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Dextramabs: A Novel Format of Antibody-Drug Conjugates
Featuring a Multivalent Polysaccharide Scaffold
Hendrik Schneider, Lukas Deweid, Thomas Pirzer, Desislava Yanakieva, Simon Englert,
Bastian Becker, Olga Avrutina, and Harald Kolmar*[a]

Antibody-drug conjugates (ADCs) are multicomponent biomo-
lecules that have emerged as a powerful tool for targeted
tumor therapy. Combining specific binding of an immunoglo-
bulin with toxic properties of a payload, they however often
suffer from poor hydrophilicity when loaded with a high
amount of toxins. To address these issues simultaneously, we
developed dextramabs, a novel class of hybrid antibody-drug
conjugates. In these architectures, the therapeutic antibody
trastuzumab is equipped with a multivalent dextran polysac-
charide that enables efficient loading with a potent toxin in a
controllable fashion. Our modular chemoenzymatic approach
provides an access to synthetic dextramabs bearing mono-
methyl auristatin as releasable cytotoxic cargo. They possess
high drug-to-antibody ratios, remarkable hydrophilicity, and
high toxicity in vitro.

Having evolved from Paul Ehrlich’s “magic bullet” concept,
antibody-drug conjugates (ADCs) are aimed at achieving a site-
specific delivery of cytotoxic agents to target cells, usually those
expressing tumour-associated antigens.[1] A three-component
ADC format comprises a monoclonal antibody armed with a
cytotoxic payload via a special, in an ideal case biodegradable,
linker making use of a vast bioconjugation arsenal.[1a,c] To date,
chemistry of surface-exposed lysines or reduced cystines at the
hinge region is used to access covalent attachment of a
cytotoxic counterpart. However, the lack of specificity leads to
formation of heterogeneous products, which is a serious
drawback regarding efficacy, immunogenicity and pharmacoki-
netic issues.[1a,b,2] To overcome these deficiencies site-specific
routes have been proposed, among them cysteine-[3] and
glycoengineering,[2c,4] non-natural amino acid formats[1b] or
enzyme-mediated ligations applying transglutaminase,[5]

sortase[6] and formylglycine-generating enzyme,[7] as well as the
tub-tag technology.[8]

Despite obvious progress in the field of ADCs, it is still a
challenge to achieve high drug-to-antibody ratio (DAR) while
maintaining hydrophilicity. Indeed, since the hydrophobic
character of commonly used highly potent toxins compromises
the ADC’s biophysical properties, first of all solubility and
aggregation, the DAR values usually do not exceed 3–4.[1b,d,3b,9]

Moreover, highly toxin-loaded ADCs possess faster clearance
due to enhanced hydrophobicity.[10] Therefore, tailoring their
polarity might simultaneously enhance DAR and increase
circulation time, thus modulating both efficiency and
pharmacokinetics.[11] Different approaches to address these
challenges have been recently reported. Thus, Mendelsohn
et al.,[12] Lyon et al.[11] and Santomaa et al.[13] engineered toxic
auristatin payloads towards enhanced hydrophilicity. Chen
et al.[3b] made use of thiol-ene ligation applying less hydro-
phobic multidrug linkers. To enhance polarity of their ADCs,
Mersana Therapeutic Inc. decorated an antibody with a
polymeric polyol-scaffold Fleximer® via hinge-region
cysteines.[14] By means of enzymatic catalysis Anami et al.[5a]

equipped a therapeutic antibody with branched PEG chains
bearing numerous orthogonally addressable sites that enabled
attachment of a toxic cargo in multiple copies.

Encouraged by these achievements, we designed dextra-
mabs, a novel ADC format comprising a therapeutic antibody as
a highly specific delivery module and a hydrophilic polysacchar-
ide scaffold carrying a releasable toxic payload in desired
number of copies (Scheme 1). To enable conjugation of func-
tional counterparts, we developed a set of efficient chemo-
enzymatic transformations (Scheme 1).

