
UC Irvine
UC Irvine Previously Published Works

Title
Ca2+ -dependent interactions between lipids and the tumor-targeting peptide pHLIP.

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/5x32x5pr

Journal
Protein Science, 31(9)

Authors
Vasquez-Montes, Victor
Tyagi, Vivek
Sikorski, Eden
et al.

Publication Date
2022-09-01

DOI
10.1002/pro.4385
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/5x32x5pr
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/5x32x5pr#author
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


F U L L ‐ L ENG TH PA P E R

Ca2+-dependent interactions between lipids and the tumor-
targeting peptide pHLIP

Victor Vasquez-Montes1 | Vivek Tyagi2 | Eden Sikorski3 |

Alexander Kyrychenko4 | J. Alfredo Freites2 | Damien Thévenin3 |

Douglas J. Tobias2 | Alexey S. Ladokhin1

1Department of Biochemistry and
Molecular Biology, The University of
Kansas Medical Center, Kansas City,
Kansas, USA
2Department of Chemistry, University of
California, Irvine, California, USA
3Department of Chemistry, Lehigh
University, Bethlehem,
Pennsylvania, USA
4Institute of Chemistry and School of
Chemistry, V. N. Karazin Kharkiv
National University, Kharkiv, Ukraine

Correspondence
Damien Thévenin, Department of
Chemistry, Lehigh University, Bethlehem,
PA 18015, USA.
Email: dat311@lehigh.edu

Douglas J. Tobias, Department of
Chemistry, University of California,
Irvine, CA 92697, USA.
Email: douglas.tobias@uci.edu

Alexey S. Ladokhin, Department of
Biochemistry and Molecular Biology, The
University of Kansas Medical Center,
Kansas City, KS 66160, USA.
Email: aladokhin@kumc.edu

Funding information
NIH Clinical Center, Grant/Award
Numbers: R01 GM116961, R01
GM126778; KUMC

Review Editor: Nir Ben-Tal

Abstract

Cancerous tissues undergo extensive changes to their cellular environments

that differentiate them from healthy tissues. These changes include changes in

extracellular pH and Ca2+ concentrations, and the exposure of phosphatidyl-

serine (PS) to the extracellular environment, which can modulate the interac-

tion of peptides and proteins with the plasma membrane. Deciphering the

molecular mechanisms of such interactions is critical for advancing the

knowledge-based design of cancer-targeting molecular tools, such as pH-low

insertion peptide (pHLIP). Here, we explore the effects of PS, Ca2+, and pep-

tide protonation state on the interactions of pHLIP with lipid membranes. Cel-

lular studies demonstrate that exposed PS on the plasma membrane promotes

pHLIP targeting. The magnitude of this effect is dependent on extracellular

Ca2+ concentration, indicating that divalent cations play an important role in

pHLIP targeting in vivo. The targeting mechanism is further explored with a

combination of fluorescence and circular dichroism experiments in model

membranes and microsecond-timescale all-atom molecular dynamics simula-

tions. Our results demonstrate that Ca2+ is engaged in coupling peptide-lipid

interactions in the unprotonated transmembrane conformation of pHLIP. The

simulations reveal that while the pH-induced insertion leads to a strong deple-

tion of PS around pHLIP, the Ca2+-induced insertion has the opposite effect.

Thus, extracellular levels of Ca2+ are crucial to linking cellular changes in

membrane lipid composition with the selective targeting and insertion of

pHLIP. The characterized Ca2+-dependent coupling between pHLIP side-

chains and PS provides atomistic insights into the general mechanism for

lipid-coupled regulation of protein-membrane insertion by divalent cations.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Characteristic differences in pH, ionic, and charged mac-
romolecule concentrations between tissues, cells, and
organelles can trigger functionally relevant structural
rearrangements in protein systems transitioning between
different environments. The conformational switching
associated with the water-to-membrane partitioning of
membrane-active peptides and proteins constitutes a
prominent example of such transitions. Proteins in this
group include bacterial toxins,1,2 viral entry proteins,3

antimicrobial peptides,4 cancer-targeting peptides,5–7 and
Bcl-2 apoptotic regulators.8,9 Their significant involve-
ment in human disease and treatment makes them fun-
damentally important to the biomedical field and the
focus of many studies. Unfortunately, our knowledge of
the basic mechanism of conformational switching in
membrane systems is often lacking, impeding our ability
to predict protein-lipid interactions and the resulting con-
formations under physiological conditions. Specifically,
the role of lipid composition and divalent cations in mod-
ulating these interactions remains under-explored,
despite the mounting evidence of their physiological
importance in triggering (together with [H+] differences)
functionally relevant conformational changes.9–16 Our
ability to target or manipulate these processes can there-
fore be beneficial for human health.

A prominent example of the interplay between pH,
lipid composition, and divalent cation modulation on
peptide/membrane interaction is the regulation of the
tumor-targeting peptide pH-low insertion peptide
(pHLIP).17 A peptide system that has recently been used
to target drugs to cancer cells.5,6,18–20 The selective target-
ing of pHLIP to cancerous tissues has been traditionally
attributed to the mildly acidic extracellular environment
generated by these tissues.21,22 Physiological levels of
divalent cations17 and differences in membrane lipids23–
26 have been demonstrated to also be involved in the tar-
geting and insertion propensities of pHLIP. While the
constant presence of the former in plasma is expected to
be a persistent modulator, differences in lipid composi-
tion between healthy and cancer cells are hypothesized
to affect pHLIP's selectivity. A particular emphasis has
been placed on the anionic lipid phosphatidylserine
(PS).17,23–25 This is due to the characteristic loss of lipid
asymmetry in the plasma membranes of cancer cells that
leads to the exposure of the anionic lipid PS.11–13 While
the level of exposed PS in the outer leaflet varies between
cancer cell lines,11,12,27–29 and by extension also the
remaining PS fraction in the inner leaflet, PS exposure
grants cancerous cells an anionic extracellular surface
that differentiates them from the zwitterionic surface of
healthy cells.11,30 However, the impact of exposed PS on

the interaction of peptides/proteins with cancer cells
remains unclear.

