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covalent crosslinkers for
supramolecular DNA hydrogels†
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Manipulation of non-covalent metal–metal interactions allows the fabrication of functional

metallosupramolecular structures with diverse supramolecular behaviors. The majority of reported

studies are mostly designed and governed by thermodynamics, with very few examples of

metallosupramolecular systems exhibiting intriguing kinetics. Here we report a serendipitous finding of

platinum(II) complexes serving as non-covalent crosslinkers for the fabrication of supramolecular DNA

hydrogels. Upon mixing the alkynylplatinum(II) terpyridine complex with double-stranded DNA in

aqueous solution, the platinum(II) complex molecules are found to first stack into columnar phases by

metal–metal and p–p interactions, and then the columnar phases that carry multiple positive charges

crosslink the negatively charged DNA strands to form supramolecular hydrogels with luminescence

properties and excellent processability. Subsequent platinum(II) intercalation into DNA competes with the

metal–metal and p–p interactions at the crosslinking points, switching on the spontaneous gel-to-sol

transition. In the case of a chloro (2,6-bis(benzimidazol-20-yl)pyridine)platinum(II) complex, with

[Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+ serving as a non-covalent crosslinker where the metal–metal and p–p interactions

outcompete platinum(II) intercalation, the intercalation-driven gel-to-sol transition pathway is blocked

since the gel state is energetically more favorable than the sol state. Interestingly, the ligand exchange

reaction of the chloro ligand in [Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+ with glutathione (GSH) has endowed the complexes with

enhanced hydrophilicity, decreasing the planarity of the complexes, and turning off the metal–metal and

p–p interactions at the crosslinking points, leading to GSH-triggered hydrogel dissociation.
Introduction

Platinum(II) polypyridine complexes of d8 electronic congura-
tion and square-planar geometry have attracted growing atten-
tion because of their intriguing spectroscopic and
luminescence properties, as well as their diverse supramolec-
ular behaviors associated with non-covalent metal–metal and
p–p interactions.1 These platinum(II) complexes can form
highly ordered extended linear chains or oligomeric structures
and display rich polymorphism in the solid state.1,2 Metal–metal
and p–p interactions serve as the main driving force to induce
the aggregation of platinum(II) complexes in the solution state
and direct the fabrication of platinum(II) supramolecular
assemblies such as molecular architectures,3 liquid crystals4

and well-dened nanostructures.5 Polyelectrolytes are also
found to interact with platinum(II) complexes electrostatically
and induce the aggregation of platinum(II) complexes viametal–
metal and p–p interactions, giving rise to drastic UV-vis
absorption and luminescence changes.6 When coupled to
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chemical reactions, these polyelectrolyte-induced aggregation
systems have been used for chemo/biosensing applications, but
neither well-dened nanostructures nor metallosupramolecular
gels have been observed in these systems.6 The covalent teth-
ering of platinum(II)–polypyridine units to block copolymers
can produce pH- or temperature-responsive metallopolymers,
whereas formation of metallosupramolecular gels has not been
observed so far in such systems.7 The fabrication of supramo-
lecular gels of platinum(II) complexes via metal–metal and p–p

stacking interactions in both organic and aqueous media has
also been observed.8 To date, the stimuli-responsive behaviors
of these platinum(II) supramolecular gels in reported studies
remain limited to thermal responsiveness.8

The manipulation of non-covalent metal–metal interactions
has been demonstrated to be an efficient pathway for the
fabrication of metallosupramolecular structures and the
modulation of their supramolecular behaviors and functions.1–8

The majority of the reported metallosupramolecular systems
are designed and governed by thermodynamics, with supra-
molecular systems involving pathway complexity and fuel-
driven processes that exhibit intriguing kinetics much less re-
ported (vide infra).

