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Abstract Silver nanoparticles (AgNPs) have been in-
tensively studied for several purposes including thera-
peutic applications in cancer. When prepared with tryp-
tophan and photoreduction, silver nanoparticles
(TrpAgNPs) become an alternative to conventional an-
ticancer drugs. In this study, the anticancer activity of
synthesized TrpAgNPs against MCF-7 breast cancer
cells was evaluated, and the inhibitory concentration
(IC50) was found to be ~3.4 mg/mL. Since the proto-
porphyrin IX (PPIX) concentrations in tumor cells are
elevate compared to normal cells, the PPIX-TrpAgNP
interaction was studied to investigate if it could contrib-
ute for cell apoptosis. The investigation was performed
using PPIX solution (0.9 μg/mL) with different
TrpAgNP concentrations (from 0 to 13 mg/mL). PPIX
was characterized by UV-Vis spectroscopy, steady-state
and time-resolved fluorescence spectroscopy. The re-
sults have shown that the presence of spherical
TrpAgNps with 16-nm diameter quench the PPIX fluo-
rescence intensity. This quenching is strongly dependent
on the concentration of the TrpAgNPs, and it is caused
by a combination of a static and a dynamic process. The

chemical binding leads to oxidation of tryptophan and
formation of kynurenine, observed in the emission spec-
tra around 470 nm. The strong reduction of the PPIX
fluorescence decay lifetime with nanoparticle increasing
concentration confirms the quenching processes due to
charge transfer from the excited PPIX states to the
resonant silver states. The present study confirms the
anticancer activity of TrpAgNPs on the human breast
cancer cell line (MCF-7) in vitro and indicates that
PPIX-AgNP interaction could contribute with MCF-7
apoptosis.
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Introduction

Cancer is a multifactorial disease that has uncontrolled
growth and spread of anomalous cells due to a combi-
nation of genetic, external, internal, and environmental
factors (Weis et al. 2005; Thompson et al. 2008). Cancer
treatments comprise surgery, chemotherapy, and radia-
tion, immune, hormonal, photodynamic, targeted, and
particle therapies (Zhang et al. 2016; Giantsoudi et al.
2017). Some of these therapeutic treatments induce
severe cytotoxicity to normal cells (Yen et al. 2009;
Han and Chen 2013), and new treatments have been
proposed trying to improve the cure rate and reduce the
side effects (Sanna et al. 2014; Giantsoudi et al. 2017).
Much interest has grown up around the use of porphy-
rins, which have a high tumor-targeting ability and
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phototoxicity, and were linked to various anticancer
agents to selectively transport and destroy tumor tissues
(Zhou et al. 2016). Particularly, the use of protoporphy-
rin IX (PPIX) has received attention as a potential agent
for cancer diagnostic and therapy (Yang et al. 2015;
Huntosova et al. 2016; Blanco et al. 2015; Bae et al.
2016). Besides accumulating more in tumor tissues than
in normal ones (de Oliveira Silva et al. 2011), PPIX has
potent photosensitizing capabilities that can be exploited
in photodynamic therapy (PDT) (Yang et al. 2015).
PPIX is also a photo diagnostic agent capable to identify
and delimit the margins of tumors, and its fluorescence
properties can be used to monitor changes during PDT
(Namikawa et al. 2015; Blanco et al. 2015; Bae et al.
2016). PPIX exhibits maximum light absorption (the
Soret peak) at 405-nm and dual-emission peaks at 635
and 705 nm (Silva et al. 2013).

In the same way, as with PPIX, silver nanoparticles
(AgNPs) have been extensively studied due to their
therapeutic applications in cancer (Zhang et al. 2016;
Satapathy et al. 2014). AgNPs can induce cell death
through various processes, including reactive oxygen
species (ROS) generation and DNA damage, among
others (Zhang et al. 2016). AgNPs are one of the most
commercialized nanoparticles worldwide, and are used
in various fields due to their optical, electrical and
thermal properties (Desai et al. 2012). Recently, AgNPs
have become of extreme interest in biomedical applica-
tions because of their antibacterial, antifungal, antiviral,
antiinflammatory, and anticancer activities (Sweet et al.
2012; Rai et al. 2012). To successfully use silver nano-
particles in various applications, their structural features
such as size, shape, composition, and surface chemistry
must be considered. To synthesize AgNPs, physical,
chemical, and biological methods have been applied
(Bastus et al. 2014; Courrol et al. 2007; Durán et al.
2015; Gottesman et al. 2011; Horikoshi et al. 2010;
Kamat 2002). Although chemical and physical ap-
proaches have a high degree of controlling the shape
and size of the AgNPs during their synthesis, the
biological/environmental toxicity and the high cost of
equipment are the main disadvantages of these methods.
The biocompatible silver nanoparticles produced with
tryptophan (TrpAgNPs) and a green method demon-
strated potential antibacterial activity (Tomita et al.
2014), and have requirements as potent anticancer can-
didate. Studies demonstrated that the tryptophan nano-
particles can reduce potential hepatotoxicity and neph-
rotoxicity (Shmarakov et al. 2014).

