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Abstract: Peptide-based materials provide a versatile platform for sensing and ion sequestration since
peptides are endowed with stimuli-responsive properties. The mechanism of molecular sensing is
often based on peptide structural changes (or switching), caused by the binding of the target molecule.
One scope of sensing applications is the selection of a specific analyte, which may be achieved by
adjusting the structure of the peptide binding site. Therefore, exact knowledge of peptide properties
and 3D-structure in the ‘switched’ state is desirable for tuning the detection and for further molecular
construction. Hence, here we demonstrate the performance of Electron Paramagnetic Resonance
(EPR) spectroscopy in the identification of metal ion binding by the antimicrobial peptide trichogin
GA IV. Na(I), Ca(II), and Cu(II) ions were probed as analytes to evaluate the impact of coordination
number, ionic radii, and charge. Conclusions drawn by EPR are in line with literature data, where
other spectroscopic techniques were exploited to study peptide-ion interactions for trichogin GA IV,
and the structural switch from an extended helix to a hairpin structure, wrapped around the metal
ion upon binding of divalent cations was proposed.

Keywords: peptide; metal ions; chelation; conformational changes; trichogin GA IV; EPR/ESR

1. Introduction

Peptides attract attention not only for their antibiotic activity [1–3] but also for ap-
plications in nanotechnology, as molecular sensors or logical elements, or as biomaterials
for purifying water from environmental toxins [4–8]. Peptides are often able to provide
a selective response to external stimuli, such as the presence of a specific analyte [9–17].
One of the most common reactions of peptides to an external stimulus is to undergo a
conformational change that might be reversible [18–20]. The activation can be triggered by
a non-covalent interaction between the analyte and the peptide binding site or induced by
temperature or pressure variation or light [21–25]. When a peptide is exploited in a smart
biodevice, a clear knowledge of its physicochemical parameters and 3D structure in the
‘switched on/off’ states is therefore required. The molecular structure of the binding site
and stability of its ‘on/off’ states can thus be fine-tuned, resulting in the production of
biosensors with high selectivity to a specific analyte [26,27], or of bi-/multi-modal logical
elements [28]. The prediction of the conformational changes occurring when the peptide
switches between the ‘on/off’ states is relevant for detection, and to produce materials
with a specific shape, size, or polydispersity [29], while the study of conformational sta-
bility is crucial for their application. In summary, the development, rational optimization,
and implementation of smart materials require robust structural characterization of the
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molecules used. For peptides, where so many factors affect the binding efficiency (peptide
primary and secondary structures, solvent, pH, analyte nature), and the binding process
could have several pathways, a reliable and robust way of experimental investigation is
especially required.

The characterization at the molecular level is typically performed by several tech-
niques: 2D NMR, circular dichroism, and X-ray diffraction for probing peptide helicity;
FRET for identifying the analyte binding and for estimating the structural changes in the
recipient; molecular dynamic and DFT calculations for predicting the binding site, to be
compared with experimental data; microscopies for characterizing peptide supramolecular
organizations, fluorescence spectroscopy for studying peptide-ion binding and revealing
the complex structure, isothermal titration calorimetry, mass spectrometry, as well as other
methods [7,19,22,24,30–35].

Besides the above-mentioned techniques, pulse dipolar Electron Paramagnetic Res-
onance spectroscopy (PDS EPR) [36–39] allows to obtain distance distribution functions
between paramagnetic centers, naturally present in the system or artificially introduced
via spin-labeling [40–42]. EPR is widely used for characterizing the conformation of pep-
tides and proteins. When the secondary structure of a peptide is perturbed by analyte
binding, EPR is not only a tool for monitoring the interaction between peptide and an-
alytes, but also gives information about the flexibility (or stability) of such a complex,
and about possible oligomerization or peptide aggregation [25,43,44]. It should be noted
that, depending on the character of the binding (for example, the binding of metal ions
through the main peptide chain is usually less selective and less efficient than through side
chains [6]) and on the changes in the local peptide structure, the variation of the distance
distribution function between labels can be subtle [45–47]. In this connection, the so-called
rigid or semi-rigid labels, such as the nitroxide-bearing, Cα-tetrasubstituted residue TOAC
(2,2,6,6-tetramethylpiperidine-1-oxyl-4-amino-4-carboxylic acid, Figure 1) possess a clear
advantage in comparison with the typically used spin labels with flexible linkers [42,48].
Indeed, when inserted in the peptide sequence, those rigid labels become reliable probes of
any conformational change.
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Figure 1. Molecular structure of TOAC and amino acid sequence of trichogin GA IV (n-Oct, octanoyl;
Aib, α-aminoisobutyric acid; Lol, leucinol).

