#® ROYAL SOCIETY

Chemical
P OF CHEMISTRY

Science

View Article Online
View Journal | View Issue,

EDGE ARTICLE

Engineering multifunctional metal/protein hybrid
nanomaterials as tools for therapeutic intervention
and high-sensitivity detectionf

i ") Check for updates ‘

Cite this: Chem. Sci., 2021, 12, 2480

8 All publication charges for this article
have been paid for by the Royal Society

of Chemistry Antonio Aires,? David Maestro,® Jorge Ruiz del Rio,? Ana R. Palanca, & °c
Elena Lopez—Martinez,@a Irantzu Llarena,? Kalotina Geraki, @ Carlos Sanchez-

Cano, ©*2 Ana V. Villar*®® and Aitziber L. Cortajarena & **f

Protein-based hybrid nanomaterials have recently emerged as promising platforms to fabricate tailored
multifunctional biologics for biotechnological and biomedical applications. This work shows a simple,
modular, and versatile strategy to design custom protein hybrid nanomaterials. This approach combines
for the first time the engineering of a therapeutic protein module with the engineering of
a nanomaterial-stabilizing module within the same molecule, resulting in a multifunctional hybrid
nanocomposite unachievable through conventional material synthesis methodologies. As the first proof
of concept, a multifunctional system was designed ad hoc for the therapeutic intervention and
monitoring of myocardial fibrosis. This hybrid nanomaterial combines a designed Hsp90 inhibitory
domain and a metal nanocluster stabilizing module resulting in a biologic drug labelled with a metal
nanocluster. The engineered nanomaterial actively reduced myocardial fibrosis and heart hypertrophy in
an animal model of cardiac remodeling. In addition to the therapeutic effect, the metal nanocluster
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Accepted 12th December 2020 allowed for in vitro, ex vivo, and in vivo detection and imaging of the fibrotic disease under study. This
study evidences the potential of combining protein engineering and protein-directed nanomaterial
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Introduction

Despite tremendous advancement in diagnosis, treatment, and
prevention procedures, highly prevalent diseases such as cancer
and neurodegenerative and cardiovascular diseases are still
a leading cause of death worldwide.®* Therefore, the develop-
ment of new nanotechnological tools for relevant application in
biomedicine is still an ongoing research goal addressed by
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routes to date for the next generation of advanced nanomaterials in medicine.

different methodological approaches. In this context, the
specific targeting of disease-related pathways and molecules,
mostly proteins, is a promising strategy.

Current techniques for tracking, imaging, and inhibiting
proteins rely mostly on antibodies. These highly specific
proteins are extremely useful tools for different applications,
but present some limitations that hamper their use in some
cases, including high toxicity, the immunogenicity observed in
patients, and inefficient access to cytoplasmic targets.* The
aforementioned challenges could be overcome by the use of
recombinantly produced alternatives, for example, molecules
based on simpler protein recognition modules. Engineered
proteins can go beyond what is possible with antibodies, as
their sequence and structure can be easily modified to modulate
their targeting capacities or intracellular localization. Further-
more, modular design strategies can be used to combine
recognition units with other functionalities, thus generating
powerful new tools for therapeutic intervention and diagnosis.

In this context, small engineered protein domains, inspired
by natural binding domains, such as tetratricopeptide repeats,
ankyrin repeats, and other repeat protein scaffolds, show great
promise as the next generation of therapeutic biologics.*® For
example, the engineered consensus tetratricopeptide repeat
(CTPR) scaffold is a domain comprising the repetition of 34

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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amino acid structural modules, which are stabilized by
predictable inter-repeat local interactions.® These interactions
determine the CTPR protein structure, with a clear distinction
between residues that encode their stability or their function-
ality.’ CTPR proteins can be engineered to display different
ligand recognition properties, as antibody mimics.** In addition
to their binding capabilities, CTPR domains can also be engi-
neered to synthesize metal nanoclusters (NCs) by introducing
metal binding sites within protein scaffolds.*>** Of particular
interest for biomedical applications are small noble metal
nanoclusters, such as silver and gold, stabilized within
biomolecules.”® The resulting CTPR-stabilized metal nano-
clusters (Prot-NC) are highly photoluminescent, photo-stable,
and biocompatible. Furthermore, these Prot-NCs are readily
internalized by living cells, without compromising the NC
integrity and their luminescence properties.'* Therefore, CTPR
protein hybrid nanomaterials show great promise as the basis
to construct tailored multifunctional nanomaterials for
biotechnological and biomedical applications.