Investigation and control of kinetics in supramolecular
systems have emerged as an important topic in supramolecular
Chem. Sci., 2020, 11, 3241–3249 | 3241
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Scheme 1 Chemical structures of the platinum(II) complexes.
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chemistry since it can provide a deep and comprehensive
understanding of the behaviors of supramolecular systems
which is inaccessible by the study of supramolecular systems
based on thermodynamics alone.9,10 In the supramolecular
systems involving pathway complexity, metastable supramo-
lecular intermediates would appear rst and would then be
converted to stable products upon subsequent incubation,
which gives rise to interesting spectroscopic and morphological
changes as a function of time.9 It has been shown in reported
studies that helical aggregates at the early stage of supramo-
lecular assembly possess opposite chirality to those at the nal
stage, so the investigation of the kinetics in supramolecular
systems is indispensable for the study of the helical aggregation
mechanism and the chirality transformation kinetics.9a Fuel-
driven and reaction-driven supramolecular systems10 have
been reported to construct supramolecular hydrogels with
material properties such as lifetimes and mechanical strengths
controlled by the consumption rates of chemical fuels and
reaction kinetics rather than by thermodynamic stability.10c,d In
such systems, the investigation of temporal properties is of
crucial importance since the material properties are a function
of time and show drastic changes at different fuel levels and
reaction rates.10 In living systems, the realization of biological
functions requires the cooperation of a series of biochemical
processes with programmed temporal properties, such as the
blood coagulation cascade by which blood changes from
a liquid to a gel.11 In articial systems, it has been reported
recently that the balance of temporal properties between
monomer exchanges and interber association in peptide
amphiphile systems can lead to the formation of hydrogels with
bundled structures, enhanced mechanical properties and
improved functions when used as a bioactive matrix.12 In short,
based on the improved understanding of supramolecular
systems, the manipulation of kinetics in supramolecular
systems shows promising applications in devising novel func-
tional supramolecular materials.9–12 Our group as well as others
have observed interesting kinetic behaviors in several plati-
num(II) supramolecular assembly systems.5i,m,13 A recent study
in our laboratory showed intriguing kinetic pathways and
morphological transformation as a function of time in a co-
assembly system of platinum(II) complexes and block copoly-
mers.13a The morphologies and properties of the co-assembly
system have been found to be controlled by the manner by
which thermal energy was input into the system.13a

Here we report a serendipitous nding of platinum(II)
complexes serving as non-covalent crosslinkers for the fabrica-
tion of supramolecular DNA hydrogels. Upon mixing the alky-
nylplatinum(II) terpyridine complex with double-stranded DNA
in aqueous solution, the platinum(II) complex molecules are
found to rst stack into columnar phases by metal–metal and
p–p interactions, and then the columnar phases that carry
multiple positive charges crosslink the negatively charged DNA
strands to form supramolecular hydrogels with luminescence
properties and excellent processability. Subsequent platinum(II)
intercalation into DNA competes with the metal–metal and p–p

interactions at the crosslinking points, switching on the spon-
taneous gel-to-sol transition. In the case of a chloro (2,6-
3242 | Chem. Sci., 2020, 11, 3241–3249
bis(benzimidazol-20-yl)pyridine)platinum(II) complex, with
[Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+ serving as a non-covalent crosslinker where the
metal–metal and p–p interactions outcompete platinum(II)
intercalation, the intercalation-driven gel-to-sol transition
pathway is blocked since the gel state is energetically more
favorable than the sol state. Interestingly, the ligand exchange
reaction of the chloro ligand in [Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+ with glutathione
(GSH) has endowed the complexes with enhanced hydrophi-
licity, decreasing the planarity of the complexes, and turning off
the metal–metal and p–p interactions at the crosslinking
points, leading to GSH-triggered hydrogel dissociation.
Results and discussion
Platinum(II) complexes as non-covalent crosslinkers for
supramolecular DNA hydrogels

The original objective of the present study was to investigate the
intercalation of alkynylplatinum(II) terpyridine complexes
(Scheme 1) into double-stranded DNA. When complex 1 (0.15
mM) was mixed with salmon sperm DNA (smDNA, [base pair] ¼
1.35 mM) in aqueous solution, surprising formation of gel-like
precipitates with a brown color was found. The gel-like precip-
itates disappeared aer stirring the mixture for tens of minutes
to give a clear yellow solution nally. Room-temperature incu-
bation of the gel-like precipitates in the assembly mixture
overnight without stirring also led to gel dissociation into
a clear yellow solution. The UV-vis absorption spectrum of the
gel-like precipitates isolated from the mixture before their
disappearance is found to show an emergence of a low-energy
metal–metal-to-ligand charge transfer (MMLCT) absorption
band at 602 nm (Fig. 1a), as well as the switching on of a triplet
MMLCT (3MMLCT) near-infrared emission at 790 nm (Fig. 1b)
when compared to that of the monomeric form of complex 1 in
acetonitrile solution. These observations suggest the aggrega-
tion of platinum(II) complexes and the formation of non-
covalent metal–metal and p–p interactions within the gel-like
precipitates.5j,6a The UV-vis spectrum of the nal clear yellow
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020



Fig. 1 (a) UV-vis absorption and (b) steady-state emission spectral
changes of the supramolecular system of complex 1 (0.15 mM) and
smDNA ([base pair] ¼ 1.35 mM) during the transformation from plati-
num(II) monomers through the platinum(II)–DNA gel state to the
platinum(II) intercalation sol state.

