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ABSTRACT: Protein-scaffolded atomically precise metal nano- Heatlng - p
clusters (NCs) have emerged as a promising class of biofriendly ‘) Y
nanoprobes at the forefront of modern research, particularly in the %

area of sensing. The photoluminescence (PL) intensity of several tion

nanoclusters showed a systematic temperature-dependent fluctua-

. . . . . Changel on-

tion, but the mechanism remains ambiguous and is poorly eRate

understood. We tried to shed some light on this mechanistic
aspect by testing a couple of hypotheses: (i) conformational V /
fluctuation of the protein scaffold-mediated PL intensity fluctuation Cooling

and (ii) PL intensity fluctuation due to the variation in the radiative

and nonradiative transition rates. Herein, the PL intensity of the

lysozyme-capped copper nanocluster (Lys-Cu NC) showed excellent temperature dependency; upon increasing the temperature, the
PL intensity gradually decreased. However, contrasting effects can be seen when the nanocluster is exposed to a chemical denaturant
(guanidine hydrochloride (GdnHCI)); the PL intensity increased with the increase in the GdnHCI concentration due to the change
in the ionic strength of the medium. This discrepancy clearly suggests that the thermal PL intensity fluctuation cannot be explained
by a change in the scaffold conformation. Furthermore, upon closer investigation, we observed a 2-fold increase in the nonradiative
decay rate of the Lys-Cu NC at the elevated temperature, which could reasonably explain the decrease in the PL intensity of the
nanocluster at the higher temperature. Additionally, from the result, it was evident that the protein scaffold—metal core interaction
played a key role here in stabilizing each other; hence, the scaffold structure remained unaffected even in the presence of chemical
denaturants.

(O

1. INTRODUCTION acids,”""* etc. have been extensively used for the facile
synthesis of noble metal NCs. Among them, proteins were
widely used due to the availability of a large number of
functional groups (such as -NH, —COOH, —OH, —SH, etc.)
in the side chains that can swiftly coordinate and stabilize the
metal core.”” Recent reports showed that the photolumines-
cence intensity of the protein-scaffolded metal nanoclusters
can be varied systematically by altering the temperature of the
medium. The photoluminescence intensity of the lysozyme-
capped Cu nanocluster is shown to vary linearly and reversibly
upon changing the temperature of the medium.” Similar trends
have also been reported for other protein-protected metal
nanoclusters.””*~*" In all of these cases, the PL intensity of the
nanocluster decreased upon increasing the temperature of the
medium, suggesting a common mode of action. In general, the

Noble metal nanoclusters have emerged as a superior class of
luminescent nanoprobes with a wide range of interdisciplinary
applications.' ™ The photoluminescence properties have been
assigned to the ultrasmall size of the nanoclusters, comparable
to the Fermi wavelength (~2 nm) of electrons, enabling them
to possess molecule-like properties with discrete energy
levels.' > Moreover, they exhibit excellent physicochemical
properties like biocompatibility," size-tunable emission,’®
better water solubility,” and robust photostability.”>* These
exceptional features make them preferred alternatives to
traditional fluorophores like toxic quantum dots and organic
dyes.”'® Metal NCs comprise an inorganic metal core and an
organic ligand shell."'" Ligands play a pivotal role in shaping
up the nanocluster by preventing zerovalent cluster cores from
forming bigger-sized nanoparticles through their aggregation.'”
Apart from stabilization, the photophysical and morphological
properties of NCs as well as their applications can be efficiently
tuned by varying the nature of the surface ligands used during
their fabrication."

To date, a wide variety of scaffolds such as proteins,®
peptides,'”'*> DNA,'*"” polymer,'® dendrimers,"” amino
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Figure 1. Temperature-dependent systematic PL intensity variation for Lys-Cu NC (4, = 365 nm) (A) ascending from 20 to 60 °C and (B)

descending from 60 to 20 °C.

findings collectively demonstrate the sensitivity of the PL
intensity of the protein-protected metal NCs toward the
surrounding temperature of the medium and thus can
potentially be used as a temperature sensor.

