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Protection of a Gold Catalyst by a Supramolecular Cage
Improves Bioorthogonality
Catriona C. James,[a] Dinghao Wu,[b] Eduard O. Bobylev,[a] Alexander Kros,[b] Bas de Bruin,[a]

and Joost N. H. Reek*[a]

Gold catalysts exhibit poor compatibility with cellular compo-
nents. We show that encapsulation of a gold catalyst within the
cavity of a supramolecular cage improves the reactivity of the
gold complex under biological conditions. The gold complex
catalyzes an intramolecular hydroarylation to produce a fluo-
rescent dye. The encapsulated gold is able to produce this dye
in higher yields compared to the free gold under aqueous
aerobic conditions and in the presence of biological additives.

The substrate was found to be highly cytotoxic, meaning that a
very low substrate concentration of 1 μM is required to carry its
transformation inside living cells; however, catalysis in cell
culture media carried out at micromolar range is found to be
inhibited. Although this specific reaction cannot be applied
inside living cells, we present a viable strategy to improve the
reactivity of gold catalysts in vivo.

Introduction

The selective activation of prodrugs and medicines is highly
desirable, as it provides the ability to obtain precise spatial and
temporal control over their activity which may minimize off-
target reactivity.[1] This is particularly relevant for cancer treat-
ment, where system-wide toxicity goes hand in hand with
cancer cell toxicity, often resulting in severe side effects.[2] In
order to achieve such selectivity, a bioorthogonal trigger is
needed to activate the drug, which should selectivity occur at
the desired location. In addition, this trigger should be inert in
the off-target cells and should not influence other endogenous
processes within the cell. One strategy to accomplish is to
design prodrugs which are activated by new-to-nature trans-
formations. Transition metal catalysis is a powerful tool to
achieve this as it provides access to a wide scope of reactions
which cannot be performed by native enzymes.[3] Gold
catalyzed transformations are attractive for this purpose, as
they are known to undergo bioorthogonal transformations. For
example, gold complexes have been shown to promote C� S

cross coupling reactions in biological systems, whereby aryl
groups were conjugated to cysteine residues in bacterial
proteins.[4] In addition, they provide routes to synthesize cyclic
compounds, a scaffold commonly found in medicines, from
alkynes.[5] Alkynes are known to have good bio-orthogonality as
they are generally not found naturally in the cell environment,
which decreases the chances of non-desired reactivity.[6]

Gold catalyzed cyclizations have already been performed
in vivo; however, the activity of the gold catalyst itself is
typically very low. The first example of a gold catalyzed
intramolecular hydroarylation was shown by Mascareñas and
coworkers.[7] Although they showed that only 10 mol% of a
small gold catalyst, [Au(PTA)Cl], could successfully convert the
substrate to generate a fluorescent coumarin derivative in water
with almost quantitative conversion, when the reaction was
applied inside HeLa cells the authors estimated a turnover
number (TON) of just 1.12. As accurate quantification of
catalytic reactions in vitro is challenging, the authors empha-
sized that this TON should only be taken as an approximation.
Yet, it is clear that the cellular environment has a considerable
detrimental effect on the activity of the gold complex. The root
of this problem is the high concentrations of strongly gold-
binding thiol-containing biomolecules, such as glutathione
(GSH), present in the cellular environment.[7] A need to protect
the gold catalyst from the cellular environment prompted
Tanaka et al. to dock an NHC� Au(I) complex inside an albumin
scaffold, to generate an artificial metalloenzyme. Indeed, good
conversions to generate an anticancer compound were
achieved when the gold complex was docked inside the
hydrophobic cavity of the protein, whereas the free complex
was readily poisoned by thiols and therefore exhibited almost
no reactivity. As such, the hydrophilic GSH molecules appa-
rently cannot reach the complex when it is inside the hydro-
phobic cavity of the protein. In A549 cells it was shown that
while high concentrations of gold complex were needed to
synthesize the cytotoxic compound and induce cell death,
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much lower concentrations of metalloenzyme were needed to
achieve the same levels of cytotoxicity, indicating that protec-
tion of the gold catalyst with the protein scaffold can prevent
catalyst poisoning and improve reactivity.[8] This incompatibility
of gold complexes with the cellular environment runs both
ways. Cellular biomolecules have a detrimental effect on the
catalytic activity, but gold complexes can also harm the cells by
inducing toxicity themselves. Zou et al. therefore developed a
system where an inactive and non-toxic gold complex was first
applied in cells. This gold complex was activated by a palladium
species to become cytotoxic and catalytically active for an
intramolecular hydroarylation reaction to synthesize a fluores-
cent coumarin derivative. This dual activity of the gold complex
was demonstrated in both A549 cells and in zebrafish.[9]

