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A diverse range of biologically critical phenomena involve membrane remodeling and/or the 

induction of membrane curvature changes by peptides or proteins. These events require a complex 

interplay between biophysical properties of both lipids and proteins. In this dissertation, we 

examine several prototypical systems important to human health and disease: the action of 

antimicrobial peptides on bacterial membranes, of cell-penetrating peptides in drug delivery, of 

viral proteins in the entry and egress of enveloped viruses, of gamete proteins in fertilization, and 

of dynamin-related GTPases in mitochondrial fusion and fission. Examples of each of these 

processes will be engaged in detail by a chapter of the dissertation. In all of these cases, a peptide 

or protein precipitates topological changes that allow communication across a deformable 

membrane dividing two spaces, such as membrane pore formation, membrane blebbing, or 
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membrane budding and scission. While the distinct deformations and changes to membrane 

morphology in these processes may differ, they generally result from combinations of simple, 

constitutive mechanisms of membrane curvature generation. These include (but are not limited to) 

membrane insertion, membrane scaffolding, curvature sensing, molecular crowding, and 

membrane wrapping. We show in each case how these different membrane curvature generation 

mechanisms coordinate to induce topological changes in membranes. 
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Chapter 1  

Review of Lipid Membranes and Membrane-Active Peptides 

and Proteins 

1.1 Introduction 

The plasma membrane is the key barrier that separates the internal contents of a cell from 

its surrounding environment. Similar compartmentalization exists within eukaryotic cells, as 

intracellular membranes also delineate organelles, including the nucleus, mitochondrion, 

endoplasmic reticulum (ER), the Golgi, from the cytosol [1]. These boundaries allow the cell to 

perform complex processes and highly specialized functions in an organized and coordinated 

manner. Membranes are dynamic and change conformation to support a variety of cellular events, 

and thus, membrane remodeling is important in maintaining biological function. For example, to 

endocytosis/exocytosis, cell division, mitochondrial fusion and fission, and budding and fusion 

during vesicular trafficking all require changes in membrane morphology. Such changes in 

membrane shapes relate to the generation of membrane curvature. 

It is well-recognized that the adsorption of peptides or proteins onto a membrane can result 

in membrane curvature changes and membrane remodeling. This phenomenon occurs in a wide 

range of biological processes, including the action of antimicrobial peptides (AMPs) on bacterial 

membranes, of cell-penetrating peptides (CPPs) in drug delivery, of viral proteins in the entry (by 

fusion) and egress (by budding and fission) of enveloped viruses, of gamete proteins in 

fertilization, and of dynamin-related GTPases in the fusion and fission of mitochondrial 
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membranes. Membrane remodeling and curvature generation result from the interplay between the 

unique properties of both proteins and lipids, and are essential in defining and regulating the 

morphology of cells and organelles, and their associated biological processes. This chapter 

provides a review of the properties of lipids and membranes, followed by a summary of the current 

knowledge of simple, constitutive peptide- or protein-induced membrane curvature generation 

mechanisms that have been described in the various fields of biology. 

1.2 Phospholipid Membranes 

1.2.1 Lipid structure and membrane composition 

Lipids are the main structural component of biological membrane, of which the 

glycerophospholipids are the principal class found in eukaryotic membranes [2, 3]. These are 

amphiphilic molecules that are characterized by a polar domain (hydrophilic headgroup) and 

nonpolar domain (hydrophobic tails). Specifically, fatty acid chains are esterified to two of three 

hydroxyl groups on the glycerol backbone, and the third hydroxyl group is esterified to a 

phosphate. The phosphate group is then esterified to a hydroxyl group on another hydrophilic 

molecule, such as choline, ethanolamine, serine, and inositol [1, 2]. The predominant 

glycerophospholipids (in henceforth chapters referred to as simply “lipids”) include those with 

zwitterionic headgroups, such as phosphatidylcholine (PC) and phosphatidylethanolamine (PE), 

as well as those with a net anionic charge, like phosphatidylserine (PS), phosphatidylglycerol (PG), 

phosphatidylinositol (PI), and phosphatic acid (PA) (Figure 1.1). Other eukaryotic membrane 

lipids include those with a ceramide backbone, such as sphingomyelin (SM), sterols like 

cholesterol, and cardiolipin (CL), which is a diphosphatidylglycerol lipid unique to the 

mitochondria (and bacteria). 
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Figure 1.1 | Chemical structures of glycerophospholipids.1 Different polar headgroups are shown in light 
orange. Positions R1 and R2 denote the binding sites of the hydrocarbon chains. The degree of saturation 
of the acyl chains can vary. A couple examples of saturated and unsaturated fatty acid hydrocarbon chains 
are highlighted in dark orange. 

 On average, eukaryotic plasma membranes contain high levels of PC (> 50% of 

phospholipids) and cholesterol (1:1 cholesterol:phospholipid by mole) [2, 3] (Table 1.1), whereas, 

bacterial membranes consist mainly of PG, PE, and CL [5] (Table 1.2). 

                                                            
1 Reproduced with permission from [4] Saita, E.A. & de Mendoza, D. Thermosensing via transmembrane protein–
lipid interactions. Biochim. Biophys. Acta, Biomembr. 1848, 1757–1764 (2015). Copyright © 2015 Elsevier. 
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Table 1.1 | Lipid compositions of various eukaryotic membranes.2 Values are given in mass%.  

 

Table 1.2 | Lipid compositions of various species of bacteria.3  

                                                            
2 Reproduced with permission from [3] Sackmann, E. Biological Membranes Architecture and Function. In Handbook 
of Biological Physics, Vol. 1. (eds. Lipowsky, R. & Sackmann, E.) 1–63 (North-Holland, 1995). Copyright © 1995 
Elsevier. 
3 Adapted with permission from [5] Epand, R.M. & Epand, R.F. Bacterial membrane lipids in the action of 
antimicrobial agents. J. Pept. Sci. 17, 298–305 (2011). Copyright © 2011 Elsevier. 
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1.2.2 Membrane curvature 

At any point on curved membrane surface, the curvature can be defined by a tangent plane 

at that point. Planes that are normal to this tangent plane intersect the surface as a normal section, 

which is associated with a curvature, defined as 𝑐𝑐 = 1  𝑅𝑅⁄ , with 𝑅𝑅 being the radius of curvature. 

Among the many different possible normal sections, and therefore many different curvatures, the 

maximum and minimum curvatures correspond to normal sections that are orthogonal to one 

another. These directions are described as the two principal directions, and their corresponding 

curvatures are called the principal curvatures, 𝑐𝑐1 and 𝑐𝑐2. Therefore, the two principal curvatures 

are defined as, 𝑐𝑐1 = 1  𝑅𝑅max⁄  and 𝑐𝑐2 = 1  𝑅𝑅min⁄  (with 𝑅𝑅max and 𝑅𝑅min being the principal radii of 

curvature) (Figure 1.2). 

 

Figure 1.2 | Principle curvatures at a point P on a surface.4 The principle curvatures, 𝑐𝑐1 = 1  𝑅𝑅max⁄  and 
𝑐𝑐2 = 1  𝑅𝑅min⁄ , describe the curvature at any point, P, on a surface. 

                                                            
4 Adapted with permission from [6] Shearman, G.C., Ces, O., Templer, R.H. & Seddon, J.M. Inverse lyotropic phases 
of lipids and membrane curvature. J. Phys.: Condens. Matter 18, S1105–S1124 (2006). Copyright © 2006 IOP 
Publishing. 
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Using two general expressions, the principal curvatures can be combined to describe the shape of 

a surface: 

 𝐻𝐻 = 1
2

(𝑐𝑐1 + 𝑐𝑐2) (1.1) 

   

 𝐾𝐾 = 𝑐𝑐1𝑐𝑐2 (1.2) 

𝐻𝐻  is the mean curvature and 𝐾𝐾  is the Gaussian curvature. Curvature can be positive or negative, 

although by convention, a membrane monolayer that bends to form a convex hydrophilic surface 

is defined as positive curvature. On the contrary, a monolayer that bends in the opposite direction 

to form a concave hydrophilic surface is described as negative curvature. When referring to cell 

membranes, the distinction depends on the intracellular and extracellular space, such that positive 

curvature is defined as the cell membrane bulging convexly toward the extracellular medium. 

 Flat lamellar surfaces are described as having both zero mean curvature and zero Gaussian 

curvature. If a surface is shaped like a cylinder, it will have a non-zero mean curvature, but zero 

Gaussian curvature. A spherical surface, as both 𝑐𝑐1 and 𝑐𝑐2 have the same sign, has non-zero mean 

curvature and positive Gaussian curvature. However, if 𝑐𝑐1 and 𝑐𝑐2 are opposite in sign, the surface 

will have negative Gaussian curvature (NGC). 

1.2.3 The Helfrich approach 

Bending a membrane away from its unperturbed native state is associated with an energetic 

cost that is determined by the structure and elasticity of the membrane. The approach by Helfrich 

is generally used to describe the energetics of membrane shape changes [7]. In this formalism, 

deformation of the membrane has an energetic cost that is only dependent on curvature changes of 
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the surface, which are defined by the mean and Gaussian curvatures. The curvature elasticity 

energy per unit area of bending a membrane is given by: 

 𝑓𝑓 = 2𝜅𝜅(𝐻𝐻 − 𝑐𝑐0)2 + 𝜅𝜅𝐾𝐾  (1.3) 

where 𝑐𝑐0 is the intrinsic (spontaneous) curvature. The bending modulus, 𝜅𝜅, and the Gaussian 

modulus, 𝜅𝜅, are elastic constants that describe the stiffness of the membrane and the resistance of 

the membrane to topological transitions, respectively. To arrive at the total elastic energy of a 

symmetric membrane, in which case 𝑐𝑐0 = 0, the Helfrich curvature elastic energy density is 

integrated over the surface of the membrane, with 𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑 being the area element on the membrane: 

 𝐹𝐹 = � 𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑 �2𝜅𝜅𝐻𝐻2 + 𝜅𝜅𝐾𝐾� (1.4) 

Here, the first term accounts for the energetic cost of bending the membrane in a manner 

reminiscent of Hooke’s Law, while the second term accounts for energetic costs of distortions 

related to topological complexity. To see this qualitatively, one can use the Gauss–Bonnet 

Theorem, which states that the integral of the Gaussian curvature over a closed surface is a 

topological constant:  

 � 𝐾𝐾 𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑 = 4π(1 − 𝑔𝑔) (1.5) 

where the integer 𝑔𝑔 is the genus, which characterizes the connectivity of a surface and often 

described as the number of “holes” or “handles”. For instance, a sphere has 𝑔𝑔 = 0, whereas a torus, 

which can be considered as a sphere with one handle, has 𝑔𝑔 = 1 [8]. For each additional handle, 

the genus increases by one. Therefore, the more negative the total Gaussian curvature, the “holier” 

the surface. This is in contrast to closed surfaces with no holes, which have a total Gaussian 

curvature that is positive. 
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1.2.4 Geometric packing of lipid molecules 

Properties of lipid molecules can influence curvature and the morphology of aggregated 

lipids. The commonly used model by Israelachvili et al. describes the packing of lipid molecules 

by introducing an average geometric shape for the lipid molecule that is described using a 

dimensionless packing parameter, 𝑆𝑆 [9]. 𝑆𝑆 depends on the repulsive steric and electrostatic 

interactions between the polar lipid headgroups in addition to the attractive hydrophobic 

interactions and repulsive steric forces between the lipid tails. 

 𝑆𝑆 = 𝑉𝑉
𝑑𝑑0𝐿𝐿𝑐𝑐

 (1.6) 

where 𝑉𝑉  is the molecular volume of the lipid tails, 𝑑𝑑0 is the optimum area occupied by the lipid 

headgroup, and 𝐿𝐿𝑐𝑐  is the critical length of the lipid tails (Figure 1.3). 

 

Figure 1.3 | Lipid shape can be described by the packing parameter.5 Cone-shaped lipids (left) have 
𝑆𝑆 < 1, cylindrical-shaped lipids (center) have 𝑆𝑆 = 1, and inverted-cone-shaped (right) have 𝑆𝑆 > 1. 

Israelachvili et al. showed that lipids tend to form aggregates of certain geometries based on their 

packing parameters (Table 1.3). Specifically, 𝑆𝑆 < 1/3 forms spherical aggregates, 1/3 < 𝑆𝑆 < 1/2 

forms cylindrical aggregates, 1/2 < 𝑆𝑆 < 1 forms planar aggregates, and 𝑆𝑆 > 1 forms inverted 

                                                            
5 Reproduced with permission from [6] Shearman, G.C., Ces, O., Templer, R.H. & Seddon, J.M. Inverse lyotropic 
phases of lipids and membrane curvature. J. Phys.: Condens. Matter 18, S1105–S1124 (2006). Copyright © 2006 IOP 
Publishing. 
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aggregates. Generally, the packing behavior of lipid molecules is associated with their intrinsic 

curvature, 𝑐𝑐0, which is a reflection of the molecular shape. For instance, a lipid with 𝑆𝑆 < 1/2 tends 

to be cone- or wedge-shaped and takes on positive intrinsic curvature (𝑐𝑐0 > 0), whereas a lipid 

with 𝑆𝑆 > 1 is shaped like an inverted cone and tends to take on negative intrinsic curvature (𝑐𝑐0 < 

0). 

 

Table 1.3 | Structures formed by lipids of different packing shapes.6 Lipids tend to assemble into 
aggregates with geometries consistent with their packing parameters. 

1.2.5 Polymorphism of lipid–water systems 

A variety of liquid-crystalline phases can be formed by lipids when exposed to water, 

which can be either normal or inverse (Figure 1.4). Normal (type I) phases are described as 

hydrophobic aggregates in a water/polar matrix (oil-in-water), while inverted (type II) phases that 

are characterized by water/polar aggregates in a hydrophobic matrix (water-in-oil). The most 

common and well-characterized inverse phase include the inverse hexagonal (HII) phase and the 

                                                            
6 Adapted with permission from [10] Israelachvili, J.N. Intermolecular and Surface Forces, 3rd Edn. (Academic Press, 
2011). Copyright © 2011 Elsevier. 
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inverse bicontinuous cubic (QII) phases [6]. An HII phase can be visualized as hexagonally packed 

cylindrical tubes filled with water, and the QII phases consist of a single continuous bilayer that 

separates two interlinked, but nonintersecting, regions of water. 

 

Figure 1.4 | Examples of different phase structures adopted by lipid–water systems.7 (A) Lamellar Lα 
phase (B) inverse hexagonal HII phase (C) inverse bicontinuous cubic QII phase Pn3m. 

Three QII phases have been observed in lipid–water systems: Pn3m (“double diamond”), 

Im3m (“plumber’s nightmare”), and Ia3d (“gyroid”) (Figure 1.5). For these specific QII phases, the 

bilayer mid-plane lies on the D, P, and G minimal surfaces, respectively. The inverse cubic phases 

can be interconverted through a Bonnet transformation, which preserves the distribution of 

Gaussian curvature, and zero mean curvature, at all points on the surface [6]. This implies that 

bicontinuous cubic phases connected by the Bonnet transformation are energetically equivalent 

and can coexist. 

                                                            
7 Adapted with permission from [11] Seddon, J.M. & Templer, R.H. Polymorphism of Lipid–Water Systems. In 
Handbook of Biological Physics, Vol. 1. (eds. Lipowsky, R. & Sackmann, E.) 97–160 (North-Holland, 1995). 
Copyright © 1995 Elsevier. 
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Figure 1.5 | Inverse bicontinuous cubic phases.8 Bicontinuous cubic phases (A) “double-diamond” Pn3m 
(Q224) (B) “plumber’s nightmare” Im3m (Q229) (C) “gyroid” Ia3d (Q230) are characterized by two 
nonintersecting regions of water that are separated by a continuous lipid bilayer. 

The Gauss–Bonnet theorem states that the integrated Gaussian curvature over the area of the 

minimal surface unit cell relates to the Euler–Poincaré characteristic, 𝜒𝜒 , through: 

 � 𝐾𝐾  𝑑𝑑𝑆𝑆 = 2πχ (1.7) 

Thus, the average Gaussian curvature, 〈𝐾𝐾〉, for a minimal surface is defined by: 

 〈𝐾𝐾〉 =
2π𝜒𝜒
𝑑𝑑0𝑎𝑎2 (1.8) 

where 𝑑𝑑0 is the dimensionless surface area per unit cell and 𝑎𝑎 is the lattice parameter of the cubic 

phase [6]. The parameters specific to each of the cubic phases are depicted in Table 1.4. 

                                                            
8 Adapted with permission from [11] Seddon, J.M. & Templer, R.H. Polymorphism of Lipid–Water Systems. In 
Handbook of Biological Physics, Vol. 1. (eds. Lipowsky, R. & Sackmann, E.) 97–160 (North-Holland, 1995). 
Copyright © 1995 Elsevier. 
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Minimal Surface Cubic Phase 𝝌𝝌  𝑨𝑨𝟎𝟎 𝒂𝒂  𝒂𝒂𝑷𝑷𝑷𝑷𝑷𝑷𝑷𝑷⁄  

D Pn3m −2 1.919 1 

P Im3m −4 2.345 1.279 

G Ia3d −8 3.091 1.578 

Table 1.4 | Geometric characteristics of bicontinuous inverse cubic phases [6]. 

1.3 Basic Membrane Curvature Generation Mechanisms 

1.3.1 Membrane partitioning and hydrophobic insertion 

Many peptides that insert into membranes are amphiphilic. A natural question to ask is how 

hydrophobic interactions contribute to the self-assembly between the peptide and the membrane. 

Here, the corpus of work on AMPs provides useful examples.  

AMPs are a group of peptides that exhibit diverse secondary structures but share two 

common motifs: cationic charge and amphiphilicity [12]. A large class of AMPs adopts 

amphipathic α-helical structures at the membrane interface, in which one face is polar (charged) 

and the other is nonpolar (hydrophobic).9 The strong electrostatic attraction between an anionic 

membrane and a cationic peptide is driven by the entropic gain of counterion release (discussed 

below), resulting in electrostatic binding and membrane deformation, with some trade-off between 

the two. However, many AMPs are unstructured in solution, before binding to membranes. The 

binding or embedding of an amphiphilic peptide into a membrane can involve a competition 

between mutually antagonistic events. For example, insertion of such a peptide into a membrane 

can create favorable hydrophobic interactions between nonpolar amino acids and the hydrocarbon 

                                                            
9 This general motif is typically described as amphiphilicity, but when referring to the surface of an α-helix, the 
alternative term of amphipathicity is often used. 
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lipid tails of the membrane, but at the cost of partitioning polar amino acids and peptide bonds into 

the membrane [13]. By forming an amphipathic α-helical structure, which facilitates electrostatic 

interactions between the polar groups of the peptide and the membrane, and maintains hydrogen 

bonding along the peptide, the energetic cost of inserting the peptide into the membrane is reduced 

[14]. As a result, an AMP can adsorb to a membrane surface with its long axis parallel to the 

membrane surface, and adopt a stable amphipathic helix with the hydrophobic and charged 

residues segregated on opposite faces. In this arrangement, the amphipathic AMP helix is oriented 

with the hydrophobic domains of the peptide contacting the hydrocarbon chains in the interior of 

the membrane, while the exposed cationic residues are able to interact with anionic lipid head 

groups of the membrane. In doing so, the helix acts like a rod-like inclusion embedded in one 

leaflet of the membrane, promoting anisotropic disruption of lipid packing and generating 

anisotropic positive curvature from steric effects of adding hydrophobic volume to one monolayer. 

As a result, the maximal disruption of lipid packing is experienced in the direction along the axis 

of the helix.  

Previous work has suggested that a deeper penetration of amphipathic helical peptides into 

a bilayer increases the perturbation of membrane-stabilizing hydrophobic lipid interactions. This 

membrane-disruptive process depends on the hydrophobic interactions, and thus, the hydrophobic 

content of the peptide. Indeed, recent studies have found that the reduction of membrane activity 

of cationic amphipathic α-helices is correlated with decreased hydrophobicity [15, 16], although 

the actual impact on activity from curvature generation is likely complex and multifactorial. In a 

similar manner, the geometric properties of the hydrophobic and polar faces also influence the 

curvature induced by an amphipathic helical peptide. As we have described, AMPs can create 

positive curvature through membrane insertion, however, the generation of negative curvature is 
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also possible. These differences in curvature effects have been attributed to a phenomenological 

“wedge-shape” specific to an individual peptide. For example, Tytler et al. examined the 

membrane effects of two classes of amphipathic helices (identified by Segrest et al. [17]) with 

contrasting residue distributions, one featuring wide polar faces of charged residues, while the 

other class having a small cluster of cationic residues to form a narrow polar face [18]. These 

characteristics cause the two classes of helices to form different cross-sectional shapes, with the 

first described as an upright wedge with a polar base and a hydrophobic apex, and the other viewed 

as an inverted wedge with a polar apex and a hydrophobic base. It is hypothesized that these 

wedge-shaped or inverted wedge-shaped amphipathic helices can produce membrane effects 

analogous to those of wedge-shaped and inverted wedge-shaped lipids [9, 19, 20]. Indeed wedge-

shaped helices were found to induce positive curvature, which stabilized micellar and bilayer 

structure in both model and biological membranes [13, 17, 21, 22]. In contrast, inverted wedge-

shaped helices generated negative curvature, which caused destabilization of bilayers and 

promoted inverted lipid structures in model membranes [13, 17, 18, 21]. These results, when taken 

together with the body of work on electrostatics, suggest a unified way of qualitatively 

understanding membrane curvature generation by facially amphiphilic cationic peptides, one in 

which the roles of cationic charge and hydrophobicity combine synergistically to create something 

new. We note that most peptide insertion scenarios will involve a fair amount of membrane 

thinning, due to the disturbance to lipid packing by the embedded peptide [23–25]. Such thinning 

has been experimentally observed in a number of systems, and tends to make membranes more 

amenable to curvature deformations. (For example, it is known that the bending modulus of a 

membrane varies roughly as the 3rd power of the membrane thickness [26, 27].) There exists a 

large collection of literature on correlating the relative sizes of the polar and hydrophobic faces of 
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amphipathic helices with downstream cellular outcomes such as lysis [17, 18, 21, 22, 28, 29], 

which itself depends on a broad range of effects such as the form of lysis and the efficiency of 

peptide-membrane binding. In the context of curvature generation, we can look at it the following 

way: For peptides with a sufficiently small circumferential sector of cationic residues and large 

circumferential sector of hydrophobicity, the excluded volume interactions from hydrophobic 

insertion will dominate, and anisotropic positive curvature will result, with a larger hydrophobic 

volume perturbation along the helix axis than perpendicular to it. Since this interaction is based 

mostly on hydrophobic insertion, we expect these peptides to generate strong positive curvature 

for a broad range of membranes. However, for peptides with a sufficiently large circumferential 

sector of cationic residues and small circumferential sector of hydrophobicity, electrostatic 

wrapping of the membrane to optimize contact between cationic and anionic surfaces will be more 

important, and the resultant induction of negative curvature will dominate the positive curvature 

generation from the small level of hydrophobic insertion. When this induced negative curvature 

perpendicular to the helix is combined with the induced positive curvature along the helix axis, the 

result is NGC, which is the type of curvature topologically necessary for pore formation, and other 

membrane destabilization mechanisms such as blebbing and budding. 

Transmembrane (TM) proteins play important roles as channels, receptors, and enzymes 

in cells. Interactions between these integral proteins and their membrane environment can 

influence their conformations and distributions, and consequently, their functions and activities 

[30–37]. It is believed to be energetically favorable for the hydrophobic domain length of a 

membrane protein to match the thickness of the hydrophobic interior of a lipid bilayer, due to the 

high energetic cost of exposing hydrophobic surfaces to an aqueous environment. Hydrophobic 

mismatches can occur, as proteins can have different lengths of hydrophobicity and bilayers can 
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vary in thickness. Hydrophobic mismatch is one mechanism in which TM proteins can deform 

membranes around them. If the hydrophobic length of the protein is greater than the thickness of 

the hydrophobic region of the membrane, it is described as being “positively mismatched,” while 

the opposite case is called “negatively mismatched.” In the case of mismatch, the protein-lipid 

system adapts its structure to minimize contact between polar and hydrophobic regions, which 

involves modification in protein or membrane structure, or both. With respect to the membrane, 

lipids chains surrounding the protein adjust their lengths to accommodate the hydrophobic portion 

of the protein. They can stretch to thicken a bilayer for a positive mismatch, or they can compress 

to provide a thinner bilayer for a negative mismatch [38, 39]. Experiments with gramicidin have 

demonstrated this modulation of lipid chain length [39–41]. Moreover, the stretching lipids in the 

vicinity of a membrane protein in response to positive mismatch will change the effective shape 

of lipid molecules, and thereby generate membrane curvature. Such induced curvature are 

experimentally observed in the formation of non-lamellar (inverted hexagonal and cubic) lipid 

phases [38, 39, 42]. It is interesting to note that the above effects can work synergistically with 

protein shape, as in the case of membrane-spanning “wedges.” An example of these effects can be 

observed in the influenza M2 protein [43]. 

1.3.2 Membrane scaffolding 

Membrane scaffolding by curved proteins or complexes is a mechanism by which proteins 

can directly force membrane remodeling and curvature. Protein complexes, which can be found 

covering the surface of buds and invaginations, are believed to act as scaffolds and impart their 

geometric shape on the membrane. This can be observed in the budding and release of enveloped 

viruses, as well as other fission processes that involve membrane neck formation and scission. To 

effectively drive membrane curvature, the intrinsic shape of the protein or protein network must 
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expose a curved surface to interact with the lipid bilayer while having sufficient affinity for the 

polar lipid head groups. Furthermore, the rigidity of the protein coat must be able to counteract 

both the membrane intrinsic curvature and resistance to mechanical bending, as described by its 

elastic modulus, to allow for membrane deformation [44, 45]. In general, the protein–membrane 

interaction energy needs to be greater than the membrane-bending energy. As can be seen below, 

recent work has shown that the scaffolding mechanism often coexists with other curvature-

generating mechanisms, and cannot be idealized as a purely mechanical effect. We illustrate these 

ideas using several protein families: dynamin and BAR (Bin, Amphiphysin, Rvs)-domain-

containing proteins can wrap around membranes to create scaffolds for cylindrical curvature, while 

COPI and COPII complexes and clathrin-adaptor-protein complexes can form scaffolds for 

spherical curvature [44, 46, 47]. 

Dynamin, a GTPase, is a primary member of a large family of proteins called the dynamin-

related or dynamin-like proteins [48]. It self-assembles into rigid helical oligomers on membrane 

surfaces to form cylindrical coats that constrain the membrane to drive bilayer tubulation and 

fission [44–46, 48–54]. Studies have implicated dynamin in organelle division, necking and 

scission of clathrin-coated vesicles, and other membrane trafficking events [55–57]. Dynamin 

oligomerizes to form helical rings around the neck of endocytic buds, which scaffolds the 

membrane into a cylindrical shape. GTP hydrolysis causes conformational changes that trigger the 

constriction of the helical ring, reducing the neck radius to mediate membrane fission [46, 53, 57, 

58]. Membrane tension and rigidity, which describe membrane elasticity, control the shape of the 

neck and its elastic energy. Through this mechanism, it is currently believed that dynamin 

constricts the membrane down to radii approximately the thickness of a bilayer [48]. Because 

dynamin works against membrane elasticity in this process, creating such high curvatures requires 
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large forces. While the dynamin helix is rigid enough to constrain a membrane, studies have shown 

that the rotational force (torque) produced during its conformational change can further drive 

membrane deformation [59]. This constriction has been found to be necessary, though not 

sufficient for complete dynamin-mediated fission [48]. Indeed, complementary to the 

mechanochemical action of dynamin, recent work has further suggested that the hydrophobic 

insertion mechanism also plays an important role. This is evidenced by the membrane insertion of 

the hydrophobic loops of the dynamin PH domains and interactions of dynamin with other 

proteins, amphiphysin and endophilin, which contain amphipathic helices [45, 60–62]. 

BAR domains are present in a wide variety of proteins, including amphiphysins, arfaptins, 

endophilin, nadrins, and oligophrenins, and can also be classified into several different types based 

on their structural characteristics, such as BAR, N-BAR, F-BAR, I-BAR, and PX-BAR [47]. The 

BAR domain is a crescent-shaped dimeric α-helical bundle, with each monomer having three 

kinked α-helices to yield a six-helix bundle upon dimerization. The BAR domain binds to 

membranes through electrostatic interactions at its concave surface, which features a high 

concentration of positively charged residues, lysines and arginines, allowing for preferential 

interaction with the negatively charged polar head groups of the membrane lipids [63]. This 

dependence on electrostatics has been demonstrated with amphiphysins, in which cationic 

residues, lysine and arginine, were mutated to anionic residue glutamate and resulted in reduced 

binding to membranes and inhibited membrane tubulation [64]. For this reason, BAR domains are 

believed to induce membrane curvature along these interaction surfaces. To initiate membrane 

tubulation, a high surface density of BAR domains is required, suggesting a cooperative effect 

among individual domains. Moreover, the curvature of membrane tubes covered by BAR domains 

has been found to be close to that of the concave domain surface, which indicates that the domains 
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have greater rigidity than membrane bilayers. Interestingly, BAR domains are frequently found in 

combination with N-terminal amphipathic helices (together called N-BAR domains), which are 

observed in amphiphysin, endophilin, BRAP, and nadrin. These amphipathic N-terminal helices 

are believed to stabilize and further promote curvature generation via the hydrophobic insertion 

mechanism [46, 60, 63, 65]. 

Coat proteins such as clathrin, COPI, and COPII can also be considered protein complexes 

that influence membrane curvature through curved scaffolding structures. The polymerization of 

coat proteins was previously believed to drive curvature formation for membrane vesicle 

trafficking [66], but it is now understood that the process requires direct membrane–protein 

interactions. Studies have revealed that coat proteins work cooperatively with other proteins to 

bend membranes and form vesicles. For example, this can be observed with clathrin-mediated 

endocytosis. In the absence of membranes, clathrin complexes with adaptor proteins to self-

assemble into cages that take on spheroid polyhedral geometries and have curvatures comparable 

to the curvatures observed in clathrin-coated vesicles [67–69]. This indicates that clathrin 

complexes feature an intrinsic curvature, which can potentially be applied toward scaffolding. On 

the contrary, the rigidity of clathrin-adaptor-protein complexes is on the same order of magnitude 

as that of membranes [61, 70], which then suggests that a clathrin coat on a membrane cannot itself 

cause vesicle budding. Therefore, additional mechanisms alongside a coat protein lattice are likely 

to be involved in vesicle formation. Indeed, clathrin-adaptor-protein complexes interact with epsin, 

a protein that contains the ENTH (epsin N-terminal homology) domain. An amphipathic helix, the 

ENTH domain drives membrane curvature by inserting into the membrane bilayer. Epsin binds to 

phosphatidylinositol-4,5-bisphosphate on a membrane and subsequently attracts clathrin to 
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promote its polymerization to form a stabilizing scaffold around the curvature, which in turn 

recruits and concentrates more epsin [44]. 

Coat proteins COPI and COPII complexes are not expected to form a scaffold with 

sufficient rigidity to effectively bend membranes. Thus, cooperation between coat proteins and 

amphipathic helices to help drive membrane curvature may have a similar role in COPI- and 

COPII-coated vesicles, in which coat polymerization alone was also initially thought to create 

curvature. Analogous to epsin, Arf and Sar1 proteins have N-terminal amphipathic helices and are 

predicted to function in curvature generation in association with stabilization by coat proteins. For 

instance, studies have demonstrated the importance of Sar1 membrane insertion in vesicle budding 

[71]. Accordingly, mutations of Sar1 have been shown to uncouple its membrane-deforming and 

coat-recruitment activities, and also impair membrane bending and COPII vesicle budding [71]. 

In coordination, the observed curvature of the COPII coat surface matches that of a vesicle 

membrane, which suggests a role in facilitating membrane deformation and stabilizing the final 

curvature of COPII-coated vesicles [72]. 

Additional coat proteins that are believed to promote membrane curvature generation 

include caveolin and ESCRT. However, these proteins are likely to bend membranes using 

mechanisms different from that discussed above. Caveolin oligomerizes into a coat that produces 

membrane curvature to result in caveoli, flask-shaped membrane invaginations. Unlike COP and 

clathrin-coated vesicles, caveolin can directly interact with membranes, and this interaction is 

believed to aid in membrane bending [46, 73–75]. While clathrin, COPI, and COPII complexes 

polymerize on the external side of budding vesicles, ESCRT complexes are located on the internal 

side of the endosomes and generate opposite curvature. ESCRT is characterized by four complexes 

that together enable membrane remodeling to form intraluminal vesicles in the endosomal pathway 
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[45, 47, 76–78]. There is still no clear mechanism to explain how ESCRT generates curvature, as 

understanding how vesicle scission can be triggered by protein binding inside its neck still remains 

a technical challenge [76, 79]. 

Although protein coats are predominantly discussed in relation to vesicle budding and 

fission, similar interconnected coats of proteins on membranes have also been found to drive fusion 

[80]. While many assumptions of the fusion coat hypothesis are still open to question, experimental 

studies have substantiated its prediction that fusion proteins located far from the fusion site can 

contribute to the fusion reaction through long-range membrane forces [81, 82]. 

1.3.3 Curvature sensing and curvature-mediated attraction 

Recent work has identified proteins with membrane-binding affinities that are influenced 

by the curvature of the membrane [83]. Proteins that can induce membrane curvature necessarily 

implies that they can also sense membrane curvature [44, 49]. Curvature sensing by proteins is 

based on the energy of protein–membrane interaction and the energy of membrane deformation 

caused by the protein. Together these energetic contributions make up an effective binding energy. 

A protein with a shape that matches the membrane curvature requires little or no membrane 

deformation for membrane–protein binding, which results in a minimal effective binding energy. 

Conversely, increasing mismatch between the protein shape and membrane curvature increases 

the effective binding energy [44]. Flexible proteins that cannot effectively bend a membrane can 

still sense curvature in an analogous manner. In this case, the protein experiences deformation 

upon binding to the membrane, and this energy contributes to the effective binding energy. 

Similarly, the effective binding energy is minimized when the protein shape and membrane 

curvature match, and becomes greater with increasing mismatch. 
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One well-characterized example of a curvature sensor is the aforementioned BAR domain. 

In its dimeric form, the membrane-binding region is a concave surface, which imparts its ability 

to preferentially bind to curved membranes [46, 63]. Its curvature sensing ability has been 

demonstrated by curvature partitioning and tighter binding to liposomes that have curvatures 

similar to the intrinsic curvature of the BAR domain [47, 64]. Experiments have shown the 

curvature-partitioning behavior for a range of proteins, including dynamin [59, 84, 85], ENTH 

[86], Arf [87], Sar1 [47], and caveolin [88]. 

Curvature sensing can also result in collective behavior between membrane-bound 

proteins. It has been found that if one protein induces a given membrane curvature, it attracts 

additional proteins that favor a similar curvature [88–90]. While entropic membrane shape 

fluctuations can cause long-range attractive interactions between proteins [91], curvature-inducing 

proteins adsorbed onto membranes also experience attractive short-range interactions that are a 

consequence of membrane curvature [92]. For the latter, it is believed that the local elastic 

membrane perturbation that occurs in the vicinity of an adsorbed protein leads to oscillations in 

the membrane profile, which mediate attractive short-range interactions between proteins [90, 93]. 

Because curvature-mediated attraction can occur between proteins that do not have any specific 

interactions, this mechanism may provide a force to facilitate aggregation of proteins [92]. In fact, 

simulations have shown that once a minimal local bending is achieved, curvature-mediated 

interactions cause attraction between membrane-adsorbed proteins and drive protein clustering 

[92] The formation of protein clusters and aggregation further demonstrate the ability of membrane 

curvature to induce lateral phase segregation [90]. 
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1.3.4 Molecular crowding 

Protein aggregation on membrane surfaces can result in local crowding of proteins, which 

has been demonstrated by recent studies to induce high membrane curvature [47, 88, 94, 95]. This 

protein–protein crowding mechanism, by which protein molecules concentrate to form dense 

clusters, creates lateral steric pressure to drive membrane bending and aids in the formation of 

lipid buds and tubules [45, 94, 95]. Experiments on both proteins involved in tubulation and those 

that are not associated with membrane bending events have revealed a strong correlation between 

the frequency of membrane tubulation and the percentage of membrane surface covered by 

proteins [94–96]. More specifically, increasing membrane coverage results in increasing tubule 

formation, independent of the membrane-binding chemistry. This is believed to result from the 

pressure produced by increasing protein density, which decreases the area mobility of each protein 

on the membrane surface. Accordingly, this crowding mechanism is sufficient to generate 

membrane curvature on its own without involving other processes such as hydrophobic insertion. 

Indeed, it is interesting that protein–protein aggregation often leads to anisotropic rather than 

isotropic positive curvature. Perhaps this is due to the notion that proteins (and protein aggregates) 

are rarely isotropic, so that their steric interactions will also not be isotropic. 