Here, we demonstrate the effectiveness of EPR spectroscopy in characterizing struc-
tural changes on the double TOAC-labeled peptide analog of the helical undecapeptide
trichogin GA IV (Figure 1) upon binding metal cations.

TOAC can replace Aib in the trichogin native sequence since it has the same ability to
induce helical structures. Despite the relatively short length, trichogin and its analogs have
already been demonstrated to act as ion traps, with a selective binding affinity. Previous
studies published in the literature highlighted that, while multivalent, transition and rare-
earth metal ions [Ca(II), Gd(III), and Tb(III)] are able to bind to trichogin, no binding was
observed for monovalent alkaline ions [Na(I) and K(I)] [33,34]. Trichogin does not contain
amino acid residues known to interact with cations (such as cysteine, histidine, serine, or
aspartic and glutamic acids). In the literature, on the basis of conformational studies (by
circular dichroism, 2D-NMR, X-ray diffraction analysis), it was suggested that a pivotal
role in analyte binding is played by the central, flexible -Gly5-Gly6- motif of trichogin [49],
which may form a loop around the metal ion, combined with the relatively short length of
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trichogin (ca. 2.2 nm in a 310-helix [24,44]). These features may provide either a structural
match for the coordination shell of the metal ion or the right coordination number for
specific ions. To shed light on peptide–ion interaction, we tested several analytes with
different binding affinities to the peptide: Na(I) as a non-reacting analyte, Ca(II) as a
binding analyte [33], and Cu(II) as one of the most convenient EPR-active ions.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Peptide Synthesis and Sample Preparation

The double spin-labeled analog of trichogin GA IV Tri1,8 [24] was produced in good
yield by solid-phase peptide synthesis, following a published procedure [50,51]:

nOct-TOAC1-Gly-Leu-Aib-Gly-Gly-Leu-TOAC8-Gly-Ile-Leu-Lol, Tri1,8

The peptide and each of the tested salts (NaCl, CaCl2, or CuCl2) were co-dissolved in
ethanol; 5% methanol (v/v) was added for glass formation (alcohols were obtained from
Ekros-Analytics, St. Petersburg, Russian Federation). Solutions at a peptide concentration
of 0.2 mM were prepared. The peptide-to-metal ion ratio was 1:1 for all tested cations, plus
1:2, 2:1 for Na(I) and Ca(II) ions. The solutions were placed in EPR tubes with 2.9 mm o.d.
The solution height in the tube was kept below 4 mm. The samples formed a transparent
glass after shock-freezing in liquid nitrogen. Peptide without metal ions and the systems at
peptide-to-metal ion ratio 1:1 were analyzed in duplicate.

2.2. EPR Measurements

Continuous wave (CW) and pulse X-band EPR spectra were acquired using a Bruker
Elexsys E580 spectrometer equipped with a cylindrical resonator with a shaped dielectric
inset [52]. CW EPR measurements were performed both at room temperature (RT) and
at 100 K. At 100 K, the microwave (mw) power was attenuated to −45 and −25 dB when
measuring nitroxides and Cu(II) species, respectively, to avoid spectra saturation; at room
temperature, the mw power was attenuated to −35 and −25 dB for nitroxides and Cu(II)
species, respectively. The calibrated, non-attenuated output mw power of the Gunn diode
was 200 mW. The modulation frequency was set to 100 kHz. The modulation amplitude
was set to 0.05 mT or 0.5 mT to detect nitroxides or Cu(II), respectively. The sweep width
was 15 mT for nitroxides and 150 mT for the Cu(II) species. A time constant of 20.48 ms
and a conversion time of 40.96 ms were used.

