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DNA origami involves the folding of long single-stranded DNA into designed structures 
with the aid of short staple strands; such structures may enable the development of useful 
nanomechanical DNA devices. Here we develop versatile sensing systems for a variety 
of chemical and biological targets at molecular resolution. We have designed functional 
nanomechanical DNA origami devices that can be used as ‘single-molecule beacons’, and 
function as pinching devices. Using ‘DNA origami pliers’ and ‘DNA origami forceps’, which 
consist of two levers ~170 nm long connected at a fulcrum, various single-molecule inorganic  
and organic targets ranging from metal ions to proteins can be visually detected using atomic 
force microscopy by a shape transition of the origami devices. Any detection mechanism  
suitable for the target of interest, pinching, zipping or unzipping, can be chosen and used 
orthogonally with differently shaped origami devices in the same mixture using a single 
platform. 

1 Research Center for Advanced Science and Technology, The University of Tokyo, 4-6-1 Komaba, Meguro, Tokyo 153-8904, Japan. †Present addresses: 
Department of Chemistry and Materials Engineering, Kansai University, 3-3-35 Yamate-cho, Suita, Osaka 564-8680, Japan (A.K.), Department of Medical 
Sciences, University of Miyazaki, 5200 Kihara, Kiyotake, Miyazaki 889-1692, Japan (Y.X.). Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed 
to A.K. (email: kuzuya@kansai-u.ac.jp) or to M.K. (email: komiyama@mkomi.rcast.u-tokyo.ac.jp).

Nanomechanical DNA origami ‘single-molecule 
beacons’ directly imaged by atomic force 
microscopy
Akinori Kuzuya1,†, Yusuke Sakai1, Takahiro Yamazaki1, Yan Xu1,† & Makoto Komiyama1



ARTICLE

��

nature communications | DOI: 10.1038/ncomms1452

nature communications | 2:449 | DOI: 10.1038/ncomms1452 | www.nature.com/naturecommunications

© 2011 Macmillan Publishers Limited. All rights reserved.

The rapid development of nanotechnology has enabled the pre-
cise manipulation of nanomaterials. However, typical analyti-
cal methods for chemical or biochemical targets are still based 

on spectroscopic principles, which reflect the average behaviour of a 
vast number of molecules. To analyse the behaviour of an individual 
molecule, nanomechanical devices that can work with target mol-
ecules in a single-molecule manner are required. Structural DNA 
nanotechnology1–3, based on the programmed assembly of branched 
DNA helices, is a key technology that can provide such functional 
nanomechanical devices. DNA devices such as DNA tweezers4–6, 
DNA scissors7,8, and DNA walkers have been constructed9–13 and 
used as molecular sensors for various targets14,15, following the suc-
cess of molecular beacons16,17. However, individual molecules of 
these devices are still too small to be easily analysed at molecular 
resolution using current microscopy techniques. DNA origami18–21, 
in which long single-stranded DNA is folded into a designed nanos-
tructure with the aid of many short staple strands, is a powerful new 
tool in structural DNA nanotechnology that provides robust and 
precise nanostructures in both 2D and 3D that are visible through 
atomic force microscopy (AFM) or electron microscopy. Taking 
advantage of their precise addressability at nanometre resolution, 
some custom nano-instruments for studying single-molecule inter-
actions in biology and chemistry, using DNA origami assembly as 
a nanoscale stage, have recently been proposed22–24. Despite these 
properties, only a limited number of studies have been published 
on DNA origami as a building material for nanomechanical DNA 
devices25,26; some recent reports have discussed its usefulness as a 
scaffold on which nanomechanical DNA devices could be located27–29.

Here we present functional nanomechanical DNA origami 
devices that can be used as versatile and visible ‘single-molecule 
beacons’ (Fig. 1). Using ‘DNA origami pliers’ and ‘DNA origami 
forceps’ (Fig. 2) that consist of two levers of ~170 nm in length con-
nected at a fulcrum, various inorganic/organic targets, from metal 
ions to proteins, were visually detected in a single-molecule manner 
as a shape transition of DNA origami devices, using AFM.

Results
The design of nanomechanical DNA origami devices. The DNA 
origami devices used in this study behave like nano-sized pinching 
devices (Fig. 1). Shape transitions of nanomechanical DNA origami 
devices, such as the closing or opening of pliers, are selectively 
triggered by interactions with target molecules and visualized using 
AFM imaging. The existence of the target is therefore determined at 
molecular resolution. This sensing method is applicable to versatile 
targets because a variety of interactions (for example, protein–
ligand, DNA–RNA, or DNA–metal ions) can be employed.