Fig. 2 (a) A star-shaped 3a–DNA gel prepared by using silicone mold
A. (b) A core–shell star-shaped hydrogels prepared by cooling a hot
agarose solution in the presence of 3a–DNA gel in silicone mold D. (c
and d) The core–shell star-shaped hydrogels in water under ambient
light (c) and under 365 nmUV irradiation (d). Inset in (a) shows the star-
shaped silicone molds A–D with different sizes.

Fig. 3 (a and c) UV-vis absorption and (b and d) steady-state emission
spectra of the platinum(II)–DNA hydrogels in the dried state.
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solution shows a red shi of the absorption band with respect to
complex 1 in acetonitrile (Fig. 1a), while its emission spectrum
shows a typical triplet metal-to-ligand charge transfer (3MLCT)
emission band similar to that of complex 1 in acetonitrile
solution (Fig. 1b). According to literature reported studies,1i,14

these observations suggest the intercalation of the platinum(II)
complex molecules into double-stranded DNA in the nal
yellow solution. The transient presence of the gel-like precipi-
tates and the intriguing transformation of platinum(II)
complexes from monomeric forms through aggregation into
intercalated forms have motivated us to investigate the struc-
ture and the formation mechanism of these gel-like precipitates
and the gel-to-sol transition behaviors of the platinum(II)–DNA
supramolecular system.

Hydrogels can be obtained with an isolation yield of
approximately 70% by mixing complex 1 (1 mg mL�1) and
smDNA (1 mg mL�1) in aqueous solution at a platinum(II)/base
pair molar ratio of 1 : 1 (see the Experimental section in the
ESI†). Aer isolation from the assembly mixture, the hydrogels
are found to be stable in water. The 1–DNA gel has a water
content of approximately 90% and exhibits a brous network
structure under TEM observation (vide infra). No hydrogel
formation is observed when complex 1 with a concentration
below 0.1 mM is mixed with smDNA at a platinum(II)/base pair
molar ratio of 1 : 1. Another alkynylplatinum(II) terpyridine
complex 2 and [Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+ complexes 3a, 3b and 4 also
show hydrogel formation when mixed with aqueous solutions
of smDNA. Fig. 2a shows that star-shaped hydrogels of complex
3a and smDNA can be obtained with tailorable sizes by using
a silicone mold. The red hydrogels can be encapsulated by
agarose hydrogels to form core–shell star-shaped hydrogels
(Fig. 2b and c), which display red emission under 365 nm UV
irradiation (Fig. 2d).

The UV-vis absorption spectra of the platinum(II)–DNA
hydrogels, 1–DNA gel and 2–DNA gel, show the emergence of low-
energy MMLCT absorption bands with peak maxima at 603 nm
and 564 nm, respectively, as well as new low-energy 3MMLCT
emission bands at 791 nm and 749 nm in the emission spectra,
respectively (Fig. 3a and b).5j,6a For 3a–DNA gel and 4–DNA gel,
low-energyMMLCT absorption bands appear in the region of 470
to 630 nm in the UV-vis absorption spectra, and their emission
spectra exhibit low-energy 3MMLCT emission bands with peak
maxima at 645 nm and 674 nm, respectively (Fig. 3c and d).15
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
TEM images show that 1–DNA gel and 2–DNA gel possess
brous network structures (Fig. 4a and d). The weight
percentages of platinum elements in the dried gel have been
determined by inductively coupled plasma-mass spectrometry
(ICP-MS) to be 5% and 7% for 1–DNA gel and 2–DNA gel,
respectively. These results indicate that DNA strands are the
major component and consist of a continuous phase in the
platinum(II)–DNA hydrogels. Selected area electron diffraction
(SAED) study of a brous network of 1–DNA gel shows a ring-like
Chem. Sci., 2020, 11, 3241–3249 | 3243



Fig. 4 (a) TEM image, (b) SAED pattern of the fibrous network and (c)
single-fiber SAED pattern of 1–DNA gel in the dried state. (d) TEM
image, (e) single-fiber SAED pattern and (f) PXRD pattern of 2–DNA gel
in the dried state.

