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An oligopeptide modified on both the N- and C-termini
with hydrophobic moieties was prepared on a solid phase
and anchored into a liposome, stabilizing the fold of the
peptide into a B-hairpin, which would otherwise be a
random coil.

Much effort has been put in the design of peptide-based mole-
cules that are able to interact selectively with proteins by
mimicking a natural binding partner.! This design has proven
to be a non-trivial task and the enormous diversity of potential
targets requires a flexible approach. Moreover, it has been
clearly demonstrated that such interactions do not only depend
on the primary amino acid sequence, but also on the three-
dimensional structure that sequence adopts. Additionally, often
multiple epitopes are involved in binding, in which they are
usually displayed at the turn of B-hairpin structures.? Therefore,
many researchers have recognized the importance not only to
introduce the specific recognition site for a template, but also to
mimic the structural environment in which this oligopeptide is
incorporated. Since B-hairpins are ubiquitous in molecular
recognition events and biological activity of proteins, much
research has focused on the stabilization of these structures in
oligopeptides. Various approaches have been described in the
literature to achieve this goal: e.g. variations in primary amino
acid sequence,’® introduction of stabilizing linkages such as
cysteine bridges,* amide bonds,® metal complexation,® double
bonds’ using non-natural amino acids,? or attachment to a scaf-
fold.>'® These methods have been successful in introducing
the desired fold, however, their limitation is that they require
the positioning of certain amino acids at specific sites in the
sequence. Additionally, the covalent approaches might restrict
the peptide’s flexibility to such an extent that it could impair its
biological activity!

The goal of our current research is to stabilize short
B-hairpin peptides onto a dynamic liposome scaffold by means
of a non-covalent approach. Oligopeptides capable of forming
B-hairpins can be modified on both the N- and C-termini with
hydrophobic moieties,''* allowing the peptides to be anchored
at both ends in a dynamic bilayer, as shown schematically in
Fig. 1. This in our view simple but novel approach, results in
stabilization of the folding pattern without much interference
with the dynamic character of the peptide, contrary to covalent
methods used to impose secondary structure.’* Furthermore,
the method presented here does not require the incorporation
of specific amino acid residues nor any specialized chemistry
but conventional solid-phase peptide synthesis. Finally, modifi-
cation of the liposome periphery by non-covalent interactions
and exploiting the fluidic nature of the bilayer allows for the
preparation of combinatorial libraries of epitopes.

In our initial experiments, the B-turn sequence from the CS
protein of the malaria parasite, plasmodium falciparum,"* was
chosen as an ideal candidate for stabilization by anchoring into
a lipid bilayer. This fold has already been carefully studied by
Robinson and coworkers using covalent attachment to a syn-
thetic template. They demonstrated that a short peptide based
on the NPNA sequence of the CS protein could be stabilized in
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Fig. 1 Stabilization of a B-hairpin by attachment of terminal alkyl
tails.

the B-turn conformation on an L-Pro-D-Pro scaffold creating a
cyclic peptide.'*'>15

In order to study the effect of N- and C-terminal alkyl chains
on peptide conformation, peptides 1-3 (Fig. 1) were syn-
thesized. Peptides 1 and 2 were prepared on a Wang resin using
standard Fmoc chemistry !¢ and, in the case of peptide 2, a final
coupling with stearic acid was performed before cleavage.

The synthesis of peptide 3, which required the incorporation
of lipophilic tails at both termini of a peptide, was accom-
plished as shown in Scheme 1. The preparation commenced
with a reductive amination reaction on a commercially available
aldehyde modified resin,'” followed by standard Fmoc synthesis
of the peptide and subsequent capping with stearic acid, to
afford the peptide modified at both termini. This generic solid
phase strategy allows one to prepare the amphiphilic peptides
completely on a solid phase, enabling quick production of a
variety of lipidated peptides.

The folding characteristics of the peptides were studied with
several techniques. First, the behaviour of peptide amphiphiles
2 and 3 was investigated at the air-water interface using a
Langmuir trough.”® The isotherms of peptides 2 and 3 and
those of stearic acid and distearoyl phosphatidyl choline
(DSPC) are depicted in Fig. 2. Comparing the behaviour of
peptide 2 with that of stearic acid, we conclude the behaviour
of 2 not to be determined by its alkyl chain but by the peptide
head group. However, no further conclusion could be drawn
since a stable monolayer was not formed, probably due to the
partial solubility of the peptide in water. In contradistinction,
peptide 3, containing two alkyl chains, formed a stable mono-
layer. From the observed plot a molecular area was extra-
polated of just over double the size of a stearic acid molecule, as
can be seen in Fig. 2. The first rise of the curve compared
favorably with DSPC, a neutral amphiphile with two stearoyl
tails. It is surprising to see that the molecular area occupied by 3
is solely determined by the lipophilic alkyl chains. Therefore, we
conclude the peptide must be able to adopt such a conform-
ation that it is possible for the alkyl chains to closely pack in a
similar fashion as for the model phospholipid. A molecular
model of compound 3, as shown in Fig. 3a, indicates that such a
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Scheme 1 Solid-phase synthesis of amphiphilic peptide 3.
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Fig. 2 Pressure-area isotherms of stearic acid (—+—-), peptides 2 (---)
and 3 (—), and DSPC (--+) on a pure water subphase.

