâðåæäàþùåå äåéñòâèå êîìïëåêñîâ íà ìîëåêóëó ÄÍÊ. Âûÿâëåíà êîððåëÿöèÿ ìåæäó âûðàæåííîñ-
òüþ îòìå÷åííûõ ñîáûòèé â îïóõîëè è õèìè÷åñêîé ïðèðîäîé àêñèàëüíîãî ëèãàíäà. Çàêëþ÷åíèå: êîìïëåêñû êîáàëü-
òà âûñîêîñåëåêòèâíû â îòíîøåíèè îïóõîëåâîé òêàíè, â ÷àñòíîñòè àêòèâèðóþò ïðîöåññû ïåðåêèñíîãî îêèñëåíèÿ
ëèïèäîâ, âûçûâàþò îäíîíèòåâûå ðàçðûâû ÄÍÊ è óãíåòàþò áèîýíåðãåòèêó. Âûñêàçàíî ïðåäïîëîæåíèå, ÷òî ñåëåê-
òèâíîå ïî îòíîøåíèþ ê îïóõîëè äåéñòâèå êîìïëåêñîâ îáóñëîâëåíî îñîáåííîñòÿìè ìèêðîîêðóæåíèÿ îïóõîëåâûõ
êëåòîê, â ÷àñòíîñòè âûðàæåííîé âíóòðèîïóõîëåâîé ãèïîêñèåé.
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