Several studies reported that silver nanoparticles me-
diated production of reactive oxygen species (ROS)
plays an important role in cytotoxicity (Yen et al.
2009; Xin et al. 2016). Many studies have suggested
that AgNPs are responsible for biochemical and molec-
ular changes related to genotoxicity in cultured cells
such as DNA breakage (Xin et al. 2016; Satapathy
et al. 2013). In this paper, the cytotoxicity effects of
TrpAgNPs against MCF-7 breast cancer cells were stud-
ied. To obtain essential knowledge about the interaction
between PPIX molecules and TrpAgNPs, the present
study performed a close analysis of the PPIX fluores-
cence behavior when surrounded by different concen-
trations of TrpAgNPs. The investigation was performed
using PPIX solutions with different TrpAgNP concen-
trations (from 0 to 13 mg/mL), to evaluate the potential
implication of TrpAgNPs and PPIX in apoptosis.

Materials and methods

The PPIX solutions fluorescence behaviors were inves-
tigate in absence and in the presence of variable con-
centrations of TrpAgNPs. The details of the experimen-
tal steps are given below.

Silver nanoparticles were synthetized as described
previously (de Matos and Courrol 2017); in brief,
62 mg of tryptophan (Vetec) and 8 mg of AgNO3

(Sigma) were added to 100 mL of Milli-Q water. This
solution was stirred in a vortex mixer for 5 min. Ten-
milliliter volume of the prepared solution was illuminat-
ed with a 300-W xenon lamp (Cermax, Excelitas Tech-
nology) for 5 min. The Xe lamp was positioned 10 cm
away from the recipient containing the solution, and the
illuminated region covered exactly the recipient diame-
ter, with a 3.6-W/cm2 estimated intensity. The final
solution pH after Xe illumination was ~6.95.

The TrpAgNP concentration (~1.27 × 10−6 M) was
calculated using the extinction coefficient (ε) for silver
nanoparticles in water and the Mie theory-based
power law equation, ε = Bdγ, where B = 2.3 ×
105 M−1 cm−1 and γ = 3.48 for d ≤ 38 nm
(Navarro and Werts 2013). The average diameter
(d) of the silver nanoparticles was ~16 nm.

To obtain the silver concentration in mg/ml, it was
initially considered that the nanoparticles have an 8-nm
radius (average value) and the same density as bulk
silver (10.49 g/cm3), giving the mass of a nanoparticle.
This nanoparticle mass was multiplied by their molar
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concentration, providing the start solution concentration
(17.2 mg/ml). Subsequent dilutions were considered for
the concentration-dependent studies.

Cell culture

MCF-7 cells (8 × 103/well) were placed in 96-well
plates and incubated overnight at 37 °C with 5% CO2.
TrpAgNPs at increasing concentration 0–9 mg/mL
(5 μL in 95-μL RPMI, 10 μL in 90-μL RPMI, 20 μL
in 80-μL RPMI, 30 μL in 70-μL RPMI, 40 μL in 60-μL
RPMI, and 50 μL in 50-μL RPMI) were added to the
cells and incubated at 37 °C with 5% CO2. After 24 h,
the cells were washed with PBS buffer and the culture
medium RPMI-1640 was added to the cells. The cells
were then incubated for growth for 24 h to express
damage. MTS(3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-5-(3-
carboxymethoxyphenyl)-2-(4 sulfophenyl)-2H tetra-
zolium) was added to each well and incubated for
2 h. In this procedure, the cells were incubated with
fresh medium containing MTS reagent for 2 h be-
fore measurements at 490 nm. The effect of
the nanoparticles on cell proliferation was expressed
as percentage of inhibition of cell growth relative to
the control. The percentage of cell survival was
calculated after background absorbance correction
and blank absorbance subtraction as follows: % cell
viability = 100 × experimental well absorbance / un-
treated control well absorbance.

