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Abstract: In the present study, the antitumoral potential of three gel formulations loaded with carbon
dots prepared from N-hydroxyphthalimide (CD-NHF) was examined and the influence of the gels
on two types of skin melanoma cell lines and two types of breast cancer cell lines in 2D (cultured
cells in normal plastic plates) and 3D (Matrigel) models was investigated. Antitumoral gels based on
sodium alginate (AS), carboxymethyl cellulose (CMC), and the carbomer Ultrez 10 (CARB) loaded
with CD-NHF were developed according to an adapted method reported by Hellerbach. Viscoelastic
properties of CD-NHF-loaded gels were analyzed by rheological analysis. Also, for both CD-NHF
and CD-NHF-loaded gels, the fluorescence properties were analyzed. Cell proliferation, apoptosis,
and mitochondrial activity were analyzed according to basic methods used to evaluate modulatory
activities of putative anticancer agents, which include reference cancer cell line culture assays in both
classic 2D and 3D cultures. Using the rheological measurements, the mechanical properties of gel
formulations were analyzed; all samples presented gel-like rheological characteristics. The presence
of CD-NHF within the gels induces a slight decrease of the dynamic moduli, indicating a flexible gel
structure. The fluorescence investigations showed that for the gel-loaded CD-NHF, the most intense
emission peak was located at 370 nm (upon excitation at 330 nm). 3D cell cultures displayed visibly
larger structure of tumor cells with less active phenotype appearance. The in vitro results for tested
CD-NHF-loaded gel formulations revealed that the new composites are able to affect the number,
size, and cellular organization of spheroids and impact individual tumor cell ability to proliferate and
aggregate in spheroids.
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1. Introduction

Statistically, it has been reported that approximately 8 million people die from different types of
cancer each year in the world; including breast, lung, liver, skin, and brain cancers, etc. So far, the main
therapeutic methods for cancer treatment remain surgery and chemotherapy; however, researchers
have made enormous efforts in the last years to develop new compounds that are better tolerated
by patients during cancer therapy. In order to attack cancer cells and to reduce the same effect in
the healthy cells, new treatments methods have been investigated. Among them, transdermal drug
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delivery systems appear as a promising alternative strategy to carry antineoplastic agents due to certain
several advantages such as increased drug solubility, better bioavailability, high stability, controlled
drug release, prolonged half-life, selective organ or tissue distribution, and reduction of the total
required dose [1]. Enhanced topical delivery of the active principle to the target site, including those
for cancer therapy, can be achieved by noninvasive drug delivery systems which can ensure sustained
therapy with a single application, thus avoiding first-pass hepatic metabolism, gastric degradation,
or frequent dosing and also the inconvenience of parenterals [2].

Carbon dots (CD) are a new star of the carbon nanomaterials family; their unique properties
mean they are attractive materials for a wide range of applications such as bioimaging, biosensing,
drug delivery, optoelectronics, photovoltaics, and photocatalysis [3,4]. Therefore, more and more
researchers are paying significant interest to the synthesis, properties, and applications of these
carbon nanostructured materials. However, the investigations toward drug delivery for biomedical
applications are still at their beginning [5], along with their putative antitumoral properties. Precursors
used to synthesize carbon dots determine their properties, creating a new opportunity for finding
new anticancer molecules for certain types of cancer (personalized cancer therapy) [6]. Gels based
on natural and/or synthetic polymers represent a good pathway for biomedical applications, due
to their hydrophilic properties and their biocompatibility. Physical gels are usually prepared by
mixing a polymer and a solvent, with or without thermal treatment, resulting a homogeneous
material with remarkable mechanical properties related to the aggregation process of the polymer
chains [7]. So far, different types of natural or synthetic polymers have been used to prepare
polymer–drug conjugates, produced mainly by physical entrapment of the biologically active principle
into macromolecular hydrogels, micro/nanoparticles, or liposomes in therapeutic approaches for the
treatment of various cancers.

Polysaccharides are renewable resources found in all living organisms, which have been widely
used in different important fields such as the biomedical, pharmaceutical, and food industries and
tenvironmental remediation. Their unique properties, such as biocompatibility, biodegradability,
nontoxicity, hydrophilicity, stability, and structural variability, allow a high capacity for carrying
biological information, making them suitable as a promising natural biomaterial [8]. In recent years,
the scientific community has used polysaccharides in a broad range of biomedical applications, such as
drug delivery systems for the treatment of inflammation, cell–cell recognition, immune responses,
metastasis (tumor cells are spreading from primary tumor to secondary organs e.g., from breast to
lungs), and in tissue engineering in scaffolds and wound dressings [9]. Sodium alginate (AS) is
a natural polysaccharide, extracted from brown seaweed, used in various biomedical applications
such as drug delivery, tissue engineering, and wound healing, due to the attractive properties such
as biocompatibility, low toxicity, ease of manipulation, and mild gelation [10]. Another attractive
polysaccharide is carboxymethylcellulose (CMC) in its sodium salt form. CMC is the major cellulose
ether, also known as cellulose gum, formed from carboxymethyl ether groups. CMC’s valuable
properties, such as its hydrophilic nature, capacity to form gels at high concentration, and thixotropy,
make it suitable for biomedical applications such as drug delivery and tissue engineering [11]. From the
synthetic polymers category, carbomers (CARB) are a high-molecular-weight crosslinked polymer of
acrylic acid, which are playing an important role in many commercial products such as gels, creams,
and lotions, providing viscosity, stabilization, and suspension properties [12].