Together, these observations suggest a mechanism for inducing and amplifying membrane 

curvature through steric congestion of proteins bound to membrane surfaces such that lateral 

pressures from local asymmetries in protein densities can cause drastic membrane shape changes. 

Furthermore, by concentrating protein binding to spatially confined regions of the membrane, such 

as lipid domains, the membrane deformation effects of protein–protein crowding may be amplified 

due to increased protein density on the surface, and thus, increased steric interactions [94]. It 

should be noted that aggregation of proteins on membrane surfaces is not necessarily coupled to 
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appreciable membrane deformation [88]. Other driving forces can bring proteins together, such as 

a protein having higher affinity for one lipid species or a certain lipid conformation [97–99]. For 

instance, lipid rafts are able to concentrate protein binding regions on a membrane [94] and is the 

process hypothesized to cause the aggregation of caveolin [100]. 

1.3.5 Membrane wrapping 

It is possible for a membrane to wrap partially around a peptide or protein if attractive 

interactions exist. For example, the interaction between an anionic membrane and a cationic 

peptide is driven by the entropic gain from counterion release, as the peptide and the membrane 

charge compensate one another. Since counterion release will be maximized when the cationic 

moieties of the peptide are closely associated with the anionic and polar head groups of the 

membrane, there is a tendency for the membrane to wrap around the oligomer to maximize contact 

between the charged portions of the oligomer and membrane [101–104]. We refer the reader to the 

following studies for more information on electrostatic interactions in membrane-based systems 

[105–109]. 

1.3.6 Composite mechanism 

With the survey above, we can see that proteins can utilize insertion, scaffolding, curvature 

sensing, curvature-mediated protein aggregation, molecular crowding, and membrane wrapping 

mechanisms to amplify and promote effective membrane curvature generation [44–47, 59, 63, 64, 

84–88, 94–100]. In addition, one can see that curvature generation in membranes is often achieved 

by combining different constitutive mechanisms, sometimes between proteins, or even between 

motifs or domains within a protein. This suggests that the effectiveness and reliability of cellular 

membrane deformation is attained through a concerted action of multiple mechanisms. The rich 

interplay between mechanisms can be illustrated by proteins involved in vesicle budding, such as 
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dynamin, which interacts with amphiphysin and endophilin. Similarly, coat protein clathrin binds 

to epsin. In both combinations of proteins, the former employs the scaffolding mechanism while 

the latter features amphipathic helices that apply the hydrophobic insertion mechanism. 

1.3.7 Summary 

From the discussion, we find that although we can describe idealized curvature-generating 

mechanisms as conceptually distinct, nature does not always recognize such demarcations and the 

mechanisms are not mutually exclusive. In fact, from recent work, it would appear that composite 

mechanisms may be the rule rather than the exception. The generation of membrane curvature is 

a complex interplay between lipids and proteins, and experimental data has shown that robust and 

effective membrane curvature generation is often the result of a combination of the mechanisms 

described above. The following chapters present case studies on peptides and proteins involved in 

different membrane-remodeling processes and show how membrane curvature generation 

mechanisms achieve topological changes relevant to their biological functions. Chapters 2–4 

examines synthetic AMP and CPP analogs, while chapter 5 investigates a natural cytokine with 

AMP-like activity. Chapters 6–8 explore viral, gamete, and mitochondrial proteins involved in 

membrane fusion and fission processes. 
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Chapter 2  

Two Interdependent Mechanisms of Antimicrobial Activity 

Allow for Efficient Killing in Nylon-3-Based Polymeric 

Mimics of Innate Immunity Peptides  

2.1 Introduction 

Over the past decade, the development and spread of antibiotic resistance has become a 

major global health risk. Each year in the United States, antibiotic-resistant infections affect over 

2 million people and result in more than 23,000 deaths. The expenditures associated with these 

infections in terms of annual health care costs and productivity losses are estimated to be as high 

as $20 billion and $35 billion, respectively [110]. Most antibiotics in clinical use kill or inhibit the 

growth of metabolically active bacteria by targeting various biosynthetic processes in growing 

bacteria, including the synthesis of proteins, RNA, DNA, peptidoglycan, and folic acid [111–114]. 

For instance, the β-lactam class of antibiotics, which includes penicillins, cephalosporins, and 

carbapenems, inhibit cell wall synthesis in cells undergoing division. Aminoglycoside, macrolide, 

tetracycline, and other antibiotics target the bacterial ribosome to inhibit protein synthesis. 

Resistance can develop in at least two general ways: biomacromolecules targeted by an antibiotic 

can mutate to minimize or eliminate susceptibility (genetic antibiotic resistance), or bacteria can 

                                                            
This chapter is adapted with permission from Lee, M.W., Chakraborty, S., Schmidt, N.W., Murgai, R., Gellman, S.H. 
& Wong, G.C.L. Two interdependent mechanisms of antimicrobial activity allow for efficient killing in nylon-3-based 
polymeric mimics of innate immunity peptides. Biochim. Biophys. Acta, Biomembr. 1838, 2269–2279 (2014). 
Copyright © 2014 Elsevier. 
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also adapt physiologically to become quiescent, or slow-growing. These persisting bacteria are 

able to evade deleterious effects through the down-regulation of biosynthetic processes that are 

often targeted by conventional antibiotics. Persisting bacteria are found in chronic infections, such 

as endocarditis, cystic fibrosis, and tuberculosis, which require prolonged treatment periods. 

Hence, there is a critical need for new structural classes of antibiotic therapeutics that are effective 

against slow-growing cells, and are not impeded by mechanisms of antibiotic tolerance. 

AMPs constitute a critical component of the eukaryotic innate immune system. 

Collectively, AMPs have broad-spectrum antimicrobial activity [12, 13, 115–118]. These host-

defense peptides are diverse in sequence and structure, but two common features are cationic 

charge and hydrophobicity [12, 117, 119–121]. Some AMPs, such as cecropin and magainin, adopt 

an amphipathic α-helical secondary structure, in which cationic and hydrophobic side chains are 

spatially segregated from one another, upon interaction with membranes [12]. Other AMPs, such 

as bactenecin and defensins, feature antiparallel β-sheet structure, around which cationic and 

hydrophobic regions are segregated. The combination of hydrophobic and cationic subunits is 

believed to play a key role in the antimicrobial activity of AMPs, enabling the disruption of 

bacterial membranes through a combination of electrostatic interactions involving the cationic side 

chains with the anionic membrane along with the insertion of hydrophobic side chains into the 

nonpolar interior of the lipid membrane bilayer [12, 13, 117, 122–124]. AMPs can destabilize 

membranes through a variety of processes, including pore formation, blebbing, budding, and 

formation of mixed peptide–lipid micellar assemblies (“carpet mechanism” [13]). Antimicrobial 

agents that mimic natural AMPs by targeting generic aspects of bacterial membranes may have 

potential for treating both antibiotic-resistant and slow-growing dormant infections. Membrane-

disruptive antimicrobial agents that directly interact with the bacterial membrane bilayer can 
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destabilize and compromise the physical integrity of the membrane. In general, membrane-targeted 

approaches have been shown to be clinically effective with newer antibiotics such as daptomycin, 

which is currently used to treat Staphylococcus aureus infections [111]. 

Recent work [116, 125, 126] has shown that the existence of negative intrinsic curvature 

lipids, such as PE, in the target membrane is an important determining factor in whether such 

membranes are permeated by AMPs: bacterial membranes with high PE concentrations are 

vulnerable to AMP-induced permeation, while eukaryotic membranes with low PE concentrations 

are not. Because many AMPs and synthetic compounds inspired by AMPs interact directly with 

membranes, the development of bacterial resistance against these agents is more difficult to 

achieve than against conventional antibiotics [127–130]. Nonetheless, bacterial resistance, in the 

form of reduced susceptibility to AMPs, is still possible through the modification of the membrane 

composition. Previous work has shown that bacteria can actively detect AMPs through two-

component signal transduction systems, such as PhoQP in Gram-negative bacteria and GraSR in 

Gram-positive bacteria, and respond by altering their membranes [127, 131–139]. However, a PE 

deletion, which would essentially confer immunity against membrane-active antibiotics, is found 

to be lethal in bacteria. This may help explain the unexpected absence of bacterial strains resistant 

to AMPs despite repeated exposure [125]. Thus, with increased clinical prevalence of bacterial 

resistance to conventional antibiotics, interest has grown in the prospect of using AMPs as 

therapeutic agents, and in designing new antibiotics inspired by AMPs. 

The attractive properties of natural AMPs have inspired extensive effort to develop 

synthetic analogs. Such efforts have included both oligomers of α-amino acids (α-peptides) [140–

142] and oligomers that contain unnatural subunits, such as β-peptides [143–145], α/β-peptides 

[146, 147], peptoids [148], and aromatic oligomers [149–153]. These AMP analogs have been 
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demonstrated to provide various potential advantages over conventional antibiotics: (1) tunable, 

custom designs, (2) ease in preparation, (3) cost-effectiveness, (4) antibacterial potency with 

reduced likelihood of resistance, and (5) allowance for additional new built-in functions. In fact, 

recent work has highlighted quantitative differences between natural AMPs and their present 

synthetic analogs in terms of their hydrophobic content and cationic charge [154]. However, all 

unnatural AMP-mimetic oligomers have specific sequences of subunits, which require solid-phase 

synthesis, a technique that is costly and therefore not practical for many applications [115]. This 

situation has prompted a number of groups to explore synthetic polymers as a novel source of 

AMP mimics over the past decade. In contrast to α-peptides and other sequence-specific 

oligomers, for which every molecule in a given sample is in principle identical, materials generated 

via polymerization reactions are mixtures, with variations in chain length and, for copolymers, in 

subunit sequence. However, polymer production is much less expensive than production of 

sequence-specific oligomers. Early studies revealed that polymers with high intrinsic 

hydrophobicity could be effective against bacteria but not cell-type selective, since these materials 

are hemolytic [149, 152, 153, 155]. More recently, polymers with carefully tuned hydrophobic–

hydrophilic balance have been shown to match the generic AMP activity profile: inhibiting 

bacterial growth at low concentrations but causing hemolysis only at much higher concentrations 

[156–160]. Nylon-3 polymers have proven to be quite promising in this regard [156, 158]. The 

nylon-3 backbone, comprised of β-amino acid residues, should be similar to the polyamide 

backbone of proteins in terms of physicochemical properties. Binary hydrophobic–cationic nylon-

3 materials are readily prepared via anionic ring-opening polymerization of appropriate pairs of β-

lactams [161]. 
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In recent work, we have found that the bactericidal activity of a broad range of peptidic 

antimicrobials is correlated with the induction of NGC, also known as saddle-splay curvature, 

which enables membrane destabilizing processes such as pore formation, blebbing, and budding. 

All the membrane-active antimicrobials examined induce NGC when the target membrane lipid 

compositions mimic those of bacterial membranes, but not when the lipid compositions are more 

representative of mammalian membranes. A key parameter for activity in this broad range of 

compounds is the concentration of negative intrinsic curvature (𝑐𝑐0 < 0) lipids, such as those with 

PE headgroups, which exist at significantly higher concentrations in bacterial cytoplasmic 

membranes compared to eukaryotic membranes. Existence of homologous behavior in synthetic 

antimicrobials [125, 126, 162] suggests a common root mechanism for selective membrane 

permeation. In fact, the trends observed for antimicrobial–lipid interactions are consistent with 

killing assays using Escherichia coli mutants engineered to have different amounts of PE lipids in 

their cytoplasmic membranes [125]. Importantly, we have deduced a criterion for amino acid 

compositions of AMPs based on the requirement for generating saddle-splay membrane curvature, 

and we have shown that this criterion is consistent with trends in amino acid composition of 1080 

known cationic AMPs [116]. 

Most biophysical studies of interactions between AMPs and membranes examine 

membrane behavior at a single lipid composition. However, bacterial membranes are known to 

exhibit different membrane compositions, which can be modulated in response to antimicrobials 

[163–170]. To complicate matters further, natural AMPs are intrinsically multifunctional. While 

many AMPs have membrane activity, it is known they also can bind intracellular targets [171–

173] and have immunomodulating activities [115, 174, 175]. Due to these complications and 
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others, it has been hard to correlate biophysical parameters, such as vesicle leakage and 

permeability, with antibacterial potency in general [117]. 

In this chapter, we examine a more circumscribed problem. We study the antimicrobial 

activity and membrane permeation activity of a set of nylon-3 polymers, including some that show 

AMP-like activity profiles. We show that this family of antimicrobial polymers is capable of two 

interdependent mechanisms of activity, one based on membrane permeation and one on DNA 

binding. Interestingly, at the minimum bactericidal concentration (MBC), the extent of bacterial 

membrane permeation, as measured by a β-galactosidase-based colorimetric assay on an E. coli 

ML-35 strain, is modest and clearly not enough to solubilize the entire membrane. All members 

of this family of antimicrobial polymers have sufficient local surface charge density to bind 

efficiently to intracellular DNA, in a manner similar to AMPs indolicidin [172] and buforin [173]; 

however, DNA binding cannot occur unless the polymer can traverse the bacterial membrane. We 

systematically investigate polymer-induced membrane deformation modes in a range of lipid 

concentrations found in E. coli and in mammalian cells using synchrotron small angle X-ray 

scattering (SAXS). Our study includes three nylon-3 polymers with three compositions, tBuBz-

MM63CH37 (A), Ac-MM63CH37 (B), and tBuBz-DM50CH50 (C-1, C-2, and C-3) (Figure 2.1). 

Three different batches of the tBuBz-DM50CH50 polymer were used for these studies, designated 

C-1, C-2, and C-3. These batches differ slightly with respect to average chain length (n = 27, 25, 

and 21, and molecular weights of 5129, 4590, and 4018 Da for Polymers C-1, C-2, and C-3, 

respectively) and show highly similar activity profiles. We find that the existence of NGC, which 

allows permeation of membranes and cellular entry of these antibacterial polymers in a manner 

reminiscent of cell-penetrating peptides, correlates well to their abilities to disrupt the membranes 

of and kill E. coli, a representative Gram-negative bacterial species [150–152]: polymers that have 
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low minimum inhibitory concentrations (MICs) induce cubic phases rich in NGC, whereas 

polymers with high MICs do not induce such phases. While all of the nylon-3 polymers can bind 

to DNA, not all of them can permeate membranes, which explains their large observed range of 

MICs. Taken together, these results suggest that the nylon-3 polymers have a concentration-

dependent mechanism of action. At concentrations near the MBC, they can permeate membranes 

without total membrane disruption and kill bacteria by binding intracellular targets such as DNA. 

However, at concentrations significantly higher than the MBC, they can potentially completely 

disrupt membranes. Furthermore, we find the two-component mechanism of these polymers to be 
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analogous to the mode of action employed by certain natural AMPs, such as indolicidin and 

buforin. 

 

Figure 2.1 | Polymer structures. Sequence-random nylon-3 polymers of general structure (a) were 
synthesized using hydrophobic and cationic β-lactam monomers classified as CH (cyclohexyl), DM 
(dimethyl), and MM (monomethyl) (b–d). Because the monomers were racemic, the resulting polymers 
tBuBz-MM63CH37 (A), Ac-MM63CH37 (B), and tBuBz-DM50CH50 (C-1, C-2, and C-3) were heterochiral. 
In this chapter, we examine several representative members from these subfamilies (e–i). The C-terminal 
imide units on the polymer chains result from the β-lactam utilized in the polymerization, with R1 and R2 
groups corresponding to the side chains of these β-lactams. Polymers have average chain lengths of 18, 27, 
27, 25, and 21, and molecular weights of 3458, 5174, 5129, 4590, and 4018 Da for A, B, C-1, C-2, and 
C-3, respectively. 
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2.2 Results and Discussion 

2.2.1 Nylon-3 polymer C-1 demonstrates antimicrobial membrane activity through 

vesicle leakage, membrane permeabilization, and bactericidal assays 

We examined the antimicrobial activity of polymer C-1, a member of the tBuBz-

DM50CH50 subfamily, through lipid vesicle leakage, bacterial membrane permeation, and 

bactericidal activity experiments. 

Vesicle leakage assay 

We examined the membrane effects of polymer C-1 with giant unilamellar vesicles 

(GUVs) using fluorescence spectroscopy. GUVs of lipid composition of 1,2-dioleoyl-sn-glycero-

3-phospho-L-serine (DOPS)/1,2-dioleoyl-sn-glycero-3-phosphoethanolamine (DOPE)/1,2-

dioleoyl-sn-glycero-3-phosphocholine (DOPC) = 20/60/20 mimicking PE-rich bacterial 

membranes were loaded with fluorescent calcein dye and incubated with polymer C-1 at two 

polymer-to-lipid (P/L) molar ratios: 1/28.3 and 1/56.7, which correspond to polymer 

concentrations of 1.99 and 0.995 μg/mL, respectively. Dye leakage was observed from the GUVs 

after exposure to the polymer, with higher P/L generating greater leakage (Figure 2.2a). P/L = 

1/56.7 reached maximum leakage of approximately 20% after 15 minutes of exposure. P/L = 

1/28.3, with twice the quantity of polymer, reached a maximum leakage of about 40% over the 

same amount of time. The leakage results demonstrate the ability of polymer C-1 to permeabilize 

model bacterial membranes rich in negative intrinsic curvature lipids. 
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Figure 2.2 | Leakage, permeabilization, and bactericidal assays demonstrate polymer antimicrobial 
activity. Polymer C-1 was shown to induce vesicle leakage, permeate E. coli membranes, and kill E. coli. 
(a) Polymer C-1 was exposed to DOPS/DOPE/DOPC = 20/60/20 vesicles encapsulated with calcein dye at 
P/L molar ratios of 1/28.3 and 1/56.7, which correspond to polymer concentrations of 1.99 and 
0.995 μg/mL, respectively. Percent leakage of calcein from vesicles was measured over a period of 
approximately 18 minutes. Polymer and Triton X-100 were added to vesicles at approximately 3 minutes 
and 16 minutes, respectively. (b) Polymer C-1 was incubated with ML-35 E. coli to assess its ability to 
permeate bacterial membranes. Membrane permeation was assessed by the amount of ONP produced, 
which was measured with absorbance at 405 nm. Polymer C-1 was added at approximately 3 minutes. The 
reported data are the average of four trials. (c) DH5α E. coli were exposed to polymer C-1 to determine its 
bactericidal ability. MBC of polymer C-1 was approximately 3.5 μg/mL for DH5α. Plot depicts the 
mean CFU/μL value at each polymer concentration. Error bars represent the standard deviation of the three 
trials. 

Polymer-induced permeabilization of E. coli ML-35 

To determine whether polymer C-1 is able to permeabilize actual bacterial membranes and 

not just membrane vesicles with simplified lipid compositions, we conducted an inner membrane 

permeability assay using the E. coli ML-35 strain. We measured the β-galactosidase activity of E. 
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coli ML-35 with o-nitrophenyl-β-D-galactopyranoside (ONPG) as the substrate. E. coli ML-35 is 

lactose permease-deficient with constitutive cytoplasmic β-galactosidase activity. Therefore, E. 

coli ML-35 cannot hydrolyze the lactose analog ONPG unless cells are permeabilized by 

membrane-disruptive agents. Upon membrane permeabilization, ONPG diffuses into the E. coli 

cytoplasm. As a result, colorless ONPG is hydrolyzed by β-galactosidase and converted to o-

nitrophenol (ONP), which can be measured by absorbance at 405 nm. Thus, the level of 

absorbance corresponds to the level of permeabilization achieved by a membrane-disruptive agent. 

(We note that permeation may exist via physical interactions between the polymer and membrane, 

at levels below those detectable in this type of assay.) Such membrane permeabilization assays 

have been previously utilized to assess the membrane destabilization capabilities of other nylon-3 

polymers [157] and AMPs as well [176–179]. For this assay, we tested concentrations of polymer 

C-1 up to 200 μg/mL in quadruplicate (Figure 2.2b). Polymer was added at approximately 3 

minutes. Increased absorbance was observed almost immediately upon addition of polymer C-1 to 

the E. coli ML-35 cells, which suggests potent membrane-destabilizing ability. Permeabilization 

kinetics were found to increase with increasing polymer concentration. 

Bactericidal activity assays 

To determine the lowest concentration of polymer C-1 required to achieve bactericidal 

activity against the DH5α strain of E. coli, an MBC assay was conducted. The experiment, 

completed in triplicate, evaluated polymer C-1 over a range of eight concentrations, 0, 1, 2, 2.5, 3, 

3.5, 4, and 5 μg/mL, with each assay consistently arriving at an MBC ~3.5 μg/mL (Figure 2.2c). 

These results show that polymer C-1 has strong activity against E. coli. 
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Taken together, these results are all mutually consistent, and indicate that membrane 

permeation is a component of the antimicrobial activity of polymer C-1. A quantitative comparison 

between the results from the vesicle leakage, membrane permeabilization, and bactericidal assays 

is informative. Based on the results from the ML-35 β-galactosidase activity assay, the amount of 

membrane permeation is relatively modest at the MBC of ~3.5 μg/mL. This consideration suggests 

that the membrane has not been solubilized at the MBC, and that membrane permeation is 

responsible for only a part of the bactericidal activity of polymer C-1. We propose that another 

component of the polymer's antimicrobial effect arises from interaction with bacterial DNA. 

Antibacterial nylon-3 polymers are highly cationic, with sufficient local surface charge 

density to bind to intracellular targets such as DNA, in a manner similar to AMPs indolicidin [172] 

and buforin [173]. An array of closely spaced cationic charges with a high charge density behaves 

much differently from the same number of cationic charges distributed farther apart. For instance, 

when a linear charged polymer has a distance between neighboring charged units of less than the 

Bjerrum length (~7 Å in water), Manning condensation will cause counterions to condense onto 

the charged polymer. Because of this phenomenon, the binding between cationic polymers and 

anionic polymers with similar local charge density is anomalously strong, due to the large entropic 

gain that results when the cationic and anionic surfaces charge compensate one another and release 

counterions maximally [101, 180–182]. Using SAXS, we confirmed that the nylon-3 polymers we 

studied are capable of strongly condensing DNA (Figure 2.3), due to charge density matching. 

However, it is possible that other intracellular targets with similar charge densities can also be 

bound by the polymer. If we assume one copy of DNA per E. coli cell and complete charge 

matching between cationic polymer C-1 and DNA, at the MBC of 3.5 μg/mL, we estimate that 

polymer C-1 is able to condense up to 6 × 10−12 g of DNA per cell (see Methods for estimation 
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details). This quantity is ~1000-fold larger than the amount of DNA in a single E. coli cell [183]. 

Thus, at the MBC, 0.1% of polymer C-1 molecules are sufficient to bind all DNA in the cell. 

Together these results suggest that the overall bactericidal activity of the nylon-3 polymers involve 

a combination of membrane permeation and DNA-binding activity. However, it is important to 

note that DNA binding cannot occur if the polymer is unable to cross the bacterial membrane, 

which we examine in the next section. 

 

Figure 2.3 | Polymer-induced DNA condensation. (a) SAXS profile of DNA with polymer C-3 at 
polymer-to-DNA (P/D) charge ratios of 1/3, 1/2, and 1. Correlation peaks were observed at Q between 2.1 
and 2.2 nm−1, indicating DNA condensation with the added polymer. (b) A schematic representation of 
DNA ordering induced by cationic antimicrobial polymers, such as C-3. 

2.2.2 Sequence-random nylon-3 polymers can generate NGC in model bacterial 

membranes with high PE concentrations but not in model eukaryotic membranes 

with low PE concentrations 

To investigate the membrane deformations induced by antibacterial nylon-3 polymers, we 

employed small unilamellar vesicles (SUVs) with phospholipid compositions representative of the 

Gram-negative bacterium E. coli, (1,2-dioleoyl-sn-glycero-3-phospho-(1′-rac-glycerol) 

(DOPG)/DOPE = 20/80). These SUVs were incubated with three polymers, A, B, and C-2 (Figure 
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2.1) at a variety of P/L ratios, and the resulting structures were characterized by SAXS. 

Synchrotron SAXS profiles (Figure 2.4) from lipid vesicle solutions exhibited a broad 

characteristic feature consistent with a single lipid bilayer form factor characteristic of unilamellar 

vesicles. When exposed to the nylon-3 polymer A, the lipid vesicles undergo a structural transition, 

as indicated by two distinct sets of new correlation peaks with specific ratios of Q values in the 

diffraction data (Figure 2.4a). One set of characteristic Q-ratios √2:√3 indexed to the formation 

of a cubic (QII) Pn3m “double-diamond” lattice, with lattice parameter 𝑎𝑎A_𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃3𝑚𝑚 = 17.29 nm (P/L 

= 1/57) (see Methods for indexing procedures). The other set had integral Q-ratios 1:2:3:4, 

consistent with a lamellar (Lα) phase having a periodicity 𝑑𝑑A_Lα
≈ 5.18 nm (across all tested P/L). 

When vesicles were exposed to C-2, we also observed two sets of correlation peaks (Figure 2.4c). 

One set had Q-ratios √2:√4:√6, indicating the presence of an Im3m “plumber’s nightmare” cubic 

phase with lattice parameter 𝑎𝑎C−2_𝐼𝐼𝑚𝑚3𝑚𝑚 = 20.59 nm (P/L = 1/62.5), and the other had integral Q-

ratios from a lamellar phase with periodicity 𝑑𝑑C−2_Lα
≈ 5.10 nm (across all tested P/L). In contrast 

to A and C-2, exposure of B to the lipid vesicles showed only a lamellar phase with a periodicity 

of 𝑑𝑑B_Lα
≈ 5.23 nm, indicative of inter-membrane attraction without the generation of significant 

curvature (Figure 2.4b). The lattice parameters of each of the cubic phases were calculated by the 

slope of a linear regression through the set of points corresponding to the reflections, with each 

point defined by coordinates for the measured Q-position and its assigned reflection (Figure 2.5a). 

Both the Pn3m and Im3m are bicontinuous cubic phases consisting of two sets of non-intersecting 

water channels separated by a lipid bilayer (Figure 2.5b) [6, 184]. The midplane of this bilayer 

traces a minimum surface characterized by NGC, also known as saddle-splay curvature, at every 

point. While bilayer saddle-splay curvature is distinct from self-connected monolayer saddle-splay 

curvature, such as that found in toroidal pores, each monolayer in a bicontinuous cubic phase is 
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characterized by NGC at every point of the surface. NGC is the saddle-shaped curvature observed 

along the inside of toroids and at the bases of buds and blebs (Figure 2.5c). Previously, we found 

a strong correlation between AMP-induced formation of cubic phases and AMP-induced 

membrane permeation [116, 185]. While both 2D membrane permeation (vesicle leakage and 

membrane permeabilization) and bulk 3D lipid system cubic phase generation (SAXS 

experiments) require NGC, the precise quantitative amount of NGC for each outcome is expected 

in general to be different. Our observations with model E. coli membranes show that two of the 

three nylon-3 polymers tested with SAXS, A and C-2, formed cubic phases, suggesting that these 

polymers may permeate membranes through the induction of NGC in a manner consistent with 

that of natural AMPs. The remaining polymer, B, does not appear to disrupt membranes due to the 

absence of cubic phases. Interestingly, this observation is consistent with the MIC measured for 

B, as described below. 
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Figure 2.4 | SAXS spectra show polymer induction of NGC in prokaryotic-like membranes rich in 
PE. SAXS profiles from DOPG/DOPE = 20/80 lipid vesicle solutions after exposure to polymers A, B, and 
C-2 (a–c). Correlation peaks indexing to the formation of a Pn3m cubic phase was observed for polymer A 
at molar ratio P/L = 1/57, which corresponds to a P/L charge ratio of 1. An Im3m cubic phase was induced 
when vesicles were exposed to polymer C-2 at a molar ratio of P/L = 1/62.5, which also corresponds to a 
charge ratio of 1. In contrast to A and C-2, exposure of lipid vesicles to polymer B resulted in only a lamellar 
phase with a periodicity of 5.23 nm. The MICs and MIC-equivalent P/L molar ratio of each polymer are 
provided for comparison (see Methods for estimation details). 

AMP selectivity against bacteria over animal cells is believed to be a consequence of their 

membrane compositional differences. Based on previous studies, amphipathic AMPs are believed 

to disrupt bacterial membranes through a combination of electrostatic and hydrophobic effects [12, 

13, 115, 117, 122–124]. Bacterial membranes contain large amounts of anionic lipids such as PG, 

negative intrinsic curvature lipids such as PE, and also lipids such as CL that have both anionic 

and negative intrinsic curvature characteristics. These lipids are less common in the outer leaflets 

of animal cell membranes, which are rich in neutral zwitterionic lipids such as PC [12, 116, 123]. 

A range of lipid compositions have been reported for bacterial membranes [163–170]. To the 

origin of prokaryote versus eukaryote selectivity of the nylon-3 polymers, we systematically 

examined how varying the membrane composition affects the ability of the polymers to restructure 
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vesicles. We constructed SUVs with ternary DOPG/DOPE/DOPC lipid compositions with a 

constant anionic charge (DOPG = 20%) typical of bacterial membranes [5, 186]. DOPG and DOPC 

are characterized by having zero intrinsic curvature (𝑐𝑐0 ≈ 0), whereas DOPE and CL have negative 

intrinsic curvature (𝑐𝑐0 < 0). Enriching a membrane with these negative intrinsic curvature lipids 

will shift the monolayer intrinsic curvature toward more negative values. Thus, by fixing the 

DOPG content to 20%, we are able to independently tune the ratio of DOPE/DOPC and 

consequently membrane curvature. Phase diagrams for polymers A, B, and C-2 (Figure 2.6) 

illustrate that the general trend for decreasing DOPE/DOPC was the suppression of nonlamellar 

phase formation. More specifically, reduction of DOPE/DOPC membrane content to 60/20 

extinguished the cubic phases, to leave only the lamellar phase. This observation further suggests 

that the nylon-3 polymers require high PE content of approximately 80% to generate NGC in lipid 

membranes. The phase diagram for polymer A at DOPG/DOPE/DOPC = 20/80/0 depicts a 

progression of inverted hexagonal phase (HII) → QII → Lα as P/L increased to large values, with 

the induction of a cubic phase at a P/L charge ratio of ~1 (equivalent to molar ratio of P/L = 1/57). 

For an E. coli MIC assay, this P/L ratio of 1/57 corresponds to a polymer concentration of 

approximately 1.4 ng/mL (see Methods for estimation details), which is drastically less than 

observed MICs as expected: structural changes in the membrane from NGC generation (such as 

pore formation) accumulate as the polymer concentration increases, and eventually culminate in 

the MIC. 
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Figure 2.5 | Polymer-induced cubic phases are characterized by NGC. (a) The measured Q-positions 
of the diffraction peaks were plotted for polymers A and C-2 to show indexing of the cubic phases. The 
slopes of the linear regressions correspond to their lattice parameters, which were 17.29 nm and 20.59 nm, 
respectively. (b) A 3D illustration of the Pn3m cubic phase, which is characterized by NGC at every point 
on the surface. NGC has a saddle-splay shape, with positive (+) curvature in one direction and negative (−) 
curvature in the perpendicular direction. (c) NGC can be found at the interior surface of a pore (1), the base 
of blebs (2) and rod-like projections (3), and the necks of buds (4). 

Similarly, the phase diagram for polymer C-2 indicates cubic phase generation at 

approximately the P/L charge ratio of 1 (molar ratio P/L = 1/62.5). Unlike the two previous 

polymers, B displayed only lamellar phases over the entire range of tested P/L ratios and membrane 

compositions. An additional set of ternary membranes of DOPG/DOPE/CL was tested with A, 

which also resulted in the generation of Pn3m cubic phases. For these lipid compositions, although 

we also observed nonlamellar phase suppression with decreasing DOPE/CL, cubic phases were 

induced at a lower PE content of 60%. This finding is consistent with previous studies that have 

shown that CL lipids can substitute for PE in certain conditions [162, 187]. Because membrane 
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lipid compositions vary between bacterial species and can undergo modification, we evaluated the 

robustness of curvature generation among a range of model membranes of different compositions. 

The preference for these nylon-3 polymers to generate cubic phases at a high PE content of 

60–80% points to a mechanism of selectivity for bacterial membranes, such as that of E. coli, 

which has a composition of PG/PE/CL ≈ 20/70/10–20/75/5 [163, 168]. We note that this 

mechanism is cognate with those observed for natural and synthetically derived AMPs [116, 125, 

126, 154, 188]. 
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Figure 2.6 | MIC values of polymers against E. coli correspond with structural changes in model 
membranes. Phase diagrams of structural changes induced by polymers A, B, and C-2 in ternary 
membranes composed of DOPG/DOPE/CL and DOPG/DOPE/DOPC with fixed DOPG content at 20%. 
Symbols used to indicate phases: open blue squares (QII), solid green hexagons (HII), open red circles (Lα), 
and solid black circles (unilamellar). Table shows E. coli MICs and ability of each polymer to generate 
NGC in both binary and ternary model membranes containing different amounts of PG, PE, CL, PC, and 
PS with checkmarks indicating the existence of cubic phases and Xs indicating their absence. The MICs 
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and MIC-equivalent P/L molar ratio of each polymer are provided for comparison (see Methods for 
estimation details). 

2.2.3 MIC values of nylon-3 polymers against E. coli correspond with NGC generation 

observed in SAXS studies 

Antimicrobial activity of polymers A, B, and C-2 against E. coli was assessed by measuring 

their MICs. SAXS data collected previously on these nylon-3 polymers, with bacterial- and 

eukaryotic-like model membranes, were compared against their MICs (table in Figure 2.6). The 

five following compositions were used to model PE-rich prokaryotic membranes: 

DOPG/DOPE/CL = 10/80/10 and 20/60/20, DOPG/DOPE/DOPC = 20/80/0 and 20/60/20, and 

DOPS/DOPE = 20/80 [116, 154, 186]. The first three of these membranes served specifically to 

mimic that of E. coli, which is composed of PG/PE/CL ≈ 20/70–75/5–10 [163, 168]. Membranes 

with decreased PE content served as eukaryotic-like models, which included the following: 

DOPG/DOPE/DOPC = 20/40/40, 20/30/50, 20/20/60, and 20/10/70. In general, we found that the 

presence of NGC, which allows for the permeation of membranes and cellular entry of these 

polymers, correlates to their bactericidal ability against E. coli. The polymers with low MICs (A 

and C-2) were able to induce cubic phases rich in NGC. However, polymer with a high MIC (B) 

was unable to induce cubic phases. 

Polymer A induced cubic phases in the three membrane compositions that mimicked E. 

coli, which suggests that it destabilizes and permeates E. coli membranes by generating NGC. Its 

low MIC against E. coli, at 50 μg/mL, further supports the correspondence of induced membrane 

disruption with bacterial killing. Similarly, polymer C-2 was observed to generate NGC in the E. 

coli model membrane DOPG/DOPE = 20/80 and had a potent MIC of 6.25 μg/mL. For A and C-2, 

there was diminished to no NGC generation for membranes that deviated from E. coli 
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compositions. Because they exclusively induced NGC in compositions mimicking E. coli 

membranes, we can infer selectivity of these nylon-3 polymers for prokaryotic over eukaryotic 

membranes. On the contrary, recall polymer B induced only lamellar phases across the tested 

DOPG/DOPE/DOPC membranes. The absence of NGC generation suggests little to no membrane 

permeation. The high MIC value of 400 μg/mL for B further indicates low antimicrobial activity, 

which would result from the lack of both membrane permeation and DNA binding, the latter 

because this polymer is unable to traverse the cellular membrane. 

We hypothesize that the lower antimicrobial activity and membrane activity of polymer B 

may be the result of an overall lower hydrophobicity in comparison with the other tested polymers, 

perhaps due to the absence of a p-(tert-butyl)benzoyl unit at the N-terminus and higher cationic 

charge resulting from 63% charged units of a longer chain length [158]. Lower hydrophobicity 

would decrease the tendency of the polymer to insert into the lipid core of membranes, which is 

necessary for permeation. Moreover, lower hydrophobicity and higher cationic charge of polymer 

B are in agreement with its decreased antimicrobial activity based on previously established design 

principles for AMPs [116]. 

2.3 Conclusions 

We have demonstrated that the antibacterial activity of nylon-3 polymers can be attributed 

to two interdependent channels of action. These polymers are able to permeate bacterial 

membranes and to bind to intracellular targets such as DNA. The bactericidal activity of these 

polymers can be further correlated with their ability to generate cubic phases rich in NGC, which 

is topologically necessary for membrane-disruptive processes. Ablation of membrane activity will 

necessarily suppress binding to an intracellular target such as DNA. Our findings suggest that these 
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polymers operate with a concentration-dependent mechanism of action. Polymer concentrations 

near the MBC allow polymer molecules to cross cell membranes and bind to DNA without 

complete membrane disruption. However, at polymer concentrations that significantly exceed the 

MBC, complete disruption of the membrane is possible. 