PPIX solutions

A PPIX solution with 56 μg/mL concentration was
prepared solving protoporphyrin IX (Sigma CAS num-
ber 553-12-8) in acetone P.A. (Synth).

TrpAgNP-PPIX solutions

To study the interaction between PPIX and TrpAgNPs,
300 μL of the PPIX solution was added to 1 mL of the
TrpAgNPs solutions at concentrations from 0 to 13 mg/
mL. The final PPIX concentration was 0.9 μg/mL.

PpIX extraction from MCF7

MCF7 cells were incubated with aminolevulinic acid
(ALA) 30 nM (40 μL of ALA in 60-μL serum-free
RPMI-1640) or 100 μL of culture medium for 24 h.
Then, the cells were washed several times with

phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) (pH = 7.2–7.6). The
ALA-free cells were suspended in 500 μL media, and
the contents of each well were collected and added to
tubes containing 3 volumes of acetone. These solutions
were then centrifuged for 15 min at 4000 rpm, and the
supernatants were analyzed in a 3 Fluorolog Jobin Yvon
fluorimeter. The samples were excited at 405 nm, and
the emission spectra were measured between 415 and
785 nm. The excitation bandwidth was 5 nm.

Optical measurements

The absorption spectra of the solutions were measured
in the range 300–800 nm with a Shimadzu MultiSpec-
1500 spectrophotometer, at room temperature. The so-
lutions were poured into a 1-cm optical path quartz
cuvette.

The fluorescence measurements of prepared PPIX
with TrpAgNP solutions were performed using a RF-
5301 (Shimadzu Scientific Instruments) fluorimeter.
The sample fluorescence spectra were obtained for
wavelengths between 420 and 780 nm, under excitation
at 400 nm. All measurements were carried out at room
temperature using a quartz cuvette with four polished
faces and 1-mm optical path.

The PPIX fluorescence lifetimes were obtained using
a system composed by a pulsed diode laser (PDL 800-B,
PicoQuant) generating 45-ps pulses, centered at 403 nm,
in an 8-MHz repetition rate pulse train, and 0.1 mW of
average power. The detection was performed using a
photomultiplier (Hamamatsu PMA 182-PM) and a
RG610 long-pass colored glass filter. A reflective neu-
tral density filter ND30A (ThorLabs) was used to reduce
the background noise. The obtained data was processed
using PicoQuant PicoHarp 300 (TCSPC system con-
nected to a PC through a USB 2.0 interface) and ana-
lyzed using Mathematica® 11 software.

The normalized intensity emission profiles, I(t), were
fitted by a triple-exponential decay curve:

I tð Þ ¼ bg þ A1exp −
t
τ1

� �
þ A2 exp −

t
τ2

� �

þ A3 exp −
t
τ3

� �
ð1Þ

where bg is the background noise and the τi and Ai are
the lifetime components and their relative weights (am-
plitudes), respectively.
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The amplitude-weighted lifetime τmean was calculat-
ed according to:

τmean ¼ ∑Aiτ2i
∑Aiτ i

ð2Þ

Results

Figure 1 shows the UV-Vis spectra and a TEM image of
the synthesized TrpAgNPs. This figure indicates the
surface plasmon resonance (SPR) band around
440 nm, and the differential particle size histogram that
shows particles with sizes ranging from 8 to 25 nm. For
the obtained nanoparticles, the zeta potential value was
− 31.8 mVand the polydispersity index was 0.512.

Cytotoxic potential of TrpAgNPs against breast cancer
cells in vitro

The in vitro anticancer activity of TrpAgNPs was studied
using MTS assay at different concentrations, and the
inhibitory effect (IC50) in MCF-7 cancer cell lines was
determined by plotting the chart of different concentra-
tions versus percentage (%) of cell viability by a dose-
response curve shown in Fig. 2. As the concentration
increases, there is a decrease in the percentage of cell
viability, demonstrating a direct dose-dependent

relationship and an increase in cell death. The results
confirmed that the absorbance of the cell line decreased
while increasing the concentration because of the higher
toxicity against the cancer cells. The IC50 value for this
reduction in percentage of cell viability of MCF-7 cell
lines was found to be ~3.4 mg/mL. Results were statisti-
cally compared (ANOVA) to negative (control cells,
NaCl 0.9%) and positive (latex powder suspension
0.5 g/L in culture media, 24 h), showing p ≤ 0.0001 for
concentrations > 5 mg/mL compared to the control
group.