Temperature is well-known as a common denaturant leading
to the fluctuation of protein conformation. Under higher
temperatures, most of the J)roteins denature and attain the
unfolded conformation.”* " Consequently, the conformation
of the protein scaffold has been hypothesized to be playing a
key role in the variation of the PL intensity of the
nanoclusters.”***~*7*'7*> In contrast, the PL intensity of
several other small ligand-capped metal nanoclusters also
showed a similar temperature dependency, making this
hypothesis ambiguous and elusive, particularly in the absence
of any concrete evidence.**~** Thus, this conflict eventually
opens up the necessity of a detailed investigation into the role
of protein scaffold conformation in the PL intensity of metal
nanoclusters in detail.

In this study, we tried to shed some light on this aspect by
investigating the effect of chemical denaturants (GdnHCI and
urea)*"* on the PL intensity of the protein-protected metal
nanoclusters. We have chosen lysozyme-protected Cu NC as
the potential system for these studies since the PL intensity of
this nanocluster has been reported to be extremely sensitive
toward temperature.” By comparison of the results obtained by
chemical denaturation to that of the temperature-dependent
PL intensity variation of the Lys-Cu NC, a detailed
mechanistic insight can be gained. Protein denaturation is a
process in which the protein undergoes conformational
changes by losing its tertiary and secondary structures in the
presence of the denaturant. For small molecules or single
amino acids, this effect should be neutralized. Thus, the L-
tryptophan-capped copper nanocluster (Trp-Cu NC) has been
used as a negative control in this study since the PL intensity of
this nanocluster should not be affected by any conformational
transition of the scaffold.

Here, we observed a similar trend for both the Lys-Cu NC
and the Trp-Cu NC when subjected to denaturation
conditions, suggesting that the protein conformation does
not impact the PL properties of the nanoclusters significantly.
The chemical denaturant-induced marginal alteration in the PL
intensity of the NC can primarily be attributed to changes in
the ionic strength of the surrounding environment. The results
indicate a mutual cooperative interaction between the protein
scaffold embedded on the surface of the nanocluster and the
metal core; the protein scaffold stabilizes the metal core, and in
turn, the metal core provides structural support to the protein
scaffold, making the protein backbone stiffer. Thus, a

fluctuation in the protein conformation as a possible reason
for the thermal PL intensity variation can be discarded. Further
studies revealed that the substantial variation in the radiative
and nonradiative rates upon changing the temperature can be
attributed to the temperature-dependent PL intensity fluctua-
tion of the nanocluster. Henceforth, this study can enhance the
comprehension regarding the effect of scaffold conformation
on the PL properties of the protein-capped metal nanoclusters
and thereby pave the pathway for a better understanding of
protein—metal interactions under various environments.

2. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The synthesized lysozyme-capped copper nanocluster (Lys-Cu
NC) showed excellent photoluminescence (PL) properties.
When excited at 365 nm, the nanocluster showed a strong PL
intensity centered around 437 nm with utmost stability."”
Upon comparison of the PL intensity of the nanocluster with
the pure lysozyme exposed to the same reaction conditions, it
is evident that the PL intensity is the inherent characteristic of
the metal core and does not come from the protein scaffold
when excited at 365 nm (Figure S1). The temperature-
dependent PL intensity fluctuation of the synthesized Lys-Cu
NC was first confirmed, and the PL intensity of the nanocluster
indeed varied as a function of temperature. Upon increasing
the temperature from 20 to 60 °C, the PL intensity of the Lys-
Cu NC gradually decreased. Conversely, the PL intensity
increased and was completely restored upon decreasing the
temperature from 60 to 20 °C (Figure 1). This process can be
repeated several times continuously on the same Lys-Cu NC
system without changing the PL properties of the nanocluster.
The reversible dependency of PL intensity on temperature has
been primarily attributed to the conformational fluctuation of
the protein scaffold. It has been hypothesized that the partial
unfolding of the protein scaffold under higher temperatures
exposes the nanocluster to the solvent, thereby reducing the
PL intensity.””**” Similar trends can be seen for the
tryptophan residues in the pure lysozyme backbone due to
thermal denaturation of the protein (Figure S2).

