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Radiolabeling and in vivo evaluation
of lanmodulin with biomedically relevant
lanthanide isotopes†
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Short-lived, radioactive lanthanides comprise an emerging class of radioisotopes attractive for

biomedical imaging and therapy applications. To deliver such isotopes to target tissues, they must be

appended to entities that target antigens overexpressed on the target cell’s surface. However, the

thermally sensitive nature of biomolecule-derived targeting vectors requires the incorporation of these

isotopes without the use of denaturing temperatures or extreme pH conditions; chelating systems that

can capture large radioisotopes under mild conditions are therefore highly desirable. Herein, we

demonstrate the successful radiolabeling of the lanthanide-binding protein, lanmodulin (LanM), with

medicinally relevant radioisotopes: 177Lu, 132/135La and 89Zr. Radiolabeling of the endogenous metal-

binding sites of LanM, as well exogenous labeling of a protein-appended chelator, was successfully

conducted at 25 1C and pH 7 with radiochemical yields ranging from 20–82%. The corresponding radi-

olabeled constructs possess good formulation stability in pH 7 MOPS buffer over 24 hours (498%) in

the presence of 2 equivalents of natLa carrier. In vivo experiments with [177Lu]-LanM, [132/135La]-LanM,

and a prostate cancer targeting-vector linked conjugate, [132/135La]-LanM-PSMA, reveal that

endogenously labeled constructs produce bone uptake in vivo. Exogenous, chelator-tag mediated

radiolabeling to produce [89Zr]-DFO-LanM enables further study of the protein’s in vivo behavior,

demonstrating low bone and liver uptake, and renal clearance of the protein itself. While these results

indicate that additional stabilization of LanM is required, this study establishes precedence for the

radiochemical labeling of LanM with medically relevant lanthanide radioisotopes.

Introduction

Emerging radioactive lanthanide isotopes such as 177Lu
(b�(max) = 501 keV, t1/2 = 6.64 d), 86Y (b+(max) = 4.2 MeV,
t1/2 = 14.7 h), 161Tb (b�(max) = 593 keV, t1/2 = 6.90 d) and 132La
(t1/2 = 4.59 h, 42.1% b+(max) = 3.67 MeV) offer promising
avenues for the development of diagnostic and therapeutic
radiopharmaceuticals.1 In order to selectively deliver these
radionuclides to a target organ or tissue, they must be

appended to a tissue/organ-specific targeting vector by way of
a bifunctional chelator.2,3 Such chelators, once bound to the
metal ion of interest, must exhibit high kinetic inertness to
prevent isotope release prior to delivery. In many instances, and
for most clinically used radiopharmaceuticals, this is achieved
by use of macrocycle- or cryptand-based chelator systems that
rigidify upon binding of the metal ion, forming exceptionally
inert coordination complexes.4–7 However, the high thermo-
dynamic stability of the corresponding chelate, combined with
conformational changes required to form an in-cage chelate
complex, often necessitates incubation at 80–100 1C for pro-
longed periods of time (1–2 hours).8–11 This poses no issue
when the targeting vector is a small molecule or short peptide
with good thermal stability. However, if biological targeting
vectors such as monoclonal antibodies, antibody fragments, or
affibodies are employed, the requirement for heating poses a
significant challenge. This must be addressed by combining
such targeting vectors with bifunctional chelators that form
inert complexes at o40 1C with high radiochemical yield and
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purity – a challenge which remains pertinent, especially for
lanthanide isotopes.12–14

To date, few chelators have been employed to chelate large
lanthanides under mild conditions, outlining a need for the
development of such systems.15 Our group has previously investi-
gated the chelation and targeted delivery of the 132La/135La pair.16

The 132La isotope is suitable for positron emission tomography
(PET), while 135La (t1/2 = 18.9 h) decays by electron capture with the
subsequent emission of 10.9 � 3.2 high linear energy transfer
(LET) Auger electrons per decay.17 These electrons travel less than
a micron in tissue on average, suitable for targeted radiotherapy.18

Furthermore, due to the comparable size and chemical behavior to
the Ac3+ ion, the La3+ ion and its isotopes are considered suitable
surrogates to facilitate the development of 225Ac radiopharmaceu-
ticals in light of the 225Ac isotope’s scarcity and lack of imageable
emissions.16,19 The 135La and 132La isotopes are produced con-
comitantly when natBa is irradiated with protons. Our previous
work found that functionalized, tetra-azamacrocycle derived
chelators required prolonged incubation at 80 1C to produce in
cage formation, while the large cavity macrocycle macropa enabled
room-temperature chelation but suffered from radiolytic degrada-
tion of the chelate-adjacent, peptide-linked thiourea bond in its
functionalized state.16 Thus, alternative approaches, especially to
132/135La chelation of bioconjugates, remain elusive.