This work presents, as the first proof of concept, the fusion of
a CTPR390 module [1] (as the protein recognition module)**"” to
target and inhibit Hsp90,'® and a fluorescent metal nanocluster
stabilizing module, for in vitro, ex vivo, and in vivo detection and
imaging (or tracking). The main goal is to explore the develop-
ment and application of multifunctional hybrid nanomaterials
based on the rational assembly of engineered protein modules
with specified properties as building blocks. Remarkably, since
the modules used are based on the same structural scaffold, the
CTPR protein, they can be easily fused into single proteins to
form new molecular tools for therapeutic intervention and high-
sensitivity detection technologies. This multifunctional mole-
cule is validated for therapeutic intervention and for moni-
toring replacement myocardial fibrosis secondary to heart
damage. Replacement myocardial fibrosis has prognostic value
usually associated with risk factors of poor cardiac recovery,">*
that strongly affects heart function by overexpression and
deposition of extracellular matrix pro-fibrotic components,
mainly collagen I. However, therapies to directly target excessive
fibrosis remain limited.”*** The main target cytokine that trig-
gers the overexpression of collagen fibers is transforming
growth factor beta (TGFB),>*** and the blockade of its cascade
through the inhibition of the chaperone Hsp90 reduces
collagen synthesis and deposition in damaged hearts.>*¢ In this
sense, the correlation between the inhibition of Hsp90 and the
reduction of the pro-fibrotic effects of TGFp in cardiac fibrosis
opened a new route for the development of anti-fibrotic thera-
pies.** As such, the designed Hsp90-binding module
(CTPR390; [1]) inhibited Hsp90 preserving its chaperone activity
and thus the cellular homeostasis,*'*"” resulting in TGFB
signaling deregulation and collagen synthesis reduction.® The
added value of labelling the biologic drug 1 with gold nano-
clusters (AuNCs) is demonstrated in this work by using Au as
a unique tracing signal of the molecule when imaging the heart
tissue obtained from treated animals by synchrotron X-ray
fluorescence (SXRF). SXRF is a powerful technique that allows
simultaneous mapping of the distribution of different elements
in cells and tissues.”””® The approach shown here enables the
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specific labelling of the protein-based biologic drug of interest,
generating a theranostic tool that reduces the effects of the
disease and can be unequivocally traced and quantified in
tissue. This strategy permits assessment of the correlation
between the tissue localization and the therapeutic effect of the
biologic drug. Overall, this work reveals the first design of
a hybrid protein-nanocluster biologic drug and the potential of
this nanocomposite as a theranostic tool, opening up unex-
plored routes to date for the next generation of advanced
biocompatible multimodal nanomaterials.