In this article, we focus on the embedding of N-hydroxyphthalimide carbon dots (CD-NHF) in
different continuous matrices formed of natural (alginate or carboxymethyl cellulose) or synthetic
(CARB) polymers. Due to the recently proven antitumoral activity of NHF [13], CD-NHF were
developed and the composite was proven also to induce breast cancer cell apoptosis at doses that
only marginally affect normal cell counterparts. The reason for embedding CD-NHF is on one hand,
to reduce the aggregation tendency of CD which can affect the treatment efficacy, and on the other
hand, to be protected by a polymer environment against chemical modification, which can also
affect their properties. The fluorescence analysis demonstrates the CD-NHF presence within the gel.
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Appropriate gel properties were investigated from a rheological point of view considering different
polymer concentrations; the optimum formulation has been used as the matrix for CD-NHF and further
biological investigations.

Cancer is a disease that causes cells to change and grow in an uncontrolled manner. Many—if not
all—of the tumor aggressivity behaviors are caused by key molecular defects in multiple biochemical
pathways controlling cell survival, proliferation, differentiation, and integration in histological tisular
structures and immune interactions. Apoptosis is a cell suicide program that plays an important
role in tissue homeostasis by eliminating unnecessary cells [14,15]. The deregulation of the apoptotic
pathway results in variety of diseases and has been shown to be involved in cancer cell resistance
to conventional anticancer therapy [16]. There are two critical pathways of apoptosis—the extrinsic
pathway (death receptor-mediated pathway) and the intrinsic pathway (mitochondria-mediated
pathway)—and caspases are fundamental players in both pathways [17]. Mitochondria are vital
organelles for energy production and intracellular Ca2+ homeostasis and they are involved in a variety
of cellular processes, including differentiation, proliferation, and apoptosis. It has been shown that
abnormal mitochondrial dynamics have an important role in tumorigenesis. Also, the increased
anaerobic glycolysis activity in neoplastic cells was the result of a dysfunction of the mitochondrial
activity [18].

We consider that CD-NHF incorporation in gels could be a convenient way to manipulate its
local availability (and effects) and its persistence. While the actual mechanism of action is still
incompletely understood for many emerging nanoformulations, interactions with extracellular matrix
components are plausible objectives in many drug designs. The incorporation of CD-NHF in both
gel varieties utilized in our assay was thought to be promising for possible targeted applications in
certain malignancies (perhaps including basocellular and spinocellular skin carcinomas). The effect of
gels with CD-NHF in 4T1 (mouse mammary breast cancer), MDA-MB-231 (human mammary breast
cancer), HDMVECn (primary dermal microvascular endothelial cells), Balb/c-5064 (mouse dermal
microvascular endothelial cells), A375 (human malignant melanoma), and B16F10 (mouse malignant
melanoma) cells in 2D (cultured cells in normal plastic plates) and 3D (Matrigel) models was evaluated
by assessing cell viability, mitochondrial activity, and apoptosis.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Materials

The following materials were used for the experiments: the carbomer Ultrez 10 was provided
by Antibiotice SA Iasi (Iasi, Romania); N-hydroxyphthalimide, medium-viscosity sodium alginate
(extracted from Macrocytis pyrifera), and glycerin (99.9%) were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich
(St. Louis, MO, USA); medium-viscosity carboxymethyl cellulose from Fluka (Buchs, Switzerland);
and reagent-grade ethanol (EtOH) and Milli-Q ultrapure distilled water from Merck Chemicals
(Darmstadt, Germany). The chemical reagents used in this study were of analytical-grade purity
and were used without further purification. MDA-MB-231 cells were purchased from the American
Type Culture Collection, Rockville (ATCC), VA, USA; 4T1 cells were from the American Type Culture
Collection, Rockville, MD, USA; bovine serum was purchased from Sigma-Aldrich; HDMVECn
(primary dermal microvascular endothelial cells) were from ATCC; Balb/c-5064 (mouse dermal
microvascular endothelial cells) were from Cell Biologics (Chicago, IL, USA); and Matrigel Matrix
from BD Biosciences (356234), Bedford, MA, USA. For biological tests, the Live and Dead Cell Assay
(Abcam ab115347), CellTiter-Blue® Cell Viability Assay (Promega, (Madison, WI, USA), MitoTracker™
Red (Molecular Probe, Eugene, OR, USA), Matrigel (Corning, Bedford, MA, USA ), and Caspase-3/7
Assay (Promega, Madison, WI, USA ) were used according to the manufacturer’s recommendations.
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2.2. Methods

