
INTRODUCTION

Fungal infection is a leading cause of mortality
in the immunocompromised population, such as patients
exposed to anticancer chemotherapy, radiation therapy,
parenteral nutrition, or organ transplantation [1].
This population also includes patients infected
with HIV, which disrupts the immune system [2].
In contrast to the increased incidence of fungal
infections, the number of efficient and less toxic
antifungal antibiotics is limited. Also, the increased
use of antifungal agents leads to the emergence
of drug-resistant fungal strains [3, 4]. Therefore,
it is urgent to develop new and safe antifungal agents.
Unlike human cells, fungi have a cell wall structure,
which is an ideal target for antifungal drugs. The fungal
cell wall is highly dynamic and essential for cell
viability, morphogenesis, and pathogenesis. Although
the components of the fungal cell wall vary among
species, most fungal cell walls consist of a core
of β-1,3-glucan polysaccharide covalently cross-linked
to chitin, forming the primary scaffold structure.
As a key component of the fungal cell wall, chitin
contributes to about 2% (w/w) of fungal dry weight [5].
The 1,4-dihydropyridines (DHPs), a class of drugs
possess a wide variety of biological and
pharmacological actions. It represents one of the most
important groups of calcium-channel modulating
agents and has experienced widespread use in the
cardiovascular disease treatment, which includes
antihypertensive, antianginal, vasodilator and
cardiac depressants activities. It also shows
antibacterial, anticancer, antileishmanial, anticoagulant,

anticonvulsant, antitubercular, antioxidant, antiulcer,
CFTR, antimalarials, neuroprotection properties,
HIV-1 protease inhibitors, antifertility activities
and many more. There are many drugs available
in the market, which contain 1,4-dihydropyridines ring
as a basic scaffold. Dihydropyridines are a group
of pyridine-based molecules. Chemically, it is a family
of hydrogenated N-hetero-aromatic members. Various
derivatives with different substituents are known
to exist with them positioned at 2,6,3,5, and 1,4,
which can be synthesized via cyclic condensation
type reaction, Hantzsch pyridine synthesis [6].
The implications of 1,4-dihydropyridines (DHPs)
are known to be evident and satisfactory for more
than four decades now, and newer studies and
theories still persist [7]. DHPs’ analogy with
1,4-dihydronicotinamide has theorized its possible use
in studying the molecular mechanisms as model
compounds. They are postulated for providing the base
for newer cardiovascular drugs development [8, 9].
A number of drugs commonly used in present
times bear the 1,4-DHP ring-like calcium channel
blockers [10-12]. Spiro oxindole derivatives are also
becoming key building blocks for drug discovery
as these templates have been shown to exhibit a variety
of interesting biological activities, such as
antioneoplastic [13], antibiotic [14], cytostatic [15],
monoamine transporter inhibiting [16], bradykinin
antagonist [17] and cell cycle inhibitor activity [18].
Due to their structure, they interact with a wide range
of receptors; this activity has resulted in significant
interest in developing efficient methods to prepare spiro
compounds. A DHP skeleton is identified as a novel
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scaffold and its capability to exhibit pleiotropy [19].
Certain DHP derivatives and DHP encompassing
formulations are observed to depict antioxidant
action [20-22], contributing to their notable
pleiotropic effects precipitating into antiaging activity,
neuroprotective effect, anticancer movement,
antibacterial action [23] and among others. When
exposed to certain chemical, biological and
electrochemical processes, these derivatives tend
to release free radicals. It is notable that hydrogen
donors like phenol, amine, etc, tend to have
an anticancer capacity basically via restricting oxidation
and free radical processes. Being a significant
H-donor, 1,4-dihydropyridines initiate similar actions.
It further supports their use in cancer conditions.
Additionally, synergistic effects might be witnessed
on their concomitant use with antioxidants [24].
DHP model compounds have been used in clinical
trials in recent decades due to their impressive
range of pharmacological activities. Hypotensive,
antimicrobial, anticoagulant, antioxidant, antitubercular,
anticonvulsant, antiulcer, neuroprotective and
antimalarial effects have been reported, among others
as well [25]. Increased risk of fungal diseases
in immunocompromised patients, emerging fungal
pathogens, limited repertoire of antifungal drugs and
resistance development against the drugs demands
for development of new and effective antifungal agents.
Some antifungal agents target cell wall structure.
Nikkomycin and polyoxin are specific chitin synthase
inhibitors, and nikkomycin Z is under clinical trial
for the treatment of fungal infections, such as
coccidioidomycosis [26]. Echinocandins inhibit
β-1,3-glucan synthesis in the cell wall, and this group
of agents is wildly used for the treatment of fungal
infections caused by yeast, such as Candida species,
or molds, such as Aspergillus [27]. A recent study
indicated a synergistic effect for the combination
of echinocandins and nikkomycin Z against infections
caused by C. albicans using a mouse model [28].
Therefore, chitin inhibitors could be used
in combination with enchinocandins for the treatment
of fungal infections.