TrpAgNP-PPIX interaction

Figure 3a shows the excitation (emission at λem =
631 nm) and fluorescence (excitation at λexc = 400 nm)
spectra of the PPIX solution. The PPIX has maximum
light absorption (the Soret peak) at 400 nm. The fluo-
rescence spectrum presents a band around 455 nm due
to the acetone Raman when excited at 400 nm, and dual-
emission peaks at ~631 and ~700 nm.

The fluorescence spectra obtained for PPIX extracted
from MCF7 cells without and with aminolevulinic acid
incubation are shown in Fig. 3b. AnALA-induced PpIX
emission peak at 630 nm with a shoulder at 700 nm can
be observed in this figure. The PPIX emission was not
identified in the spectrumwithout ALA incubation since
the emission intensity is out of the detection limit. It was
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Fig. 1 Optical absorption spectra
of TrpAgNPs, size distribution,
and TEM image
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not possible to demonstrate that the PPIX-TrpAgNP
interaction with PPIX extracted from cells, and for this
reason, a PPIX solution with ~0.9 μg/mL, which is on
the same order of magnitude as found in tumor areas,
was prepared.

PPIX emission spectra in the presence of variable
TrpAgNP concentrations are presented in Fig. 4a, show-
ing that the increase in TrpAgNP concentration results

in a decrease of the PPIX emission band and a growth in
a band around 470 nm. This band is attributed to the
kynurenine (Kyn) (Lesniak et al. 2013), which is a
product of the tryptophan oxidation.

Figure 4b shows the fluorescence suppression (F0/F
fluorescence ratio, where F0 and F are the PPIX inten-
sity at 631 nm in the absence and presence of the silver
nanoparticles, respectively), plotted as a function of the
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Fig. 2 Cytotoxicity assay. Assessment of TrpAgNPs induced cell
death in MCF-7 breast cancer cell. The cells were treated with a
range of concentration of TrpAgNPs 0–9 mg/mL (5 μL in 95-μL
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TrpAgNP concentration. The experimental points were
obtained after baseline subtraction of the PPIX emission
band around 631 nm (inset in Fig. 4b).

A typical Stern–Volmer plot (F0/F) versus concen-
tration provides the kinetic efficiency of the fluorescence
quenching. Stern–Volmer equation is:

F0

F
¼ 1þ kqτ0 Q½ � ¼ 1þ KSV Q½ � ð3Þ

where F0 and F are the fluorescence emission intensities
in the absence and presence of the quencher, respective-
ly; kq is the bimolecular quenching rate constant; τ0 is
the lifetime of the fluorophore in the absence of quench-
er; KSV is the Stern–Volmer constant (which is a mea-
sure of the efficiency of quenching), and [Q] is the
quencher concentration. It is also used to differentiate

the mechanism of the fluorescence quenching. Forma-
tion of the ground state complex between fluorophore
and quencher involves static quenching while the dy-
namic quenching originates from collisions.

The results shown in Fig. 4b indicate a deviation
from linearity in Stern–Volmer plot toward upward cur-
vature at higher concentrations (> 5.3 mg/mL) of
TrpAgNPs. Figure 4c shows the effect in the excitation
spectra (ground-state absorption) in the presence of
TrpAgNPs. These spectra were obtained fixing emission
at 631 nm. The TrpAgNP surface plasmon band is
shown in the same figure (right axis in red). The SPR
band of TrpAgNPs appears damped in the presence of
PPIX. The absorption band around 350 nm is compat-
ible with kynurenine absorption band. The other chang-
es observed in the excitation spectra are attributed to
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charge-transfer bands for donor (PPIX)–acceptor sys-
tems (Imahori et al. 2005).

PPIX fluorescence lifetime

The PPIX fluorescence decays for different nanoparticle
concentrations were measured, and the results are
shown in Fig. 5a. The decay curves were fitted by
triple-exponential decay curves (Eq. 1).

