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Fast synthesis of DNA origami single crystals at
room temperaturet
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Structural DNA nanotechnology makes the programmable design and assembly of DNA building blocks into
user-defined microstructures feasible. However, the formation and further growth of these microstructures
requires slow heat treatment in precise instruments, as otherwise amorphous aggregates result. Here, we
used an organic solute, urea, as the catalyst for the crystallization of DNA origami building blocks to achieve
the fast synthesis of DNA origami single crystals with a cubic Wulff shape at room temperature. The ordered
assemblies can be formed within 4 hours at room temperature, which further grew into cubic microcrystals
with an average size of about 5 micrometers within 2 days. Furthermore, the phase diagram provides an
inverse logic that allows users to proactively customize the melting temperature (T,,,) of crystallization
according to the target temperature conditions, rather than requiring de novo design of DNA sequences
or painstakingly difficult trial-and-error attempts. On this basis, even under random fluctuating outdoor
temperature conditions, DNA origami crystals can still grow and maintain high quality and high yield
comparable to those of crystals synthesized in precise instruments, creating a basis for the development
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Introduction

Assembling atoms, molecules, and nanoparticles into two-
dimensional (2D) or three-dimensional (3D) arrays in a peri-
odic arrangement can give rise to a series of distinctive collec-
tive properties that are not normally achieved in naturally
occurring materials."® These artificial structures, which often
consist of plentiful components and controllable nanoscale
architectures, are of great importance in applications such as
optical applications,®™ mechanical metamaterials, and
catalysis.'® Since the last century, the rise of structural DNA
nanotechnology has enabled a programmable route for bottom-
up self-assembly, allowing the customization of structural and
functional properties in artificial crystals at the nanoscale
level.”*° Based on this structural design route, numerous 3D
colloidal superlattices with dozens of symmetries have been
successfully fabricated,” some of which exhibit crystal habits

12-14

“College of Engineering and Applied Sciences, State Key Laboratory of Analytical
Chemistry for Life Science, National Laboratory of Solid State Microstructures,
Jiangsu Key Laboratory of Artificial Functional Materials, Chemistry and
Biomedicine Innovation Center, Collaborative Innovation Center of Advanced
Microstructures, Nanjing University, Nanjing 210023, China. E-mail: ytian@nju.edu.
cn

*Institute of Chemical Biology and Nanomedicine, State Key Laboratory of Chemo/
Biosensing and  Chemometrics, Hunan Key Laboratory of
Biomacromolecular Chemical Biology, College of Chemistry and Chemical
Engineering, Hunan University, Changsha 410082, China
(ESI)

Provincial

T Electronic  supplementary  information available. See DOL:

https://doi.org/10.1039/d45c07267g

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

of adaptive self-assemblies and the industrialization of functional DNA microstructures.

resembling those of atomic crystals.”*** However, in terms of
fabrication methods, the synthesis of these 3D DNA crystals is
mostly achieved through slow heat treatment, especially for
micrometer-scale DNA single crystals with specific habits,
which necessitate more rigorous annealing processes, for
example, slowing the annealing rate or conducting multiple
annealing cycles. These refined heat treatments are typically
conducted in advanced temperature-control instruments, and
the duration of crystallization process is generally around
a week with the objective of promoting crystal growth. To date,
a fast technique for producing 3D DNA single crystals directly at
room temperature with high yield remains to be developed;
such a technique may be helpful to simplify the synthesis
process and improve the production capacity of DNA single
crystals.

In comparison to the use of heat treatment to facilitate the
assembly towards thermodynamic stability, the crystallization
of DNA building blocks at room temperature presents several
challenges that may result in reduced yield and quality of the
desired microstructures: (i) the inability of room temperature
conditions to drive the ordered assembly of building blocks; (ii)
the potential formation of metastable products due to kinetic
traps; and (iii) the slower thermal movement rate of building
blocks at room temperature, which may hinder assembly effi-
ciency. For DNA-based assemblies, one theoretically feasible
approach to tackle these challenges is adjusting the Tj, of
crystallization to near room temperature through sequence
design of sticky ends, which enables the formation of the

Chem. Sci., 2025, 16, 793-801 | 793


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/d4sc07267g&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-12-21
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6186-4596
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3917-8343
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3137-7700
https://doi.org/10.1039/d4sc07267g
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d4sc07267g
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/SC
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/SC?issueid=SC016002

Open Access Article. Published on 04 December 2024. Downloaded on 12/6/2025 1:59:57 PM.