Experiments below room temperature were carried out with a helium flow cryostat (ER
4118 CF, Oxford Instruments) for adjusting and stabilizing the measurement temperature.
Pulse EPR experiments were acquired at 70 K using liquid nitrogen and cryostat pumping.

The 3-pulse DEER measurements were performed by pulse sequence tpulse − T − tpump
− (τ − T) − tpulse − τ − echo, the length of mw pulses was set to tpulse = 16 ns, the length of
pumping pulse was set to tpump = 20 ns, the mw power was adjusted to obtain the maximal
echo signal. The time delay T for the pumping pulse was initially set to 200 ns before
the first registration pulse and then scanned with a 4 ns sampling step. The pumping νB
frequency was chosen to the maximum of the echo-detected EPR spectrum; the frequency
offset was chosen symmetrically with respect to the resonator dip, νA − νB = 70 MHz. The
mw power of the pumping pulse was adjusted by nutation measurements at νA = νB. The
time delay τ was set to 1000 ns, the sequence repetition time was kept at 1 ms, providing
more than 90% of echo intensity. The minimal reliable rmin value was limited by the
sampling frequency [53] and by the amplitude of the pumping pulse [54] to 1.57 nm under
the chosen experimental conditions. The phase jumps due to the passage of the pumping
pulse through the first detection pulse were eliminated by the measuring scheme described
by Milov [55]. Each DEER measurement was repeated several times to access an overall
SNR value of 100, and the average DEER trace was used for further analysis.

The chosen experimental setup (measuring temperature, length of the dipolar trace,
sampling frequency, and length of the pumping pulse) is in line with the recommended
conditions to extract the distance distribution function within the range 1.57–2.9 nm [56–58].
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2.3. Data Processing and Analysis

CW EPR spectra were background corrected and normalized to the double integral.
The spectra simulations were performed by EasySpin software [59].

The modulation of the electron spin echo signal by dipolar coupling is the result
of independent contributions by intra- (Vintra(T)) and inter-molecular (Vinter(T)), or back-
ground, spin–spin interactions. Thus, first of all, DEER traces were background-corrected
by stretched exponential function exp(−(kT)d/3). Normalized dipolar trace Vn(T) was then
obtained for the intra-molecular term as:

Vn(T) =
Vintra(T)−Vintra(∞)

1−Vintra(∞)
,

where Vintra(∞) is the intramolecular modulation depth, determined at an infinite time.
Finally, the cosine Fourier transformation was performed on Vn(T).

The multi-Gaussian (3-Gaussian) Monte Carlo simulation [60] was performed by
means of a home-written script, for evaluation of the spin–spin distance distribution func-
tion. To avoid misinterpretation of the residual 1H ESEEM from protons in the peptide
structure and the solvation shell, distances below 1.54 nm (the magnetic field for the
detection position being about 335 mT) were forbidden for the Monte Carlo sampling.
The Gaussian simulation is the simplest model-based approach, independently used, and
implemented in different software [57,60–63]. The consistency of the multi-Gaussian Monte
Carlo simulations with the model-free Tikhonov-based approach [43] has previously been
demonstrated [60,64,65]. The conformational changes undergone by trichogin are sub-
tle: to confirm our results, we used also the DeerAnalysis software (version 2018) [62].
The background-corrected traces were analyzed by a model-free Tikhonov method; the
regularization parameter was chosen at the maximum positive curvature region of the
L-curve. The evaluated distance distribution functions were fitted by a Gaussian function
for comparison with the results of the Monte Carlo simulations. The uncertainty of the
mean TOAC-TOAC distances and the variance of the distance distribution was estimated
by scanning the χ2-surface, assuming the unimodal Gaussian distribution for the Monte
Carlo approach [57], combined with the validation of the experimental data by the Deer-
Analysis software [66]. Noise propagation in the distance domain was estimated from
1000 overall trials, using the following range of parameters and boundaries for validation:
the white noise amplitude was varied by 1–1.5 times the original noise value; the dimension
of background function was varied in the range from 3 to 3.1 (3.15). The upper limit was
determined by simultaneous optimization in DeerAnalysis of both the d value and the
background correction area, and it changes slightly among different samples; the starting
point for background correction was varied within the interval of 100–120 ns. For compari-
son, the integral of each f (r) curve was normalized to the unit. Small differences in distance
distribution widths may arise from data regularization in the model-free approach [62], or
the setup lower limit in the Monte Carlo algorithm.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Theoretical Background of the EPR Spectroscopy