2.2.1. Preparation of Gel Formulations Based on CARB, AS, and CMC

Antitumoral gels based on CARB, AS, and CMC, respectively, and loaded with CD-NHF were
prepared according to the method reported by Hellerbach et al. [19] with slight modification. CD-NHF
were prepared according to a protocol reported by Stan et al. [4]. Prior to gel embedment, the carbon dots
were prepared through pyrolytic processing of an NHF precursor using an experimental setup presented
in Figure S1. Briefly, in a typical synthesis procedure, 0.1 g of NHF is thermally processed in carefully
controlled conditions (temperature of the main sequence of the pyrolytic process is 253 ◦C within 30 min),
leading to a typical configuration of the carbon dots consisting of a carbonaceous core with a surface
highly decorated by various functional groups. The slightly different processing parameters compared
with the previously reported preparation path are due to the different experimental setup, which in
this work, was reconfigured and extended in order to increase both the reproducibility of the carbon
dots’ preparation path and the resultant per batch quantities. The resultant reaction mass is primarily
dispersed in high-purity water kept cooled at 4–5 ◦C. In the next stages, the suspension is centrifuged
at 10,000 rpm for 15 min and the supernatant is collected and freeze-dried, with a fine powder of carbon
dots being obtained. A series of gel formulations were prepared by mixing different quantities of
CARB, AS, or CMC (Table 1) in a solution mixture consisting of 10 mL distilled water and 3 mL ethanol
in glass vessels at room temperature. In order to achieve a uniform gel formulation, a T 18 digital
ULTRA-TURRAX disperser by IKA was used (10 min, 10,000 rpm). The gelling agent’s concentration
ranged from 3.8 to 5.8% (Table 1). In order to prepare the gel formulations containing CD-NHF (CARB-F4,
AS-F6, or CMC-F6, respectively), the CD-NHF (3.84 mg/mL) was added into the water–ethanol solution
and dispersed by sonication for 1 min at room temperature using a sonication bath (Bandelin Sonorex,
Berlin, Germany), followed by adding CARB, AS, or CMC. The obtained gel formulations and CD-NHF
gel (Figure S3) were stored at 4◦ C in a refrigerator. The basic molecular formulas for the polymers
and CD-NHF used in order to obtain the gel formulations with and without CD-NHF are: sodium
alginate (AS)—(C6H8O6)n, carboxymethyl cellulose (CMC)—[C6H7O2(OH)2OCH2COONa]n, Ultrez
10 carbomer (CARB)—(C3H4O2)n, and N-hydroxyphthalimide (NHF)—C8H5NO3.

Table 1. Polymeric composition of various CARB, AS, and CMC gel formulations. CARB: carbomer
Ultrez 10; AS: sodium alginate; CMC: carboxymethyl cellulose; GLY: glycerin.

Sample
Code CARB, % AS, % CMC, % GLY, % Distilled Water

(mL)
Ethanol

(mL)
CD-NHF

(g)

CARB-F1 3.8 - - -

10 3

-
CARB-F2 4.6 - - - -
CARB-F3 5.8 - - - -
CARB-F4 4.6 - - - 0.050

AS-F1 4.6 4.6 - - -
AS-F2 4.6 4.6 - 9.2 -
AS-F3 3.5 4.6 - 8.1 -
AS-F4 2.3 4.6 - 6.9 -
AS-F5 1.2 4.6 - 5.8 -
AS-F6 4.6 4.6 - 5.8 0.050

CMC-F1 2.9 - 2.9 - -
CMC-F2 2.9 - 2.9 5.8 -
CMC-F3 3.6 - 2.9 6.5 -
CMC-F4 4.3 - 2.9 7.2 -
CMC-F5 5.8 - 2.9 8.7 -
CMC-F6 3.6 - 2.9 6.5 0.050

2.2.2. Characterization of the Prepared NHF Carbon Dots

The morpho-structural characteristics of the prepared NHF carbon dots were essentially similar to
those previously reported [4]. In brief, the XPS survey and high-resolution O1s, N1s, and C1s spectra
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revealed the presence of the defect-rich graphitic core highly decorated with various terminal functional
groups, while the recorded FT-IR spectra revealed the modifications/reconfigurations occurring through
thermal processing of the NHF precursor and confirmed by XPS results which were revealing the
presence of various functional groups attached to the graphitic core, which are essentially responsible
for both optical and antitumoral properties of this type of carbon dots. In Figure S2 are presented the
recorded spectra of the NHF precursor and resultant carbon dots, and several specific vibrations of
various groups are detailed. Interesting details regarding the morphology of the prepared carbon
dots were highlighted by the HR-TEM investigation. Figure 1 presents the recorded micrographs of
two samples obtained by depositing a highly diluted chloroform-dispersed carbon dot solution on
300-mesh carbon-plated copper grids. Both images suggest a cluster organization of smaller entities,
which presumably are individual carbon dots. While their aspect could suggest individual carbon
dots, it is also possible to be attributed to even smaller clusters, as can be seen in Figure 1b.
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Figure 1. Recorded HR-TEM images of the carbon dots prepared from N-hydroxyphthalimide
(CD-NHF): (a) CD-NHF with an average size of the clusters in 100–300 nm range and (b) CD-NHF
with an average size of the smaller entities in 2–4 nm range

2.2.3. Rheological Studies

Viscoelastic properties of all gel formulations were evaluated in triplicate by using an Anton
Paar Physica MCR 501 (Graz, Austria) rheometer. The modular rheometer is equipped with an
electronically commutated synchronous motor (ECMotor, Graz, Austria), allowing rheological
testing in controlled stress (CS) and controlled strain (CR) modes. Also, the instrument allows
the individual creation of complex real-time tests containing a large number of different intervals
under CS or CR control, both in rotational and oscillatory modes. The rheometer is provided with an
H-PTD200 system for the temperature control. A parallel-plate geometry specially designed for gels
(with serrated plates to avoid slippage) with a diameter of 50 mm was chosen as the measuring system.
The freshly prepared, well-homogenized gel formulations were introduced into the measuring cell
and analyzed. The rheometer has an intelligent configuration system for automatic identification and
configuration—“Tool Master”—which performs automatic transfer of the parameters of the measuring
system (constructive characteristics, operating constants, geometry) and temperature control to the
Rheoplus program. The chip integrated into the geometry contains all data connected to that and
transfers them automatically to the program.