In the case of pHLIP, our recent publications demon-
strate that its selective targeting and insertion mechanism
involves intimate coupling between pH, extracellular
divalent cations, and membrane lipid composition.17,23,24

Here, we expand on these results and investigate the
intricate relationship between PS lipids and physiological
levels of divalent cations on the tumor targeting and
selectivity properties of pHLIP. To this end, we per-
formed a series of cellular and biophysical studies in
combination with microsecond timescale all-atom molec-
ular dynamics (MD) simulations. Our results show that
the presence of Ca2+ is crucial to linking the effects of
elevated PS levels in cancer cells to the cellular targeting
of pHLIP. MD simulations revealed extensive Ca2+-
mediated interactions between pHLIP acidic sidechains
and membrane lipids that stabilize the unprotonated
transmembrane form of pHLIP. They also demonstrate
that the pH- and Ca2+-driven insertion produces different
local distributions of PS lipids around pHLIP. These
results highlight the significance of divalent cations on
protein-membrane interactions and show that they must
be considered to understand peptide-membrane interac-
tions in biological settings and the design of membrane-
interacting peptides.

2 | RESULTS

2.1 | Ca2+ enhances the effects of PS on
pHLIP cellular targeting

The effect of extracellularly exposed PS on pHLIP cellular
targeting was measured by flow cytometry using a fluo-
rescently labeled pHLIP conjugate. Measurements were
performed on two cell lines with different levels of
exposed PS, as confirmed by Annexin V binding
(Figure S1): LNCap cells (high PS) exhibit twice as much
PS at their surface than HEK293 cells (low PS), a fold dif-
ference consistent with what has been observed between
cancerous and noncancerous cell lines.11,12,31

At physiological pH 7.4, AlexaFluor488-tagged pHLIP
showed minor interactions with cells in the absence of
divalent cations, consistent with previously published
results17 (Figure 1). This interaction was, however,
enhanced either by the presence of 1.8 mM Ca2+ (mim-
icking total extracellular [divalent cation]) at pH 7.4 or
mild acidification to pH 7.0 (resembling tumor tissue
pH21,22). The former results in a 3.2-fold increase in
pHLIP cellular interactions, while a 1.6-fold increase was
observed for the latter regardless of [Ca2+]. The Ca2+-
induced increase in pHLIP cellular interactions in both

2 of 15 VASQUEZ-MONTES ET AL.



cell lines, irrespective of pH, is consistent with its deliv-
ery capabilities into MDA-MB-231 cancer cells in the
presence of Ca2+,17 confirming the importance of diva-
lent cations on pHLIP cellular targeting.

The magnitude of the Ca2+-dependent and pH-
dependent effects are modulated by the content of extra-
cellularly exposed PS at the plasma membrane. Higher
levels of exposed PS in LNCap cells resulted in signifi-
cantly higher pHLIP targeting compared to HEK293 cells
(Figure 1). Notably, the twofold increase in pHLIP target-
ing observed between the two cell lines correlates with
the twofold difference in the relative level of PS exposure.
This is particularly the case in the presence of Ca2+

(Figure 1, red), as exemplified by the data indicated by
asterisks, which represents changes in cellular conditions
during tumor progression: from “healthier tissue” (low
PS at pH 7.4) to “cancerous tissue” (high PS at pH 7.0),
where a 3.7-fold difference in fluorescent signal was
observed between these two conditions in the presence
of Ca2+.

These results show that changes in the levels of
extracellularly exposed PS in the plasma membrane of
tumor cells have a substantial role in the cellular tar-
geting of pHLIP and are likely key to its selectivity.
The enhanced targeting of PS-rich cells, however,
requires the presence of extracellular levels of divalent
cations, as their absence in our “cancerous” model
(high PS at pH 7.0) only reached 32% of the maximal
signal determined in the presence of Ca2+. The effect
of exposed PS plus divalent cations on the selectivity of
tumor vs. healthy cells is expected to be larger in vivo
due to the lack of exposed PS in healthy cells11–13,30

(unlike our “healthier” model cells which come from a
differentiated cell line with measurable levels of
exposed PS).

2.2 | Low pH and Ca2+ induce the same
transmembrane state of pHLIP

The combined effects of Ca2+ and pH on the bilayer
insertion of pHLIP were further analyzed in vitro using a
combination of spectroscopic measurements and MD
simulations. The membranes contained a 3:1 M mixture
of zwitterionic phosphatidylcholine (POPC) and anionic
phosphatidylserine (POPS).

The transmembrane insertion of pHLIP into large
unilamellar vesicles (LUV) was determined using Trp
fluorescence, taking advantage of its two native Trp
residues. The extensive use of Trp fluorescence in
pHLIP studies provides well-established benchmarks
for its two membrane-associated states (interfacial and
transmembrane) in different lipid compositions.23–26,32

In the case of POPS-containing membranes, the inter-
facial form of pHLIP is characterized by a Trp λMax

�357 nm, while its transmembrane form has a Trp
λMax �343 nm.23,24 In the absence of divalent cations,
the addition of 3:1 POPC:POPS LUVs at pH 10 pro-
duced a Trp λMax �356 nm, consistent with its interfa-
cial state (Figure 2a, green). The gradual increase in
Ca2+ at this pH, however, led to significant decreases
in fluorescence maximum values until saturation was
achieved at 3 mM Ca2+, where a Trp λMax �343 nm,
characteristic of pHLIP's transmembrane state, was
obtained (Figure 2a, orange). Acidification to pH 4.5 in
the absence of Ca2+ produced an equivalent Trp λMax

as the one determined at pH 10 and 3 mM Ca2+. The
equivalent Trp λMax obtained by acidification or Ca2+

indicates that both conditions produce pHLIP confor-
mations in the bilayer that place the Trp sidechains in
similar environments.