The EPR spectrum is determined by the energy levels diagram of the unpaired elec-
tron(s), described by the spin Hamiltonian, which includes the electron and nuclear Zeeman
(EZ and NZ) interactions, the electron–nuclear (e-n or hyperfine) interaction (HFI), and the
electron–electron dipole–dipole (e-e d-d or dipolar) interaction:

H = µB ∑
i

→
B0gi

→
Si −∑

i
µinB0gin Ii,z + ∑

i,j

→
Si Aij

→
Ij + ∑

i 6=j

→
SiDij

→
Sj, (1)

where µB and µn are the Bohr and nuclear magnetons, B0 is the static magnetic field, g
are electron g-tensors, gn the nuclear g value, S and I are the electron and nuclear spin
operators, A is a HFI tensors, and D is a tensor of e-e d-d interaction. EPR spectra of
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both nitroxide spin labels and copper spin probes are dominated by the EZ and NZ terms,
resulting in a three-component spectrum for nitroxides (14N, I = 1), and a quartet for copper
species (63/65Cu(II), I = 3/2). The hyperfine spectrum structure is further determined by
weak couplings of the unpaired electron with local nuclear surrounding (HFI term) and
other paramagnetic centers (e-e d-d term). Typically, in the absence of exchange coupling
(i.e., when spin–spin distances are above 1.5 nm, and without hyperconjugation of the spin
systems), the dipolar term is of about 1–13 MHz and usually masked under inhomogeneous
line broadening.

When the paramagnetic metal ion is bound to the peptide, the local surroundings of
both the metal ion and the peptide are perturbed, which in turn could modify the energy
diagram, and affect the g-, HFI-, and dipolar tensors [25,45,67–69]. For EPR-silent metal
ions in which ion-peptide binding induces structural changes in the peptide, probing
distances between specific positions in the peptide allow monitoring of the interaction.

If structural changes in the TOAC-labeled peptide are significant, or the coordination
shell of the paramagnetic metal ion changes significantly, the information upon binding of
the ion can be detected by continuous wave (cw) EPR spectroscopy.

On the other hand, pulse EPR spectroscopy is more sensitive and informative with
respect to local structural changes. Among a set of pulse EPR techniques, PDS EPR allows
decoupling of the e-e d-d interactions in the electron spin echo signal, giving rise to a
spin—spin distance distribution function f (r) via an inversion of the dipolar trace [38,70].
Here, we exploit the Double Electron-Electron Resonance (DEER or PELDOR) experiments,
since by such experiments, besides the f (r) function, we can evaluate the mean number
of spins N in the local aggregates [37,38], which is informative about possible peptide
oligomerization upon metal ion binding. The DEER decay for a homogeneous distribution
in the three-dimensional space is [38]:

V(T) = exp(−αpBCT)·[1 − pB<1 − (cos(DT)>]N−1. (2)

The first term of the V(T) decay refers to the inter-molecular interaction, where α is
1.64·10−12 cm3/s [38], C is the spin probe concentration, and pB is an excitation parameter,
which is calculated from the EPR lineshape and the parameters of the excitation pulse (note
that, for a given resonator on a model compound, the experimentally measured modulation
depth λ is close to the calculated value (λexp/λcalc = 0.95) [52]). The second term of the decay
results from the intra-molecular interaction, where the function

cos (DT) =
∫ π

2

0
sin θdθ

∫ ∞

0
cos

(
gAgBµ2

B
2πhr3

(
1− 3 cos2 θ

)
T

)
f (r) dr (3)

is determined by averaging the pair distance distribution function f (r). N is the number
of spins in the local aggregate (for non-aggregated, double-labeled peptides, N = 2). The
evaluation of the f (r) function is an ill-posed problem and could be done via different
approaches [60,70–72].

