
Abstract The oceans are the source of a large group of
structurally unique natural products that are mainly accu-
mulated in invertebrates such as sponges, tunicates,
bryozoans, and molluscs. Several of these compounds
(especially the tunicate metabolite ET-743) show pro-
nounced pharmacological activities and are interesting
candidates for new drugs primarily in the area of cancer
treatment. Other compounds are currently being devel-
oped as an analgesic (ziconotide from the mollusc Conus
magus) or to treat inflammation. Numerous natural prod-
ucts from marine invertebrates show striking structural
similarities to known metabolites of microbial origin,
suggesting that microorganisms (bacteria, microalgae)
are at least involved in their biosynthesis or are in fact
the true sources of these respective metabolites. This as-
sumption is corroborated by several studies on natural
products from sponges that proved these compounds to
be localized in symbiotic bacteria or cyanobacteria. Re-
cently, molecular methods have successfully been ap-
plied to study the microbial diversity in marine sponges
and to gain evidence for an involvement of bacteria 
in the biosynthesis of the bryostatins in the bryozoan
Bugula neritina.

Introduction

Nature has continuously provided mankind with a broad
and structurally diverse arsenal of pharmacologically ac-
tive compounds that continue to be utilised as highly ef-
fective drugs to combat a multitude of deadly diseases or
as lead structures for the development of novel syntheti-
cally derived drugs that mirror their models from nature.
Traditionally, higher plants and, since the discovery of
the penicillins, terrestrial microorganisms have proven to
be the richest sources of natural drugs that are indispens-

able especially for the treatment of fatal diseases such as
cancer. Well-known examples of plant-derived anti-can-
cer drugs include paclitaxel (taxol), from Taxus brevifo-
lia; etoposide (vepesid), derived by partial synthesis
from the lignan podophyllotoxin isolated from Podo-
phyllum peltatum; and irinotecan (campthosar), which
was obtained by optimizing the structure of the alkaloid
camptothecin from Camptotheca acuminata. Examples
from bacterial sources include doxorubicin (adriamycin)
and bleomycin from various Streptomyces strains.

Serious attempts to tap the vast potential of marine
organisms as sources of bioactive metabolites that may
be directly utilised as drugs or serve as lead structures
for drug development started in the late 1960s. The dis-
covery of sizeable quantities of prostaglandins, which
had just been discovered as important mediators in-
volved in inflammatory diseases, fever and pain, in the
gorgonian Plexaura homomalla by Weinheimer and
Spraggins in 1969 is usually considered as the “take-off
point” of any serious search for “drugs from the sea”
(Weinheimer and Spraggins 1969) (note, however, that
unusual nucleosides which had been isolated from ma-
rine sponges already in the 1950s served as lead struc-
tures for the development of nowadays commercially
important anti-viral drugs such as ara-A and the antican-
cer drug for leukemia, ara-C).

From 1969–1999 approximately 300 patents on bio-
active marine natural products were issued. From hum-
ble beginnings the number of compounds isolated from
various marine organisms has virtually soared and now
exceeds 10,000 (MarinLit 2001), with hundreds of new
compounds still being discovered every year (Faulkner
2000b; Faulkner 2002). Through the combined efforts of
marine natural products chemists and pharmacologists a
number of promising compounds have been identified
that are either already at advanced stages of clinical trials
(most of them in the treatment of cancer) (Table 1) or
have been selected as promising candidates for extended
preclinical evaluation (Faulkner 2000a).

It is interesting to note that the majority of marine
natural products currently in clinical trials or under pre-
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clinical evaluation is produced by invertebrates such as
sponges, tunicates, molluscs or bryozoans (Table 1) but
not by algae. This is in sharp contrast to the terrestrial
environment where plants by far exceed animals with re-
gard to the production of bioactive natural products (also
called secondary metabolites). The wealth of bioactive
metabolites isolated from soft-bodied, sessile or slow-
moving marine invertebrates that usually lack morpho-
logical defence structures such as spines or a protective
shell is no coincidence but reflects the ecological impor-
tance of these constituents for the respective inverte-
brates. It has been repeatedly shown that chemical de-
fence through accumulation of toxic or distasteful natu-
ral products is an effective strategy to fight off potential
predators (e.g. fishes) or to force back neighbours com-
peting for space (Proksch and Ebel 1998; Proksch 1999;
McClintock and Baker 2001).