The presence of Ca2+ had the added effect of shifting
the pH-dependent insertion of pHLIP toward

FIGURE 1 Modulation of the cellular targeting of pH-low

insertion peptide (pHLIP) by phosphatidylserine (PS) and Ca2+.

Flow cytometry measurements of pHLIP N-terminally conjugated

to AlexaFluor-488 in cell lines with different levels of exposed

plasma membrane PS. Differences in outer leaflet PS levels were

determined by Annexin V (Figure S1). Mild acidification alone

(in the absence of Ca2+) resulted in an average 1.6-fold increase in

pHLIP cellular interactions, while the addition of 1.8 mM Ca2+ at

pH 7.4 led to a 3.2-fold increase. The substantial increase observed

in the presence of Ca2+ (red) points to its significant role in the

cellular targeting of pHLIP at the pH range produced by tumors.

These effects were further enhanced by larger levels of exposed PS

in the plasma membrane. A 3.7-fold increase in pHLIP cellular

interactions (indicated by the asterisks) was observed under

conditions that recapitulate cellular differentiation at 1.8 mM Ca2+

to represent extracellular divalent cation levels. “Healthier cells”:
Low PS at pH 7.4, “cancerous cells”: High PS at pH 7.0
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physiological pH ranges. For example, at 1 mM Ca2+

pHLIP presents a pK50 of 7.3 (Figure 2a, cyan), corre-
sponding to a 2-pH unit shift compared to the pK50

observed in the absence of Ca2+ (Figure 2a, green) and
has a near complete insertion at �pH 6. In contrast,
2 mM Ca2+ led to the complete insertion of pHLIP at
pH 7.2 in the same lipid composition with a pK50 = 7.8,17

suggesting that slight changes in [Ca2+] can have drastic
effects on the pH-dependent insertion of pHLIP.

2.3 | Transverse position of pHLIP at
low pH and in the presence of Ca2+

To study the role of divalent cations on the interactions
of pHLIP with lipids, we performed two microsecond
timescale all-atom MD simulations of pHLIP embedded
in a 3:1 POPC:POPS lipid bilayer: a “low pH” condition,
where all pHLIP acidic residues are protonated; and a
“Ca2+” condition, where pHLIP is at neutral pH, mod-
eled as a singly protonated aspartate residue (D25) in the
presence of 0.1 M CaCl2 (see Section 4). All acidic resi-
dues (except D25) were left unprotonated in the latter
due to their interfacial positioning in constant-pH simu-
lations of transmembrane pHLIP,35 where they poten-
tially serve as Ca2+-coordinating moieties. Meanwhile,
D25 (located near the middle of the bilayer) was set in a
protonated state to reduce its thermodynamic penalty to
insert into the bilayer.

First, we compared the topology of transmembrane
pHLIP in both simulations using the tilt angles generated
between the peptide helical axis and the lipid bilayer nor-
mal (Figure 2 and Figure S2). The corresponding distri-
butions (Figure 2b) show that pHLIP in the presence of
Ca2+ adopts a more perpendicular orientation (Figure 2b,
orange) than the one observed under the low pH condi-
tion (Figure 2b, green). These results were confirmed by
oriented circular dichroism spectroscopy (OCD), which
allows the differentiation between transmembrane and
interfacial α-helices.33,34 OCD measurements at pH 8 in
the presence of Ca2+ or low pH (pH 4, no Ca2+) yielded

FIGURE 2 Protonation-dependent and independent insertion

of pH-low insertion peptide (pHLIP) in anionic membranes (3:1

POPC:POPS). The transmembrane insertion of pHLIP is produced

by acidity-induced protonation (green) or the presence of divalent

cations (orange). (a) Transmembrane insertion of pHLIP at various

[Ca2+] determined by Trp fluorescence. Extracellular levels of Ca2+

promote the pH-dependent insertion of pHLIP, resulting in a pK50

shift. Ca2+ also induces the protonation independent insertion of

pHLIP. Large circles represent two conditions in which the rest of

the measurements were performed: low pH (green); neutral pH

with Ca2+ (orange). (b) Peptide tilt angles (φ) were calculated by

measuring the deviation of the helix axis from the bilayer normal.

Differences in width and peak position of the corresponding tilt

angle distributions suggest that Ca2+ promotes a more stable

orientation of the helix with small-angle deviations from the

membrane normal. (c) Oriented circular dichroism spectra of

pHLIP at low pH or in the presence of Ca2+. Both conditions

produced a single minimum at �230 nm, confirming their

transmembrane orientation.33,34 The broadening of the low pH

sample below 230 nm is consistent with a larger tilt relative to the

bilayer normal.33,34
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spectra with a single minimum around 230 nm
(Figure 2c), consistent with transmembrane helices.33,34

The spectrum measured at low pH, however, presented a
broader minimum (Figure 2c, green) compared to the
spectrum in the presence of Ca2+ (Figure 2c, orange).
Given that measurements at low pH were conducted at
pH 4, where pHLIP is in its inserted conformation,36,37

the spectral broadening was attributed to a higher tilt
angle as compared to the spectrum in the presence of
Ca2+, consistent with the MD simulations (Figure 2b).