Fig. 3 (a) A CPK model of peptide 3 in a fully compressed state; (b)
An energy minimized structure of the peptide head group showing
intramolecular hydrogen bonds."

fold is possible. This conformation is stabilized by internal
hydrogen bonds forming a short antiparallel B-hairpin
(Fig. 3b).

More definite evidence for the folding behaviour of the
peptides was obtained by CD spectroscopy. This technique is
a useful tool for the determination of protein and peptide
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secondary structure.?® Various methods have been developed to
extract structural information from CD spectra. In the simplest
approach, the spectrum is deconvoluted using a linear combin-
ation of the spectra of the common structural elements a
peptide or protein consists of. Fig. 4 shows CD spectra that
were recorded from peptides 1-3. The spectrum of an aqueous
solution of the N-acetylated peptide 1 is clearly indicative of a
random coil fold with a strong negative band near 200 nm and a
very weak band around 220 nm.* To obtain a CD spectrum of
peptide 2, a liposomal dispersion consisting of 20% (w/w) of 2
in DSPC had to be prepared, due to the low solubility of the
amphiphilic peptide in water. Langmuir isotherms of mixtures
of the amphiphilic peptide and DSPC indicated that they
behave as a non-ideal mixture;'® ie. although the molecular
areas of the mixtures deviate positively from additivity, no
phase separation with Brewster-angle microcopy was observed.
Electron microscopy showed that the sonicated and sub-
sequently extruded dispersions consisted of small unilaminar
liposomes with an average diameter of 100 nm.** Such disper-
sions afforded a CD spectrum almost identical to that of pep-
tide 1, as depicted in Fig. 4. This implies that peptide 2 exists in
the same structurally unordered form. Contrary to the afore-
mentioned examples, an analogous 20% (w/w) dispersion in
DSPC of peptide 3, modified on both the N- and the C-termini,
showed a drastically different spectrum. The strong positive
Cotton effect at 197 nm and a small negative band around 223
nm, now indicate a B-pleated sheet that is comparable to that of
poly(Lys-Leu-Lys-Leu).* Moreover, a compressed monolayer
of peptide 3 at the air—water interface was transferred onto a
quartz slide and studied by CD spectroscopy. The CD spectrum
of this Langmuir-Blodgett monolayer was identical to that of
the liposomal bound peptide, which substantiates the results
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Fig. 4 Circular dichroism traces of peptides 1-3. — a liposomal

dispersion of a mixture of 20% (w/w) 3 in DSPC; —— a Langmuir—
Blodgett film of peptide 3 on a quartz substrate; -+ a liposomal
dispersion of a mixture of 20% (w/w) 2 in DSPC; —-—- an aqueous
solution of peptide 1. The spectra have been normalized for
comparison.



from the surface—pressure diagrams. To exclude the possibility
that the structure of the peptide was altered by interaction with
the quartz surface, the monolayer was also transferred to quartz
that had first been modified with a monolayer of stearic
acid. This resulted in a monolayer in which the alkyl chains
interact with the surface. Once more, the same CD spectrum
was obtained. Finally, the possibility was eliminated that the
observed changes in the CD spectra could be ascribed to the
fact that the (neutral) peptide was absorbed into the bilayer.
The conformational change would then be due to the organic
medium within the membrane rather than p-turn folding of the
peptide. However, transfer of peptide 1 from its aqueous to an
organic (acetonitrile) environment did not result in formation
of a B-hairpin but rather increased the helical content and
completely eradicated any B-hairpin character, suggesting this
not to be the preferred fold in an organic environment like a
membrane.

Finally, lyophilized samples of peptides 1-3 were analyzed by
infrared spectroscopy. The amide I and II bands are indicative
of the fold of a peptide.* The amide II vibration was located at
1535 cm™! for all compounds, however, the amide I band of
peptide 3 had shifted to 1630 cm ™' compared to 1647 and 1643
cm! for peptides 1 and 2, respectively. This is in agreement with
a random fold for the latter two structures and an antiparallel-
chain pleated sheet*® for peptide 3. It can be concluded that the
two alkyl chains stabilize the fold to such an extent that it even
occurs in the freeze-dried sample of peptide 3. The amide I
band of a compressed layer of peptide 3 transferred to a poly-
styrene substrate was determined and found to be at 1625 cm™".
This substantiates the evidence for a B-hairpin conformation
for this peptide and further supports the monolayer and CD
experiments. As the liposomal dispersion of 3 yields an almost
identical CD spectrum to that of a compressed monolayer of 3,
both must possess the same B-hairpin secondary structure.

In conclusion, we have shown that amphiphilic peptides with
an apolar N- and/or C-terminus can easily be prepared using an
entirely solid-phase strategy. The apolar moieties allow us to
anchor the attached peptides into liposomes or form mono-
layers at the water—air interface. Additionally, we demonstrated
from the combined monolayer, CD and IR results, that anchor-
ing a peptide at both termini forces it to adopt a hairpin
conformation, whereas unmodified or partially alkylated it
would exist in an unordered fold. Thus, this simple but novel
supramolecular approach enables one to very efficiently stabil-
ize secondary structure. We are currently investigating the scope
of this strategy, trying to impose folds on peptides regardless of
their sequence and further explore their behaviour in peptide—
protein interactions.
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