Figure 2 shows the detailed structure of the DNA origami 
devices used in this study. The first origami device shown is the 
‘DNA origami pliers’ (Fig. 2a), which consist of two ca. 170-nm 
lever domains, each of which is made of six antiparallel DNA helices 
from a part of M13 scaffold and 117 staple strands (ca. 20 nm wide). 
These levers are joined together at a fulcrum via two phosphodiester 
linkages in the M13 scaffold to form an immobile Holliday junction. 
In a Mg2 +  solution, typically used in DNA origami preparation, the 
DNA four-way junction is known to be a right-handed, antiparallel 
stacked X-structure with a small angle of 60° (refs 30–32). DNA ori-
gami pliers in solution are thus expected to be twisted, as illustrated 
in Figure 2b. AFM measurements of DNA origami devices require 
deposition on a mica surface. Origami devices adhered to the 2D 
surface can adopt three forms. The most likely form is a ‘cross’, 
which most closely resembles the expected twisted structure of the 
origami pliers. The second feasible structure is an ‘antiparallel form’, 
in which two levers are aligned in parallel on a plane but point in 
opposite directions. Configuration of the M13 scaffold at the fulcrum 
in this form is in ‘antiparallel’ mode, which is rather relaxed, and is 
a typical configuration in DNA origami design. The third feasible 

form is a ‘parallel closed form’ in which the levers are parallel. This 
configuration of the DNA four-way junction at the fulcrum is consi
dered unfavourable compared with the antiparallel mode30–32. Thus, 
origami devices in the parallel closed form are expected to be the 
least populated species in the AFM images unless some further inter
action rotates the fulcrum. Each of the levers has a small concavity 
two helical turns long and two helices wide (ca. 7 nm×7 nm). These 
concavities serve as the jaws of pliers that pinch the target molecule.  
When DNA pliers are in the parallel closed form, these concavities 
lie next to each other to form a larger cavity that accommodates 
the pinched target stably during AFM scanning, as shown in our 
previous studies33,34.

The shape transition of DNA pliers in the presence of their targets 
is triggered by three independent mechanisms: ‘pinching’ (Fig. 3), 
‘zipping’ (Fig. 4), and ‘unzipping’ (Fig. 5).

Detection of proteins by pinching mechanism. Pinching is a proc-
ess that detects single-target molecules that bind to multiple ligands 
each (Fig. 3a). For this purpose, two ligands are attached to each of 
the staple strands placed in the concavities (anchor strands, drawn 
in blue in Fig. 2a), and these ligands cooperatively capture a sin-
gle-target molecule between the jaws. This intramolecular process 
triggers a shape transition in the origami device from the cross or 
antiparallel form to the parallel closed form, which can be visual-
ized using AFM imaging or monitored in solution using spectro-
scopic analyses.

Figure 3b shows typical AFM images of selective, single-molecule 
pinching of a streptavidin tetramer (SA), which strongly binds to 
four biotin groups, using DNA origami pliers. Here the DNA pli-
ers were modified with a biotin group in each of the jaws. The 
dominant species initially observed in 1×TAE/Mg2 +  buffer solu-
tion without SA (left, i) was DNA pliers in cross (58% yield), which 
is consistent with the X-structure of the DNA four-way junction. 
The population of DNA pliers in antiparallel form was 16%; only 
5% of DNA pliers were in the parallel closed form. The preference 
for the antiparallel over the parallel closed form was in accord-
ance with previous observations. When SA was added to the solu-
tion, the populations were drastically altered. Almost 58% of DNA 
pliers were found in the parallel closed form in the presence of SA 
(middle). As shown in Figure 3c, a bright spot 5 nm in height, which 
corresponds to the expected diameter of the pinched SA molecule, 
was found in the jaws of most of the parallel pliers. The yields of 
antiparallel and cross pliers in the presence of SA were 5 and  
23%, respectively.

Spectroscopic analyses have shown that the parallel pliers 
observed under AFM were formed in solution before deposition, 
triggered by SA addition. As shown in Figure 3e, the fluorescence 
spectra of doubly dye-labelled DNA pliers (see Fig. 2) showed a sig-
nificant quenching of TXR emission (ca. 23% at 612 nm) and an 
enhancement of FAM emission (ca. 17% at 517 nm) immediately 
after the addition of one equivalent of SA to the solution. The only 
reasonable explanation for such a drastic shape change is that the 
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Figure 1 | Detection of various targets using DNA origami devices. 
The selective shape transitions of DNA origami devices triggered by 
intermolecular interactions with the target are visualized at molecular 
resolution using AFM on mica or monitored in real-time by fluorescence 
measurement in solution.
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single SA tetramer bridged the two levers by binding the attached 
biotins. The potential for nanomechanical DNA origami as a single-
molecule detector for noncovalent and multidentate biochemical 
interactions has thus been shown.