2.2.4. Fluorescence Analysis

The fluorescence analysis of CD-NHF and CD-NHF-loaded gel formulations were recorded on a
Horiba Fluoromax 4P (Fluor Essence Version 35.1.20) provided with the Quanta-ϕ integration sphere.
Also, a visual testing of photoluminescence properties was performed using a Philips UVA TL4WBLB
lamp (München, Germany) with the emission maximum located in the 370–390 nm range and a 50 mW,
440 nm laser diode.
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2.2.5. Cell Culture

MDA-MB-231 cells were cultured in F-12K medium supplemented with 100 U/mL of penicillin and
100 µg/mL of streptomycin and 5% bovine serum; 4T1 cells were cultured in RPMI-1640 supplemented
with 100 U/mL of penicillin and 100µg/mL of streptomycin and 10% bovine serum; HDMVECn (primary
dermal microvascular endothelial cells) and Balb/c-5064 (mouse dermal microvascular endothelial
cells) were cultured in Vascular Cell Basal Medium supplemented with Microvascular Endothelial
Cell Growth Kit-BBE ATCC® PCS-110-040; A375 (human malignant melanoma) and B16F10 (mouse
malignant melanoma) were cultured in Dulbecco’s Modified Eagle’s Medium supplemented with
100 U/mL of penicillin and 100 µg/mL of streptomycin and 10% bovine serum.

2.2.6. Cell Proliferation and Apoptosis Activity

For cell viability estimation, we used the CellTiter-Blue® Cell Viability Assay (Promega). Cells
were seeded into a 96-well flat-bottomed tissue culture plate at a density of 2000 cells/well and allowed
to adhere to the plate by incubating at 37 ◦C under 5% CO2 overnight. Following cell attachment,
the cells were incubated with the tested CD-NHF at 5% concentrations (50 µg/mL) for 72 h. For all
in vitro experiments, we used the 5% CD-NHF concentration, based on our preliminary results. Control
cells were treated with phosphate-buffered saline (PBS), which was equivalent to the amount of PBS
used as vehicle. After each of the 72 h treatment time periods, 50 µL of cell viability solution was added
to each well and the plate was reincubated for 4 h before fluorescence recording using a multiplate
microplate reader (FilterMax F5, Sunnyvale, CA, USA). Apoptosis was assessed using the Caspase-3/7
Assay (Promega) according to the manufacturer’s indications.

2.2.7. Mitochondrial Activity

For mitochondrial assay, MitoTracker™ Red (Molecular Probe, Eugene, OR, USA) cells were
incubated for 72 h with CD-NHF and then subjected to 1 µg/mL MitoTracker and incubated for
30 min before the fluorescence of the resultant solutions was determined at 590 nm using a multiplate
microplate reader.

2.2.8. 3D Matrigel Assays

The 3D Matrigel assays were conducted with 1000 cells seeded in Ibidi plates between 2 layers
of Matrigel (BD Matrigel Matrix, Growth Factor Reduced (BD Biosciences)) and cultured for 14 days
before microscopy analysis (TissueGnostic rig, Vienna, Austria, Europe). Twelve hours post-seeding,
3D embedded cells began to be treated with gels (CARB-F2, CMC-F3, AS-F5) alone and with gels
containing 5% (50 µg/mL) CD-NHF (CARB-F4, CMC-F6, AS-F6) for 72 h. After 72 h, the treatments
were removed and replaced with normal 3D Matrigel medium (medium corresponding to every cell
type supplemented with 2% fetal bovine serum (FBS) and 1% Matrigel). The Live and Dead Cell
Assay (Abcam) was used according to the manufacturer’s instructions. Nuclei were counterstained
with NucBlue Live Ready Probes Reagent (Thermo Fisher Scientific, Eugene, OR, USA). Fluorescence
pictures were acquired at 20×magnification using a Zeiss Axio Observer Z1 Fluorescence Microscope
from TissueGnostics rig. Single focal plane images were acquired using Tissue FAXS 4.2 software.
The TissueQuest 6.0 software was used for total area segmentation analysis and to quantify the area
and sum intensity of fluorescence signal for each spheroid (Figures S4 and S5).

2.2.9. Statistical Analysis

GraphPad Prism was used for statistical analysis using tests stated in the figure legends. Grouped
analyses were performed by t-test. Significance was established when p < 0.05.
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3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Preparation of Gel Formulations

Previous studies concerning the preparation of physical gels based on natural or synthetic
polymers, namely carbomers, sodium alginate, and carboxymethyl cellulose, have pointed out that
these materials are nontoxic and nonhazardous and easily synthesized. We aimed to prepare different
topical CD-NHF-loaded gel formulations based on polymers with antitumoral activity. Herein, physical
gel formulations based on CARB, AS, and CMC were synthesized according to a slightly modified
version of the method reported by Hellerbach et al. [19]. This method offers some advantages compared
with other methods reported, such as being simple, rapid, and consistent; performed in the absence of
crosslinkers (hence, we eliminated the possibility of toxic chemical contamination commonly associated
with methods which use covalent crosslinkers); and the product is a homogeneous soft material formed
at room temperature.

