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ABSTRACT: A 27 amino acid collagen-based peptide (Hbyp3) was
designed to radially display nine hydrophobic bipyridine moieties
from a triple helical scaffold. Self-assembly of such functionalized
triple helices led to the formation of micrometer-scaled disks with a
curved morphology, presumably mediated by aromatic interactions,
with a height that is in the range of the length of the triple helical
peptide. Higher order assembly of these curved disks into
micrometer-sized hollow spheres was accomplished through
metal−ligand interactions between bipyridine groups of the disks
and metal ions such as Fe(II), Co(II), Zn(II) and Cu(II). The
thickness of the shell of these hollow spheres corresponds well with the thickness of the collagen peptide-based triple helix and
the corresponding self-assembled disks. Addition of a metal ion chelator was found to reverse the assembly of the hollow spheres
back to the curved disk structures. These data support the formation of the hollow spheres from the self-assembled disks of
Hbyp3 upon addition of metal ions.

■ INTRODUCTION

Designed hierarchical assembly of biopolymers into nano- and
micro-scaled supramolecular structures is an area of interest for
a range of applications such as biomedical imaging, drug
delivery and tissue engineering.1 For instance, re-engineering
naturally occurring proteins such as the homohexameric Hcp1
from Pseudomonas aeruginosa results in the formation of protein
nanotubes,2 whereas nano-scale cages have been designed de
novo by engineering self-assembling protein interactions.3 The
design of α- and β-amino acid peptides1c,4,5 and peptoids6

containing discrete self-assembly signals has led to a number of
higher-order structures, including fibers, ribbons, sheets,
nanospheres and nanorings.
Designed collagen-based peptides have been found to self-

assemble into a variety of supramolecular nano- to micro-
structures. For instance, fibrils and fibers have resulted from use
of a modified cysteine knot,7 π−π stacking,8 cation−π
interactions,9 metal−ligand interactions,10 electrostatic inter-
actions11,12 and metal-mediated coassembly,13 the latter two
forming a banding pattern within the fibrils that is reminiscent
of natural collagen. Hollow microtubules have been generated
from collagen-like peptides14 and biotin−avidin interactions
have been integrated with collagen peptides to generate films.15

Collagen peptide-based microflorettes and three-dimensional
meshes have also resulted from harnessing metal−ligand
interactions.16 In a recent report, a collagen-based peptide
modified with two bipyridine moieties was found to assemble
into 50−500 nm disks through Fe(II)-promoted radial

assembly.17 However, prior to the addition of the metal ion,
poorly defined aggregates (∼75 nm) were observed with this
system.
In an effort to strengthen potential aromatic interactions

between triple helices in a radial fashion, we designed a peptide
that contained repeating units of proline-hydroxyproline-
glycine (Pro-Hyp-Gly, POG) with an increased number of
aromatic groups per triple helix (Hbyp3, Figure 1). We
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Figure 1. (A) Sequence of the collagen-based peptide Hbyp3
containing three central bipyridine ligands. Schematic representation
of the triple helix of Hbyp3 from (B) a side view and (C) from above.
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speculated that a triple helix containing nine radially displayed
bipyridine units may undergo association in the absence of
metal ions. Such an assembly may have the potential to be
trapped with metal ions. Herein we disclose the hierarchical
assembly of triple helices of Hbyp3 first into micrometer-sized
disks, followed by metal-promoted assembly into hollow
spheres.

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The Hbyp3 peptide was prepared using a previously described
procedure.17 The circular dichroism spectrum for Hbyp3 (250
μM in 10 mM HEPES pH 7.0 buffer) displayed a maximum at
225 nm, a value that is consistent with a polyproline type II
helix (Figure 2A). Thermal denaturation studies confirmed that

Hbyp3 formed a stable triple helix in aqueous solution with a
melting temperature (Tm) of 42 °C (Figure 2B). The addition
of three bipyridines to the POG core of the peptide was found
to significantly lower the stability of the triple helix as compared
to an unfunctionalized POG9 peptide (Tm ∼70 °C). However,
the triple helix stability for Hbyp3 was slightly increased as
compared to a collagen peptide containing only two bipyridine
moieties (Hbyp2, Tm of 39 °C),17 potentially due to additional
supramolecular assembly from the bipyridines.
To probe this assembly issue, dynamic light scattering (DLS)

experiments were performed on solutions of Hbyp3 (250 μM,
10 mM HEPES pH 7.0 buffer) that were thermally annealed
(80 °C for 30 min, 4 °C for 48 h). Large assemblies were
observed by DLS with a diameter of approximately 1100 nm
(Figure 2C). To determine if the triple helix stability of Hbyp3
was linked to the formation of these higher order assemblies,
we also performed the CD and DLS experiments at pH 3 to
protonate the bipyridine groups and potentially disrupt
association. In this case, only smaller particles (∼3 nm) were
observed by DLS (Figure 2C), a value that has been previously
reported for collagen peptide triple helices of this size.10,17 This
shift in the assembly from large particle sizes at pH 7 toward
triple helices at pH 3, however, had little effect on the Tm of the
triple helix of Hbyp3 as measured by CD (42 °C). These data
indicate that the triple helix plays a dominant role in the

stability of the structure as opposed to further supramolecular
assembly.
Atomic force microscopy (AFM) was used to image the

morphology of these assembled species derived from Hbyp3.
The AFM data showed circular structures in the range of 0.5−
1.5 μm in diameter (Figure 3A), with a height of ∼11 nm