Considering the poor compatibility of gold catalysts with
the components in living cells, we aimed to design a simple
system whereby protection could be provided for both the
gold catalyst from the cell environment and the cell from the
gold complex. To this end we looked for ways to encapsulate
the gold complex in a supramolecular cage, eventually carrying
out gold catalysis within the cavity of a cage. The molecular
capsule should provide a physical barrier between the gold
center and the surrounding environment, leading to improved
compatibility. In previous work, gold complexes have been
encapsulated with the aim to improve their catalytic properties
in terms of activity and selectivity. Reported benefits of confine-
ment on catalysis have been due to: 1) pre-organization of
substrate and catalyst;[10] 2) positive effects of increased local
concentration of catalysts;[11] 3) cage effects that control the
selectivity;[12] and 4) stabilization of the catalyst by the cage.[13]

Although there are several examples of gold catalysts being
encapsulated in a range of different supramolecular cages,[14]

we selected the small tetrahedral K12[Ga4L6] cage developed by
Raymond and coworkers for the current goal (Figure 1).[15] Once
encapsulated inside this cage, catalysts are known to participate
in size-selective catalysis, where only substrates small enough
to fit through the window are able to react.[12c] With this in

mind, we hypothesized that large biomolecules may be
stopped from reaching the gold center, while small substrate
molecules may still access the active site. In addition, a gold
catalyst, [Au(PMe3)]

+, has been shown to bind inside the cavity
of the cage. The encapsulated gold complex exhibited
improved activity compared to the free complex,[16] and has
also been shown to participate in a tandem reaction with
enzymes, indicating its biocompatibility.[17] Here we explore the
use of encapsulated gold complexes for catalysis applications
under biological conditions in living cells.

Results and Discussion

Approach

The tetrahedral K12[Ga4L6] cage (see Figure 1A) was prepared
according to a literature procedure, and spectroscopic data
were identical to those reported by Raymond et al.[16] Prepara-
tion of the encapsulated gold complex, [Au(PMe3)]

+�cage, was
achieved by mixing 1.2 eq of the cage with 1 eq of the
commercially available gold catalyst, [Au(PMe3)Cl]. The catalyti-
cally active cationic gold species [Au(PMe3)]

+ resides within the
cavity, as the highly negative charged capsule is able to
encapsulate cationic guests due to electrostatic interactions. For
reactions with free [Au(PMe3)Cl], no chloride-abstracting re-
agents were required as it is known that the chloride is able to
dissociate from the gold center in water.[7] Catalyst encapsula-
tion in the aqueous phase was established by 1H NMR
spectroscopy and 2D 1H diffusion ordered NMR spectroscopy
(DOSY). Two new overlapping doublets appeared in the 1H NMR
spectrum (Figure S1) at � 1.85 and � 1.89 ppm which corre-
spond to the phosphine alkyl protons of [Au(PMe3)Cl], and
these peaks are shifted upfield with respect to those of free
[Au(PMe3)Cl], which would appear at 1.64 ppm. Besides this, all
the aromatic peaks belonging to the empty cage appear
between 7.80 and 6.52 ppm, but in the presence of [Au-
(PMe3)Cl] they are all shifted downfield to between 7.84 and
6.57 ppm. In addition, the DOSY spectrum (Figure S3) had only
one band with a logD value of � 9.62, indicating that only one
species is diffusing in solution. Together these data are
characteristic of encapsulation of the gold complex within the
cavity of the cage. In order to monitor catalytic conversions in
the highly complex environment of the cell, typically substrates
are used that become fluorescent upon product formation.[18]

However, many fluorophores contain large aromatic groups in
their structure, which may be too large to fit through the small
windows of the cage (see supplementary information). We
therefore designed a small alkyne-containing substrate, 1,
which upon a gold catalyzed hydroarylation reaction generates
a coumarin dye, 2a. As a by-product, a non-fluorescent regio-
isomer 2b can also be formed (Figure 1B). Substrate 1 was
prepared using standard synthetic steps from commercially
available building blocks (see supplementary information). To
successfully demonstrate that catalysis can be performed in
living cells, we need to: 1) explore the cytotoxicity of the
substrate, catalyst, and product, which will set the boundary

Figure 1. A) Structures of [Au(PMe3)Cl] and cage. B) Gold catalysed intra-
molecular hydroarylation of substrate 1 to form fluorescent dye 2a and the
non-fluorescent regio-isomer 2b.
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conditions for catalysis; 2) demonstrate that the caged catalyst
enters the living cell in order to perform the catalytic trans-
formation; and 3) explore the compatibility of the catalyst
system with commonly abundant components in living cells. In
the following sections these will be discussed.