In the present study, the antifungal activity
of spiro-1,4-dihydropyridines (1,4-DHPs) compounds
were screened against Aspergillus flavus, Aspergillus
fumigatus, and Candida albicans.

METHODS

Spiro-1,4-DHPs derivatives (4a-4f), tested in this
study, were synthesized as described earlier
by Sharma et al. [29].

In Vitro Screening of the Synthesized Compounds
Using the Disc Diffusion Method

Compounds were screened for their antifungal
activity against A. fumigatus, A. flavus, and C. albicans
by disc diffusion method [30]. Standard size

Whatman No.1 filter paper discs, 6.0 mm in diameter
(“Sigma-Aldrich”, USA), sterilized by dry heat at 140°C
in an oven for one hour were used to determine
the antifungal activity. SDA medium for disc diffusion
test was prepared. After sterilization, it was poured
into sterilized Petri plates and allowed to solidify.
A suspension that was just turbid by visual inspection
was prepared by suspending in 0.9% NaCl solution and
the homogeneous suspension was used for inoculation
and test inoculum was maintained at (1-5)×106 CFU/ml.
The spore suspension of each of the fungi was prepared
from 8 to 10-day-old cultures separately. The suspension
was vortexed and 0.1 μl aliquots were spread over
the respective agar medium plates Sterilized filter
paper discs were soaked in 50 μg/ml concentration
of pure compounds and their mixture of compounds.
Similarly, a solution of Fluconazole of 50 μg/disc
used as the reference agent for comparison
of the antifungal activity was prepared. These discs
were then placed over the plates preceded with
respective microorganisms. The plates were incubated
at 30°C for 48-72 h. Three replicates were used in each
case and average values were calculated. The diameter
of the inhibition zones was measured in mm and
the activity index was calculated on the basis of the size
of the inhibition zone. The activity of compounds
was measured by the following formula: 

Inhibition zone of Compound
Activity Index (AI) =  .

Inhibition zone of standard drugs

Determination of Minimum Inhibitory Concentration
by a Modified Microdilution Method [31] 

The Minimum Inhibitory Concentration (MIC)
of a mixture of compounds against A. fumigatus,
A. flavus, and C. albicans were determined by
a microdilution method with slight modification [31].
Sterilized brain heart infusion agar semisolid agar
media were poured into the sterilized culture tubes and
allowed to solidify. Test inoculum was prepared
in 0.9% NaCl solution, the suspension was vortexed
properly. Different concentrations of mixture
of compounds were added in media containing culture
tubes, afterwards a standard platinum loopful
(~0.005 ml, Flexiloop, “Himedia”, USA) of the inoculum
suspension was inserted deep into each tube of medium
containing a different concentration of compounds
as well as compound free control. The culture tubes
were then incubated at 28°C for 48-72 h to determine
the MIC. MIC was defined as the lowest concentration
that did not yield visual growth after the incubation
period. All experiments were performed in triplicates.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Due to emerging fungal infections and increased
risk of fungal diseases in immunocompromised
patients, there is a clear need in new antifungal drugs,
firstly due to limited repertoire of antifungal drugs and
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secondly, due to developing drug resistance against
the available antifungal drugs. With greater knowledge
of fungal metabolism efforts are being made to inhibit
specific enzymes involved in different biochemical
pathways for the development of antifungal drugs. 