2.4 Methods 

2.4.1 Polymer synthesis 

Polymers were prepared from two types of β-lactam, some that lead ultimately to cationic 

subunits, MM (“monomethyl”) or DM (“dimethyl”), and others that provide lipophilic subunits, 

CH (“cyclohexyl”) [156, 158, 189, 190]. All polymerizations were carried out in a N2-purged dry 

box at room temperature. In a typical polymerization reaction, β-lactam monomers were weighed 

out in the appropriate molar ratio and placed in a reaction vial. To the vial was then added 

anhydrous tetrahydrofuran (THF) and tbuBzCl or acetyl chloride (coinitiator) to achieve the 

desired monomer:coinitiator ratio and a monomer concentration of 0.1 M. The mixture was 

allowed to stir until all materials had dissolved. Polymerization was initiated by addition of 

Li(NSiMe3)2 solution (2.5 equivalent to the starting coinitiator concentration) in THF. The 

resulting solution was stirred for 3–4 h at room temperature. The reaction vial was removed from 

glove box, and the polymerization was quenched by adding 3–4 drops of methanol. The resulting 

polymer was precipitated by pouring the solution into pentane. The solid was isolated by 

centrifugation, and the supernatant liquid was decanted off. The solid was re-dissolved in THF and 

then re-precipitated with pentane. After two more repetitions of precipitation/centrifugation 

procedure, the white pellet was dried under vacuum to constant weight. Deprotection of the Boc 

group was carried out by dissolving the polymer in 2 mL neat trifluoroacetic acid. The reaction 
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vessel was placed on a shaker for 2 h (room temperature). The resulting solution was poured into 

cold ether to cause the deprotected polymer to precipitate. The solid was isolated by centrifugation, 

and the supernatant liquid was decanted off. The solid was dried under a stream of N2. The 

precipitate was washed with ether twice and dried under vacuum. The material was then dissolved 

in 5–10 mL of water and lyophilized to yield the polymer as a white fluffy solid. 

2.4.2 Vesicle dye leakage experiments 

GUVs composed of DOPS/DOPE/DOPC = 20/60/20 were prepared encapsulated with 

10 mM 4-(2-hydroxyethyl)-1-piperazineethanesulfonic acid (HEPES), 40 mM calcein AM dye 

(pH 7). GUVs were synthesized using a freeze–thaw method and extruded through a 0.4 μm pore 

filter. The vesicles were then collimated and suspended in 100 mM NaCl, 10 mM 2-(N-

morpholino)ethanesulfonic acid (MES) buffer at a 1:12 dilution. A spectrofluorimeter was used to 

examine leakage in these vesicles, with excitation at 490 nm and emission at 510 nm. The baseline 

intensity of the vesicle solution was determined before polymer C-1 solution was added in pre-

determined P/L molar ratios. The resulting increase in fluorescence intensity was indicative of 

vesicle leakage, and addition of 20% Triton X-100 was used to establish 100% leakage levels by 

fully permeabilizing the vesicle membranes. Percent leakage of calcein from vesicles was 

measured over a period of about 18 min. Polymer solution and Triton X-100 were added to vesicles 

at approximately 3 min and 16 min, respectively. 

2.4.3 E. coli ML-35 membrane permeability assays 

E. coli ML-35 strain was a generous gift from Professor André J. Ouellette at the University 

of Southern California. This particular E. coli strain is characterized by its lactose permease 

deficiency but constitutive β-galactosidase activity. Accordingly, it is unable to uptake the lactose 

analog ONPG unless it is permeabilized by membrane-disruptive agents. Upon membrane 
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permeation, ONPG diffuses into the bacterial cell cytoplasm and is hydrolyzed by β-galactosidase 

to yield ONP, which can be measured by absorbance at 405 nm [191]. E. coli ML-35 cells were 

grown up in tryptic soy broth (TSB) at 37 °C for 18 h to reach stationary phase. A 50 μL culture 

was diluted with fresh TSB by 100-fold and regrown at 37 °C for approximately 2 h to reach mid-

log growth phase, with an optical density (OD) at 600 nm of 0.5–0.7. Log-phase E. coli ML-35 

cells were washed three times and resuspended in 100 mM NaCl, 10 mM MES (pH 7) to 

approximately 1 × 108 CFU/mL. In a 96-well plate, 15 μL of bacterial suspension was exposed to 

polymers (at specified concentrations) in the presence of 2.5 mM ONPG, 1% TSB, 100 mM NaCl, 

10 mM MES (pH 7) for approximately 80 min at 37 °C. The kinetics of ONPG hydrolysis to ONP 

was measured by absorbance at 405 nm using a Tecan Infinite 200 microplate reader. Polymer C-1 

was assayed in quadruplicate for concentrations of 0, 10, 25, 50, and 200 μg/mL. 

2.4.4 MBC assays 

Frozen stock of E. coli DH5α strain (Invitrogen) was streaked onto a fresh TSB agar plate 

and grown overnight at 37 °C. A single colony sourced from the streaked agar plate was used to 

grow up a new culture in TSB overnight in a 37 °C shaker. Bacteria from overnight culture was 

added to fresh TSB and shaken at 37 °C for 2 h to achieve log-phase bacteria. E. coli was diluted 

down with additional TSB to a working density of ~5 × 106 CFU/mL. In a 96-well plate, 180 μL 

each of eight concentrations of polymer C-1 solubilized in 100 mM NaCl, 10 mM HEPES (pH 7) 

was mixed with 20 μL of working bacterial solution, to achieve a total volume of 200 μL in each 

of the eight wells. Final concentrations of polymer C-1 for these wells were 0, 1, 2, 2.5, 3, 3.5, 4, 

and 5 μg/mL. The plate was shaken at 37 °C for 1.5 h. Reaction mixtures were then diluted 1:100 

in 100 mM NaCl, 10 mM HEPES (pH 7); 100 μL of each of the eight dilutions was plated onto 

TSB agar plates in 10 × 10 μL drops. Bacterial cell survival was determined by counting CFU after 
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overnight growth at 37 °C and scaling up by the dilution factor, and expressed as a function of 

polymer concentration. The assay was completed in triplicate on the same day. 

2.4.5 Liposome preparation 

DOPG, DOPS, DOPE, DOPC, and bovine heart CL, lyophilized lipids from Avanti Polar 

Lipids, were used without further purification. For X-ray experiments, SUVs were prepared by 

sonication. Briefly, individual lipid stock solutions of DOPS, DOPE, DOPC, DOPG, and CL were 

prepared in chloroform at a concentration of 20 mg/mL. Mixtures of these lipids were prepared at 

specific molar ratios for each model membrane composition. The lipid mixtures were evaporated 

under N2 and desiccated under vacuum overnight. The resulting lipid films were hydrated in 

aqueous 100 mM NaCl, 10 mM HEPES at pH 7, unless specified at pH 5 conditions (100 mM 

NaCl, 10 mM NaOAc), to a final concentration of 20 mg/mL and incubated at 37 °C overnight. 

The lipid solutions were sonicated until clear and then extruded through a 0.2 μm pore Nucleopore 

filter (Whatman) to yield SUVs. 

2.4.6 DNA preparation 

Lambda DNA (λDNA) (1250 μg) was purchased from New England Biolabs; 40 μL of 

4 °C 3 M NaOAc and 5 μL of 0.3 M MgCl2 were added into the λDNA vial. The mixture was then 

centrifuged at 4000 rpm for 1 min at room temperature and cooled at 4 °C for 20 min. A total of 

800 μL of −20 °C 100% ethanol was subsequently added to the mixture and then kept at −20 °C 

overnight. The mixture was then centrifuged at 13,500 rpm for 10 min on the following day. The 

supernatant was removed and the precipitate washed by adding 1 mL of −20 °C 100% ethanol and 

centrifuged at 15,000 rpm for 10 min at 0 °C. Supernatant was removed again and the precipitate 

was washed again, by adding 1 mL of −20 °C 70% ethanol and centrifuged at 15,000 rpm for 2 min 

at 4 °C. The supernatant was removed and 70% ethanol wash was repeated. Once the supernatant 
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was removed, the vial was inverted to drip dry onto filter paper for at least 2 h. The λDNA was 

then reconstituted in 100 mM NaCl, 10 mM MES (pH 7). 

2.4.7 SAXS experiments and data analysis 

Polymers and lipid solutions were mixed at specific P/L molar ratios and sealed in quartz 

capillaries (Hilgenberg GmbH, Mark-tubes). Samples were prepared in 100 mM NaCl, 10 mM 

HEPES at pH 7, unless indicated for pH 5 conditions (100 mM NaCl, 10 mM NaOAc). For λDNA 

samples, λDNA was mixed with polymer C-3 at specified P/D charge ratios in 100 mM NaCl, 

10 mM MES (pH 7) and sealed in quartz capillaries. SAXS experiments were conducted at the 

Stanford Synchrotron Radiation Lightsource (SSRL, beamline 4–2) and at the Advanced Light 

Source (ALS, beamline 7.3.3), using monochromatic X-rays with energies of 9–11 keV and 

10 keV, respectively. The scattered radiation was collected using a Rayonix MX225-HE detector 

(pixel size of 73.2 μm) at SSRL and a Pilatus 100k detector (pixel size of 172 μm) at ALS. No 

radiation damage was observed for the incident beam intensities and the exposure times used. 2D 

SAXS powder patterns were integrated using the Nika 1.50 package [192] for Igor Pro 6.31 and 

FIT2D [193]. 

Q-positions of the diffraction peaks were obtained by visual inspection of the integrated 

scattering intensity I(Q) versus Q SAXS data graphed in Origin Lab software. The ratios among 

these measured peak positions (𝑄𝑄measured) were compared with the ratios of permitted reflections 

for different crystal phases to identify the phases present in the sample. After determining the 

crystal phase, its lattice parameter was calculated by the slope of the linear regression through the 

set of points corresponding to the reflections, with each point designated by coordinates of 

𝑄𝑄measured and the associated reflection (in terms of Miller indices, ℎ, 𝑘𝑘, 𝑙𝑙). For a powder-averaged 

cubic phase 𝑄𝑄measured = (2π 𝑎𝑎⁄ )√ℎ2 + 𝑘𝑘2 + 𝑙𝑙2. We take the linear regression of 𝑄𝑄measured versus 
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√ℎ2 + 𝑘𝑘2 + 𝑙𝑙2 for a cubic phase, and from its slope (𝑚𝑚 = 2π 𝑎𝑎⁄ ), we can back out the cubic lattice 

parameter, 𝑎𝑎. SAXS data from λDNA samples were schematically represented using VMD 

software [194]. 

2.4.8 Bacterial growth inhibition (MIC) assays 

Assays were performed as previously reported with moderate changes in the procedure 

[144]. The bacteria used in these assays were E. coli JM109 [195], Bacillus subtilis BR151 [196], 

S. aureus 1206 (methicillin-resistant) [197], and Enterococcus faecium A634 (vancomycin-

resistant) [198]. Antibacterial activities were determined in sterile 96-well plates. Bacterial cells 

were grown overnight at 37 °C on agar, after which a bacterial suspension of approximately 2 × 

106 CFU/mL in Luria broth (LB) or Brain-Heart Infusion growth medium was prepared. Samples 

(50 μL) of this suspension were added to 50 μL of medium containing the polymer in 2-fold serial 

dilutions for a total volume of 100 μL in each well. The plates were then incubated at 37 °C for 

6 h. Bacterial growth was determined by measuring the OD at 650 nm using a Molecular Devices 

Emax precision microplate reader. Positive control was OD without addition of polymer and 

negative control was OD of the medium without inoculum. The MIC is defined as the lowest 

concentration at which complete inhibition of bacterial growth was observed (no increase in OD 

over the course of the experiment). Assays were performed in duplicate for two separate 

experiments. 

2.4.9 DNA condensation estimation 

Using the molar mass of E. coli DNA and assuming one copy of DNA per bacterium, we estimate 

the mass of DNA per cell. We then calculate the mass of polymer required in one 200 μL well at 

the MBC (3.5 μg/mL). With the cell density of 105 bacteria per well, we can estimate the moles of 
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DNA the polymer can charge-match per bacterium. This is the amount of DNA that the polymer 

is able to condense in one bacterium at a polymer concentration equal to the MBC. We can 

compare this value with the actual mass of DNA in one bacterium. 

2.4.10 MIC to P/L ratio estimation 

With each 100 μL well in an MIC assay containing 105 bacteria, we estimate the total area of cell 

membrane in each well. Then, assuming each lipid headgroup occupies approximately 70 Å2, we 

estimate the moles of lipid per well. With the MIC of the polymer and well volume, we determine 

the mass of polymer per well, and with the molecular weight of the polymer, we calculate the 

moles of polymer per well. Using the moles of polymer per well and the moles of lipid per well, 

we arrive at a P/L ratio. 

2.4.11 P/L ratio to polymer concentration estimation 

We estimate the surface area of an E. coli cell as a spherocylinder that is 2 μm long and 1 μm wide. 

With each 100 μL well in an MIC assay containing 105 bacteria, we estimate the total area of cell 

membrane in each well. Then, assuming each lipid headgroup occupies approximately 70 Å2, we 

estimate the moles of lipid per well. With the P/L molar ratio, we determine the moles of polymer 

per well, and with the molecular weight of the polymer and well volume, we calculate the 

concentration of polymer. We can compare this value with the MIC. 

2.5 Acknowledgments 

We thank Wujing Xian for useful discussions and suggestions. We also thank Eric Tsang 

for technical assistance. The E. coli ML-35 strain was a generous gift from Professor André J. 

Ouellette at the University of Southern California. We also thank Dr. Bernard Weisblum at the 



55 

University of Wisconsin–Madison for providing E. coli JM109, B. subtilis BR151, S. aureus 1206, 

and E. faecium A634. Synchrotron SAXS experiments were performed at Stanford Synchrotron 

Radiation Lightsource, a Directorate of SLAC National Accelerator Laboratory and an Office of 

Science User Facility operated for the U.S. Department of Energy, Office of Science, by Stanford 

University, and the Advanced Light Source supported by the Director, Office of Science, Office 

of Basic Energy Sciences, of the U.S. Department of Energy. This work was supported by National 

Institutes of Health (NIH) grants R01 GM093265 and 1UO1 AI082192-01, and National Science 

Foundation (NSF) grant DMR1106106. 

  



56 

Chapter 3  

Helical Antimicrobial Polypeptides with Radial 

Amphiphilicity  

3.1 Introduction 

AMPs typically contain ~40–60 amino acids, consisting of both cationic and hydrophobic 

amino acids. They adopt various secondary structures and can kill a broad range of bacteria. As 

AMPs target generic and necessary lipid components of bacterial membranes [125, 199] and 

depend less on specific bacterial metabolic status [111, 115, 117, 200], development of resistance 

has been slow. For these reasons, AMPs have attracted significant attention as potential therapeutic 

agents and inspired the development of synthetic analogs. Among AMPs, the α-helical peptides 

are the most heavily investigated and are generally characterized by a facially amphiphilic (FA) 

structure, in which the cationic and hydrophobic amino acids are segregated to opposite faces of 

the helix. This distinct structure is believed to facilitate membrane disruption and is well-correlated 

with antimicrobial activity [12, 13, 117, 122, 201]. Recent work has specifically shown how the 

amino acid composition of AMPs enables their activity via membrane curvature generation [116, 

119, 121]. 

Despite extensive efforts, the commercial development of AMPs has seen limited success, 

in part due to drawbacks inherent to peptides. Although much has been learned from fundamental 

                                                            
This chapter is adapted with permission from Xiong, M., Lee, M.W., Mansbach, R.A., Song, Z., Bao, Y., Peek, R.M., 
Yao, C., Chen, L.-F., Ferguson, A.L., Wong, G.C.L. & Cheng, J. Helical antimicrobial polypeptides with radial 
amphiphilicity. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U. S. A. 112, 13155–13160 (2015). Copyright © 2015 National Academy of 
Sciences. 
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studies on AMP mechanisms [125, 126, 199, 202], precise, quantitative predictions of an AMP’s 

activity, therapeutic index, and antimicrobial activity relative to off-target eukaryotic cytotoxicity 

are not currently feasible. Designing new AMP-based antibiotics relies on sequence-controlled 

peptide synthesis and parameter optimization, which is expensive and labor-intensive. 

Furthermore, most AMP-derived antibiotics exhibit poor stability in biological systems. LL-37 

and magainin, for example, can be degraded by proteases in blood circulation within several 

minutes and lose their antimicrobial activities [203, 204]. In general, due to the nature of their FA 

structure, the exposed hydrophobic helix face of AMPs (Figure 3.1A) can lead to undesired 

interactions with proteins and self-aggregation. For instance, AMP helix bundles have been 

reported to cause substantially reduced antimicrobial activity [142, 205]. 

Substantial interest in therapeutic applications for AMPs has led to the development of 

synthetic AMP analogs, such as β-peptides [143–145, 206], α/β-peptides [146, 147], peptoids 

[148], and aromatic oligomers [126, 149–152]. While these compounds have demonstrated 

improved stability over natural AMPs, they are generally sequence-specific and often require 

solid-phase peptide synthesis, thereby sharing similar advantages and developmental drawbacks 

with AMPs. More recent efforts have focused on developing synthetic polymer-based AMP 

mimics that feature both cationic and hydrophobic groups, which can be prepared through cost-

effective polymerization processes. For example, simplified polymeric AMP analogs include 

poly(methacrylamides) [207], poly(β-lactams) [156, 158, 202, 208, 209], polypeptides [210–212], 

poly(norborenes) [213, 214], and poly(carbonates) [215, 216]. These compounds are considerably 

less expensive than peptides, and much work is being done to optimize them. 

More recently, a class of antimicrobial polypeptides has been designed with radially 

amphiphilic (RA) structures (Figure 3.1B) rather than FA structures (Figure 3.1A) [217]. These 
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homopolypeptides feature a helical backbone radially decorated with hydrophobic side chains with 

terminal cationic groups (Figure 3.1C). Together, the charged groups form a hydrophilic outer 

shell, which shields the hydrophobic core and thereby reduces the potential for polypeptide self-

aggregation, interactions with blood proteins, and protease degradation. The RA polypeptide 

PHLG-BIm has demonstrated antimicrobial activity against both Gram-negative and Gram-

positive bacteria, the permeabilization and disruption of bacterial membranes, and the ability to 

amplify the antimicrobial effects and intracellular uptake of conventional antibiotics [217]. These 

findings collectively point to a physical mechanism for their antimicrobial action. 

 

Figure 3.1 | Design of radially amphiphilic helical polypeptide. Illustrations depicting (A) facially 
amphiphilic and (B) radially amphiphilic structures. (C) The chemical structure of PHLG-BIm. 

In this chapter, we use synchrotron SAXS to quantitatively characterize the membrane 

curvature and phase behavior of polypeptide–lipid complexes. By varying the membrane lipid 

composition, we probe the curvature deformations induced by the polypeptides as a function of 

biophysical membrane properties. We find that their antimicrobial activity agrees with their ability 

to generate the type of curvature required for pore formation and other membrane-destabilizing 

processes. These results provide an explanation for the bactericidal activity and selectivity of the 

polypeptides based on the topological requirements for membrane destabilization. 
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3.2 Results 

3.2.1 RA polypeptide generates NGC in model bacterial membranes 

To elucidate the root causes of selective membrane activity for the RA polypeptides, we 

used synchrotron SAXS to investigate the type and quantity of membrane curvature deformations 

induced by PHLG-BIm. SUVs were prepared with lipid compositions representative of bacterial 

(DOPG/DOPE = 20/80) and eukaryotic (DOPS/DOPC = 20/80) membranes. Compositions 

DOPG/DOPE/DOPC = 20/60/20 and 20/40/40 were also used as model systems to isolate the role 

of negative intrinsic curvature lipids such as PE, because eukaryotic membranes are known to have 

lower PE content relative to bacterial membranes. SUVs were incubated with PHLG-BIm40 

(degree of polymerization = 40) at a polypeptide-to-lipid (P/L) molar ratio of 1/400, which is 

equivalent to a P/L charge ratio of 1/2, and the resulting structures were characterized using SAXS. 

SAXS spectra from the lipid vesicle solutions showed a broad characteristic feature consistent with 

a single lipid bilayer form factor of unilamellar vesicles. When exposed to PHLG-BIm40, the lipid 

vesicles undergo a structural transition, resulting in correlation peaks with specific ratios of Q 

values in the diffraction data (Figure 3.2). For each membrane composition, we found a set of 

correlation peaks having integral Q-ratios of 1:2 consistent with a lamellar (Lα) phase, 

characterized by d-spacings of 6.7–8.8 nm. These lamellar phases resulting from exposure of 

PHLG-BIm to the SUVs indicate intermembrane attraction without the generation of significant 

curvature. Interestingly, for the model bacterial membrane composition, we identified a second set 

of correlation peaks with characteristic Q-ratios of √2: √3: √4: √6, which indexed to a cubic 

Pn3m “double-diamond” lattice having a lattice parameter of 24.8 nm. Bicontinuous cubic phases 

(QII), such as the Pn3m, consist of two nonintersecting water channels that are separated by a lipid 

bilayer. The center of this bilayer traces out a minimum surface characterized by NGC, also known 
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as saddle-splay curvature, at every point. Our SAXS data showed that PHLG-BIm promotes 

saddle-shaped membrane deformations in model bacterial membranes to stabilize a bulk Pn3m 

cubic phase. NGC is the saddle-shaped curvature that manifests along the inside of pores, around 

the base of a bleb, and the neck of a bud, the basic membrane permeation mechanisms. Earlier 

studies have found a strong correlation between the formation of cubic phases and membrane 

permeation induced by AMPs [116, 125, 154, 199, 202, 218]. The ability of PHLG-BIm to 

generate cubic phases in bacterial-like PE-rich membranes suggests that the RA polypeptide may 

permeate bacterial membranes via the induction of NGC consistent with that of natural AMPs. By 

systematically examining a range of membranes, we determined how lipid composition affects the 

ability of PHLG-BIm to restructure vesicles. We observed the general trend of decreasing PE 

content resulting in the suppression of nonlamellar phase formation. More specifically, we found 

that the polypeptide does not disrupt membranes (no NGC generation) with a PE content of 60% 

and lower, which includes those representative of eukaryotes. The preference for PHLG-BIm to 

generate cubic phases at high PE levels of ~80% suggests a mechanism of selectivity for bacterial 

over mammalian membranes based on their specific lipid distributions, again consistent with 

generic AMP trends. 
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Figure 3.2 | PHLG-BIm generates NGC. (A) SAXS spectra show generation of NGC by PHLG-BIm40 in 
membranes rich in PE. SAXS profiles from lipid vesicle solutions after exposure to PHLG-BIm40 at molar 
ratio P/L = 1/400. PHLG-BIm40 induces a Pn3m cubic phase in DOPG/DOPE = 20/80 (dashed box). Inset 
shows an expanded view of the cubic reflections. SUV-only controls at each composition show a broad 
characteristic feature consistent with the form factor of the unilamellar vesicles. (B) The diffraction peaks 
were plotted by their measured Q-positions and their corresponding reflections in terms of Miller indices 
ℎ, 𝑘𝑘, 𝑙𝑙 to show indexing of the Pn3m cubic phase. 

3.3 Discussion and Conclusions 

The antibacterial activity of these RA polypeptides likely results from initial electrostatic 

interactions between their cationic groups and anionic bacterial cell membranes, followed by the 



62 

disruption of the bacterial cell membranes by the membrane-active polypeptide helix. Additional 

factors are involved in bacterial membrane destabilization, as suggested by our SAXS studies on 

model bacterial membranes in which helical polypeptide PHLG-BIm promoted saddle-shaped 

membrane deformations (NGC), a topological requirement for membrane-destabilizing events 

such as pore formation. All tested model membranes had a fixed anionic charge, yet we observed 

selective generation of NGC in the PE-rich bacterial model membrane. This result is consistent 

with previous work, which showed that membranes with greater amounts of negative intrinsic 

curvature lipids promote destabilization and are more susceptible to pore formation [125]. 

Moreover, both anionic and negative intrinsic curvature lipids are necessary for activity, whereas 

neither alone is sufficient. Therefore, the preference for the helical RA polypeptides to generate 

NGC at high PE content points to a mechanism of selectivity that involves membrane curvature 

effects. 

The observed synergistic bactericidal effect of PHLG-BIm combined with traditional 

antibiotics may be the result of increased cellular penetration of antibiotics facilitated by the 

membrane permeabilization activity of the RA polypeptide. Induced NGC is broadly enabling in 

the context of membrane permeation mechanisms, such as transmembrane pores, blebbing, 

budding, and scission. It is likely that permeation can involve a hierarchy of mechanisms. Here, 

we observed NGC in the form of a cubic phase; the size of the defect on a 2D membrane will 

depend on the type of defect. The Pn3m cubic phase induced by the RA polypeptide PHLG-BIm40 

has an average Gaussian curvature 〈𝐾𝐾〉 value of −0.01065 nm−2. For example, this is the amount 

of NGC found in a transmembrane pore with a size of ~40 nm, if we ignore all other effects. If on 

the other hand, the destabilization mechanism is that of a budding event followed by scission, then 

we can estimate the size of the defect using a catenoid surface, which is an approximate 
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representation of the surface of a scission neck [43, 65]. The Gaussian curvature of a minimal 

catenoid surface with a neck radius of 𝑟𝑟 along its 𝑧𝑧 axis is defined by 𝐾𝐾(𝑧𝑧) = − �sech4(𝑧𝑧  𝑟𝑟⁄ )�  𝑟𝑟2⁄ . 

The measured 〈𝐾𝐾〉 value thus corresponds to a catenoid neck diameter of ~19.4 nm. If we account 

for the approximate bilayer membrane thickness of 4 nm, this diameter translates to a pore size of 

~15.4 nm. In both of the above cases, the size of the defect is significantly larger than the size of 

a typical antibiotic. 

In summary, we found that the curvature deformations induced by RA polypeptide PHLG-

BIm agrees with its antimicrobial activity and ability to promote the membrane penetration of 

antibiotics. The correspondence between our biophysical measurements and bactericidal activity 

data suggests that the capacity to generate membrane curvature is an effective indicator of 

membrane-based antimicrobial activity. 

3.4 Methods 

3.4.1 Polypeptide preparation and characterization 

Details can be found in [217]. 

3.4.2 Liposome preparation 

Liposomes were prepared as described in section 2.4.5 except for the following 

modifications: 

SUVs were prepared from DOPG, DOPS, DOPE, and DOPC lipids in aqueous 100 mM NaCl, 

10 mM HEPES (pH 7.4). 
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3.4.3 SAXS experiments and data analysis 

SAXS experiments and data analysis for polypeptide–membrane interactions were 

performed as described in section 2.4.7 except for the following modifications: 

All polypeptide–lipid samples were prepared in 100 mM NaCl, 10 mM HEPES (pH 7.4). SAXS 

experiments were conducted at the Stanford Synchrotron Radiation Lightsource (SSRL, beamline 

4–2) using monochromatic X-rays with an energy of 9 keV. The scattered radiation was collected 

using a Rayonix MX225-HE detector (pixel size of 73.2 μm).  
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Chapter 4  

Interactions between Membranes and “Metaphilic” 

Polypeptide Architectures with Diverse Side-Chain 

Populations  

4.1 Introduction 

The functions of proteins or peptides, such as molecular recognition, enzymatic reactions, 

and allosteric regulation, are determined by their structures and their internal motions: Proteins or 

peptides can fold into structures that present specific chemical patterns on their molecular surfaces. 

These nanoscopically defined patterns of charge, hydrogen bonding, and/or hydrophobicity, which 

strongly influence peptide or protein interactions, are known to be partly smeared out by thermal 

fluctuations. For protein configurations structurally cognate to the native folded state, the protein 

energy surface, which controls protein dynamics, can have multiple minima, and proteins exhibit 

harmonic motions within these minima as well as crossing of potential barriers between them. In 

general, however, molecular thermal motions are not large compared to the dimensions of the 

molecule. Moreover, single-molecule experiments show that folded proteins typically have 

Young’s moduli of ~1 × 108 Pa [219–221], which give the protein a solid-like rigidity. There is a 

rich literature showing that in the low-temperature limit, proteins can undergo a dynamic transition 

                                                            
This chapter is adapted with permission from Lee, M.W., Han, M., Bossa, G.V., Snell, C., Song, Z., Tang, H., Yin, 
L., Cheng, J., May, S., Luijten, E. & Wong, G.C.L. Interactions between Membranes and “Metaphilic” Polypeptide 
Architectures with Diverse Side-Chain Populations. ACS Nano 11, 2858–2871 (2017). Copyright © 2017 American 
Chemical Society. 
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to a glass-like solid state with small fluctuations [222, 223]. Taken together, the surface structure, 

shape, and elasticity of a protein determine the resultant presentation of surface chemistry, and 

thereby enable or limit its interactions. It would be interesting to start with the functional 

requirements for a given protein or peptide class, and explore the opposite limit, where patches of 

surface chemistry can be mobile. 

Both AMPs and CPPs are short (generally < 50 amino acids) peptides that exert their 

functions by interacting with and permeating membranes. As part of the innate host defense, AMPs 

collectively exhibit broad-spectrum antimicrobial activity [12, 115, 117], typically through the 

disruption and permeabilization of bacterial membranes [115, 117, 224, 225]. Although AMPs are 

abundant and diverse in sequence and structure, they share some common features. Most AMPs 

are cationic and characterized by facially amphiphilic patterns of hydrophobicity and charge [12, 

13, 115, 117, 224–226]. CPPs are capable of efficiently translocating across cell membranes and 

can mediate the uptake of conjugated cargos [227–229]. CPPs are generally cationic, but can also 

be amphiphilic, with the arginine-rich CPPs comprising the most widely studied group [227, 229–

233]. Many CPP sequences are derived from natural proteins and peptides; however, research 

groups have also developed synthetic CPPs [227, 232]. While cationic charge and amphiphilicity 

are characteristics often found in both AMPs and CPPs, it has been noted that these properties can 

be found in many other membrane-remodeling peptides [234], including viral budding peptides 

[43] and viral fusion peptides [235]. While the vast majority of AMPs and CPPs are composed of 

linear amino acid sequences, a number of research groups have recently explored unconventional 

nanoscopic architectures in the design of polymer-based antimicrobial and cell-penetrating agents 

that are also characterized by cationic charge and hydrophobicity, including circular peptides, and 

especially an extensive taxonomy of side-chain-rich comb, brush, or dendrimer architectures [217, 
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236–240]. In this chapter, we systematically investigate a prototypical class of peptides with side-

chain-rich architectures. These peptides consist of a rigid helical core decorated with mobile and 

flexible side chains that are terminated by cationic and hydrophobic groups, an arrangement that 

allows cationic and hydrophobic end groups to undergo large displacements, reminiscent of the 

Lindemann criterion for melting [241–243]. Therefore, these molecules have unusually chemically 

adaptable and quasi-liquid10 surfaces. Although one might expect that the loss of well-defined 

spatial relations between cationic and hydrophobic patches on a highly evolved peptide or protein 

leads to a degradation of activity, we surprisingly find the opposite. We show that the membrane-

permeating activity of AMPs and CPPs, both commonly characterized by anchored cationic and 

hydrophobic groups, can be significantly enhanced by the highly adaptable side-chain-rich 

architecture: Like organisms that adapt to different colored environments via metachrosis, these 

molecular architectures adapt to different solvent environments (water, amphiphilic interface, 

hydrophobic membrane core) by being “metaphilic” rather than statically amphiphilic. In a sense, 

these metaphilic peptides are a molecular analog of recently engineered omniphilic/omniphobic 

surfaces [246–248]. Computer simulations indicate that the quasi-liquid surface of the peptide 

allows it to adapt to environmental change by rearranging the flexible side chains, a capability that 

plays a key role in enabling unusual interactions with membranes. Specifically, these metaphilic 

peptides are able to induce membrane-destabilizing curvature necessary for permeation, which we 

determine using X-ray measurements. Furthermore, because these metaphilic molecules can adapt 

their surface chemistry, we can control their charge and hydrophobicity over a broad range and 

still maintain water solubility, unlike many AMPs and CPPs [142, 249–252]. This allows us to 

                                                            
10 We note that the “quasi-liquid” layer is not necessarily a liquid defined in terms of translational and orientational 
degrees of freedom. The term is borrowed from the phenomenon of surface melting [244, 245], which uses the 
Lindemann criterion to define a “molten” quasi-liquid layer. 
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show how the activity of these metaphilic peptides is amplified with hydrophobicity and cationic 

charge, and we rationalize these results using a quantitative mean-field theory. One goal of this 

chapter is to develop a general conceptual vocabulary to analyze how molecules of different 

architectures beyond linear peptides interact with membranes, and how these architectures 

consequently allow small quantitative changes in structural parameters to lead to qualitative 

differences in membrane interactions. 

4.2 Results and Discussion 

4.2.1 Metaphilic membrane-active peptides 

We previously developed a series of bottlebrush-like, radially amphiphilic peptides, where 

hydrophobic side chains that terminate in a cationic group are attached to a rigid core [253, 254]. 

Here we generalize this design and also create peptides with side chains having heterogeneous 

distributions of cationic and hydrophobic end groups. The surfaces of these brush-like molecules 

can mimic the chemical surfaces of natural AMPs, but maintain the mobility of cationic and 

hydrophobic patches so that they can rearrange in response to environmental changes. Specifically, 

these metaphilic molecules are water-soluble α-helical poly(arginine)-based polypeptides [255] 

(Figure 4.1), which include both homopolymers and random copolymers. The metaphilic peptide 

monomer features a long hydrophobic side chain with either a terminal guanidinium or alkyl chain 

that is positioned distally (13–18 σ-bonds away) from the backbone. Increasing cationic residues 

in a prototypical peptide has been shown to reduce helical stability due to greater electrostatic 

repulsion between side chains [249, 250] and increasing hydrophobicity leads to poor water 

solubility and aggregation [142, 251, 252]. In the current architecture, charges are positioned at a 

significant distance away from the helical backbone to decrease the surface charge density and 
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side-chain repulsion, which promotes a stable α-helical conformation in an aqueous environment 

[255]. In addition, the charged exterior shell formed by the terminal guanidinium groups around 

the helical backbone enables the metaphilic peptides to maintain water solubility by shielding the 

hydrophobic carbon side chains and helical core from solution. 

 

Figure 4.1 | Design of metaphilic helical peptides. (A) Metaphilic helical peptides are poly(arginine) 
analogs characterized by long hydrophobic side chains (13–18 σ-bonds in length) that have either a terminal 
guanidinium group or alkyl chain. Charged monomers having guanidinium groups were used to synthesize 
homopolypeptides (top left). A mixture of charged monomers and uncharged monomers, which feature 
terminal alkyl chains, were used to synthesize random copolypeptides (bottom). All prepared peptides adopt 
an α-helical conformation except for P3 (top right), which was synthesized as a random coil from racemic 
monomers. (B) The structural peptide design parameters include the following: n (degree of 
polymerization), x (number of methylene groups), y (molar fraction of uncharged monomers), R (terminal 
alkyl chain), Mn (number-average molecular weight in kDa). (C) Metaphilic peptides featuring long side 
chains with terminal cationic and alkyl groups favor a stable α-helical conformation in aqueous solution. 
(D) Simplified cartoon depictions comparing the fractions of charged and uncharged side chains among the 
various metaphilic peptides. 

All metaphilic peptides were synthesized through ring-opening polymerization of γ-

chloroalkyl-L-glutamate-based N-carboxyanhydrides (NCAs), followed by the conversion of the 
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side-chain chloro groups into azido groups, and the subsequent copper-catalyzed Huisgen click 

chemistry with propargyl guanidines to attach guanidinium groups at the side-chain terminus 

[255]. This robust and efficient synthesis enables the control of the side-chain hydrophobicity in 

two different ways: (1) the variation of methylene spacer lengths between the pendant triazoles 

and esters through selecting different amino acid precursors (P1, P5, P6); (2) the introduction of 

additional hydrophobic moieties by coconjugating long-chain alkynes together with the propargyl 

guanidines (P10–P12). The latter also enables the control of charge density by varying the feeding 

ratios of propargyl guanidines and long-chain alkynes (P11, P13, P14). 

4.2.2 Metaphilic peptides exhibit adaptable amphiphilicity upon interaction with 

membranes 

We performed generic coarse-grained molecular dynamics simulations to investigate the 

behavior of these metaphilic peptides as they interact with lipid membranes in an aqueous 

environment. Specifically, we were interested in the process in which a metaphilic peptide (with 

either 50% or 100% of its side chains terminated by a cationic end group) approaches a negatively 

charged membrane surface and subsequently inserts and organizes itself within the phospholipid 

bilayer. 

The adaptation of the peptide configuration and its free-energy variation were 

quantitatively explored in a steered landing process, as illustrated in Figure 4.2. At large 

separation, the peptide barely interacts with the oppositely charged membrane due to electrostatic 

screening by the ions (Figure 4.2A), and its backbone effectively behaves as a neutral rod, 

randomly orienting with an average tilt angle 𝜃𝜃 = π  2⁄ − 1 toward the membrane (Figure 4.2B). 