The MD simulation results were further validated by
the experimental determination of the depth of pHLIP
penetration in the bilayer at low pH and in the presence
of Ca2+. The bilayer depth of W15 was used as a refer-
ence point to compare the insertion of pHLIP in the sim-
ulations and experiments. W15 represents one of the two
native Trp in pHLIP and resides below the phosphate
level in the transmembrane form of pHLIP induced by
low pH.38 Experimental determination of Trp depth was
performed by depth-dependent quenching using bromi-
nated lipids,39 which contain bromine atoms attached at
various depths to the acyl chains.40–42 (To ensure the
selectivity, the other native W9 was replaced with Phe,
which does not affect membrane interactions.43)

Quenching measurements were performed using
POPS-containing LUVs with a 50% molar ratio of bromi-
nated PC lipids. The resulting quenching data was com-
pared to the unquenched sample (F0/F � 1) and
analyzed using the distribution-analysis
(DA) methodology.40–42 The bilayer penetration of the
residues is reported as their distance from the bilayer
center (Figure 3a,b). Results from depth-dependent
quenching experiments were fitted using a double Gauss-
ian distribution to account for the quenching from the
trans-leaflet (Figure 3a,b). The resulting quenching pro-
files (QP) are used to determine the most probable depth
(hm) of the measured Trp,40–42 which corresponded to
10.0 ± 1.2 Å and 9.1 ± 0.2 Å away from the bilayer center
at low pH and in the presence of Ca2+, respectively.

The distributions of W15 depths determined by the
MD simulations were consistent with the quenching
results (Figure 3) and captured the decrease in distribu-
tion widths in the presence of Ca2+. All calculated
parameters are summarized in Table S1.

Having validated the MD simulation trajectories with
the comparison to spectroscopic measurements, we used
the MD simulation results to generate insights into the
role of Ca2+-mediated interactions and pHLIP proton-
ation in stabilizing pHLIP in a transmembrane configura-
tion in PS-containing membranes. To further
characterize the pHLIP configuration, we compared the
bilayer distributions of all acidic residues (E3, D14,
25, D31, D33, and D34) in the low pH and Ca2+

simulations (Figure 3c,d). All residues were described by
a single Gaussian distribution, except for E3 in the pres-
ence of Ca2+, which was best described by a sum of two
gaussian distributions. As in the case of W15 (Figure 3a,
b), the distributions of all acidic residues in the Ca2+ sim-
ulation are narrower than those observed at low pH. This
can be attributed to possible stabilizing effects of Ca2+-
mediated pHLIP-lipid interactions. Calculated depths
and distribution widths are summarized in Table S1.

2.4 | Ca2+ mediates interactions
between lipids and pHLIP

The pHLIP-Ca2+ and pHLIP-Ca2+-lipid interactions were
determined from the analysis of the Ca2+ first coordina-
tion shell in the corresponding radial distribution func-
tion between Ca2+-moiety pairs indicated in Figure 4. All
charged acidic residues in pHLIP interact with Ca2+, pre-
dominantly without lipid participation (Figure 4a,b,
gray). The most frequent interactions involve D14 and
D31, both of which are located close to the lipid bilayer
polar/apolar interface in either leaflet (Figure 3d).
Charged acidic residues were also observed to interact
with POPC and POPS lipids through Ca2+-mediated
interactions (Figure 4a,b, red; and Figure 4c). The largest
number of pHLIP-Ca2+-lipid interactions also involved
the acidic residues D14 (top leaflet) and D31 (bottom leaf-
let), which account for 38 and 36% of all pHLIP-Ca2+-
lipid interactions, respectively (Figure S3).

The disproportionate number of interactions between
D14/D31 and Ca2+ compared to shallower residues is
likely due to the Ca2+-driven stabilization of unproto-
nated aspartate and glutamate charges. These interac-
tions would reduce the thermodynamic penalty of
positioning charged groups in the membrane and are
facilitated by the enrichment of Ca2+ near the phos-
phates and carbonyl oxygens in the bilayer.44 Separating
the Ca2+-mediated lipid interactions of pHLIP (Figure 4a,
b, red) by lipid species revealed that POPS is involved in
38% of all lipid interactions, despite only comprising 25%
of the bilayer lipids, suggesting its enrichment around
pHLIP in the presence of Ca2+.

2.5 | Ca2+ modulates the PS
environment around pHLIP

We then inspected the possible effect of Ca2+ on the lipid
environment surrounding transmembrane pHLIP, as the
content and asymmetry of PS in the bilayer are crucial
modulators of pHLIP insertion.23–25 The lipid environ-
ment in the MD simulations was characterized by
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calculating the fraction of POPS lipids within a 15-Å
radius of the peptide throughout the simulation
(Figure 5). The top and bottom leaflets were treated sepa-
rately, with the top leaflet helix center measured from
the center of mass of residues 13 to 16. Similarly, the bot-
tom leaflet helix center was measured from the center of
mass of residues 27 to 32. The results were then com-
pared to the nominal fraction of POPS lipids in the

simulated bilayer (dashed lines in Figure 5). The time
traces and corresponding probability densities for the
POPS fraction show significant differences between the
low pH and Ca2+ simulations, with the latter exhibiting
larger POPS fractions in the vicinity of pHLIP in both
leaflets.