Taking the described ecological importance of marine
natural products into consideration, it comes therefore
hardly as a surprise that the majority of drug candidates
from the sea has so far been isolated from invertebrates
that thrive in tropical (for example as inhabitants of coral
reefs) or subtropical seas where the grazing pressure by
predators such as fishes is higher than in any other eco-
system of the world. On tropical coral reefs fish have
been estimated to bite the bottom in excess of 150,000
times per m2 and day (Carpenter 1986). Under these se-
vere selective pressures only those organisms will sur-
vive that can rely on effective means of chemical de-
fence. In many cases compounds that protect their inver-
tebrate producers from predators or that help to fight off
neighbours (e. g. didemnin B; Lindquist et al. 1992)
have also attracted attention in pharmacological assays

that are aimed at drug discovery (Table 1). Thus, organ-
isms that thrive in spite of pronounced biotic pressures
can to some degree be expected to contain metabolites
that are also of interest for drug prospectors searching
the oceans.

Current status of drugs from the sea

Of the marine natural products (or analogues) that are
currently under clinical investigation as potential new
anti-cancer drugs (Table 1) the marine alkaloid ecteinas-
cidin 743 (ET-743) (Scheme 1) is by far the most ad-
vanced compound. ET-743 is in the late stages of phase
II clinical trials as an anti-cancer drug and is expected to
enter the drug market in Europe already by the end of
2002 or in early 2003. The drug has a broad-spectrum
anti-tumour activity and is especially effective against
solid tumours such as sarcomas and breast cancer (Valoti
et al. 1998). So far over 1,000 patients have been treated
with ET-743 in hospitals in Europe and in the USA. The
molecular mode of action of this promising compound
has been elucidated in detail. The alkaloid was shown to
be a minor-groove alkylator of DNA (Zewail-Foote and
Hurley 1999; Minuzzo et al. 2000) and to cause inhibi-
tion of MDR1 gene transcription (Jin et al. 2000), the
latter being responsible for the well-known phenomenon
of multi-drug resistance (MDR), which causes tumours
to become insensitive to anti-cancer drugs and is a se-
vere obstacle for chemotherapy. ET-743 furthermore
elicits non-p53-mediated apoptosis in tumour cells.

The natural source of ET-743 is the tunicate Ecteinas-
cidia turbinata, which occurs naturally in the Caribbean
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Table 1 Selected marine natural products currently in clinical trials (updated from Fusetani 2000)

Source Compounds Disease area Phase of References
clinical 
trials

Conus magnus (cone snail) Ziconotide Pain III Osenbach and Harvey (2001)

Ecteinascidia turbinata (tunicate) Ecteinascidin 743 Cancer II/III Delaloge et al. (2001;
Villalona-Calero et al. 2002)

Dolabella auricularia (sea hare) Dolastatin 10 Cancer II Vaishampayan et al. (2000)
Dolabella auricularia (sea hare) LU103793a Cancer II Smyth et al. (2001)
Bugula neritina (bryozoan) Bryostatin 1 Cancer II Varterasian et al. (2001; 

Blackhall et al. 2001)
Trididemnum solidum (tunicate) Didemnin B Cancer II Mittelman et al. (1999)
Squalus acanthias (shark) Squalamine lactate Cancer II Bhargava et al. (2001)
Aplidium albicans (tunicate) Aplidine Cancer I/II Gomez et al. (2001)
Agelas mauritianus (sponge) KRN7000b Cancer I Kikuchi et al. (2001)
Petrosia contignata (sponge) IPL 576,092c Inflammation/asthma I Coulson and O’Donnell (2000)
Pseudopterogorgia elisabethae (soft coral) Methopterosind Inflammation/wound I Mayer et al. (1998)
Luffariella variabilis (sponge) Manoalide Inflammation/psoriasis I De Rosa et al. (1998)
Amphiporus lactifloreus (marine worm) GTS-21e Alzheimer/schizophrenia I Kem (2000)

a Synthetic analogue of dolastatin 15
b Agelasphin analogue (α-galactosylceramide derivative)
c Synthetic analogue of contignasterol (IZP-94,005)