Its affinity to the membrane emerges at separations 𝑧𝑧 < 68 Å (defined as the distance between the 

peptide center and the membrane outer leaflet), around one peptide length. The peptide backbone 
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begins to orient more orthogonally so that some of the charged side chains are able to reach the 

membrane. Apart from reorienting, the peptide also reorganizes its mobile side chains with their 

charged end groups extending toward the membrane, giving rise to an asymmetric charge 

distribution. This asymmetry is reflected in and quantified by the average deviation 〈Δ𝑧𝑧〉 of the 

charged end groups from the peptide center (Figure 4.2C). The tilted peptide touches the 

membrane and starts to settle at 𝑧𝑧 = 50 Å; it fully lies down at 𝑧𝑧 ~40 Å, reaching its strongest 

asymmetry. Completion of this “landing” process is marked by the distance at which the forces on 

the peptide are balanced, near 𝑧𝑧landing = 36 Å. The free-energy changes for the peptides with 50% 

and 100% charge coverage upon landing are −4.9𝑘𝑘B𝑇𝑇  and −8.4𝑘𝑘B𝑇𝑇 , respectively (Figure 4.2D). 

Furthermore, we also simulated the free (i.e., nonsteered) landing and insertion process of 

a peptide with 100% charge coverage, as illustrated in Figure 4.2E. Initially, the peptide indeed 

tilts toward the membrane with charged end groups shifted downward, confirming our findings. 

After landing, the hydrophobic parts of the side chains tend to merge into the hydrophobic interior 

of the membrane, whereas the charged end groups tend to stay outside. The peptide first “anchors” 

to the membrane by bending a side chain and partially inserting its hydrophobic part into the 

membrane. Such a side chain can then further minimize its energy by “tunneling” of its charged 

end group toward the membrane surface on the inner leaflet. This process provides a strong driving 

force for the second stage, namely insertion of the peptide to completely span the membrane 

bilayer. 

The insertion process exhibits a strong dependence on side-chain length. From simulations 

we found that peptides with twice shorter side chains fail to insert (Figure 4.2F). These side chains 

are too short to undergo significant adaptation required by the “anchoring” and “tunneling” stages. 

As a consequence, the hydrophobic parts of the peptide side chains are shielded by the charged 
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end groups and unable to interact with the membrane. This obstacle, however, can be overcome 

by reducing the charge coverage. As shown in Figure 4.2G, a peptide with reduced charge coverage 

of 50% and short side chains can successfully anchor to the interior of the membrane via its 

uncharged side chains. Having uncharged, hydrophobic side chains is sufficient to facilitate 

insertion and span the membrane. This indicates that membrane insertion is less efficient with 

shorter cationic side chains. However, it is possible to optimize the efficiency of the peptide by 

combining high charge coverage to achieve a large landing rate and a finite fraction of uncharged 

side chains to assist in the hydrophobic insertion process. 
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Figure 4.2 | Landing and insertion processes of metaphilic peptides near a membrane. (A) Time-
averaged force 𝐹𝐹  exerted on the peptide upon landing. The force is evaluated as a function of the distance 
𝑧𝑧 between the center of mass of the peptide backbone and the headgroups of the outer membrane leaflet. 
Two different cases are compared, in which 50% (red) and 100% (blue) of side chains are terminated by 
charged end groups. (B) Time-averaged tilt angle 𝜃𝜃 of the peptide backbone with respect to the membrane 
plane, as a function of peptide distance to the membrane. Note that tilt angle 𝜃𝜃 is zero when the peptide is 
parallel to the membrane and positive otherwise. (C) Averaged deviation 〈Δ𝑧𝑧〉 of the charged groups from 
the center of mass of the peptide backbone. (D) Free-energy profile 𝐺𝐺(𝑧𝑧), obtained through integration of 
the force profile 𝐹𝐹 (𝑧𝑧) shown in panel (A). (E) Sequence of simulation images demonstrating landing, initial 
anchoring (insertion of a side chain into the membrane), initial tunneling (a charged group of a side chain 
reaching the surface of the inner membrane leaflet), and full insertion in a membrane-spanning state, for a 
peptide with 4-bead long side chains, of which 100% have charged end groups. Lipid tails and surrounding 
ions are not shown here. The hydrophobic components of the side chains are colored in cyan, the peptide 
core is depicted in gray. The remaining beads are color coded based on their charges: red for +1𝑒𝑒, white 
for uncharged, and blue for −1𝑒𝑒. (F) Final state of a peptide with 2-bead long side chains, of which 100% 
are charged. (G) Sequential images showing initial anchoring, initial tunneling, and full insertion 
(membrane-spanning) of a peptide with 2-bead long side chains, of which 50% are charged. 
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4.2.3 Dynamic adaptability of metaphilic peptides can enhance permeation 

Previous studies have suggested that penetration of amphiphilic helical peptides into a 

bilayer perturbs the hydrophobic interactions of the membrane core, thus leading to membrane 

destabilization. This process depends on both the hydrophobic content of the peptide and 

membrane penetration depth. Indeed, the reduction of membrane activity of cationic amphiphilic 

α-helices has been found to correlate with decreased hydrophobicity [15, 16]. Accordingly, the 

relative sizes of the polar and hydrophobic faces of an amphiphilic helical peptide have been shown 

to affect the induced membrane curvature [13, 17, 18, 20–22, 44]. For metaphilic peptides, there 

is a wider range of possibilities. Although sometimes AMPs can become amphiphilic and α-helical 

as they touch down on a membrane11, the simulation model here predicts that the metaphilic 

peptide will undergo a series of structural transitions as it engages the membrane that are not 

possible for most proteins or peptides: It has uniformly distributed side chains in bulk aqueous 

solution far from a membrane, but adopts a facially amphiphilic structure near a membrane, with 

cationic end groups arranged to face toward the membrane surface. Once adsorbed onto the 

membrane surface, the peptide reorganizes its side-chain components to invert its facial 

amphiphilicity with cationic end groups associated with the polar lipid headgroups at the surface, 

while the hydrophobic moieties penetrate further into the membrane core. Depending on the length 

of the side chains relative to the membrane thickness, terminal groups of the side chains can diffuse 

through the membrane, so that it is possible for a single metaphilic peptide to present guanidinium 

groups to polar lipid headgroups on both leaflets of the membrane, which is not possible for AMPs. 

These effects lead to two interesting consequences. It is known that details of amphiphilic 

                                                            
11 Many AMPs are often disordered in aqueous solution. However, upon binding with membranes they adopt 
amphiphilic α-helical secondary structures with the helix axis parallel to the membrane surface. In this conformation, 
the hydrophobic and charged residues are segregated to opposite faces of the helix, which allows their interactions 
with the membrane core and lipid headgroups, respectively [115, 256, 257]. 
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conformation can play important roles in peptide–membrane interactions necessary for function 

[18, 29, 258, 259]. The ability of metaphilic peptides to invert their facial amphiphilicity via 

progressive side-chain migration suggests a direct translocation mechanism with no analog in 

natural peptides. Moreover, simultaneous presentation of curvature-generating guanidinium 

groups to both membrane leaflets may lead to significantly enhanced membrane curvature 

generation [116, 185, 199, 218, 260–262], which we explore in the next section. 

4.2.4 Metaphilic peptides can induce NGC necessary for membrane permeation 

To assess the membrane-permeating mechanism of these peptides, we used high-resolution 

synchrotron SAXS to quantitatively characterize the membrane deformations induced by 

metaphilic peptide variants. SUVs were prepared from a phospholipid mixture of DOPS and 

DOPE at a molar ratio of 20/80. Each metaphilic peptide was incubated with SUVs at a specified 

peptide-to-lipid (P/L) molar ratio corresponding to an electroneutral P/L charge ratio and the 

resulting membrane structures were characterized using SAXS. 

We found that all α-helical metaphilic peptides (P1, P4–P6, P10–P14) resulted in the 

restructuring of the lipid vesicles into phases rich in NGC (Figure 4.3A,B), whereas control 

samples of SUVs only exhibited a broad characteristic feature consistent with the form factor of 

unilamellar vesicles. For every helical peptide, we typically observed a coexistence of phases: (1) 

one set of peaks with integral Q-ratios, which indexed a lamellar (Lα) phase with periodicity in the 

range of 5.5 to 7.4 nm; (2) a second set of correlation peaks with Q-ratios √1: √3: √4: √7: √9, 

consistent with an inverted hexagonal (HII) phase with a lattice parameter of 6.8 to 8.0 nm; (3) a 

third set of peaks with characteristic Q-ratios that indexed either a Pn3m “double diamond” or an 

Im3m “plumber’s nightmare” cubic (QII) lattice, or a coexistence of both. Q-ratios of 

√2: √3: √4: √6: √8: √9 and √2: √4: √6: √8 correspond to Pn3m and Im3m cubic phases, 
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respectively. In our experiments, cubic phase lattice parameters were found to range from 15.4 to 

28.2 nm for Pn3m and 20.9 to 24.8 nm for Im3m (Figure 4.3C,D). For coexisting Pn3m and Im3m 

cubic phases, the ratio of their lattice parameters was close to the Bonnet ratio of 1.279 [6], 

indicating that the amount of curvature is balanced across the cubic phases, and thus implying that 

they are close to equilibrium. A bicontinuous cubic phase, such as Pn3m and Im3m, consists of 

two nonintersecting aqueous regions separated by a lipid bilayer that traces out a periodic minimal 

surface. All points along this minimal surface have NGC, which is also known as saddle-splay 

curvature due to its shape—the surface bends upward in one direction and bends downward in the 

orthogonal direction. NGC is topologically required for processes such as pore formation, budding, 

blebbing, and vesicularization [43, 116, 261, 263], all of which destabilize and compromise the 

barrier function of membranes. In fact, for molecules and peptides with functions determined by 

their membrane-disrupting activity, a strong correlation has been identified between NGC 

generation and their activity. For example, AMPs generally kill bacteria by inducing membrane 

permeabilization [12, 115, 117, 171, 224]. Recent studies have shown the trend of NGC generation 

and membrane permeation for a large number of α-helical AMPs [116, 199], AMP mutants [199, 

218], and synthetic AMP analogs [125, 154, 202]. Similarly, this trend has also been observed for 

a range of CPPs and transporter sequences [185, 260–262]. We found that the amounts of NGC 

generated by the present metaphilic peptides are comparable to those generated by AMPs [116, 

199] and CPPs [185, 260–262]. From the simulation data, it is clear that metaphilic peptides can 

interact with membranes in ways that many peptides cannot. However, the SAXS results above 

show that metaphilic peptides retain the ability to permeabilize membranes like AMPs and CPPs. 



77 

 

Figure 4.3 | Metaphilic helical peptides generate NGC necessary for membrane permeation. SAXS 
spectra from DOPS/DOPE = 20/80 membranes incubated with homopolymer (A) and random copolymer 
(B) peptides at electroneutral P/L molar ratios. Correlation peaks corresponding to identified cubic phases 
are indicated (black lines). Inset in (A) provides an expanded view of the cubic reflections (boxed region) 
for P5. (C,D) Indexing of the peptide-induced Pn3m and Im3m cubic phases is shown by plotting the 
measured Q-positions, 𝑄𝑄measured, vs. the assigned reflections in terms of Miller indices, √ℎ2 + 𝑘𝑘2 + 𝑙𝑙2. The 
slopes of the linear regressions were used to calculate their lattice parameters, which are listed in the 
legends. 

We find that the inducible asymmetric shape of these metaphilic peptides is necessary in 

facilitating NGC and membrane permeation activity. Nonhelical P3, a random-coil peptide 

synthesized from racemic monomers [255] and cognate to metaphilic peptides considered here, 
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was not able to generate NGC, although it is able to interact with the membrane to induce lamellar 

and inverted hexagonal phases (Figure 4.3A). Consistent with this, P3 demonstrated significantly 

lower membrane permeability [255]. Together, these results suggest that the asymmetric elongated 

shape stabilized by the rigid helical backbone is important for membrane permeation. 

4.2.5 A critical comparison of membrane activity of metaphilic peptides, AMPs, and 

CPPs 

We assessed the membrane permeation of a broad range of metaphilic peptides displaying 

different side-chain lengths, types, and distributions. Peptide uptake alone and fluorescein 

isothiocyanate (FITC) uptake, when coincubated with peptide, were measured in HeLa cells in 

previous experiments [255]. FITC, a membrane-impermeable fluorophore, has been used to 

evaluate peptide-induced pore formation in cell membranes, as the presence of pores allows 

molecules to enter cells via diffusion [264, 265]. The results show that all of the α-helical 

metaphilic peptides exhibited membrane permeability, which is in agreement with our SAXS 

measurements showing that they are able to induce the curvature required for such membrane 

activity. In addition, the membrane permeabilities of the peptides were all found to be higher than 

those of well-known arginine-rich CPPs, such as a domain of the human immunodeficiency virus 

type 1 tranactivator of transcription protein (HIV-TAT) and nona-arginine (R9) [255]. 

Among the helical homopolypeptides (P1, P4–P6), P6 had the longest charged side chains 

and resulted in the highest FITC and peptide uptake levels [255]. We hypothesize that this is due 

in part to its metaphilic presentation of guanidinium groups to the lipid headgroups of both inner 

and outer leaflets, which can promote efficient generation of curvature at both membrane locations 

[116, 185, 199, 218, 260–262]. The longer hydrophobic side chains also allow deeper membrane 

penetration and membrane spanning, which can further facilitate membrane curvature and 
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destabilization [17, 18, 20] (see below). Previous work has similarly suggested that a greater 

number of arginines results in stronger membrane curvature effects [185, 199, 260, 266] and that 

arginine side chains can penetrate into the membrane interior due to attraction to the phosphate 

groups on the distal leaflet of the bilayer, leading to the formation of transient pores [25, 266–268]. 

Consistent with this picture, metaphilic peptides with shorter side chains that cannot span the 

membrane generally have lower uptake activity. 

We specifically compared helical metaphilic peptides with similar degrees of 

polymerization and cationic charge (P1, P5, P6) and found that both their FITC and peptide uptake 

levels tracked with their hydrophobic volumes (Figure 4.4A,C). (See Methods for definitions and 

calculations of hydrophobic volume.) Among metaphilic peptides with similar levels of 

hydrophobic volume (P10–P14), we observed that membrane permeation activity increased with 

increasing cationic charge (Figure 4.4B,D). We further identified a more general relation among 

all tested helical metaphilic peptides, namely, that increases in the hydrophobic volume resulted 

in a higher ratio of FITC uptake to peptide uptake (Figure 4.4E). We hypothesize that these 

identified trends can be explained by differences in AMP versus CPP behavior, and differences in 

how free dyes and free peptides translocate into cells. 
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Figure 4.4 | Relations of membrane permeation with hydrophobic volume and cationic charge. 
Membrane permeation, as measured by FITC and peptide uptake in cells, was found to correlate with the 
hydrophobic volumes and cationic charges of metaphilic helical peptides. A set of homopolypeptides (P1, 
P5, P6) with similar degree of polymerization and charge exhibited both FITC (A) and peptide (C) uptake 
levels that tracked well with their different hydrophobic volumes. Conversely, a set of random 
copolypeptides (P10–P14) with identical degree of polymerization and comparable hydrophobic volumes 
showed that increasing cationic charge correlated with increased FITC (B) and peptide (D) uptake. (E) 
Among all nine metaphilic helical peptides tested, we also observed that the ratio of FITC uptake to peptide 
uptake generally increased with hydrophobic volume. Greater hydrophobic volumes promote more stable 
pores with longer lifetimes, which allow more efficient membrane permeation by free molecules of peptide 
and FITC. In contrast, lower hydrophobic volumes are expected to yield more transient pores with shorter 
lifetimes, and thus, facilitate rapid translocation of the peptide across a membrane. 

In these experiments, FITC molecules and peptides are not conjugated to one another, so 

both can diffuse independently in solution when coincubated with cells. In order for FITC 

molecules to enter cells, the peptides need to form sufficiently stable pores in the membrane to 

allow free FITC to pass through. AMPs typically permeate membranes by forming transmembrane 

pores [269, 270], and therefore, free molecules of AMPs or FITC are able to gain access to the cell 

interior through those pores. The membrane-associated peptides that create the pores themselves 

can also stochastically translocate into the cell as the pores close [269, 271]. In general, the 

lifetimes of membrane pores can vary greatly [267, 269], with transient pores allowing only a few 
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peptides to translocate before closing, and more persistent pores allowing both membrane-

associated peptides and free molecules through [25]. AMPs generally contain more hydrophobic 

residues than CPPs and generate stable membrane pores [260, 269, 270], whereas CPPs are less 

hydrophobic and cross membranes quickly via transient pores [185, 260]. Therefore, synthetic 

peptides that have sufficient hydrophobicity can exhibit AMP-like behavior and insert into the 

membrane to create transmembrane pores that allow transport across membranes. In contrast, 

synthetic peptides with low hydrophobicity can behave like CPPs, which are able to translocate 

across membranes via transient membrane permeation [229, 260, 266, 272, 273]. 

We observed that greater peptide hydrophobic volume generally results in increased uptake 

of both FITC and peptide. Previous work has shown that increasing the hydrophobicity of CPPs 

enhances their interaction with the membrane, in turn affecting their behavior, which can change 

from rapid translocation across membranes to inducing slow leakage of dye from vesicles [185, 

260, 274]. This finding suggests that hydrophobicity, which increases affinity for the membrane 

core and promotes deeper membrane penetration, can aid in stabilizing peptide-induced pore 

formation and yield longer pore lifetimes [185, 260, 267, 274]. By increasing the time that a 

membrane pore remains open, small molecules such as FITC, as well as free peptides in solution 

that are not membrane-associated, can flow through into the cell. However, there is the potential 

trade-off between stable pore formation and translocation across a bilayer. As hydrophobicity 

enhances association of the peptide with the membrane interior to create a stable pore, it also 

impairs internalization of the peptide due to the greater chance of being retained in the membrane 

core [185, 232, 267, 274, 275]. This reciprocity provides a hypothesis as to why we see the ratio 

of FITC uptake to peptide uptake generally being higher for peptides with greater hydrophobic 

volume. As previously mentioned, increased peptide hydrophobicity predominately facilitates 
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increased uptake of both FITC and free peptides, yet attenuates the translocation of lipid-associated 

peptides that compose the pores. Conversely, we expect lower hydrophobicity to inhibit the uptake 

of free molecules, and instead, promote internalization of membrane-associated peptides. Thus, a 

compensatory exchange exists between free peptide uptake and lipid-associated peptide uptake, 

which together constitute the total measured peptide uptake. Understandably, because FITC uptake 

requires stable pores, the effects of peptide hydrophobicity would be more prominent for FITC 

uptake in comparison to peptide uptake. As a result, the observed relationship between 

hydrophobic volume and the ratio of FITC uptake to peptide uptake will reflect that of 

hydrophobicity and FITC uptake. We also found that both FITC and peptide uptake increased with 

increasing cationic charge. The initial step for cellular entry of either molecule involves 

electrostatic interactions between the peptide and the membrane surface [229, 276–278]. 

Therefore, increased positive charge can promote more efficient binding of the peptide to the 

negative charges on the cell surface, which can subsequently enhance overall membrane 

permeation and cellular uptake [229, 250, 277]. Finally, it is important to note that the cationic 

charge specifically for the metaphilic peptides originates from their guandinium groups. 

Interestingly, the guanidinium group of arginine has been found to play a key role in CPP 

membrane permeation [279, 280], and an increased number of arginines increases both the ability 

to generate NGC and cellular uptake [185, 199, 230, 260, 266, 280, 281]. All of these findings are 

in agreement with our observations here. 

4.2.6 Metaphilic peptide behavioral trends consistent with mean-field description 

We further characterized the ability of metaphilic peptides to induce NGC by a simple 

mean-field model. The model is an extension of the opposing-forces model [10, 282], 

supplemented by a hydrocarbon chain free energy that reflects the packing of the lipid tails in a 
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bilayer geometry [283, 284]. Specifically, each lipid is characterized by its cross-sectional area 𝑎𝑎𝑖𝑖 

at the polar–apolar interface, its cross-sectional area 𝑎𝑎ℎ at the headgroup region (measured at fixed 

distance 𝑙𝑙ℎ away from the polar–apolar interface), and the effective hydrocarbon chain extension 

𝑏𝑏; see Figure 4.5A. The lipid free-energy model (see Methods for details) features “opposing 

forces” due to the presence of repulsive interactions between lipid headgroups and a chain-

stretching penalty, which are both counterbalanced by a surface tension that acts at the polar–

apolar interface. 

For any membrane curvature, the conformation of the membrane can be energetically 

optimized, subject to conservation of the hydrophobic lipid volume 𝜈𝜈𝐿𝐿. This allows calculation of 

the Gaussian modulus 𝜅𝜅. Note that negative 𝜅𝜅 implies a stable bilayer. When 𝜅𝜅 becomes positive, 

the membrane tends to spontaneously adopt saddle-like conformations that are characterized by 

NGC. We chose model parameters of our molecular free energy that are typical for a lipid bilayer 

with 20 mol% charged lipids (𝜙𝜙 = 0.2), obtaining a Gaussian modulus 𝜅𝜅 = −3.1𝑘𝑘B𝑇𝑇 . 

Inserting metaphilic peptides into the lipid bilayer with a peptide-to-lipid ratio P/L will 

perturb the host lipid bilayer and thus alter 𝜅𝜅. Within our mean-field framework, we account for 

two different types of perturbation. The first originates from insertion of the hydrophobic moieties 

of the peptide into the hydrocarbon core of the lipid bilayer, and the second relates to the 

electrostatic interactions of the charged terminal groups of the peptide side chains with the anionic 

lipid headgroups. Our model describes the former as an effective increase of the hydrophobic lipid 

volume 𝜈𝜈𝐿𝐿 → 𝜈𝜈𝐿𝐿 + 𝜈𝜈𝑃𝑃 𝑃𝑃 𝐿𝐿⁄  where 𝜈𝜈𝑃𝑃  is the hydrophobic volume of the peptide. The latter is 

quantified based on the Poisson–Boltzmann model, which describes free energies of charged 

surfaces in an electrolyte solution as a function of their effective surface charge density. 
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We used model parameters that reflect a typical experimental situation, with 𝜙𝜙 = 0.2, a 

hydrophobic peptide volume 𝜈𝜈𝑃𝑃 = 10 nm3, and 𝑧𝑧𝑐𝑐 = +35 charges per peptide. Figure 4.5B shows 

the Gaussian modulus 𝜅𝜅 as a function of P/L from P/L = 0 to P/L = 1/175. The maximal value P/L 

= 𝜙𝜙  𝑧𝑧𝑐𝑐 =⁄  1/175 reflects electroneutrality of the membrane. Membrane destabilization is absent 

when the hydrophobic volume of the peptide is assumed to vanish (dash-dotted line) or when 

electrostatic interactions are ignored (dashed line). However, when both perturbation modes are 

accounted for (solid line), the Gaussian modulus adopts a positive sign. 
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Figure 4.5 | Membrane insertion of a metaphilic peptide results in a less negative Gaussian modulus. 
(A) We characterize a lipid molecule in terms of the cross-sectional area 𝑎𝑎𝑖𝑖 at the hydrocarbon chain–
headgroup interface, the cross-sectional headgroup area 𝑎𝑎ℎ (measured at a surface parallel to the 
hydrocarbon chain–headgroup interface at distance 𝑙𝑙ℎ away), and the effective thickness 𝑏𝑏 of the 
hydrocarbon chain region. The volume 𝜈𝜈𝐿𝐿 occupied by the lipid’s two hydrocarbon chains is conserved. 
The polar headgroup is represented by a light-shaded circle. (B) The Gaussian modulus (measured in units 
of the thermal energy unit 𝑘𝑘B𝑇𝑇 ) as a function of the peptide-to-lipid ratio P/L. The full molecular model 
(solid line) accounts for both the increase in the hydrophobic volume of the membrane core upon peptide 
insertion and electrostatic interactions of the anionic lipid headgroups with the cationic terminal groups of 
the metaphilic peptide side chains. This is contrasted with ignoring either the hydrophobic peptide volume 
(𝜈𝜈𝑃𝑃 = 0, dash-dotted line) or electrostatic interactions (dashed line). 

Deep insertion of the peptide into the hydrocarbon core of the membrane tends to not only 

increase the membrane thickness, but also increase the cross-sectional area per lipid. Yet, a larger 

cross-sectional lipid area implies weaker mutual headgroup repulsion and an increased surface 

tension energy at the polar–apolar interface. Hence, we expect the membrane to seek a deformation 

mode that decreases 𝑎𝑎𝑖𝑖 even if at the same time 𝑎𝑎ℎ increases. This is accomplished by a saddle 

deformation. The electrostatic neutralization of the anionic lipid headgroups by the terminal groups 
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of the metaphilic peptide side chains further lowers the headgroup repulsion strength and, 

therefore, even more so enhances the tendency of the membrane to minimize its free energy by 

adopting NGC. 

In our mean-field description above, we found that their facially amphiphilic structural 

organization allows metaphilic peptides to penetrate deeply into the membrane and render the 

Gaussian modulus less negative. In addition, peptides with cationic charges also shift the Gaussian 

modulus to less negative values. Both of these changes in the membrane Gaussian modulus are 

destabilizing and promote NGC generation, which is necessary for membrane permeation. These 

mean-field trends are in agreement with SAXS measurements and cell uptake results. In fact, these 

trends are strikingly similar to those observed for AMPs [7, 116, 199, 202, 285, 286]. Here we see 

that these metaphilic peptides give us a valuable perspective: It is not possible to vary 

hydrophobicity and charge of many AMPs and CPPs over a large range due to solubility and 

stability issues [142, 249–252]. However, the adaptable architecture of metaphilic peptides can 

accommodate greater cationic charge and hydrophobicity. As a result, these are ideal systems for 

testing how physicochemical properties impact membrane activity, as the above comparison 

shows. Further details on the molecular model can be found in Methods. 

4.3 Conclusions 

Membrane-permeating peptides such as AMPs and CPPs are usually composed of linear 

sequences of amino acids and have simple architectures. By using a class of peptides with a 

chemically adaptive metaphilic architecture, which have quasi-liquid surfaces and highly 

deformable shapes, we showed that it is possible to interact with the membrane in unexpected 

ways, and significantly enhance the membrane-permeating activity of linear arginine-based 
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peptides. The root causes of this enhancement are explored using a combination of computer 

simulations, X-ray diffraction, and mean-field theory. Since the metaphilic architecture allows for 

permeation and translocation mechanisms not available for most peptides, these results here 

suggest that it may be possible to engineer nanoscopic molecular architectures optimized for 

applications such as antimicrobial agents for multidrug-resistant bacteria and drug delivery 

systems. 

4.4 Methods 

4.4.1 Synthesis of polypeptides 

All peptides (P1, P4–P6, P10–P14) were previously synthesized and characterized 

elsewhere [255]. The synthesis procedures are outlined in the scheme shown in Figure 4.6. 

Typically, L-glutamic acid (1 equiv) was monoesterified using various chloroalkyl alcohols (1.5–2 

equiv) under the catalysis of H2SO4. The resulting γ-chloroalkyl-L-glutamic acid was purified by 

recrystallization in deionized water/2-propanol (1:1, v/v) and lyophilized (yield 30–70%). The 

lyophilized amino acid (1 equiv) was then reacted with phosgene (80% solution in toluene, 1.2–1.5 

equiv) in anhydrous THF at 50 °C for 2 h to yield NCAs, which were further purified through 

recrystallization in THF/hexane (1:1, v/ v, three times) (yield 60–70%). The dried NCA monomers 

were transferred into a glovebox and stored at −30 °C. 
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Figure 4.6 | Synthetic routes of metaphilic peptides.   

To obtain the target polypeptides, hexamethyldisilazane was used to initiate the controlled 

ring-opening polymerization of NCAs in anhydrous dimethylformamide (DMF) [253, 287, 288], 

where the degree of polymerization was predetermined by the feeding monomer-to-initiator ratio. 

After > 99% monomer conversion (monitored by Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy), an 

aliquot of the DMF solution was transferred to a new vial, diluted, and injected into gel permeation 

chromatography (GPC) for the determination of degree of polymerization and polydispersity 

(polydispersity < 1.26 for all polymers). NaN3 was then added (10 equiv compared with side-chain 

chloro groups) and the mixture was stirred at 60 °C for 48 h. The resulting azide-functionalized 

polypeptide was purified through extraction with chloroform, and subsequent precipitation in 

hexane/diethyl ether (1:1, v/v) (yield 70–85%). For the final copper-catalyzed click chemistry step, 

azide-functionalized polypeptide (1 equiv of azido groups) was mixed with propargyl guanidine 

(1.5 equiv), N,N,N′,N′,N″-pentamethyldiethylenetriamine (0.10 equiv), and CuBr (0.01 equiv) in 

DMF in a glovebox. The mixture was stirred at room temperature for 24 h, and the final guanidine-

functionalized metaphilic peptide was purified by dialysis against deionized water followed by 

lyophilization (yield 60–70%). To incorporate additional hydrophobic moieties (P10–P14), long-
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chain alkynes were added together with propargyl guanidine for coconjugation. Azide-

functionalized polypeptides were characterized by nuclear magnetic resonance (NMR) and GPC 

for their chemical structures and molecular weights. The polypeptides post click chemistry side-

chain modification were analyzed by NMR to verify the efficiency of side-chain modifications and 

by circular dichroism (CD) to analyze their conformation [255]. 

4.4.2 Simulation procedure 

We performed molecular dynamics simulations using the Lammps package to investigate 

the landing and subsequent insertion process of prototypical metaphilic peptides on and into a 

membrane. 

In our coarse-grained model, all molecules were represented as assemblies of spherical 

beads (diameter 𝜎𝜎 = 8.5 Å [289], the size of a lipid headgroup). Specifically, the membrane was 

modeled as a bilayer of 4- bead long lipids and spanned an entire cross-section of the system. 20% 

of the lipids carried a −1𝑒𝑒 charge on their headgroup. The peptide possessed a helical core of 55 

beads (corresponding to 55 amino acids), onto each of which was grafted a 4-bead long, flexible 

side chain. Either 50% or 100% of the side chains carried a terminal +1𝑒𝑒 charge. Both the 

membrane and the peptide were embedded in a 100 mM salt solution mimicking physiological 

conditions. A relatively large system of size 60 × 60 × 60 𝜎𝜎3 was chosen, giving rise to 7200 lipids 

and over 17,000 ions. Periodic boundary conditions were applied in all three dimensions. 

The beads in the peptide core were grouped as a rigid body, whereas those in the side chains 

or in the lipids were stiffly bonded by a harmonic potential, 𝑈𝑈bond(𝑟𝑟) = 𝑘𝑘bond(𝑟𝑟 − 𝑟𝑟0)2 with 

equilibrium bond length 𝑟𝑟0 = 𝜎𝜎 and strength 𝑘𝑘bond = 300𝑘𝑘B𝑇𝑇 𝜎𝜎2⁄ . For lipids, a strong angle 

potential was introduced between two adjacent bonds to maintain a linear structure, 𝑈𝑈angle(𝜃𝜃) =

𝑘𝑘angle(𝜃𝜃 − 𝜃𝜃0)2 with 𝜃𝜃0 = 180° and 𝑘𝑘angle = 10𝑘𝑘B𝑇𝑇 /rad2. All nonbonded beads were subject to 
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excluded-volume effects and Coulomb interactions. The former were implemented via a shifted-

truncated Lennard-Jones (LJ) potential with strength 𝜀𝜀 = 0.8𝑘𝑘B𝑇𝑇  and cutoff 𝑟𝑟𝑐𝑐 = 21/6𝜎𝜎, while the 

latter was treated via Ewald summation with a relative accuracy of 10−4. Moreover, we employed 

a widely used generic model with implicit solvent to efficiently account for hydrophobicity [290]. 

Uncharged beads in the hydrophobic side chains and lipid tails experienced an effective attraction, 

𝑈𝑈cos(𝑟𝑟) = −𝜀𝜀 cos2�𝜋𝜋(𝑟𝑟 − 𝑟𝑟𝑐𝑐)  2𝑤𝑤𝑐𝑐⁄ �, 𝑟𝑟𝑐𝑐 ≤ 𝑟𝑟 ≤ 𝑟𝑟𝑐𝑐 + 𝑤𝑤𝑐𝑐  with 𝑤𝑤𝑐𝑐 = 1.6𝜎𝜎. Due to the soft attraction 

(strength 𝜀𝜀 = 0.8𝑘𝑘B𝑇𝑇 ), side chains and lipids tended to display moderate aggregation, remaining 

in the liquid state rather than forming a solid. 

When studying the landing process via steered molecular dynamics, we confined the lipid 

headgroups of the outer leaflet of the membrane within the x–y plane, and simultaneously fixed 

the center of mass of the peptide core but released all other degrees of freedom. By systematically 

varying the distance between the peptide and the membrane, we could measure the free-energy 

change upon landing. Here the system was examined in the NVT ensemble by applying a Langevin 

thermostat to introduce thermal fluctuations. In the subsequent investigation of the insertion 

process, to allow the reconfiguration of the membrane upon insertion, we also applied a Berendsen 

barostat and kept the system under constant pressure, equal to the osmotic pressure of a 100 mM 

salt solution. All simulations were performed for more than 107 time steps, with time step 𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑 =

0.002𝜏𝜏, where 𝜏𝜏 = �𝑚𝑚𝜎𝜎2 𝜀𝜀⁄ �
1/2 (𝑚𝑚 the bead mass) was the LJ time unit. 

4.4.3 SAXS experiments and data analysis 

SUVs were prepared from lyophilized phospholipids DOPS and DOPE purchased from 

Avanti Polar Lipids. Briefly, individual lipid stock solutions were prepared by dissolving DOPS 

and DOPE in chloroform at 20 mg/mL. A model membrane composition was prepared from the 

lipid stock solutions as a mixture of DOPS/DOPE at a 20/80 molar ratio. The lipid mixture was 
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evaporated under N2 and desiccated under vacuum overnight to form a lipid film, and then hydrated 

in aqueous 100 mM NaCl, 10 mM HEPES (pH 7.4) to a concentration of 20 mg/mL. The aqueous 

lipid solution was incubated at 37 °C overnight, sonicated until clear, and extruded through a 

0.2 μm pore Nucleopore filter (Whatman) to obtain SUVs. 

Metaphilic peptides were solubilized in aqueous 100 mM NaCl, 10 mM HEPES (pH 7.4) 

and mixed with SUVs at electroneutral P/L molar ratios, which are calculated based on 20 mol% 

of lipids having anionic charge. Samples were hermetically sealed into quartz capillaries 

(Hilgenberg GmbH, Mark-tubes) for SAXS experiments at the Stanford Synchrotron Radiation 

Lightsource (SSRL, beamline 4–2) using monochromatic X-rays with an energy of 9 keV. 

Scattered radiation was collected using a Rayonix MX255-HE detector (73.2 μm pixel size) and 

2D SAXS powder patterns were integrated with Nika 1.50 [192] package for Igor Pro 6.31 and 

FIT2D [193]. 

The integrated scattering intensity I(Q) was plotted versus Q using Origin Lab software. 

Phases present in each sample were identified by tabulating the measured peak positions, 

𝑄𝑄measured, and comparing their ratios with those of the permitted reflections for different crystal 

phases. The lattice parameter of each identified phase was calculated from the slope of the linear 

regression through points corresponding to the peaks. For powder-averaged cubic and hexagonal 

phases, each point corresponding to a peak was defined by coordinates of the assigned reflection 

(in terms of Miller indices ℎ, 𝑘𝑘, 𝑙𝑙) and 𝑄𝑄measured. For a cubic phase, 𝑄𝑄 = (2π 𝑎𝑎⁄ )√ℎ2 + 𝑘𝑘2 + 𝑙𝑙2, and 

for a hexagonal phase, 𝑄𝑄 = �4π �𝑎𝑎√3�� � √ℎ2 + ℎ𝑘𝑘 + 𝑘𝑘2, where 𝑎𝑎 is the lattice parameter. 

Therefore, the slopes of the regressions of 𝑄𝑄measured versus √ℎ2 + 𝑘𝑘2 + 𝑙𝑙2 and 𝑄𝑄measured versus 

√ℎ2 + ℎ𝑘𝑘 + 𝑘𝑘2 are 2π 𝑎𝑎⁄  and 4π �𝑎𝑎√3�� , respectively, which can be used to calculate 𝑎𝑎. For a 
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lamellar phase, each point corresponding to a peak has coordinates of the order of the reflection, 

𝑁𝑁 , and 𝑄𝑄measured with the relation 𝑄𝑄 = 2π𝑁𝑁 𝑑𝑑⁄ . The regression of 𝑄𝑄measured versus 𝑁𝑁  then has a 

slope of 2𝜋𝜋 𝑑𝑑⁄ , which yields the periodic spacing 𝑑𝑑. 