(Figure 3B). This height corresponds well with the length of
the triple helix that would form from Hbyp3. To more fully
visualize the hydrated structures of the Hbyp3 assemblies, we
turned to cryo-scanning electron microscopy (SEM). Indeed
obvious disk-like structures were observed, but with a curved
morphology (Figure 3C). The thickness of these curved disks
was measured to be in the range of approximately 12−16 nm.
This increase in the height of the disks as compared to that
found by AFM may be due to a more significant hydration of
the curved disks in the cryo-SEM samples.
In an effort to probe the molecular packing and overall

assembly within the disks of Hbyp3, we turned to wide- and
small-angle X-ray scattering studies (WAXS and SAXS,
respectively). WAXS data for the disk structures of Hbyp3
showed a major peak at 5.9°, corresponding to d-spacing of
14.9 Å (Figure 4A, blue). Broad peaks were also observed at

18.9 and 27.8 Å, corresponding to d-spacing of 4.7 and 3.2 Å.
The larger d-spacing (14.9 Å) is consistent with the reported
diameter of a collagen peptide packed into a triple helical
structure (15 Å).18 The smaller d-spacing values in the WAXS
pattern may be attributed to close packing of the bipyridine
moieties (∼3.5−5 Å). The sharp peak at 32° is presumably
artifactual. Analysis of the disk structures of Hbyp3 by SAXS
did not demonstrate strong scattering. However, two weak

Figure 2. (A) CD spectroscopy of Hbyp3 (250 μM) in 10 mM
HEPES pH 7.0. (B) First derivative (d[θ]/dT) of the melting curve
for Hbyp3 (250 μM). (C) Dynamic light scattering of Hbyp3 (250
μM) (red, 10 mM HEPES pH 7.0; blue, 10 mM glycine pH 3.0) and
with Fe(ClO4)2 (250 μM) (green) in 10 mM HEPES pH 7.0.

Figure 3. (A) AFM image of the assembled structure of Hbyp3 (250
μM in 10 mM HEPES pH 7.0 buffer) from the top and (B) the side.
(C) Cryo-SEM image of the same sample.

Figure 4. (A) WAXS and (B) SAXS profiles of Hbyp3 assemblies
(250 μM) formed in 10 mM HEPES pH 7.0 buffer in absence (blue)
and presence of Fe(ClO4)2 (red).
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peaks were observed at the wave vector (q) of 1.6 and 2.3 nm−1

(Figure 4B, blue) that correspond to center-to-center spacing
of 3.9 and 2.8 nm, respectively, suggesting a cubic assembly in
the Hbyp3 disks. These values are consistent with a model for
cubic packed collagen peptide triple helices with interdigitating
bipyridine units (Figure S3).
In the model for the self-assembly of Hbyp3 triple helices

into disks, supramolecular growth would be facilitated by
aromatic interactions between bipyridine groups on neighbor-
ing triple helices. In this model the edges of the disks would be
populated with available bipyridine ligands for metal ion
coordination. Therefore, we evaluated the effect of added metal
ions on the further assembly of the disk structures. A solution
of Hbyp3 (250 μM, 10 mM HEPES pH 7.0 buffer), that had
been thermally annealed as described above to produce disks,
was treated with Fe(ClO4)2 (250 μM). The off-white, disk
precipitate turned dark pink immediately upon the addition of
Fe(II). After 48 h, the precipitate was collected, washed with
water, and analyzed by DLS. Large assemblies were observed by
DLS with a diameter of approximately 1300 nm (Figure 2C).
These assemblies were imaged by transmission electron
microscopy (TEM) and AFM (Figure 5A,B). Both techniques

provided evidence of rounded structures of about 1.5−3 μm
that resembled collapsed spheres, where each fold in the
material could be clearly seen. These structures show a striking
resemblance to AFM images of hollow polymer shells from a
layer-by-layer assembly process, followed by core decom-
position.19 Upon increasing the amount of added Fe(II) to 1
mM, we found that very similar collapsed spheres formed by
AFM (Figure S4).
Again we turned to cryo-SEM to more definitively image the

hydrated morphology of the Fe(II)-promoted structures. The
cryo-SEM images also displayed spherical structures of about
2−5 μm in diameter with pronounced seams along the length
of the spheres (Figure 5C and Figure S5). Spheres that were
situated at the face of the cryo sample were lacking a portion of
their structure, potentially due to shearing from the microtome