Different concentrations of CARB, AS, or CMC were tailored and their effects were observed.
First, simple gels were prepared and analyzed before loading with CD-NHF. The gel formulations
with or without CD-NHF obtained were stable, odorless, transparent, and highly viscous. Of them,
the best formulations presenting a suitable consistency and the best viscoelastic properties, respectively,
were considered for further study and loading with CD-NHF, namely samples CARB-F2, AS-F5,
and CMC-F3. The carbon-dot-loaded gel samples were denoted as CARB-F4, AS-F6, and CMC-F6.

3.2. Rheology Studies

The viscoelastic nature of polymer gels plays an important role in their adhesion properties;
a very important characteristic considering different biomedical applications. Gels based on
natural or synthetic polymers exhibit an excellent adhesion property due to both the elastic and
viscoelastic properties.

Using the rheological measurements, the mechanical properties of the best formulations were
analyzed. All analyzed samples presented rheological characteristics of a gel. The obtained results
showed that viscosity was directly dependent on the polymeric content of the formulations. During
the rheological measurements, both dynamic moduli were constant. As can be observed from Figure 2,
the storage modulus (G’) exhibited higher values than the loss modulus (G”)) over the entire strain
range of 0.01 to 100%, indicating the gel-like behavior (Figure 2). The results obtained by rheological
analysis confirmed that CARB-F2, AS-F5, and CMC-F3 samples were optimized and further considered
for loading with CD-NHF, due to the gel equilibrium modulus. The presence of CD-NHF (for samples
CARB-F4, AS-F6, and CMC-F6) in the gel structure has a significant influence over both dynamic
moduli. In the case of the AS-F6 sample, the CD-NHF addition induced a slight increase of the dynamic
moduli, indicating stiffness of the gel structure, whereas in CARB-F4 and CMC-F6 gels, the effect
of CD-NHF addition was exactly the opposite, leading to a slight decrease of the dynamic moduli,
indicating a flexible gel structure. Also, the amplitude sweep allows determination of the limits of
the linear viscoelastic range for the prepared gels. These values are not affected by the presence of
CD-NHF (Table 2).

Table 2. The limits of the linear viscoelastic range (γLVE) for the tested gel formulations.

Sample Code γLVE (%)

CARB-F2 0.25
CARB-F4 0.25

AS-F5 5
AS-F6 5

CMC-F3 10
CMC-F6 10
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Figure 2. Amplitude sweep for simple gels (CARB-F2, AS-F5, and CMC-F3) and gels with CD-NHF
(CARB-F4, AS-F6, and CMC-F6). G’: storage modulus; G”: loss modulus.

All tested gels showed a solid-like behavior, as the storage modulus (G’) was always larger than
the loss modulus (G”). As one can observe from Figure 2, the CARB and CMC gel formulations have a
more flexible structure than the AS gel, confirmed by storage modulus (G’) values (G’CARB (620 Pa) >

G’CMC (540 Pa) > G’AS (437 Pa)). Frequency sweep tests allow observation of the elastic response of
gels. The presence of the hydrogen bonding is evidenced by the frequency dependence of the moduli
over the entire range of 0.05–500 1/s (γLVE(CARB) > γLVE(CMC) > γLVE(AS)) (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Frequency sweep for simple gels (CARB-F2, AS-F5, and CMC-F3) and gels with CD-NHF
(CARB-F4, AS-F6, and CMC-F6).

3.3. Fluorescence Analysis

In order to confirm the presence of CD-NHF in the gel matrices, the formulations were further
evaluated through fluorescence analysis. Fluorescence spectra exhibit the maximum emission (λem) at
424 nm when using an excitation wavelength (λex) of 370 nm for CD-NHF (Figure 4 and Table S1).
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Also, Figure 4 illustrates the emission profile of CD-NHF-loaded gels (CARB-F4, AS-F6, and CMC-F6)
at three different excitation wavelengths ranging from 370 to 410 nm. Moreover, the recorded results
(Table S1) revealed that at 370 nm, in the case of CARB, the blue-light emission was not significantly
affected by the CARB matrix. The observed difference between CD-NHF blue-light emission and
CARB matrix was only 1.5% (Table S1). When AS and CMC were used as a matrix for the entrapment
of CD-NHF, an 11% decrease of the blue-light emission was observed, compared to the case of the
CARB matrix and CD-NHF. Herein, we can conclude that in this case, the polymer matrix clearly plays
an important role for the modification of CD-NHF optical properties.
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Figure 4. Emission spectra of CD-NHF suspended in H2O: CARB-F4, AS-F6, and CMC-F6 samples.

3.4. In Vitro Studies

Analysis of the cytostatic or cytolytic or growing pattern modulatory activities may be done with
end point assays or live cell imaging techniques. 3D cultures create a better similarity between the
cultured cells and the living organism. The basic methods to evaluate modulatory activities of putative
anticancer agents include reference cancer cell line cultures assays in both classic 2D and 3D cultures.

Viability of HDMVECn cells (primary dermal microvascular endothelial cells) in 2D culture
treated with simple gel formulations (CARB-F2, AS-F5, and CMC-F3) and gel formulations containing
CD-NHF (conc. 5%; CARB-F4, AS-F6, and CMC-F6) was not affected by CARB-F4 and CMC-F6,
whereas, interestingly, AS-F6 had a significant effect (Figure 5).Pharmaceutics 2019, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 10 of 15 
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Proliferation activity of melanoma cell lines (2D system) was not affected the by the presence of
CARB-F2, CMC-F3, or AS-F5 formulations (Figure 6a), respectively, while cell viability was affected in
a gradual manner in cells treated with CARB-F4, CMC-F6, and AS-F6 formulations (Figure 6b,c).
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(b,c) CD-NHF (conc. 5%). N = 15 wells/column from two independent experiments; viability of
treated groups is expressed relative to the control group. (a) Skin cancer; (b) murine melanoma
(B16F10); (c) human melanoma (A375); (d) scoring of significance effect, where +++ (***) p = 0.0003,
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In the 3D Matrigel assay, the human melanoma cells form visible and consistently larger colonies
compared with the same cells treated with CD-NHF-loaded gel formulations (conc. 5%) (Figure 7 and
Figure S4).