4.4.4 Cellular uptake experiments 

Cellular uptake data were sourced from experiments conducted previously elsewhere [255] 

to be compared with findings from this study. Briefly, HeLa cells were seeded into 96-well plates 

at a density of 1 × 104 cells/well and cultured for 24 h. The culture medium was then replaced with 

serum-free Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium (DMEM). Endocytosis inhibitors 

chlorpromazine (10 μg/mL), genistein (200 μg/mL), methyl-β-cyclodextrin (50 μM), and 

wortmannin (50 nM) were added to the cells 30 min before the addition of peptide. To investigate 

the membrane permeability, each peptide was labeled with rhodamine (Rh) and 2 μg was added 

into each well containing HeLa cells. After incubating the Rh-peptide with the cells for 2 h at 

37 °C, the cells were washed with phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) containing 20 U/mL heparin 

and then lysed using radioimmunoprecipitation assay (RIPA) buffer at room temperature for 

20 min. The intracellular content of the Rh-peptide in the cell lysate was quantified using 

spectrofluorimetry and the cellular protein level was quantified using a bicinchoninic acid (BCA) 

kit, such that the uptake level was expressed as the quantity (μg) of Rh-peptide per 1 mg of cellular 

protein. Peptide-induced pore formation in cell membranes was studied by measuring the cellular 

internalization of membrane-impermeable FITC. The procedures were the same as above, except 

2 μg of peptide and 0.2 μg of FITC were added into each well containing HeLa cells. Cells that 

were treated with only FITC served as the control. FITC in the cell lysate was quantified using 

spectrofluorimetry and the uptake level was expressed as the quantity (μg) of FITC per 1 mg of 
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cellular protein. The cellular uptake levels were compared against those of HIV-TAT and R9 that 

had been fluorescently labeled with carboxytetramethylrhodamine (TAMRA). 

4.4.5 Calculation of hydrophobic volume for metaphilic peptide comparisons 

We defined the hydrophobic volume of a metaphilic peptide by the total number of methyl 

and/or methylene groups present among its side chains. For uncharged side chains, this includes: 

(a) R, conjugated alkyl chain with 4–6 hydrocarbons, (b) x + 2, spacer between triazole and ester 

with 3, 6, or 8 methylene groups, (c) spacer between backbone and ester with 2 methylene groups. 

For charged side chains, this includes: (a) spacer between triazole and guanidine with 1 methylene 

group, (b) x + 2, spacer between triazole and ester with 3, 6, or 8 methylene groups, (c) spacer 

between backbone and ester with 2 methylene groups. For example, for metaphilic peptide P11: 

(0.5)(69)(5 + 3 + 2) + (0.5)(69)(1 + 3 + 2) = 552 total methyl and/or methylene groups. 

4.4.6 Mean-field theory 

We employed a molecular lipid model that was proposed and analyzed in previous work 

[283]. It describes the free energy per lipid 

 𝑓𝑓(𝑎𝑎𝑖𝑖, 𝑎𝑎ℎ, 𝑏𝑏) = 𝛾𝛾𝑎𝑎𝑖𝑖 + 𝐵𝐵
𝑎𝑎ℎ

+ 𝜏𝜏(𝑏𝑏 − 𝑙𝑙𝑐𝑐)2 (4.1) 

in a lipid bilayer as a function of three molecular quantities, 𝑎𝑎𝑖𝑖, 𝑎𝑎ℎ, and 𝑏𝑏; see Figure 4.5A. The 

first contribution to 𝑓𝑓  corresponds to the interfacial energy of exposing the apolar hydrocarbon 

chains to the polar headgroup region; 𝑎𝑎𝑖𝑖 is the cross-sectional area per lipid at this interface, and 

𝛾𝛾 ≈ 12𝑘𝑘B𝑇𝑇 /nm2 is the corresponding surface tension. The second term accounts for the repulsive 

interactions between lipid headgroups, described in terms of a single headgroup interaction surface 

of cross-sectional area 𝑎𝑎ℎ per lipid, located a fixed distance 𝑙𝑙ℎ away from the interface between 

the hydrocarbon chains and headgroups. All headgroup interactions (steric, ionic, dipolar, 
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hydration, etc.) are lumped into a single parameter, 𝐵𝐵. Finally, the third term in (4.1) describes the 

stretching/compression energy of the hydrocarbon chain region, where 𝑏𝑏 is the actual thickness 

and 𝑙𝑙𝑐𝑐  the preferred thickness of the hydrocarbon core for each membrane leaflet. The prefactor 𝜏𝜏 

and the preferred thickness 𝑙𝑙𝑐𝑐  have been previously estimated using detailed molecular-level chain 

packing calculations [283], resulting in 𝜏𝜏 = 7.9𝑘𝑘B𝑇𝑇 /nm2 and 𝑙𝑙𝑐𝑐 = 1.16 nm for lipids with two 

–(CH2)15–CH3 hydrocarbon chains. We also assumed that the hydrophobic volume per lipid, 𝜈𝜈𝐿𝐿 = 

0.918 nm3, is conserved for any given conformation 𝑎𝑎𝑖𝑖, 𝑎𝑎ℎ, and 𝑏𝑏. The bending free energy per unit 

area of an initially planar and symmetric lipid bilayer 

 
Δ𝑓𝑓𝐸𝐸
𝑎𝑎𝐸𝐸

+
Δ𝑓𝑓𝐼𝐼
𝑎𝑎𝐼𝐼

= 𝜅𝜅
2

(𝑐𝑐1 + 𝑐𝑐2)2 + 𝜅𝜅𝑐𝑐1𝑐𝑐2 (4.2) 

can be expressed [7] in terms of the two principal curvatures 𝑐𝑐1 and 𝑐𝑐2, measured at the bilayer 

midplane, with 𝜅𝜅 and 𝜅𝜅 denoting the bending stiffness and Gaussian modulus, respectively. The 

left-hand side of (4.2) separates the free energy into contributions from the external (𝐸𝐸) and 

internal (𝐼𝐼) leaflet of the lipid bilayer. We characterized the lipid conformation in the external 

leaflet by 𝑎𝑎𝑖𝑖
𝐸𝐸 , 𝑎𝑎ℎ

𝐸𝐸 , 𝑏𝑏𝐸𝐸  and in the internal leaflet by 𝑎𝑎𝑖𝑖
𝐼𝐼 , 𝑎𝑎ℎ

𝐼𝐼 , 𝑏𝑏𝐼𝐼 . Knowing these quantities allowed us 

to calculate the bending-induced change in free energy per lipid, Δ𝑓𝑓𝐸𝐸 = 𝑓𝑓�𝑎𝑎𝑖𝑖
𝐸𝐸, 𝑎𝑎ℎ

𝐸𝐸, 𝑏𝑏𝐸𝐸� −

𝑓𝑓(𝑎𝑎0, 𝑎𝑎0, 𝑏𝑏0) and Δ𝑓𝑓𝐼𝐼 = 𝑓𝑓�𝑎𝑎𝑖𝑖
𝐼𝐼 , 𝑎𝑎ℎ

𝐼𝐼 , 𝑏𝑏𝐼𝐼 � − 𝑓𝑓(𝑎𝑎0, 𝑎𝑎0, 𝑏𝑏0), in the external and internal leaflet, 

respectively, where 𝑎𝑎0 is the equilibrium cross-sectional area per lipid of a planar membrane. Note 

that the conservation of the hydrophobic volume per lipid, 𝜈𝜈𝐿𝐿, links 𝑎𝑎0 = 𝜈𝜈𝐿𝐿  𝑏𝑏0⁄  to the equilibrium 

chain extension 𝑏𝑏0 in a planar membrane. More generally, for nonvanishing membrane curvatures, 

conservation of 𝜈𝜈𝐿𝐿 links the cross-sectional areas 𝑎𝑎𝐸𝐸 = 𝜈𝜈𝐿𝐿  �𝑏𝑏𝐸𝐸�1 + (𝑐𝑐1 + 𝑐𝑐2)𝑏𝑏𝐸𝐸  2⁄ + 𝑐𝑐1𝑐𝑐2𝑏𝑏𝐸𝐸
2   3⁄ ��⁄  

and 𝑎𝑎𝐼𝐼 = 𝜈𝜈𝐿𝐿  �𝑏𝑏𝐼𝐼 �1 − (𝑐𝑐1 + 𝑐𝑐2)𝑏𝑏𝐼𝐼   2⁄ + 𝑐𝑐1𝑐𝑐2𝑏𝑏𝐼𝐼
2  3⁄ ��⁄  of the lipids in the external and internal 
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leaflets, measured at the bilayer midplane, to their respective chain lengths 𝑏𝑏𝐸𝐸  and 𝑏𝑏𝐼𝐼 . In fact, the 

molecular cross-sectional areas 𝑎𝑎𝑖𝑖
𝐸𝐸 =  𝑎𝑎𝐸𝐸�1 + (𝑐𝑐1 + 𝑐𝑐2)𝑏𝑏𝐸𝐸 + 𝑐𝑐1𝑐𝑐2𝑏𝑏𝐸𝐸

2 �, 𝑎𝑎𝑖𝑖
𝐼𝐼 =  𝑎𝑎𝐼𝐼 �1 − (𝑐𝑐1 + 𝑐𝑐2)𝑏𝑏𝐼𝐼 +

𝑐𝑐1𝑐𝑐2𝑏𝑏𝐼𝐼
2�, 𝑎𝑎ℎ

𝐸𝐸 =  𝑎𝑎𝐸𝐸�1 + (𝑐𝑐1 + 𝑐𝑐2)(𝑏𝑏𝐸𝐸 + 𝑙𝑙ℎ) + 𝑐𝑐1𝑐𝑐2(𝑏𝑏𝐸𝐸 + 𝑙𝑙ℎ)2�, and 𝑎𝑎ℎ
𝐼𝐼 =  𝑎𝑎𝐼𝐼 �1 − (𝑐𝑐1 + 𝑐𝑐2)(𝑏𝑏𝐼𝐼 + 𝑙𝑙ℎ) +

𝑐𝑐1𝑐𝑐2(𝑏𝑏𝐼𝐼 + 𝑙𝑙ℎ)2� can all be related to 𝑏𝑏𝐸𝐸  and 𝑏𝑏𝐼𝐼  through simple geometric relations. Yet, the 

hydrophobic thicknesses 𝑏𝑏𝐸𝐸 = 𝑏𝑏0�1 + 𝜂𝜂(𝑐𝑐1 + 𝑐𝑐2)� and 𝑏𝑏𝐼𝐼 = 𝑏𝑏0�1 − 𝜂𝜂(𝑐𝑐1 + 𝑐𝑐2)� of the external and 

internal leaflets, respectively, may themselves be curvature-dependent. We accounted for the 

curvature-induced adjustment of leaflet thickness through a yet unknown relaxation parameter 𝜂𝜂. 

The free energy in (4.2) adopts its minimum with respect to 𝜂𝜂. Force equilibrium of a planar 

membrane yields the condition 

 𝐵𝐵 =
𝛾𝛾𝜈𝜈𝐿𝐿

2

𝑏𝑏0
2 − 2𝜏𝜏𝜈𝜈𝐿𝐿(𝑏𝑏0 − 𝑙𝑙𝑐𝑐) (4.3) 

for the equilibrium thickness 𝑏𝑏0. Typical values for the equilibrium cross-sectional area per lipid 

of a planar membrane, 𝑎𝑎0 ≈ 0.7 nm2, are well-known from both experiments [11] and MD 

simulations [291]. Hence, we used 𝑏𝑏0 = 𝜈𝜈𝐿𝐿  𝑎𝑎0⁄ = 1.31 nm as input in (4.3) to determine the 

headgroup repulsion parameter 𝐵𝐵. 

Series expansion of the left-hand side of (4.2), minimization with respect to 𝜂𝜂, and 

comparison with the right-hand side of that equation allowed us to calculate the Gaussian modulus 

𝜅𝜅, the relaxation parameter 𝜂𝜂, and the bending stiffness 𝜅𝜅. It was convenient to express the results 

in terms of the dimensionless quantities 𝐵𝐵 = 𝐵𝐵𝑏𝑏0
2 �𝛾𝛾𝜈𝜈𝐿𝐿

2 �� , 𝜏𝜏 = 𝜏𝜏𝑏𝑏0
3  (𝛾𝛾𝜈𝜈𝐿𝐿)⁄ , 𝑙𝑙𝑐𝑐 = 𝑙𝑙𝑐𝑐  𝑏𝑏0⁄ , and 𝑙𝑙ℎ =

𝑙𝑙ℎ  𝑏𝑏0⁄ . (4.3) was then equivalent to 𝐵𝐵 = 1 − 2𝜏𝜏�1 − 𝑙𝑙𝑐𝑐�. With that, our final results are 

 𝜅𝜅 = 2
3

𝑏𝑏0
2𝛾𝛾�2�1 − 𝑙𝑙𝑐𝑐��2 + 3𝑙𝑙ℎ�2 + 𝑙𝑙ℎ��𝜏𝜏 − 3𝑙𝑙ℎ�2 + 𝑙𝑙ℎ�� (4.4) 
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 𝜂𝜂 =
𝑏𝑏0
2

1 + 2𝑙𝑙ℎ − �1 − 𝑙𝑙𝑐𝑐��3 + 4𝑙𝑙ℎ�𝜏𝜏
1 + 𝜏𝜏

 (4.5) 

   

 𝜅𝜅 = 𝛾𝛾𝑏𝑏0
2

��1 + 2𝑙𝑙ℎ�
2
�1 + 2�𝑙𝑙𝑐𝑐 − 1�𝜏𝜏� − �1 + 2𝑙𝑙ℎ + �𝑙𝑙𝑐𝑐 − 1��3 + 4𝑙𝑙ℎ�𝜏𝜏�

2

1 + 𝜏𝜏 �
 (4.6) 

As introduced above, we used 𝛾𝛾 = 12𝑘𝑘B𝑇𝑇 /nm2, 𝜏𝜏 = 7.9𝑘𝑘B𝑇𝑇 /nm2, 𝑙𝑙𝑐𝑐 = 1.16 nm, 𝜈𝜈𝐿𝐿 = 0.918 nm3, 

and 𝑏𝑏0 = 1.31 nm. With that, we obtained the following values for 𝜅𝜅, 𝜂𝜂, and 𝜅𝜅 as functions of the 

distance 𝑙𝑙ℎ between the headgroup interaction surface and the polar–apolar interface (Table 4.1). 

𝒍𝒍𝒉𝒉 (nm) 𝜿𝜿 (𝒌𝒌𝐁𝐁𝑻𝑻 ) 𝜼𝜼 (𝒃𝒃𝟎𝟎) 𝜿𝜿 (𝒌𝒌𝐁𝐁𝑻𝑻 ) 

0.1 6.0 0.14 14.9 

0.3 −3.1 0.18 23.3 

0.5 −13.5 0.23 33.6 

Table 4.1 | Values for 𝜿𝜿, 𝜼𝜼, and 𝜿𝜿 as functions of 𝒍𝒍𝒉𝒉. 

A small headgroup, such as for 𝑙𝑙ℎ = 0.1 nm, entails a positive Gaussian modulus and thus 

instability with respect to NGC. Growing headgroup size increases the bending stiffness and 

decreases the Gaussian modulus to more negative values. In the following we use 𝑙𝑙ℎ = 0.3 nm. 

Metaphilic peptides insert into the hydrocarbon core of the host bilayer such that their 

hydrophobic moieties are buried into the hydrocarbon core whereas the charged groups extend 

toward the polar–apolar interface. The burying of the peptide into the hydrocarbon core is 

described in our model by an effective increase in the lipid’s hydrophobic volume 𝜈𝜈𝐿𝐿 → 𝜈𝜈𝐿𝐿 +

𝜈𝜈𝑃𝑃
𝑒𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 𝑃𝑃 𝐿𝐿⁄ , where P/L is the peptide-to-lipid ratio and 𝜈𝜈𝑃𝑃

𝑒𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓  is the effective hydrophobic volume of 
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the peptide. If the peptide’s monomers were all hydrophobic, 𝜈𝜈𝑃𝑃
𝑒𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 = 𝜈𝜈𝑃𝑃  would correspond to the 

hydrophobic volume of the peptide, 𝜈𝜈𝑃𝑃 = 15 nm3 for P11. The effective value 𝜈𝜈𝑃𝑃
𝑒𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓  is expected to 

be somewhat smaller than 𝜈𝜈𝑃𝑃 , depending on how much area the charged groups occupy at the 

membrane’s polar–apolar interface and at the headgroup interaction surface. The electrostatic 

interactions of the cationic side chains with the anionic lipid headgroups can be described within 

the classical Poisson–Boltzmann theory. As noted by Israelachvili [10], the inverse 1  𝑎𝑎ℎ⁄ -

dependence of the headgroup repulsion free-energy contribution is consistent with the linearized 

Poisson–Boltzmann model, which is applicable for membranes with mole fractions of up to 20% 

of charged lipids at physiological conditions [292]. This simply implies replacement of the 

headgroup repulsion parameter in (4.1) by, 𝐵𝐵 − 𝑘𝑘B𝑇𝑇2π𝑙𝑙𝐵𝐵𝑙𝑙𝐷𝐷�𝜙𝜙2 − (𝜙𝜙 − 𝑧𝑧𝑐𝑐 𝑃𝑃 𝐿𝐿⁄ )2�, where 𝑙𝑙𝐵𝐵 = 

0.7 nm is the Bjerrum length in water, 𝑙𝑙𝐷𝐷 = 1 nm is the Debye screening length at physiological 

conditions, and 𝑧𝑧𝑐𝑐 = +35 is the number of cationic side chains in P11. We also recall that 𝜙𝜙 = 0.2 

is the mole fraction of anionic lipids. Figure 4.5B was then calculated for 𝜈𝜈𝑃𝑃
𝑒𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 = 10 nm3 and 𝑧𝑧𝑐𝑐 = 

+35 (solid line), 𝜈𝜈𝑃𝑃
𝑒𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 = 10 nm3 and 𝑧𝑧𝑐𝑐 = 0 (dashed line), and 𝜈𝜈𝑃𝑃

𝑒𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 = 0 and 𝑧𝑧𝑐𝑐 = +35 (dash-dotted 

line). A more systematic description of the Gaussian modulus and the bending stiffness for 

variations of 𝜈𝜈𝑃𝑃
𝑒𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓  and 𝑧𝑧𝑐𝑐  is presented in Figure 4.7, and suggests that insertion of metaphilic 

peptides into membranes generally tends to shift the Gaussian modulus toward less negative values 

but has little effect on the bending stiffness. 
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Figure 4.7 | Gaussian modulus 𝜿𝜿 and bending stiffness 𝜿𝜿 as functions of P/L. Solid lines (calculated for 
𝑧𝑧𝑐𝑐 = +35) and dashed lines (calculated for 𝑧𝑧𝑐𝑐 = 0) correspond to 𝜈𝜈𝑃𝑃

𝑒𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 = 15 nm3, 𝜈𝜈𝑃𝑃
𝑒𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 = 10 nm3, 𝜈𝜈𝑃𝑃

𝑒𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 = 
5 nm3, 𝜈𝜈𝑃𝑃

𝑒𝑒𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 = 0 (from top to bottom in (A), from bottom to top in (B)). 
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Chapter 5  

Direct Antimicrobial Activity of IFN-β  

5.1 Introduction 

The type I interferons (IFNs) are a pleiotropic family of cytokines. In particular, IFN-β was 

shown to be important in antiviral defense [293], antibacterial defense [294], cellular growth and 

apoptosis [295], and autoimmune disorders [296]. There is strong purifying selection for IFN-β in 

the human genome, suggesting it is an important host defense molecule [297]. 

S. aureus is a Gram-positive bacterium that naturally colonizes the nares of 30–50% of the 

world’s population [298]. S. aureus can also cause disease in humans, especially as a hospital-

acquired infection. In recent years, antibiotic-resistant strains, such as methicillin-resistant S. 

aureus, have become increasingly prevalent [299]. Consequently, it is becoming increasingly 

important that we understand how the host successfully combats S. aureus and how best to develop 

new therapies for treating drug-resistant infections. 

AMPs are a large and diverse family of antimicrobial molecules that exhibit potent 

antibacterial activity. AMPs are present throughout the mammalian body and are found in 

especially high concentrations on mucosal surfaces [300]. AMPs are evolutionarily ancient, being 

conserved from invertebrates onward [301]. Overall, AMPs are characterized by a net cationic 

charge and segregated regions of polar and nonpolar residues [302]. AMPs can selectively 

                                                            
This chapter is adapted with permission from Kaplan, A., Lee, M.W., Wolf, A.J., Limon, J.J., Becker, C.A., Ding, M., 
Murali, R., Lee, E.Y., Liu, G.Y., Wong, G.C.L. & Underhill, D.M. Direct antimicrobial activity of IFN-β. J. Immunol. 
198, 4036–4045 (2017). Copyright © 2017 The American Association of Immunologists, Inc. 
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permeate bacterial membranes and kill via disruption of barrier function and/or binding to 

intracellular targets. Previous work has found that the mechanism by which AMPs permeabilize 

bacterial membranes is through the generation of the type of curvature topologically required for 

a variety of membrane-disruption processes, such as pore formation and blebbing, and is referred 

to as NGC [116, 199]. 

IFN-β has been shown to exhibit antimicrobial activity against Gram-positive bacteria, 

including S. aureus and Staphylococcus epidermidis [303]. Results from immunoblotting and 

SYTOX assays indicate that its bactericidal activity is related to its ability to bind and permeabilize 

bacterial membranes, similar to that of AMPs [303]. In fact, an S. aureus mutant that is specifically 

more susceptible to AMPs was killed more efficiently by IFN-β compared with the wild-type (WT) 

strain [303]. These findings suggest that the antimicrobial activity of IFN-β is cognate to that of 

AMPs. In this chapter, we investigate the properties and activities of both mouse and human IFN-

β. Using sequence analysis, we show that component helix 4 resembles an α-helical AMP with 

respect to its cationic charge, amphipathicity, and amino acid composition. Synchrotron SAXS 

measurements reveal that helix 4 can selectively permeabilize bacterial membranes by generating 

NGC, and bacterial-killing assays further demonstrate that the individual component helix 4 is 

sufficient to kill S. aureus. Together, these results show that in addition to its well-known signaling 

activity, IFN-β exhibits complementary antimicrobial activity that is likely relevant to efficient 

clearance of bacterial infections. 
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5.2 Results 

5.2.1 Compositional comparison of IFN-β helices with AMPs 

Although vastly diverse in sequence and structure, most AMPs share several common 

features: they are generally short (< 50 amino acids), have a net positive charge (+2 to +9), and 

have a substantial proportion (≥ 30%) of hydrophobic residues. The fundamental motif common 

among α-helical AMPs is the ability to adopt an amphipathic secondary structure that clusters 

hydrophobic and cationic amino acids into distinct domains [12]. This cationic and amphipathic 

nature of AMPs has been found to be associated with their activity [12, 115]. 

Like many cytokines, the tertiary structure of IFN-β is a bundle of five α-helices (Figure 

5.1). Regions of the IFN-β molecular surface are cationic, and the majority of the positively 

charged residues are localized toward the C-terminus [303]. 

 

Figure 5.1 | Structures of mouse and human IFN-β. Ribbon structures of mouse (left) and human (right) 
IFN-β are shown with N- and C-termini labeled. The five α-helices are color coded, from N- to C-terminus, 
as blue, green, yellow, orange, and red. 

The 21- and 17-residue-long regions corresponding to helix 4 of mouse and human IFN-β, 

respectively, have the highest proportion of cationic polar residues and hydrophobic residues 
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relative to all helices present in the cytokine (Figure 5.2A,B, Figure 5.3A). The two sequences also 

adopt facially amphipathic α-helical conformations, in which cationic and hydrophobic faces are 

formed along the helical axis (Figure 5.2A). These characteristics are similar to the structural motif 

common to a large class of AMPs [117, 226]. 
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Figure 5.2 | Mouse and human IFN-β helix 4 are similar to AMPs. (A) Helical wheel projection plots 
of mouse and human IFN-β helix 4 sequences to illustrate their facial amphipathicity, which is characterized 
by the segregation of hydrophilic and hydrophobic residues to form two distinct faces along the helical 
axis. Positively charged hydrophilic residues are blue, negatively charged hydrophilic residues are red, 
uncharged hydrophilic residues are violet, and hydrophobic residues are green. (B) Mouse and human IFN-
β helix 4 sequences; native sequences are shown alongside synthesized peptides. Helical regions are boxed. 
Residues are color coded as in (A). (C) Relationship between positively charged residues 𝑵𝑵𝐊𝐊  (𝑵𝑵𝐊𝐊 + 𝑵𝑵𝐑𝐑)⁄  
and average peptide hydrophobicity for 1080 cationic AMPs in the AMP database (gray circles). Mouse 
IFN-β helix 4, human IFN-β helix 4, human LL-37, and human IL-26 are plotted for comparison. (D) 
Histogram depicting the distribution of average hydrophobicities among 1080 cationic AMPs in the AMP 
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database (green bars) compared with the hydrophobicities of mouse IFN-β helix 4, human IFN-β helix 4, 
human LL-37, and human IL-26. 

We also observed similarities between the amino acid compositions of IFN-β helix 4 and 

those of AMPs in general. In relation to the previously identified trend [116] between 

𝑁𝑁K  (𝑁𝑁K + 𝑁𝑁R)⁄ , the ratio of the number of lysines/total number of lysines and arginines, and 

average peptide hydrophobicity based on the Eisenberg consensus scale [304] for 1080 cationic 

AMPs from the AMP database [305], we found that mouse and human IFN-β helix 4 contain 

similar proportions of cationic and hydrophobic residues (Figure 5.2C). In fact, their positions 

relative to the 1080 cationic AMP trendline (Figure 5.2C) suggest a high compositional 

resemblance to AMPs. Among the five helices of mouse and human IFN-β, helix 4 exhibited the 

greatest correspondence to the AMP trendline (Figure 5.3B). Moreover, when evaluating the 

amounts of hydrophobic residues independently, we found that the hydrophobicities of mouse and 

human IFN-β helix 4 also fall within the range of hydrophobicities of AMPs (Figure 5.2D, Figure 

5.3C). In both comparisons, we included human LL-37, a well-characterized α-helical AMP [306], 

and human IL-26, a cytokine that was recently observed to exhibit antimicrobial activity [307], for 

reference. Taken together, these findings suggest that mouse and human IFN-β helix 4 may interact 

with membranes in a manner similar to AMPs. 
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Figure 5.3 | Comparisons of IFN-β helices with AMPs. (A) Helical wheel projections for all five helices 
of mouse IFN-β (mIFN-β) and human IFN-β (hIFN-β). (B) Sequences of helices 1–5 for mIFN-β and hIFN-
β, human LL-37, and human IL-26 are plotted and compared with 1080 cationic AMPs in the AMP database 
(grey open circles) using the relation between 𝑵𝑵𝐊𝐊  (𝑵𝑵𝐊𝐊 + 𝑵𝑵𝐑𝐑)⁄  (the ratio of the number of lysines to the 
total number of lysines and arginines) and average peptide hydrophobicity (using the Eisenberg Consensus 
scale). (C) Hydrophobicities of helices 1–5 for mIFN-β and hIFN-β, human LL-37, and human IL-26 are 
shown in comparison with the distribution of average hydrophobicities (using the Eisenberg Consensus 
scale) among AMPs in the AMP database (histogram). All helices are within the hydrophobic range of 
AMPs. 
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5.2.2 IFN-β helix 4 induces membrane curvature in bacterial membranes and kills S. 

aureus 

Earlier studies identified a strong correlation between the formation of NGC and AMP-

induced membrane-destabilization mechanisms [116, 154, 199, 202, 217, 218]. NGC is also 

known as saddle-splay curvature, on which a surface curves upwards in one direction and 

downward in the perpendicular direction. NGC is topologically necessary for membrane-

destabilizing processes, including pore formation, budding, and blebbing and, thus, is said to be 

the primary mode by which AMPs compromise the barrier function of membranes [116, 199]. For 

instance, NGC can be observed along the curved surface of a transmembrane pore (Figure 5.4A). 

We synthesized peptides corresponding to mouse IFN-β helix 4 (mIFNβ-h4) and human 

IFN-β helix 4 (hIFNβ-h4) (Figure 5.2B), and used SAXS to quantitatively characterize the 

membrane curvature deformations that they induce. We systematically examined a range of 

membranes with varying lipid compositions, modeled from the differing compositions of bacterial 

and eukaryotic cell membranes [2, 12, 117, 308]. For example, in bacterial membranes, PG and 

PE are the main anionic and zwitterionic lipids, respectively. However, in eukaryotic membranes, 

PS is the primary anionic lipid, and PC is the primary zwitterionic lipid. We prepared SUVs with 

a fixed anionic charge typical of bacterial membranes (20%) but with varying concentrations of 

PE to represent bacterial membranes (DOPG/DOPE = 20/80) and more eukaryotic-like 

membranes (DOPG/DOPE/DOPC = 20/40/40 and DOPS/DOPC = 20/80). SUVs were incubated 

with mIFNβ-h4 and hIFNβ-h4 at specific peptide-to-lipid (P/L) molar ratios and pHs, and the 

resulting structures were characterized by SAXS. 
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Figure 5.4 | IFN-β helix 4 induces membrane curvature in bacterial membranes and kills S. aureus. 
(A) NGC, also known as saddle-splay curvature, is topologically necessary for membrane-destabilizing 
processes, such as pore formation by AMPs. (B) IFN-β helix 4 does not generate NGC in eukaryotic-like 
membranes. SAXS spectra from eukaryotic model membranes (DOPG/DOPE/DOPC = 20/40/40 and 
DOPS/DOPC = 20/80) incubated with mIFNβ-h4 and hIFNβ-h4 at P/L = 1/50. (C) mIFNβ-h4 and hIFNβ-
h4 generate cubic phases in prokaryotic model membrane DOPG/DOPE = 20/80 at P/L = 1/50. Insets 
provide expanded views of the cubic phase reflections. (D) S. aureus incubated with mIFNβ-h4 at 0.006, 
0.06, 0.6, and 6 μM for 1 and 3 h. (E) S. aureus incubated with mIFNβ-h4 at 6.25, 12.5, 25, 50, 100, and 
200 μM for 3 h to determine the MBC. (F) S. aureus incubated with WT and mutant mIFNβ-h4 for 3 h. 
(G–I) Bacteria were incubated with buffer (vehicle) or 6 μM mIFNβ-h4 for 3 h. Data are shown as mean ± 
SD. *𝑝𝑝 ≤ 0.05, **𝑝𝑝 ≤ 0.01, ***𝑝𝑝 ≤ 0.001, unpaired two-tailed t test. ND, below limit of detection. 
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SAXS spectra from two eukaryotic-like membrane compositions, DOPG/DOPE/DOPC = 

20/40/40 and DOPS/DOPC = 20/80, incubated with mIFNβ-h4 and hIFNβ-h4 at P/L = 1/50 are 

shown in Figure 5.4B. We found that mIFNβ-h4 and hIFNβ-h4 did not restructure either of the 

two membrane compositions at neutral pH, as indicated by the form factors without correlation 

peaks. In fact, the SAXS profiles resembled those of control SUVs, which exhibited characteristic 

features consistent with a single lipid bilayer (Figure 5.5). Similarly, the hIFNβ-h4 at an acidic pH 

did not restructure DOPS/DOPC = 20/80 vesicles. However, for DOPG/DOPE/DOPC = 20/40/40 

at an acidic pH, hIFNβ-h4 induced a lamellar (Lα) phase (𝑑𝑑Lα
= 5.79 nm) with correlation peaks 

at integral Q-ratios of 1:2:3. This result reveals intermembrane attraction without the generation 

of significant curvature. Overall, we find that mIFNβ-h4 and hIFNβ-h4 do not induce NGC in 

eukaryotic-like membranes. 

 

Figure 5.5 | SAXS spectra of control SUVs. Prokaryotic DOPG/DOPE = 20/80 and eukaryotic 
DOPG/DOPE/DOPC = 20/40/40 and DOPS/DOPC = 20/80 model membranes in neutral and acidic 
conditions. 
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Figure 5.4C shows SAXS spectra for prokaryotic-like membrane DOPG/DOPE = 20/80 

with mIFNβ-h4 and hIFNβ-h4 at P/L = 1/50. Upon exposure to mIFNβ-h4 at neutral pH, the lipid 

vesicles underwent a structural transition, as revealed by correlation peaks with Q-ratios 

√2: √3: √4: √6: √8: √9: √10: √12, which indexed to a Pn3m “double-diamond” cubic (QII) 

lattice, with lattice parameter 𝑎𝑎𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃3𝑚𝑚 = 17.40 nm (Figure 5.6) and an average Gaussian curvature 

of 〈𝐾𝐾〉 = −0.022 nm−2 (see Methods for indexing procedures). In contrast, at neutral pH, hIFNβ-

h4 did not restructure the DOPG/DOPE = 20/80 vesicles, as evidenced by a broad form factor 

characteristic of isolated spherical vesicles and the absence of correlation peaks (Figure 5.4C). 

However, hIFNβ-h4 at an acidic pH resulted in two distinct sets of correlation peaks. One set of 

peaks with Q-ratios √2: √4: √6 indexed to an Im3m QII phase with a lattice parameter 𝑎𝑎𝐼𝐼𝑚𝑚3𝑚𝑚 = 

22.38 nm and 〈𝐾𝐾〉 = −0.021 nm−2. The second set of correlation peaks shows integral Q-ratios 

1:2:3 consistent with an Lα phase of periodicity 𝑑𝑑Lα
= 5.25 nm, indicating intermembrane 

attraction. Pn3m and Im3m are bicontinuous cubic phases that consist of two nonintersecting 

aqueous regions separated by a lipid bilayer. The center of the bilayer traces a minimal surface 

characterized by NGC at every point. We find that mIFNβ-h4 and hIFNβ-h4 are able to induce this 

membrane-destabilizing saddle-splay curvature in model bacterial membranes but not in model 

eukaryotic membranes. This type of behavior has been broadly observed for AMPs, which 

suggests that the ability to selectively induce NGC is a general property of AMPs [116]. In fact, 

the NGCs induced by mIFNβ-h4 and hIFNβ-h4 are quantitatively of similar magnitude to those of 

typical AMPs [116]. In addition, we found that the generation of NGC by mIFNβ-h4 and hIFNβ-

h4 recapitulates the bactericidal activity of their respective IFN-β proteins. Interestingly, human 

IFN-β protein can kill S. aureus, but only at low pH [303]. This effect likely stems from its pH-

dependent charge, as the net charge of the C-terminal region increases dramatically at acidic pH. 
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Remarkably, the pH-dependent generation of NGC by hIFNβ-h4 tracks exactly with the pH-

dependent killing activity by human IFN-β against S. aureus. 

 

Figure 5.6 | Indexing of cubic phases induced by IFN-β helix 4. Measured Q-positions of the cubic peaks 
in the spectra from Figure 5.4C vs. their assigned reflections in terms of Miller indices ℎ, 𝑘𝑘, 𝑙𝑙. For a powder-
averaged cubic phase 𝑄𝑄 = (2π 𝑎𝑎⁄ )√ℎ2 + 𝑘𝑘2 + 𝑙𝑙2, where 𝑎𝑎 is the lattice parameter. 

Similar to the bacterial killing demonstrated by the whole cytokine [303], we observed 

antimicrobial activity against S. aureus with mIFNβ-h4 starting at nanomolar concentrations 

(Figure 5.4D,E). To define the MBC of mIFNβ-h4 against S. aureus, we quantified killing of S. 

aureus in response to 6.25–200 μM mIFNβ-h4 (Figure 5.4E). We found mIFNβ-h4 to exhibit an 

MBC of 12.5–25 μM, which is comparable to that of other AMPs, such as LL-37 [309]. Taken 

together, these results demonstrate that mIFNβ-h4 exhibits antimicrobial activity against S. aureus 

and are mutually consistent with our SAXS data. We found that the ability of mIFNβ-h4 to 

generate NGC was similar to natural AMPs and tracked with its bactericidal activity, which 

together suggest membrane permeation as at least one of its modes of antimicrobial activity. 
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To examine the specificity of mIFNβ-h4 in killing bacteria, we generated a mutated version 

of mIFNβ-h4 in which the charged amino acids hypothesized to be important for killing were 

substituted with neutral amino acids. We observed that this mutated peptide was no longer able to 

kill S. aureus (Figure 5.4F). Furthermore, we found mIFNβ-h4 to display antimicrobial activity 

against multiple strains of Staphylococcus bacteria (Figure 5.4G) and other Gram-positive bacteria, 

including group B Streptococcus (GBS), Listeria monocytogenes and B. subtilis (Figure 5.4H). 

However, it was significantly less effective against Gram-negative bacteria, such as Pseudomonas 

aeruginosa and Salmonella typhimurium (Figure 5.4I). 