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

(cc)

Chemical Science

desired assemblies rather than kinetic by-products at room
temperature. However, the Ty, of single-stranded DNA is nor-
mally not equal to the T;,, of crystallization, as the crystallization
process often involves the synergistic effects of multiple sticky
ends and kinetic behavior such as orientation rearrangement
between the DNA building blocks.**** Consequently, custom-
izing the Ty, of crystallization is challenging, and often requires
the repeated de novo design of sticky ends between DNA
building blocks and painstakingly difficult trial-and-error
attempts during experiments. In addition, in many cases,
altering the recognition sequence of sticky ends also introduces
negative consequences such as reduction in crystal quality and
yield.>”*® Therefore, establishing a more general approach with
inverse design logic that allows customization of T}, depending
on the target temperature conditions without adjusting the
original DNA sequences is necessary, as it would promote effi-
cient crystallization at room temperature or in more common
environments, such as fluctuating outdoor conditions. In
previous works, researchers have explored the assembly of DNA
nanostructures without heat treatments,*® but these DNA
nanostructures were often DNA tiles or origami with relatively
small molecular weights, and the synthesis conditions were
usually isothermal.** The universal synthesis of larger and more
complex DNA crystals has rarely been reported. From an
assembly process perspective, the synthesis of micron-sized 3D
DNA crystals is different from that of nano-sized DNA origami
or tiles. The assembly of the latter is simply driven by the
hybridization of single-stranded DNA, while the former also
involves the change of orientation between thousands of colloid
building blocks and the synergistic effect between multiple
sticky ends, which has traditionally been achieved by annealing.

In this study, taking the crystallization of DNA origami
building blocks as an example, we propose a urea-mediated
method to achieve fast synthesis of high-quality DNA origami
single crystals with considerable yield at room temperature. The
key to this method is utilizing the competition of hydrogen
bonds between urea molecules and DNA base pairs to weaken
the binding strength of adjacent DNA origami building blocks,
thereby promoting the orientation rearrangement between
adjacent building blocks at room temperature rather than
kinetic trapping. In addition, due to their stability, the structure
of DNA origami was confirmed not to be damaged even under
high urea concentrations in a previous work,* which ensures
that the DNA origami building blocks can be efficiently
assembled in urea solution at room temperature. By intro-
ducing an appropriate concentration of urea into the assembly
systems, we successfully achieved high-quality crystallization of
DNA origami blocks at room temperature. Under the catalysis of
urea, ordered assemblies can be rapidly formed within 4 hours
at room temperature, and further grow into cubic microcrystals
with an average size of about 5 micrometers within 2 days. The
whole crystallization process is completely spontaneous at
room temperature, and requires no extra human intervention
during the incubation. To explore the effect of urea on the
crystallization of the DNA origami building blocks, we plotted
a phase diagram that exhibits the evolution of the crystal
structure in response to variations in urea concentration. The
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phase transition temperature between ordered assemblies and
the liquid phase was defined as the Ty, of crystallization, which
exhibited a linear relationship with the urea concentration
derived from the phase diagram, providing a robust foundation
for inverse customization of Ty, based on the target temperature
conditions. By employing this inverse design strategy, we
further successfully achieved high-quality and high-yield
synthesis of DNA origami single crystals not only at room
temperature, but also at outdoor temperature (random fluctu-
ating temperature conditions). Our approach for crystallizing
DNA origami building blocks at room temperature provides
a universal method for the 3D assembly of DNA nanostructures
into microcrystals, potentially advancing the functional capa-
bilities and large-scale production of DNA crystals.