By comparing the left column (Matrigel) with the median (simple gel formulations), it can be
observed that spheroids are less compact, with decreased cellular uniformity and a tendency to
dissociate. In the median column, we find that CMC and AS gel formulations are more unfavorable for
maintaining a homogeneity of metabolic activity (the green shade in the L/D kit reflecting live cell
population) and induce (or amplify) the dissociation tendency of cells from differentiated proliferation
aggregates. The differences found in the analysis of 3D spheroids can be caused by the fact that the
different types of gel formulations used either provide different stability conditions for extracellular
molecules that favor maintaining a differentiated cellular phenotype, or employ different receptors
for adhesion to cell membranes favorable to maintaining both differentiation and inhibition of the
cellular dissemination tendency [20,21]. Comparing the median column (single gel formulations) with
that on the right (gel formulations supplemented with 5% CD-NHF), we find that exposure to CD
was unfavorable to cell proliferation, with global cell counts being significantly impaired and the
quantitative weight of cells in invasion reduced. We specify that the shade of the green marker is
proportional (L/D kit) to the level of cell metabolic activity. Smaller color intensities can be determined
by both a decreased number of cells and more restricted metabolic activity in CD-NHF exposure. Also,
the morphological aspect of spheroids under the influence of gel formulations containing CD-NHF is
presented in Figure 8.
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Figure 7. (a) 3D Matrigel assay for human melanoma cell cultures in standard conditions (left) and
in the presence of added CD-NHF-free gel (middle) versus 5% CD-NHF-loaded gel (right). N = 3D
Matrigel cultures per type of gel with or without CD-NHF; 20×microscope objective. (b) Sum intensity
of fluorescence signal; (c) area of spheroids expressed in µm2.

Pharmaceutics 2019, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 11 of 15 

 

 
Figure 7. (a) 3D Matrigel assay for human melanoma cell cultures in standard conditions (left) and in 
the presence of added CD-NHF-free gel (middle) versus 5% CD-NHF-loaded gel (right). N = 3D 
Matrigel cultures per type of gel with or without CD-NHF; 20× microscope objective. (b) Sum 
intensity of fluorescence signal; (c) area of spheroids expressed in μm2. 

By comparing the left column (Matrigel) with the median (simple gel formulations), it can be 
observed that spheroids are less compact, with decreased cellular uniformity and a tendency to 
dissociate. In the median column, we find that CMC and AS gel formulations are more unfavorable 
for maintaining a homogeneity of metabolic activity (the green shade in the L/D kit reflecting live cell 
population) and induce (or amplify) the dissociation tendency of cells from differentiated 
proliferation aggregates. The differences found in the analysis of 3D spheroids can be caused by the 
fact that the different types of gel formulations used either provide different stability conditions for 
extracellular molecules that favor maintaining a differentiated cellular phenotype, or employ 
different receptors for adhesion to cell membranes favorable to maintaining both differentiation and 
inhibition of the cellular dissemination tendency [20,21]. Comparing the median column (single gel 
formulations) with that on the right (gel formulations supplemented with 5% CD-NHF), we find that 
exposure to CD was unfavorable to cell proliferation, with global cell counts being significantly 
impaired and the quantitative weight of cells in invasion reduced. We specify that the shade of the 
green marker is proportional (L/D kit) to the level of cell metabolic activity. Smaller color intensities 
can be determined by both a decreased number of cells and more restricted metabolic activity in CD-
NHF exposure. Also, the morphological aspect of spheroids under the influence of gel formulations 
containing CD-NHF is presented in Figure 8. 

 
Figure 8. The morphological aspect of spheroids under the influence of gel formulations. N = 3D 
Matrigel cultures per type of gel with or without CD-NHF; 20× magnification. 

Also tested was the viability potential of two different breast cancer cell lines, namely 4T1 
(mouse breast cancer) and MDA-MB-231 (human breast adenocarcinoma), in 2D and 3D culture 
models. The viability of the breast cancer cell lines 4T1 (mouse breast cancer) and MDA-MB-231 
(human breast adenocarcinoma) in the 2D culture system treated with CARB-F4 was affected (Figure 

Figure 8. The morphological aspect of spheroids under the influence of gel formulations. N = 3D
Matrigel cultures per type of gel with or without CD-NHF; 20×magnification.