Chitin synthase is one such promising target
as it is absent in plants and mammals. In the context
of antifungal agent development, different chitin
synthase inhibitors have been synthesized by a green
chemical approach. Previous researchers interest
on the green chemical synthesis of biodynamic spiro
and annulated derivatives [32, 33] using nontraditional
approach, an attempt has been made to synthesize
various spiro-1,4-DHPs derivatives. A series of novel
N-substituted spiro-1,4-DHPs derivatives (4a-4f)
(Table 1) has been synthesizes in one pot under
microwave irradiation using solvent free conditions
and tested for an antidermatophytic activity [29].
In the course of search for potent chitin synthase
inhibitors, we report here an antifungal activity of these
six compounds of spiro-1,4-DHPs derivatives (4a-4f)
against common fungal pathogens. 

Screening of compounds (spiro-1,4-DHPs
derivatives, 4a-4f) for antimycotic activity against
A. fumigatus, A. flavus, and C. albicans, the dominant
etiological agents in immunocompromised patients,
was performed using the disc diffusion and
microdilution method. The results obtained showed
the significant antifungal activity of compounds alone
and in combinations (Table 1, Fig. 1). In the present
study, compound 4c showed excellent antifungal activity
against A. fumigatus followed by 4a, 4e, 4b, 4f, and 4d.
Similarly, compound 4e exhibited inhibitory action
against A. flavus followed by 4a, 4f, 4c, 4b, and 4d.
In the current study, 4b compound also showed
significant antifungal activity against C. albicans
followed by 4a, 4d, 4e, 4f, and 4c. A mixture
of compounds showed excellent and synergistic
antimycotic activity as compared to single
compounds and reference antibiotics. The mixture
of compounds was prepared by adding 8.3 μg/ml from
each six compounds (4a to 4f) so total concentration
of mixture of compounds was 50 μg/ml. Synergistic
activity of spiro-1,4-DHPs derivatives was determined
in the present study, by preparing the mixture of all
six compounds in equal proportion so additive effect
of all six compounds in one mixture can be studied
against fungal pathogens. The diameter of inhibition
zone obtained from the mixture of compounds (4a-4f)
at total concentration 50 μg/ml were 87 mm, 86 mm,
and 84 mm against C. albicans, A. fumigatus, and
A. flavus (Table 2). In the further study, MIC was also
determined by the modified Provine & Hadley
method [31]. The results showed that the mixture
of compounds (4a-4f) exhibited inhibitory action
at 0.08 μl/ml to 0.9 μl/ml against A. fumigatus
(Table 3). At 0.08 μl/ml concentration, no growth
of A. fumigatus was observed after 6 days of incubation
at 28°C. This minimum inhibitory concentration

of mixture of spiro derivatives (4a-4f) showed no growth
up to 0.9 μl/ml concentration. Present results indicate
that these compounds can be used as active antimycotic
agents in pharmaceutical industries for drug formulation.
MIC of the mixture of compounds against A. flavus and
C. albicans was found to be 0.1 μl/ml and 0.09 μl/ml
respectively. These results were observed after 6 days,
12 days, 18 days, and 24 days, no growth was observed
up to 30 days at that low concentration. Control was
taken without addition of mixture of compounds
showed 100% growth of A. fumigatus, A. flavus, and
C. albicans. Our present findings suggested that these
mixtures of compounds were found to be more
additive, syngeristic and effective in inhibiting
the growth of A. fumigatus, A. flavus, and C. albicans
as compared to standard drugs used. These results
concluded that mixture of compounds and single
compounds can be used as an antifungal agent
against A. fumigatus, A. flavus, and C. albicans,
as a pharmaceutical drug active ingredient to combat
the fungal infections in immunocompromised patients.
Similarly, other researchers also reported that DHPs
exhibited effective anticoagulant action by restricting
calcium currents with high potency via calcium
channels. They were explored in this area owing to their
therapeutic use as hypotensive, anti-inflammatory,
and anti-ischemic agents [34]. Sirisha et al.,
synthesized compound 4-substituted-2,6-dimethyl-
3,5-bis-N-(heteroaryl)-carbamoyl-1,4-dihydropyridine
was also found to have anticancer, antitubercular, and
antibacterial activities in vitro and this derivative was
discovered to be incredibly successful in the fight against
cancer [35]. Tempone et al. reported the antileishmanial
action of the drug nimodipine, and the structural
damage to parasites caused by these medications [36].
This medication was found to be particularly selective
against Leishmania chagasi promastigotes and
intracellular amastigotes, with 50% inhibitory
concentrations of 81.2 μM and 21.5 μM, respectively. 