Cytotoxicity and catalyst conditions

Before catalysis can be carried out, appropriate reaction
conditions need to be found. The reaction conditions for
transition metal catalysis inside cells is often vastly different to
that of catalytic reactions for synthetic purposes. While catalysis
reactions for synthesis typically are carried out at millimolar to
molar concentrations of substrate, much lower concentrations
are typically required for catalysis in cells. Ideally, the reaction
components for catalysis should induce as little cytotoxicity as
possible, in order to ensure that the reaction mainly takes place
inside of living cells, rather than extracellularly in the presence
of dead cells. Therefore, the biocompatibility of the reaction
components with living cells was first investigated in order to
determine the appropriate reaction conditions for intracellular
catalysis. To this end, the viability of human cervical cancer cells
(HeLa cells) was determined in the presence of substrate 1,
product 2a, the free [Au(PMe3)Cl], the empty cage, and the
encapsulated [Au(PMe3)]

+�cage, using an MTT (3-(4,5-dimeth-
ylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-diphenyltetrazolium bromide) assay (Figure 2).
After HeLa cells were incubated with increasing concentrations
of the compounds, the percentage of cells which remained
alive compared to before incubation with the compounds, was
determined. The relative cytotoxicity of the different com-
pounds was determined by comparing the cell viability in the
presence of each of the compounds at a given concentration.
Substrate 1 was found to induce very high levels of cytotoxicity:
at only 10 μM, the cell viability was just 23%. In order to
minimize cytotoxicity induced by substrate 1, it should be

applied in very low concentrations for catalysis, ideally at just
1 μM, as at this concentration a cell viability of 74% was
observed. The cell viability of product 2a at concentrations
above 10 μM was higher than that for substrate 1, and below
these concentrations the cell viabilities of substrate 1 and
product 2 are similar (67–74% and 57–53% respectively). This
means that any product which would be formed during
catalysis would not induce any significant cytotoxicity at this
concentration. Both of the gold complexes were also found to
induce less cytotoxicity than the substrate. Gratifyingly, the
encapsulated [Au(PMe3)]

+�cage complex exhibited reduced
cytotoxicity compared to the free [Au(PMe3)Cl]: 79% cell
viability was observed for [Au(PMe3)]

+�cage at 50 μM, while at
the same concentration for free [Au(PMe3)Cl] the cell viability
was only 59%. The cage itself was essentially non-cytotoxic,
even at cage concentrations up to 500 μM. Although the
cytotoxicity of the gold complex was reduced by encapsulation
within the cage, the lack of cytotoxicity across all concen-
trations of cage brought into question the cell membrane
permeability of the cage. The [Au(PMe3)]

+�cage complex has a
total negative charge of � 11, and it is often challenging to
transport large hydrophilic or charged cargo across the cell
membrane.[19]

Uptake of cages in living cells

Confocal microscopy was used in order to visualize uptake of
the cage using fluorescence. As the [Au(PMe3)]

+�cage complex
itself is not fluorescent, the cage was labelled with the
fluorescent dye RhodamineB (RhoB), generating a fluorescent
RhoB-cage complex. Although RhoB is very large, we hypothe-
sized that electrostatic interactions could bind the dye to the
cage, either by partial encapsulation of the alkyl groups within
the cavity, or by binding to the exterior of the cage. A solution
of 1 eq RhoB and 1.2 eq cage in water was stirred for 30 min at
room temperature, and analyzed by 1H NMR spectroscopy,
DOSY, UV/Vis spectroscopy, fluorescence spectroscopy, and
cryospray ionization high resolution mass spectrometry (CSI-
HRMS). In the 1H NMR spectrum of the RhoB and cage mixture
(Figure S4), the quartet at 3.49 ppm and the triplet at 1.16 ppm
of the free RhoB were shifted upfield and appeared as two
broad singlets at 3.06 ppm and 0.94 ppm respectively. In
addition, the aromatic signals of the free RhoB between 8.17–
6.57 ppm and the aromatic signals of the empty cage between
7.80–6.47 ppm were all shifted to give a set of overlapping
peaks between 7.53–6.44 ppm. All of these signals in the RhoB
and cage mixture gave one band in the DOSY spectrum with a
logD value of � 9.63 (Figure S5), indicating that there is one
species in solution. In addition, the CSI-HRMS spectrum had
signals which correspond to 3-, 4-, and 5- species containing
one cage and one RhoB (Figure S7). Finally, the UV/Vis spectrum
of RhoB in the presence of cage also indicated binding
(Figure S6). The absorption at 554 nm decreased from 1.09 for
free RhoB to 0.86 for RhoB in the presence of cage, which is
typical for of a binding event. Having established that RhoB
indeed binds to the cage, the fluorescence properties of the