3.2. CW EPR Data

The continuous wave (cw) EPR spectra obtained for the spin-labeled peptide Tri1,8

with or without Ca(II) ions, at room temperature and at 100 K, are given in Figure 2a,b, re-
spectively (results with other metal ions are given in Supplementary Information, Figure S1
and Table S1). At room temperature, the fast rotational tumbling regime averaged the
electron Zeeman and hyperfine interactions to their isotropic values. The two nitroxides in
Tri1,8 give a spectrum with three lines (parameters of the best fit are given in Supplementary
Information, Table S1). The spectral values are close to those of a monoradical species,
but with a bit of extra line broadening (the peak-to-peak width of the central transition
is 0.35 mT, while for mono-labeled trichogins, values of 0.26–0.33 mT were reported [44]).
Previously, for Tri1,8 in a polar solvent, we found the TOAC1-TOAC8 distance to be above
1.5 nm [24]. Therefore, the broadening cannot be attributed to a through-space exchange
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coupling. Likely, this is mainly caused by modulation of the intramolecular dipole–dipole
interaction [44]. For the Cu(II) species, the quartet is poorly resolved (Figure 2c). Notably,
at room temperature, cw EPR spectra of both nitroxides and Cu(II) ions are insensitive to
the possible interaction between metal ion and peptide, due to the fast motional tumbling,
which results in averaging of electron–nuclei and electron–electron dipole-dipole inter-
actions. In the frozen state, spectra show anisotropic structures, with inhomogeneously
broadened lines. In the frozen state, spectra of nitroxides with or without metal ions are
almost indistinguishable, with subtle changes on single linewidths after metal ion addition:
a slight decrease for sodium and calcium can be seen, a small increase for copper (Figure 2b,
Table S1). A salt effect of ions in the solution can be hypothesized. On the other hand, since
the differences are small, this observation might derive from the absence of peptide–ion
interactions, or from the fact that the change in the EPR fine structure is too subtle to be
detected or it is hidden under inhomogeneous line broadening. A similar result is obtained
when copper is observed with or without peptide (both g- and A-tensors do not change;
Figure 2d, Table S1), but for the line broadening detected in the presence of the peptide.
This broadening might be caused by changes of both g- and A-strains of the copper species,
in turn due to modifications in the local surroundings, and indicates that such a type of
coordination is rather weak.
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Figure 2. Continuous wave EPR spectra at room temperature (a,c) and at 100 K (b,d) for the double-
labeled peptide Trichogin (Tri1,8) alone and with calcium (Tri1,8+Ca(II)) (a,b), and for Cu(II) species
alone and with double-labeled peptide (c,d). Experimental data are shown by solid lines, while
dashed lines are simulations for Tri1,8, and Cu(II), respectively.

3.3. Pulse EPR Data

The normalized intra-molecular term of the DEER trace for double-labeled trichogin with-
out (Tri1,8) or with sodium, calcium, or copper ions [Tri1,8+Na(I), Tri1,8+Ca(II), Tri1,8+Cu(II)]
are shown by circles in Figure 3a (primary DEER decays and the cosine-Fourier images of the
normalized traces are given in Supplementary Materials, Figure S3a,b). The most pronounced
changes are detected with Ca(II) ions: the first minimum of dipolar oscillations shifts to
longer times, and oscillations become more pronounced. With Na(I) ions, the oscillations
even become obscured. An elongation of the dipolar frequency can be proposed with Cu(II)
ions, without enhancement of the intensity of the dipolar oscillations. Since the oscillation
frequency is determined by the mean spin–spin distance [37,54,69], and the oscillation
intensity is determined by the dispersion of this distribution [38,44], the observed changes
in the time domain point to structural modifications of the peptide helix in the presence of
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either divalent ion. With Ca(II), we find an elongation of TOAC-TOAC distance, with a
decrease in the dispersion of the distances. With Cu(II) species, some increase in the dipolar
modulation period can be supposed, which points to elongation of TOAC-TOAC distances
(Figure 3b).
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Figure 3. (a) Normalized DEER traces for Tri1,8 with or without metal ions. Colored circles, exper-
imental data; black curves, the best fit. Traces are shifted up for clarity. (b) Distance distribution
functions between spin labels in the peptide with or without metal ions, evaluated by DeerAnalysis
(shaded areas show the confidence interval derived from data validation. Parameters and their
variation boundaries are reported in paragraph 2.3), and its fit by an unimodal Gaussian distribution
(black curves). Vertical, dashed lines limit the distance range unperturbed by truncation and sampling
noises; the red line is at the mean TOAC-TOAC distance for Tri1,8 without metal ions. Distributions
are shifted up for clarity. Color code of the systems is the same in both panels.