To test this hypothesis, we exposed the Lys-Cu NC to
chemical denaturants like guanidine hydrochloride (GdnHCI)
or urea. These chemical denaturants can alter the scaffold
conformation and can allow us to monitor the change in PL
intensity of the nanoclusters, if any, due to this conformational
fluctuation of the protein scaffold. It is interesting to note that
the effect of the denaturant on both the scaffold (lysozyme)
and the metal core can be monitored simultaneously by
exciting the system at different excitation wavelengths. The
lysozyme scaffold of the Lys-Cu NC can be selectively excited
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Figure 2. (A) Emission spectra of Lys-Cu NC (A, = 365 nm) in the presence of increasing concentrations (0—6 M) of GdnHCL. (B) Ratio of PL
intensities of Lys-Cu NC (4., = 365 nm) (gray) and Trp-Cu NC (4, = 380 nm) (blue) in the presence (F) and absence (F,) of GdnHCL

at 280 nm, showing an emission peak around 360 nm,
corresponding to the internal tryptophan residues within the
amino acid sequence of the protein carrying information on
the scaffold conformation. In contrast, when excited at 365 nm,
emission only from the metal core can be observed (Figure
S3).

To probe the effect of scaffold conformation on the PL
properties of the Lys-Cu NC, we systematically introduced an
increasing concentration of GdnHCl (from 0 to 6 M) to the
nanocluster solution. Surprisingly, instead of decreasing, as
hypothesized from the temperature-dependent studies, the PL
intensity of the nanocluster gradually increased (Figure 2A).
Upon increasing the concentration of GdnHCI from 0 to 6 M,
the PL intensity of the Lys-Cu NC increased by ~1.9-fold (4,
= 365 nm) (Figure 2). To verify whether this increase in PL
intensity of the Lys-Cu NC is due to the scaffold conformation,
we compared the results with that of the tryptophan-capped
Cu NC (Trp-Cu NC), which should not undergo any scaffold
conformation-dependent change. However, interestingly, a
similar trend was observed, mirroring the results seen with
the Lys-Cu NC in the presence of GdnHCI (Figures 2B and
S4), which suggests that the change in the PL intensity is not
due to the protein conformation but most likely due to the
presence of a large number of ions (Gdn' and CI7)
surrounding the nanocluster. This was further confirmed by
adding 6 M NaCl to the nanocluster solution, resulting in the
same change, clearly suggesting that this enhancement of the
PL intensity is due to the salt effect and not due to the protein
conformation (Figure 3). Furthermore, the PL lifetime of the
metal core of the Lys-Cu NC in the absence of any denaturant
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Figure 3. Emission spectra of Lys-Cu NC (4., = 365 nm) in the
absence (blue) and presence of 6 M NaCl (red). The inset shows a
comparison of the change in PL intensities of the Lys-Cu NC upon
the addition of 6 M GdnHCI or 6 M NaCl.
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was obtained to be 2.3 ns, which remained unaffected by the
presence of 6 M GdnHC], suggesting an insignificant structural
change around the metal core (Figure SS).

Further, we used a different denaturant, urea, just to check if
there is any change in the effect. However, upon the addition
of 10 M urea to the Lys-Cu NC solution, only a slight change
(~1.3-fold increase) in the PL intensity was observed (Figure
S6). Earlier, it has been shown that though both GdnHCI and
urea are structurally similar and act as a chemical denaturant
their mode of action was quite different: GdnHCI usually
appeared to be more efficient in denaturing proteins than
urea.** Urea primarily exerts chaotropic effects, while GAnHCI,
being a monovalent salt, encompasses both ionic and
chaotropic effects.*”*> Moreover, urea is a nonionic molecule,
and therefore, it does not manifest any ionic strength effects.
The addition of urea does not significantly disturb the polarity
of the local environment, resulting in negligible changes in the
PL intensity of the Lys-Cu NC.

