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Intestinal microfloras from human, rat, mouse, and monkey fecal samples and 14 pure cultures of anaerobic
bacteria representative of those found in the human gastrointestinal tract metabolized the triphenylmethane
dye malachite green to leucomalachite green. The reduction of malachite green to the leuco derivative suggests
that intestinal microflora could play an important role in the metabolic activation of the triphenylmethane dye
to a potential carcinogen.

The triphenylmethane dye malachite green is highly soluble
in water and has long been used in the aquaculture industry as
a fungicide, parasiticide, and disinfectant (1). Malachite green
is also used extensively for dyeing silk, wool, jute, leather,
ceramics, and cotton (7) and as a cytochemical staining agent
(9). Malachite green presently is not permitted as a food col-
oring agent or for use in food fish in the United States; how-
ever, it is still used elsewhere in the aquaculture and seafood
industries, despite the lack of approval from regulatory author-
ities (12). Malachite green and its reduced form, leucomala-
chite green, may persist in edible fish tissues for extended
periods of time (2–4, 16, 21, 22). Therefore, there are both
environmental and human health concerns about bioaccumu-
lation of malachite green and leucomalachite green in terres-
trial and aquatic ecosystems.

Malachite green is highly toxic to mammalian cells (6, 14,
17), at concentrations as low as 0.1 mg/ml. It also enhances liver
tumor formation in rats and causes reproductive abnormalities
in rabbits and fish (8, 18). Because of its low cost, effectiveness
as an antifungal agent for commercial fish hatcheries, and
ready availability, the general public may be exposed to this
dye and its metabolites through the consumption of treated
fish (8). Direct exposure to workers could also occur in the dye
and aquaculture industries (7). Since malachite green is similar
in structure to carcinogenic triphenylmethane dyes, it may be a
potential human health hazard (10). Malachite green was re-
cently nominated by the Food and Drug Administration as a
priority chemical for carcinogenicity testing by the National
Toxicology Program (7).

Intestinal microflora is important in the metabolism and
enterohepatic circulation of drugs (20). The bacterial flora of
the human gastrointestinal tract is complex, consisting of over
400 species, with 1011 to 1013 bacteria per g of feces (13). Any
compound taken orally or entering the intestine via the biliary
tract, the bloodstream, or secretion directly into the lumen is a
potential substrate for metabolism by the intestinal microflora
(5). Therefore, we studied the metabolism of malachite green
by rat, mouse, monkey, and human intestinal microfloras and
by pure cultures of anaerobic bacteria (American Type Culture
Collection [ATCC], Rockville, Md.) common to the gastroin-
testinal tract.

Several anaerobic bacteria commonly found in the human

gastrointestinal tract (Table 1) reduced malachite green
(Chemsyn Science Laboratories, Lenexa, Kans.). Clostridium
perfringens, Escherichia coli, and Peptostreptococcus anaerobius
converted almost all of the dye to the leuco derivative. Bacte-
roides fragilis, Enterococcus faecalis, Fusobacterium prausnitzii,
Peptostreptococcus magnus, Peptostreptococcus productus, Ru-
minococcus albus, and Ruminococcus flavofaciens metabolized
more than 30% of the malachite green added. Bacteroides
thetaiotaomicron, Bifidobacterium adolescentis, a Citrobacter
sp., and Lactobacillus acidophilus metabolized significantly less
malachite green. Each of the cultures of human, rat, mouse,
and monkey intestinal microfloras converted virtually all of the
dye to its leuco derivative.

High-pressure liquid chromatography (HPLC) analysis (15)
with photodiode array detection was used to monitor conver-
sion of malachite green by rat intestinal microflora to leuco-
malachite green. A chromatogram of an 8-h incubation is
shown in Fig. 1. A major peak eluting at 3.45 min coeluted with
authentic leucomalachite green and had UV-visible spectral
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TABLE 1. Metabolism of malachite green by intestinal microflora

Organism(s)a or sample tested % Conversion to
leucomalachite greenb

Bacteroides fragilis ATCC 23745 .......................................... 30.2
Bacteroides thetaiotaomicron ATCC 29148......................... 16.3
Bifidobacterium adolescentis ATCC 15703.......................... 24.4
Citrobacter sp. strain ATCC 25405 ...................................... 12.3
Clostridium perfringens ATCC 3624..................................... 99.3
Enterococcus faecalis ATCC 19433...................................... 55.0
Escherichia coli ATCC 25922............................................... 99.0
Fusobacterium prausnitzii ATCC 27768 .............................. 63.4
Lactobacillus acidophilus ATCC 332................................... 7.3
Peptostreptococcus anaerobius ATCC 27337....................... 99.0
Peptostreptococcus magnus ATCC 14955 ............................ 52.7
Peptostreptococcus productus ATCC 27340......................... 41.1
Ruminococcus albus ATCC 27210....................................... 52.0
Ruminococcus flavofaciens ATCC 19208 ............................ 35.0
Human intestinal microflorac ............................................... 99.0
Rhesus monkey intestinal microflorac................................. 99.0
C3H/HEN-MTV mouse intestinal microflorac .................. 100.0
Fischer 344 rat intestinal microflorac .................................. 100.0
Control (sterile medium plus malachite green)................. 0.0