To experimentally confirm the depletion of PS in the
trans-leaflet observed in the MD simulation of protonated

FIGURE 3 Transverse distributions of key residues in transmembrane pH-low insertion peptide (pHLIP). (a and b) Comparison

between experimentally determined W15 bilayer depth penetration by bromolipid-quenching (circles) and its distribution in the bilayer

determined by molecular dynamics (MD) (bars). The quenching profile (QP) of pHLIP-W15 (dashed line) indicates the most probable depth

of the residue. The profile was obtained by fitting the data to a double gaussian distribution as described by the distribution analysis

methodology.41 Error bars indicate the average of two independent quenching measurements. The corresponding probability density

histograms from the MD simulations (shown as bars) are consistent with the experimental results and recapitulate differences in depth and

distribution width at (a) low pH (MD: all E and D protonated, QP: pH 4) and (b) in the presence of Ca2+ (MD: protonated D25, QP: 2 mM

Ca2+ at pH 8). (c and d) The acidic residue distributions from the MD simulations yield equivalent positions for both low pH and Ca2+

conditions. The decrease in distribution width observed for W15 in the presence of Ca2+ is also observed in the acidic residues. All

distribution profiles are well described by a single gaussian distribution, except for E3 in the presence of Ca2+, which was better represented

by a sum of two Gaussians. The corresponding distribution parameters are summarized in Table S1. Distributions of phosphates in each

bilayer are shown in gray as a visual reference of the bilayer.
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pHLIP, we measured the quenching efficiency by Br-
containing lipids of two single-Trp pHLIP variants
(pHLIP-W15 and pHLIP-V30W), in which native Trp

were substituted for Phe. Unlike pHLIP-W15, in which
the Trp resides in the cis-leaflet of the bilayer in the
transmembrane form of pHLIP, V30W is instead
expected to reside in the trans-leaflet. The efficiency of its
depth-dependent Trp quenching by Br-containing lipids
should, therefore, increase if PS is depleted in the trans-
leaflet (due to the influx of Br-quenching PC lipids).

In the DA analysis, this increase in quenching effi-
ciency would be reflected by an increase in the area (S) of
the fitted data. In the case of W15, residing in the cis-leaf-
let, both the pH and Ca2+-induced transmembrane forms
of pHLIP-W15 yielded similar overall quenching parame-
ters of S = 14 (Table 1). This is consistent with a similar
PC:PS distribution in this cis-leaflet observed by MD for
both insertion modes (Figure 5c,e). A similar quenching
efficiency of S = 15 was also observed for trans-leaflet-
residing V30W, but only in the case of Ca2+-induced
pHLIP insertion (Table 1). In contrast, the quenching
efficiency of the V30W in pH-inserted pHLIP is increased
to S = 37 (Table 1). This large increase in quenching can
be explained only by a preferred location of quenching
lipid species (brominated PC) in the peptide's vicinity in
this leaflet. This is consistent with a substantial depletion
of PS (and hence, increase in PC), observed in MD simu-
lations for this case (Figure 5d).

3 | DISCUSSION

The cancer-targeting peptide pHLIP is a promising tool,
capable of highly selective delivery of a variety of com-
pounds to cancerous tissues.17,45–48 The traditional model
of pHLIP targeting and insertion relies solely on the
mildly acidic extracellular environment generated by
tumors.5,37,49,50 Indeed, the ability of the peptide to insert
into model membranes at acidic pH was demonstrated
over two decades ago.51 Our results, however, have
shown that the targeting of pHLIP is a more complex
process that relies on the coupling between pH, mem-
brane lipid composition, and extracellular divalent cat-
ions (Figures 1 and 2a).17

The anionic lipid PS is a prominent modulator of
pHLIP membrane interactions.17,23,25 In the plasma
membrane of healthy cells, PS is kept on the inner leaflet
and is only transferred to the outer leaflet in diseased
cells, such as apoptotic or cancerous cells.11–13,30 The
exposure of PS imparts an anionic character to the out-
side of cancer cells that differentiates them from healthy
cells and influences protein/membrane interactions. This
effect is demonstrated by our cellular data, which recapit-
ulate the low targeting of “healthier tissues” (pH 7.4 and
low PS) and high targeting of “cancerous tissues” (pH 7.0
and high PS) (Figure 1) observed in animal models.6,47,52

FIGURE 4 Ca2+-mediated coordination of pH-low insertion

peptide (pHLIP) and lipids. (a and b) Frequency of pHLIP acidic

residue sidechains (gray bars) and both acidic residue sidechains

and lipid polar moieties (red bars) in the first coordination shell of

Ca2+ ions. Ca2+-mediated pHLIP-lipid interactions between

anionic residues and a single lipid are denoted as a.a./lipid, while

simultaneous interactions with two lipids are indicated as: a.a./

lipid&lipid. PC, phosphatidylcholine; PS, phosphatidylserine.

(c) Simulation snapshot depicting the Ca2+-mediated coordination

of acidic residues in pHLIP and lipid polar moieties.
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Moreover, the effect of PS on pHLIP cellular targeting
(and delivery capabilities17) is significantly enhanced by
the presence of physiological levels of divalent cations
(Figure 1, red).

A series of spectroscopic and computational studies
were carried out in the presence of Ca2+ or at low pH
(approximated in the MD simulations by protonating all
acidic residues) to study the interactions between pHLIP

and PS. All experimental measurements were in good
agreement with our MD simulations, for example, differ-
ences in tilt angle between both conditions tested
(Figure 2), as well as the depths and distribution widths
of W15 (Figure 5) measured spectroscopically were repro-
duced by MD simulations.