Scheme 2 Supramolecular system of alkynylplatinum(II) terpyridine
complexes and double-stranded DNA. The wells represent the quali-
tative energy profile of the system. In the platinum(II)–DNA system at
a complex 1/base pair molar ratio of 1 : 9, upon the mixing of complex
1 and DNA aqueous solution, the platinum(II) complexes are found to
first stack into columnar phases and then non-covalently crosslink the
DNA strands by electrostatic attractions. Subsequently, due to the
presence of excessive DNA in the assembly mixture, platinum(II)
intercalation into DNA base pairs can compete with non-covalent
metal–metal and p–p interactions between the platinum(II)
complexes at the crosslinking points of the hydrogels, switching on the
spontaneous transition from the off-pathway gel state to the on-
pathway sol state. The platinum(II) stacking and electrostatic cross-
linking are kinetically favored, while the platinum(II) intercalation into
DNA base pairs is thermodynamically stable.
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pattern that corresponds to a d-spacing of 0.34 nm (Fig. 4b).
SAED study of a single nanober of 1–DNA gel exhibits a pair of
diffraction arcs that correspond to a d-spacing of 0.34 nm along
the nanober long axis (Fig. 4c). A similar single-ber SAED
pattern is observed in the study of 2–DNA gel (Fig. 4e). These
observations of characteristic diffraction arcs indicate the
formation of non-covalent metal–metal and p–p interactions
between the platinum(II) complexes along the nanober long
axis. The powder X-ray diffraction (PXRD) pattern of the dried 2–
DNA gel shows a series of Bragg peaks in the region of 5� < 2q <
18� (Fig. 4f). The distances obtained from the Bragg peaks fol-

lowed the ratios of 1 : 1=
ffiffiffi

3
p

: 1=
ffiffiffi

4
p

: 1=
ffiffiffi

7
p

that can be
indexed to (100), (110), (200) and (210) reections, characteristic
of a hexagonal packing of molecular columns of platinum(II)
complexes.

Based on the above results and analysis (see also Text S1 and
Fig. S1 in the ESI†), it is proposed that, during hydrogel
formation, the platinum(II) complexes would rst stack into
columnar phases by metal–metal and p–p interactions, and
then the platinum(II) columnar phases that carry multiple
positive charges would crosslink the DNA strands by electro-
static attractions to form supramolecular hydrogels with lumi-
nescence properties and excellent processability (Scheme 2).
The platinum(II) columnar phases are preferentially oriented
along the nanober long axis to maximize the electrostatic
attractions with the DNA strands (Scheme 2). Therefore, the
platinum(II)–DNA hydrogels are supramolecular hydrogels
formed and stabilized by non-covalent metal–metal and p–p

interactions and electrostatic attractions.
Fig. 5 UV-vis absorption spectral changes of (a) 1–DNA gel and (b) 2–
DNA gel upon incubation in 0.5 mg mL�1 smDNA at room tempera-
ture. Insets show the plots of UV-vis absorption at 452 nm and 444 nm
versus incubation time for (a) 1–DNA gel and (b) 2–DNA gel,
respectively.
Platinum(II) intercalation-driven gel-to-sol transition