The amplitude weighted lifetimes, τmean, and their
components obtained from the fittings by Eq. 2, for the
PPIX with the TrpAgNPs, are shown in Fig. 5b. By the
fit parameters shown in Table 1, it is possible to observe
that τ1 is constant, and τ2 and τ3 decrease with increas-
ing nanoparticle concentration; the PPIX emission
amplitude-weighted lifetime starts at 10 ns for a solution
without nanoparticles, and decreases with the addition
of nanoparticles, saturating at 5 ns for nanoparticle
concentrations higher than 5.3 mg/mL.

Fig. 5 a Fluorescence decays for
solutions containing different
TrpAgNP concentrations. b
Amplitude-weighted lifetime as a
function of TrpAgNP
concentration

Table 1 Fit parameters obtained
for PPIX Nanoparticle concentration

(mg/mL)
τi (ns) τ2 (ns) τ3 (ns) τ mean (ns)

0 0.17 ± 0.02 10.41 ± 0.18 0.84 ± 0.13 9.96 ± 0.19

1.32 0.22 ± 0.01 9.90 ± 0.38 1.66 ± 0.10 8.17 ± 0.37

2.65 0.21 ± 0.01 8.29 ± 0.33 1.69 ± 0.06 6.00 ± 0.29

3.97 0.21 ± 0.01 8.00 ± 0.22 1.58 ± 0.04 5.56 ± 0.18

5.29 0.21 ± 0.01 7.71 ± 0.49 1.61 ± 0.08 5.24 ± 0.41

6.61 0.21 ± 0.01 7.01 ± 0.22 1.50 ± 0.04 4.88 ± 0.19

7.94 0.19 ± 0.01 6.90 ± 0.25 1.45 ± 0.05 4.75 ± 0.22

9.26 0.23 ± 0.01 7.47 ± 0.30 1.53 ± 0.05 5.06 ± 0.25

10.59 0.22 ± 0.01 7.08 ± 0.20 1.34 ± 0.05 5.10 ± 0.18

11.91 0.21 ± 0.01 7.30 ± 0.19 1.36 ± 0.04 5.36 ± 0.17

13.24 0.201 ± 0.01 6.78 ± 0.18 1.29 ± 0.04 4.96 ± 0.16
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Discussion

TrpAgNPs present interesting properties as size distri-
bution, shape, particle morphology, and particle compo-
sition. These properties are attractive for therapeutic
applications in cancer, considering that the use of tryp-
tophan attenuates the potential hepatotoxicity and neph-
rotoxicity of nanoparticles (Shmarakov et al. 2014).

Various types of cell lines can react differently after
incubation with nanoparticles. Biochemical and genetic
changes and the oxidative stress may be the main factors
causing cytotoxicity (Tang et al. 2015). The present
study confirms the anticancer activity of TrpAgNPs on
human breast cancer cell line (MCF-7) in vitro. The
IC50 analysis confirmed that the TrpAgNPs produced
a significant cytotoxic effect (Baskaran et al. 2017). This
result is very important considering that multi-drug re-
sistance of breast cancer is a major obstacle in chemo-
therapy of cancer treatments (Feuerstein et al. 2011).

Endocytosis and passive diffusion have been proposed
as mechanisms for the uptake into cells of NPs (Feliu et al.
2016; Shang et al. 2014; Kettler et al. 2014). Particles can
cross the membrane only if they are at most 10 to 30 nm in
size. By a process called facilitated diffusion, the water-
soluble nanoparticles pass through the membrane via
pores. Larger particles are typically encapsulated in vesi-
cles and selectively transported into the cells by the endo-
cytosis mechanism (Shang et al. 2014). In most cells,
internalization occurs via pinocytosis. The size, as well as
the coating, can also influence the subcellular distribution
of the internalized NPs. Studies demonstrate that uptake
into cells depends strongly on NP size, with an optimum
incorporation at an NP diameter of approximately 50 nm
(Kettler et al. 2014). Increased charge, either positive or
negative, favors uptake in cells and an increase in the
absolute zeta potential usually leads to increased NP up-
take in comparison with less charged NPs of the same size
(Kettler et al. 2014).

