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ABSTRACT: Specific imaging of cancer cells has been well-
accepted in cancer diagnosis although it cannot precisely mark
the boundary between the normal and cancerous cells and
report their mutual influence. We report a nanorod fluorescent
probe of copper perylenetetracarbonate (PTC-Cu) that can
specifically light up normal cells. In combination with cancer
cell imaging, the cocultured normal and cancer cells can be lit
up with different colors, offering a clear contrast between the
normal and cancer cells when they coexist. Because cancerous
cells are only 20−30% in cancer area, this provides a possibility
to visibly detect the mutual influence between the cancer and normal cells during therapy. We expect this method is beneficial to
better cancer diagnosis and therapy.

KEYWORDS: Perylenetetracarboxylate, coordination, self-assembly, nanorods, fluorescent probe, selective stain, cell imaging

1. INTRODUCTION

Fluorescence imaging has emerged as a promising approach for
diagnosis of diseases that threat people’s health.1−5 Compared
with traditional clinically available imaging methods, such as
positron emission tomography (PET),6−8 computed tomography
(CT),9−11 and magnetic resonance imaging (MRI),12 fluores-
cence imaging is advantageous for its high sensitivity, low-cost,
low toxicity, and good accessibility.13 Therefore, diversified
fluorescent dyes such as porphyrin,14−17 perylene,18−21 and
rhodamine22−25 have been developed for cell and tissue
imaging. Among these fluorescent dyes, perylene derivatives
have attracted considerable interest because of their high molar
absorptivity, high fluorescence quantum yields, and prominent
thermal and photochemical stability.18−21,26,27 To achieve better
specificity toward cancer cells, perylene-based molecules or
nanoparticles are usually conjugated with tumor-specific bio-
markers, such as peptides28−31 and antibodies.32−35 Although
conjugation of biomolecules to fluorescent dyes can improve
the imaging contrast between cancer and normal cells, this
method involves complicated molecular design, tedious syn-
thesis, and product purification procedure. Thus, it would be
more fascinating if a fluorescent probe can be developed facilely
with low cost.
An eternal issue in cell imaging for cancer therapy is to clearly

mark the boundary between the healthy and diseased area, which
are beneficial to precise cancer therapy.36 Selectively staining
cancer cells over normal ones is the mostly adopted idea for

effective diagnosis of cancers. Extraordinary works have been
reported by Tang,1,3,37 Liu,38 and Wolfbeis39 et al. in recent
decades. However, these imaging results tell little about the
development and growth of normal cells around the cancerous
area, so that it can hardly outlined the real boundary between
the normal and cancerous area precisely. Furthermore, the
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Scheme 1. Design Strategy of the Fluorescent Probe for
Tumor-Specific Imaging
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solely lighting-up of cancer cells cannot report the mutual influ-
ence between the cancer cells and the normal ones. Actually,
the cancer cells is only 20−30% in a cancer tissue, whereas the
others are all normal cells.40,41 Latest study shows that the
presence of normal cells affects the efficiency of killing cancer
cells.42 Therefore, selective staining of normal cells in the
periphery of cancerous ones may offer valuable information
about the mutual influence between cancer and normal cells.
Especially, imaging the cancer cells and the normal ones with
different colors will offer a very clear contrast between them,
which allows a better understanding about the progress of the
disease and help to make a precise outline of the development

of cancer. Therefore, fluorescent probes that are able to spe-
cifically light up normal cells are of significant importance for a
better diagnosis and surgery treatment for cancers.
Herein we describe a new nanorod fluorescent probe con-

structed by the coordinating self-assembly of copper perylenete-
tracarboxylate nanorods (PTC-Cu nanorods). This nanorod
probe is facilely prepared by mixing the aqueous solution of
Cu(NO3)2 and potassium perylenetetracarboxylate (K4PTC).
Suspension of PTC-Cu nanorods is obtained by washing the
resultant bulk precipitates. The PTC-Cu nanorods have good
biocompatibility and excellent selectivity toward normal cells in
the presence of the cancerous ones. After coated by a layer of

Figure 1. (a) The photo of the 2 mM K4PTC water solution. (b) The photo of the red precipitates generated by addition of Cu(NO3)2 into the
water solution of K4PTC. (c) The red cloud produced by addition of water into the separated precipitates in b). (d) The red dispersion of the
PTC-Cu nanorods in water. (e) SEM image of the PTC-Cu precipitates. (f) Enlarged SEM image of PTC-Cu precipitates. (g) TEM image of the
PTC-Cu nanorods dispersed in water. (h) SEM image of the PTC-Cu nanorods.