Results and discussion

The DNA origami building blocks used in this work are regular-
octahedral DNA origami frameworks embedded with a 10 nm
gold nanoparticle at the body center (Fig. 1a, left panel and S17).
To enable 3D assembly, four identical DNA sticky ends
comprising a block spacer and a complementary recognition
sequence region are respectively encoded on the six vertices of
two separate building blocks, thereby establishing a binary
assembly system (Fig. 1la, right panel). Upon mixing the two
types of DNA origami building blocks, they can theoretically
connect with each other in a vertex-to-vertex binding mode as
shown in Fig. 1b. Notably, although the building blocks possess
the ability to interconnect, this does not guarantee that they will
form an orderly arrangement in 3D space. A strong binding
strength between sticky ends results in the formation of
amorphous aggregates, while weak interactions lead to the
building blocks remaining in a monodisperse liquid state. Only
a moderate binding strength enables the building blocks to
adjust their orientations during crystallization, thereby
promoting the formation of ordered assemblies (Fig. 1c). In the
past, regulating the binding strength between DNA building
blocks to a moderate level has typically been achieved through
heat treatment,>* which weakens the hydrogen bonding
between base pairs due to the heat (Fig. 1d, left panel).
Conversely, when the DNA origami building blocks are directly
subjected for incubation at room temperature, the strong
binding strength causes the assemblies to develop completely
into amorphous aggregates (Fig. 1d, right panel). Therefore, to
weaken the originally strong binding strength at room
temperature to a moderate level, we propose the utilization of
an organic solute, urea, to compete with hydrogen bonding
between base pairs, thereby achieving the dehybridization of
sticky ends to avoid their undesired connection. In this way,
DNA origami building blocks can nucleate within 4 hours at
room temperature, and these ordered assemblies can further
grow into cubic microcrystals with an average size of about 5
micrometers within 2 days (Fig. 1e).

To demonstrate the effectiveness of urea in crystallizing DNA
origami components without heat treatment, a comparative
analysis of the assembly products of systems with and without
urea was first conducted. We first mixed the synthesized

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 1 Scheme of the crystallization of DNA origami building blocks at room temperature. (a) Model of the binary regular-octahedral DNA
origami building blocks. (b) The vertex-to-vertex binding mode between the adjacent building blocks. (c) Structure properties of the assemblies
with strong, moderate, and weak binding strengths, respectively. (d) In conventional assembly, heat treatment (HT) drives the formation of
ordered assemblies from DNA origami building blocks, while crystallization at room temperature (RT) leads to amorphous aggregates. (e) In this
study, urea-mediated crystallization can form ordered assemblies within 4 hours, which further grow into cubic microcrystals with considerable

size within 2 days.

regular-octahedral DNA origami building blocks together in
equal proportions and adjusted the urea concentration to 0 M
(no urea) or 3.8 M. The two samples were then directly placed on
the workbench in our laboratory (the room temperature was
approximately 24 °C during this experiment) for 48 hours,
without performing any other operations during this period
(Fig. 2a, top panel and Fig. 2b, top panel). During incubation, an
increasing number of red precipitates were generated at the
bottom of the tube in both samples. We characterized the
micro-morphology and structure properties of these precipi-
tates through confocal laser scanning microscopy (CLSM) and
small angle X-ray scattering (SAXS), respectively. For the sample
incubated without urea, all the precipitates were observed to be

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

amorphous aggregates under CLSM, preliminarily confirming
the disordered assembly (Fig. 2a, bottom left and S2t). Addi-
tionally, the 1D SAXS curve derived from the 2D scattering
pattern exhibited typical amorphous structure characteristics,
that is, a small number of scattering peaks with wide peak
width, which suggested that the DNA origami building blocks
did not have the ability to crystallize at room temperature
(Fig. 2a, bottom right). In comparison, for the urea-mediated
assembly, all the precipitates exhibited a cubic micro-
morphology of around 5 micrometers rather than amorphous
shapes under CLSM, illustrating the high yield and high quality
of the crystals (Fig. 2b, bottom left and S3t). Moreover, the
sharp and numerous SAXS peaks indicated the ordered

Chem. Sci., 2025, 16, 793-801 | 795


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d4sc07267g

Open Access Article. Published on 04 December 2024. Downloaded on 12/6/2025 1:59:57 PM.