As described above, aer purication from the assembly
mixture, the supramolecular DNA hydrogels are found to be
stable in water. Surprisingly, although the hydrogels are formed
by non-covalent interactions, the puried hydrogels exhibit
thermal stability even in boiling water. The puried hydrogels
are also found to be stable in water at pH 4 and pH 10 or with
3244 | Chem. Sci., 2020, 11, 3241–3249
150 mM NaCl at room temperature. In contrast, the as-formed
hydrogels of the alkynylplatinum(II) terpyridine complex and
DNA show transient presence in the assembly mixture where
DNA is in excess as shown in Fig. 1. To study the spontaneous
sol-to-gel transformation in detail, freshly puried hydrogels of
the alkynylplatinum(II) terpyridine complex and smDNA have
been immersed in fresh smDNA solution at room temperature
(see the Experimental section). The colorless smDNA solution
gradually turns yellow due to the release of platinum(II)
complexes from the hydrogels. In situ UV-vis spectra of the
yellow solutions show the increase of absorption bands at
452 nm and 444 nm for 1–DNA gel and 2–DNA gel, respectively,
with the increase of incubation time (Fig. 5). The 1–DNA gel and
2–DNA gel have a half-life of 8 min and 14 min in smDNA
solution, respectively. The –OC6H13 moiety on the platinum(II)
complexes can provide additional hydrophobic stabilizing
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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interactions for the 2–DNA gel and may hinder the platinum(II)
intercalation into DNA base pairs to some extent, leading to
slower release kinetics of 2–DNA gel in DNA solution.

The interesting gel-to-sol transition behaviors have been
further studied by using a combination of various spectroscopic
techniques. UV-vis spectral changes upon DNA titration into the
platinum(II)–DNA system are found to show a decrease of the
MMLCT absorption band at 604 nm and an increase of the
MLCT absorption band at 456 nm (Fig. 6a). Upon increasing the
DNA/platinum ratios, the emission spectral titration studies
have been found to exhibit a growth of the 3MLCT emission
band at 620 nm with the diminution of the 3MMLCT emission
in the region of 770 to 950 nm (Fig. 6b). The circular dichroism
(CD) spectral changes upon addition of complex 1 into DNA
aqueous solution show a remarkable change of the Cotton
effect, with the diminution of the positive band at 278 nm and
the growth of a new negative band at 274 nm (Fig. 6c). Similar
changes have been observed in the CD spectral titration studies
of complex 2 in DNA solution (Fig. 6d), indicative of the plati-
num(II) intercalation into double-stranded DNA chains with
reference to literature reported studies.14 All the spectroscopic
studies point to the fact that, upon the immersion of 1–DNA gel
and 2–DNA gel into DNA solution, the microenvironment of the
alkynylplatinum(II) terpyridine complexes changes from the
aggregated form with metal–metal interactions to the plati-
num(II) intercalation form with DNA base pairs. This can
explain the intriguing gel-to-sol transition as shown in Fig. 1. In
the platinum(II)–DNA system at a complex 1/base pair molar
ratio of 1/9, upon the mixing of complex 1 and DNA aqueous
solution, the platinum(II) complexes are found to rst stack into
columnar phases and then non-covalently crosslink the DNA
strands by electrostatic attractions (Scheme 2). Subsequently,
due to the presence of excessive DNA in the assembly mixture,
platinum(II) intercalation into DNA base pairs can compete with
Fig. 6 (a) UV-vis absorption and (b) steady-state emission (lex ¼ 492
nm) spectral changes of the 1–DNA supramolecular system ([complex
1] ¼ 0.15 mM) upon DNA titration at DNA base pair/platinum(II) molar
ratios from 1.7 to 4.2. (c and d) CD spectral changes of DNA with
increasing platinum(II)/base pair molar ratio from 0 to 0.3 in 1–DNA (c)
and 2–DNA (d) supramolecular systems.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
non-covalent metal–metal and p–p interactions between the
platinum(II) complexes at the crosslinking points of the hydro-
gels, switching on the spontaneous transition from the off-
pathway gel state to the on-pathway sol state (Scheme 2). The
platinum(II) stacking and electrostatic crosslinking are kineti-
cally favored, while the platinum(II) intercalation into DNA base
pairs is thermodynamically stable. The hydrogel formation and
subsequent gel-to-sol transition exhibit pathway complexity in
the platinum(II)–DNA supramolecular system, which have not
been observed before in metallosupramolecular systems.