Results and discussion

To explore the development of multifunctional nanomaterials
based on engineered proteins as new tools for therapeutic
intervention and high-sensitivity monitoring of pathological
myocardial fibrosis, fusion between the CTPR390 module [1],
designed as a protein recognition moiety to target and inhibit
the Hsp90 protein, and a fluorescent metal nanocluster stabi-
lizing module [2], for ex vivo, in vitro, and in vivo detection and
imaging, was performed (Fig. 1). The 1 module was previously
developed and tested for fibrosis inhibition,*'” and the nano-
cluster stabilizing module [2] was previously designed based on
the crystal structure of CTPR protein (PDB ID: 2HYZ)? for the
synthesis and stabilization of iron-sulfur nanoclusters.*” Since
thiols are known to bind strongly to metals, such as gold,*?*°
a metal coordination site carrying four cysteine residues (Cys)
was modelled on the CTPR concave surface.”” This site is ex-
pected to result in a stronger nanocluster coordination
compared to previously reported sites comprising histidines.™
The initial design gave rise to the nanocluster stabilization
module C2y¢ [2], which was the module intended to generate
the final hybrid system. This module was first tested for its
ability to stabilize gold nanoclusters, using a slightly modified
green biocompatible chemistry method that had been previ-
ously described,™ in the context of a protein with two flanking
wild type CTPR repeats [3] (Fig. S17), since a CTPR with two
repeats is marginally stable.?* The 3-AuNC complex was purified
by size-exclusion chromatography, and the NC growth was fol-
lowed by the appearance of a single peak fluorescence emission
with a maximum at 440 nm (excitation at the maximum
absorbance wavelength, 374 nm; Fig. 2A). Extensive control
experiments confirmed the fluorescence emission of 3-AuNCs
after reduction with sodium ascorbate, as the fluorescence was
observed only when all the reagents were present (Fig. S17).
Upon demonstrating the capability of 2 to allow the
synthesis/stabilization of blue-emitting AuNCs, 1 and 2 were
fused using a modular cloning strategy (Fig. 1A).° The resulting
protein 4 was used for the synthesis/stabilization of AuNCs
(Fig. 1A). After synthesizing the multifunctional 4-AuNC hybrid
nanomaterial, the fluorescence emission and structural integ-
rity of the protein scaffold were verified. Remarkably, excitation
of 4-AuNCs with UV light caused a fluorescence emission with
comparable efficiency to that of the NC obtained from 3 under
the same experimental conditions (Fig. 2A). In addition, the
circular dichroism (CD) spectra of 4-AuNCs revealed that the o-
helical structure of the protein scaffold was not affected by the
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Fig. 1 Multifunctional proteins designed for the treatment and monitoring of myocardial fibrosis. (A) General scheme of the chimeric multi-
functional protein scaffold design and the synthesis and stabilization of fluorescent AUNCs. The crystal structure of the designed CTPR390 [1]
recognition module (green) in complex with the C-terminal Hsp90 peptide (orange) (PDB ID: 3KD7) (center).* A nanocluster stabilization site is
introduced on a modified CTPR module in which four cysteines have been introduced [2] (cyan) on the structure of the CTPR (PDB ID: 2HYZ).2
Chimeric bifunctional protein [4] made by the fusion of the 1 and 2 modules. Synthesis and stabilization of fluorescent 4-AuNCs. (B) Schematic
representation of the general approach for the treatment and monitoring of myocardial fibrosis. Representation of therapeutic 4-AuNC intra-
peritoneal injection into a fibrotic mouse. Representative examples of the therapeutic efficacy in the reduction of myocardial fibrosis. In vitro, ex
vivo, and in vivo monitoring of the myocardial fibrosis. In vitro imaging of 4-AuNC treated primary myocardial fibroblasts by confocal microscopy
(CM). Ex vivo 4-AuNC fluorescence detection with an in vivo imaging system (IVIS) by excitation at 440 nm of 3 controls and one 4-AuNC treated
heart. 4-AuNC detection by synchrotron X-ray fluorescence (SXRF) and inductively coupled plasma mass spectrometry ICP-MS techniques of in

vivo 4-AuNC treated mice.

AuNC formation, which is critical for their application as
a biologic drug (Fig. 2B). Then, the binding of the protein to
Hsp90 (ref. *¥) was verified by fluorescence anisotropy using
a fluorescein labelled 24-mer Hsp90 peptide (Fig. 2C). The Kp
value obtained for the interaction between 4-AuNCs and the
Hsp90 peptide was 160 £+ 15 uM, similar to the value deter-
mined for the protein 4 alone (155 £+ 11 pM) and to the value
described for 1 (200 uM)."” These results confirmed that the
binding domain module 1 present in 4 was not affected by the
AuNC formation, which is key for using this novel methodology
to develop new theranostic tools.

The multifunctional 4-AuNC hybrid nanomaterial was fully
characterized, showing a fluorescence quantum yield (QY) of
10.05%, significantly higher than the QY reported for other
protein-stabilized AuNCs (3.5-6.0%).'**** The origin of this
high QY is probably associated with the characteristics of the
protein scaffold, since the QY of the AuNCs is strongly affected
by the capping agents.>**® The cysteine residues that compose