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

(cc)

Chemical Science

View Article Online

Edge Article

b

£

& ‘—-—’gw

CED &

Cubic Microcrystal

01 02 03 04 05 06
q (nm’)

D

S(q)

g NN
<

’ . ' 'Al'llll'llllh
01 02 03 04 05 06

Fig.2 Comparison of the micro-morphologies and inner structures of the products assembled without and with urea at room temperature (~24
°C). (@) Assembly products incubated at room temperature for 48 hours without urea. A representative CLSM image is shown at the bottom left,
and the 1D SAXS curve and 2D SAXS pattern (inset) are shown at the bottom right. (b) Assembly products incubated at room temperature for 48
hours with 3.8 M urea. A representative CLSM image is shown at the bottom left, and the 1D SAXS curve and 2D SAXS pattern (inset) are shown at

the bottom right.

arrangement of the DNA origami building blocks inside these
crystals (Fig. 2b, bottom right). The experimental scattering
peaks matched well with the standard scattering peaks of
a simple cubic structure, and the lattice parameter was 58.5 nm,
which was consistent with our proposed model (Fig. S4t),
confirming that urea-mediated crystallization at room temper-
ature could retain programmable properties.

Having achieved the synthesis of DNA origami single crystals
of comparable size within 48 hours at room temperature, we
further investigated their formation process. To determine the
start time of the formation of ordered assemblies at room
temperature, we utilized SAXS to continuously collect the
structure information of assemblies at different time points. We
first adjusted the urea concentration in the binary system to
3.5 M, and then placed the capillary in the X-ray path, exposing
the sample every 2 hours (the room temperature was measured
to be about 25.7 °C in this experimental environment). The
change in the 1D SAXS curves of the sample structures with time
is shown in Fig. 3a. At 2 hours, the DNA origami building blocks
were still discrete, as no scattering peak was observed in the
SAXS curves. At 4 hours, obvious characteristic scattering peaks
of a simple cubic structure appeared, indicating the onset of the
crystallization of the DNA origami building blocks. As time
progressed, the number of scattering peaks gradually increased
and the original peaks became sharper, confirming the further
growth of the DNA origami single crystals. To intuitively reflect
the process of crystal growth, we further analysed the develop-
ment of the crystal size with time by measuring the crystal size
under CLSM (Fig. S51). At 2 hours, no crystals were observed
under CLSM; the crystals appeared at 4 hours. We were unable
to measure the crystal size at 4 hours or 6 hours because the
crystals were too small. At 8 hours, the crystals had grown and
exhibited a cubic morphology that could be intuitively observed
under CLSM. We counted the sizes of over 70 crystals at
subsequent time points, and the increase of crystal size over

796 | Chem. Sci, 2025, 16, 793-801

time confirmed the gradual growth of DNA origami single
crystals. During the whole crystallization process, DNA origami
building blocks first formed ordered assemblies with simple
cubic structures, and these assemblies then further grew into
cubic microcrystals in the subsequent incubation time.
Despite the ability of the DNA origami building blocks to
rapidly crystallize within 4 hours at room temperature, the
formation of ordered assemblies was not observed when the
urea concentrations were changed, as shown in Fig. S6,1 indi-
cating that the urea concentration was critical in determining
whether the DNA origami building blocks could crystallize at
room temperature. Thus, to explore the effect of urea on crys-
tallization and facilitate determination of the required urea
concentrations for crystallization at different temperatures, we
carried out isothermal incubation for 48 hours using various
fixed temperatures and urea concentrations. The structures of
all the samples were characterized through SAXS (Fig. S71), and
the corresponding structure types were represented in a phase
diagram (Fig. 3b), in which red pentagons represent the liquid
phase, purple quadrangles represent the simple cubic phase,
and yellow triangles represent disordered aggregates. As either
the temperature or the urea concentration was increased, the
type of structure obtained evolved from amorphous aggregates
to simple cubic structures and finally to a liquid (Fig. 3c).
Taking the crystallization of the DNA origami building blocks at
24 °C as an example, as the urea concentration was increased
from 2.0 M to 3.8 M, the structure of the assembly products
gradually transitioned from amorphous aggregates to simple
cubic structures (Fig. 3d). Since the samples with urea concen-
trations greater than 3.8 M did not precipitate after 48 hours of
incubation, we did not characterize them using SAXS, and
directly defined them as a liquid phase. The crystallization of
the DNA origami building blocks can be achieved in the urea
concentration range of 3.2 M to 3.8 M, with the higher urea
concentration resulting in more ordered assemblies. The same