Figure 2. MTT assay of reaction components in HeLa cells at different
concentrations.
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resultant complex was evaluated. Although the RhoB-cage
complex indeed displays fluorescence, the intensity of the
emission spectrum is lower than that of the free RhoB,
indicating that fluorescence of the RhoB is partially quenched
upon binding (Figure 3B). Therefore, if fluorescence is detected
after incubation with cells with the RhoB-cage complex,
comparing the fluorescence intensity with that of the free RhoB
gives an indication of whether or not the RhoB is still bound to
the cage and therefore shows whether or not the cage has
entered the cell. To this end, HeLa cells were incubated with a
1 μM solution of either RhoB or RhoB-cage for 30 min, followed
by washing twice with PBS buffer. While fluorescence was
observed in the cytoplasm of the cells incubated with free
RhoB, only background fluorescence was seen for the RhoB-
cage (Figure 3C). Therefore, the cage together with its cargo is
not cell permeable, and the reason for the cage being non-toxic
is due to the fact that it does not in fact enter the cell. This
means that in order to carry out the reaction inside cells, the
[Au(PMe3)]

+�cage complex would need to be first brought into
the cell using a cell-penetrating vehicle, such as a cell-
penetrating peptide or lipid nanoparticle (LNP).

Effect of catalyst encapsulation on biocompatibility

In order to gain insights into catalytic conversion of substrate 1
under biologically relevant conditions, we first carried out the
catalysis at high substrate concentrations, under the typical
catalysis conditions used in the literature for [Au(PMe3)]

+

�cage.[16,17] Therefore 0.2 M of substrate 1 was stirred at 37 °C
for 16 h in the presence of 2.5 mol% catalyst. Almost identical
yields of the fluorescent product 2a were obtained for both
free [Au(PMe3)Cl] and encapsulated [Au(PMe3)]

+�cage in water,
with 69% and 70% yields respectively (Figure 4A). Due to
solubility reasons, the reaction mixtures could not be analyzed
by 1H NMR spectroscopy, and the yield of 2a was instead
determined by fluorescence intensity: the concentration of
product 2a was calculated from a fluorescence calibration
curve, and the final yield determined from the ratio between
the observed concentration and theoretical maximum concen-
tration of product 2a. When the catalysis was carried out in
CH3CN using [Au(PPh3)Cl] as catalyst, full conversion was
achieved, resulting in a 7 :3 ratio of fluorescent product 2a and
the non-fluorescent regio-isomer 2b. Therefore, it is likely that
2b is also being formed during the catalysis water, and that the
overall conversion is higher than the yield of 2a. Having
established the successful formation of 2a by [Au(PMe3)]

+

�cage, we next looked to investigate the effect of the in the

Figure 3. A) Structure of RhoB. B) Emission spectra of a 1 μM solution of RhoB and a 1 μM solution of RhoB-cage complex in water. C) Confocal microscopy
images of HeLa cells incubated with a 500 nM solution of RhoB or RhoB-cage complex.
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presence of biological additives; namely GSH, and l-histidine
(His), an amino acid which contains a metal-binding imidazole
moiety, and PBS buffer. 2.5 mol% of either free [Au(PMe3)Cl] or
encapsulated [Au(PMe3)]

+�cage was first mixed with
1.25 mol% His or GSH in water before addition of substrate 1,
and the resulting mixture was stirred at 37 °C for 16 h. In all
cases, the encapsulated [Au(PMe3)]