Lanmodulin (LanM) is a 12 kDa protein, produced by
methylotrophic bacteria that preferentially acquires and uti-
lizes the lighter, larger lanthanides for essential functions.
LanM possesses three highly selective lanthanide-binding sites
with average apparent dissociation constants (Kd) in the low
picomolar range across the lanthanide series (at pH 7.2, ran-
ging from 1.8 pM for La3+ to B5-fold higher for Ho3+ (the
heaviest lanthanide for which the apparent Kd has been directly
measured; the apparent Kd for Lu3+ is expected to be slightly
weaker)).20–22 These apparent Kd values represent the two
tightest, cooperative metal-binding sites (EF-hands 2 and 3);
EF-hand 1 is B4-fold weaker in the case of La3+,20,23 and it
is more susceptible to disruption by competing ligands.23–25

The protein itself is stable under extreme pH and thermally

challenging conditions.20,26 LanM exhibits a large, cooperative,
and highly selective conformational response to lanthanides that
results in a shift from a disordered secondary structure to B60%
alpha-helical character, a structure that retains the metal ions
in their respective binding pockets with appropriate kinetic
inertness.27 These properties have been leveraged for applications
ranging from the sequestration and separation of rare earths from
electronic waste24,26 to separation of trivalent actinides and lantha-
nides from di- or tetravalent contaminants on the macroscopic
scale.28,29 Long-term cycling of LanM for the purification of
228Ac further demonstrated LanM’s considerable resilience against
radiolytic degradation.22 Additionally, through modification of
metal-binding site, LanM can be tuned to possess enhanced
selectivity for actinides over lanthanides (Cm vs. Eu).25

Based on the exceptional selectivity and resilience of LanM
complexes with large lanthanides like La3+ against physiological
competing chelators such as phosphate,20,22,26 achieved at bio-
compatible temperatures o40 1C, paired with stabilization of the
metal-bound LanM species within a broad pH range, we hypothe-
sized that the LanM protein could provide a suitable alternative to
small molecular chelates with radiosensitive bifunctionalization
handles for the radiolabeling and targeted delivery of biomedically
relevant lanthanide isotopes. Herein, we demonstrate the endo-
genous and exogenous radiolabeling of LanM with 177Lu (endo-
genous), 132/135La (endogenous), and 89Zr (exogenous), as well as
the synthesis of [132/135La]-LanM-PSMA, a LanM protein functiona-
lized with a prostate cancer targeting peptide (Fig. 1). The corres-
ponding radiolabeled constructs were probed for their in vitro,
in vivo, and metabolic stabilities to determine the potential of
LanM for the chelation and targeted delivery of the biomedical
isotope 132/135La at tracer scale.

Experimental
Materials and methods

All chemicals were obtained from commercial suppliers in
biochemical reagent grade or better and used without further