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 3 Time-structure transformation trends and phase diagram. (a) 1D
3.5 M urea at room temperature (~25.7 °C). Right panel: change in the

SAXS curves of the assemblies at different times under the catalysis of
lattice parameters derived from the SAXS curves over time. (b) Phase

diagram of the assemblies after isothermal incubation for 48 hours at a series of fixed temperature and urea concentrations (red pentagons:

liquid, purple quadrangles: simple cubic, yellow triangles: amorphous

aggregates). (c) Change in the structure of the assemblies with urea

concentration and temperature. (d) Change in the structures of the assemblies with urea concentration at 24 °C. (e) Change in the structures of
the assemblies with temperature at a urea concentration of 3.6 M. The temperature range for orderly assembly is defined as AT, and the transition

point from the simple cubic structure to a liquid phase is defined as T,

trend in the structures can also be found in the samples incu-
bated with fixed urea concentrations but varying incubation
temperatures, as shown in Fig. 3e. At a urea concentration of
3.6 M, 25 °C was the phase transition point from simple cubic
structures to a liquid phase. We defined this temperature point
as the Ty, of crystallization for the binary system in 3.6 M urea. It
should be emphasized that this T, of crystallization is different
from the T, of double-stranded DNA, due to fact that the
crystallization process involves the synergistic effects of
multiple sticky ends and the reorientation between building
blocks. Additionally, there also existed a temperature interval
(23 °C to 25 °C) for crystallization, which was defined as AT.
Within this AT, the structures of the assemblies also exhibited
more ordered properties when the incubation temperature was
closer to the Ty,.

To visually observe the arrangement of the DNA origami
building blocks inside the assemblies, we selected a sample in
the simple cubic phase region and coated the crystal with a thin
layer of silica to observe the details of the binding mode
between adjacent DNA origami building blocks using scanning
electron microscopy (SEM). As shown in the middle panel of
Fig. 4a, the regular-octahedral origami frameworks were
arranged regularly with the same orientations in 3D space, and
the number of the vertices were maximized for binding
(Fig. S8t), illustrating the moderate binding strength that

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

makes the reorientation between adjacent building blocks
possible. For the assemblies in the amorphous region, the
representative SEM images showed that the amorphous aggre-
gates exhibited irregular orientation of the DNA origami
building blocks with many underutilized vertices, confirming
the strong binding strength that results in the inability of
building blocks to rearrange (Fig. 4a, left panel and S97). Since
the samples in the liquid phase region did not precipitate, we
used TEM to observe the state of the DNA origami building
blocks. The representative TEM images showed that there was
almost no connection between the DNA origami building blocks
in the liquid phase, which was also demonstrated by particle
size analysis using dynamic light scattering (DLS) (Fig. 4a, right
panel and S10%).

From the phase diagram, we can also clearly extract the
relationship between T,, and urea concentration. The rate of
variation of T,, with the urea concentration was —4.64 °C M~ *
(Fig. 4b), which was established based on the 3D crystallization
of DNA building blocks, rather than simple hybridization
between sticky ends. Although the Ty, of crystallization involves
kinetic factors such as reorientation among the building blocks,
it still maintains a linear relationship with the urea concen-
tration. This linear relationship between urea concentration
and Ty, provides a good foundation for inverse customization of
Tm based on the target temperature conditions. Using this