To further prove that the shape transition to parallel pliers was 
achieved solely by biotin–SA–biotin bidentate binding, the bioti-
nylated anchor strands were selectively detached from the DNA 
pliers after SA pinching using a DNA strand displacement tech-
nique with the aid of the extra 8-nucleotide toehold sequence on 
the anchor strands (right in Fig. 3b)4. After 2 h incubation at room 
temperature in the presence of 10 equivalents of unset strands com-
plementary to the anchor strands, the population of parallel pliers 
decreased to 10%, and pliers in the cross form became the domi-
nant species (53%) again as expected. Recovery of TXR emission 
to ca. 90% of the initial intensity and nearly complete re-quenching 

of FAM emission was also consistent with the AFM measurements 
(Fig. 3e). As we recently showed through SA nanopatterning on 
a punched DNA origami scaffold35, repetitive cycles of pinching 
and release are possible through the readdition of anchor and then  
unset strands.

The target molecules that can be pinched by DNA origami devices 
are not limited to SA. When FAM-modified anchor strands were 
used in place of biotinylated anchor strands, DNA pliers selectively 
pinched anti-fluorescein IgG in the jaws and adopted the parallel 
closed form (ca. 39% yield among clearly resolved motifs, Fig. 3f). 
According to the height profile analyses (Supplementary Fig. S1), 
objects slightly lower (3–4 nm) than SA were observed in the jaws, 
which is consistent with the expected thickness of IgG.

The closing of nanomechanical DNA origami is completely 
chemoselective, and, therefore, visual discrimination of coexist-
ing proteins in a solution is possible using a mixture of differ-
ently shaped and modified origami devices. To demonstrate this 
concept, we prepared a second DNA origami device, ‘DNA ori-
gami forceps’, which have very similar jaws to DNA pliers but 
with an extra finger-hole-like structure at the other end of the 
levers (lower, Fig. 2a). Biotinylated DNA forceps (white arrows) 
and FAM-modified DNA pliers (yellow arrows) were separately 
annealed and mixed together in a 1:1 ratio (left, Fig. 3g). When SA 
was added to the mixture (right), biotinylated DNA forceps selec-
tively pinched SA tetramers and adopted the parallel closed form 
(69% yield), whereas FAM-modified DNA pliers remained intact 
throughout the process.

Detection of metal ions by zipping mechanism. Although selective 
pinching and detection of a target molecule was successful using 
protein–ligand bindings, among the strongest of all biological inter-
actions, single-molecule pinching of other targets that bind more 
weakly is usually difficult. A zipping mechanism involving multiple 
binding events is a second detection mechanism available from the 
present nanomechanical DNA origami devices and is appropriate 
for such targets (Fig. 4). Here multiple elements that bind together 
in the presence of the target are introduced to each of the levers, 
cooperatively triggering selective closure of the origami devices.

Na +  ion sensing by DNA origami devices utilizes G-quadruplex 
formation (Fig. 4a), which has been popularly used in spectroscopic 
detection systems for metal ions36. A 12-nucleotide human telomere 
sequence (5′-TAGGGTTAGGGT-3′; a Telomere Element, TeloE) 
was attached to the 3′-ends of the staple strands placed at the four 
sites on each of the levers, spaced every three helical turns on the 
same side of the fulcrum (sites a, b, c, and d). This 12-nucleotide 
sequence is known to dimerize in the presence of Na +  by forming 
an antiparallel G-quadruplex motif and thus acts as a zipper ele-
ment37. The effects of salt on the form of the origami devices were 
first examined for DNA pliers without any TeloE modification 
(Fig. 4b). On addition of Na +  to the solution (final concentration, 
200 mM), the population of antiparallel DNA pliers significantly 
increased from 16% in the solution containing 12.5 mM Mg2 +  alone 
(top left) to 46% (top right), whereas the percentage of DNA pliers 
in the cross form decreased (Fig. 4c). This change probably occurred 
because Mg2 + , which neutralizes phosphates and stabilizes the  
X-structure of the four-way junction, was partially replaced with the 
less efficient Na + . The effect of Na +  addition on DNA pliers bearing 
four TeloE (sites a, b, c, and d) on each lever was quite dramatic. In 
AFM measurements, almost 64% of the pliers were in parallel closed 
form, 19% were in antiparallel form, and only 6% were in cross form 
(bottom left in Fig. 4b). The yield of parallel closed form clearly 
correlated to the amount of introduced TeloE and the Na +  concen-
tration. The yields of parallel pliers for the motif with one TeloE at 
site a, with two TeloE at sites a and b, and with three TeloE at sites a, 
b, and c were 36%, 45%, and 54%, respectively (Fig. 4c). For the motif 
with four TeloE, the yield of parallel pliers correlated almost linearly 
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Figure 2 | Structure of nanomechanical DNA origami devices. (a) Folding 
patterns of M13 scaffold in DNA origami pliers and DNA origami forceps 
with extra finger-hole-like structure (lower left) for visual discrimination 
of coexisting targets in solution. Staple strands are omitted, except for 
the anchor strands with extra 8-nucleotide toeholds (presented in blue). 
Illustrations at right represent the approximate size of DNA helices, 
levers and concavities. The two levers are joined at a fulcrum through two 
phosphodiester bonds in the M13 scaffold so that an immobile Holliday 
junction is formed. Yellow, red, and black wedges indicate the positions 
of fluorescent dyes and a quencher (see below). (b) Expected solution 
structure of DNA pliers and three possible forms: cross, antiparallel, and 
parallel closed, observed on mica. The configuration of the M13 scaffold 
(drawn in black lines) at the fulcrum is shown below. To monitor the 
structure of origami devices in solution, one of the levers of the DNA 
pliers was fluorescently labelled with 6-fluoresceincarboxyamide (yellow 
wedge; F, FAM) and Texas Red (red wedge; T, TXR) at two sites one and 
a half helical turns away from the fulcrum. The other lever was modified 
with a Black hole quencher-2 (black wedge, Q, BHQ-2) group so that 
the fluorescence of FAM would be quenched by nearby BHQ-2 when 
DNA pliers were in antiparallel form. The shape transition of the pliers 
into parallel form brings BHQ-2 closer to TXR than FAM, resulting in the 
quenching of TXR and recovery of FAM emission.
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with Na +  concentration up to 100 mM and was approximately 
saturated thereafter (see Supplementary Fig. S2). Buffer exchange 
of the solution to remove Na +  from the system completely opened 
the parallel closed DNA pliers, as expected (bottom right in Fig. 4b, 
iv). Fluorescence spectra have shown that Na + -triggered zipping of 