Also tested was the viability potential of two different breast cancer cell lines, namely 4T1 (mouse
breast cancer) and MDA-MB-231 (human breast adenocarcinoma), in 2D and 3D culture models.
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The viability of the breast cancer cell lines 4T1 (mouse breast cancer) and MDA-MB-231 (human
breast adenocarcinoma) in the 2D culture system treated with CARB-F4 was affected (Figure 9a).
Mitochondrial activity was affected upon CARB-F4 treatment (Figure 9b). In the 3D Matrigel assay,
the malignant cells form visible and consistently larger colonies compared with same cells treated with
CARB-F4 (Figure 9c). Moreover, the apoptotic foci in 3D cultures treated with gels containing CD-NHF
were significantly higher (Figure 9c; white squares in boxes 2 and 4). The apoptotic pattern in the whole
spheroid body is also distorted: while in native culturing, inner cells (typically associated with hypoxic
conditions inside large spheroids) in spheroids began the apoptotic program, at 5% CD-NHF in exposed
spheroids, this form of cell death is initiated in all spheroid compartments. 3D cell cultures displayed
visibly larger structure of cancer cells with reduced active phenotype appearance. This suggests that
treatment with the CARB-F4 formulation could also either induce cell senescence or cell dormancy—a
topic that deserves further clarification. Together, these data suggest that CD-NHF-loaded gels affect
the number, size, and cellular organization of spheroids and impacts individual cancer cell ability to
proliferate and aggregate in spheroids.
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Figure 9. The effects of gels with 5% CD-NHF in 2D and 3D culture. (a) Viability of MDA-MB-231
(human breast adenocarcinoma 33.3%) and 4T1 (mouse mammary breast cancer 44.87%) cell lines
treated with gels containing 5% CD-NHF (N = 8 wells/column from two independent experiments);
(b) mitochondrial activity in MDA-MB-231 (human breast adenocarcinoma 2%) and 4T1 (mouse
mammary breast cancer 49.2%) treated with gels containing 5% CD-NHF (N = 8 wells/column from two
independent experiments); (c) apoptosis evidence in MDA-MB-231 by immunofluorescence microscopy
and 3D Matrigel culture treated with gels containing 5% CD-NHF (N = 6; 3 Matrigel culture controls
and 3 Matrigel cultures treated with 5% NHF). (c1,c3) represent NucBlue nuclei staining; (c2,c4) reflect
apoptosis. Picture magnification 5×; where *** p < 0.0005, ***** p < 0.000005, ****** p < 0.0000005.
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4. Conclusions

This paper reported the development via a physical method of three topical gel formulations
loaded with CD-NHF, which were evaluated from the point of view of the modulatory activities of
putative anticancer agents. The obtained results indicate that CD-NHF-loaded gels matrices present
complex and interesting cell modulatory activities which are relevant for cancer control in potential
clinical applications. The mechanical properties of gels were investigated, concluding that the presence
of CD-NHF in the gels induced a slight decrease of the dynamic moduli, indicating a more flexible
gel structure. The fluorescence analysis confirmed the presence of the embedded CD-NHF in all gel
formulations. Also, worth noting is the potential antitumoral activity of the gel formulations loaded
with CD-NHF. The most important finding is that the CD-NHF-loaded gel formulations are able to
affect the number, size, and cellular organization of spheroids, while also having a significant impact
on the individual tumor cell’s ability to proliferate and aggregate in spheroids.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/1999-4923/11/7/303/s1,
Figure S1. Experimental setup used to prepare carbon dots. Figure S2. FT-IR spectra for CD-NHF. Figure S3.
Photos of gels without and with CD-NHF under (a) white and (b) UV light. Figure S4. Spheroid fluorescent
staining using green/FITC (left column) for live cells, blue/NucBlue for nuclei (middle column), and merged signals
(right column) from 3D human melanoma cell cultures. Figure S5. The analytical segmentation procedure for a
typical spheroid image. Table S1. Fluorescence results obtained for CD-NHF-loaded gels at different excitation
wavelengths: 370–410 nm.
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A375 human malignant melanoma
AS sodium alginate
B16F10 mouse malignant melanoma cells
Balb/c-5064 mouse dermal microvascular endothelial cells
CARB Ultrez 10 carbomer
CD carbon dots
CD-NHF N-hydroxyphthalimide carbon dots
Conc. concentration
CMC carboxymethyl cellulose
CR controlled strain mode
CS controlled stress mode
FBS fetal bovine serum
GLY glycerin
HDMVECn primary dermal microvascular endothelial cells
MDA-MB-231 human mammary breast cancer
PBS phosphate-buffered saline
λem emission maximum
λex excitation wavelength

http://www.mdpi.com/1999-4923/11/7/303/s1


Pharmaceutics 2019, 11, 303 14 of 14

References

1. Vishnubhakthula, S.; Elupula, R.; Durán-Lara, E.F. Recent advances in hydrogel-based drug delivery for
melanoma cancer therapy: A mini review. J. Drug Deliv. 2017, 2017, 7275985. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

2. Ravikumar, P.; Tatke, P. Design of an encapsulated topical formulation for chemoprevention of skin cancer.
Int. J. Pharm. Sci. Res. 2019, 10, 309–319. [CrossRef]

3. Sun, X.; Li, G.; Yin, Y.; Zhang, Y.; Li, H. Carbon quantum dot-based fluorescent vesicles and chiral hydrogels
with biosurfactant and biocompatible small molecule. Soft Matter. 2018, 14, 6983–6993. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

4. Stan, C.S.; Gospei Horlescu, P.; Ursu, L.E.; Popa, M.; Albu, C. Facile preparation of highly luminescent
composites by polymer embedding of carbon dots derived from N-hydroxyphthalimide. J. Mater. Sci.
2017, 52, 185–196. [CrossRef]