d Semisynthetic pseudopterosin derivative
e Also known as DMXBA, 3-(2, 4-dimethoxybenzylidene)-anabase-
ine
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Sea and at other sites such as the Bahamas or the Florida
Keys. Tunicates have repeatedly been shown to be inter-
esting sources of chemically unique and strongly bioac-
tive metabolites (Rinehart 2000). In addition to alkaloids
such as ET 743 and others, these delicate animals accu-
mulate structurally unusual depsipeptides including the
didemnins from the Caribbean tunicate Trididemnum sol-
idum (Sakai et al. 1996). The didemnins, especially did-
emnin B, provoked interest already back in the 1980s
due to their pronounced anti-tumour activity which can
be traced back to their interference with protein synthe-
sis (Ahuja et al. 2000a, b). Didemnin B eventually pro-
ceeded to phase II clinical trials. Its further development
as an anti-cancer drug, however, was recently cancelled
due to hepatotoxic side effects of the compound. De-
hydrodidemnin B (also called aplidine) (Schemes 2, 3),
isolated from the Mediterranean tunicate Aplidium albi-
cans, could prove to be a favourable substitute for did-
emnin B (Depenbrock et al. 1998). Aplidine appears to
be less toxic and even more effective than didemnin B
(five to six times more active) (Geldof et al. 1999) with a
broad spectrum activity both in vitro and in vivo against
various types of cancer diseases such as colorectal, lym-
phoma, thyroid and renal cancers (Rinehart 2000). It fur-
thermore shows anti-angiogenic activity in experimental
models. Aplidine is concluding phase I clinical trials and
is scheduled for phase II trials. 

Whereas the stronghold of marine natural products
that have entered clinical trials is clearly in the area of
cancer chemotherapy (Table 1), the oceans hold further
promising compounds that might lead to new drugs in
other important indications such as pain or inflamma-
tion. In this context the pain-killing marine natural prod-

uct ω-conotoxin MVIIA (SNX-111) (Scheme 4) is a
noteworthy success story. It has successfully completed
phase III clinical trials for two therapeutic applications:
to alleviate pain associated with malignant diseases (can-
cer and AIDS) and as an analgesic for nonmalignant
neuropathic pain (Olivera 2000). The compound will be
shortly marketed in the USA under the generic name
ziconotide (the manufacturer received an approval letter
from the FDA on June 28, 2000). Ziconotide is a 25-ami-
no-acid linear peptide exhibiting three disulfide bonds; it
occurs along with other peptides in the venom of the pre-
datory Indo-Pacific marine mollusc Conus magus
(Olivera 2000). C. magus and other Conus species are
fish-hunting molluscs that use their venom to paralyse
their prey (Kohn 1956). The venom of Conus snails can
be deadly also for humans who happen to get stung
while handling the molluscs. The remarkable analgesic
activity of ziconotide (the compound proved to be 1,000
times more active than morphine in animal models of
nociceptic pain) is due to the blockage of calcium chan-
nels (McCleskey et al 1987; Olivera 2000). Synaptic
transmission requires Ca2+ entry for neurotransmitter re-
lease. The compound probably inhibits neurotransmitter
release and thus communication from incoming sensory
fibers and spinal cord neurons which transmit the signals
to the brain (Olivera 2000). In contrast to the classic an-
algesic morphine, no tolerance to ziconotide (which
would require progressively higher doses of the analge-
sic during long-term treatment for the same level of pain
relief) was observed. Following the discovery of this Co-
nus peptide in the late 1970s, no efforts were spared to
develop more potent synthetic analogues. However,
ziconotide proved to be superior to any structural ana-
logue prepared by medicinal chemists.

The Caribbean gorgonian Pseudopterogorgia elis-
abethae is an example of another field of application of
marine natural products which is not directly concerned
with drug discovery but nevertheless holds considerable
economic potential: Extracts of P. elisabethae show anti-
inflammatory activity and are nowadays used as an in-
gredient for cosmetic skin care products. The activity of
the extract is due to unusual diterpene glycosides, the so-
called pseudopterosins – as exemplified by pseudopte-

Scheme 1

Schemes 2, 3

Scheme 4
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rosin E (Scheme 5) – which inhibit phospholipase A2
(Mayer et al. 1998; Look et al. 1986a, 1986b), the key
enzyme for the biosynthesis of inflammatory eicosanoid
mediators. A simple derivative of pseudopterosin is cur-
rently in phase I clinical trials as a potential new anti-
inflammatory agent.