2482 | Chem. Sci., 2021, 12, 2480-2487

the gold binding site were placed onto the protein concave
surface and, thus the resulting AuNC should be shielded and
rigidified by the protein scaffold. This decreases the non-
radiative deactivation process and improves the stability of
the AuNCs, leading to high QY values.*” In addition, the pres-
ence of electron-rich cysteine residues on the concave surface of
the protein scaffold can largely promote the photoluminescence
of the protein-stabilized AuNCs.**** The excited-state dynamics
of the 4-AuNC was analyzed with time-resolved photo-
luminescence measurements (Fig. S21). Multi-exponential fits
of the photoluminescence decay curves, provided 2.53 ns
amplitude-weighted average lifetimes that correspond to tran-
sitions between singlet states in AuNCs.**"** XPS indicated that
the Au cores of the 4-AuNC were mainly composed of Aul+ and
Au0 species with a ratio 2 : 1 (Fig. S37). In order to use the Au
atoms as a specific tracer of the multifunctional molecule for
SXRF a precise quantification of the NC size and the number of
Au atoms per protein was performed. MALDI-TOF and ICP-MS

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig.2 (A) Fluorescence spectra of 3-AuNCs (blue) and 4-AuNCs (red).
The excitation spectra are shown in dashed lines and the emission
spectra in solid lines. (B) CD spectra of 4 (solid blue line) and 4-AuNCs
(solid red line) recorded at 10 uM protein concentration at 25 °C. (C)
Ligand binding activity of 4 (blue circles) and 4-AuNC (red squares).
Fluorescence anisotropy of the fluorescein-labelled 24-mer C-
terminal peptide of Hsp90. Dashed lines show the fitto a 1 : 1 binding
model to calculate the binding affinity. The dissociation constant (Kp)
was Kp = 155 + 11 uM for 4, and Kp = 160 = 15 uM for 4-AuNCs.

were employed to define the number of Au atoms in the
multifunctional 4-AuNC hybrid nanomaterial. The MALDI-TOF
mass spectrum of 4-AuNC showed a broad peak at a larger
molecular weight than that of the protein 4, which proved the
stabilization of AuNCs by the protein and revealed certain
polydispersity in size for the AuNC (Fig. S4 and Table S1t). An

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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average of 8 £ 4 gold atoms per protein were estimated for the
multifunctional 4-AuNC hybrid nanomaterial. Accordingly, ICP-
MS determination of Au from 4-AuNCs indicated 8 + 1 Au atoms
per protein (Table S21t). This size is in concordance with that of
previously described blue fluorescent AuNCs.***>** Finally, the
homogeneity in the morphology and size of the 4-AuNC was
evaluated by scanning transmission electron microscopy
(STEM) (Fig. S51). The STEM images showed homogeneous NCs
with diameters of 1.0 + 0.2 nm (Fig. S51).

The multifunctional 4-AuNC hybrid nanomaterial also
showed good stability and biocompatibility, which are required
for any biomedical application. 4-AuNCs were stable over
a month in PBS at 4 °C (Fig. S6AT) and over a week under
physiological conditions (PBS, and human plasma at 37 °C)
(Fig. S6BT). In addition, the biocompatibility of the 4-AuNC was
evaluated in cell cultures. NIH-3T3 fibroblast cells and primary
cardiac fibroblasts extracted from adult mice were incubated
with different concentrations of 4-AuNCs under standard cell
culture conditions. Following 5 days of incubation, 4-AuNCs did
not present any evident cytotoxicity even at the highest
concentration tested (Fig. S7t). Furthermore, functional vali-
dation of 4-AuNCs as a biologic anti-fibrotic drug was also
performed in vitro using primary cardiac fibroblasts extracted
from adult mice. Fibroblasts treated with 4-AuNCs showed
a significant reduction in gene expression of key pro-fibrotic
markers, including collagen I and III, and fibronectin in
Fig. S8.7 Moreover, 4-AuNCs exhibited an efficient internaliza-
tion (Fig. S9 and Movies S1 and S21) while did not inhibit the
Hsp90 chaperone activity (Fig. S10t) after 24 h of incubation in
primary cardiac fibroblasts extracted from adult mice. These
results are in agreement with previous observations for the 1
protein without AuNCs.*