during sample preparation (Figure 5D). These open spheres
were found to be hollow with wall thicknesses of about 15−18
nm. WAXS analysis of the hollow spheres formed from Hbyp3
and Fe(II) provided a very similar scattering pattern (Figure
4A, red) as that observed for the Hbyp3 disks (Figure 4A). The
5.9° peak corresponding to a d-spacing of 14.9 Å, that was
attributed to the triple helical structure, was maintained in the
hollow spheres. SAXS analysis of the hollow sphere sample
showed a strong peak at the wave vector 1.4 nm−1, with a
shoulder peak at 1.6 nm−1 (Figure 4B, red). These values
correspond to center-to-center distances of 4.5 and 3.9 nm,
respectively, somewhat more elongated than in the disk
structures, and still suggest cubic assembly. The emergence of
the strong peak is most likely due to strong scattering from the
metal ions in the sample. The disappearance of the peak at 2.3
nm−1 that was observed in the disk structure indicates a change
in the overall assembly of the sample due to metal−ligand
interactions.
We investigated the effect of the added metal ion on higher

order assembly of the hollow spheres. Addition of Co(ClO4)2,
Zn(ClO4)2 or Cu(ClO4)2 (250 μM each) to the solution of
Hbyp3 disks described above again resulted in formation of the
collapsed spheres (∼ 1 μm) as imaged by TEM (Figure 6). The

hollow spheres of the Cu(II) sample were found to be
somewhat more fragile, however, and were observed to shatter
more easily. This may be due to the propensity of Cu(II) to
form weaker pentacoordinated complexes with bipyridine
ligands and water.20 We also investigated the role of the
counterion on the formation of the hollow spheres with Hbyp3.
For Co(II)-promoted hollow sphere assembly, very similar
supramolecular structures were observed with perchlorate,
sulfate and chloride ions (Figure 6D and E). The role of
thermal annealing of solution of Hbyp3 on the formation of
hollow spheres was also probed (Figure 6F). Interestingly,
Hbyp3 samples that were not thermally annealed, but were
mixed directly with Fe(ClO4)2, resulted in a highly irregular
assembly with congealed and overlapping spheres. These data
point to the importance of forming well ordered disks for the
successful formation of the hollow spheres upon the addition of
metal ions.
In an effort to probe the mechanism of the formation of

hollow spheres from Hbyp3, we followed the progress of the

Figure 5. (A) TEM image of collapsed spheres resulting from metal
ion-promoted assembly of disks of Hbyp3 (250 μM, 10 mM HEPES
pH 7.0 buffer) with Fe(ClO4)2 (250 μM), and (B) AFM image of the
same sample. (C) Cryo-SEM image of the same spherical structures
showing the seams along their length and (D) the hollow interiors.

Figure 6. (A−E) Thermally annealed solutions of Hbyp3 (250 μM) in
HEPES pH 7.0 (10 mM) as described above were treated with 250
μM of the following metal ions (A) Co(ClO4)2, (B) Zn(ClO4)2, (C)
Cu(ClO4)2, (D) CoSO4, and (E) CoCl2 and imaged by TEM. (F) A
nonthermally annealed solution of Hbyp3 (250 μM) in HEPES pH
7.0 (10 mM) was treated with Fe(ClO4)2 (250 μM) and imaged by
TEM. Scale bars = 1 μm.
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sphere-forming reaction. The collapsed sphere-like structures
were visible by AFM even 1 min after the addition of Fe(II),
with disks also observed. After 1 h, the spheres were the
dominant species in the mixture (Figure S6). The sphere-
forming reaction was also imaged using cryo-SEM immediately
following the addition of Fe(II). This analysis showed a number
of incomplete spheres (spheres missing one or more panels) at
this early time point (Figure 7A and Figure S7). Since the

hollow spheres were formed upon addition of metal ions,
presumably due to metal−ligand interactions, it should be
possible to remove the metal ions from the assembly. With this
in mind, we added EDTA (250 μM, 30 min) to chelate the
metal ions of the preformed spheres. Cryo-SEM imaging of the
resulting material resulted in the observation of a number of
disk-like structures (Figure 7B and Figure S8). In total, these
data support the direct formation of the hollow spheres from
the self-assembled disks of Hbyp3 upon addition of metal ions,
potentially mediated by interactions between bipyridine ligands
on the periphery of the disks and the metal ions.

■ CONCLUSION
Examples of self-assembling, nanoscale polypeptide cages
abound in nature, from viral particles to protein shells of
ferritin and heat shock proteins.21 Virus capsid assembly, for
instance, is commonly a stepwise process that starts with
protein assembly into larger building blocks, which then
assemble into virus capsids.22 In this work, we describe a 27
amino acid peptide that first self-assembles into a triple helix
and micrometer-sized disks. These disks then fuse together in a
metal ion-dependent fashion into spherical shells that are about
two-orders of magnitude larger than the protein cages found in
nature. Sphere-like hollow assemblies in nature usually
encapsulate matter, such as DNA and RNA within virus
capsids or iron cores within a ferritin cage. Designed surface
modifications of protein assemblies have shown promise,23 such
as chemically modifying cowpea mosaic virus nanoparticles
with RGD peptides for selective cancer cell affinity,24 and dual
modification of bacteriophage MS2 viral capsids for targeted
photodynamic therapy.25 Future studies will focus on
encapsulation and surface modification strategies with these
collagen peptide-based hollow spheres.
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