In our experiment, MCF-7 cells were exposed to
TrpAgNP water solutions. Some important properties
of the TrpAgNPs should be considered: (1) size is
around 16 nm and both endocytosis and passive inter-
nalization are possible; (2) TrpAgNps present (−
COOH) functional groups that add a negative charge
to nanoparticles and favors uptake, and (3) zeta potential
value that is > − 30 mV, which supports NP uptake.

Several in vitro models suggest that ROS-mediated
toxicity is more pronounced and causes cellular and
biochemical alteration in the cells (Austin et al. 2015;

Valko et al. 2006; Song et al. 2011). Austin et al. sug-
gested that the increased AgNP cytotoxicity is due to
their ability to generate increased concentrations of
ROS, which leads to disruption in various other cellular
functions (i.e., DNA synthesis, mitochondrial activity,
cell cycle progression) (Austin et al. 2015). Further-
more, cytotoxicity is shown to increase dramatically
with the nanoparticle proximity and localization at
the nucleus. Suresh et al. (2012) investigated the
toxicity of AgNPs in epithelial cells. They conclud-
ed that toxicity depends not only on surface coating
but also on the cell type.

It is known that PPIX preferentially accumulates in
human breast cancerMCF-7 (Li et al. 2014; Millon et al.
2010), so the possible interaction between TrpAgNPs
and PPIX was studied.

The relative change in PPIX fluorescence intensity
could discriminate breast cancer from normal mammary
epithelial cells (Millon et al. 2010). It is hard to estimate
the value of PPIX concentration in tumor areas. This
value depends on the tumor stage, size, and tumor type.
Sunar et al. (2013) quantified the protoporphyrin IX
(PpIX) distribution induced by topical and intra-
tumoral administration of the prodrug ALA in basal
and squamous cell carcinoma murine models by using
a spatial frequency domain imaging. The absolute PpIX
concentrations estimated had a maximum value of
~0.5 μg/mL. Concentrations of PPIX in normal cells
have been found to be low, whereas they are high in
tumor cells since the enzyme ferrochelatase, which con-
verts protoporphyrin IX to heme, has been found to be
reduced in cancerous cells (Feuerstein et al. 2011). In
MCF 7 cells, PPIX is mostly accumulated in the mito-
chondria according to Li et al. (2014).

In our experiment, the hypothesis, not demonstrated
experimentally, is that TrpAgNP size, charge, and sta-
bility favor the internalization in MCF-7 cells via pino-
cytosis. By this process, the silver nanoparticles can
enter in the cytosol within pinosomes. The pinosomes
can then fuse with lysosomes, where the TrpAgNPs in
an acidic medium could be catabolized forming trypto-
phan and Ag ions, which would produce increments
of reactive oxygen species. The kynurenine path-
way could be initiated simultaneously to the for-
mation of PPIX-Ag complexes that would bind to
DNA and cause damage via oxidative mechanisms,
culminating in cell apoptosis.

The quantification of PPIX in MCF7 cells without 5-
ALAwas not possible by fluorescence, as shown in Fig.
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3b, which makes the demonstration of quenching in live
cells difficult. Certainly, this process could be demon-
strated in vivo, but fluorescence emissions contain back-
ground contributions from excitation light leakage, au-
tofluorescence, and photoproducts which may alter the
lower limit of sensitivity to PPIX (Mansfield et al.
2005). A series of processing methods and techniques
as hyperspectral imaging (Bravo et al. 2017) or special
frequency domain imaging (Sunar et al. 2013) could
demonstrate the PPIX-TrpAgNP interaction in vivo.

The interaction between PPIX molecules and
TrpAgNPs was investigated by analyzing the PPIX
fluorescence properties to understand the nature of this
interaction as well as evaluate the potential impacts in
cancer therapy. The investigation was performed using
PPIX solutions (~0.9 μg/mL) with different TrpAgNP
concentrations (from 0 to 13 mg/mL). With increasing
amounts of TrpAgNPs, the probability of TrpAgNP-
PPIX interaction increases accordingly.

The results presented in Fig. 4, for some TrpAgNP
concentrations, show that a quenching of the fluores-
cence intensity occurs, and it is TrpAgNP content-
dependent.