Together, these measurements show that the presence
of Ca2+ is crucial to understanding pHLIP-membrane

FIGURE 5 Effects of Ca2+ and low pH on lipid distribution near pH-low insertion peptide (pHLIP). (a and b) The phosphatidylserine

(POPS) fraction within 15-Å of transmembrane pHLIP as a function of time in the top (red) and bottom (blue) leaflets. (c–f) Corresponding
POPS distributions at low pH (green) or in the presence of Ca2+ (orange). In all panels, the dashed lines indicate the nominal POPS fraction.
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interactions in vivo as it introduces several effects to
these processes. First, Ca2+ interacts with acidic residues
in pHLIP (Figure 4, gray), likely neutralizing their charge
and lowering their free energy penalty to reside in the
bilayer. Second, the presence of Ca2+ facilitates interac-
tions between lipids and unprotonated acidic residues in
pHLIP (Figure 4, red). These pHLIP-Ca2+-lipid interac-
tions are likely key to the stability, as well as the proper
tilt, of the unprotonated form of pHLIP in the bilayer and
link lipid-specific properties to protein-membrane inter-
actions. And finally, the pH-induced and Ca2+-induced
insertion of pHLIP affects the lipid distribution in the
vicinity of the peptide, which is different in the two leaf-
lets (Figure 5, Table 1). The latter could have implications
on the cooperativity of membrane binding and insertion
of pHLIP, particularly due to the redistribution of PS
lipids in cancer cells11–13,30 and the sensitivity of pHLIP
to PS asymmetry.25

The most prominent difference in lipid distribution
between the protonated and Ca2+ simulations was
observed in the trans-leaflet (Figure 5d,f). Under cellular
conditions, this leaflet corresponds to the cytosolic side of
the plasma membrane, where [Ca2+] levels are extremely
low. In contrast, Mg2+ levels inside the cell are in the
mM range. As we have demonstrated previously, Mg2+

has similar effects on pHLIP insertion as Ca2+.17 Thus, it
is plausible that the divalent-cation effects reported here
by our simulations and experiments with model systems
will be performed by different cations physiologically.
Specifically, one can expect Ca2+ to have a more promi-
nent role extracellularly, while Mg2+ will be more impor-
tant inside the cell. Our future computational and
experimental studies will address the effects of asymmet-
ric distributions of both lipids and cations on pHLIP
insertion.

Most of all pHLIP-Ca2+ interactions involved D14
and D31 (Figure 4 and Figure S3). Both residues have
been previously identified to be crucial to the insertion
mechanism of pHLIP in the absence of divalent cations.

D14, for example, is key to the protonation-dependent
insertion of pHLIP and the stability of the transmem-
brane state,36,53 while the protonation of D31 is key to
the initial insertion steps54,55 and transmembrane stabil-
ity.56 The critical role of D31 in Ca2+-mediated interac-
tions suggests a possible explanation for the improved
tumor selectivity of the clinical variant of pHLIP, pHLIP-
Var3,57,58 where the lack of C-terminal acidic residues
(D31, D33, and D34) would prevent the Ca2+-dependent
stabilization of its C-terminus in the bilayer at neutral
pH, likely reducing its non-specific Ca2+-driven insertion
into healthy cells and resulting in a more reliant pH-
dependent targeting of cancerous tissues.

Our results highlight the importance of divalent cat-
ions such as Ca2+ on the interactions, stability, and inser-
tion of peptides into cellular membranes under
physiological conditions and indicate that the accurate
representation of protein-membrane interactions in vitro
requires cellular levels of divalent cations. We hypothe-
size that the stabilizing role of acidic residues in the
bilayer by divalent cations is a general mechanism that
extends to other systems, facilitating the membrane inter-
action and insertion of peptides/proteins previously
assumed to be unfavorable. For example, the apoptotic
regulators Bcl-xL and BAX, once thought to require pro-
tein activators to transition to lipid membranes, were
recently shown to insert into membranes and refold into
their active conformations (from soluble states) without
the need for canonical activators through a lipid-
dependent process that requires cytosolic levels of diva-
lent cations.9

4 | MATERIALS AND METHODS

4.1 | Materials

POPC (1-palmitoyl-2-oleoyl-sn-glycero-3-phosphocholine),
POPS (1-palmitoyl-2-oleoyl-sn-glycero-3-phospho-L-serine)

TABLE 1 Distribution analysis of depth-dependent fluorescence quenching of two single-Trp pHLIP variants

Single-Trp pHLIP (bilayer location in
transmembrane state)

pH-inserted pHLIP (pH 4;
no Ca2+)

Calcium-inserted pHLIP (pH 8;
2 mM Ca2+)

hm, Å σ, Å S hm, Å σ, Å S

W15 (cis-leaflet) 10.0 ± 1.2 5.3 ± 2.8 14 ± 7 9.1 ± 0.2 2.7 ± 0.2 14 ± 0.3

V30W (trans-leaflet) 10.1 ± 0.5 6.7 ± 1.0 37 ± 4 10.7 ± 1.4 4.6 ± 2.7 15 ± 8

Note: Fluorescence intensities were measured in LUV containing Br-PC lipids, with Br atoms attached at different positions along the acyl chain (see Methods).
Distribution analysis was applied to determine the mean value of the distribution of transverse distances of the Trp from the bilayer center (hm), the width of

the quenching profile (σ), and the overall quenching efficiency (S). The latter parameter (highlighted in italic) reflects the relative proportion of quenching (PC)
and non-quenching lipids (PS) in the vicinity of the fluorophore. A very large S value, reported for V30W in the pH-inserted sample (bold) is consistent with
the trans-leaflet depletion of PS observed in MD simulations in Figure 5.
Abbreviations: MD, molecular dynamics; pHLIP, pH-low insertion peptide.

VASQUEZ-MONTES ET AL. 9 of 15



and all brominated-PC lipids (16:0-18:0(4,5-dibromo) PC,
16:0-18:0 (6-7BR) PC, 16:0-18:0 (9-10BR) PC, and 16:0-18:0
(11-12BR) PC) were purchased from Avanti Polar Lipids
(Alabaster, AL). AlexaFluor488-maleimide was from Invi-
trogen (Carlsbad, CA). Peptides and the fluorescently-
labeled conjugate were synthesized, purified, identified,
and quantified as previously described.17

pHLIP variants used: pHLIP (AAEQNPIYWARYA
DWLFTTPLLLLDLALLVDADEGT),
pHLIP-W15 (AAEQNPIYFARYADWLFTTPLLLLDLALL
VDADEGT),
pHLIP-V30W (AAEQNPIYFARYADFLFTTPLLLLDLAL
LWDADEGT).