Dextran polysaccharide (Mw 10.000 gmol� 1) was chosen as a
DAR- and polarity-enhancing scaffold. This biocompatible,
clinically and FDA-approved glucan consisting of repeating α-
(1-6)-linked oligo-d-glucose units is an accredited blood-flow
enhancer and plasma volume expander.[15] Offering certain
space for chemical modifications at numerous positions, this
polymer has been thoroughly investigated as a carrier for
agents of diverse nature.[15–16] A number of studies reported that
conjugation to dextran positively influenced the properties of
involved biomolecules.[15,17] For example, site-specific ligation of
dextran to catalase mediated by microbial transglutaminase
(mTG) resulted in hybrid constructs with improved thermal
stability and pharmacokinetics.[17e] Reduced immunogenicity
was demonstrated by several antibodies or Fabs when bound
to dextran scaffolds.[15,17a,b]
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Dextran polymer provides several possibilities for chemical
modification, with oxidation of its glucose hydroxyls towards
reactive aldehydes followed by coupling of a suitable nucleophile
being the obvious choice.[15,17a,b,d] Lacking selectivity, this strategy
often yields conjugates with unpredicted properties, especially in
view of immunoreactivity.[15,17a,b] Therefore we decided to omit
oxidation of hydroxyls making use of dextran’s orthogonal
addressability at its reducing end[18] and at the glucose repeating
units[19] (Scheme 2). Thus, its sugar backbone was assigned for the

covalent immobilization of a toxic cargo, and the red-end for the
enzyme-catalyzed conjugation to an antibody.

The reducing end of dextran was decorated with Boc-
protected cadaverine 1 upon reductive amination, giving
derivative 3 (Scheme 2) bearing a masked site for enzymatic
conjugation. Afterwards, the cytotoxic payload was attached to
the dextran polysaccharide backbone. The required synthetic
module comprised monomethyl auristatin E (MMAE),[20] a trace-
less linker (Val-Cit-PAB, Scheme 1) ensuring endosomal release
of a cargo after cellular uptake, and an addressable site for the
strain-promoted azide-alkyne cycloaddition (SPAAC)
(Scheme 1<xschr1). MMAE was chosen as a hydrophobic
payload[20] as it can allow to easily assess whether coupling to
the dextran polymer provides advantages in terms of overall
hydrophilicity. The polysaccharide scaffold was prepared for
toxin attachment via SPAAC by decoration with an azide group,
while a dibenzocyclooctyne (DBCO) moiety was introduced into
the linker-toxin construct. Carboxyethylation at the C2 position
of the glucose units with acrylamide followed by hydrolysis of
the formed amide resulted in carboxydextrans 4, 5, and 6 which
differed in carboxyl density (Scheme 2). The amount of
carboxylic groups per dextran was controlled stoichiometrically
and assessed by 1H-NMR analysis (Section S1.1.5, ESI). We
maintained this level at 4.5-11 carboxylates per dextran. The
carboxyls of modified dextrans 4, 5, and 6 were then addressed
by an amine end of the bifunctional linker 2 (Scheme 2) using
EEDQ activation resulting in azide-bearing constructs 7, 8, and
9. Successive removal of the Boc protecting group at the
dextran reducing end yielded cadaverine-modified dextrans 10,

Scheme 1. General scheme for the generation of dextramabs. SPAAC: strain-promoted azide-alkyne cycloaddition. MMAE: monomethyl auristatin E.

Scheme 2. Synthetic route to SPAAC- and mTG-addressable dextran scaffold.
EEDQ: N-ethoxycarbonyl-2-ethoxy-1,2-dihydroquinoline.
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11, and 12 suitable for both SPAAC and transglutaminase-
mediated chemoenzymatic bioconjugation and providing up to
11 addressable positions for the cytotoxic payload (confirmed
by 1H-NMR and IR, Section S1.1.6, ESI).