Chem. Sci., 2025, 16, 793-801 | 797
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linear conversion, the Ty, of crystallization can be quickly
customized by adding the appropriate amount of urea without
requiring de novo design of the sticky ends, conveniently
enabling the DNA origami building blocks to crystallize under
various temperature conditions. To confirm the universality of
this approach, we attempted to crystallize other systems at room
temperature. We changed the sequence of the sticky ends for
the regular-octahedral DNA origami framework, and crystals
with cubic shapes were again formed at room temperature (24 °©
C) in the presence of 4.0 M urea (Fig. S117). In addition to the
sequence of the sticky ends, we also changed the shape of the
DNA origami frameworks to an elongated-octahedral shape.
These alterations were also compatible with this room-
temperature synthesis approach. Crystals with cuboid habits
formed at room temperature (24 °C) in the presence of 3.6 M
urea within 48 hours (Fig. S121). In addition, we further
changed the flexible region of the sticky ends to a hairpin DNA
conformation for the regular-octahedral DNA origami frame-
work and increased the length of the sequence of the sticky ends
to 10 bases along the Z axis. The introduction of a hairpin DNA
conformation makes the assembly behavior of the system more
complex, and in previous work, the resulting assemblies were
confirmed to lack regular morphologies.*® However, even when
these complex designs were integrated into the crystallization
systems, we were still able to use this approach to crystallize the
building blocks into ordered assemblies at room temperature
(24 °C) in a solution with a 4.0 M urea concentration (Fig. S137).
It is worth emphasizing that the urea concentration of each
system could be directly determined via a linear relationship
between the T,, and urea concentration like that shown in
Fig. 4b, confirming the universality and stability of our method.

The feasibility of this strategy was further demonstrated by
the ability of DNA origami building blocks to crystallize at more
ordinary temperatures, such as outdoor temperature.
Compared to room temperatures, outdoor temperatures fluc-
tuate unevenly with irregular temperature variation rates. To
facilitate the growth of crystals under these temperature
conditions, we predicted the suitable urea concentration using
the average temperature during the incubation time as Ty,

798 | Chem. Sci., 2025, 16, 793-801

which could make AT fully fall into the temperature variation
range. Specifically, we first consulted the temperature fluctua-
tions over the next 2 days and determined that the average
temperature would be about 29 °C. Then, we calculated
a required urea concentration of about 2.8 M based on the
fitting curve of T,,. After mixing the binary system in equal
proportion and adjusting the urea concentration to 2.8 M, we
placed the samples outdoors, without performing any other
operations during the incubation period. The recorded
temperature variation near the sample is shown in Fig. 5a; as
previously hypothesized, the temperature exhibited an uneven
fluctuation with irregular temperature variation rates. The
control samples incubated without urea demonstrated that the
binary system alone lacked the capacity to assemble in an
orderly manner under such temperature conditions. Repre-
sentative CLSM images showed that the precipitates exhibited
an amorphous aggregate micro-morphology (Fig. 5b and S147);
additionally, the 1D SAXS curves and inset 2D SAXS pattern
shown in Fig. 5d further confirmed the disordered arrangement
of the DNA origami building blocks within these aggregates
(Fig. 5d, black curves and black pattern). In contrast, the
precipitates formed in the 2.8 M urea solution presented
a single crystal cubic morphology under CLSM (Fig. 5¢ and
S157), and the sharp scattering peaks of the 1D SAXS curve
confirmed the simple cubic crystal structures, indicating that
the DNA origami single crystals could be synthesized outdoors
with the help of urea under non-temperature-controlled
conditions. Furthermore, high-quality cubic DNA origami
single crystals were stably produced under a variety of outdoor
temperature conditions, further confirming the effectiveness
and generalizability of this inverse design strategy in crystalli-
zation (Fig. S167).