There are two possible reasons why the changes in the dipolar signals in the time-
domain are so weak: (i) the intrinsic, short length of the peptide trichogin results in
TOAC-TOAC distances close to the lower limit of the DEER method resolution [54,56,58];
(ii) the relatively small ion-induced distance change, in respect to the original TOAC-
TOAC distance. In any case, such subtle changes need to be carefully validated. To this
aim, the distance distribution functions were recovered both via a multi-Gaussian Monte
Carlo approach [60] and by the model-free Tikhonov-based approach [70]. Both methods
converged consistently for the tested distributions, with a small difference in the width of
the distributions (Figure 2b, Table 1).

Table 1. Parameters of the Gaussian distribution between spin labels
(f (r) = 1/(

√
2πδr2)·exp(−(r − <r>)2/2δr2), with related standard deviations. <r>, mean dis-

tance between labels; δr, dispersion of the related distribution.

Sample <r> ± Standard Deviation, nm δr ± Standard Deviation, nm

Tri1,8 1.695 a

1.69 ± 0.02 b
0.296 a

0.25 ± 0.03 b

Tri1,8 + Na(I)
1.74 a

1.72 ± 0.02 b
0.26 a

0.25 ± 0.02 b

Tri1,8 + Ca(II)
1.785 a

1.81 ± v0.02 b
0.2 a

0.17 ± 0.02 b

Tri1,8 + Cu(II)
1.79 a

1.78 ± 0.02 b
0.25 a

0.22 ± 0.02 b

a Evaluated by DeerAnalysis software. b Evaluated by the Multi-Gaussian Monte Carlo approach.

For trichogin without ions, the mean spin–spin distance is 1.69 nm, which points to the
possible presence of an equilibrium between 310- and 2.27-helices, as already hypothesized
in previous studies [24,44]. This TOAC1-TOAC8 distance of 1.69 nm in methanol solu-
tion agrees with literature FRET data recorded for the Fmoc0-TOAC8 analog of trichogin
(Fmoc—fluorenylmethyloxycarbonyl), where the distance between Fmoc and TOAC8 was
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determined to be in the 1.39–1.45 nm range [33,49]. Indeed, the Fmoc group at the N-
terminus is endowed with higher flexibility with respect to TOAC1 in the Tric1,8 analog.
Therefore, Fmoc can get closer to TOAC8, as compared to the immobilized nitroxide of
TOAC1. This possibility, in turn, accounts for the shorter distance observed by FRET in
the Fmoc0-TOAC8 analog. While the addition of Na(I) ions does not modify the spin–spin
distance distribution function within the experimental error, for both Ca(II) and Cu(II)
ions, a longer TOAC-TOAC distance is detected: the mean distance between spin labels is
1.05–1.07 and 1.05–1.06 times longer, respectively. In the case of the diamagnetic sodium
ion, if the binding takes place without perturbing TOAC-TOAC distance, EPR would be
unable to detect peptide–ion interactions. On the other hand, the consistency between
the observed changes in pulse EPR data and the published results obtained by CD, FRET,
and MD for trichogin-Na(I) [33], and for other peptide-Na(I) [25] systems seems to rule
out significant trichogin-Na(I) interaction. Since the TOAC spin residue has a restricted
conformational freedom [48], the dispersion of the spin–spin distribution is likely due to
the inherent flexibility of the peptide chain. The short-length trichogin has been labeled at
its N-terminus (TOAC1), where the reduced H-bond pattern makes the residue a bit more
flexible than the second label, located at the C-terminus (TOAC8). Ion-driven changes in
conformation flexibility, which causes a dispersion in the TOAC-TOAC distances, can give
an indirect indication on the stability of peptide–ion complexes, and were also previously
used for characterization of metal-binding properties in proteins of human, yeast, and
bacterial families [46] A convenient way of measuring such conformation flexibility by
EPR can be the determination of the ratio between distribution dispersion and the mean
TOAC-TOAC distance (for an unimodal Gaussian distribution: δr/r). Applying this method
to our data, we found that this ratio increases in the following order: Ca(II) < Cu(II) ≈
Na(I) ≈ peptide without ions. A narrower dispersion should point to stabilization of the
peptide secondary structure, while a wider distance dispersion may arise from either a
looser secondary structure, or the coexistence of several conformers with close spin–spin
distances. We can conclude that trichogin binds to both calcium and copper ions, adapting
its secondary structure, as already shown by previous studies, with each ion–peptide
interaction probably driving different conformational changes in the peptide. It should be
noted that for all samples, the intramolecular modulation depth is close to or lower than
that expected for biradicals [69] (See Figure S2c). This is an indication that the interaction
between trichogin and metal ions does not promote formation of peptide supramolecular
structures. On the other hand, modulation depth reduction can also arise from alteration
in the relative orientations of TOAC moieties; therefore we cannot tell whether the ob-
served, ion-induced change in distance distribution is due to ion binding, as the literature
suggests [33,34], or to the ions being able to create a distribution of peptide conformers.
The short length of the peptide, which brings the spin–spin distance close to the lowest
resolution limit of the technique [54,58], does not allow us to draw final conclusions on this
observation. In the presence of Ca(II) ions, the peak at 1.69 nm is not observed. This means
that all peptide molecules in solution are affected by ions, confirming a stoichiometric ratio
of 1:1 between the metal ion and the peptide (the amount of peptide binding sites is 1), in
agreement with previous studies [33].