5.3 Discussion and Conclusions 

We identified a previously unrecognized antimicrobial function of the cytokine IFN-β. We 

showed that IFN-β is able to inhibit the growth of and directly kill S. aureus. In fact, the 

antibacterial activity of IFN-β resembles that of natural AMPs in several respects, as demonstrated 

by its ability to bind and disrupt bacterial membranes. Examining this further, we found that the 

component helix 4 of IFN-β had structural and compositional properties, as well as net charge, that 

were similar to known AMPs. SAXS measurements revealed that like many AMPs, helix 4 of 

mouse and human IFN-β have the capacity to generate membrane NGC, which is the type of 

curvature required for membrane-disruption events. Together, these results suggest that the 

antimicrobial activity observed experimentally with whole IFN-β is likely attributed, at least in 

part, to its component helix 4 having AMP-like properties. The new findings presented here 

support the notion that IFN-β has complementary antimicrobial activity and offers new insights 

into the multifunctional role and evolution of IFN-β in host defense. 
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5.4 Methods 

5.4.1 IFN-β helix 4 peptides 

Peptides mIFNβ-h4 (3175.8 Da), hIFNβ-h4 (2587.1 Da), and mutant mIFNβ-h4 

(QASSTALQLASYYWAVQTYLALMKY) (2912.4 Da) were synthesized with N-terminal 

acetylation and C-terminal amidation (≥ 95% purity; LifeTein or United Biosystems). WT 

peptides were solubilized in ultrapure water. Mutant mIFNβ-h4 was solubilized in dimethyl 

sulfoxide (DMSO) due to its poor water solubility, and a portion of the WT peptide was also 

solubilized in DMSO for comparison. For the bacterial killing assays, the amount of DMSO was 

diluted to < 0.5% and was shown to have no effect on the bacterial survival in a 3-h experiment. 

5.4.2 Compositional comparison of IFN-β helices with AMPs 

We compared the amino acid compositions of mouse and human IFN-β helices with the 

compositions of known AMPs, which are a consequence of the required membrane curvature 

generation. A set of 1080 cationic AMP sequences was sourced from the AMP database [305] and 

analyzed using a procedure described previously [43, 116]. We defined the average hydrophobicity 

of a given peptide, 𝑗𝑗, as: 

 〈𝐻𝐻𝐻𝐻𝑑𝑑𝑟𝑟𝐻𝐻𝑝𝑝ℎ𝐻𝐻𝑏𝑏𝑖𝑖𝑐𝑐𝑖𝑖𝑑𝑑𝐻𝐻〉𝑗𝑗 ≡ 1
𝑃𝑃 � 𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖

𝑃𝑃

𝑖𝑖=1
 (5.1) 

where 𝑃𝑃 is the number of amino acids in the peptide, and 𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖 is the hydrophobicity of the 𝑖𝑖th amino 

acid in the peptide using the Eisenberg consensus hydrophobicity scale [304]. The minimum and 

maximum 〈𝐻𝐻𝐻𝐻𝑑𝑑𝑟𝑟𝐻𝐻𝑝𝑝ℎ𝐻𝐻𝑏𝑏𝑖𝑖𝑐𝑐𝑖𝑖𝑑𝑑𝐻𝐻〉 values within the set of AMP sequences were used to define a 

〈𝐻𝐻𝐻𝐻𝑑𝑑𝑟𝑟𝐻𝐻𝑝𝑝ℎ𝐻𝐻𝑏𝑏𝑖𝑖𝑐𝑐𝑖𝑖𝑑𝑑𝐻𝐻〉 range. This range was then divided into 100 equal bins, into which the peptides 

were partitioned. For 𝑚𝑚 peptides in a given bin, we define: 
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𝑁𝑁K

𝑁𝑁K + 𝑁𝑁R
≡

∑ (number of  K)𝑗𝑗
𝑚𝑚
𝑗𝑗=1

∑ (number of  K)𝑗𝑗
𝑚𝑚
𝑗𝑗=1 + ∑ (number of  R)𝑗𝑗

𝑚𝑚
𝑗𝑗=1

 (5.2) 

where 𝑁𝑁K  (𝑁𝑁K + 𝑁𝑁R)⁄  represents the ratio of the number of lysines/total number of lysines plus 

arginines. For each bin, 𝑁𝑁K  (𝑁𝑁K + 𝑁𝑁R)⁄  versus 〈𝐻𝐻𝐻𝐻𝑑𝑑𝑟𝑟𝐻𝐻𝑝𝑝ℎ𝐻𝐻𝑏𝑏𝑖𝑖𝑐𝑐𝑖𝑖𝑑𝑑𝐻𝐻〉 was plotted using MATLAB. 

Mouse and human IFN-β helices were analyzed and plotted using the same procedure. 

To compare the hydrophobicities mouse and human IFN-β helices with those of AMPs, a 

histogram of 〈𝐻𝐻𝐻𝐻𝑑𝑑𝑟𝑟𝐻𝐻𝑝𝑝ℎ𝐻𝐻𝑏𝑏𝑖𝑖𝑐𝑐𝑖𝑖𝑑𝑑𝐻𝐻〉 values for the set of AMPs was constructed with 50 bins using 

MATLAB. The average hydrophobicities of mouse and human IFN-β helices were then 

superimposed over the AMP histogram. 

5.4.3 SAXS experiments and data analysis 

Liposomes were prepared as described in section 4.4.3 except for the following 

modifications: 

SUVs were prepared from DOPG, DOPS, DOPE, and DOPC lipids in aqueous 100 mM NaCl, 

20 mM HEPES (pH 7.4) or 100 mM NaCl, 10 mM NaOAc (pH 5). 

 

SAXS experiments and data analysis for IFN-β helix 4 peptide–membrane interactions 

were performed as described in section 4.4.3 except for the following modifications: 

All peptide–lipid samples were prepared at specified P/L ratios in 100 mM NaCl, 20 mM HEPES 

(pH 7.4) or 100 mM NaCl, 10 mM NaOAc (pH 5) and incubated at 37 °C. 

 

The average Gaussian curvature for cubic phase is defined as, 〈𝐾𝐾〉 = (2π𝜒𝜒)  �𝑎𝑎2𝑑𝑑0�⁄ ,where 

𝜒𝜒  is the Euler characteristic, and 𝑑𝑑0 is the surface area per cubic unit cell specific to each cubic 

phase. 
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5.4.4 Bacterial strains and culture 

S. aureus strains (SA113, Romero, and USA300) and S. epidermidis were grown in LB or 

Todd–Hewitt broth (THB). L. monocytogenes, P. aeruginosa, S. typhimurium, and B. subtilis were 

grown in LB. GBS was grown in THB + 0.5% yeast extract. All bacteria were grown overnight at 

37 °C with agitation, with the exception of GBS, which was cultured without agitation at 37 °C. 

Overnight bacterial cultures were subcultured and incubated until mid-log phase (OD600 = 0.4) was 

reached. Cultures were washed in sterile PBS and renormalized to an OD600 of 0.4 in culture media. 

5.4.5 Bacterial-killing assays 

For killing assays using WT or mutant mIFNβ-h4, bacteria were grown, as described 

above, and resuspended in 100 mM NaCl, 20 mM HEPES (pH 7.4) and, in some cases, 

supplemented with 1% THB. Reaction mixtures of bacteria and peptide or buffer (100 mL total 

volume) were added to sterile 1.5-mL tubes, or 200-mL reactions were added to 96-well plates. 

Bacteria and treatments were incubated at 37 °C with shaking for designated amounts of time. 

After specified incubation periods, 10-fold serial dilutions were plated on agar plates of the proper 

media type for each strain to quantify surviving CFU. 
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Chapter 6  

Viral Fusion Protein Transmembrane Domain Adopts 

β-Strand Structure to Facilitate Membrane Topological 

Changes for Virus–Cell Fusion  

6.1 Introduction 

Viral fusion proteins mediate entry of enveloped viruses into cells by merging the viral 

lipid envelope and the cell membrane. The membrane-interacting subunit of these glycoproteins 

contains two hydrophobic domains: a fusion peptide (FP) that is usually located at the N-terminus 

and a transmembrane domain (TMD) at the C-terminus [310]. Together, these domains sandwich 

a water-soluble ectodomain with a helical segment that trimerizes into a coiled coil. During virus–

cell fusion, the trimeric protein, which initially adopts a compact structure, unfolds to an extended 

intermediate that exposes the FP to the target cell membrane while keeping the TMD in the virus 

envelope. This extended conformation then folds onto itself to form a trimer of hairpins, in so 

doing pulling the cell membrane and the virus envelope into close proximity [311, 312]. 

Subsequently, the FP and TMD are hypothesized to deform the two membranes and dehydrate 

them [313], eventually causing a fusion pore and a fully merged membrane. In the post-fusion 

                                                            
This chapter is adapted with permission from Yao, H., Lee, M.W., Waring, A.J., Wong, G.C.L. & Hong, M. Viral 
fusion protein transmembrane domain adopts β-strand structure to facilitate membrane topological changes for virus–
cell fusion. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U. S. A. 112, 10926–10931 (2015). Copyright © 2015 National Academy of 
Sciences. 
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state, most viral fusion proteins exhibit a six-helix bundle structure in the ectodomain due to the 

trimer of hairpins [314].  

This model of virus–cell fusion largely derives from crystal structures of fusion proteins in 

the pre- and post-fusion states, most of which, however, do not contain the FP and TMD because 

of their hydrophobic nature. Thus, the mechanism of membrane deformation and dehydration, the 

potential mutual influence of this deformation and hairpin formation, and the high-resolution 

structures of the FP and TMD in the membrane have remained elusive. It is also unknown how FP 

and TMD help to lower the free energies of membrane formation and subsequent destruction of 

fusion intermediates such as the lipid stalk, which have been observed in protein-free membrane 

fusion [315]. 

Extensive spectroscopic studies have shown that influenza, human immunodeficiency 

virus (HIV), and paramyxovirus FPs are conformationally plastic and adopt a partially inserted 

topology in the membrane to induce nonlamellar structures [316–320]. In comparison, little is 

known about the structures of the C-terminal TMD of viral fusion proteins. Cysteine-scanning and 

sedimentation equilibrium data showed that various paramyxovirus TMDs form three-helix 

bundles in lipid membranes [321, 322]. CD and Fourier-transform infrared (FT-IR) data of 

influenza HA TMD indicate an α-helical structure parallel to the membrane normal [323]. HIV 

gp41 gives broadened NMR signals for the TMD and its adjacent ectodomain residues in detergent 

micelles [324], indicating conformational exchange. Although most fusion models depict the 

TMDs as membrane-spanning α-helices, CD data of some viral and SNARE fusion protein TMDs 

reported β-strand conformation under certain conditions, and the strand structure may be correlated 

with the transition from hemifusion to fusion pore [325, 326]. Despite these results, residue-

specific structural information of viral fusion TMDs remains scarce, even though increasing 
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biochemical evidence suggests that these TMDs encode sequence-specific information for fusion. 

For example, replacing the TMDs of parainfluenza virus 5 (PIV5) and Newcastle disease virus 

fusion proteins with comparable domains of other paramyxovirus fusion proteins altered the 

ectodomain structure and reduced fusion, indicating site-specific interactions between the 

ectodomain and the TMD [327, 328]. Various studies also suggested that the TMDs may modulate 

membrane curvature. For example, replacing the HA TMD by glycosylphosphatidylinositol, 

which inserts only into the outer leaflet of lipid membranes, arrested fusion at the hemifusion stage 

[329], and the block was released when positive-curvature molecules were added to the inner 

leaflet [330]. Clearly, elucidating the role of the TMD in viral membrane fusion requires 

quantitative studies that simultaneously monitor how the TMD structure is influenced by lipids 

and how the TMD in turn impacts membranes. 

Parainfluenza viruses are the cause of infant respiratory diseases such as bronchiolitis and 

pneumonia [331]. PIV5 enters cells using an attachment protein and the fusion protein F [332], 

which shares many common features with the HIV and influenza fusion proteins [310, 314]. Thus, 

structure elucidation of the PIV5 TMD may give general insight into the mechanism of action of 

this class of viral fusion proteins. 

NMR data has shown that the PIV5 TMD changes its conformation in response to the lipid 

composition [235]. Specifically, in PC and PG membranes, the TMD is predominantly α-helical, 

but in PE membranes, the TMD changes significantly to the β-strand conformation. This finding 

suggests that negative-curvature PE lipids are the main conformational switches of the TMD. 

Results further indicated that the central segment of the TMD is mostly α-helical and the two 

termini have high β-strand propensities, the N-terminus is more disordered than the rest of the 
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peptide, and that both helical and mixed-conformation peptides can deeply insert into membranes 

[235]. 

In this chapter, we correlate the structure and dynamics of the PIV5 TMD with membrane 

structural changes. Using synchrotron SAXS, we quantitatively examine the liquid crystalline 

phases that the β-strand-rich TMD peptide induces in membranes. We find that the TMD 

transforms the PE membrane to a bicontinuous cubic phase, which is rich in the saddle-splay 

curvature that is characteristic of hemifusion intermediates and fusion pores. Taken together, these 

results suggest that the PIV5 TMD actively facilitate the topological changes necessary for 

membrane restructuring during viral fusion using the β-strand as the fusogenic conformation. 

6.2 Results 

6.2.1 The TMD induces NGC in PE membranes 

To determine the membrane structure upon peptide binding, we measured the SAXS 

spectra of TMD-bound DOPE (Figure 6.1). Two sets of correlation peaks were observed. The first 

set has Q-ratios of √6: √8: √20: √22: √50: √54, which indexes to an Ia3d gyroid phase [333] 

with a lattice parameter 𝑎𝑎 of 12.0 nm. The second set shows Q-ratios of 

√1: √3: √4: √7: √9: √12: √13, which indexes to an inverted hexagonal phase (HII) with 𝑎𝑎 = 

5.8 nm. As a bicontinuous cubic phase (QII), Ia3d has two nonintersecting water channels 

separated by a lipid bilayer [6]. The center of this bilayer traces a minimal surface whose principal 

curvatures, 𝑐𝑐1 and 𝑐𝑐2, are equal and opposite in sign at every point, so that this minimal surface 

has zero mean curvature and negative Gaussian curvature, 𝐾𝐾 =  𝑐𝑐1 ⋅ 𝑐𝑐2 < 0, (NGC). NGC of 

bilayer membranes has also been observed in the scission necks of budding vesicles and fusion 
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pores. For a bicontinuous cubic phase, the average NGC, 〈𝐾𝐾〉, is a quantitative measure of the 

amount of NGC induced in the membrane and depends on the lattice parameter as 〈𝐾𝐾〉 =

(2π𝜒𝜒)  �𝑑𝑑0𝑎𝑎2�⁄ , where the Euler characteristic 𝜒𝜒  and the surface area per unit cell 𝑑𝑑0 are constants 

of the phase [6, 334]. For 𝑎𝑎 = 12.0 nm, the average NGC is 〈𝐾𝐾〉 = −0.112 nm−2. 

 

Figure 6.1 | The TMD generates NGC in the DOPE membrane. (A) SAXS spectrum of TMD-bound 
DOPE. An Ia3d QII phase (red) coexists with an HII phase (green). Inset provides an expanded view of the 
higher order reflections. (B) Measured Q-positions versus assigned reflections in terms of Miller indices 
ℎ, 𝑘𝑘, 𝑙𝑙. 𝑄𝑄measured is plotted against √ℎ2 + 𝑘𝑘2 + 𝑙𝑙2 for the QII phase and √ℎ2 + ℎ𝑘𝑘 + 𝑘𝑘2 for the HII phase. 
(C) A catenoid surface with a 6-nm diameter (𝑟𝑟 = 3 nm) has 𝐾𝐾 = −0.111 nm−2 at its narrowest cross-
section. A hemifusion stalk or fusion pore will have a neck that conforms to the catenoid. Arrows indicate 
directions of negative and positive principal curvatures. 

6.3 Discussion and Conclusions 

Our findings suggest that the PIV5 TMD causes significant membrane curvature, 

especially to PE membranes, and the β-strand conformation correlates with this curvature 

generation. SAXS measurements show that the PIV5 TMD generates NGC, the type of curvature 

that is geometrically necessary for topological changes during membrane remodeling in biological 

processes such as viral budding and membrane scission [116, 185]. NGC generation is often 

facilitated by negative-curvature lipids such as PE [8, 44, 335], which commonly enhance 

fusogenicity [336]. Our measured 〈𝐾𝐾〉 can be visualized using a catenoid surface, which is an 
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approximation of a scission neck or a fusion pore [43, 65]. The Gaussian curvature of a minimal 

catenoid surface with a neck radius of 𝑟𝑟 along its 𝑧𝑧 axis is 𝐾𝐾(𝑧𝑧) = − �sech4(𝑧𝑧  𝑟𝑟⁄ )�  𝑟𝑟2⁄ . The 〈𝐾𝐾〉 

value of −0.112 nm−2 for the TMD-induced Ia3d phase corresponds to a catenoid hemifusion stalk 

with a ~6 nm width at the narrowest cross-section (Figure 6.1C), which is ~30-fold smaller than 

the PIV5 virus diameter of 150–200 nm [337]. Adding the bilayer thickness, this neck diameter 

translates to a hemifusion-stalk waist of ~10 nm, which is in excellent agreement with the 

estimated waist of ~9 nm for a pure-DOPE stalk [338]. This suggests that the TMD works with 

the natural structural tendencies of PE to stabilize the fusion intermediate. Although proteins 

clearly play a key role in fusion, membrane merger can also be strongly influenced by the 

constituent lipids. The tendency of the leaflets to bend in specific directions dictates the energy of 

a fusion intermediate such as a hemifusion stalk. Our data suggest that PE-rich regions of the viral 

membrane are especially susceptible to TMD-induced bending and thus may play a central role in 

the fusion process. 

Which structural features of the TMD are responsible for imparting the NGC to PE 

membranes? NMR data indicate that the two termini of the peptide have high β-strand propensities, 

whereas the center is more helical [235], suggesting that this strand–helix–strand motif may endow 

the TMD with the ability to perturb the two membrane leaflets differently to generate NGC. The 

26-residue peptide is sufficient to span the membrane: as a pure α-helix, it would be ~39 Å long, 

and the β-strand residues further increase the peptide length, making it possible for the TMD to 

tilt, bend, and acquire local disorder while still spanning the membrane. This strand–helix–strand 

conformation may be particularly effective in generating membrane curvature, because β-strands 

are inherently anisotropic and can have different surface normal orientations (Figure 6.2). Such 

orientational differences, together with the higher N-terminal disorder, may impact lipid packing 
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near the hydrophilic surfaces of the two leaflets differently, thus creating the orthogonal curvatures 

necessary for NGC. Previous work has shown that structural perturbations near the hydrophobic–

hydrophilic interface of the membrane have particularly large effects on lipid packing, membrane 

curvature, and phase behavior [339]. We hypothesize that the NGC induced in PE membranes may 

play an important role in stabilizing the necessary curvature of the hemifusion stalks in the outer 

leaflets, which have more complex lipid compositions [340]. In addition to promoting NGC, a β-

strand-rich conformation may also facilitate fusion by forming trimeric sheets and clustering 

multiple trimers at the fusion site. NMR and FT-IR data suggest that the β-strands are oligomerized 

into β-sheets arranged in a parallel arrangement [235, 341], which therefore indicates, in principle, 

that the strand–helix–strand peptide can pack in a parallel fashion. Figure 6.2 shows the proposed 

structural model of the TMD in PE membranes, taking into account the measured peptide 

conformation and topology, the inferred oligomeric packing, and the observed membrane 

curvature. The energetic cost of burying in the membrane disordered residues between the strands 

and helix may be offset by the oligomerization of the peptide, the natural conformational tendency 

of the two Gly residues in the potential helix–strand transition region, membrane thinning, and 

other defects. 
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Figure 6.2 | Structural model of the TMD in PE-rich membranes. The TMD adopts a transmembrane 
strand–helix–strand conformation, which imparts different curvatures to the two leaflets of the membrane. 
The β-strand segments are immobilized by oligomerization. In these PE-rich membranes, previous data 
showed that the FP (green) is also rich in β-strand conformation. 

Although the lipid composition has an enormous impact on the TMD conformation, the 

amino acid sequence of the TMD also encodes an inherent preference for β-strands. Out of 26 

residues, the PIV5 TMD contains 10 β-branched residues Val and Ile, which are known to 

destabilize α-helices. High Val and Ile contents in synthetic LV peptides and other viral TMDs 

have been shown to cause higher fusogenicity, possibly by increasing conformational flexibility 

and reducing the α-helical content [321, 322, 342, 343]. Indeed, β-branched residues constitute 

30–75% of the TMD sequences of 10 paramyxoviruses and HIV, suggesting that transition to the 

β-strand conformation in PE-rich membranes may be general for this class of fusion proteins. 

Although both the FP and TMD of PIV5 exhibit lipid-induced conformational changes, 

and both peptides adopt β-strand-rich structures in PE membranes, subtle structural features differ. 



123 

The TMD is mostly α-helical in both neutral and anionic membranes, and PE is the main trigger 

for the switch to the β-strand conformation. In comparison, the FP is entirely β-strand in PC and 

PE membranes and converts to the helical conformation by anionic lipids [320, 344]. The distinct 

lipid dependences of FP and TMD structures may enable the intact protein to adapt to different 

lipid environments of the virus envelope and cell membrane [340]. In PE and other membranes 

with negative intrinsic curvature, the N-terminus of the FP has the highest β-strand propensity 

[320], whereas the C-terminus of the TMD forms the most-ordered β-strand. Thus, if the FP and 

TMD reside in the same region that is rich in PE, their β-strands may associate. This state may 

occur at the end of the ectodomain hairpin formation, when the membrane transitions from the 

hemifusion state to the fusion pore. Future experiments measuring the quaternary structure of the 

FP and TMD will be important to elucidate the structural basis for the hemifusion-to-fusion-pore 

transition. Taken together, the present data suggest a viral fusion model that departs significantly 

from the helix-centric models so far, by showing that the TMD of this viral fusion protein uses the 

β-strand conformation to achieve the necessary curvature for membrane fusion. 

6.4 Methods 

6.4.1 Peptide synthesis 

The TMD of PIV5 F spans residues 485–510 of the protein 

(VLSIIAIALGSLGLILIILLSVVVWK). The peptide was synthesized on a NovaPEG Rink 

Amide resin (Novabiochem) using a Symphony Multiple Peptide synthesizer (Protein 

Technologies) and was purified to > 95% by preparative high-performance liquid chromatography 

(HPLC). The peptide mass was confirmed by matrix-assisted laser desorption/ionization time-of-

flight (MALDI-TOF) mass spectrometry. 
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6.4.2 Preparation of membrane-bound TMD 

The peptide and DOPE lipid were codissolved in tetrafluoroethylene (TFE)/chloroform 

solution. The solvents were removed by N2, then the sample was lyophilized overnight and 

resuspended in pH 7.5 phosphate buffer HEPES buffer (5 mM HEPES–NaOH, 1 mM NaN3, 1 mM 

ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid (EDTA)) and dialyzed for a day. The proteoliposomes were spun 

at 55,000 rpm for 4 h at 4 °C to obtain a membrane pellet, which was equilibrated to ~30 wt% 

water. 

6.4.3 SAXS experiments and data analysis 

DOPE-bound TMD (~30 wt% hydration) was hermetically sealed into a quartz capillary 

(Hilgenberg GmbH, Mark-tubes) for SAXS experiments at the Stanford Synchrotron Radiation 

Lightsource (SSRL, BL 4–2) using monochromatic X-rays with an energy of 9 keV. Scattered 

radiation was collected using a Rayonix MX255-HE detector with a pixel size of 73.2 μm. At the 

incident beam intensities and exposure times used, no radiation damage to the samples was 

observed. 2D SAXS powder patterns were integrated with the Nika 1.50 [192] package for Igor 

Pro 6.31 and FIT2D [193]. 

The SAXS spectra plot the integrated scattering intensity I(Q) versus Q. The measured 

peak positions, 𝑄𝑄measured, were tabulated and their ratios compared with the ratios of the permitted 

reflections for different crystal phases to identify the phases present in the membrane. Once the 

crystal phase was determined, its lattice parameter was calculated from the slope of the linear 

regression through the points corresponding to the peaks. Each point was defined by the 

coordinates of 𝑄𝑄measured and the assigned reflection in terms of Miller indices, ℎ, 𝑘𝑘, 𝑙𝑙. For a 

powder-averaged cubic phase, 𝑄𝑄 = (2π 𝑎𝑎⁄ )√ℎ2 + 𝑘𝑘2 + 𝑙𝑙2, and for a hexagonal phase, 𝑄𝑄 =
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�4π �𝑎𝑎√3�� � √ℎ2 + ℎ𝑘𝑘 + 𝑘𝑘2, where 𝑎𝑎 is the lattice parameter. We took the linear regressions of 

𝑄𝑄measured versus √ℎ2 + 𝑘𝑘2 + 𝑙𝑙2 for the cubic phase and 𝑄𝑄measured versus √ℎ2 + ℎ𝑘𝑘 + 𝑘𝑘2 for the 

inverted hexagonal phase, which had respective slopes of 2π 𝑎𝑎⁄  and 4π �𝑎𝑎√3��  that were used to 

calculate 𝑎𝑎. 
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Chapter 7  

Calcium-Mediated Interactions between Sperm Protein 

IZUMO1 and Membranes Generate Curvature for Efficient 

Membrane Fusion During Fertilization 

7.1 Introduction 

Membrane fusion is a fundamental cellular phenomenon and occurs in a variety of 

biological processes, including intracellular trafficking, neurotransmitter secretion, mitochondrial 

fusion, tissue development and remodeling, immune response, enveloped viral entry, and 

fertilization, all of which involve a variety of proteins and different membranes. In the event of 

membrane fusion, two initially separate and apposed lipid bilayers merge into one by undergoing 

a sequence of transformations that results in the mixing of their lipids and changing the 

compartmentalization of molecules. This membrane rearrangement process is generally believed 

to proceed through a hemifusion intermediate, which results from the merger of only the outer 

monolayers while the inner monolayers, and aqueous compartments, remain distinct [315, 345]. 

This hemifusion intermediate is said to be stalk-like in structure and is often referred to as the 

fusion stalk [60]. Stalk evolution then leads to the eventual mixing of the inner monolayers, which 

results in the formation of a fusion pore that connects the aqueous volumes initially separated by 

the membranes, completing the membrane fusion process. Membrane-fusion processes have been 

extensively studied, and despite the diversity among the proteins involved, fusion events generally 

engage several key principles. Membrane fusion requires proteins that promote membrane–
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membrane proximity, locally destabilize lipid bilayers through membrane curvature induction, and 

influence the membrane composition and properties, all of which prime a membrane for fusion by 

lowering the energetic barriers [46, 60, 345]. However, these activities do not necessarily have to 

accomplished by different proteins. 

During mammalian fertilization, a sperm fuses with the egg plasma membrane to create a 

zygote. Despite its central importance in sexual reproduction, the molecular mechanisms of 

sperm–egg membrane fusion remains poorly understood. However, a clearer picture is now 

emerging with the recent discoveries of IZUMO1 and JUNO, essential proteins for gamete fusion 

and fertilization. IZUMO1 is a type I membrane protein found on the sperm that features two main 

extracellular domains — a four-helix bundle at the N-terminus and an immunoglobulin-like (Ig-

like) domain near the C-terminus [346]. The subsequent discovery of JUNO, a folate receptor, as 

the egg binding partner of IZUMO1 led to the finding that their complex is responsible for sperm–

egg adhesion [347]. JUNO is a glycophosphatidylinositol (GPI)-anchored, cysteine-rich 

glycoprotein on the egg surface that has a structure composed of 9 α-helices, 6 short β-strands 

[348] and binds to the N-terminal region of IZUMO1. When normally non-fusing HEK293 cells, 

induced to express either IZUMO1 or JUNO, were mixed, no evidence of fusion was observed 

[347]. Similarly, JUNO-expressing HEK293T cells bound but did not fuse to IZUMO1-expressing 

sperm [349]. The same was observed for eggs exposed to IZUMO1-expressing Cos-7 cells [350]. 

From these results, the IZUMO1–JUNO interaction has since been viewed to function in the 

essential adhesion step, but not in membrane fusion. However, many questions remain. It is still 

unclear if only IZUMO1 and JUNO are required for sperm–egg fusion, or if other proteins are 

involved. While the interaction between IZUMO1 and JUNO in gamete recognition and adhesion 

has been structurally characterized, the transition from the initial binding step to membrane fusion 
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is not understood and whether IZUMO1 has a more direct role in promoting fusion is yet to be 

established. An improved understanding of the key players and details of their functional roles in 

fertilization can help explain other cell–cell fusion events and potentially lead to new strategies in 

the design of contraceptives and infertility treatments. 

Ca2+ has been shown to be required in many biological membrane fusion events [285, 351]. 

Ca2+ is proposed to mediate fusion reactions a variety of ways, such as by interacting with lipids, 

inducing conformational changes in proteins, activating enzymes, initiating a cascade of reactions 

that lead to fusion [351, 352]. In relation to mammalian fertilization, it is interesting to note that 

sperm–egg fusion, like other somatic cell fusion events, require extracellular Ca2+ [353–356]. In 

fact, without Ca2+, sperm and eggs could bind but not fuse. However, upon transfer to media with 

Ca2+, sperm could penetrate (fuse) with eggs, which suggests that the lack of Ca2+ inhibits the 

sperm–egg fusion process. More interestingly, the Ca2+ concentration in oviduct fluid is highly 

regulated and has been found to maximize at estrus and ovulation to ~1.5–4.6 mM [357–359], 

which falls exactly in the concentration range (0.25–10 mM) needed for effective in vitro 

fertilization [353–355]. 

Furthermore, it is well-recognized that regulated membrane fusion and membrane 

fusogenicity, in general, is highly dependent on the properties related to lipid composition [360, 

361]. For example, specific lipids that supply critical negative intrinsic curvature are an essential 

component of Ca2+-triggered membrane, such as PE fusion [336, 360, 362]. It is compelling to see 

PE at higher levels on average in the membranes of gamete cells compared to those of somatic 

cells [2, 363–373], including HEK293T cells [374]. Correspondingly, infertile human sperm have 

been found to have significantly lower PE content than healthy sperm [375]. Moreover, liposomes 

composed of lipids isolated from sperm membranes have been shown to undergo fusion [364], and 
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sperm are also able to fuse with liposomes having specific compositions [376]. Together, these 

observations point to the important role of lipid composition in gamete fusion. As a matter of fact, 

the unique compositions of gamete membranes may be a potential reason why no fusion was 

observed between HEK293 and Cos-7 cells expressing IZUMO1 and JUNO. 

Because unraveling the molecular mechanisms of membrane fusion requires 

characterization of protein–membrane interactions, the complexities and variables of cell-based 

assays can often lead to results that are difficult to interpret. Therefore, the use of other 

experimental techniques, such as model membrane systems with fewer components, can allow for 

the isolated examination of direct protein–membrane effects and elucidation of lipid properties 

that influence the propensity of membranes to fusion. For this reason, liposomes are often utilized 

as simple models of biological membranes to provide a convenient, yet powerful, system to 

explore the role of membrane components in such a complex process as membrane fusion. 

Furthermore, using this approach, we can account for the physiologically relevant levels of Ca2+ 

and membrane lipid compositions. 

In this chapter, we evaluate the ability of IZUMO1, in the presence of physiological levels 

of Ca2+, to directly facilitate membrane fusion. We use fluorescence resonance energy transfer 

(FRET)-based lipid mixing assays, tryptophan fluorescence, and synchrotron SAXS to investigate 

the interactions between IZUMO1 and membranes using an in vitro model membrane system. We 

show that the presence of Ca2+ enables IZUMO1 to bind to and embed into membranes, and induce 

bicontinuous cubic phases rich in NGC, the type of curvature that is topologically required for 

membrane fusion, to result in lipid mixing that leads to efficient membrane fusion. We propose 

that IZUMO1 plays a crucial role in the membrane fusion process of fertilization as a fusogenic 

protein. Our results suggest that Ca2+ is essential and assists IZUMO1 in direct interactions with 
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lipid membranes to drive the membrane restructuring necessary for efficient membrane fusion. 

Our observations further identify the Ig-like domain of IZUMO1 to be a putative membrane-active 

region that may have a primary role in inducing curvature. Interestingly, the quantities of observed 

NGC in the cubic phases induced by both the ectodomain and Ig-like domain of IZUMO1 are 

approximately the amount distributed on a fusion pore of the size previously found for sperm–egg 

fusion. Taken together, these findings point to a multifunctional role of IZUMO1 in the 

fertilization process, by participating in both the membrane-tethering step and the subsequent lipid 

mixing of the membranes that results in their fusion, and expands upon our understanding of 

proteins involved in cell–cell membrane fusion. 

7.2 Results and Discussion 

7.2.1 IZUMO1 in the presence of Ca2+ induces lipid mixing to promote full fusion 

events 

To explore whether IZUMO1 is able to directly facilitate fusion between membranes, we 

utilized a well-established lipid mixing fusion assay [377]. This method has been used extensively 

to study and demonstrate membrane fusion induced by SNARE proteins [378–389] and viral 

fusion proteins [390–393]. In this assay, two separate populations of SUVs were prepared, one of 

which was labeled with FRET probes, nitro-2-1,3-benzoxadiazol-4-yl (NBD) as donor and Rh as 

acceptor, and the other remained unlabeled. Using model membrane systems, we employed a PE-

rich composition that also contained PS, the primary zwitterionic lipid found in eukaryotes [2]. 

For the labeled vesicles, lipids tagged with FRET probes, 1,2-dioleoyl-sn-glycero-3-

phosphoethanolamine-N-(7-nitro-2-1,3-benzoxadiazol-4-yl) (NBD-PE) (excitation: 460 nm, 

emission: 535 nm) and 1,2-dioleoyl-sn-glycero-3-phosphoethanolamine-N-(lissamine rhodamine 
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B sulfonyl) (Rh-PE) (excitation: 560 nm, emission: 583 nm) were mixed with untagged lipids, 

DOPS and DOPE, in a molar ratio of DOPS/DOPE/NBD-PE/Rh-PE = 20/78/1/1. The unlabeled 

vesicles were composed of DOPS/DOPE = 20/80. When two lipid vesicles undergo membrane 

fusion, mixing of their respective lipids occurs. Accordingly, when a labeled vesicle fuses with an 

unlabeled vesicle, the lipid mixing causes the FRET probes to become diluted within the resulting 

combined membrane, which leads to a marked decrease in energy transfer between the donor and 

acceptor (Figure 7.1A). Thus, the amount of lipid mixing can be monitored by the increase in 

fluorescence of the donor, NBD. 
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Figure 7.1 | Total and inner leaflet lipid mixing for IZ-Ec. (A) Total lipid mixing that occurs during 
fusion between a labeled and unlabeled vesicle can be monitored by the increase in NBD signal that results 
from the dilution of probes in the resulting membrane. (B) Total lipid mixing measurements for Ca2+ alone, 
and IZ-Ec in the absence and presence of Ca2+. Normalized fluorescence (as a percentage of the maximum 
fluorescence intensity (MFI)) is plotted versus time. (C) Inner leaflet lipid mixing is evaluated by using 
dithionite-treated labeled vesicles. NBD in the outer leaflet is quenched by the dithionite, while NBD in the 
inner leaflet is largely unaffected. An observed increase in NBD fluorescence in the assay then represents 
lipid mixing specific to the inner leaflet. (D) Comparison between untreated (− dithionite) and dithionite-
treated (+ dithionite) labeled vesicles. The quenching of NBD by dithionite was measured as a ~50% 
reduction in NBD fluorescence (left). Fluorescence spectral scan (excitation at 460 nm) indicates a decrease 
in FRET between NBD and rhodamine after dithionite treatment (right). (E) Inner leaflet lipid mixing assay 
for Ca2+ alone, and IZ-Ec in the absence and presence of Ca2+, depicted as normalized fluorescence over 
time. 