Fig. 1 Schematic description of LanM variants subject of this work, including unfolded, non-metalated LanM, endogenously radiolabeled, folded LanM,
exogenously radiolabeled, folded LanM and endogenously labelled LanM conjugated to a targeting peptide via modified, N-terminal cysteine-maleimide.
Note: we are unable to localize incorporation of isotope to a specific site of EF1, EF2, and EF3 in the endogenously labeled LanM; schematic descriptions
only include EF3 labelled for simplicity, in this and in subsequent figures.
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purification. E. coli BL21(DE3) cells were obtained from New
England Biolabs (NEB). NMR spectra (1H, 13C) were collected on
a 700 MHz Advance III Bruker instrument at 25 1C and
processed using TopSpin 4.0.7. Chemical shifts are reported
as parts per million (ppm). Mass spectrometry of protein
constructs was performed at the Proteomics and Mass Spectro-
metry Core Facility at Pennsylvania State University. The mass
spectra were acquired on a Bruker Ultraflextreme MALDI TOF–
TOF instrument using a factory-configured instrument method
for the linear positive-ion detection over the 5000–20 000 m/z
range. Laser power attenuation and pulsed ion extraction time
were optimized to achieve the best signal. The instrument was
calibrated with a five-protein mixture containing bovine insulin
(MW 5733.6), bovine ubiquitin (MW 8564.8), horse heart cyto-
chrome C (MW 12 360.1), bovine ribonuclease A (MW 13 682.3),
and horse heart apomyoglobin (MW 16 951.5). Mass spectra
were smoothed (Savitzky–Golay, width 5 m/z, 1 cycle) and
baseline subtracted (TopHat). Mass lists were generated using
a centroid peak detection algorithm. High-resolution electro-
spray ionization (ESI) mass spectrometry of small molecules
was carried out at the Stony Brook University Center for
Advanced Study of Drug Action (CASDA) with a Bruker Impact
II UHR QTOF MS system. Gel filtration chromatography was
performed on an automated GE Healthcare Biosciences Akta
Pure fast protein liquid chromatography system (FPLC). Pre-
parative high performance liquid chromatography (HPLC) was
carried out on a Phenomenex Luna C18 column (250 mm �
21.2 mm, 100 Å, AXIA packed) at a flow rate of 15 mL min�1

using a Shimadzu HPLC-20AR equipped with a binary gradient
pump, UV-vis detector, and manual injector. UV absorption was
recorded at 254 nm. Method A (Solvent A = H2O + 0.1% TFA and
B = MeCN + 0.1% TFA): Gradient: 0–1 min: 5% B; 1–14 min:
5–50% B; 14–23 min: 50–95% B; 23–26 min: 95% B; 26–27 min:
95–5% B; 27–30 min: 5% B. Analytical HPLC was carried out on
a Phenomenex Luna 5 mm C18 column (150 mm� 3 mm, 100 Å,
AXIA packed) at a flow rate of 0.8 mL min�1 using a Shimadzu
HPLC-20AR equipped with a binary gradient pump, UV-vis
detector, autoinjector, and Laura radiodetector. Method B
(Solvent A = H2O + 0.1% TFA and B = MeCN + 0.1% TFA):
Gradient: 0–2 min: 5% B; 2–14 min: 5–95% B; 14–16 min: 95%
B; 16–16.5 min: 95–5% B; 16.5–20 min 5% B. RadioHPLC
analysis was carried out on the Shimadzu HPLC-20AR equipped
with a binary gradient, pump, UV-Vis detector, autoinjector and
a Laura radiodetector on a Phenomenex Yarra-2000 size exclu-
sion column using an isocratic gradient (Method C: 3 mm,
145 Å, 150 � 7.8 mm; Solvent: 30 mM MOPS (3-(N-morpholino)-
propanesulfonic acid), 100 mM KCl, pH = 7.0; 0.75 mL min�1).
Inductively coupled plasma optical emission spectroscopy
(ICP-OES) was carried out using an Agilent 5110 inductively
coupled plasma optical emission spectrometer. A 6-point stan-
dard curve with a check standard with respect to lutetium and
lanthanum was used and fits were found to be at least R2 of
0.9999. Concentrations were then back calculated to the sample
stock concentration. PET imaging was conducted using
Siemens Inveon PET/CT Multimodality System and data recon-
struction was done using ASIPro software and AMIDE. 177LuCl3

was obtained from the Department of Energy (DOE) isotope
program, produced at the University of Missouri reactor. 132/

135LaCl3 and 89Zr-oxalate were obtained from the Engle Lab at
University of Wisconsin–Madison.