Although the scaffold conformation does not seem to impart
any change in the PL intensity of the metal core, it would be
interesting to probe the change in the scaffold conformation in
the nanocluster system in the presence of the denaturant. To
gain better insights into the conformational fluctuation of the
protein scaffold in the Lys-Cu NC system, the conformational
change of the pure lysozyme was initially mapped by
monitoring the tryptophan fluorescence signal by exciting the
sample at 280 nm. When excited at 280 nm, pure lysozyme
showed an emission peak around 340 nm (Figure S7). The 20
nm blue shift exhibited by the pure lysozyme in its native state
compared to the lysozyme scaffold in the Lys-Cu NC system
indicates that the intrinsic tryptophan residues of the pure
lysozyme are partially shielded from the aqueous solvent
(Figure S7).*° The synthesis of metal nanoclusters is typically
carried out at basic pH and elevated temperatures to facilitate
the partial unfolding of the protein scaffold such that the active
functional groups located in the protein side chains remain
accessible to the nanocluster; as a result, they can coordinate
and stabilize the metal core.”® The protein scaffold
conformation remains partially unfolded even after bringing
the pH back to 7. This partially exposed tryptophan residue
and its strong interaction with the metal core can explain the
20 nm shift in the emission maxima between the pure
lysozyme and Lys-Cu NC (Figure S7). In the presence of the
increasing concentration of GdnHCI, the PL intensity of the
pure lysozyme showed a significant increase (~4.5-fold)
(Figure 4A). The addition of GdnHCI up to 3 M resulted in
minimal changes, but between 3 and 6 M, a significant
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Figure 4. (A) Emission spectra of pure lysozyme (1, = 280 nm) in the presence of increasing concentrations (0—6 M) of GdnHCI. (B) Ratio of
PL intensities of pure lysozyme (4, = 280 nm) (gray) and Lys-Cu NC (/, = 280 nm) (blue) in the presence (F) and absence (F,) of GdnHCl.

enhancement in the fluorescence intensity was observed along
with a slight (~10 nm) red-shift in the emission maximum to
350 nm at 6 M GdnHC], indicating the exposure of the
tryptophan side chains to the solvent due to the unfolding of
the protein (Figure 4A)."

In general, lysozymes are stable up to about 4 M GdnHCI
and unfold at a higher GdnHCI concentration,”® thus showing
significant change only at a higher GdnHCI concentration. In
contrast, the presence of urea did not lead to any significant
changes in the photoluminescence (PL) intensity of pure
lysozymes; a slight increase was observed upon the addition of
10 M urea without any change in the emission maximum
(Figure S8), suggesting minimal change in the lysozyme
conformation in the presence of urea. The mechanisms driving
the induction of conformational changes in lysozymes by
GdnHCI and urea are distinctly different.”” Experimental
findings indicate that at higher denaturant concentrations,
GdnHCI can fully denature lysozymes while keeping the
disulfide bonds intact, whereas urea denatures the protein only
when the disulfide bonds are broken using a reducing agent;
thus, GdnHCI typically a7ppeared to be a stronger denaturing
agent compared to urea.”” This explains the inability of urea to
impart any significant conformational fluctuations to the
lysozyme structure.

Upon exciting the Lys-Cu NC at 280 nm in the presence of
6 M GdnHCI, only a ~2.2-fold enhancement in the PL
intensity was observed without any change in the emission
maxima, significantly lower than that for pure lysozymes
(Figures 4B and S9). This enhancement in the PL intensity can
again be attributed to the ionic strength of the medium since a
similar enhancement can be observed in the presence of only 6
M NaCl (Figure S10). These results strongly suggest that the
denaturant can significantly change the conformation of the
pure protein in its native state but cannot alter the
conformation appreciably for the protein scaffold incorporated
on the surface of the NC. The partially unfolded protein
scaffold stabilizes the metal core; in turn, the metal core also
imparts structural stability to the partially unfolded protein
scaffold, making the protein backbone more rigid.