The stability of platinum(II)–DNA hydrogels, 3a–DNA gel, 3b–
DNA gel and 4–DNA gel, in DNA solution has also been tested,
and it turns out that these [Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+–DNA hydrogels are
kept intact by incubation of the hydrogels in smDNA solution at
room temperature for one week. Spectroscopic studies indicate
the absence of platinum(II) intercalation in the [Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+–
DNA supramolecular systems (Text S2 and Fig. S2 in the ESI†).15

In the case of [Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+ complexes as non-covalent
crosslinkers, although the DNA is in excess, the strong
tendency for the formation of metal–metal and p–p interac-
tions between [Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+ complexes due to their large p-
surface, as well as the additional hydrophobic interactions of
C12 alkyl chains on complex 4, can outcompete the platinum(II)
intercalation into DNA base pairs. Therefore, the gel state in the
[Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+–DNA systems is energetically more favorable
than the sol state, which can explain the enhanced stability of
the [Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+–DNA hydrogels in DNA solution. These
observations suggest that the intercalation-driven gel-to-sol
transition pathway can be switched on or off by rational
design of the metal complexes in supramolecular systems.
GSH-triggered hydrogel dissociation

Platinum(II) is one of the so metal centers with a high binding
affinity towards thiol. The endogenous thiol-containing mole-
cule, glutathione (GSH), exists at a concentration of up to
approximately 10 mM in animal cells and is oen overproduced
in tumor microenvironments.16 GSH has been frequently
employed as a redox stimuli trigger in reported studies,16b,17

while the utilization of GSH based on platinum(II)–thiol coor-
dination in tuning material properties has been much less
explored.

The stability of the [Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+–DNA hydrogels in
aqueous solution of GSH has been investigated (Fig. 7). ICP-MS
measurements show a gradual release of platinum from 3b–
DNA gel upon incubation of the hydrogels in 10 mM GSH
aqueous solution. Conversely, in the control experiment, 3b–
DNA gel does not show any platinum release aer incubation in
pure water for one week. Gradual platinum release has also
been observed by ICP-MS upon incubation of 3a-DNA in 10 mM
GSH solution. 3a-DNA is also stable in pure water. Interestingly,
4–DNA gel incorporated with C12 alkyl chains on [Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+

complexes has been found to show insignicant platinum
release in both pure water and 10 mMGSH solution. Besides, 2–
DNA gel of alkynylplatinum(II) terpyridine complexes is also
found to be stable in 10 mM GSH solution. These observations
indicate that the stability of platinum(II)–DNA hydrogels in GSH
Chem. Sci., 2020, 11, 3241–3249 | 3245



Fig. 7 Platinum release from [Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+–DNA hydrogels by
incubation of the hydrogels in 10 mM GSH aqueous solution at room
temperature.

Scheme 3 Supramolecular system of [Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+ and double-
stranded DNA. The platinum(II) complexes stack into columnar phases
and then non-covalently crosslink the DNA strands by electrostatic
attractions to form hydrogels. In GSH aqueous solution, the ligand
exchange reaction of the chloro ligand in [Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+ with GSH
endows the complexes with enhanced hydrophilicity, decreasing the
planarity of the complexes, and turning off the metal–metal and p–p
interactions at the crosslinking points, leading to energetically unfa-
vorable hydrogel dissociation. The wells represent the qualitative
energy profile of the system.
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solution can be modulated by the structure of the platinum(II)
complexes.

Since GSH cannot react with smDNA in aqueous solution,
NMR experiments of the 3a–GSH reaction system in D2O were
performed (Fig. 8, Text S3, Fig. S3 and S4 in the ESI†) to
investigate the mechanism of GSH-triggered dissociation of the
[Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+–DNA hydrogels. The new peaks at d 2.61 ppm
and 2.82 ppm in the 1H NMR spectrum of the puried product
from 3a–GSH reaction mixture that can be assigned to b-Cys
protons (Fig. 8a), together with the large downeld shi of b-Cys
carbon from d 25.3 ppm to 33.6 ppm in the 13C{1H} NMR
spectrum (Fig. 8b), indicated the involvement of the sulfur in
the coordination of GSH to platinum(II). The 195Pt{1H} NMR
spectrum with a peak at d �3063 ppm (ref. 18) and the HR ESI
Fig. 8 (a) 1H NMR, (b) 13C{1H} NMR and (c) 195Pt{1H} NMR spectra of
the 3a–GSH reaction system in D2O.

3246 | Chem. Sci., 2020, 11, 3241–3249
mass spectra of the reaction mixture further conrmed the
platinum(II)–thiol coordination (Fig. 8c and S5 in the ESI†), that
is, the ligand exchange reaction of the chloro ligand in complex
3a with glutathione. The emergence of a set of signals in the
region of aromatic protons in both 1H NMR and 13C{1H} NMR
spectra (Fig. 8a and b), when compared to the NMR spectrum of
complex 3a in D2O (Fig. 8a), indicated the deaggregation of the
platinum(II) complexes due to the enhanced hydrophilicity
provided by the GS moiety aer platinum(II)–thiol coordination.