Figure 2. (a) UV−vis absorption spectra and (b) fluorescence spectrum of K4PTC monomer (black line) and PTC-Cu nanorods (red line).
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silica dioxide tagged with NH2 group, the resultant PTC-Cu@
SiO2−NH2 nanorods display higher imaging contrast between
normal and cancer cells. Most importantly, with the assistance
of none selective staining dye of Rhodamine B, the cancer cells
and the normal cells can be illuminated by different colors
(Scheme 1). Compared to diagnosis based on solely lighting-up
cancer cells, illuminating the periphery normal cells around the
cancerous ones with a different color allows a better under-
standing of the status of the disease area both before and in the
process of treatment. We expect that selective staining of
normal cells may add additional option to enhanced cancer
diagnosis and therapy.

2. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The self-assembled system is based on the potassium salt of
3,4,9,10-perylenetetracarboxylate (K4PTC) and Cu(NO3)2.
K4PTC forms a transparent yellow-green solution in water at
the concentration of 2 mM (Figure 1a). Upon addition of
aqueous solution of Cu(NO3)2 at the molar ratio of PTC:
Cu2+ = 1:2, red precipitates occur immediately (Figure 1b),
suggesting coordination has occurred between Cu2+ and the
carboxylate group of PTC. Just like other metal coordinated

with PTC in the literature,43−45 the precipitates of PTC-Cu are
spindle rods with average lengths of 5−7 μm and widths of
400−600 nm (Figure 1e, Figure S1a-c). Enlarged SEM image
reveals that the micrometer sized spindle rods are composed
of nanorods (Figure 1f). Interestingly, the nanorods can be
released from the precipitates upon washing the separated
precipitates with water. Figure 1 c shows that red cloud arises
from the bulk precipitates, which is able to form homogeneous
colloidal suspension after slight shaking. This red colloidal
suspension remains stable for weeks after separated from the
bulk precipitates (Figure 1d), and are stable for months when
stored in ethanol. Red powders can be obtained upon evapo-
ration of ethanol, but the powder can be easily dispersed into
pure water to form red dispersion again. TEM (Figure 1g and
S 1d) and SEM (Figure 1h) measurements confirms that the
colloidal particle in the red dispersion are nanorods of 10−20 nm
wide and 100−200 nm long.
Figure 2a shows the UV−vis spectra of PTC-Cu nanorods

and K4PTC in aqueous solution. The absorption spectrum of
dilute K4PTC solution displays four peaks including two
pronounced peaks at 466.5 and 438 nm, and two shoulders at
413 and 387 nm, corresponding to the 0−0, 0−1, 0−2 and 0−3

Figure 3. (a) FT-IR spectra of K4PTC (red line) and PTC-Cu nanorods (black line). (b) XRD patterns of the PTC-Cu nanorods in powder state
(the unit of inserted distances is Å)

Scheme 2. Structures and Molecular Arrangementsa

a(a) Ball and stake structure of the coordination between PTC and Cu2+ obtained from Chembio3D ultra. (b,c) The molecular arrangement in the
PTC-Cu nanorods in single layer and in three-dimensional space, respectively.
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electronic transitions, respectively.46 However, the UV−vis
spectrum for the PTC-Cu nanorods is drastically broadened
and red-shifted to 496, 466, 439, and 412 nm, suggesting the
electronic states of PTC skeleton have been changed in the
PTC-Cu nanorods. In line with the changes of UV−vis absor-
bance, the fluorescence emission of the PTC-Cu nanorods is
also different from that of the K4PTC aqueous solution. Except
broadening and bathochromic shift of the emission peaks, the
shoulder emission corresponding to the excimers becomes
pronounced, indicating the interaction between PTC skeletons
is very significant.47,48