This observation can be further confirmed by FTIR, CD,
and time-resolved PL spectra. The FTIR spectra of the pure
Lys and the Lys-Cu NC showed close resemblance with slight
differences (Figure S11). A broad band around 3000—3500
cm ™! was observed in both cases due to the O—H and N—H
stretching vibrations. Additionally, amide bands around
1500—1700 cm™ were also evident in both cases, but a
significant enhancement in intensity followed by a shoulder

21523

peak can be observed in the case of the Lys-Cu NC (Figure
S11). These changes in the FTIR spectra between Lys and Lys-
Cu NC could be attributed to interactions between the metal
core and the functional groups of the protein backbone.
Furthermore, the FTIR spectra of Lys-Cu NCs in the absence
and presence of GdnHCl appeared to be fairly similar,
suggesting not much change in the scaffold structure (Figure
S11A). A subtle difference can be observed in the peak
corresponding to the amide bands (~1500—1700 cm™) in the
Lys-Cu NC: the peak slightly intensified in the presence of
GdnHCI (Figure S11A). On the contrary, for pure lysozymes,
a significant change can be observed, particularly around
3000—3500 cm™', corresponding to the O—H and N—-H
stretching vibrations upon the addition of GAnHCI due to the
conformational change of the protein (Figure S11B). The CD
spectra further corroborate that GdnHCI can completely
disrupt the structure of pure lysozymes, but when added to the
Lys-Cu NG, it did not show any significant structural alteration
of the partially unfolded protein scaffold, confirming the
structural stability of the protein scaffold rendered by the metal
core (Figure S12).

The tryptophan residues of the pure lysozyme backbone
showed an average PL lifetime of 0.5 ns, which was enhanced
by ~3.3 times upon unfolding (~1.65 ns) in the presence of 6
M GdnHClI (Figure S). Earlier, the fluorescence lifetime of the
internal tryptophan residues of lysozymes was reported to be
increasing when exposed to the solvent due to the decrease in
energy transfer interactions with the nearby residues.” The
average PL lifetime of a lysozyme in the Lys-Cu NC (~1.1 ns)

1.5
— IRF
—— Pure Lys
~— Pure Lys + 6M GdnHCI
“o — Lys-Cu NC
< 1.0 —— NC + 6M GdnHCl
§2]
c
3
O 0.5+
0.0-
0 5 10 15
Time (ns)

Figure 5. Time-resolved PL intensity decay profile (4., = 280 nm; 4,,,
= 340 nm) of the pure lysozyme in the absence (red) and presence
(cyan) of 6 M GdnHCl and Lys-Cu NC in the absence (blue) and
presence (green) of 6 M GdnHCL The black curve represents the
instrument response function (IRF).
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appeared to be more than that of the pure lysozyme in its
native state (~0.5 ns) but less than that in the unfolded state
(~1.65 ns), further confirming that the protein scaffold
remains partially unfolded, slightly exposing the tryptophan
while stabilizing the metal core (Figure 5). Similar to the FTIR
and CD spectra, the PL lifetime of the tryptophan residues of
lysozymes in the Lys-Cu NC also did not change upon the
addition of 6 M GdnHCI (Figure S), indicating a strong
interaction between the lysozyme scaffold and the metal core
possibly through the tryptophan residues, which remained
unaffected by the denaturant. These interactions thus could
play a pivotal role in providing structural stability to the
protein.

The structural stability of lysozymes has significant biological
implications; due to their antibacterial properties, they have
been widely used as a preservative for food and beverages™”*'
as well as in wine and cheese industries to maintain the quality
of products.’”*® Their biological activity also makes them
suitable for pharmaceutical and medicinal use.”"”* In these
applications, a significant challenge arises from the instability of
the protein in vitro—isolated proteins struggling to maintain
their structure and function over an extended period. Hence,
the stabilization of proteins plays a key role in these
applications. Earlier, osmolytes had been used as a protein
stabilizer,”> but natural osmolytes like honey could only
marginally stabilize lysozymes against chemical denaturation by
GdnHCL*® Metal nanoclusters thus could serve as an
alternative for the structural stability of lysozymes and other
similar amyloidogenic proteins.