Expression and purification of LanM variants

Wild type (WT) LanM was produced as described.30 Cys-LanM
(WT-LanM with a Gly-Ser-Gly-Cys peptide added to the
C-terminus) was purified as described.31 Briefly, plasmids con-
taining genes encoding for each protein were obtained from
TWIST Bioscience (pET-29b(+)-LanM). The proteins were grown
in chemically competent E. coli BL21(DE3) cells (NEB), which
were grown at 37 1C in Lysogeny broth (LB). Isopropyl b-D-1-
thiogalactopyranoside (IPTG, 200 mM) was added at OD600 nm =
B0.6 to induce overexpression for 3 h at 37 1C. Cells were lysed
by sonication and loaded to a gravity-flow 25 mL (2.5 � 5 cm)
Q-Sepharose Fast Flow column and eluted using an 80� 80 mL,
0.01–1 M NaCl gradient. Dithiothreitol (DTT, 10 mM) was
included in these buffers for Cys-LanM purification to mini-
mize thiol oxidation. LanM-containing fractions were identified
by SDS-PAGE analysis and then purified using gel filtration
chromatography (HiLoad 16/600 Superdex 75 pg). For Cys-
LanM purifications, 5 mM DTT was included. LanM- or Cys-
LanM-containing fractions were collected and concentrated to
B2.0 mM. LanM was stored in 30 mM MOPS, 100 mM KCl, 5%
glycerol, pH 7.0 and Cys-LanM was stored in the same buffer
containing 5 mM DTT.

Chemical functionalization of LanM and Cys-LanM

LanM-PSMA. PSMA-mal was dissolved in pure dimethyl
sulfoxide (DMSO, B25 mg mL�1 or 25 mM). In a 1.7 mL tube,
222 mL Cys-LanM (1.8 mM) and 650 mL buffer (50 mM Tris,
100 mM KCl, 10 mM tris(2-carboxyethyl)phosphine, TCEP,
pH 7.4) were mixed and incubated for 2 min. Then, 128 mL of
PSMA-mal (25 mM, 8 eq. relative to LanM, for preparation and
characterization see ESI†) were added dropwise over 1 min
while mixing to prevent precipitation. The reaction mixture was
nutated at 4 1C overnight. The resulting mixture was centri-
fuged at 12 000�g for 2 min to remove precipitate. The reaction
product was confirmed in the remaining aqueous phase by
mass spectrometry and subsequently purified using analytical-
scale gel filtration chromatography (HiLoad 10/300 Superdex
75 pg, 1 mL loop, 0.75 mL min�1) using 30 mM MOPS, 100 mM
KCl, 5% glycerol, pH 7.0 (no reductant). The protein conjugate
eluted from the column over the course of 2 mL.

DFO-LanM. p-SCN-Bn-desferrioxamine (DFO-NCS) (752.9 g mol�1)
was obtained from Macrocyclics, Inc. and dissolved in pure
DMSO (B20 mg mL�1 or 25 mM). In a 15 mL conical tube, 5.4
mL of 100 mM KCl, 500 mL LanM (2.0 mM stock concentration),
and 8.0 mL LaCl3 (250 mM stock concentration) were combined
to produce La2LanM. To this mixture, 4.0 mL of 100 mM
NaHCO3, 100 mM KCl, pH 9.0 was added. This order of
addition is important to prevent precipitation of lanthanum
carbonate. Finally, 10 � 10 mL additions of DFO-NCS (25 mM or
5 mg per 264 mL) were added, with thorough mixing between
each addition. Final reaction mixture was 100 mM La2LanM and
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250 mM DFO-NCS (2.5 eq. of DFO-NCS relative to La2LanM),
which was nutated overnight at room temperature. Product was
spun down (12 000 �g for 2 min) to remove precipitate and
concentrated to B400 mL using an Amicon Ultra 10 kDa
molecular weight cup off (MWCO) centrifugal filter device.
450% incorporation of DFO-NCS was confirmed by mass
spectrometry through formation of peaks at m/z values integer
multiples of 752 above LanM base mass of 11 686 Da (Fig. S5,
ESI†).

Radiochemical labeling

Lu-177 labeling. Radiolabeling with 177Lu was performed by
mixing 37 MBq (1.0 mCi 177Lu for 177Lu–Lu-LanM) or 126 MBq
(3.40 mCi 177Lu for 177Lu–La-LanM) with 20 nmol of apo-
protein in 30 mM MOPS, 100 mM KCl, pH 7.0. Subsequently,
2 equivalents of non-radioactive metal (LuCl3, 8 mL, 5.0 mM or
LaCl3, 10.3 mL, 3.88 mM) were added. Samples were allowed to
react for 90 min at room temperature and then purified using
Zeba spin desalting columns (7k MWCO). A radiochemical yield
of 75.4% for 177Lu–Lu-LanM and 20.6% for 177Lu–La-LanM
were achieved.