a Cultures were incubated with 300 mg of malachite green in 5 ml of brain
heart infusion broth (Carr-Scarborough, Decatur, Ga.) for 24 to 48 h under
anaerobic conditions.

b The cultures and media were analyzed directly by HPLC (15).
c Fecal samples were obtained from freshly voided feces collected in sterile

specimen containers (11).
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properties identical to those of the authentic compound. Mal-
achite green eluted at 6.85 min. More than 50% of the dye was
converted to the leuco derivative within 8 h of incubation, with
84% conversion after 24 h (Fig. 1 [inset]). A cell-free control
with malachite green showed no conversion in 24 h.

A diethyl ether extract from a culture of C. perfringens dosed
with malachite green was analyzed by HPLC-electrospray ion-
ization mass spectrometry (MS). For HPLC-MS analysis, a
VYDAC RP18 Pharmaceutical Column (25 cm by 2.1 mm, 5-
mm particle size) (Vydac, Hesperia, Calif.) heated at 40°C was
used. The mobile phase was 40% methanol in H2O (0.1%
formic acid) for 2 min followed by a 10-min linear gradient to
95% methanol (0.1% formic acid), where it was held for an
additional 8 min with a flow rate of 0.35 ml/min. Mass spectral

analyses were performed by using a Hewlett-Packard 5989
quadrupole mass spectrometer (Hewlett-Packard Co., Wil-
mington, Del.) operated under standard positive-ion electro-
spray conditions. The main metabolite formed from malachite
green eluted at 9 min, as shown in the total-ion chromatogram
(Fig. 2A). An extracted-ion chromatogram for m/z 331 is also
shown (Fig. 2B). The positive-ion electrospray mass spectrum
of the metabolite (Fig. 2C) shows the protonated molecule
(M1H)1 at m/z 331 and two weak ions at m/z 166 and 159.
Although electrospray ionization produces few ions for char-
acterization, authentic leucomalachite green (Aldrich Chemi-
cal Co., Milwaukee, Wis.) yielded identical data (not shown)
when analyzed under similar conditions.

This investigation supports the observation of Singh et al.

FIG. 1. HPLC elution profile showing conversion of malachite green to leucomalachite green by rat intestinal microflora. (Inset) Disappearance of malachite green
and subsequent appearance of leucomalachite green in cultures of rat intestinal microflora.
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(19) that rat cecal contents metabolized malachite green to a
fluorescent compound. We found that the reduction product of
malachite green produced by intestinal microflora was its leuco
derivative. Leucomalachite green was identified by HPLC-MS
and UV-visible spectral properties which were comparable to
those of the authentic compound. This finding also corre-
sponds with our earlier study with the structurally similar tri-
phenylmethane dye gentian violet, which was reduced to leu-
cogentian violet (11). The extent of conversion of malachite
green to leucomalachite green by rat, monkey, and human
intestinal microfloras was 99 to 100% in all replicates. Since
leucomalachite green is structurally similar to the leuco forms
of other carcinogenic triphenylmethane dyes (10), the enzy-
matic reduction of malachite green to leucomalachite green by
intestinal microflora could play a critical role in metabolic
activation to a potential carcinogen. Studies of the carcinoge-
nicity of malachite green and its leuco form are now being
conducted.

We thank Pat Fleischer and Sandra Malone for clerical assistance

and John B. Sutherland, James P. Freeman, and Sandra J. Culp for
critical reading of the manuscript.

REFERENCES

1. Alderman, D. J. 1985. Malachite green: a review. J. Fish Dis. 8:289–298.
2. Alderman, D. J., and R. S. Clifton-Hadley. 1993. Malachite green: a phar-

macokinetic study in rainbow trout, Oncorhynchus mykiss (Walbaum). J. Fish
Dis. 16:297–311.

3. Allen, J. L., and J. B. Hunn. 1986. Fate and distribution of some drugs used
in aquaculture. Vet. Hum. Toxicol. 28(Suppl. 1):21–24.