Since the PL intensity of the Lys-Cu NC in the presence of
chemical denaturants did not follow the trend shown by the
temperature-dependent studies, the conformational fluctuation
of the scaffold can be ruled out as a possible reason for the
temperature-dependent PL intensity variation. Furthermore,
similar thermal PL intensity fluctuation can also be observed
for Trp-Cu NC (Figure S13), clearly indicating that this
phenomenon is not due to the change in the surrounding
environment of the nanocluster; rather, it is an intrinsic
property of the metal core. Thus, the next best possible
hypothesis is the enhancement in the nonradiative decay rate
at the elevated temperature, resulting in the decrease in the PL
intensity.”” To test this hypothesis, we attempted to estimate
the rate of radiative and nonradiative decay for the Lys-Cu NC
and its temperature dependence. To evaluate the radiative and
nonradiative rate constants, we measured the temperature-
dependent lifetime and quantum yield of the Lys-Cu NC. The
radiative rate constant at a particular temperature can be
calculated from the lifetime and quantum vyield of the
ﬂuorg&hgore at that temperature using the following equa-
tion:™™"

__L _a@
AT = k(T)  ¢(T) )

where 7,(T) and k,(T) correspond to the radiative lifetime and
rate constant at temperature T, respectively; 74(T) is the
measured lifetime; and ¢(T) is the quantum yield of the
fluorophore at temperature T. Again, the nonradiative rate
constant (k,(T)) and lifetime (z,,(T)) can be expressed as

1 _ 1 _ 1
,(T)  (T) 7(T) )

ko(T) =

The quantum yield and the average lifetime of the Lys-Cu
NC steadily decreased upon increasing the temperature,
leading to a smaller radiative rate constant and, conversely, a
larger nonradiative rate constant at an elevated temperature
(Figure 6). The nonradiative rate constant increased by ~2-
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Figure 6. (A) Time-resolved PL intensity decay profile (4., = 340 nm
and A, = 437 nm) of Lys-Cu NC at 25 °C (blue) and 50 °C (red).
(B) Temperature-dependent variation of the PL lifetime and quantum
yield of the Lys-Cu NC.

fold (from 36.7 X 107 s at 25 °C to 75.6 X 107 s™! at 50 °C)
upon increasing the temperature from 25 to 50 °C, decreasing
the overall quantum yield as well as the PL intensity of the Lys-
Cu NC (Figure 6 and Table 1). Thus, this hypothesis seems to

Table 1. Temperature-Dependent PL Properties (Quantum
Yield, PL Lifetime, and Radiative and Nonradiative Rate
Constants) of the Lys-Cu NC

T k(T) ko(T)
Q) (M) (%)  w(T) (ns) (s x 107 (s7) x 107
25 1851 22£005 83+ 05 367 + 0.3
40 95+2 18015 55+ 09 53+ 86
50 53+ 13 1402 42+ 1 75.6 + 9.5

be more appropriate for explaining the temperature-dependent
PL intensity variation of the Lys-Cu NC. This temperature-
induced alteration of the radiative and nonradiative decay rates
plays a key role in the fluorescence intensity fluctuation and
thus should carefully be taken into account while studying the
thermal denaturation of proteins using the internal fluores-
cence of tryptophan residues. By juxtaposing these perspec-
tives, this study delves deeply into the intricate relationship
between the conformation of protein scaffolds, the radiative
and nonradiative relaxation rates, and the photoluminescence
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intensity of metal nanoclusters, revealing profound insights
into their behavior.