+�cage complex outper-
formed free [Au(PMe3)Cl]. Histidine had the least effect upon
the catalytic activity of the gold, with a 50% yield of 2a for free
[Au(PMe3)Cl] and 65% yield for encapsulated [Au(PMe3)]

+

�cage. The presence of PBS buffer had an inhibiting effect
upon catalysis. When the reaction was carried out in a 8 :2
mixture of PBS/water, the yield dropped to just 22% for free
[Au(PMe3)Cl] while it remained high for encapsulated [Au-
(PMe3)]

+�cage, at 63%. While the high concentration of
chlorides in the PBS buffer (140 mM) disfavors dissociation of
the chloride from the free [Au(PMe3)Cl] complex and therefore
reduces the amount of active species in solution, it appears that
this is not the case in the presence of the cage: once
encapsulated inside the cage, recombination of the gold center
with the chloride is prevented. As expected, GSH behaved as a
strong poison for the catalysis. Even in the presence of only

0.5 eq of GSH compared to the gold, free [Au(PMe3)Cl] only
generated 2a in a 2% yield. However, upon encapsulation a 6-
fold increase in yield was observed, with a 13% yield for
[Au(PMe3)]

+�cage. When the reaction mixture was analyzed by
high resolution electrospray ionization mass spectrometry (Fig-
ure 4C), a peak at 852.0034 was observed, which corresponds to
a species containing one GSH molecule and two [Au(PMe3)]

+

cations. No species corresponding to one GSH molecule and
one [Au(PMe3)]

+ cation was observed. It appears that one GSH
molecule poisons the catalysis by binding two gold centers. As
GSH is found in concentrations of 2–5 mM in cells,[20] we looked
to see the extent to which the cage could protect against this
thiol poisoning. Catalysis was carried out in the presence of
increasing equivalents of GSH with respect to the gold, and,
unsurprisingly, no yield at all of 2a was observed above 0.5 eq
for free [Au(PMe3)Cl] (Figure 4B). However, for the [Au(PMe3)]

+

�cage complex 2a was still observed with up to 2 eq of GSH,
albeit in very low yields (<5%). Catalysis was also carried out in
the presence of all three biological additives combined. When
both GSH and His are combined together in PBS buffer no yield
at all is observed for free [Au(PMe3)Cl], however 2a was still
produced in a 4% yield for the encapsulated [Au(PMe3)]

+

Figure 4. A) Yields of product 2 after Catalysis of substrate 1 with free [Au(PMe3)Cl] and encapsulated [Au(PMe3)]
+�cage in the presence of biological

additives. B) Yields of product 2 after catalysis of substrate 1 with free and encapsulated catalyst in the presence of increasing equivalents of GSH. C) ESI-
HRMS spectrum (positive mode) of the catalysis reaction mixture in the presence of 0.5 equivalents of GSH with respect to gold.
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�cage. Finally, catalysis was also carried out in the presence of
cell culture medium (DMEM+10% FBS), as such media contains
a complex mixture of proteins and biomolecules, which is
similar to what is found inside of cells. Using free [Au(PMe3)Cl]
again resulted no yield; however, encapsulated [Au(PMe3)]

+

�cage was able to generate 2a in a 10% yield. It is likely that
the lower yields observed when DMEM+10% FBS was used as
solvent compared to water is again due to poisoning from
thiols found in the amino acids and proteins in the cell culture
medium. Although the catalytic activity of encapsulated [Au-
(PMe3)]

+�cage is quite drastically reduced in the presence of
these biological additives, 2a is still generated in consistently
higher yields compared to free [Au(Me3P)Cl]. Therefore, while
poisoning still takes place, the cage indeed is able to provide
some protection against these biological additives. While it is
clear that GSH is one source of catalysis inhibition under
biological conditions, it should be noted that while these data
give an indication of what may happen in vivo, they may not
necessarily translate to the cell environment; the cell is a highly
complex, heterogeneous environment,[21] and such simple test
reactions under physiological conditions may not paint an
accurate picture of how the system will behave inside a cell.
The reactivity of gold catalysts towards a variety of trans-
formations, including hydroarylations, has been shown to be
highly dependent on the counterion of the gold complex;[22] for
example, DFT studies into a propargylic amide cyclization using
an LAuNTf2 complex as catalyst show that (NTf2)

� counterions
interact with the amide group to promote (de-)protonation
during the catalytic cycle.[23] Therefore it is highly possible that
the reactivity of the encapsulated and free gold complexes may
be different if the chloride counterion is substituted by other
anions found in the cell.