Elemental analysis from ultraviolet spectrophotometry and
ICP-AES of the nanorod suggests that the molar ratio of PTC
and Cu2+ is 2:3, which differs from the mixing ratio of 1:2 in the
original solution. Since one would expect the 1:2 ratio for
PTC/Cu2+ in a saturate coordination and the ratio of 1:1 for
a half saturate coordination, the present results indicates the
nanorods are composed of PTC and Cu2+ in the coordinating
state of PTC-Cu2+ and PTC-2Cu2+ half-to-half. Fourier
transform-infrared (FT-IR) measurements (Figure 3a) confirm
the presence of two coordinating states of PTC in the nanorods.
It can be read from Figure 3a that the vibrational bands of
uncoordinated COO− at 1600 and 1392 cm−1 is copresent with
the coordinated COO− at 1546 and 1433 cm−1.43,44,49,50

In order to have better physical insight about the molecular
packing in the nanorods, X-ray diffraction (XRD) measure-
ments were performed. Two sets of peaks featuring lamellar
structures are observed in the XRD patterns for the nanorods.
One set occurs at 2θ = 6.0°, 12.0°, and 18.0°, corresponding to
distance of 14.7, 7.35, and 4.7 Å, respectively; and the other set
occurs at 2θ = 8.4°, 16.8° with d = 10.4, 5.2 Å, as indicated in
Figure 3b. The d value of 14.7 Å is close to the length of the
cooper coordinated PTC skeleton coordinated with Cu2+,
namely, the length of the PTC skeleton with the length of
CuO coordination bond according to molecular modeling.
Interestingly, the distance of 10.5 Å is close to the 1.5 folds of
the width of the PTC skeleton. This indicates the saturate and
half-saturate coordinating states have arranged alternatively
with a dislocation, as illustrated in Scheme 2a−c. It is noticed
that a weak, broaden peak occurs at 2θ = 28° corresponding to
d value of 3.2 Å, suggesting that the dislocated PTC-Cu2+ layers
have staked into layered structures via π−π stacking between
the PTC skeletons51 but this stacking is not very significant due
to the presence of dislocation, and the repulsive forces
originated from the uncoordinated COO− groups. This agrees
well with the retained fluorescence of PTC, because perfect
π−π stacking will cause notorious fluorescence quenching.

Figure 4. (a) Cytotoxicity of PTC-Cu nanorods toward HeLa and
hRPE cells (incubate for 24 h). (b) CLSM images of HeLa cells, hRPE
cells, and coincubated with PTC-Cu nanorods for 12 h (λex, 488 nm;
λem, 500−530 nm). Scale bar: 50 μm.

Figure 5. CLSM images of cells coincubated: hRPE and 4T1 cells,
hRPE and COS-7 cells, and HeLa and COS-7 cells (incubated with
PTC-Cu nanorods for 12 h, λex, 488 nm; λem, 500−530 nm).

Figure 6. Relative fluorescent intensity of cells stained with (a) PTC-Cu@PG12-b-PEO205-b-PG12 and (b) PTC-Cu@PLL.
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The sufficient fluorescence and the sufficiently small size of
the PTC-Cu nanorods provides a possibility for using them as
fluorescent probes in cell imaging. Then the cytotoxicity of
PTC-Cu nanorods toward HeLa and hRPE cells were evaluated
using the 3-(4,5-dimethyl-2-thiazolyl)-2,5-diphenyltetrazolium
bromide (MTT) assay. As shown in Figure 4a, the PTC-Cu
nanords do not exhibit obvious cytotoxicity to HeLa and hRPE
cells even when their concentrations are as high as 500 μg·mL−1.
This bodes well for the utility of this fluorescent probe, partic-
ularly in living cell imaging applications.
Living cell imaging based on PTC-Cu nanorods was inves-

tigated with confocal laser scanning microscope (CLSM). Cervical
cancer HeLa and hRPE cells were incubated with 125 μg·mL−1