La-132/135 labeling. Radiolabeling with 132/135La was per-
formed by mixing 11 MBq (0.3 mCi 132/135La) of radiometal with
20 nmol of apo-protein in 30 mM MOPS, 100 mM KCl, 5%
glycerol, pH 7.0. Subsequently, 2 equivalents of non-radioactive
metal (LaCl3, 7.6 mL, 5.22 mM) were added. Samples were
allowed to react for 90 min at room temperature and then
purified using Zeba spin desalting columns (7k MWCO).
A radiochemical yield of 28.4% was achieved.

Zr-89 labeling. 89Zr-oxalate was pH-adjusted using 0.1 M
Na2CO3 to pH 7.0. Radiolabeling with 89Zr was then performed
by mixing 35.7 MBq (965 mCi 89Zr) of radiometal with 20 nmol
of La2LanM in 30 mM MOPS, 100 mM KCl, pH 7.0. Samples
were allowed to react for 90 min at room temperature and then
purified using Zeba spin desalting columns (7k MWCO).
A radiochemical yield of 82.5% yield was achieved.

In vivo experiments and metabolite analysis. All animal
experiments were approved by and conducted according
to the guidelines of the Institutional Animal Care and Use
Committee (IACUC) at Stony Brook Medicine.

General procedure for naı̈ve biodistribution and metabolite
analysis. Male mice (6 weeks old, Charles River, BALB/C) were
injected with radiolabeled LanM (0.9–1.5 MBq/25–40 mCi), or
unbound radiometal (1.2–1.6 MBq/32–43 mCi). After 2 h, ani-
mals were sacrificed by cervical dislocation and selected tissues
were collected and weighed. Activity of tissues was counted
using a g-counter (1470 PerkinElmer Wizard) and the radio-
activity associated with each organ was expressed as % ID/g.
To assess the presence of intact protein remaining, urine was
directly injected to the radioHPLC and the resulting trace was
compared to that of the radiolabeled protein.

General procedure for biodistribution and metabolite analysis
in murine xenograft model. Male mice (5 weeks old, Taconic, NCr
nude male) were inoculated subcutaneously with PSMA+ PC-3 PiP
cells and PSMA� PC-3 flu cells (5.0 � 105 each) suspended in
Matrigel and DPBS (1 : 2 DPBS: Matrigel), on the right and left

shoulders respectively. When tumors reached a suitable size
(o200 mm3), mice were injected with the radiolabeled species
of interest and biodistribution/metabolite analysis was conducted
in accordance with biodistribution studies in naı̈ve mice.

Results and discussion
Synthesis of LanM-PSMA and DFO-LanM conjugates

To enable targeting or exogenous labeling of LanM, we con-
ducted chemical functionalization of LanM via the native
N-terminus (and lysine sidechains) and Cys-LanM, a mutant
incorporating a surface accessible cysteine at the C-terminus
for facile bioconjugation.24 Previous work showed that the
C-terminally Cys-modified LanM exhibits similar metal-binding
properties to the wild-type protein.24

To functionalize LanM with a disease-specific targeting
vector, the protein was conjugated to a short, peptide-based
targeting vector selective for the prostate specific membrane
antigen (PSMA), a well-studied antigen overexpressed on the
surface of prostate cancer cells.32–35 In addition to the well-
established nature of the corresponding targeting vector’s
chemistry, a wealth of in vivo imaging and biodistribution data
has been reported on PSMA-targeted constructs; therefore,
previously published datasets serve as suitable means to eval-
uate the relative stability and performance of new PSMA-
targeting entities. A maleimide-functionalized version of the
small peptide targeting vector used in the clinically approved
177Lu-PSMA-617 was synthesized with manual solid phase
peptide synthesis methods (Fig. S3, ESI†).36 With established
maleimide–thiol coupling conditions, this maleimide linked-
PSMA targeting vector was subsequently appended to Cys-
LanM, to produce LanM-PSMA. Successful conjugation was
affirmed by mass spectrometric analysis (Fig. S4, ESI†).