As a targeting/delivery module we used the monoclonal
antibody trastuzumab. This immunoglobulin targets HER2-over-
expressing cancer cells and is a constitutive element of the
FDA-approved ADC Adcetris®.[1b] Trastuzumab was engineered
to possess an mTG recognition tag LLQG 13 at the C-termini of
its heavy chains.[21] Transglutaminase-catalysed condensation
with cadaverine-dextrans towards dextran-modified antibodies
14, 15, and 16 proceeded smoothly in aqueous buffer overnight
(Scheme 1, Section S1.2.1, ESI). Then the desired fluorescent/
cytotoxic payload was coupled using SPAAC (Scheme 2). To
that end, the cargo molecules were modified to carry a click-
reactive DBCO motif (Section S1.2.2, ESI). Hydrophobic inter-
action chromatography (HIC) and SDS-PAGE analysis of con-
jugates 14, 15 and 16 revealed a dextran-to-antibody coupling
efficiency between 1 and 2 (2 is the highest achievable number)
indicating that every protein molecule was decorated with at
least one dextran scaffold. No efforts were made yet to further
enhance coupling efficiency by e.g. suppression of observed
minor enzyme-mediated antibody multimerization presumably
due to a reactive lysine of trastuzumab 13 (Section S1.1.8, ESI).

Following generation of dextran-trastuzumab hybrids, the
toxic cargo was attached at the polysaccharide site in multiple
copies. First, the fluorogenic probe DBCO-Cy5 17 was “clicked”
to the azide-bearing construct 15 to yield conjugate 18 (Section
S1.2.2, ESI). The completeness of SPAAC was confirmed by
photometric analysis (Section S1.1.15, ESI). A well-established
drug module in the context of ADC development, DBCO-PEG3-
ValCit-PAB-MMAE 19 (Scheme 1), was chosen as a payload to be
“clicked” to conjugates 14, 15, and 16. Depending on the
scaffold-to-payload ratio that was stoichiometrically controlled,
dextramabs 20, 21, 22, and 23 were generated that differed in
their DAR estimated as 2, 4, 8.5, and 11 per construct,
respectively (Table S4, ESI).

To examine how the conjugation with a hydrophobic toxin
influenced the polarity of synthetic dextramabs, HIC analysis
was performed (Figure 1). Compared to the ADC composed of
trastuzumab 25 bearing two MMAEs and lacking a polarity-
enhancing dextran moiety, all dextramabs (with DAR 2–11)

showed an enormous hydrophilic shift (Section S1.1.8, ESI)
indicating that the dextran hydrophilicity compensated toxin
hydrophobicity even at high DAR, making these hybrid anti-
body-coupled dextran-toxin architectures at least as hydrophilic
as the unmodified trastuzumab 13 (Figure 1).

Binding properties of synthetic dextramabs were assessed
using fluorescence-activated cell sorting (FACS) on HER2-over-
expressing SK-BR-3 cells. Both fluorophore- and toxin-bearing
dextramabs with FAR=4 (fluorophore-to-antibody ratio) and
DARs=4–8, respectively, showed binding similar to an unmodi-
fied trastuzumab. To substantiate these findings, dissociation
constants (KD) were determined by flow cytometry (Section
S1.1.13-14, ESI). A KD of 4.9 nM for the unmodified mAb 13 and
a KD of 5.9 nM for MMAE-dextramab 22 (DAR=8) was
determined. Thermal shift assays of dextramabs displayed
identical melting points compared to unmodified trastuzumab
and therefore no loss in stability was found (S1.1.12, ESI).

The potency of four different cytotoxic dextrambs was
determined in vitro by cell proliferation assays. The HER2-positive
breast cancer cell line SK-BR-3 was chosen and CHO cells, lacking
HER2, served as negative control (Figure 2, S1.1.16, ESI). A DAR-

dependent cell killing was revealed for all examined dextrambs
(20-23) on SK-BR-3 cells while no toxicity against HER2-negative
cells was observed, indicating a HER2-dependent cellular uptake.
Constructs 20 and 21 (DAR 2–4) showed IC50 values at the double-
digit nanomolar range, whereas the constructs 22 and 23 (DAR 8–
11) demonstrated subnanomolar inhibitory activity (IC50=

0.10 nm). As expected, dextramabs with no toxin warheads were
found innocuous for cancer cells. Indeed, no toxicity against SK-
BR-3 was observed for construct 16 (Figure 2) that lacked MMAE
but possessed the highest density of enthetic azide groups.
Dextramabs 22 and 23 were found more potent than a classical
DAR 2 ADC 25, while possessing a highly hydrophilic character
(Section S1.1.8. and S1.1.16 ESI). Nevertheless further investigations
in the field of endosomal uptake of dextramabs and cathepsin-
mediated cleavage of the releasable payload in dextran-bound
state are needed for complete understanding of the observed
cytotoxic profile.