PTC-Cu nanorods for 12 h, and excess nanorods were washed
away with PBS buffer. Interestingly, the healthy hRPE cells are
illuminated, whereas the cancerous HeLa cells remain dark
(Figure 4b). Quantitative analysis suggests the fluorescence
intensity in the HeLa cell is only about 22% of that in the hRPE
cells. When the two cells are cocultured together, the fluores-
cence from the HeLa cells is negligible, verifying that the PTC-
Cu nanorods are able to selectively light up the hRPE cells.
To explore whether the PTC-Cu nanorods could be used as

a selective fluorescent probe for other cells, two more cell lines,
one that is the cancerous cell of 4T1 cells and the other that is
the normal cell of COS-7, were stained with PTC-Cu nanorods.
Figure 5 reveals the normal COS-7 cells can be lit up by the

Figure 7. (a) TEM image of PTC-Cu@SiO2 nanorods. (b) TEM image of PTC-Cu@SiO2−NH2 nanorods. (c) CLSM images of HeLa and hRPE
cells coincubated with PTC-Cu@SiO2 nanorods and PTC-Cu@SiO2−NH2 nanorods for 12 h. (λex, 488 nm; λem, 500−530 nm). (d) Relative
fluorescent intensity of the hRPE and HeLa cells with PTC-Cu@SiO2 nanorods and PTC-Cu@SiO2−NH2 nanorods obtained from statistical
analysis of the CLSM images in (c). PCS represents the nanorods of PTC-Cu@SiO2, and PCSN represents that of PTC-Cu@SiO2−NH2.
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PTC-Cu nanorods as well, whereas the cancerous cells of 4T1
remain dark when they are cocultured with the normal hRPE
and COS-7 cells, demonstrating that the PTC-Cu nanorods can
preferentially light up normal cells in the presence cancerous
ones. This allows using the PTC-Cu nanorods as potentially
effective fluorescent probe for specific staining of normal cells.
The selective staining ability of the PTC-Cu nanorods

toward normal cells, rather than the cancerous ones, is rather
amazing because cancer cells usually have better ability to
uptake various nanoparticles via endocytosis due to their looser
membrane structure.52−54 In order to have a better under-
standing about this abnormal selectivity, the effect of aspect
ratio and surface charge of the PTC-Cu nanorods on cell
staining were studied, respectively. First of all, the impact of
aspect ratio of PTC-Cu nanorods was tested. In literature
reports, aspect ratio of nanoparticles has a significant effect on
the endocytosis behavior.55−58 For instance, the cellular uptake
efficiency of untargeted gold nanoparticles monotonically
decreases with aspect ratios.55 However, as the aspect ratio of
the PTC-Cu nanorods is varied between 4 and 9 (Figure S2),
no detectable difference in the cell selectivity is observed
(Figure S3), suggesting the change in aspect ratio in the present
study is not sensitive to the selective cell staining behavior.
Next, the impact of the surface charge of the PTC-Cu nano-

rods on the selective behavior was examined. PTC-Cu nanorods
have a negative surface potential of −37.1 mV. As the PTC-Cu
nanorods were rapped with a layer of PG12-b-PEO205-b-PG12
(Figure S4a,b) or ε-polylysine (ε-PLL, Figure S5a,b), their
surface potential becomes nearly zero or reverses to a small
positive value. Surprisingly, these rapped PTC-Cu nanorods lose
the ability of selectively staining any kind of cells (Figures S4c
and 5c). Both the normal and the cancerous ones were
illuminated after incubating with PTC-Cu nanorods, suggesting
the surface of the PTC-Cu nanorods has great impact on their
ability of selective cell staining (Figure 6a,b).
However, as we coated the surface of the PTC-Cu nanorods

with a layer of SiO2, they still selectively stain the normal cells.
Figure 7a,b shows that after introducing either tetraethoxysilane
(TEOS) or (3-aminopropyl)triethoxysilane (APTEs) to the
suspension of PTC-Cu nanorods, a layer of silica was deposited