The supply issue

A serious obstacle to the ultimate development of most
marine natural products that are currently undergoing
clinical trials or that are in preclinical evaluation is the
problem of supply. The concentrations of many highly
active compounds in marine invertebrates are often
minute, sometimes accounting for less than 10–6% of the
wet weight. For example, in order to obtain approximate-
ly 1 g of the promising anti-cancer agent ET-743, close
to 1 metric tonne (wet weight) of the tunicate E. turbina-
ta has to be harvested and extracted (Mendola 2000).

In other cases, such as for the halichondrins (e.g hali-
chondrin B, Scheme 6), which are powerful cytostatic
polyketides of sponge origin, the ratio of biomass to
yield of product is even less favourable. In order to ob-
tain as little as 300 mg of a mixture of two halichondrin
analogues, 1 metric tonne of the sponge Lissodendoryx
sp. had be collected and extracted (Hart et al. 2000).

This already causes considerable difficulties and de-
lays in clinical studies where gram quantities of com-
pounds are generally needed but will prove to be an
overwhelming obstacle once one of these compounds is
licensed as a drug. For example, provided that the hali-
chondrins make it to the market as new anti-cancer drugs
the annual need for these compounds is estimated to be
in the range 1–5 kg per year, which corresponds to
roughly 3,000–16,000 metric tonnes of sponge biomass
per year (Hart et al. 2000). It is obvious that such large
amounts of biomass of either sponges, tunicates or other
pharmacologically promising marine invertebrates can
never be harvested from nature without risking extinc-
tion of the respective species. Alternative strategies for
an environmentally sound and economically feasible
supply of marine natural products are therefore needed.

With the exception of the Conus toxin ziconotide
which, due to its peptide nature, can be obtained in virtu-
ally unlimited amounts through synthesis, most other
marine natural products of interest are highly complex
molecules, such as ET-743, the bryostatins or halichon-
drins, that are rich in centres of asymmetry. For these lat-

ter compounds, economically feasible strategies of
chemical synthesis do not exist at present and are not
likely to be developed in the foreseeable future. Howev-
er, in the case of ET-743, a partial synthetic route starting
from the biotechnologically available cyanosafracin B
(see below) has been developed (Cuevas et al. 2000).

Mariculture of sponges, tunicates and bryozoans with
the aim of securing a steady supply of compounds has
long been neglected. Recently, however, considerable
progress has been made in this area and the bryozoan
Bugula neritina (the source of the bryostatins) (Mutter
and Wills 2000) as well as the tunicate E. turbinata are
already accessible through mariculture (Mendola 2000).
The obtained yields of biomass, however, are still far
from those that will be needed once one of these com-
pounds has finally entered the drug market. Furthermore,
mariculture of invertebrates in tanks or in the sea, just
like the more conventional mariculture of shrimps and
fishes, is subject to uncertainties such as destruction due
to storms or diseases which will make any predictability
of the year to year harvest difficult.

In view of the discussed problems related to the im-
portant supply issue the provocative question arises
whether sponges, tunicates, bryozoans and other inverte-
brates are the true producers of the various bioactive
compounds discussed or whether these natural products
(or at least some of them) are rather of microbial origin.
The answer to this question, which is one of the key is-
sues in modern marine natural products research, will
have far-flung consequences and (if eventually answered
to the positive) could open up entirely new approaches
for the production of “drugs from the sea” using biotech-
nological methods.

Are microorganisms the true sources of compounds
from marine invertebrates?

Most if not all marine invertebrates harbour microorgan-
isms that include bacteria, cyanobacteria and fungi with-
in their tissues where they reside in the extra- and intra-
cellular space (e.g. Vacelet and Donadey 1977; Wilkinson
1992). In some cases these associated microorganisms
may constitute up to 40% of the biomass for example of
sponges such as the Mediterranean Aplysina aerophoba
(Vacelet 1975; Friedrich et al. 1999). On the other hand

Scheme 5

Scheme 6
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many invertebrates are filter feeders and consume micro-
organisms from the inhaled sea water by phagocytosis.
The relationships of marine invertebrates and marine mi-
croorganisms that may serve as food or that live either
permanently or temporarily inside of marine macroor-
ganisms are highly complex and far from being under-
stood (Wilkinson 1992; Steinert et al. 2000; Hentschel 
et al. 2000).