4.2 | Cell culture

Human embryonic kidney (HEK29) cells were cultured
in Dulbecco's Modified Eagle's medium high glucose sup-
plemented with 10% FBS, 100 units/ml penicillin, and
0.1 mg/ml streptomycin. Human prostate adenocarci-
noma LNCap cells were cultured in Rosewell Park
Memorial Institute (RPMI) 1,640 medium supplemented
with 10% FBS, 100 units/ml penicillin, and 0.1 mg/ml
streptomycin. All cells were cultured in a humidified
atmosphere of 5% CO2 at 37�C.

4.3 | Annexin V quantification

HEK293 and LNCap cells were labeled with AlexaFluor-
488 Annexin V (Invitrogen) according to the manufac-
turer's protocol. Briefly, the cells were harvested and
washed once with binding buffer (10 mM HEPES-KOH,
140 mM NaCl, 2.5 mM CaCl2, pH 7.4). The cells were
incubated with AlexaFluor-488 Annexin V in binding
buffer for 15 min at room temperature, washed once with
binding buffer, and kept at 4�C until analysis. The
amount of bound AlexaFluor-488 Annexin V was ana-
lyzed using a BDFacs Canto II flow cytometer equipped
with a 488 nm argon laser and a 530/30 bandpass filter.
The data was analyzed using FACSDiva version 6.1.1
software. The fluorescence data are expressed as mean
arbitrary fluorescence units and were gated to include all
healthy mammalian cells.

4.4 | Cell binding experiments

HEK293 and LNCap cells were harvested and washed
with PBS, pH 7.4. AlexaFluor488-pHLIP was solubilized
in an appropriate volume of 10 mM HEPES, 19.5 mM
NaCl, pH 7.4 so that upon a twofold dilution, and after

pH adjustment, a treatment concentration of 500 nM
was obtained. The cells were incubated with
AlexaFluor488-pHLIP at two times the desired concen-
tration for 5 min at 37�C. Immediately following the
incubation, an equal volume of 10 mM HEPES,
19.5 mM NaCl, pH 7.4 containing either 0 or 3.6 mM
calcium was added to bring the final calcium concentra-
tion to 0 or 1.8 mM and incubated for an additional
5 min at 37�C. Then, the pH was adjusted using a pre-
established volume of 10 mM HEPES buffered with
acetic acid, pH 4.0, 19.5 mM NaCl, with either 0 or
1.8 mM calcium, and incubated for 10 min at 37�C. The
cells were then washed at the same pH and calcium con-
centration as the treatment and fixed with 4% parafor-
maldehyde for 10 min at 4�C. The cells were
resuspended in PBS and analyzed by flow cytometry as
detailed above. Fluorescence was normalized to that
observed with HEK293 cells treated at pH 7.4 with
0 mM calcium.

4.5 | Large unilamellar vesicles

The appropriate volume of chloroform lipid stocks was
dried using a nitrogen stream and placed under a high
vacuum to dry overnight. The dried lipid films were
resuspended to a final concentration of 20 mM in 20 mM
HEPES buffer + 100 mM NaCl pH 8 and the LUV were
prepared by extrusion using a Mini-Extruder (Avanti
Polar Lipids, Alabaster, AL) with 0.1 μm nucleopore poly-
carbonate membranes (Whatman, Philadelphia, PA).59

LUV used in depth-dependent quenching experiments
contained 50% brominated lipids.

4.6 | Trp fluorescence spectra

Trp emission spectra were collected on a Fluorolog
FL3C-2 Ultrafast steady-state fluorimeter (Jobin Yvon,
Edison, NJ) equipped with double-grating excitation and
emission monochromators. The experimental tempera-
ture was kept at 25�C using a Peltier device from Quan-
tum Northwest (Spokane, WA). Measurements were
performed on 2 � 10 cuvettes oriented perpendicular to
the excitation beam and collected after 20 min incuba-
tions using samples containing 2 μM pHLIP and
1 mM LUV.

Samples were excited at 280 nm and Trp spectra were
collected between 300 and 460 nm at 1 nm steps using slits
of 2 and 4 nm on the excitation and emission monochroma-
tors, respectively. The presented spectra are the average of
3 collected scans. Positions of maximum were determined
by fitting the spectra to the log-normal distribution.60
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4.7 | Distribution analysis of depth-
dependent quenching

Trp fluorescence quenching experiments were performed
with the single-Trp pHLIP W15 variant using lipid-
attached bromine atoms as the quenching moieties.39

The change in fluorescence intensity measured with LUV
containing brominated lipids located at carbons 4–5, 6–7,
9–10, or 11–12 in the acyl tails of PC lipids residing at
known bilayer depths was compared to the unquenched
sample {QP[h] = [F0/F(h)] � 1}. The resulting QP was
analyzed by DA41 with the following formula which
approximates the transverse quenching with a sum of
two mirror-imaged gaussian functions, G(h):

QP hð Þ¼G hð ÞþG �hð Þ¼ S

σ
ffiffiffiffiffi

2π
p exp � h�hmð Þ2

2σ2

" #

þ S

σ
ffiffiffiffiffi

2π
p exp � hþhmð Þ2

2σ2

" #

,

where, hm is the most probable depth of the probe mea-
sured from the bilayer center, σ, is the dispersion of the
transverse QP, and S corresponds to the overall quench-
ing efficiency.