Hereafter, the use of 4-AuNCs as a biologic anti-fibrotic drug to
reduce myocardial fibrosis in vivo was evaluated in an angiotensin
1I (Ang II) mice model. It has been widely demonstrated that Ang II
administration induces cardiovascular damage through patholog-
ical remodelling including hypertrophy and fibrosis.* To induce
fibrosis, mice were continuously infused with Ang II for 15 days
through a subcutaneous osmotic mini-pump. The hypertension
promoted by Ang II generates mechanical damage in the heart and
in addition to mechanical stress, it activates pathological remod-
elling (hypertrophy and fibrosis) to end-organ damage in the short
term. These reparative mechanisms, mainly fibrosis, in the long
term lead to cardiac dysfunction and in the worst scenario cardiac
failure.® Consistent with previous reports, significant and wide-
spread fibrosis was observed throughout the myocardium 15 days
after Ang II administration."® However, a reduction of the collagen
area was observed in the hearts of mice treated with 4-AuNCs
(Fig. 3A and B). With only one single dose of 4-AuNCs (200 pl at 1
mM), fibrosis remained limited 4 days after the treatment and it
showed a more significant reduction 8 days after the 4-AuNC
administration (Fig. 3A and B). At a shorter time after the admin-
istration (3 hours) reduction of the Ang Il-enhanced fibrosis
(Fig. 3A and B) and reversion of the hypertrophy (Fig. S111) were
not observed. These results were in accordance with previously
described data for the 1 protein without AuNCs.*
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Fig.3 Invivo 4-AuNC effect on cardiac fibrosis. Histology, gene, and protein expression of cardiac markers related to fibrosis in the Ang Il mouse
model treated with 4-AuNCs. (A) Masson's trichrome staining of heart cross sections to evaluate fibrosis (mainly collagen I) and details of these
sections. Muscle visualization in pink and fibrotic areas in purple. Groups of mice under study: Sham control mice with vehicle or with 4-AuNC
administration at 3 hours, 4 and 8 days after the treatment (left panel); Ang Il fibrotic mice with vehicle or with 4-AuNC administration at 3 hours,
4 and 8 days after the treatment (right panel). (B) Total collagen | area measured in the heart cross sections from the mice under study at 3 hours,
4 days or 8 days after the anti-fibrotic 4-AuNC administration. (C and D) Expression of the cardiac stress inducible genes encoding atrial
natriuretic peptides Nppa and Nppb 8 days after the biologic 4-AuNC anti-fibrotic drug administration. (E and F) Gene-expression changes for
COLIII (D) and FN (E) in 4-AuNC treated mice (8 days). (G and H) Expression and quantification of COL lIl and FN proteins of 4-AuNC treated mice

(8 days) in arbitrary units (A.U.). (*p < 0.05, **p < 0.005, ***p < 0.001; Mann—-Whitney test).

The greatest reduction of myocardial fibrotic areas was
observed 8 days after the 4-AuNC treatment. Thus, the study at
the molecular level was focused on this time point showing the
reduction in gene expression of myocardial stress biomarkers
(Nppa and Nppb) (Fig. 3C and D), and the reduction in gene and
protein expression of the structural pro-fibrotic proteins (COL
I, and FN) in 4-AuNC treated mice, compared to vehicle-
treated mice (Fig. 3E-H). In addition to the reduced cardiac
fibrosis by 4-AuNC treatment, a study of cardiac hypertrophy
(heart weight to body weight ratio) was performed. Fig. S11+
shows that the myocardial hypertrophy was notably reduced 8
days after 4-AuNC treatment.

Remarkably, the presence of Au made possible the detection
of the multifunctional 4-AuNC hybrid nanomaterial, in organs,
tissues, and fluids using a number of different techniques. As
such, imaging of ex vivo hearts injected with 4-AuNCs showed

2484 | Chem. Sci, 2021, 12, 2480-2487

a uniform distribution of the 4-AuNC within the organ (Fig. 1B).
ICP-MS allowed the assessment of the biodistribution of 4-
AuNC in mice (Fig. S12t), showing that 8 days after injection 4-
AuNCs were accumulated mostly in the kidneys, liver, and
spleen of both healthy and fibrotic individuals. These results
suggest the presence of a regular activity of the hepatic
metabolism and a desirable renal clearance in treated mice with
or without fibrosis, as was expected considering the hydrody-
namic size of the multifunctional 4-AuNC hybrid nanomaterial
(8 £ 1 nm). In contrast, Au was found in low quantities in the
stomach, lungs, intestines, urine, and blood, and was not
detected in the brain and cerebellum, indicating that 4-AuNCs
do not cross the brain blood barrier. Interestingly, significant
differences were observed in the accumulation of Au in the
cardiovascular areas of fibrotic individuals, such as atria, right
and left ventricles, and the aorta, compared to healthy controls