The fluctuations of the outdoor temperatures were inho-
mogeneous; such conditions frequently result in assemblies
being trapped by kinetics, thereby leading to a degradation of
the crystal quality or yield. Therefore, to identify whether this
situation occurred, we repeated this incubation process in
a temperature-controlled instrument. In comparison to the
outdoor temperature conditions, in the simulated outdoor

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 5 Quality comparation of crystals incubated at outdoor temperature and simulated outdoor temperature conditions in an instrument. (a)
Temperature variation curves of the outdoor temperature over 48 hours. (b) Representative CLSM image of crystals incubated without urea at
outdoor temperature. (c) Representative CLSM image of crystals incubated with 2.8 M urea at outdoor temperature. (d) 1D SAXS curves and 2D
patterns of the assemblies incubated without urea (black) and with 2.8 M urea (green) at outdoor temperature. () Temperature variation curves
of the simulated outdoor temperature conditions over 48 hours. (f) Representative CLSM image of crystals incubated without urea under the
simulated outdoor temperature conditions. (g) Representative CLSM image of crystals incubated with 2.8 M urea under the simulated outdoor
temperature conditions. (h) Histogram of the size distribution of the crystals incubated at outdoor temperature (green) and simulated outdoor

temperature (blue) for 48 hours.

temperature conditions, the same temperature variation ranges
were used, but the temperature change rates were uniform
(Fig. 5e). The binary system without urea incubated under this
temperature condition still could not achieve orderly assembly.
The assemblies observed under CLSM again exhibited the form
of amorphous aggregates (Fig. 5f and S177), demonstrating that
the formation of amorphous aggregates in the absence of urea
at outdoor temperature was not attributable to the inhomoge-
neous temperature fluctuations. Rather, the underlying cause
was the inability of the DNA origami building blocks to crys-
tallize within this temperature range. Conversely, under the
catalysis of 2.8 M urea, the binary systems showed the ability to
crystallize and produced micron-sized cubic single crystals in
high yield (Fig. 5g and S187). The size distribution of the crystals
synthesized at outdoor temperature and under the simulated
outdoor temperature conditions were statistically analyzed, as
shown in Fig. 5h. The size distribution and the average size of
the crystals were found to be approximately equivalent, sug-
gesting that the urea-mediated crystallization of the DNA
origami building blocks could circumvent the kinetic impact of
uneven temperature fluctuations without compromising the
quality or yield of the crystals.

Conclusions

In this work, we employed urea as a catalyst to facilitate the
crystallization process of DNA origami building blocks and
achieved the fast synthesis of DNA origami single crystals at
room temperature in high yield, overcoming the previous

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

requirements for long-duration and slow annealing in an
instrument for the preparation of DNA origami single crystals.
Using an appropriate urea concentration, ordered assemblies
could be formed within 4 hours at room temperature, and
further grew into cubic microcrystals with an average size of
about 5 micrometers within 2 days. During the crystallization
process, urea effectively regulated the assembly kinetics
between adjacent DNA origami building blocks, thus promoting
the rearrangement of their orientation at room temperature. As
the urea concentration was increased, the assemblies gradually
transformed from amorphous aggregates to ordered assemblies
and finally to the liquid phase. The temperature of phase
transition from ordered assemblies to the liquid phase was
defined as T, and exhibited a linear relationship with the urea
concentration, providing a robust foundation for inverse cus-
tomization of the Ty, of crystallization. The change in T, with
increasing urea concentration was —4.64 °C M, which was
established due to the crystallization behavior of the DNA
origami building blocks rather than simple hybridization of
single-stranded DNA, and involved the hybridization of
multiple DNA sticky ends and orientation rearrangement; thus,
it may be applicable for the synthesis of various DNA crystals at
room temperature. Based on this urea-mediated strategy, we
successfully achieved the crystallization of DNA origami
building blocks at outdoor temperatures, with comparable
crystal quality to those synthesized under precise temperature-
controlled conditions in instruments. Our proposed method for
the fabrication of DNA origami crystals at room temperature
frees high-quality DNA crystal synthesis from its dependence on
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slow heat treatments and simplifies the crystallization process,
facilitating the large-scale production of DNA origami micro-
structures. In addition, the advantages of the low-energy and
room-temperature assembly mode will optimize the assembly
conditions of micron-sized DNA origami devices, thereby
promoting the functionalization of DNA origami single crystals.
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