4.8 | Oriented circular dichroism

OCD measurements were performed using a JASCO-810
spectropolarimeter (JASCO, Easton, MD). Spectra were
obtained by creating a stack of oriented multilayers on a
quartz disc as previously described.17,61 Briefly, 0.1 mM
pHLIP and a 10 mM lipid mixture containing a 25:75 M
ratio of POPS and POPC were co-dissolved in methanol
(1:100 peptide to lipid ratio). The multilayer stack was
created by placing 2.5 μl of the peptide/lipid mixture in
the center of a 2.5 cm disc. The solvent was then air-dried
to a 1 cm diameter and hydrated using warm air at
�100% relative humidity. A drop of either 5 mM HEPES
buffer pH 4 or 5 mM HEPES buffer pH 8 + 2 mM Ca2+

was added in between each layer of the stack and
completely dried before continuing with multilayer stack-
ing. The disc containing the multilayer stack was
mounted on a sealed tube with the sample side pointing
inwards. An average of 50 scans was collected at eight
different orientations at 45� intervals along the central
axis. The collected spectra were averaged and the back-
ground signal (determined by collecting the spectra of a
multilayer stack in the absence of pHLIP) was subtracted.
The presented spectra have been normalized to the ellip-
ticity of their respective minimum due to difficulties

calculating the peptide concentration along the beam
path of each stack.

4.9 | Simulation systems

An all-atom model of pHLIP (AAEQNPIYWARY
ADWLFTTPLLLLDLALLVDADEGT) was generated
using the Molefacture Protein Builder plugin in VMD.62

Residues 14 through 30 were assembled as an α-helix
(backbone torsion angles ϕ = �57�, ψ = �47�). Residues
1 through 13, and 34 through 36 were assembled in an
extended conformation (backbone torsion angles
ϕ = �180�, ψ = 180�), and residues 31 and 32 in a turn
conformation (backbone torsion angles ϕ = �60�,
ψ = 30�). The presence of proline at position 20 intro-
duces a kink in the peptide configuration characterized
by an angle of 140� between the helical segments preced-
ing and following P20. The model peptide was embedded
in a lipid bilayer composed of 1-palmitoyl-2-oleoyl-sn-gly-
cero-3- phosphocholine (POPC) and 1,2-palmitoyl-oleoyl-
sn-glycero-3-phosphoserine (POPS) with a 3:1 POPC:
POPS ratio in a transmembrane configuration, with the
axis defined by the geometric centers of L21 and D31 par-
allel to the membrane normal.

Two simulation systems were set up with different
solution environments: 0.1 M CaCl2 and 0.1 M NaCl. The
simulation system setup was performed using
CHARMM-GUI.62 The CaCl2 simulation system con-
sisted of one pHLIP peptide with D25 protonated,
82 POPC lipids, 28 POPS lipids, 8,557 waters, 30 Ca2+

ions, and 28 Cl� ions, for a total of 40,838 atoms and an
initial simulation cell size of 76.8 Å � 73.0 Å � 102.6 Å.
The NaCl simulation system consisted of one pHLIP pep-
tide with all acidic sidechains (E3, D14, D25, D31, D33,
E34) protonated, 217 POPC lipids, 72 POPS lipids, 17,039
waters, 100 Na+ ions, and 29 Cl� ions, for a total of
90,037 atoms and an initial simulation cell size of
107.2 Å � 105.8 Å � 103.6 Å.

4.10 | MD simulations

The initial equilibration of the simulation systems was
performed on a conventional high-performance comput-
ing cluster using NAMD 2.11.63 Each system was sub-
jected to 20,000–30,000 steps of conjugate gradient
energy minimization followed by a series of eight 80-ps
runs at constant temperature (310 K) and pressure
(1 atm) with harmonic restraints on the peptide-
backbone atoms and the POPC carbonyl carbons with
decreasing force constants equal to 10, 5, 2, 1, 0.5, 0.2,
0.1, and 0.05 kcal.mol�1. Å�2. Unrestrained dynamics
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were then run for 5–10 ns. The CHARMM36m force field
was used to model the peptide,64 the CHARMM36 force
field was used for lipids,65,66 and ions were modeled with
the NBFIX terms between Ca2+ ions and headgroup oxy-
gens reported by Kim et al.67 The TIP3P model was used
for water.68 The smooth particle-mesh Ewald summation
method69,70 was employed for the calculation of electro-
static interactions. Short-range real-space interactions
were cut off at 12 Å, employing a force-based switching
function. A reversible time step algorithm71 was used to
integrate the equations of motion with a time step of 1 fs.
A Langevin scheme was used for temperature control
and a Nosé–Hoover–Langevin piston72,73 was used for
pressure control.

4.11 | Microsecond-timescale
simulations

After initial equilibration, both simulation systems were
transferred to Anton2, a special-purpose supercomputer
for biomolecular simulations, and run for 6 μs each.74

The same force fields were used for the Anton2 simula-
tions as the equilibration steps. The r-RESPA75 algorithm
was used to integrate the equations of motion with a time
step of 7.5 fs for the long-range nonbonded forces and
2.5 fs for short-range nonbonded and bonded forces, and
the k-Gaussian split Ewald76 method was used for the
long-range electrostatic interactions. The SHAKE77 algo-
rithm was employed to constrain hydrogen atom bond
lengths. All simulations were performed at constant tem-
perature (310 K) and pressure (1 atm) using Nosé-Hoover
chains78 and the Martyna-Tobias-Klein barostat.72 The
RESPA algorithm, temperature control, and pressure
control were implemented using the multigrator
Scheme.79

4.12 | Trajectory analysis

All the DAs were performed on the equilibrated portion
of the trajectories, which ranged from 1 to 6 μs. The pep-
tide helical axis was defined as the vector connecting the
center of mass of pHLIP residues 29 to 31 to the center of
mass of residues 21 to 23. The Ca2+ coordination shells
were defined by the radial distribution function and the
center-of-mass of each peptide or lipid moiety. Analyses
were performed with VMD62 and custom python scripts.
Molecular graphics were generated with VMD.
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