We incubated a mixture of labeled and unlabeled vesicles with the ectodomain of IZUMO1 

(IZ-Ec) at a protein-to-lipid (P/L) ratio of 1/500 in the absence and presence of 2.5 mM Ca2+. We 
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observed that IZ-Ec alone and 2.5 mM Ca2+ alone both induced lipid mixing, but at lower levels 

than when IZ-Ec was combined with 2.5 mM Ca2+ (Figure 7.1B), suggesting that IZ-Ec in the 

presence of Ca2+ yields increased lipid mixing activity. However, to determine whether the IZ-Ec 

can stimulate full fusion is more involved. The pathway to fusion typically first involves the mixing 

of lipids in the outer membrane leaflet (hemifusion), followed by the mixing of the inner membrane 

leaflet lipids to achieve full fusion. Being defined as the merger of both the inner and outer 

membrane leaflets, full fusion therefore requires that the lipids in both the inner and outer 

membrane leaflets undergo mixing. As our initial experiment measured total lipid mixing, to 

differentiate the effects of IZ-Ec on full fusion events, we then specifically monitored inner leaflet 

lipid mixing. This was accomplished using sodium dithionite, a reducing agent that irreversibly 

quenches the fluorescence of NBD. Because dithionite is membrane-impermeable, it selectively 

quenches the NBD on the outer leaflet, leaving the NBD in the inner leaflet intact and active 

(Figure 7.1C,D). Therefore, fluorescence increases measured in a lipid mixing assay using 

dithionite-treated labeled vesicles would be attributed to inner leaflet lipid mixing, and 

accordingly, full fusion [378, 386–388, 394]. As with the total lipid mixing, we similarly observed 

higher levels of inner leaflet lipid mixing for IZ-Ec with 2.5 mM Ca2+ than for IZ-Ec alone and 

2.5 mM Ca2+ alone (Figure 7.1E). 

We compared the total and inner leaflet lipid mixing efficiencies of each condition to assess 

their effectiveness in promoting fusion. Generally, a lower inner leaflet lipid mixing efficiency 

indicates that some of the total lipid mixing signal is due to hemifusion [386]. For both IZ-Ec alone 

and 2.5 mM Ca2+ alone, we observed a considerable variation in lipid mixing activity between 

experimental replicates that indicated a range from hemifusion up to full fusion (data not shown). 

In contrast, with IZ-Ec is combined with 2.5 mM Ca2+, we see significantly higher levels of lipid 
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mixing, and with similar total and inner leaflet lipid mixing efficiencies that consistently attributes 

the vast majority of the lipid mixing to full fusion events. Thus, the lipid mixing assays 

demonstrated that IZ-Ec alone and 2.5 mM Ca2+ possess latent levels of membrane activity that 

are able to induce lipid mixing, but are not necessarily sufficient for efficient full fusion. Whereas, 

the fusion activity of IZ-Ec is enhanced in the presence 2.5 mM Ca2+ to guarantee full fusion, such 

that both inner and outer membrane leaflets mix. 

7.2.2 Ca2+ enhances interactions between IZUMO1 and membranes 

While previous studies have shown that Ca2+ can promote vesicle aggregation, hemifusion, 

and fusion, depending on lipid composition and solvent conditions [351, 361, 362, 395–397], we 

found that the degree of both total and inner leaflet lipid mixing induced by IZ-Ec in the presence 

of 2.5 mM Ca2+ were higher than that by 2.5 mM Ca2+ alone. To elucidate how Ca2+ could assist 

IZ-Ec in inducing membrane fusion, we first examined the effects of Ca2+ on IZ-Ec–membrane 

interactions. 

Tryptophan (Trp) fluorescence is a frequently used tool to probe the interactions between 

proteins and membranes to characterize the nature of protein–lipid complexes [398–404]. The 

observed wavelength of maximum fluorescence emission (λmax) of Trp is highly sensitive to the 

local environment, and can range from about 308 to 355 nm [405]. In hydrophobic environments, 

Trp fluorescence generally shifts to shorter wavelengths (blue shift) and can also exhibit an 

increased quantum yield. In fact, the degree of blue shift has been correlated with the depth of Trp 

insertion into a membrane [406]. Therefore, protein–lipid interactions can be monitored through 

changes in the intrinsic Trp fluorescence of the protein upon interaction with a membrane. 

Fluorescence emission spectra of IZ-Ec were monitored from 306 to 450 nm in the presence of: 

buffer only, 2.5 mM Ca2+, vesicles, or 2.5 mM Ca2+ plus vesicles. Vesicles were composed of 
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DOPS/DOPE = 20/80. As depicted in Figure 7.2, there was no noticeable change in λmax of IZ-Ec 

when it was exposed to 2.5 mM Ca2+, which implies that the addition of Ca2+ did not induce 

significant conformational changes to the protein. In the presence of vesicles, we observed a small 

blue shift in λmax, suggesting some level of protein–lipid binding. Interestingly, and most notably, 

when IZ-Ec was in the presence of both 2.5 mM Ca2+ and vesicles, we observed a pronounced blue 

shift in λmax and increased quantum yield. This result is indicative of the Trp residues being in a 

more hydrophobic environment and Ca2+ mediating the effective binding and insertion of IZ-Ec 

into membranes. This finding is particularly striking, because previous work on fusion proteins 

has demonstrated that the immersion depth is an important determinant of membrane fusion [60]. 

Without Ca2+, IZ-Ec interacts with the membrane surface, but remains predominantly exposed to 

the aqueous buffer environment. The effects of Ca2+ and vesicles on the λmax of IZ-Ec are tabulated 

in Table 7.1. 

 

Figure 7.2 | Fluorescence emission spectra for IZ-Ec . IZ-Ec was incubated with either buffer only (open 
red circles), vesicles (open green diamonds), 2.5 mM Ca2+ (blue triangles), or both 2.5 mM Ca2+ plus 
vesicles (magenta squares). Samples containing vesicles were prepared at P/L = 1/1000. 
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In addition, the differences in fluorescence intensity between the tested conditions can be 

attributed to a couple of factors. The reduced quantum yield for IZ-Ec mixed with vesicles could 

result from protein conformational changes that are likely to occur upon adsorption onto the 

membrane surface. In this interfacial state, the protein may lack the specific tertiary contacts that 

would be present in either the water-soluble state or the final membrane-inserted state [404, 407]. 

This can increase exposure of its Trp residues, and thus, allow greater quenching of the 

fluorescence by the aqueous solvent. On the contrary, an increased quantum yield was observed 

for IZ-Ec in the presence of 2.5 mM Ca2+, which suggests that Ca2+ binds to the protein and 

restricts accessibility of the Trp residues to external quenching, possibly via conformational 

changes [408, 409]. Taken together, these results are consistent with our lipid mixing finding that 

IZ-Ec alone does not tend to result in full fusion events, and that Ca2+ is necessary for IZ-Ec to 

maximize and achieve efficient complete membrane fusion. 

Maximal Trp emission wavelength (λmax) of IZ-Ec 

Buffer only 2.5 mM Ca2+ SUVs 2.5 mM Ca2+ + 
SUVs 

335.7 ± 0.1 335.0 ± 0.7 334.4 ± 0.1 331.6 ± 0.1 

Table 7.1 | The maximal Trp emission wavelength (in nm) of IZ-Ec for each condition. SUVs are 
composed of DOPS/DOPE = 20/80. 

7.2.3 IZUMO1 mediated by Ca2+ generates NGC necessary for membrane fusion 

The Trp fluorescence measurements showed that Ca2+ can enhance the membrane 

interactions of IZ-Ec to result in the insertion of the protein into the lipid bilayer. To further 

elucidate how Ca2+ could facilitate membrane fusion by IZ-Ec, we used high-resolution 

synchrotron SAXS to quantitatively measure their induced curvature deformations and relate the 

types of membrane curvature to their known abilities to promote fusion. SUVs composed of 
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DOPS/DOPE = 20/80 were incubated with 2.5 mM Ca2+, 5 mM Ca2+, IZ-Ec, and IZ-Ec plus 2.5 

Ca2+, with protein samples prepared at P/L = 1/500, and the resulting membrane structures were 

characterized using SAXS. 

SAXS profiles from control vesicle solutions exhibited a broad characteristic feature 

consistent with the form factor of unilamellar vesicles. For SUVs incubated with each of the two 

concentrations of Ca2+, we identified a set of peaks with Q-ratios of 

√1: √3: √4: √7: √9: √12: √13, which correspond to an inverted hexagonal phase (HII) (Figure 

7.3). The lattice parameters of the HII phases induced by 2.5 mM and 5 mM Ca2+ were found to be 

7.50 nm and 7.37 nm, respectively. An HII is described as an organization of cylindrical water-

core structures, of which the formation has been shown to be associated primarily with membrane 

destabilization and lipid mixing that does not lead to full fusion [410, 411]. Because of this, it is 

suggested that the transition to an HII phase can enhance the kinetics of membrane destabilization, 

however, other factors are required in order to achieve full fusion [410, 411]. Based on these 

previous findings, the HII would be generally characteristic of a hemifusion state. Indeed, cyro-

transmission electron microscopy evidence has indicated that the transition from a bilayer to an 

HII phase occurs via a mechanism involving stalks, which in fact represent hemifusion 

intermediates [412]. However, interestingly, studies have found that negative membrane curvature 

is specifically required in order to form the stalk intermediates necessary for fusion [360], which 

is precisely the type of curvature found in HII phases [413]. Furthermore, our SAXS measurements 

show that an increase in Ca2+ concentration results in a smaller lattice parameter, which 

corresponds to an increased magnitude of negative (mean) curvature, − 1  (2𝑅𝑅)⁄  (where𝑅𝑅 ≈ 

0.5𝑎𝑎H), since the two properties are inversely related [6, 413, 414]. From these findings, we 

discover that Ca2+ generates negative mean curvature in membranes in the form of HII phases. 
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While this type of curvature causes a membrane to become more amenable to fusion and can lead 

to hemifusion states, it alone is not sufficient to reach full fusion, which is in agreement with our 

lipid mixing results. 

 

Figure 7.3 | Ca2+ generates negative curvature. SAXS spectra of SUVs incubated with either 2.5 mM or 
5 mM Ca2+ generate negative mean curvature in the form of inverted hexagonal (HII) phases. A higher 
concentration of Ca2+ results in a smaller lattice parameter, which corresponds to an increased magnitude 
of negative curvature. 
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We found that IZ-Ec alone does not restructure lipid vesicles. The SAXS profile for the 

membrane exhibited a broad feature consistent with the form factor of unilamellar vesicles and 

closely resembled the spectra observed for the control SUVs (Figure 7.4). However, when IZ-Ec 

was combined with 2.5 mM Ca2+, we identified two sets of peaks: (1) one set with Q-ratios of 

√2: √3: √4: √6: √8: √9: √10: √11: √12: √17 and a (2) second set with Q-ratios of 

√2: √4: √6: √12: √14: √18: √22: √24, which index to a coexistence of Pn3m “double-

diamond” and Im3m “plumber’s nightmare” cubic (QII) phases, respectively. Their corresponding 

lattice parameters were 16.90 nm for Pn3m and 21.62 nm for Im3m. The ratio of these lattice 

parameters was found to be close to the Bonnet ratio of 1.279 [6], indicating that they are near 

equilibrium with the amount of membrane curvature is balanced across the two cubic phases. A 

bicontinuous cubic phase, such as the Pn3m and Im3m, is characterized by two nonintersecting 

aqueous regions separated by a lipid bilayer [6]. The center of this bilayer traces out a periodic 

minimal surface with principal curvatures, 𝑐𝑐1 and 𝑐𝑐2, that are equal and opposite in sign at every 

point, such that the surface has zero mean curvature and NGC. This type of curvature is also called 

saddle-splay curvature, as the surface bends upward in one direction and bends downward in the 

orthogonal direction, and is topologically required for membrane scission [43] and fusion [235]. 

NGC was not observed when vesicles were exposed to either Ca2+ alone or IZ-Ec alone. 
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Figure 7.4 | IZ-Ec in the presence of Ca2+ induces cubic phases rich in NGC. (A) SAXS spectra show 
that IZ-Ec alone (blue trace) does not restructure membranes, but in the presence of Ca2+, generatesNGC 
in the form of cubic phases (red trace). Inset depicts the indexing of the coexisting Pn3m and Im3m cubic 
phases. Their respective lattice parameters are provided in the legend. (B) Illustrations depicting the 
minimal surfaces of the Pn3m (left) and Im3m (right) cubic phases. 

We hypothesize that the membrane curvatures generated by IZ-Ec and Ca2+ synergistically 

combine to result in NGC. From our SAXS results, we found that IZ-Ec alone does not restructure 

vesicles. However, this observation does not necessarily imply that the protein does not generate 
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curvature. As our the Trp fluorescence measurements indicated interactions between IZ-Ec and 

the lipid membranes, it is reasonable to assume that the adsorption of IZ-Ec to the membrane 

surface is not structurally disruptive, and instead, conforms to and potentially stabilizes the 

inherent spherical shape and positive mean curvature of the vesicles. Considering that even 

shallow insertions and crowding of proteins have the capacity to bend membranes and create 

protrusions [94, 95], it is likely that IZ-Ec alone can induce positive mean curvature on the 

membrane that allows the vesicles to maintain their structures. Moreover, the formation of 

protrusions on the membrane has been associated with a pre-fusion state [379], which is consistent 

with the activity of IZ-Ec observed in our lipid mixing assays. 

However, what happens in the presence of Ca2+ is most interesting. Ca2+ enables IZ-Ec to 

partition deeper into the membrane, which amplifies the generation of positive mean curvature via 

the hydrophobic insertion mechanism [60, 415]. As NGC results from orthogonal positive and 

negative curvatures [6, 60], the IZ-Ec-induced positive mean curvature coordinated with the 

negative mean curvature generated by Ca2+ can lead to efficient creation of NGC. Taken together, 

our experimental data suggests that IZ-Ec cooperates with Ca2+ to generate the membrane 

curvature that is required for membrane fusion to occur. Ca2+ not only mediates membrane binding 

and insertion of IZ-Ec, but also tailors the membrane to being more conducive to fusion. 

7.2.4 The Ig-like domain of IZUMO1 is a putative membrane-active region 

IZUMO1 contains an extracellular immunoglobulin (Ig)-like domain [346] that has been 

implicated to have a role in the membrane fusion activity of the protein. Several groups were 

successfully inhibited sperm–egg fertilization using anti-Ig antibodies against IZUMO1 [416, 

417]. Interestingly, other proteins containing Ig-like domains are involved in cell–cell fusion 

events, such as macrophage fusion receptor (MFR), dendritic cell-specific transmembrane protein 
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(DC-STAMP), CD44, leukocyte surface antigen (CD47), fibroblast growth factor receptor-like 1 

(FGFRL1). While members of the immunoglobulin superfamily (IgSF) share the Ig fold, which is 

a sandwich of two β-sheets (comprised of 7–10 antiparallel β-strands) that are stabilized by a 

disulfide bond, but have wide range of biological functions, one of their more common features 

seems to be in adhesion or binding of opposed membranes to trigger an event at the cell surface 

[418–420], which suggests that they may have a general role in membrane fusion. 

Remarkably, Ig-like domains bear structural resemblance to C2 domains that are found in 

many proteins that mediate Ca2+-dependent membrane-related events, including membrane fusion 

during synaptic vesicle exocytosis (Figure 7.5A) [345]. For example, synaptotagmin-1 features 

two C2 domains, which coordinate Ca2+ at binding sites typically formed by negatively charged 

aspartate residues at loop regions between β-strands (Figure 7.5B). Because of their divalent 

cationic charges, bound Ca2+ ions effectively switch the charge of the binding sites to enable 

subsequent binding of acidic lipids, such as PS [421–423]. It is this C2–Ca2+–PS “bridge” that 

essentially allows the protein domain to insert into membranes and induce the curvature necessary 

to trigger membrane fusion [424]. Indeed, this Ca2+-dependent membrane binding is required for 

synaptotagmin-1-mediated fusion, as shown by previous studies [425]. 
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Figure 7.5 | Structural similarities between Ig-like domains and C2 domains. (A) Structural comparison 
of the C2 domains of synaptotagmin-1 (SYT1 C2A) and protein kinase C-α (PKCα C2) with the Ig-like 
domains of macrophage fusion receptor (MFR) and integrin-associated protein (CD47) show that both 
domain types are characterized by a sandwich of two β-sheets composed of antiparallel β-strands (yellow). 
Protein PDB files were visualized using Jmol. (B) Structural sequence alignment (VAST) of proteins with 
C2 domains indicate the conservation of negatively charged residues involved in Ca2+-binding (red boxes). 
These residues are located at the loop regions between β-strands (gold arrows). (C) Multiple sequence 
alignment (Clustal Omega) of the Ig-like domain among different species of IZUMO1 shows that conserved 
negatively charged residues (blue boxes) are also found in the regions connecting β-strands. PDB ID 
numbers used in analyses are indicated in parentheses. 

Due to the structural similarities between Ig-like domains and C2 domains, and our finding 

that IZ-Ec inserts into membranes to generate pro-fusion curvature in a Ca2+-dependent manner, 

we explored whether the Ig-like domain of IZUMO1 (IZ-Ig) could be a putative membrane-active 

region of IZUMO1 and whether it could interact with Ca2+ and membranes in a manner cognate 

to C2-domain proteins. We further examined the sequence of IZ-Ig across species using a multiple 

sequence alignment (Clustal Omega) and identified several conserved negatively charged residues 

(D and E) located between β-strands (Figure 7.5C), similar to the patterns characterizing C2-
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domain proteins. We performed lipid mixing, Trp fluorescence, and SAXS assays on IZ-Ig and 

found that its activity was consistent with that observed for IZ-Ec (Figure 7.6, Table 7.2). Our X-

ray measurements showed that in the presence of Ca2+, the lattice parameter of the Pn3m cubic 

phase induced by IZ-Ig (16.14 nm) was smaller than that induced by IZ-Ec (16.90 nm). Since the 

average magnitude of NGC varies inversely with the lattice parameter 𝑎𝑎 through the relation 

|〈𝐾𝐾〉| = (2π𝜒𝜒)  �𝑑𝑑0𝑎𝑎2�⁄ , this result suggests that the ability to generate NGC is “stronger” or more 

efficient in IZ-Ig, which would be consistent with IZ-Ig as a putative membrane-active region. 

Upon binding to a membrane, the C2 domains of synaptotagmin-1 are believed to facilitate fusion 

by promoting the demixing or phase separation of PS within the membrane and inducing positive 

membrane curvature [426]. Locally concentrated PE-bound NBD has been reported to self-quench 

[427] and can be induced by the phase separation of PS and PE lipids in the membrane. From our 

lipid mixing assays, we observed signs of effective phase separation by both IZ-Ec and IZ-Ig in 

the presence of Ca2+ through the gradual decrease in NBD fluorescence intensity over time. 

Notably, this phenomenon was not apparent with Ca2+ alone. Furthermore, the lack of restructuring 

of lipid vesicles by IZ-Ig alone was analogous to the result we found with IZ-Ec, and in the same 

way, suggestive of the generation of positive membrane curvature by IZ-Ig. Taken together, these 

comparative analyses and empirical data illustrate several aspects in which IZ-Ig and C2 domains 

are similar to support our hypothesis that IZ-Ig is a putative domain of IZUMO1 that promotes 

membrane fusion in a manner resembling that of other Ca2+-triggered fusion proteins. 
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Figure 7.6 | Activity of IZ-Ig is consistent with that of IZ-Ec. (A) Total lipid mixing assays and (B) inner 
leaflet lipid mixing assays suggest that full fusion is achieved by IZ-Ig in the presence of Ca2+. (C) Trp 
fluorescence experiments indicate lipid binding for IZ-Ig in the presence of Ca2+. Samples containing 
vesicles were prepared at P/L = 1/1000. (D) SAXS measurements show that IZ-Ig in the presence of Ca2+ 
induces cubic phases rich in NGC, as well as HII and lamellar (Lα) phases. The inset shows indexing and 
lattice parameters of each phase. 
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Maximal Trp emission wavelength (λmax) of IZ-Ig 

Buffer only 2.5 mM Ca2+ SUVs 2.5 mM Ca2+ + 
SUVs 

331.2 ± 0.4 329.9 ± 0.3 330.8 ± 0.2 326.5 ± 0.9 

Table 7.2 | The maximal Trp emission wavelength (in nm) of IZ-Ig for each condition. SUVs are 
composed of DOPS/DOPE = 20/80. 

7.2.5 Fusion pore sizes induced by the ectodomain and Ig-like domain of IZUMO1 

agree with the observed sperm–egg fusion pore diameter. 

To determine whether the amount of NGC induced by IZUMO1 in the presence of 2.5 mM 

Ca2+ is quantitatively close to the amount found in sperm–egg membrane fusion events, we 

compare the average amount of NGC, 〈𝐾𝐾〉, generated by IZUMO1 per unit area with the amount 

of NGC in a fusion stalk approximated using a catenoid surface (Figure 7.7) [43, 428]. For a 

bicontinuous cubic phase, 〈𝐾𝐾〉 = (2π𝜒𝜒)  �𝑑𝑑0𝑎𝑎2�⁄ , where 𝑎𝑎 is the lattice parameter, and the Euler 

characteristic, 𝜒𝜒 , and the surface area per unit cell, 𝑑𝑑0, are constants specific to each cubic phase. 

Specifically, for Pn3m, 𝜒𝜒 = −2 and 𝑑𝑑0 = 1.919, and for Im3m, 𝜒𝜒 = −4 and 𝑑𝑑0 = 2.345 [6]. In our 

model membrane, IZ-Ec generated Pn3m and Im3m QII phases with lattice parameters of 16.90 nm 

and 21.62 nm, respectively, which both amount to 〈𝐾𝐾〉 = −0.0229 nm−2. IZ-Ig generated a Pn3m 

with a lattice parameter of 16.14 nm, corresponding to 〈𝐾𝐾〉 = −0.0251 nm−2. A shape of a fusion 

stalk can be modeled by a catenoid minimal surface that has Gaussian curvature defined as 𝐾𝐾(𝑧𝑧) =

− �sech4(𝑧𝑧  𝑟𝑟⁄ )�  𝑟𝑟2⁄ , where 𝑟𝑟 is the radius of the stalk at a cross-section along the stalk axis, 𝑧𝑧. 

Therefore, the 〈𝐾𝐾〉 values of −0.0229 nm−2 and −0.0251 nm−2 for the induced cubic phases 

correspond to fusion stalks with diameters of 13.22 nm and 12.62 nm, respectively, at the 

narrowest point (𝑧𝑧 = 0). Accounting for the average thickness of a lipid bilayer, 4 nm, we estimate 
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the interior fusion pore diameters to be 9.22 nm and 8.62 nm, respectively, which are both in 

excellent agreement with the observation of the sperm–egg fusion pore being at least 8 nm in 

diameter [429]. 

 

Figure 7.7 | Fusion pore sizes induced by the ectodomain and Ig-like domain of IZUMO1 agree with 
observed sperm–egg fusion pore diameters. (A) A fusion stalk intermediate (red dashed box) is formed 
during the membrane fusion process between gametes. (B) The fusion stalk can be modeled using a catenoid 
surface, and thus, allows us to approximate the size of the fusion pore that can be formed by a given 
quantitative amount of NGC. We find that the amount of NGC induced by IZ-Ec and IZ-Ig can produce a 
stalk with a diameter of ~13 nm, which translates to a fusion pore size of ~9 nm. (C) A plot of Gaussian 
curvature 𝐾𝐾  on the catenoid surface as a function of distance along the 𝑧𝑧-axis. Maximal NGC occurs at the 
narrowest cross-section (𝑧𝑧 = 0). 

7.2.6 IZUMO1, JUNO, and Ca2+ cooperate to facilitate membrane fusion 

As introduced earlier, JUNO is the egg receptor for IZUMO1, and together they form the 

essential complex required for sperm–egg interaction leading up to fertilization. In vivo, IZUMO1 

and JUNO are both membrane-anchored proteins, not the representative soluble protein fragments 

examined here. Thus, one might expect that any IZUMO1-related membrane activity would be 
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extremely limited in application due to being tethered to a membrane and complexed with JUNO, 

however, we propose the opposite. Bianchi et al. measured the binding between IZUMO1 and 

JUNO and found that their interaction was highly transient, with a low binding affinity of KD 

~12 μM [347]. Due to the transient nature of the IZUMO1–JUNO interaction, it is likely that in 

physiological conditions, both local unbound and bound populations of IZUMO1 are present 

during sperm–egg adhesion. Accordingly, unbound and JUNO-bound IZUMO1 can interact with 

the membrane at varying ranges, thereby allowing IZ-Ig to induce curvature and lipid mixing in 

different regions of the membrane that ultimately lead to the membrane fusion (Figure 7.8). 

 

Figure 7.8 | The combination of unbound and JUNO-bound IZUMO1 enables a broad spatial range 
of membrane interactions. While the interactions between IZUMO1 and JUNO facilitate close apposition 
of sperm and egg membranes, their low equilibrium binding constant further suggests that both unbound 
and JUNO-bound IZUMO1 exist during sperm–egg adhesion. The two IZUMO1 populations would be 
expected to interact with different membrane regions, and therefore, provide sufficient coverage of induced 
curvature on the membrane surface to achieve efficient fusion. 

7.3 Conclusions 

Our results identified Ca2+ to be a critical player in gamete membrane fusion through 

synergistic interactions with IZUMO1. While the involvement of Ca2+ has been found to be 
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important in many biological membrane fusion processes, its specific role in facilitating gamete 

fusion with IZUMO1 is entirely unexpected, as the sperm protein is currently believed to have a 

function limited to membrane adhesion. Our observations suggest otherwise, and point to a 

multifunctional role for IZUMO1 in the fertilization process, by participating in both the initial 

membrane-tethering step and the subsequent membrane curvature generation and lipid mixing that 

results in fusion. The effectivity of IZUMO1 in this process would rely strongly on both JUNO 

and Ca2+. JUNO facilitates efficient localization of IZUMO1 to the egg’s surface, and the presence 

of Ca2+ further enables IZUMO1 to target specifically to the membrane surface to engage its 

fusogenic activity. Lastly, our finding that the Ig-like domain of IZUMO1 potentially contains a 

putative membrane-active segment leads us into more directions to pursue to further our 

mechanistic understanding of this and other proteins that participate in the fundamental process of 

fertilization. 

7.4 Methods 

7.4.1 Protein expression 

Proteins were provided (solubilized in PBS) by the Cell Surface Signalling Laboratory at 

the Wellcome Trust Sanger Institute. Proteins were dialyzed against 140 mM NaCl, 10 mM 

HEPES (pH 7.4) in (Thermo Scientific, Slide-A-Lyzer MINI dialysis units, 7,000 MWCO) for at 

least 5 h before use. 

7.4.2 Liposome preparation 

Liposomes were prepared as described in section 4.4.3 except for the following 

modifications: 
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Lyophilized lipids DOPS and DOPE were solubilized in chloroform at a concentration of 

20 mg/mL to prepare individual stock solutions. Fluorescently labeled NBD-PE and Rh-PE were 

purchased as chloroform stock solutions at a concentration of 1 mg/mL. SUVs were prepared from 

these lipids in aqueous 140 mM NaCl, 10 mM HEPES (pH 7.4). 

7.4.3 Total lipid mixing fusion assays 

Total lipid mixing fusion assays were performed as described previously [384] with 

modifications. Briefly, DOPS/DOPE = 20/80 and DOPS/DOPE/NBD-PE/Rh-PE = 20/78/1/1 

SUVs were mixed at a ratio of 8:1 to a final solution containing ~1 mM lipids. The vesicle mixture 

was then incubated in the absence or presence of protein at specific P/L ratios, in 140 mM NaCl, 

10 mM NaCl (pH 7.4) with or without 2.5 mM CaCl2. Experiments were carried out in black flat-

bottom Nunc 96-well plates (Thermo Scientific) with 125-μL reactions. NBD fluorescence was 

measured at excitation and emission wavelengths of 460 and 535 nm, respectively, using a 

Synergy H1 microplate reader for approximately 30 min at 37 °C. The maximum fluorescence 

intensity (MFI) was determined by adding n-dodecyl-β-D-maltoside to a final concentration of 

~1% (w/v). Lipid mixing efficiency was expressed as the percentage of MFI. Lipid mixing data 

depicted in figures are averaged values of three representative replicates. 

7.4.4 Inner leaflet lipid mixing fusion assays 

The inner leaflet lipid mixing assay was modified from the total lipid mixing fusion assay 

described above. 75 mM sodium dithionite in 50 mM Tris buffer (pH 10) was added in small 

aliquots to reduce the outer leaflet NBD signal of the labeled vesicles by ~50–60%. Because 

dithionite is labile and loses potency after ~30 min [387], vesicles were incubated with dithionite 

for up to ~1 h before performing the lipid mixing assay. The reaction was confirmed by a scan of 

the fluorescence emission from 500 to 700 nm in 10 nm increments at an excitation of 460 nm. 
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7.4.5 Lipid mixing efficiency calculations 

The lipid mixing efficiency (as a percent of MFI) was calculated based on the average 

achievable fluorescence for each tested condition. For conditions that experienced increases and 

decreases in signal over time, the average fluorescence was taken over the range of time points 

starting at the point where a decrease in fluorescence intensity was first detected. 

7.4.6 Tryptophan fluorescence assays 

Protein samples were prepared in the absence and presence of DOPS/DOPE = 20/80 SUVs 

(P/L = 1/1000) in 140 mM NaCl, 10 mM HEPES (pH 7.4) with and without 2.5 mM CaCl2. Final 

reaction volumes contained ~2.3 mM lipids. Experimental reactions were carried out in black flat-

bottom Nunc 96-well plates (Thermo Scientific) with volumes of 110 μL and incubated for 1 h at 

37 °C. Fluorescence emission spectra were then measured at 37 °C using a Synergy H1 microplate 

reader from 306 to 450 nm in 1 nm increments at an excitation of 280 nm. Spectra were corrected 

for non-protein contents (buffer, 2.5 mM CaCl2, and vesicles) and the maximal emission 

wavelength (λmax) was determined by nonlinear least-squares fitting of the data to a log-normal 

distribution [430] using Origin Lab software. The depicted fluorescence spectra for each condition 

are representative examples from two replicates. Tabulated λmax values represent the averages and 

standard errors from the two replicates. 

7.4.7 SAXS experiments and data analysis 

SAXS experiments and data analysis for IZUMO1–membrane interactions were performed 

as described in section 4.4.3 except for the following modifications: 

All protein–lipid samples were prepared with dialyzed proteins and DOPS/DOPE = 20/80 

SUVs at a P/L = 1/500 molar ratio in 140 mM NaCl, 10 mM HEPES (pH 7.4), in the absence or 

presence of 2.5 mM Ca2+, and incubated at 37 °C.  
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Chapter 8  

Molecular Motor Dnm1 Synergistically Induces Membrane 

Curvature to Facilitate Mitochondrial Fission 

8.1 Introduction 

The morphology and distribution of mitochondria, which vary among different cell types 

[431] and respond to different cellular conditions [432–435], are crucial for maintaining normal 

cell function [436]. Mitochondrial morphology and intracellular distribution are primarily 

governed by a balance between the antagonistic processes of fusion and fission [437–439]. 

Excessive fusion results in elongated mitochondria that form highly interconnected net-like 

structures, whereas, uninhibited fission leads to mitochondrial fragmentation [437, 440–442]. 

Recent studies have associated perturbations in these dynamic processes with developmental 

defects and neurodegenerative diseases [442–444]. Proteins that regulate and maintain 

mitochondrial morphology, therefore, play important roles in health and disease. The machinery 

involved in mitochondrial fission was first identified in yeast to include Dnm1 and Fis1 [436, 439, 

445], with Drp1 and hFis1 as their respective conserved human homologs [440, 446, 447]. A 

highly conserved cytosolic dynamin-related GTPase, Dnm1 (~85 kDa) in yeast Saccharomyces 

cerevisiae and Drp1 (~82 kDa) in mammals, is the major essential protein involved in eukaryotic 

mitochondrial fission [439]. Loss of Dnm1/Drp1 blocks the formation of fission complexes [445, 

448] and results in the formation of net-like structures [436, 438, 439]. Likewise, mutations in 

Dnm1 homologs were also shown to block fission [440, 449], while overproduction of Dnm1 leads 

to increased mitochondrial fragmentation [450]. Dnm1/Drp1 is characterized by an N-terminal 
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GTPase, a middle domain, and a C-terminal GTPase effector domain involved in self-assembly 

[437, 451]. In the current model, Dnm1/Drp1 is essentially a molecular motor recruited from the 

cytosol and self-assembles into spiral-like or ring-like oligomeric structures that encircle the outer 

mitochondrial membrane at sites of fission. GTP hydrolysis leads to Dnm1/Drp1 conformational 

changes that constrict the membranes to drive membrane scission [452–456]. The process of 

budding and scission, however, require the generation of significant local NGC in membranes 

[43]. NGC is the saddle-shaped surface membrane curvature found in the pinched regions of 

mitochondria undergoing fission. Interestingly, recent work has indicated that specific membrane 

lipids can facilitate mitochondrial fission [48, 457–460], and that lipids can play a role in binding, 

recruiting, and activating proteins that mediate fission, including Drp1 [457, 461–463]. In this 

work, we use machine learning and synchrotron SAXS to investigate whether Dnm1-lipid 

interactions can play a role in facilitating mitochondrial membrane remodeling and fission. To 

assess whether Dnm1 contains subdomains that can potentially mediate membrane fission, we 

screen the protein using a recently developed machine-learning-based classifier [234] that predicts 

whether a given ⍺-helical peptide sequence can generate NGC. Using this classifier, we find a 

high-scoring NGC-inducing ⍺-helical domain (LEDLIPTVNKLQDVMYD) in the protein 

sequence of Dnm1. Interestingly, this sequence occurs in the highly conserved N-terminal region 

of Dnm1 homologs that have fission activity. To test experimentally whether Dnm1 has the 

capacity to facilitate fission by restructuring membranes in a manner synergistic with its 

molecular-motor-based mitochondrial “pinching” activity, SAXS is used to investigate the full 

spectrum of Dnm1-induced membrane deformations in vesicles with mitochondrial-like lipid 

compositions. SAXS results show that Dnm1 indeed restructures membranes into phases rich in 

NGC, in agreement with the machine-learning results. The capacity to induce NGC suggests that 
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Dnm1 function is more complex than just simply mechanochemical constriction activity mediated 

by its oligomers. In fact, the membrane deformations generated by Dnm1 promote fission by 

rendering membranes more amenable to the restructuring necessary for scission. The observed 

degree of induced NGC is consistent with a fission neck having a diameter of 12.6 nm. These 

results suggest that Dnm1-induced membrane curvature and mechanochemical forces function 

cooperatively to efficiently catalyze mitochondrial fission, supporting the notion that the fission 

reaction depends on a combination of both protein and membrane mechanics. Remarkably, we 

further find that the adaptor protein Fis1 inhibits the pro-fission membrane activity of Dnm1 by 

quantitatively suppressing Dnm1-induced NGC. Based on these antagonistic qualities of Dnm1 

and Fis1, we suggest the possibility that the two proteins work in concert to modulate 

mitochondrial fission. 

8.2 Results and Discussion 

8.2.1 Machine learning predicts Dnm1 to contain membrane-destabilizing sequences 

NGC can be described as saddle-splay curvature due to its shape — the surface curves 

upwards in one direction and downwards in the orthogonal direction. This specific type of 

curvature is topologically required for membrane-destabilizing processes, such as budding and 

pore formation. Moreover, it is the type of local surface curvature found on scission necks during 

fission events [43, 116, 261, 263] (The pinched fission neck is a classic example of NGC). In fact, 

for peptides that function through membrane destabilization, a strong correlation has been found 

between their ability to generate NGC and their activity [116]. For example, NGC generation has 

been observed for AMPs [116, 125, 154, 199, 202, 218], CPPs [185, 260–262], and viral fusion 
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[235] and fission proteins [43]. These findings collectively suggest that generation of NGC is 

important in membrane-destabilizing processes. 

To assess whether Dnm1 contains subdomains that may induce membrane curvature 

important for fission, we employed a recently developed machine-learning classifier trained to 

predict the likelihood of membrane-restructuring activity for a given α-helical peptide sequence 

[234]. This classifier, which was originally trained with AMP sequences, has been shown to be a 

good detector of NGC-generating ⍺-helical domains in diverse families of proteins, including 

membrane-active segments of viral fusion proteins and endocytosis/exocytosis proteins. More 

notably, its effectiveness in detecting membrane-destabilizing activity in peptide sequences allows 

for the recognition of previously undetected membrane activity in existing proteins or peptides, 

such as the neuropeptide hormones [234]. 

The classifier is based on a linear support vector machine (SVM) that takes as input n = 12 

physicochemical descriptors generated from the peptide sequence and outputs a score 𝜎𝜎 specifying 

the distance of the peptide from an (n−1) = 11 dimensional hyperplane trained to optimally separate 

243 known α-helical curvature-generating peptides from 243 decoy peptides. A large, positive 𝜎𝜎 

score correlates with increased ability to induce NGC in membranes, whereas a negative 𝜎𝜎 score 

indicates a lack of membrane-disruptive activity. This score can be converted through a monotonic 

function into a probability 0 < P(+1) < 1 that the peptide induces membrane curvature. Large, 

positive values of 𝜎𝜎 (P(+1) > 0.95) indicate a high likelihood of membrane activity (ability to 

generate NGC), and negative values of 𝜎𝜎 (P(+1) < 0.50) indicate a low probability of membrane 

activity. Testing of the classifier on a blind balanced test set of 86 peptides demonstrated 91.9% 

prediction accuracy, 93.0% specificity, and 90.7% sensitivity. Experimental validation of 

computational predictions was carried out using SAXS. ⍺-Helical test peptides were incubated 
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with model membranes, and induced NGC was measured. A strong correlation between the ability 

to generate NGC in membranes and the distance-to-hyperplane SVM metric 𝜎𝜎 was observed. 