Microorganisms not only serve as food for filter feed-
ers or (in the case of cyanobacteria and chemoautotro-
phic bacteria) enrich the diet of their hosts by carbon and
nitrogen fixation but may perhaps also be involved in the
biosynthesis of natural products that are recovered for
example from sponges. Sponges of the genus Halichon-
dria such as H. okadai or H. melanodocia provide a
well-known example of the importance of microalgae for
the typical natural products recovered from these inver-
tebrates. Both Halichondria species contain the protein
phosphatase inhibitor okadaic acid (Scheme 7) (Tachib-
ana et al. 1981). Okadaic acid, however, was later shown
to be produced by dinoflagellates of the genus Prorocen-
trum (Murakami et al. 1982) and is now considered to be
of dietary origin rather than a “true” sponge metabolite
in terms of its biosynthetic origin. In the case of okadaic
acid the evidence for a dietary origin is further corrobo-
rated by inspection of the unique structural elements of
the compound. Okadaic acid is a typical polycyclic ether
derivative that shares important structural features with
other polycyclic ethers such as brevetoxin A or zooxan-
thellatoxin A which are likewise produced by dinoflagel-
lates (Shimizu 2000).

The case of okadaic acid appears to be no exception.
Circumstantial chemical evidence for a microbial origin
of natural products isolated from marine macroorgan-
isms exists for numerous invertebrates. For example,
symplostatin 1, a close structural analogue of dolastatin
10 (Schemes 8, 9) isolated from the marine mollusc
Dolabella auricularia and currently in phase II clinical

trials (Table 1), was found to be a metabolite of the
blue-green alga Symploca hydnoides (Harrigan et al.
1998). Further evidence for a dietary origin of dolasta-
tins in Dolabella auricularia was provided when the
same dolastatin derivatives that had previously been iso-
lated from the sea hare were detected in free-living cya-
nobacteria, such as dolastatin 10 detected in the marine
cyanobacterium Symploca species VP642 (Luesch et al.
2001).

Staurosporine (Scheme 10), recently isolated from the
Micronesian tunicate Eudistoma toealensis and its preda-
tory flatworm Pseudoceros sp. (Schupp et al. 1999), was
so far known only from actinomycetes such as Saccharo-
thrix aerocolonigenes subsp. staurorosporea (formerly
known as Streptomyces staurosporeus). Like dolastatin
10, staurosporine derivatives have received considerable
interest due to their pronounced cytotoxic activity.

A close inspection of the structural features of ET-743
(Scheme 1) from the tunicate E. turbinata (Table 1) re-
veals striking similarities to safracin B (Scheme 11), a
metabolite of Pseudomonas fluorescens (Ikeda et al.
1983). This chemical similarity is in fact so pronounced
that biotechnologically available cyanosafracin B pro-
vides a commercially feasible precursor for a partial syn-
thesis of ET-743 (Cuevas et al. 2000). Based on the dis-
cussed close chemical similarities or even identity of
highly unusual natural products from marine inverte-
brates and microorganisms, it is tempting to assume that,
rather than reflecting a mere chemical coincidence, com-
pounds such as dolastatin 10, staurosporine or even 
ET-743 are introduced into the respective invertebrates
through the food chain or originate from symbiotic (sen-
su lato) bacteria or microalgae.

Even more convincing evidence for an involvement
of microorganisms in natural product synthesis has re-
cently been compiled for the tropical sponges Dysidea
herbacea and Theonella swinhoei. Specimens of D.
herbacea from the Great Barrier Reef in Australia con-
tain the sesquiterpenes spirodysin and herbadysidolide
as well as the chlorinated amino acid derivative 13-
demethylisodysidenin (Unson and Faulkner 1993). The
sponge tissue is furthermore loaded with the cyanobac-
terial symbiont Oscillatoria spongeliae (Berthold et al.
1982) which comprises close to 50% of the cellular vol-
ume (Bewley and Faulkner 1998). Following disruption
of the sponge tissue and fixation of the dissociated cells
with formaldehyde or glutaraldehyde the cyanobacterial
cells were separated from other cells with the aid of a

Scheme 7

Schemes 8, 9

Scheme 10
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cell sorter using the characteristic cholorophyll fluores-
cence for detection. The amino acid derivative 13-deme-
thylisodysidenin was the major natural product identi-
fied in the fluorescent cell fraction whereas the nonfluo-
rescent cells (sponge cells and bacteria) contained 
spirodysin and herbadysidolide (Unson and Faulkner
1993).