In conclusion, we have developed a strategy towards a
novel class of hybrid antibody-drug conjugates, dextramabs,
which possess high toxin loading without compromising bind-
ing, stability, and solubility under physiologic conditions. In
these architectures, a monoclonal antibody ensures selective
binding and transport, and a polysaccharide scaffold allows for
multiple, controllable attachment of a cargo. Our modular

Figure 1. Left panel: HIC analysis of dextramabs 20–23 compared to the
parent unmodified trastuzumab 13. Right panel: SDS PAGE of dextramabs 20
and 21 compared to solitaire antibody 13 (HC: heavy chain, LC: light chain).

Figure 2. Cell proliferation assays. Left panel: HER 2-positive cells treated
with respective dextramabs. Right panel: HER 2 -negative cells treated with
dextramabs. Details in text.
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approach includes dextran modifications at the backbone and
the red-end towards site-directed enzyme-mediated monova-
lent conjugation with an engineered immunoglobulin of choice,
followed by highly efficient SPAAC to attach a cytotoxin.

To the best of our knowledge, for the first time dextran
framework was conjugated to a functional antibody site-
specifically via its reducing end, leaving the sugar backbone
intact. This has an obvious advantage compared to the
common procedure that relies on random oxidation of the
backbone hydroxyls with subsequent reductive amination.
Though all the transformations used are rather efficient, the
space for improvements still remains with respect to mTG
catalysis. Engineering of improved transglutaminase recognition
sites is currently ongoing in our lab.

Synthetic cytotoxic dextramabs surpass the respective ADCs
in frames of hydrophilicity while possessing a high DAR, thus
highlighting the potential of dextran as carrier for hydrophobic
toxins. They selectively target and kill HER2-positive SK-BR-3
cells at subnanomolar concentrations showing that the dextran
pendants do not affect selectivity. In a perspective, the
dextramab format should allow loading of milder toxins at
higher density, thus opening novel avenues to tailor-made
ADCs for therapeutic applications. Follow-up animal studies will
reveal, whether dextramabs with high DAR hold promise for
ADCs with high potency, long in vivo half-life and low
immunogenicity.

Acknowledgements

This work was supported by the Deutsche Forschungsgemein-
schaft through grant SPP 1623.

Conflict of Interest

The authors declare no conflict of interest.

Keywords: ADC · bioconjugation · dextran modification ·
cancer · drug discovery

[1] a) D. Y. Jackson, Org. Process Res. Dev. 2016, 20, 852–866; b) J. M.
Lambert, A. Berkenblit, Annu. Rev. Med. 2018, 69; c) Q. Zhou, Biomedicine
2017, 5, 64; d) J. M. Lambert, C. Q. Morris, Adv. Ther. 2017, 34, 1015–
1035.

[2] a) K. J. Hamblett, P. D. Senter, D. F. Chace, M. M. Sun, J. Lenox, C. G.
Cerveny, K. M. Kissler, S. X. Bernhardt, A. K. Kopcha, R. F. Zabinski, Clin.
Cancer Res. 2004, 10, 7063–7070; b) L. Wang, G. Amphlett, W. A. Blättler,
J. M. Lambert, W. Zhang, Protein Sci. 2005, 14, 2436–2446; c) Q. Zhou,
J. E. Stefano, C. Manning, J. Kyazike, B. Chen, D. A. Gianolio, A. Park, M.
Busch, J. Bird, X. Zheng, H. Simonds-Mannes, J. Kim, R. C. Gregory, R. J.
Miller, W. H. Brondyk, P. K. Dhal, C. Q. Pan, Bioconjugate Chem. 2014, 25,
510–520.