Classification of a single peptide requires ~0.1 s of CPU time permitting high-throughput 

computational screening for membrane active peptide discovery and design. Full details of dataset 

curation, physicochemical descriptor selection, and model training and validation is provided in 

[234]. 

We use the classifier to evaluate the potential of the Dnm1 protein sequence to remodel 

membranes through membrane curvature induction. To locate potential curvature-generating 

domains in Dnm1 (UniProtKB: P54861), we enumerated all possible 10–25 amino acid 

subsequences of the entire protein sequence and performed a moving window scan with the 

membrane activity prediction tool. In conjunction with this scan, we predicted the secondary 

structure of Dnm1 using two methods: the DSSP secondary structure prediction algorithm [464] 

and sequence alignment with the known crystal structure of human homolog Drp1 (PDB: 4BEJ) 

[465] (Figure 8.1A,B). Surprisingly, when we compared the results of the moving window scan 

with the secondary structure prediction, we found a membrane-destabilizing ⍺-helical sequence 

(LEDLIPTVNKLQDVMYD, 𝜎𝜎 = 1.36, P(+1) = 0.99) with an exceedingly high score. This 

sequence lies in a highly conserved N-terminal region shared with homologs of Dnm1 that also 

have membrane activity (Figure 8.1B,C). Likewise, the corresponding aligned sequence for Drp1 

was also predicted to be membrane-destabilizing (MEALIPVINKLQDVFNT, 𝜎𝜎 = 1.51, P(+1) = 

0.99). In addition to this sequence, the algorithm predicted six other helices of Dnm1 to potentially 

possess membrane activity, but with lower confidence (P(+1) < 0.95). These machine-learning 

results predict that Dnm1 contains multiple ⍺-helical sequences with potential membrane-

destabilizing activity, including one particularly high-scoring domain (Figure 8.1C). These 
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findings from machine learning suggest the testable hypothesis that in addition to promoting 

mitochondrial fission through mechano-constriction activity, the GTPase-driven molecular motor 

Dnm1 has the capacity to enhance mitochondrial fission through induced NGC membrane 

deformations. 

 

Figure 8.1 | Machine-learning screen of Dnm1 yields a putative membrane-destabilizing sequence in 
the conserved N-terminal domain. (A) 3D homology structure model of yeast Dnm1 (UniProtKB: 
P54861) (right) based on the known crystal structure of human Drp1 (PDB: 4BEJ) (left). The first N-
terminal helices in both protein sequences are indicated with the orange (Drp1) and green (Dnm1) arrows. 
(B) Sequence alignment of the N-terminal regions of Drp1 and Dnm1 shows significant sequence homology 
and conservation. The first two conserved N-terminal helices in both sequences are boxed in red. The 
sequence boxed in green (LEDLIPTVNKLQDVMYD) corresponds to the top hit from the machine-
learning screen for membrane-destabilizing segments of Dnm1, while the corresponding aligned sequence 
from Drp1 is boxed in orange (MEALIPVINKLQDVFNT). (C) Table showing the top-scoring helical 
subsequences from Dnm1 with 𝜎𝜎 > 0 and their corresponding 𝜎𝜎 and P(+1) assignments from the machine-
learning classifier. The top hit LEDLIPTVNKLQDVMYD corresponds to a segment of Dnm1 that contains 
the first N-terminal helix. This sequence has a P(+1) score > 95%, which indicates a high likelihood of 
NGC generation and membrane-restructuring ability. 

8.2.2 Dnm1 remodels membranes and induces NGC to promote mitochondrial 

membrane fission 

To test the predictions from the machine-learning classifier, we assessed the ability of 

Dnm1 to generate membrane-destabilizing curvature. Using high-resolution synchrotron SAXS, 
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we quantitatively characterized Dnm1-induced membrane deformations in model mitochondrial 

membranes. SUVs were prepared from ternary phospholipid mixtures of PE, PC, and CL at molar 

ratios of 75/15/10 and 75/5/20 to mimic the lipid compositions of mitochondrial membranes [458, 

462, 466–468]. Dnm1 was incubated with SUVs at a protein-to-lipid (P/L) molar ratio of 1/1000 

and the resulting membrane structures were characterized using SAXS. 

We found that Dnm1 restructured the lipid vesicles into phases rich in NGC, while the 

control samples of SUVs only showed a broad characteristic feature consistent with the form factor 

of unilamellar vesicles (Figure 8.2). For the model membrane PE/PC/CL = 75/15/10, we observed 

a coexistence of two phases: (1) one set of correlation peaks with Q-ratios √1: √3: √4: √7: √9, 

consistent with an inverted hexagonal (HII) phase with a lattice parameter of 7.88 nm; (2) a second 

set of peaks with Q-ratios√2: √3: √4: √6: √8: √9: √10: √12: √19, which indexed to a Pn3m 

“double-diamond” cubic (QII) phase with a lattice parameter of 34.16 nm (Figure 8.3). Similarly, 

the model membrane PE/PC/CL = 75/5/20 exhibited HII and Pn3m QII phases with lattice 

parameters of 7.70 nm and 16.15 nm, respectively. However, for this membrane composition, an 

additional third set of peaks were identified with Q-ratios √2: √4, which indexed to an Im3m 

“plumber’s nightmare” QII phase with a lattice parameter of 20.65 nm. These coexisting Pn3m and 

Im3m QII phases for this membrane had lattice parameters with a ratio close to the Bonnet ratio of 

1.279 [6], indicating that they are near equilibrium with the quantitative amount of membrane 

curvature balanced between the two cubic phases. A bicontinuous cubic phase, such as Pn3m and 

Im3m, consists of two nonintersecting aqueous regions that are separated by a lipid bilayer. The 

center of this bilayer traces out a periodic minimal surface that has NGC at every point. From our 

SAXS measurements, we found that Dnm1 promotes saddle-shaped membrane deformations to 

stabilize bulk cubic phases in model membranes with lipid compositions that closely resemble 
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those of mitochondrial membranes, but not others (data not shown). These observations of a strong 

Dnm1-induced propensity to restructure a lamellar bilayer into a NGC-rich cubic phase mirror the 

required membrane-remodeling events involved in mitochondrial fission. Remarkably, this 

intrinsic membrane activity occurs in the absence of GTP binding or hydrolysis, and indicates that 

Dnm1 may help mediate membrane fission through the induction of NGC in a manner similar to 

that previously shown by viral scission proteins [43]. 

 

Figure 8.2 | SAXS spectra for control samples of SUVs. PE/PC/CL = 75/15/10 and 75/5/20 lipid vesicles 
displayed broad characteristic features consistent with the form factor of unilamellar vesicles. 

One question to ask is whether the amount of NGC induced by Dnm1 is quantitatively 

close to the amount found in mitochondrial fission events. We compare the quantitative amount of 

NGC generated by Dnm1 per unit area with the amount of NGC in a constricted fission membrane 

neck approximated by a catenoid surface [43, 428]. The average amount of Gaussian curvature, 

𝐾𝐾 , in a cubic phase can be calculated using the equation 〈𝐾𝐾〉 = (2π𝜒𝜒)  �𝑑𝑑0𝑎𝑎2�⁄ , where 𝑎𝑎 is the 
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lattice parameter. The Euler characteristic, 𝜒𝜒 , and surface area per unit cell, 𝑑𝑑0, are constants 

specific to each cubic phase. For Pn3m, 𝜒𝜒 = −2 and 𝑑𝑑0 = 1.919, and for Im3m, 𝜒𝜒 = −4 and 𝑑𝑑0 = 

2.345 [6]. For the PE/PC/CL = 75/5/20 model membrane, Dnm1 generated Pn3m and Im3m QII 

phases with lattice parameters of 16.15 nm and 20.65 nm, respectively, which both amount to 

〈𝐾𝐾〉 = −0.025 nm−2. A constricted scission neck adopts a shape that can be modeled by a catenoid 

surface, a minimal surface that has Gaussian curvature 𝐾𝐾(𝑧𝑧) = − �sech4(𝑧𝑧  𝑟𝑟⁄ )�  𝑟𝑟2⁄ , where the 𝑟𝑟 is 

the radius of the neck at a cross-section along the neck axis, 𝑧𝑧. A value of 〈𝐾𝐾〉 = −0.025 nm−2 for 

the induced cubic phases equates to a constricted membrane neck that has a radius of 6.3 nm at its 

narrowest point, 𝑧𝑧 = 0 (Figure 8.4A,B). These results show that the Dnm1-induced NGC 

corresponds to a fission neck of approximately 12.6 nm in diameter in the absence of nucleotide. 

This value is considerably smaller than the neck diameter typically observed with electron 

microscopy and super-resolution microscopy for Dnm1/Drp1 interacting with model membranes 

with simplified compositions [459, 465, 469–471]. In fact, neither protein has successfully 

demonstrated scission of lipid tubes in vitro [452, 455, 471–473]. Although GTP binding is known 

to further constrict the membrane tubule [474], this constriction appears insufficient to cause 

membrane scission. Recent findings demonstrate that dynamin-2 is necessary for the final stages 

of membrane scission of human mitochondria [473]. Thus, our observation of high membrane 

curvatures and small fission necks via Dnm1-induced membrane remodeling synergistic to motor-

driven membrane constriction is highly suggestive of a composite, mutually amplifying fission 

mechanism, and that membranes with a significant portion of negative intrinsic curvature lipids, 

such as mitochondrial membranes, can be remodeled by Dnm1 into narrower fission necks via 

NGC generation. 
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Figure 8.3 | Dnm1 generates NGC necessary for mitochondrial membrane fission. (A) SAXS spectra 
for PE/PC/CL = 75/15/10 and 75/5/20 model mitochondrial membranes incubated with Dnm1 at P/L = 
1/1000. Correlation peaks corresponding to assigned reflections are indicated for hexagonal (green) and 
cubic phases (black lines). (B) 3D reconstructions depicting the topology of Im3m (left) and Pn3m (right) 
cubic phases, which have surfaces with NGC at every point. (C) Indexing of Dnm1-induced HII, and Pn3m 
and Im3m QII phases for PE/PC/CL = 75/15/10 (red) and 75/5/20 (blue) membranes. Plots of the measured 
Q-positions, 𝑄𝑄measured, versus the assigned reflections in terms of Miller indices, √ℎ2 + ℎ𝑘𝑘 + 𝑘𝑘2 for 
hexagonal and √ℎ2 + 𝑘𝑘2 + 𝑙𝑙2 for cubic phases. The lattice parameters were calculated from the slopes of 
the linear regressions through the points and are provided in the legend. 

Coupled with evidence implicating key roles for specific membrane lipids in mitochondrial 

fission, such as the interactions between CL and Drp1 in forming CL-enriched membrane regions 

[457, 462, 474, 475] that may facilitate membrane remodeling [457] and activation of Drp1 

GTPase activity [458], the results described here further demonstrate the crucial function of 

membrane dynamics in the fission process. These findings using synchrotron SAXS, which are in 

agreement with the machine-learning classifier predictions for the existence of a membrane-active 
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domain that is conserved between Dnm1 and its homolog Drp1, point to the ability of Dnm1 to 

catalyze mitochondrial fission via its GTPase hydrolysis-driven mitochondrial-pinching activity 

in conjunction with synergistic membrane-remodeling activity. 

 

Figure 8.4 | Dnm1-mediated NGC corresponds to a fission neck with a diameter of 12.6 nm. (A) A 
scission neck (dashed box) is formed during the mitochondrial fission process. This structure can be 
modeled as a catenoid surface, which allows us to estimate the neck size that can be produced by a given 
quantitative amount of NGC. (B) Schematic of a catenoid surface approximating a mitochondrial fission 
neck with a diameter of 12.6 nm at the narrowest cross-section (𝑧𝑧 = 0). (C) A plot of the Gaussian curvature 
(𝐾𝐾) along the surface of the catenoid as a function of 𝑧𝑧-distance. Since the catenoid is rotationally 
symmetric about the 𝑧𝑧-axis, this describes 𝐾𝐾  everywhere along the surface. Maximal NGC (*) occurs at the 
narrowest cross-section (𝑧𝑧 = 0) and corresponds to a value of K = −0.025 nm−2, which is the quantitative 
amount of NGC observed in the bicontinuous cubic phases generated by Dnm1 in PE/PC/CL = 75/5/20 
membranes (Figure 8.3). 

The results presented here make contact with a key aspect of mitochondrial fission related 

to Fis1, a protein localized to the outer mitochondrial membrane. Previous studies have suggested 

that yeast Fis1 recruits Dnm1 from the cytosol to the mitochondrial membrane [436, 476, 477]. 

However, other studies have recently provided evidence that Fis1 is instead dispensable for 

mitochondrial membrane fission, supporting the notion that Dnm1/Drp1-mediated mitochondrial 

fission is not necessarily a conserved function of Fis1 [471]. Furthermore, the human homolog 

hFis1 does not appear to recruit Drp1 to mitochondria [478, 479]. Therefore, although Fis1 is a 

conserved factor for fission and believed to function with Dnm1, its specific role in mitochondrial 

fission is unclear. Using the same approach used for Dnm1, we examine Fis1 for possible 

membrane activity. 
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8.2.3 Fis1 is not predicted to contain membrane-destabilizing sequences and does not 

restructure mitochondrial membranes 

Fis1 (~16 kDa) is a highly conserved tail-anchored protein in the mitochondrial outer 

membrane that is believed to be involved in mitochondrial fission with Dnm1. Fis1 has a cytosolic 

N-terminal domain that contains a six-helix array with two tandem tetratricopeptide repeat motifs 

(TPR) and a C-terminal transmembrane (TM) domain serving as an anchor into the mitochondrial 

outer membrane [447, 480] (Figure 8.5A). 

 

Figure 8.5 | Helix-rich Fis1 is not predicted to destabilize membranes. (A) 3D structures of yeast Fis1 
[481] (PDB: 3O48) (right) and human hFis1 [482] (PDB: 1NZN) (left) show strongly conserved helical 
content. Both proteins contain six helices. (B) The six helical subsequences of Fis1 were screened for 
membrane activity using the machine-learning classifier. A table of the Fis1 helical subsequences with their 
corresponding outputs 𝜎𝜎 and P(+1) from the machine-learning screen is reported. Predictions suggest that 
helical subsequences of Fis1 have a low probability (P(+1) < 0.95) of membrane-destabilizing activity and 
are unlikely to generate NGC. 

With the machine-learning classifier, we evaluated Fis1 for potential membrane-

destabilizing helical sequences. We ran a moving window scan on the protein sequence 

(UniProtKB: P40515) for subsequences of 10–25 residues and compared the outputs with the 

determined protein crystal structure (PDB: 3O48) [481]. While the algorithm predicted a few 
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helical sequences to have a positive 𝜎𝜎 score, none were identified with a high probability (P+(1) 

> 0.95) for membrane activity (Figure 8.5B). Overall, these results indicate that Fis1 is unlikely 

to be membrane-destabilizing or have a direct role in the membrane restructuring that occurs 

during mitochondrial fission. 

Using SAXS, we examined SUVs incubated with Fis1 at a P/L molar ratio of 1/500 and 

indeed found that the protein did not restructure the lipid vesicles. Instead, the SAXS profile for 

each model membrane, PE/PC/CL = 75/15/10 and 75/5/20, (Figure 8.6) exhibited a broad feature 

that is consistent with the form factor of unilamellar vesicles and resembled the spectra observed 

for the control SUVs (Figure 8.2). More specifically, Fis1 does not generate NGC, and therefore, 

would not be expected to have direct membrane activity that mediates membrane fission in the 

manner of Dnm1, which is consistent with our machine-learning predictions. 

 

Figure 8.6 | Fis1 does not restructure model mitochondrial membranes. Fis1 at P/L = 1/500 showed 
minimal membrane activity and did not significantly restructure either PE/PC/CL = 75/15/10 or 75/5/20 
membranes (no generation of NGC). Their SAXS profiles closely resembled those of control samples 
containing only lipid vesicles (Figure 8.2). 



165 

8.2.4 Fis1 inhibits Dnm1-mediated membrane disruption  

That Fis1 does not restructure membranes in the manner of Dnm1, by inducing NGC, raises 

interesting questions on precisely what its physical role is, given extant results on its unambiguous 

contributions to the fission process. To expand on the observation that Fis1 does not disrupt model 

mitochondrial membranes by generating NGC, we investigate how Fis1 interacts with Dnm1, and 

do so in the context of membrane interactions, since direct interactions between Dnm1 and Fis1 

have been previously studied [447, 477, 483]. Specifically, we explored how Dnm1 in combination 

with Fis1 impacts Dnm1 membrane remodeling. 

SUVs were incubated with both Dnm1 (P/L = 1/1000) and Fis1 (P/L = 1/500) and measured 

using SAXS. Model membrane PE/PC/CL = 75/15/10 exhibited an HII phase with a lattice 

parameter of 7.94 nm, while membrane PE/PC/CL = 75/5/20 possessed an HII phase and a 

coexistence of Im3m and Pn3m QII phases, characterized by lattice parameters of 7.83 nm, 

24.09 nm, and 19.00 nm, respectively (Figure 8.7A,B). Comparing these SAXS measurements to 

our previous results, we noted changes in the phase identity and magnitude of membrane curvature 

induced by Dnm1 while in the presence of Fis1. Specifically, for membrane PE/PC/CL = 75/15/10, 

the Pn3m QII phase induced by Dnm1 alone (Figure 8.3A) is now no longer apparent (Figure 8.7A). 

This disappearance of the cubic phase implies a marked reduction in the ability of Dnm1 to 

generate NGC in mitochondrial membranes while in the presence of Fis1. Furthermore, we found 

that the lattice parameter of the hexagonal phase increased from 7.88 nm to 7.94 nm. Larger 

lattices were also observed for all coexisting phases in model membrane PE/PC/CL = 75/5/20, 

with unit cell spacing increasing from 7.70 nm to 7.83 nm (HII), 20.65 nm to 24.09 nm (Im3m QII), 

and 16.15 nm to 19.00 nm (Pn3m QII). Importantly, these increased lattice parameters correspond 

to decreased magnitudes of induced membrane curvature for each associated phase, as the two 
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characteristics are inversely related [6, 413, 414]. For instance, while a hexagonal phase is 

characterized by having a Gaussian curvature of zero, it has a mean curvature of 𝐻𝐻 ≈ − 1  𝑎𝑎⁄  

(radius of a hexagonal lipid cylinder ≈ 0.5𝑎𝑎) and cubic phases have an average Gaussian curvature 

of 〈𝐾𝐾〉 = (2π𝜒𝜒)  �𝑑𝑑0𝑎𝑎2�⁄ . Both of these quantities decrease in magnitude with an increasing lattice 

parameter 𝑎𝑎. Specifically, the increased lattice parameters for the Im3m and Pn3m cubic phases 

correspond quantitatively to a decrease in NGC magnitude from 〈𝐾𝐾〉 = −0.025 nm−2 for Dnm1 

alone to 〈𝐾𝐾〉 = −0.018 nm−2 for Dnm1 in the presence of Fis1. These findings indicate that Fis1 

limits the ability of Dnm1 to generate membrane curvature that would facilitate mitochondrial 

fission. That the interactions between Fis1 and Dnm1 are complex from extant studies suggest that 

the action of Fis1 in this context may be pleiotropic, impacting Dnm1 through multiple channels 

of activity such as protein–protein binding or direct induction of complementary membrane 

curvature to “cancel” NGC. Through these interactions, the combined action of Dnm1 and Fis1 in 

principle affords the ability to control the equilibrium diameter of the fission neck, in a way that 

is complementary to the mechanical constriction model. 
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Figure 8.7 | Dnm1 exhibits reduced ability to generate NGC in the presence of Fis1. (A) Dnm1 (P/L = 
1/1000) in combination with Fis1 (P/L = 1/500) restructured both PE/PC/CL = 75/15/10 and 75/5/20 model 
membranes but with decreased membrane curvature induction compared to Dnm1 alone (Figure 8.3A). 
Correlation peaks corresponding to assigned reflections are indicated for hexagonal (green) and cubic 
phases (black lines). The Pn3m QII phase observed in PE/PC/CL = 75/15/10 with Dnm1 alone is not 
apparent here (B) Indexing of generated HII, and Im3m and Pn3m QII phases for PE/PC/CL = 75/15/10 (red) 
and 75/5/20 (blue) membranes reveals increases in the lattice parameters for all induced phases compared 
to membranes incubated only with Dnm1 (Figure 8.3C). These larger lattice parameters and no observed 
Pn3m QII phase for PE/PC/CL = 75/15/10 indicate a marked attenuation in overall curvature induction. 

8.2.5 Evolution of membrane activity in the dynamin superfamily 

Now that we have experimentally validated the ability of Dnm1 to directly generate NGC 

in mitochondrial membranes, we trace the evolution of this membrane-remodeling ability in 

members of the dynamin superfamily. A full sequence alignment was performed (data not shown) 

and comprehensive phylogenetic reconstruction of 33 members of the dynamin superfamily from 

various organisms (Figure 8.8A). From earlier machine-learning predictions, the conserved N-

terminal helices of Dnm1 and Drp1 are likely involved in generating membrane curvature, 
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evidenced by strong 𝜎𝜎 scores which are experimentally correlated with NGC [234]. We screened 

all 33 dynamin superfamily members over an aligned 16-amino acid span corresponding to the 

conserved N-terminal helix in Dnm1 and Drp1 (Table 8.1). Interestingly, 15 of the conserved 

helices were predicted to have membrane activity (𝜎𝜎 > 0), while 18 did not (𝜎𝜎 < 0) (Figure 8.8A). 

14 of the 15 positive hits were amphitropic proteins, which are soluble and can reversibly interact 

with membranes. In contrast, 14 of the 18 proteins that were predicted to lack NGC-generating 

domains were membrane-tethered proteins. (Note that Mgm1 and Opa1 can be classified as both 

amphitropic and membrane-tethered due to having a long membrane-bound form and a short 

amphitropic form [484, 485]). Based on this finding, we hypothesized that amphitropic dynamin 

superfamily members evolved the ability to generate NGC to augment their membrane-remodeling 

functions. To probe the quantitative relationship between the ability to generate NGC and the 

evolutionary history of dynamin-related proteins, we calculated the strength of correlation between 

𝜎𝜎 and the phylogenetic distance of each family member from the human classical dynamin 

(DYN1_Hs) (Figure 8.8B). We calculated Pearson and Spearman correlations, as well as the newly 

developed nonlinear correlation metrics distance correlation (dCor) [486] and maximal 

information coefficient (MIC) [487]. Remarkably, we found a strong, statistically significant 

negative correlation between the phylogenetic distance and the predicted ability to generate NGC 

(𝜎𝜎) (RPearson = −0.728 [−0.859, −0.587], P < 10−5; RSpearman = −0.750 [−0.863, −0.560], P < 10−5). 

Nonlinear correlations suggest a strong statistical dependence between 𝜎𝜎 and phylogenetic 

distance (RdCor = 0.781 [0.678, 0.883], P < 10−5; RMIC = 0.832 [0.786, 0.999], P < 10−5). Indeed, 

these results suggest that the amphitropic members of the superfamily evolved the ability to induce 

NGC in membranes, and the predicted strength of NGC generation scales inversely with 

evolutionary distance from DYN1_Hs. A density analysis of 𝜎𝜎 versus phylogenetic distance 
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reveals two clusters of dynamin superfamily members, which closely recapitulates the 

classification of the proteins as amphitropic (Figure 8.8B, upper left) and membrane-tethered 

(Figure 8.8B, lower right). 

 

Figure 8.8 | Evolution of membrane activity in the dynamin superfamily. (A) A phylogram is 
constructed via multiple sequence alignment of 33 members of the dynamin superfamily, including yeast 
Dnm1 (DNM1_Sc) and human Drp1 (DRP1_Hs). The lengths of the branches are proportional to the 
phylogenetic distance from the nearest ancestral branch. Machine-learning screens for membrane activity 
were carried out on an aligned 16-amino acid span corresponding to the conserved N-terminal helix in 
DNM1 and DRP1. The members highlighted in green are predicted to generate NGC (𝜎𝜎 > 0), while those 
in black are not (𝜎𝜎 < 0). All superfamily members highlighted in green except for MFN2_Dr are 
amphitropic (lacking a TM domain), while most highlighted in black contain TM domains (except for 
MXA_Hs, MXB_Hs, MXA_Dr, and MXB_Dr). (B) As phylogenetic distance increases from the reference 
human classical dynamin DYN1_Hs, the predicted ability to generate NGC (𝜎𝜎) decreases. Dynamin 
superfamily members are color coded by phylogenetic distance (red = closest, blue = furthest). (RPearson = 
−0.728 [−0.859, −0.587], P < 10−5, RSpearman = −0.750 [−0.863, −0.560], P < 10−5, N = 33). The density plot 
depicts two clusters of sequences, with the upper left cluster roughly corresponding to the amphitropic 
members and the lower right cluster roughly corresponding to the membrane-tethered members. Raw data 
is found in Table 8.1. 
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ID Prediction 𝝈𝝈 P(+1) Sequence Phylogenetic 
Distance 

DYN1_Hs 1 0.69 0.91 LIPLVNRLQDAFSAIG 0 
DYN2_Hs 1 2.6 1 LIPLVNKLQDAFSSIG 0.33 
DYN3_Hs 1 0.71 0.91 LIPLVNRLQDAFSALG 0.32 
DYN1_Dr 1 0.03 0.53 LIPLVNRMQDAFSAIG 0.15 
DYN2_Dr 1 2.68 1 LIPLINKLQDAFSSIG 0.31 
DYN_Dm 1 2.35 1 LITIVNKLQDAFTSLG 0.61 
DYN_Ce 1 0.78 0.93 LIPVINRVQDAFSQLG 0.72 
VPS1_Sc 1 2.14 1 LISTINKLQDALAPLG 2.18 
DRP1_Hs 1 2.41 1 LIPVINKLQDVFNTVG 2.23 
DRP1_Dr 1 2.41 1 LIPVINKLQDVFNTVG 2.23 
DRP1_Dm 1 2.41 1 LIPVINKLQDVFNTVG 2.27 
DRP1_Ce 1 1.96 1 LIPVVNKLQDVFATLG 2.26 
DNM1_Sc 1 1.41 0.99 LIPTVNKLQDVMYDSG 2.25 
MXA_Hs −1 −0.29 0.29 KVRPCIDLIDSLRALG 4.16 
MXB_Hs −1 −0.29 0.29 KVRPCIDLIDSLRALG 4.38 
MXA_Dr −1 −0.09 0.43 KIRPCIDTIDNLRSLG 4 
MXB_Dr −1 −0.09 0.43 KIRPCIDTIDNLRSLG 4.07 
MFN1_Hs −1 −1.42 0.01 DLVEMQGYKDKLSIIG 7.93 
MFN2_Hs −1 −0.47 0.18 QVLDVKGYLSKVRGIS 8.09 
MFN1_Dr −1 −0.58 0.13 QLDEIESYTSKLSIIQ 7.71 
MFN2_Dr 1 0.57 0.87 QVAEVRGYLSKVAGIG 8.05 
FZO_Dm −1 −0.7 0.09 MLEHLCAFSSRVEAIA 7.38 
FZO1_Ce −1 −1.59 0.01 QREEIEAIGDSIKTIM 8.28 
FZO1_Sc −1 −0.03 0.49 LLPSLRSSNSKAHLIS 10.25 

ATLA1_Hs −1 −1.14 0.02 PVKKAGPVQVLIVKDD 8.49 
ATLA3_Dr −1 −0.38 0.23 QIVTVNKEKHSFDLDT 8.59 
ATLA_Dm −1 −1.4 0.01 AVQVINASEEHTFVLN 8.49 
OPA1_Hs −1 −0.75 0.08 LAPDFDKIVESLSLLK 5.78 
OPA1_Dr −1 −0.74 0.08 LLPDMEKIGENFTFLK 5.73 
OPA1_Dm −1 −2.36 0 LVKNAIEVDPKLKQLG 5.3 
EAT3_Ce −1 −0.55 0.14 FSQKMKGIKDGFGADG 5.67 
MGM1_Sc 1 0.39 0.79 ASSFTKDKLDRIKDLG 4.58 
GBP1_Hs −1 −1.17 0.02 PMCLIENTNGRLMANP 8.53 

Table 8.1 | Machine-learning screen and phylogenetic distances of dynamin superfamily members. 
33 dynamin family members were screened for membrane activity using the machine-learning algorithm. 
Membrane activity prediction (+1 or −1), distance-to-hyperplane (𝜎𝜎), probability of membrane activity 
(P(+1)), aligned sequence, and phylogenetic distance are reported for each sequence. This data is plotted in 
Figure 8.8B. 
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8.3 Conclusions 

In summary, results from machine learning and synchrotron SAXS indicate that the fission 

protein Dnm1 can catalyze mitochondrial fission by both its GTPase hydrolysis-driven 

mechanical-pinching activity and its synergistic membrane-remodeling activity. The observations 

here provide a framework to reconcile diverse extant results. The NGC thus generated by Dnm1 

can reach fission neck sizes of 12.6 nm in diameter, which is smaller than the observed diameters 

of ~120 nm and ~70 nm, in the absence and presence of nucleotide, respectively, from mechanical 

constriction [452, 455], suggesting that membrane remodeling may amplify effects from motor 

activity alone. The existence of strong membrane-remodeling activity provides a point of contact 

with recently observed roles for specific membrane lipids in mitochondrial fission. Finally, that 

the sequence domain for membrane curvature generation falls within a highly conserved region 

between Dnm1 and Drp1 suggests that such membrane activity may be a general feature of 

dynamin superfamily GTPases [488]. 

The findings presented here also suggest that Fis1 regulates the ability of Dnm1 to induce 

membrane-destabilizing curvature that would promote mitochondrial fission. Indeed, our 

measurements demonstrate that Fis1 alone does not disrupt bilayer membranes at the 

stoichiometries examined. However, it is possible that the protein induces membrane curvature 

that counteracts the NGC-inducing activity of Dnm1. In support of this notion, previous studies 

have demonstrated that Fis1 binds directly with membranes and that this interaction can lead to 

vesicle clustering that is not membrane-disruptive, as the vesicles retain their original shape [489]. 

Previous experiments on yeast cells have also shown that Dnm1-mediated mitochondrial fission 

can be inhibited by Fis1 [490]. Based on these results, we hypothesize that the modulation of Dnm1 
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activity by Fis1 may play a role in regulating mitochondrial fission by controlling the effective 

diameter of the fission neck in a parallel channel of activity in addition to mechano-constriction. 

8.4 Methods 

8.4.1 Proteins 

Yeast proteins Dnm1 and Fis1 were provided by Prof. R. Blake Hill at the Medical College 

of Wisconsin. 

8.4.2 Machine-learning screen for membrane-active sequences 

Full details of the membrane activity prediction tool are described in prior work [234]. 

Here, we employ the classifier to identify putative membrane-active subsequences within proteins 

Dnm1 and Fis1. Using Python, all subsequences of 10–25 amino acids in length were generated 

for these two proteins and cross-referenced with either the known secondary structure from 

crystallographic data or from a secondary structure prediction algorithm. Helical segments from 

Drp1 and Fis1 were screened using the machine-learning classifier, and their 𝜎𝜎 and P(+1) values 

were sorted and tabulated. The top helical subsequences for each protein were sorted by P(+1). In 

other analyses, conserved segments obtained from sequence alignment of 33 dynamin superfamily 

members were screened in a similar manner. 

8.4.3 Sequence alignment and 3D modeling 

Initial sequence alignment of Dnm1 and Drp1 was carried out using T-Coffee 

(http://tcoffee.crg.cat/apps/tcoffee/index.html), and the outputs were formatted using BoxShade 

(http://www.ch.embnet.org/software/BOX_form.html). All 3D images for Dnm1, Drp1, Fis1, and 

hFis1 were generated using the Tachyon plugin for VMD. 
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8.4.4 SAXS experiments and data analysis 

Liposomes were prepared as described in section 4.4.3 except for the following 

modifications: 

SUVs were prepared from DOPE, DOPC, and CL lipids in aqueous 100 mM KCl, 10 mM HEPES 

(pH 7.4). 

 

 SAXS experiments and data analysis for protein–membrane interactions were performed 

as described in section 4.4.3 except for the following modifications: 

All protein–lipid samples were prepared at specified P/L molar ratios in 100 mM KCl, 10 mM 

HEPES (pH 7.4). 

8.4.5 Phylogenetic analysis 

A comprehensive multiple sequence alignment of 33 dynamin superfamily members was 

carried out with MUSCLE [491, 492]. Newick tree topologies were extracted from the multiple 

sequence alignment using Simple Phylogeny 

(http://www.ebi.ac.uk/Tools/phylogeny/simple_phylogeny/). A phylogram was reconstructed 

using TreeVector [493]. 

8.4.6 Statistical analysis 

Bootstrap analysis for linear and nonlinear correlations were done in R. Correlation 

coefficients, 95% confidence intervals, and P-values were calculated with N = 100,000 sampling 

iterations. The ‘minerva’[494] and ‘energy’[487] packages were used to calculate MIC and dCor, 

respectively. Null-hypothesis significance tests were carried out with a significance threshold ⍺ = 

0.05.  
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Chapter 9  

Conclusions and Outlook 

This dissertation examined the activity of a variety of peptides and proteins that are 

involved in biological processes relevant to human health. Specifically, we investigated how these 

peptides and proteins induce membrane curvature to result in the topological changes that underlie 

different membrane-remodeling events. The first several chapters studied synthetic analogs of 

AMPs and CPPs, and the AMP-like activity of a natural protein. In chapter 2, we found that a 

series of nylon-3-based polymeric antimicrobials engages two interdependent mechanisms of 

action: permeabilization of bacterial membranes and binding to intracellular targets such as DNA. 

Chapters 3 and 4 explored α-helical polypeptides characterized by distinct shape-changing, 

adaptable architectures that allow for efficient membrane permeation. Like natural AMPs and 

CPPs, both the nylon-3-based polymers and α-helical polypeptides were shown to induce 

topologically active NGC that correlated with their ability to permeate membranes. In chapter 5, 

we identified previously unrecognized direct antimicrobial activity of cytokine IFN-β. Further 

examination attributed the antimicrobial activity of the full IFN-β protein to a component helix 

that resembled AMPs in terms of structural and compositional properties, and ability to induce 

membrane curvature. As these synthetic analogs and component helix of IFN-β are characterized 

with hydrophobic and cationic domains, we expect their generated membrane curvature to result 

from the combination of hydrophobic insertion and membrane-wrapping mechanisms, which is in 

fact, not unlike natural AMPs and CPPs. 

Chapters 6 and 7 focused on two proteins involved in the membrane fusion events that 

occur during viral entry and fertilization. First, we investigated the C-terminal TMD of the PIV5 
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fusion protein and found that it adopts a β-strand-rich conformation in membranes and can 

oligomerize into β-sheets. Secondly, we observed that sperm protein IZUMO1 can facilitate 

gamete membrane fusion through Ca2+-mediated IZUMO1–membrane interactions. In both of 

these systems, the protein-induced membrane curvatures, which result from a coordination of 

mechanisms that likely include hydrophobic insertion and molecular crowding, cooperate with the 

membrane properties to induce the topological changes that enable the formation of hemifusion 

intermediates and fusion pores. 

In chapter 8, we examined two yeast mitochondrial fission machinery proteins, Dnm1 and 

Fis1. Dnm1 is believed to mediate mitochondrial fission through self-assembly into spirals around 

the mitochondrial membrane, which can undergo subsequent mechanochemical constriction. 

However, this constriction of the membrane has been found to be insufficient for fission. In this 

arrangement, Dnm1 oligomers apply the scaffolding mechanism to constrain the membrane into a 

cylindrical shape. Our experiments found that Dnm1–membrane interactions also result in NGC 

generation, which can function synergistically with membrane scaffolding effects to efficiently 

catalyze mitochondrial fission. In contrast, we observed that Fis1 attenuates the pro-fission 

membrane curvature induced by Dnm1, which suggests that the two proteins operate in concert to 

regulate mitochondrial fission. 

Here we have highlighted several examples of peptides and proteins that coordinate 

membrane curvature generation mechanisms to induce the topological changes necessary for a 

variety of membrane-remodeling processes. Furthermore, the studies presented in this dissertation 

collectively emphasize the importance of membrane curvature in enabling membrane restructuring 

in general. Our finding that Fis1 antagonizes the Dnm1-induced membrane curvature effects to 

potentially reduce or inhibit mitochondrial fission introduces the concept of peptides or proteins 
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that can actively counteract the topological changes resulting from membrane curvature 

generation. Thus, this general approach may be applied toward the design of new therapeutics to 

prevent undesired membrane-remodeling events, such as virus–cell fusion during viral infection 

and gamete fusion during fertilization. 
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