3. CONCLUSIONS

In summary, here, we explored the role of scaffold
conformation on the luminescence properties of the metal
nanocluster. Chemical denaturant-based investigation revealed
a cooperative interaction between the protein scaffold and the
metal core. The protein scaffold interacts and stabilizes the
metal core; in turn, these interactions also make the protein
backbone rigid, making the structure remain unaffected by
chemical denaturants like GdnHCI. Thus, protein scaffold
conformation has very little role to play in altering the PL
properties of the metal core. As a result, the conformational
fluctuation of the protein scaffold was ruled out as a possible
reason for the temperature-induced PL intensity variation of
the nanoclusters. Furthermore, small-molecule-capped metal
nanoclusters (Trp-Cu NCs) also showed similar temperature-
dependent PL intensity fluctuations, suggesting that this
phenomenon is an inherent property of the metal core. After
careful analysis, the temperature-dependent systematic varia-
tion of the radiative and nonradiative decay rates was ascribed
as the key reason behind the temperature-induced PL intensity
fluctuation of the Lys-Cu NC. Overall, this study strengthens
the understanding of the intriguing role of scaffold
conformation and the rate of nonradiative transitions on the
PL properties of protein-protected metal nanoclusters.

4. MATERIALS AND METHODS

4.1. Materials. Lysozymes from hen egg white and L-
tryptophan were purchased from Sisco Research Laboratories
Pvt. Ltd. (SRL). Copper chloride (CuCl,-2H,0), sodium
hydroxide (NaOH), and hydrazine hydrate (N,H,-H,0) used
for the fabrication of the nanoclusters were purchased from
NICE Chemicals. Guanidine hydrochloride (GdnHCI), urea,
and sodium chloride (NaCl) for examining the chemical
denaturant effect on lysozymes were either purchased from
SRL or NICE. All solutions were prepared using double-
distilled water from the Biopak Polisher Milli-Q water system
(CDUFBI0O01). All reagents were employed in their original
state without undergoing any additional purification.

4.2. Instrumentation. Steady-state fluorescence measure-
ments were conducted with a PerkinElmer fluorescence
spectrometer (FL 8500). The Lys-Cu NC solution was excited
at 365 nm, and the spectra were scanned from 390 to 650 nm
at the scan rate of 240 nm min~", maintaining excitation and
emission slit widths at 5 nm. Temperature-dependent
fluorescence emission studies were carried out in the same
instrument (FL 8500) using a Single Cell Water Jacket
attached to a chiller. UV—vis absorption spectra were recorded
using a Thermo Fischer Scientific (Evolution 201) UV—vis
spectrophotometer. Lifetime measurements were performed
on a time-correlated single-photon counting (TCSPC) setup
(HORIBA, Deltaflex) using a 280 and 340 nm nano LED with
an instrument response function of 1 ns. Fourier transform
infrared (FTIR) spectra were captured using an IR Tracer-100
FTIR spectrometer from Shimadzu Scientific Instruments. The
scanning was performed in the wavenumber range of
4700—350 cm ™! at 0.2 cm ™! resolution. The circular dichroism
(CD) spectra were measured by using a Jasco J-815
spectropolarimeter. The photoluminescence quantum vyield

(¢p) of the prepared nanocluster was obtained using the
method reported earlier.*’

4.3. Synthesis of Photoluminescent Lys-Cu NC and
Trp-Cu NC. The lysozyme-protected copper nanocluster (Lys-
Cu NC) and the tryptophan-capped copper nanocluster (Trp-
Cu NC) were synthesized following a previously reported
protocol.””*

4.4, Effect of Denaturant on the PL Properties of the
NC and the Pure Protein Scaffold. The synthesized Lys-Cu
NC and Trp-Cu NC were 5-fold diluted, followed by adjusting
the pH to 7. The pH of the pure lysozyme dissolved in milli-Q
water was also adjusted to 7. Varying concentrations of
GdnHCI (0—6 M) or urea (0—10 M) were gradually added to
these solutions and incubated for 5 min. After incubation, the
photoluminescence intensity (F) was recorded and compared
to the intensities without any denaturant (F,). The observed
intensities were corrected for volume differences arising from
the addition of GdnHCI, urea, or NaCl. All of the reported
errors in this study represent the standard error of the mean
(SEM) calculated from at least three or more independent
measurements (n > 3).
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