The sponge Theonella swinhoei collected in the Phil-
ippines or in Micronesia contains the cyclic peptide the-
opalauamide (Scheme 12) and the macrolide swinholide
A (Scheme 13). Both compounds show pronounced bio-
logical activities. Whereas theopalauamide shows anti-
fungal activity the macrolide swinholide A is strongly
cytotoxic. Using differential centrifugation several cellu-
lar fractions could be obtained from the tissue of T. swin-
hoei. Theopalauamide was detected in filamentous bac-
teria whereas swinholide A was found in a fraction con-
taining mostly unicellular bacteria as evidenced by spec-
troscopic (1H NMR) and microscopic analysis of the var-
ious fractions obtained (Bewley et al. 1996; Bewley and
Faulkner 1998). Using 16S rDNA gene sequencing the
filaments that contained the cyclic peptide were shown
to belong among the δ-proteobacteria as a sister taxon to
Myxococcales. The theopalauamide-containing symbiont
has been assigned the taxonomic status “Candidatus 
Entotheonella palauensis” (Schmidt et al. 2000). At-
tempts to culture this bacterium, however, have so far
not met with success. 

Although myxobacteria have been intensively studied
by natural products chemists and have already yielded a
plethora of new natural products belonging to various
biogenetic classes, some of them exhibiting pronounced
biological activities as exemplified by the tubulin-inter-
acting epothilone (Reichenbach and Höfle 1993) reports
on marine-derived myxobacteria so far are scarce (see
for example, Iizuka et al. 1998). Nevertheless, apart
from the above-mentioned symbiont in Theonella, fur-
ther myxobacterial secondary metabolites exhibit pro-
nounced structural similarities to natural products isolat-
ed from marine sponges. Perhaps the most striking ex-
ample is the close relation of the cyclodepsipeptide
chondramide D (Scheme 14) from Chondromyces croca-
tus (Jansen et al. 1996) to jasplakinolide (also designated
as jaspamide) (Scheme 15) from various Jaspis spp. ma-
rine sponges (Crews et al. 1986; Zabriskie et al. 1986). 

In the past, characterisation of the microbial commu-
nities of sponges and other marine invertebrates relied
primarily on the culturability of the respective species
and on their observation in situ using electron microsco-
py. Both approaches are severely limited. Whereas the
morphological plasticity of bacteria does not match their
taxonomic diversity, the number of bacterial strains ob-
tained for example from sponges is usually exceedingly
small compared to the real microbial diversity as exem-
plified by the Mediterranean sponge A. aerophoba
(Hentschel et al. 2001). This sponge is especially rich in

Scheme 11

Scheme 12

Scheme 13

Scheme 14
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bacteria. The bacterial concentration in A. aerophoba ex-
ceeds that of the surrounding sea water by two to three
orders of magnitude. Judging from microscopic analysis,
up to 40% of the sponge biomass consists of bacteria and
cyanobacteria. Less than 1% of these bacteria, however,
could be cultured using the standard ZoBell medium
(Friedrich et al. 2001).

A major breakthrough in the characterisation of the
microbial community present in sponges was achieved
by applying molecular methods such as fluorescence in
situ hybridisation (FISH) using group-specific 16S-
rRNA-targeted oligonucleotide probes (Friedrich et al.
1999, 2001; Hentschel et al. 2001; Webster et al. 2001).
One of the first studies using this approach was again
conducted with A. aerophoba and its sibling species A.
cavernicola (also from the Mediterranean) (Friedrich et
al. 1999, 2001). The bacterial profiles of both species
proved to be very similar. No Archaea were detected.
Among the Bacteria the δ-proteobacteria were most
abundant, followed by the high-GC gram-positive bacte-
ria, the γ-proteobacteria and the Bacteroides cluster. The
application of a planctomycete-specific FISH probe gave
signals with a comparable intensity to those of δ-proteo-
bacteria (Friedrich et al. 2001).