onto the surface of PTC-Cu nanorods. The resultant nanorods
are denoted as PTC-Cu@SiO2 and PTC-Cu@SiO2−NH2, respec-
tively. Energy dispersive X-ray (EDX) measurement (Figure S6)
verifies the presence of Si and O in the nanorods, and their molar
ratio is about 1:2. Meanwhile, the characteristic strong asymmetric
vibration of SiOSi at 1060−1150 cm−1 and symmetric
vibration of SiO4 network at 805 cm−1 are observed in FT-IR
spectra (Figure S7), suggesting the successful coating of SiO2
on the surface of the PTC-Cu nanorods.59 The zeta potential
for the PTC-Cu@SiO2 nanorods and PTC-Cu@SiO2−NH2
nanorods is −17.3 mV and 24.8 mV, respectively. However,
both the negatively charged PTC-Cu@SiO2 nanorods and the
positively charged PTC-Cu@SiO2−NH2 nanorods can selec-
tively stain hRPE cells (Figure 7c). Figure 7d shows the
fluorescence intensity of HeLa and hRPE cells stained with the
PTC-Cu@SiO2 nanorods and PTC-Cu@SiO2−NH2 nanorods,
respectively. The selectivity of PTC-Cu@SiO2 nanorods toward
normal cells is similar to that of the naked PTC-Cu nanorods,
as revealed by the similar level of fluorescence intensity of HeLa
(24.4% of the intensity for hRPE cells). However, the back-
ground fluorescence of HeLa cells is sharply decreased to 12.1%
in the PTC-Cu@SiO2−NH2 nanorods system, indicating an
enhanced selectivity toward normal cells. It is rather amazing
that the positive surface of the PTC-Cu@SiO2−NH2 nanorods
still displays unique selectivity toward normal cells, as most
positively charged molecular dyes prefer to stain cancer cells.37,60,61

This means that the surface component of nanoparticles has an
even stronger impact on their ability of endocytosis. In a control
experiment, we found that the single solution of K4PTC can also
selectively stain normal cells (Figure S8a) but the background
contrast is as high as 52% (Figure S8b). We postulate it is possible
that the surface component of a normal cell can specifically
interact with the PTC skeleton, so that the PTC-Cu nanorods
display specific recognition to normal cells.
The strong preference of the PTC-Cu nanorods toward

normal cells offers a possibility to mark the boundary between
the normal and cancerous cells by staining both of them. Because
the PTC-Cu@SiO2−NH2 nanorods have the best selectivity
efficiency to hRPE cells, they are used as fluorescent probe to
mark the boundary between cancer and normal cells. Because

Figure 8. Coculture of different combinations of cancer and normal cells in culture medium containing the PTC-Cu@SiO2−NH2 nanorods
(λex, 488 nm; λem, 500−530 nm) and Rhodamine B for 12h (λex, 543 nm; λem, 552−617 nm). (a) HeLa and hRPE cells. (b) HeLa and COS-7 cells.
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cancer cells cannot be illumined by PTC-Cu@SiO2−NH2
nanorods directly, Rhodamine B was introduced to our system.
As shown in Figure 8a, both hRPE and HeLa cells are illumined
by Rhodamine B, while only hRPE cells are illumined by the
PTC-Cu@SiO2−NH2 nanorods. Therefore, in the merged
image the hRPE cells are yellow while the HeLa cells are red.
As for HeLa and COS-7 cells, the same results are obtained
(Figure 8b). The high imaging contrast between the cancer and
normal cells makes it possible to see the status of the normal
cells among the cancerous ones. Because the cancer cells are
only about 20−30% in a cancer tissue, whereas the other
70−80% are all normal ones,40,41 the coilluminating strategy
allows us to have a better understanding about the mutual
influence of the cancerous and the normal cells during a therapy.
Indeed, recent study reveals that the treatment of cancer will be
influenced by the presence of normal cells.40,41 We expect that
the present work not only aids to mark a precise boundary
between the cancerous and the normal cells but also help to
provide more physical insight in cancer therapy.

3. CONCLUSION
In summary, a nanorod fluorescence probe PTC-Cu that is able
to specifically stain normal cells, such as hRPE and COS-7 cells,
was developed. Surface coating of the nanorods with NH2 tag
can enhance the selectivity toward normal cells. In combination
with cancerous cell imaging, this normal cell staining probe
allows lighting-up both the cancer cells and its periphery
normal cells with different colors. We find the surface group
plays much important role than electrical charges in selectively
staining cells. We expect that the strategy of lighting-up both
the cancer cells and the normal ones in their periphery helps to
mark a clearer boundary between them, which offers a better
diagnostic and treatment to cancers.
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