To test the peptide binding efficiency, experiments varying peptide to metal ion
ratios are typically performed [25]. In the case of pronounced differences, it is possible to
effectively distinguish free peptide molecules from those bound to a metal ion. We tested
Na(I) and Ca(II) ions because those ions gave the least and more pronounced spectral
changes. Figure S4 reports a continuous wave EPR spectra acquired at different peptide to
ion ratios. CW EPR was not able to detect differences in the lineshape at room temperature
or at 100 K. Pulse DEER spectra for sodium ion at different peptide-to-ion ratios are also
similar to those of Tri1,8 alone (Figure S5). The peptide/Ca(II) ratio 2:1 produced a distance
distribution function in the form of a broad line centered at around 1.75 nm and the width of
about 0.25 nm (Figure S5). This distribution cannot be fitted by Tri1,8 and Tri1,8+Ca(II) alone,
but might come from a superimposition of those two lines. However, due to overlapping of
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functions, the deconvolution within the experimental accuracy is difficult and may lead to
incorrect conclusions. We note that f (r) undergoes similar changes in the presence of either
Ca(II) (at peptide-to-ion ratio 2:1) or Cu(II) ions. Both the shift towards longer spin–spin
distance and the line broadening seem to point to the onset of peptide–copper interactions.
On the other hand, we cannot draw safe conclusions on the presence or absence of the peak
at 1.69 nm. The broader distance distribution function observed in the case of peptide–
Cu(II) interaction also complicates the deconvolution of the two lines at 1.69 and 1.78 nm,
limiting the study of Cu-peptide systems at different peptide-to-ion ratios.

The structure of trichogin complexes with Ca(II) or Cu(II) ions is characterized by a
longer distance between the two spin labels, in respect to the peptide alone, which can be
explained by two different models. In the first model, the increase in the spin–spin distance
is caused by a transition from a compact to a more extended helix. In such a model, the
possible coordination of the metal ion occurs via the main peptide chain (through O and N
atoms of the peptide bond), or via side chains. This second option is unlikely to occur in
trichogin since its residues do not possess coordinating atoms in their side chains. Therefore,
only the main chain is probably involved. In this connection, it is also worth considering
a bidentate coordination from neighboring oxygens of the backbone. To further consider
conformational implications, we created a model of Tri1,8 in the 310-helical structure using
Avogadro software [73]. The O-O distance between two neighboring carbonyl groups in
that model is about 3.9 Å, which is large enough for Na(I) and Ca(II) coordination and
for Cu(II) axial coordination [39]. As follows from Table 1, the mean distance between
spin labels increases to about 0.9–1.2 Å in the presence of divalent ions. This value is less
than the translation per amino acid of a α-helix (1.5 Å). If we roughly assume the peptide
structure to be a mixture of just two helix types (310 and 2.27), the observed change in the
mean spin–spin distance would increase by a shift in the ‘transition point’ between the two
helices by only one amino acid residue [16,26]). Thus, neither a subtle change in the type
of helix nor a possible bidentate coordination of metal ions by the main peptide chain are
enough to explain the observed peptide selectivity towards ions.