The bacterial community associated with A. aero-
phoba and A. cavernicola is remarkably stable. Trans-
plantation of specimens of A. cavernicola from a depth
of 40 m to 15 m caused no significant changes in the
bacterial composition even over an experimental period
of ca. 3 months (Thoms et al., in preparation). A similar-
ly stable relationship of sponge and associated bacteria
was observed when specimens of A. aerophoba were
kept over a week in aquaria with sea water that had been
supplemented with antibiotics (Friedrich et al. 2001).
The similarity of the bacterial communities in A. aero-
phoba and A. cavernicola corresponds to similarities in
the natural product profiles of both sponges which are
characterised by brominated alkaloids as major constitu-
ents (Ebel et al. 1997). At present it is unknown whether
these observations are merely coincidental or whether
bacteria are really involved in the alkaloid biosynthesis
of their hosts.

In the case of the bryozoan B. neritina, which is the
source of the well-known bryostatins (e.g. bryostatin
Schemes 1, 16), however, recent evidence is in favour of
a bacterial origin of these macrocyclic lactones (Davidson
et al. 2001) which are believed to be biosynthesized by a

polyketide synthase. Through several lines of evidence it
could be demonstrated that the uncultivated γ-proteobac-
terial symbiont “Candidatus Endobugula sertula” 
(Haygood and Davidson 1997) is probably involved in
the biosynthesis of the bryostatins. Laboratory colonies
of B. neritina when treated with antibiotics showed re-
duced numbers of symbionts and a likewise reduced
bryostatin content. Polyketide synthase type I (PKS-I)
gene fragments could be cloned from the B. neritina
symbiont association and a corresponding RNA probe
was shown to bind specifically to the symbionts but not
to cells of the bryozoan or to other bacteria.

Conclusions and outlook

As discussed in this review marine natural products con-
tinue to be a structurally diverse and pharmacologically
most interesting source of bioactive metabolites. Some
of them hold great potential for the development of new
and much needed drugs primarily in the treatment of
cancer. For example, the cone snail toxin MVIIA has al-
ready successfully passed phase III clinical trials and
will soon be available as an analgesic, marketed as
ziconotide.

Based on striking chemical similarities of numerous
highly bioactive compounds from marine invertebrates
and from microorganisms, on localisation studies of nat-
ural products in invertebrates and on recent discoveries
using molecular tools evidence for a microbial origin (ei-
ther through the food chain or as a result of the biosyn-
thetic capacities of symbiotic microorganisms) of some
of these metabolites is accumulating.

Isolation and cultivation of suspected microbial pro-
ducers of bioactive natural products either from the sur-
rounding sea water or from the tissue of invertebrates
through careful design of special media could provide a
much needed answer to the pressing supply problem that
is currently presented by many pharmacologically inter-
esting compounds and hampers their further develop-
ment as a drug. If bacteria are indeed the producers of
bioactive metabolites of interest, transfer of gene clusters
responsible for the biosynthesis of the respective natural
products to a vector suitable for large-scale fermentation
could perhaps provide an alternative strategy thereby
avoiding the foreseeable difficulties in culturing symbi-
otic bacteria. In the case of marine natural products that

Scheme 15

Scheme 16



arise through the polyketide pathway, like the bryostatins
and others, this ambitious goal may perhaps be realised
within the next couple of years. For many other marine
natural products, however, their biosynthetic origin is ei-
ther completely unknown or only poorly understood
(Kerr 2000). Obviously, efforts to characterise the bio-
synthesis of a given compound will be markedly
changed if it is believed to be of microbial origin, due in
part to the differences in genomic resources available for
microorganisms on the one hand, and for (higher) meta-
zoa on the other hand.

While chemistry has dominated the first three decades
of marine natural products research resulting in the isola-
tion and structure identification of thousands of new me-
tabolites, it appears that increased input from marine bi-
ology, microbiology and molecular biology is now need-
ed in order to generate an equally sound knowledge with
regard to the biochemical and genetic mechanisms un-
derlying the expression of natural products. With the ad-
vance of this knowledge, the ultimate goal of supplying
sufficient quantities of “drugs from the sea” for pharma-
ceutical development without destroying valuable natu-
ral resources may ultimately be reached.
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