In addition to LanM-PSMA, we also proposed the synthesis
of a LanM conjugate to selectively incorporate a radionuclide
via exogenous radiolabeling of fully metalated LanM. An exo-
genously tagged construct can provide information on the
protein’s native pharmacokinetic behavior without concern of
potential metal dissociation from the endogenous metal-
binding sites. To this end, we employed desferrioxamine
(DFO), a chelator with poor affinity for large, trivalent lantha-
nides but high affinity for the Zr4+ ion.37 Antibody-linked DFO
is commonly employed for the chelation of the 89Zr PET isotope
(b+(max) = 897 keV, t1/2 = 78 hours).38 In a similar manner to
well-established antibody conjugation, DFO-NCS was appended
to LanM via available and reactive lysine side chains (and/or the
N-terminus) and formed the corresponding thiourea bond
(Fig. S5, ESI†).39 Formation of the desired conjugate was con-
firmed using mass spectrometric analysis, revealing the for-
mation of multiple LanM-DFO conjugates (LanM(DFO)n, n = 1–3).

Endogenous radiochemical labeling of Ln binding sites

To investigate the feasibility of radiolabeling LanM within its
metal-binding sites, we probed radiochemical labeling with the
largest and smallest lanthanides, La3+ and Lu3+, both of which
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possess readily available radioisotopes, 132/135La and 177Lu,
respectively.

Radiolabeling of LanM (10 nmol) was achieved with 177Lu at
room temperature in 90 minutes using a low-specific-activity
radiolabeling approach by addition of natLu. Initial attempts to
radiolabel LanM at tracer concentration (o5 pmol) led to no
significant incorporation of the isotope. We posited that at
tracer levels, the binding of (statistically) no more than one
metal ion per LanM protein did not allow for a cooperative
conformational change, which has been documented to stabi-
lize the metal–protein complex.20,23 Therefore, we proceeded
with a cold-carrier-mediated radiolabeling approach.

To probe the optimal quantity of non-radioactive metal
necessary to maximize radiolabeling yields, apo-LanM was
incubated with 1–4 equivalents of natLu (cold carrier) relative
to protein quantity in presence of 177Lu (0.1 mCi). Two equiva-
lents of carrier natLu produced the most labeled protein (Fig. S7,
ESI†) according to radioHPLC size exclusion chromatography
(SEC) analysis (Fig. 2A). After radiolabeling, unbound metal was
separated from [177Lu]-LanM using size exclusion chromato-
graphy to produce the purified, endogenously labeled construct
in 75% isolated radiochemical yield (RCY). We also assessed
the achievable radiochemical yield using natLa as the non-
radioactive carrier, which also resulted in formation of the
desired product, albeit with only 20% radiochemical labeling
yield, possibly due to preferential incorporation of the larger
La3+ ion over trace 177Lu3+. Formulation stability measure-
ments over 24 hours indicated that natLa carrier resulted in
good retention of radioactivity within the protein, whereas
natLu resulted in release of the radioactive metal ion over
the same time course (Fig. 2B and C). This result may be
explained by Lu3+ being the lanthanide that is least efficient
in inducing LanM’s conformational change, and/or that for-
mation of Lu hydroxides occurs over long periods of time
because of the presence of two solvent molecules in the
metal-binding sites.28

Accordingly, radiolabeling of apo-LanM with 132/135La was
conducted using 2 equivalents of natLa carrier and the crude
reaction mixture was purified using size exclusion chromato-
graphy. The purified [132/135La]-LanM was obtained in 28%
radiochemical yield. Both [177Lu]-LanM and [132/135La]-LanM
with natLa as non-radioactive carrier exhibited excellent

formulation stability in pH 7.4 MOPS buffer (compatible with
in vivo injection) for 24 hours.

Exogenous radiochemical labeling

The exogenous radiochemical labeling of DFO-LanM (for syn-
thesis and characterization vide supra) was conducted using
DFO-LanM with fully occupied LanM metal binding sites using
3 equivalents of natLa. Radiolabeling with 89Zr was carried out
without the addition of additional non-radioactive carrier to
form [89Zr]-DFO-LanM at room temperature and pH 7, followed
by separation and isolation of the product with an 83% radio-
chemical labeling yield using size exclusion chromatography
(Fig. 3).