When the aqueous solution of [Pt(bzimpy)(GS)]+ (the puried
product from the 3a–GSH reaction mixture) is mixed with
smDNA, no hydrogel formation is observed. Therefore, in the
case of 3a–DNA gel, it is the ligand exchange reaction of the
chloro ligand in [Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+ with GSH that endows the
complex molecules with enhanced hydrophilicity, decreases the
Scheme 4 Schematic diagram showing platinum(II) non-covalent
crosslinkers for supramolecular DNA hydrogels. By varying the struc-
tures of the platinum(II) non-covalent crosslinkers, as well as the
incorporation of platinum(II) intercalation and ligand exchange reac-
tions into the systems, supramolecular DNA hydrogels with controlled
kinetic properties and tunable gel-to-sol transition behaviors have
been produced. The wells represent the qualitative energy profile of
the system.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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planarity of the complex molecules, and turns off the metal–
metal and p–p interactions at the crosslinking points, leading
to GSH-triggered gradual dissociation of the hydrogels (Scheme
3). Complex 4 is found to have a higher dimerization constant in
a mixed solvent of dimethylformamide–water (1 : 9, v/v) at room
temperature (9.6� 105 M�1) than complex 3b (3.8� 105 M�1) as
determined by UV-vis measurements. 4–DNA gel with C12 alkyl
chains on [Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+, which possesses enhanced hydrogel
stability and prevents GSH diffusion into the hydrogels due to
the hydrophobic nature of the C12 alkyl chains, shows insig-
nicant release in both pure water and GSH solution. These
[Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+–DNA supramolecular hydrogels exhibit tunable
gel-to-sol transition behaviors by the structures of the plati-
num(II) non-covalent crosslinkers and the reaction kinetics of
the ligand exchange reactions. Unlike the reported studies
where GSH has been used as a redox stimuli trigger,16b,17 the gel-
to-sol transition behaviors in the present study are based on
platinum(II)–thiol coordination between the platinum(II)
complexes and GSH.

Conclusions

In summary, the present study shows a serendipitous nding of
platinum(II) non-covalent crosslinkers for the fabrication of
supramolecular DNA hydrogels with controlled kinetic proper-
ties and tunable gel-to-sol transition behaviors (Scheme 4).
Upon mixing the alkynylplatinum(II) terpyridine complex with
double-stranded DNA in aqueous solution, the platinum(II)
complexes have been found to rst stack into columnar phases
by metal–metal and p–p interactions, and then the platinum(II)
columnar phases that carry multiple positive charges crosslink
negatively charged DNA chains by electrostatic attractions to
form supramolecular hydrogels with luminescence properties
and excellent processability. Subsequently, platinum(II) inter-
calation into DNA competes with the metal–metal and p–p

interactions between the platinum(II) complexes at the cross-
linking points of the supramolecular DNA hydrogels, switching
on the spontaneous transition from the off-pathway gel state to
the on-pathway sol state (Scheme 4). The rate of the gel-to-sol
transition has been found to decrease with the hydrophobicity
of the alkynylplatinum(II) terpyridine complexes in the hydro-
gels. With [Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+ as a non-covalent crosslinker where
the metal–metal and p–p interactions are stronger than plati-
num(II) intercalation, the gel state is energetically more favor-
able than the sol state, and thus the intercalation-driven gel-to-
sol transition pathway can be blocked. Interestingly, the ligand
exchange reaction of the chloro ligand in [Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+ with
GSH has been found to endow the complexes with enhanced
hydrophilicity, decreasing the planarity of the complexes, and
turning off the metal–metal and p–p interactions at the cross-
linking points, leading to energetically unfavorable hydrogel
dissociation that is triggered by GSH (Scheme 4). The rate of
GSH-triggered hydrogel dissociation has been found to decrease
with the hydrophobicity of the [Pt(bzimpy)Cl]+ complexes. In
view of the exibility of the modular approach of the present
study, the biocompatibility of the DNA matrix, as well as the
intriguing luminescence properties and anti-cancer properties
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
of metal complexes, the supramolecular DNA hydrogels may
exhibit promising characteristics for biomedical applications.
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