5. Peng, Z.; Miyanji, E.H.; Zhou, Y.; Pardo, J.; Hettiarachchi, S.D.; Li, S.; Blackwelder, P.L.; Skromne, I.;
Leblanc, R.M. Carbon dots: Promising biomaterials for bone-specific imaging and drug delivery. Nanoscale
2017, 9, 17533–17543. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

6. Vasimalai, N.; Vilas-Boas, V.; Gallo, J.; Cerqueira, M.F.; Menéndez-Miranda, M.; Costa-Fernández, J.M.;
Fernández-Argüelles, M.T. Green synthesis of fluorescent carbon dots from spices for in vitro imaging and
tumour cell growth inhibition. Beilstein J. Nanotechnol. 2018, 9, 530–544. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

7. Djabourov, M. Gelation of physical gels: The gelatin gels. In Physics of Finely Divided Matter; Boccara, N.,
Daoud, M., Eds.; Springer: Berlin, Germany, 1985; pp. 21–23.

8. Desbrieres, J.; Peptu, C.A.; Savin, C.-L.; Popa, M. Chemically modified polysaccharides with applications in
nanomedicine. In Biomass as Renewable Raw Material to Obtain Bioproducts of High-Tech Value, 1st ed.; Popa, V.,
Volf, I., Eds.; Elsevier: Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 2018; pp. 351–399. [CrossRef]

9. Xu, H.; Xu, X. Polysaccharide, a potential anti-cancer drug with high efficacy and safety. Adv. Oncol. Res. Treat
2016, 2, 110.

10. Lee, K.Y.; Mooney, D.J. Alginate: Properties and biomedical applications. Prog. Polym. Sci. 2012, 37, 106–126.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

11. Aravamudhan, A.; Ramos, D.M.; Nada, A.A.; Kumbar, S.G. Natural polymers. Natural and synthetic
biomedical polymers. In Natural and Synthetic Biomedical Polymers, 1st ed.; Kumbar, S.G., Laurencin, C.T.,
Deng, M., Eds.; Elsevier: Burlington, MA, USA, 2014; pp. 67–89. [CrossRef]

12. Karthikeyan, K.; Durgadevi, R.; Saravanan, K.; Shivsankar, K.; Usha, S.; Saravanan, M. Formulation of
bioadhesive carbomer gel incorporating drug-loaded gelatin microspheres for periodontal therapy. Trop. J.
Pharm. Res. 2012, 11, 335–343. [CrossRef]

13. Wang, M.; Zhou, A.; An, T.; Kong, L.; Yu, C.; Liu, J.; Xia, C.; Zhou, H.; Li, Y. N-Hydroxyphthalimide exhibits
antitumor activity by suppressing mTOR signaling pathway in BT-20 and LoVo cells. J. Exp. Clin. Cancer Res.
2016, 35, 41. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

14. Cotter, T.G. Apoptosis and cancer: The genesis of a research field. Nat. Rev. Cancer 2009, 9, 501–507.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

15. Amoêdo, N.D.; Valencia, J.P.; Rodrigues, M.F.; Galina, A.; Rumjanek, F.D. How does the metabolism of
tumour cells differ from that of normal cells. Biosci. Rep. 2013, 33, e00080. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

16. Li, J.; Yuan, J. Caspases in apoptosis and beyond. Oncogene 2008, 27, 6194–6206. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
17. Oakes, S.A.; Korsmeyer, S.J. Untangling the web: Mitochondrial fission and apoptosis. Dev. Cell 2004, 7,

460–462. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
18. Grandemange, S.; Herzig, S.; Martinou, J.C. Mitochondrial dynamics and cancer. Semin. Cancer Biol. 2009, 19,

50–56. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
19. Hellerbach, A.; Schuster, V.; Jansen, A.; Sommer, J. MRI phantoms—Are there alternatives to agar? PLoS ONE

2013, 8, e70343. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
20. Wells, R.G. The role of matrix stiffness in regulating cell behavior. Hepatology 2008, 47, 1394–1400. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
21. Discher, D.E.; Janmey, P.; Wang, Y.L. Tissue cells feel and respond to the stiffness of their substrate. Science

2005, 310, 1139–1143. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

© 2019 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1155/2017/7275985
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28852576
http://dx.doi.org/10.13040/IJPSR.0975-8232.10(1).309-19
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C8SM01155A
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29972201
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10853-016-0320-y
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C7NR05731H
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29110000
http://dx.doi.org/10.3762/bjnano.9.51
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29527430
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-444-63774-1.18001-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.progpolymsci.2011.06.003
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22125349
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/b978-0-12-396983-5.00004-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.4314/tjpr.v11i3.1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s13046-016-0315-1
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26940018
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nrc2663
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19550425
http://dx.doi.org/10.1042/BSR20130066
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24079832
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/onc.2008.297
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18931687
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.devcel.2004.09.010
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15469833
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.semcancer.2008.12.001
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19138741
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0070343
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23940563
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/hep.22193
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18307210
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1116995
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16293750
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Materials 
	Methods 
	Preparation of Gel Formulations Based on CARB, AS, and CMC 
	Characterization of the Prepared NHF Carbon Dots 
	Rheological Studies 
	Fluorescence Analysis 
	Cell Culture 
	Cell Proliferation and Apoptosis Activity 
	Mitochondrial Activity 
	3D Matrigel Assays 
	Statistical Analysis 


	Results and Discussion 
	Preparation of Gel Formulations 
	Rheology Studies 
	Fluorescence Analysis 
	In Vitro Studies 

	Conclusions 
	References