Calcium channel blockers have shown to be
an effective antileishmanial compound in vitro [36].
Echinocandins are considered as the first-line therapy
for invasive Candida infections [28]. However,
treatment failures associated with resistant isolates
harboring fks1 hot-spot mutations have been
reported [37]. In recent years, the synergistic effects
of nikkomycin and echinocandin have been studied,
which suggests that the combination of two antifungal
agents can be used in the treatment of infections
caused by echinocandin-resistant strains [38]. These
studies highlight the potential of combination
therapies that target the synthesis of the two major
structural polysaccharides found in most fungi,
in achieving fungicidal regimens that would
prevent  the emergence of resistance mechanisms.
In addition, cell wall synthase inhibitors, applied
in combination with antagonists of the signalling
pathways that regulate synthase expression and activity,
may have potential as potent antifungal combination
therapies [39-41]. 
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Table 1. Antifungal activity of synthesized spiro-1,4-DHPs derivatives against A. fumigatus, A. flavus, and C. albicans

Figure 1. Antifungal activity of mixture of compounds against: (A) C. albicans, (B) A. fumigatus, (C) A. flavus.

In this and other tables IZ means Inhibition Zone measured in mm; IZ of Fluconazole is 42 mm against A. fumigatus;
IZ of Fluconazole is 41 mm against A. flavus; IZ of Fluconazole is 38 mm against C. albicans.

Compounds Product
IZ of compounds (50 μg/ml)

A. fumigatus A. flavus C. albicans

4a 78 65 72

4b 75 73 75

4c 80 76 66

4d 72 79 70

4e 76 80 68

4f 75 77 65



CONCLUSIONS

The results of this study indicate that spiro-1,4-
dihydropyridines are a genus of pharmacologically
active molecules that serve as multifunctional potent
leads and can be substituted in a variety of positions.
On the basis of biological experiments, we have
proved that these compounds have excellent
antifungal activity in vitro to control the fungal
infections and it can be used as a potent antifungal drug
for immunocompromised patients as a medicinally
important pharmaceutical application. 
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ПРОТИВ ПАТОГЕННЫХ ДЛЯ ЧЕЛОВЕКА ГРИБОВ
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Микозы человека представляют серьезную угрозу для здоровья населения во всем мире. Для лечения
этих заболеваний применяется ограниченное число противогрибковых препаратов. В данной работе
исследовали противогрибковую активность ранее синтезированных спиро-1,4-дигидропиридинов (1,4-DHPs).
Противогрибковую активность соединений спиро-1,4-DHPs проверяли в отношении Aspergillus flavus,
A. fumigatus и Candida albicans с использованием метода дисковой диффузии и модифицированного
микроразведения. Оценка противогрибковой активности против лекарственно-устойчивых вариантов грибов
показала, что исследованные соединения обладают значительной противогрибковой активностью. Все шесть
исследованных соединений спиро-1,4-DHPs проявляли более сильную противогрибковую активность
в отношении A. flavus, A. fumigatus и C. albicans по сравнению с флуконазолом — стандартным
противогрибковым препаратом, — по-видимому, за счёт ингибирования синтеза хитина в клеточной стенке.
Три из шести соединений (4c, 4e и 4b) были наиболее эффективны в отношении A. fumigatus, A. flavus,
C. albicans соответственно. Комбинация соединений показала, что синтезированные вещества обладают
синергетическим, аддитивным действием по сравнению с применяемыми в настоящее время препаратами
в качестве противогрибкового средства. Полученные результаты свидетельствуют о том, что синтезированные
соединения являются потенциальными ингибиторами хитинсинтазы и обладают превосходной
антимикотической активностью для лечения грибковых инфекций.

Полный текст статьи на русском языке доступен на сайте журнала (http://pbmc.ibmc.msk.ru).

Ключевые слова: спиро-1,4-дигидропиридины; лекарственная устойчивость; грибы; комбинация;
препараты; антимикотик
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