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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(Fig. S127). These cardiovascular areas have been consistently
reported as damaged areas in an Ang II murine mode].*"**
SXRF using microfocused synchrotron radiation also
permitted quantification of the accumulation of Au in tissue
samples, while providing lateral resolution not available from
ICP-MS. This technique allows the assessment of the localiza-
tion of 4-AuNCs within the hearts of Ang II and healthy mice
with a pm resolution (Fig. 4A-E and S13-21, and Table S3t).
Three different time-points, 3 hours, 4 days and 8 days, were
selected to evaluate the accumulation of 4-AuNC by SXRF in the
hearts of the mice after the administration of 4-AuNCs
(Fig. S15-S211). Au elemental maps acquired using SXRF
showed a higher accumulation of 4-AuNC in the hearts of
fibrotic mice in comparison with the hearts of healthy mice.
Furthermore, this accumulation was time dependent, and could
be correlated with the antifibrotic response of 4-AuNCs (Fig. S23
and S24%). The two time-points that presented the maximal
difference in the anti-fibrotic response (according to the
collagen reduction and fibrotic biomarker quantification -
Fig. 3) compared to that of the vehicle treated mice, 3 hours
(lack of response) and 8 days (highest anti-fibrotic response)
were analysed more in detail by SXRF. Initially, Au elemental
maps acquired using SXRF confirmed the absence of 4-AuNCs
in the hearts of vehicle treated mice, and the presence of low
quantities of Au in those heart sections extracted from healthy
mice treated with the 4-AuNCs, independent of the time after
the treatment (1.66 + 0.11 and 0.8 4 0.02 ng mg ™', respectively
3 hours or 8 days after the treatment). In contrast, the hearts of
Ang II mice treated with 4-AuNCs seemed to accumulate high
quantities of Au (5.62 + 0.22 and 27.22 + 6.27 ng mg
respectively 3 hours or 8 days after the treatment) in a time
dependent manner (4-fold increase between 3 hours and 8 days
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o
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Fig. 4 (A-C) Heart sections from mice showing the areas studied with
SXRF. (A) Ang Il fibrotic mouse treated with 4-AuNCs; (B) vehicle
treated Ang Il fibrotic mouse; (C) Sham healthy mouse treated with 4-
AuNCs. (D) Au SXRF elemental maps showing localization of the Au
element from 4-AuNCs in healthy (Sham) or fibrotic (Ang Il) hearts of
mice 3 hours and 8 days after 4-AuNC treatment; Raster scan: 5 x 5
um? step size, 1 s dwell time. Scale bar 100 pm. Concentration range in
images: 0-2 ng mm~2 Au. (E) Quantity of Au accumulated in hearts of
healthy (Sham) or fibrotic (Ang Il) mice 3 hours and 8 days after 4-
AuNC treatment.
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after the treatment; Fig. 4E). Remarkably, Au accumulation was
independent of the area of the hearts studied (i.e. septum and
posterior wall, top or bottom; Fig. 4A-C and S14-S207). But, while
the distribution of 4-AuNCs within these areas was homogeneous
in healthy mice or Ang II mice 3 hours after the treatment with 4-
AuNCs, Au maps acquired from the hearts of Ang II mice 8 days
after the treatment showed a distinct punctuated pattern (with hot-
spots containing over 50 times more gold than the average found
in the whole area studied; Fig. 4D and S$14-S21%). Such accumu-
lation patterns are similar to the ones obtained from Ang II hearts
when they are stained with the Masson's trichrome staining, which
highlights fibrotic areas with a high concentration of collagen
(Fig. 3A). Therefore, it might be possible that 4-AuNCs respond to
distinct collagen deposit-domains within specific myocardial areas,
thus tracking the damage. To confirm the accumulation of the
multifunctional 4-AuNC hybrid nanomaterial in the fibrotic areas
and explore its potential as a bio-marker of the myocardial fibrosis
disease, partial Masson's trichrome staining was applied to
specifically stain, with tungsten (W), the collagen-rich fibrotic
regions. The experimental design was based on the first steps of
the Masson's trichrome assay in which phosphotungstic acid (PTA)
binds to collagen and fibres of connective tissues at low pH. Once
the tungsten—collagen interaction was fixed on the fresh tissue, the
co-localization of Au and W was assessed using SXRF maps ob-
tained from PTA-stained heart sections. PTA is widely used as
a contrast agent for X-ray based techniques, and is currently being
tested as a possible contrast agent to study collagen distribution in
cartilage using contrast-enhanced micro-computed tomog-
raphy.*=* High levels of tungsten were found in the hearts of Ang I
mice when compared with those from the healthy mice (0.192 +
0.003 and 0.079 + 0.001 ng W per ng Zn, respectively; normalized
to Zn levels as it indicates cellular areas due to high levels in
nuclear regions; Fig. S22 and S247). These results were expected, as
increased collagen levels in fibrotic hearts were already observed
(Fig. 3A). However, when fibrotic (Ang II) and healthy (Sham) mice
were analyzed 8 days after 4-AuNC treatment, the hearts showed
similar levels of W to the hearts of vehicle treated healthy (Sham)
mice (0.096 + 0.001 and 0.083 £ 0.001 ng W per ng Zn, respec-
tively; Fig. S247). Furthermore, only fibrotic (Ang II) mice accu-
mulated high amounts of Au (as expected; Fig. S23t), and the
correlation between the W and Au signals was much higher in the
fibrotic heart samples treated with 4-AuNCs when compared with
the healthy analogues (R-Pearson's coefficients 0.35 and —0.2
respectively; Fig. S2471). These results suggest that the reduced
fibrosis levels observed upon treatment with 4-AuNCs might be
related to the accumulation of the multifunctional 4-AuNC hybrid
nanomaterial in fibrotic areas. Such accumulation could be due to
the presence of high levels of Hsp90 (the target of 4-AuNCs) related
to collagen production, as the expression of Hsp90a (inducible
isoform under pathological conditions) significantly
augmented in the heart of AnglII-fibrotic mice, while there was no
variation in Hsp90p (constitutively expressed isoform) (Fig. S25t).