In the second model, we hypothesize that the peptide wraps around the ion, pro-
viding a more stable hairpin structure, as already described in previous experimental
studies [33,34]. In this model, the coordination of the metal ion still takes place via the
main-chain oxygens, but it is now stabilized by a multidentate coordination from the
loop-motif (Figure 4).
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The second model apparently does not explain why trichogin seems to have different
responses to certain ions. In FRET studies [33,34], a bimodal structure for trichogin-Ca(II)
and trichogin-Gd(III) complexes was proposed, with a population of the dominant structure
of about 85% for Ca(II) and 60% for Gd(III). The difference in the f (r) dispersion described
in the present work for Ca(II) and Cu(II) also seems to imply one preferable coordination
state for Ca(II), while for Cu(II), several close conformers seem to be present. The difference
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between Ca(II), Cu(II), and Gd(III) ions might be tentatively ascribed to the different ionic
radii (effective ionic radii rCa(II)~1.0 Å, rCu(II)~0.65 Å, rGd(III)~0.938 Å [74]). Indeed, under
this hypothesis, the relatively large hairpin of trichogin might result in a looser coordination
shell for the small copper and gadolinium ions, while better fitting the larger Ca(II) ions.
In addition, the main-chain carbonyl oxygen as a donor is common with calcium, but
uncommon with other divalent metals [75,76]. It seems, however, that the ionic radius is
not the pivotal parameter for coordination of the metal ion, since in both FRET and EPR
studies, no binding was detected by trichogin to sodium ions, which has an effective ionic
radius of rNa(I)~1.02 Å [74] and is known to be less prone than Ca(II) to coordination via
the main-chain carbonyl oxygens [77]. In addition, the coordination number (CN) seems to
not be crucial in the selectivity towards metal ions, since for Cu(II), the CN is 4–6; for Ca(II)
in proteins, it is 6–8; and for Na(I), it is 5–6 [74,76,78]. On the other hand, the hypothesis of
the valence state could play a role. While the ionic radii are similar, the charge density for
the divalent calcium (2.02 q/Å) is two times higher than that for the monovalent sodium
ion. Therefore, a similar length of the metal-ligand bond should correspond to a larger
bond strength for the Ca(II) species [79].

Finally, we believe metal ions can be exploited to shape and guide the formation of
trichogin-based helical bundles. Indeed, it was reported that trichogin can favor transport
of monovalent cations [Na(I), K(I)] across phospholipid membranes [80]. It was suggested
that this process occurs via peptide oligomerization. Apparently, trichogin aggregation
promotes the formation of a ‘pocket’, where sodium or potassium ions can be accommo-
dated [43,80]. Such supramolecular structures could provide a more stable environment
for coordinating monovalentions.

4. Conclusions

In summary, we demonstrated that EPR is a suitable technique to follow structural
changes occurring in short, helical peptides such as trichogin in the presence of metal ions.
The spin–spin distance in the double-labeled trichogin analog changes in response to the
presence of divalent cations (calcium and copper), while it seems to not be affected by the
presence of monovalent sodium ions. As shown in previous studies and discussed here,
trichogin likely forms a loop in the presence of multivalent cations, which seems more
efficient in catching Ca(II), rather than the Cu(II) species. We observed a stoichiometric ratio
of 1:1 between the metal ion Ca(II) and the peptide, in agreement with previous studies.

The structural switch of the peptide and its selectivity to metal ions open new ways
for exploiting peptides in advanced materials, either alone or linked to surfaces and
nanoparticles. We believe that trichogin selectivity for certain ions, as well as its binding
ratio and efficiency, can be triggered by appropriate modifications on its sequence, or by
increasing the peptide length (e.g., by synthesizing trichogin dimers [25,43]).
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