In vivo biodistribution in naı̈ve mice

One of the most important evaluation criteria of new radio-
chemical labeling methods involves the determination of
in vivo pharmacokinetics and stability of the corresponding
labeled constructs. To this end, we administered the radiola-
beled [132/135La]-LanM, [177Lu]-LanM and 89Zr-DFO-LanM intra-
venously to naı̈ve, balb/C mice, followed by biodistribution and
urine metabolite analysis 2 hours post injection. Additional
cohorts received [177Lu]LuCl3, [132/135La]La-citrate or 89Zr-
oxalate to determine the corresponding metal ion’s native
biodistribution. As expected and in accordance with previous
studies, the administration of [177Lu]LuCl3 results in significant
bone (8.30 � 4.47% ID/g, Fig. 4A) and liver uptake (19.27 �
0.69% ID/g, Fig. 4A). 177Lu-LanM demonstrates similar bone
uptake (8.89 � 3.15% ID g�1), indicative of likely dissociation of
177Lu from the metal binding sites within LanM during in vivo
circulation. In contrast, in vivo administration of [132/135La]-
LanM results in enhanced renal clearance and significant
reduction of bone uptake (3.53 � 0.49% ID g�1) when com-
pared to results obtained with the free ion control [132/135La]La-
citrate (9.07 � 1.89% ID g�1). These results indicate a better
retention of La3+, over the smaller Lu3+ (1.21 vs. 0.98 Å, CN = 8)
in accordance with the protein’s native selectivity and higher
binding affinity for the former (Fig. 4B) and are also consistent
with the greater stability of LanM complexes with larger Ln3+

ions against competitors, such as citrate, which is present in
serum. Urine metabolite analysis using SEC-HPLC detected
intact, radiometalated protein for both studies (Fig. 4D and E).

Fig. 2 (A) Schematic description of carrier-added radiochemical labeling procedure for the introduction of 177Lu or 132/135La to the endogenous metal
ion binding sites of LanM. (B) Formulation stability analysis using SEC-radioHPLC of [177Lu]-LanM using natLu as non-radioactive carrier shows the
degradation of the LanM-associated peak over the course of the experiment while (C) shows retention of the 177Lu isotope within the endogenous LanM
metal ion binding site with natLa as the non-radioactive carrier.
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To further assess the protein’s native distribution in vivo, we
conducted the biodistribution analysis of [89Zr]-DFO-LanM.
[89Zr]-DFO-LanM resulted in low bone uptake (0.48 � 0.07%
ID/g) compared to the 89Zr4+-oxalate (6.23 � 4.35% ID/g) and
primarily kidney uptake, indicating renal clearance of [89Zr]-
DFO-LanM (Fig. 4C). This behavior is comparable to that
observed for similarly sized 89Zr-labeled Fab fragments or
single-chain variable fragments (scFv’s). [89Zr]-DFO-LanM did
not result in significant accumulation in liver and bone tissues,
indicating that in vivo dissociation of a fraction of 132/135La and,
especially, 177Lu from endogenous labeling sites within LanM is
likely. Urine metabolite analysis using SEC-HPLC also detected
intact, radiometalated protein (Fig. 4F) for the [89Zr]-DFO-LanM
species.

Imaging and biodistribution of LanM-PSMA in a mouse
xenograft model

Radiolabeling of LanM-PSMA with 132/135La was conducted
in accordance with the previously established, natLa3+ carrier-

added method to afford [132/135La]-LanM-PSMA. We carried out
cell binding experiments, to probe if [132/135La]-LanM-PSMA
could retain binding to its target. PC3 PiP (PSMA+ cells) and
PC3 Flu (PSMA� cells) were incubated with [132/135La]-LanM-
PSMA for two hours.40,41 While significantly higher uptake was
observed in PSMA+ cells when compared to PSMA� cells
(1.97% and 1.00%, respectively, p o 0.0001, Fig. 5), overall
uptake was reduced compared to the binding affinity observed
for [68Ga]-PSMA-617 (B16%).42 The source of this reduced
affinity is possibly two-fold: decreased affinity to the target
due to interference of the LanM protein with efficient binding
to the cell surface antigen and/or the slow dissociation of the
132/135La isotope from the endogenous metal ion binding site
over the course of the cell binding experiment.