[3] a) P. Bryant, M. Pabst, G. Badescu, M. Bird, W. McDowell, E. Jamieson, J.
Swierkosz, K. Jurlewicz, R. Tommasi, K. Henseleit, Mol. Pharm. 2015, 12,
1872–1879; b) B. Chen, D. A. Gianolio, J. E. Stefano, C. M. Manning, R. C.
Gregory, M. M. Busch, W. H. Brondyk, R. J. Miller, P. K. Dhal, ChemMed-
Chem 2018, 13, 790–794; c) J. R. Junutula, H. Raab, S. Clark, S. Bhakta,
D. D. Leipold, S. Weir, Y. Chen, M. Simpson, S. P. Tsai, M. S. Dennis,
Nature Biotechnol. 2008, 26, 925.

[4] a) P. K. Qasba, Bioconjugate Chem. 2015, 26, 2170–2175; b) X. Li, T. Fang,
G. J. Boons, Angew. Chem. 2014, 126, 7307–7310; Angew. Chem. Int. Ed.
2014, 53, 7179–7182; c) B. Ramakrishnan, E. Boeggeman, P. K. Qasba,
Exp. Opin. Drug Del. 2008, 5, 149–153; d) Z. Zhu, B. Ramakrishnan, J. Li,
Y. Wang, Y. Feng, P. Prabakaran, S. Colantonio, M. A. Dyba, P. K. Qasba,
D. S. Dimitrov, mAbs 2014, 6, 1190–2000; e) R. van Geel, M. A. Wijdeven,
R. Heesbeen, J. M. Verkade, A. A. Wasiel, S. S. van Berkel, F. L. van Delft,
Bioconjugate Chem. 2015, 26, 2233–2242.

[5] a) Y. Anami, W. Xiong, X. Gui, M. Deng, C. C. Zhang, N. Zhang, Z. An, K.
Tsuchikama, Org. Biomol. Chem. 2017, 15, 5635–5642; b) P. Dennler, A.
Chiotellis, E. Fischer, D. Brégeon, C. Belmant, L. Gauthier, F. Lhospice, F.
o. Romagne, R. Schibli, Bioconjugate Chem. 2014, 25, 569–578; c) P. R.
Spycher, C. A. Amann, J. E. Wehrmüller, D. R. Hurwitz, O. Kreis, D.
Messmer, A. Ritler, A. Küchler, A. Blanc, M. Béhé, ChemBioChem 2017,
18, 1923–1927; d) P. Strop, S.-H. Liu, M. Dorywalska, K. Delaria, R. G.
Dushin, T.-T. Tran, W.-H. Ho, S. Farias, M. G. Casas, Y. Abdiche, Chem.
Biol. 2013, 20, 161–167.

[6] R. R. Beerli, T. Hell, A. S. Merkel, U. Grawunder, PLoS One 2015, 10,
e0131177.

[7] a) P. M. Drake, A. E. Albers, J. Baker, S. Banas, R. M. Barfield, A. S. Bhat,
G. W. de Hart, A. W. Garofalo, P. Holder, L. C. Jones, Bioconjugate Chem.
2014, 25, 1331–1341; b) P. Wu, W. Shui, B. L. Carlson, N. Hu, D. Rabuka,
J. Lee, C. R. Bertozzi, PNAS 2009, 106, 3000–3005.

[8] a) D. Schumacher, C. P. Hackenberger, H. Leonhardt, J. Helma, J. Clin.
Immunol. 2016, 36, 100–107; b) D. Schumacher, J. Helma, F. A. Mann, G.
Pichler, F. Natale, E. Krause, M. C. Cardoso, C. P. Hackenberger, H.
Leonhardt, Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 2015, 54, 13787–13791; Angew. Chem.
2015, 127, 13992–13996.

[9] a) R. V. Chari, M. L. Miller, W. C. Widdison, Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 2014,
53, 3796–3827; Angew. Chem. 2014, 126, 3872–3904; b) E. E. Hong, H.
Erickson, R. J. Lutz, K. R. Whiteman, G. Jones, Y. Kovtun, V. Blanc, J. M.
Lambert, Mol. Pharm. 2015, 12, 1703–1716.