was

Conclusions

In summary, a simple protein engineering-based versatile
approach to generate custom protein-metal hybrid

Chem. Sci., 2021, 12, 2480-2487 | 2485


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d0sc05215a

Open Access Article. Published on 14 December 2020. Downloaded on 2/9/2026 7:52:17 AM.

Thisarticleislicensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 3.0 Unported Licence.

(cc)

Chemical Science

nanomaterials for biomedical applications has been demon-
strated. The main goal in this work was to explore the devel-
opment and application of synthetic strategies to obtain
multifunctional hybrid nanomaterials based on the rational
assembly of engineered protein modules with specified prop-
erties as building blocks. As the sequence and structure of these
engineered protein modules can be easily modified to modulate
their targeting capacities and to introduce other functionalities,
this modular design strategy can be used to combine recogni-
tion units and other functionalities, depending on the specific
application, thus generating powerful tailored multifunctional
nanomaterials for therapeutic intervention and diagnosis.

Here, as the first proof of concept, an engineered multi-
functional system was constructed, by combination of two
designed modules, a recognition module, and a metal nano-
cluster stabilizing module, in a chimeric protein. In particular,
a new tool for the therapeutic intervention and monitoring of
myocardial fibrosis was generated, by the fusion of the CTPR390
module [1], a protein recognition moiety that targets and
inhibits the TGFB pro-fibrotic cascade protein, Hsp90, and
a fluorescent metal nanocluster stabilizing module, for ex vivo,
in vitro, and in vivo detection and imaging. The resulting
protein-based hybrid nanomaterial (4-AuNC) was evaluated as
a biologic anti-fibrotic drug to reduce myocardial fibrosis in vivo
in an angiotensin II (Ang II) mouse model. A single dose
administration of 4-AuNCs caused a significant reduction in the
myocardial fibrosis and heart hypertrophy 8 days after treat-
ment, due to the Hsp90 inhibition function. This inhibition
preserved the Hsp90 chaperone function, thus minimizing the
effects on cellular homeostasis, which opens a new route for the
development of anti-fibrotic therapies. In addition, 4-AuNCs
allowed ex vivo, in vitro, and in vivo detection and imaging of the
fibrosis disease, due to the selective labelling of the biological
molecule with a biocompatible metal nanocluster. Overall, the
strategy presented here shows great promise of engineered
protein-based hybrid nanomaterials and their potential use as
theranostic tools, opening up unexplored routes to date for the
synthesis of the next generation of advanced nanocomposites
and their application in medicine.
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