As [132/135La]-LanM-PSMA showed enhanced uptake in PSMA-
expressing cells, we proceeded to in vivo assessment in a bilateral
xenograft model. [132/135La]-LanM-PSMA was administered to NCr
athymic nude mice bearing PC3 PiP (PSMA+ cells) and PC3
Flu (PSMA� cells) xenografts on the left and right shoulders,
respectively. Biodistribution analysis conducted at the 2 hour post
injection time point shows localization of the activity in kidneys
and bladder (Fig. S15, ESI†). [132/135La]-LanM-PSMA resulted in
97.74 � 50.10% ID/g in the kidneys, in comparison with 9.86 �
3.89% ID/g in the [132/135La]-citrate cohort, mirroring the protein’s
native renal clearance and indicating that some fraction of 132/

135La is likely retained within the protein. However, this study
further affirmed that in vivo circulation also resulted in release
of 132/135La from the endogenous binding site, as significant
high bone uptake for [132/135La]-LanM-PSMA, comparable to

Fig. 3 Schematic description of no carrier-added radiochemical labeling
procedure for the introduction of 89Zr to the exogenous, DFO metal ion
binding site of DFO-LanM.

Fig. 4 (A) Two-hour post-injection biodistribution analysis of [177Lu]-LanM using natLu (38 mCi nmol�1, 68–77 mCi administered per mouse, n = 3) or natLa
(35 mCi nmol�1, 56–75 mCi administered per mouse, n = 4) as carrier in direct comparison with the distribution of 177LuCl3 as the free ion surrogate (n = 3).
(B) Two-hour post-injection biodistribution analysis of [132/135La]-LanM (4 mCi nmol�1, 10–14 mCi administered per mouse, n = 3) with natLa as carrier in
direct comparison with the distribution of 132/135La-citrate as the free ion surrogate (n = 3). (C) Two-hour post-injection biodistribution analysis of [89Zr]-
DFO-LanM (40 mCi nmol�1, 25–40 mCi administered per mouse, n = 5) in direct comparison with the distribution of 89Zr-oxalate as the free ion surrogate
(n = 3). (D) SEC-HPLC and urine metabolite analysis of [177Lu]-LanM using natLa as non-radioactive carrier (E) SEC-HPLC and urine metabolite analysis of
[132/135La]-LanM. (F) SEC-HPLC and urine metabolite analysis of [89Zr]-DFO-LanM.

Paper RSC Chemical Biology

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

3 
A

pr
il 

20
23

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 2

/2
3/

20
26

 4
:0

0:
07

 P
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d3cb00020f


420 |  RSC Chem. Biol., 2023, 4, 414–421 © 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

132/135La-citrate (14.06 � 5.13 and 17.93 � 2.99% ID g�1, respec-
tively, Fig. S15, ESI†) was observed. The accumulation in tumor
tissue remained low and differences between PSMA+ and PSMA�
tumors were not statistically significant. Urine metabolite analysis
confirmed residual presence of endogenously labeled [132/135La]-
LanM-PSMA (Fig. S16, ESI†). The increased deposition in bone for
the LanM-PSMA conjugate relative to LanM itself may also
indicate possible destabilization of protein folding with respect
to the lanthanide-binding sites due to the presence of the PSMA-
peptide.

Conclusions

In this study, we established protocols for the carrier-added,
tracer-level radiolabeling of the lanthanide-binding protein,
LanM, with medicinally relevant radioisotopes 177Lu, 132/135La,
and 89Zr at room tempera ture using endogenous and exogen-
ous, chemically introduced metal-binding sites. The resulting
radiolabeled constructs were synthesized with 20-83% radio-
chemical yields and exhibited good in vitro stability. In vivo
biodistribution and metabolite analysis studies revealed partial
release of 132/135La and 177Lu from endogenous metal binding
sites, resulting in accumulation in bone and liver tissues. 89Zr
was efficiently retained by chelation to the exogenous DFO
chelator tag, resulting in protein-mediated renal clearance.

Taken together, our data indicate that LanM constructs can be
efficiently radiolabeled under desirable, mild conditions and the
LanM protein exhibits pharmacokinetics comparable to other
small proteins such as antibody fragments, clearing predomi-
nantly renally. Future work will focus on improving the in vivo
stability of endogenously radiolabeled LanM to prevent dissocia-
tion of the endogenously incorporated radioisotope in vivo. We
anticipate that overall affinity, kinetic inertness, and selectivity for
Lu3+ relative to La3+ could be tuned by a combination of site-
directed mutagenesis and characterization of other naturally
occurring LanMs that may have distinct properties from the M.
extorquens protein that was the subject of the present study.
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