[10] Y. T. Adem, K. A. Schwarz, E. Duenas, T. W. Patapoff, W. J. Galush, O.
Esue, Bioconjugate Chem. 2014, 25, 656–664.

[11] R. P. Lyon, T. D. Bovee, S. O. Doronina, P. J. Burke, J. H. Hunter, H. D.
Neff-LaFord, M. Jonas, M. E. Anderson, J. R. Setter, P. D. Senter, Nat.
Biotechnol. 2015, 33, 733.

[12] B. A. Mendelsohn, S. D. Barnscher, J. T. Snyder, Z. An, J. M. Dodd, J.
Dugal-Tessier, Bioconjugate Chem. 2017, 28, 371–381.

[13] T. Satomaa, H. Pynnönen, A. Vilkman, T. Kotiranta, V. Pitkänen, A.
Heiskanen, B. Herpers, L. S. Price, J. Helin, J. Saarinen, Antibodies 2018, 7,
15.

[14] A. V. Yurkovetskiy, M. Yin, N. Bodyak, C. A. Stevenson, J. D. Thomas, C. E.
Hammond, L. Qin, B. Zhu, D. R. Gumerov, E. Ter-Ovanesyan, Cancer Res.
2015, canres. 0129.2015.

[15] R. Mehvar, J. Controlled Release 2000, 69, 1–25.
[16] S. B. van Witteloostuijn, S. L. Pedersen, K. J. Jensen, ChemMedChem

2016, 11, 2474–2495.
[17] a) R. Fagnani, M. S. Hagan, R. Bartholomew, Cancer Res. 1990, 50, 3638–

3645; b) R. Fagnani, S. Halpern, M. Hagan, Nucl.Medi. Commun. 1995, 16,
362–369; c) R. Melton, C. Wiblin, R. Foster, R. Sherwood, Biochem.
Pharmacol. 1987, 36, 105–112; d) T. E. Wileman, R. L. Foster, P. N. Elliott,
J. Pharm. Pharmacol. 1986, 38, 264–271; e) A. Valdivia, R. Villalonga, P.
Di Pierro, Y. Pérez, L. Mariniello, L. Gómez, R. Porta, J. Biotechnol. 2006,
122, 326–333.

[18] M. Yalpani, D. E. Brooks, J. Polym. Sci. Polym. Chem. Ed. 1985, 23, 1395–
1405.

[19] M. Richter, A. Chakrabarti, I. R. Ruttekolk, B. Wiesner, M. Beyermann, R.
Brock, J. Rademann, Chem. Eur. J. 2012, 18, 16708–16715.

[20] H. Chen, Z. Lin, K. E. Arnst, D. D. Miller, W. Li, Molecules 2017, 22, 1281.
[21] a) V. Siegmund, S. Schmelz, S. Dickgiesser, J. Beck, A. Ebenig, H. Fittler,

H. Frauendorf, B. Piater, U. A. K. Betz, O. Avrutina, A. Scrima, H.-L.
Fuchsbauer, H. Kolmar, Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 2015, 54, 13420–13424;
Angew. Chem. 2015, 127, 13618–13623; b) L. Deweid, L. Neureiter, S.
Englert, H. Schneider, J. Deweid, D. Yanakieva, J. Sturm, S. Bitsch, A.
Christmann, O. Avrutina, Chem. Eur. J. 2018, 24, 15195–15200; c) P.
Strop, Bioconjugate Chem. 2014, 25, 855–862; d) L. Deweid, O. Avrutina,
H. Kolmar, Biol. Chem. 2018.

Manuscript received: February 19, 2019

Communications

357ChemistryOpen 2019, 8, 354–357 www.chemistryopen.org © 2019 The Authors. Published by Wiley-VCH Verlag GmbH & Co. KGaA

Wiley VCH Donnerstag, 28.03.2019

1903 / 132450 [S. 357/357] 1

https://doi.org/10.1002/open.201900066