With the promising results of gold catalyst protection from
typical biological metal poisons by encapsulation in the
gallium-cage and established cytotoxicity of substrate 1, next
the biocompatibility of the reaction itself was investigated
under the required concentrations of all components. The
reaction was carried out under physiological conditions, rather
than in cells, in order to gain insight into how the reaction
behaves in the presence of biological components, as both the
set-up and analysis is more facile under physiological conditions
compared to in cells. Catalysis was therefore carried out under
dilute conditions in various cell culture media in order to
determine if the reaction would be feasible in vivo (Table S2, SI).
Solutions of the catalysts were first prepared in water or DMSO
before addition of the substrate. A solution of 50 mol% of either
encapsulated [Au(PMe3)]

+�cage in water or free [Au(PMe3)Cl] in
DMSO was therefore added to cell culture media (either DMEM
+10% FBS, FBS, or FBS/PBS mixtures), followed by the addition
of 1 eq of substrate 1 to give a final concentration of 10 μM of
substrate. This concentration of substrate was selected so that
even at low yields, product 2a would still be able to be
detected. The reaction mixtures were stirred at 37 °C for 16 h,
after which they were directly analyzed by fluorescence
spectroscopy. Unfortunately, in all cases, for both encapsulated
[Au(PMe3)]

+�cage and free [Au(PMe3)Cl], no fluorescence was
detected, meaning that no product was formed. Therefore,

catalysis with either free or encapsulated gold is not possible
under the conditions which would be required for in cells. While
we demonstrated clearly a protective effect of the nanocage for
encapsulated gold catalyst under semi-biological conditions in
the presence of biological metal poisons, further substrate
design and optimization is required for the application of such
systems in living matter.

Conclusion

An encapsulated gold catalyst was able to catalyze an intra-
molecular hydroarylation reaction to produce a fluorescent
coumarin dye. Under catalytic conditions in water the encapsu-
lated [Au(PMe3)]

+�cage complex was able to generate the
product with about the same yields as the free catalyst.
Importantly, under identical conditions in the presence of
biological additives such GSH, Histidine, PBS buffer, and cell
culture medium, the encapsulated catalyst [Au(PMe3)]

+�cage
provided much higher yields than the free [Au(PMe3)Cl],
indicating the cage was providing protection for the gold
catalyst. The [Au(PMe3)]

+�cage complex afforded product 2a
in the presence of GSH, His, PBS buffer, and cell culture
medium, whereas free [Au(PMe3)Cl] was completely inactive
under the same conditions. Although the proof of principle that
catalyst protection can be achieved by encapsulation in
synthetic molecular cages, several issues need to be solved
before these systems can be applied in cells. At very low
substrate concentrations (10 μM) required for reactions to be
carried out in cells, neither the free [Au(PMe3)Cl] nor encapsu-
lated [Au(PMe3)]

+�cage was able to generate product 2a in
cell culture media, so activity or stability under these conditions
need to be improved. The cage itself was found to be not cell
permeable and vehicles known to transport non-permeable
cargo into cells may be required.[24] For example, encapsulation
of the [Au(PMe3)]

+�cage complex inside lipid nanoparticles
(LNPs) may provide a viable route to deliver the protected
catalyst into the cell.[25] Another potential route to cell
permeability may be bioconjugation of the cage to a cell
penetrating peptide, a strategy which has previously been
applied to Pd2L4 metallocages.

[26] Also, the substrate should be
redesigned as such so that it is less toxic and can be used at
higher substrate concentrations. In addition, an even smaller
substrate may further improve the protection provided by the
cage, and further enhance the activity of the encapsulated gold
under biological conditions.

Experimental Section

Cell experiments

HeLa cells were incubated for 30 min with RhoB or RhoB-cage
complex in DMEM+10% FBS to give a final concentration of
500 nM. The cells were then washed 3 times with PBS and then
imaged by confocal microscopy.
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General procedure for catalysis

An aqueous solution of cage (3 mol%) was added to solid
[Au(PMe3)Cl] (2.5 mol%) and stirred at room temperature for
30 min. Either the desired solvent or an aqueous solution of the
desired additive was then added, followed by neat substrate (1 eq).
This solution was stirred at 37 °C for 16 h. The yield of 2a was
determined by diluting the reaction mixture with DMSO and
measuring the fluorescence intensity.

Full experimental procedures are described in the supplementary
information.
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