4. Allen, J. L., J. E. Gofus, and J. R. Meinertz. 1994. Determination of mala-
chite green residues in the eggs, fry, and adult muscle tissue of rainbow trout
(Oncorhynchus mykiss). J. Assoc. Off. Anal. Chem. Int. 77:553–557.

5. Chadwick, R. W., S. E. George, and L. R. Claxton. 1992. Role of gastroin-
testinal mucosa and microflora in the bioactivation of dietary and environ-
mental mutagens or carcinogens. Drug Metab. Rev. 24:425–492.

6. Clemmensen, S., J. C. Jensen, O. Meyer, P. Olsen, and G. Wurtzen. 1984.
Toxicological studies on malachite green: a triphenylmethane dye. Arch.
Toxicol. 56:43–45.

7. Culp, S. J., and F. A. Beland. 1996. Malachite green: a toxicological review.
J. Am. Coll. Toxicol. 15:219–238.

8. Fernandes, C., V. S. Lalitha, and K. V. K. Rao. 1991. Enhancing effect of
malachite green on the development of hepatic pre-neoplastic lesions in-
duced by N-nitrosodiethylamine in rats. Carcinogenesis 12:839–845.

9. Lawton, J. R. 1989. An investigation of the fixation and staining of lipids by
a combination of malachite green or other triphenylmethane dyes with glu-
taraldehyde. J. Microsc. 154:83–92.

10. Littlefield, N. A., B. N. Blackwell, C. C. Hewitt, and D. W. Gaylor. 1985.
Chronic toxicity and carcinogenicity studies of gentian violet in mice. Fun-
dam. Appl. Toxicol. 5:902–912.

11. McDonald, J. J., and C. E. Cerniglia. 1984. Biotransformation of gentian
violet to leucogentian violet by human, rat, and chicken intestinal microflora.
Drug Metab. Dispos. 12:330–336.

12. Meyer, F. P., and R. A. Schnick. 1987. A review of chemicals used for the
control of fish diseases. Rev. Aquat. Sci. 1:693–710.

13. Moore, W. E. C., and L. H. Moore. 1995. Intestinal floras of populations that
have a high risk of colon cancer. Appl. Environ. Microbiol. 61:3202–3207.

14. Panadiker, A., C. Fernandes, and K. V. K. Rao. 1992. The cytotoxic prop-
erties of malachite green are associated with the increased demethylase, aryl
hydrocarbon hydroxylase and lipid peroxidation in primary cultures of Syrian
hamster embryo cells. Cancer Lett. 67:93–101.

15. Plakas, S. M., K. R. ElSaid, G. R. Stehly, and J. E. Roybal. 1995. Optimi-
zation of a liquid chromatographic method for determination of malachite
green and its metabolites in fish tissues. J. Assoc. Off. Anal. Chem. Int.
78:1388–1394.

16. Poe, W. E., and R. P. Wilson. 1983. Absorption of malachite green by
channel catfish. Prog. Fish-Cult. 45:228–229.

17. Rao, K. V. K. 1990. Comparative cytotoxic effects of the non-permitted food
colouring agents metanil yellow, orange II, rhodamine B and malachite
green on hamster dermal and C3H/10 T1/2 fibroblasts. Bombay Hosp. J.
32:61–65.

18. Rao, K. V. K. 1995. Inhibition of DNA synthesis in primary rat hepatocyte
cultures by malachite green: a new liver tumor promoter. Toxicol. Lett.
81:107–113.

19. Singh, S., M. Das, and S. K. Khanna. 1994. Biodegradation of malachite
green and rhodamine B by caecal microflora of rats. Biochem. Biophys. Res.
Commun. 200:1544–1550.

20. Tancrede, C. 1992. Role of human microflora in health and disease. Eur.
J. Clin. Microbiol. Infect. Dis. 11:1012–1015.

21. Turnipseed, S. B., J. E. Roybal, J. A. Hurlbut, and A. R. Long. 1995. Gas
chromatographic/mass spectrometric confirmation of leucomalachite green
in catfish (Ictalurus punctatus) tissue. J. Assoc. Off. Anal. Chem. Int. 78:971–
977.

22. Turnipseed, S. B., J. E. Roybal, H. S. Rupp, J. A. Hurlbut, and A. R. Long.
1995. Particle beam liquid chromatography-mass spectrometry of triphenyl-
methane dyes: application to confirmation of malachite green in incurred
catfish tissue. J. Chromatogr. B. 670:55–62.

FIG. 2. Positive-ion electrospray mass spectral analysis of an extract from a
culture of C. perfringens dosed with malachite green. (A) Total-ion chromato-
gram; (B) extracted-ion chromatogram for m/z 331, representing leucomalachite
green; (C) positive-ion electrospray mass spectrum of the metabolite at a tR of
9.11 min.
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