Deviation from linearity in the Stern–Volmer plot
(Fig. 4b), toward upward curvature at higher concentra-
tions (> 5.3 mg/mL) of TrpAgNPs favors static
quenching (dotted line), while dynamic quenching (the
straight line) exists at lower concentrations. With in-
crease in the concentration of TrpAgNPs (> 5.3 mg/
mL), the interaction between TrpAgNPs and PPIX
becomes multifarious. Similar quenching behavior was
reported by Devi et al. (2014) upon the interaction of
AgNPs with hemoglobin, where the upward curvature
in Stern–Volmer plot indicates dynamic quenching at
low concentration and static quenching at high concen-
tration of AgNPs.

The surface plasmon band of TrpAgNPs appears
damped in the presence of PPIX as shown in Fig. 4c.
Surface plasmon band dampening upon chemisorption
of various species has been previously observed
(Murphy et al. 2011; Linnert et al. 1993). Chemisorption
often leads to the formation of complexes capable of
charge-transfer transitions.

As presented in Fig. 5b, the average lifetime indicates
that the addition of TrpAgNPs in the PPIX reduces the
fluorescence lifetime of the samples. The lifetime com-
ponents originate from different species: τ1 is attributed
to the acetone fluorescence due to its constancy (the
PPIX solvent in this experiment was acetone; in the

in vivo interaction, the τ1 component should be attrib-
uted to the cellular medium); τ2 is attributed to the PPIX,
which is strongly modified by the nanoparticles pres-
ence; and τ3 is a fast decay also modified by the nano-
particle presence.

We propose that the strong reduction of the fluores-
cence decay time attributed to the PPIX (τ2 in Table 1) in
the presence on silver nanoparticles is associated to the
enhanced quenching process due to charge transfer from
the excited PPIX states to resonant silver states. During
the interaction between the PPIX and the TrpAgNPs, the
nanoparticle surface plasmon is dampened by
chemisorbed PPIX molecules, leading to the formation
of complexes capable of charge-transfer transitions
(Murphy et al. 2011). The PPIX from which the charge
is transferred is the electron donor and the TrpAgNP is
the electron acceptor. As more TrpAgNP surface area/
PPIX molecule is made available in the solution, a
higher percentage of PPIX molecules can directly inter-
act with the nanoparticles and participate in chemical
binding. The residual bleaching is attributed to charged
products, which becomes stabilized by the solvent me-
dium. The oxidation of tryptophan and formation of
Kynurenine (Mukha et al. 2016) was observed. This
must occur because part of the PPIX molecules transfer
energy to the ground state oxygen generating reactive
oxygen species. The singlet oxygen generated in this
process can oxidize the molecules of tryptophan gener-
ating kynurenine. With the increase of total TrpAgNp
concentration, the PPIX quenching increases. The
quenching process increases up to a concentration
around 5.3 mg/mL, when it saturates.

For concentrations higher than 5.3 mg/mL, the
kynurenine band decreases. The increase of nanoparti-
cles concentration in the solution reduces the concentra-
tion of free PPIX through interaction with their surfaces.
Probably this process reflects a limitation of TrpAgNP
surface area/PPIX molecule.

Wide-scale and vigorous studies are still needed
to better assess the risks and hazards, associated
with the use of TrpAgNPs in the pursuit of med-
ical advancements.

Conclusions

The anticancer activity of synthesized TrpAgNPs
against MCF-7 breast cancer cells was evaluated and
the inhibitory concentration (IC50) was found to be
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3.4 mg/mL and confirmed the anticancer activity of
TrpAgNPs on human breast cancer cell line (MCF-7)
in vitro. The most probable mechanism of TrpAgNP-
induced toxicity is oxidative stress. Considering the
increased amount of PPIX in the MCF7 cytoplasm, the
interaction between TrpAgNPs and PPIX was studied.
We demonstrated that silver nanoparticles quench the
fluorescence of PPIX, leading to a reduction in emission
lifetime. An energy transfer process from excited PPIX
to the ground state oxygen molecules (3O2) give rise to
1O2 molecules that promote tryptophan oxidation and
formation of kynurenine, observed in the emission spec-
tra at 470 nm. The quenching process increases up to a
concentration around 5.3 mg/mL, when it saturates due
to a limitation of TrpAgNP surface area/PPIX molecule.
Studies on the interactions between silver nanoparticles
and PPIX have become essential to understand the
photophysical behavior of tissues when exposed to an
environment containing metallic nanoparticles, contrib-
uting to elucidate the possible impacts that these mate-
rials may have in therapy.
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