DNA pliers through G-quadruplex formation proceeds efficiently in 
solution (Fig. 4d) but is rather slow compared with SA-biotin sys-
tems. It took 2–3 h to reach equilibrium (20% enhancement of FAM 
and 52% quenching of TXR emission) after Na +  addition, according 
to the time course of the quenching of TXR emission (inset). Buffer 
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Figure 3 | Single-molecule pinching of proteins. (a) Schematic illustration of SA and IgG pinching. (b) AFM images for SA pinching and release by 
biotinylated DNA pliers. The scale bars are 300 nm. The dominant form of DNA pliers in Mg2 +  solution before SA addition (left in a, i) was a cross (yellow 
arrows). After SA addition (middle in a, ii), DNA pliers selectively pinched exactly one SA tetramer and closed into the parallel closed form (white 
arrows). The population of DNA pliers in the cross form recovered significantly when the biotinylated anchor strands, together with SA, were selectively 
detached from the DNA pliers (right in a, iii). DNA pliers in the antiparallel form (black arrows) were always a minor species. (c) A height profile of 
parallel DNA pliers with SA (black line in the image). The scale bar is 100 nm. (d) Form distribution at each step in a, estimated by counting the motifs in 
AFM images. (e) Fluorescence spectra of doubly dye-labelled DNA pliers before (left in a, green) and 10 min after SA addition (middle in a, red) and 2 h 
after the addition of unset strands at room temperature (right in a, blue). The excitation wavelengths for 6-fluoresceincarboxyamide (FAM, 460–575 nm) 
and Texas Red, (TXR, 575–700 nm) spectra were 450 and 550 nm, respectively. Inset, time course of the recovery of TXR emission at 612 nm after the 
addition of unset strands (from the red spectrum to the blue one). (f) Single-molecule pinching of anti-fluorescein IgG by FAM-modified DNA pliers. The 
scale bar is 300 nm. Slightly lower objects than SA (3–4 nm) were observed in the jaws. (g) Selective pinching of SA by biotinylated DNA forceps (white 
arrows) in a mixture with FAM-labelled DNA pliers (yellow arrows). The scale bars are 300 nm. The insets show zoomed images of typical DNA forceps.
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exchange using ultrafiltration resulted in backward transition of the 
emission to the initial level. The final FAM emission was 80% of the 
initial intensity, and that of TXR was 89%.

The TeloE sequence is known to dimerize in the presence of 
K +  as well, although the dimer is a mixture of two species, paral-
lel and antiparallel G-quadruplex motifs38. Selective closure of DNA 
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Figure 4 | Metal ion detection by zipping mechanism. (a) Schematic illustration of Na + -triggered zipping of DNA pliers bearing a G-quadruplex zipper. 
The four modified sites are indicated below. (b) AFM images for Na + -sensing. Un-indexed DNA pliers in the images are all in the parallel form. For the 
pliers without any TeloE, a significant increase in antiparallel DNA pliers (black arrows) was observed in a solution containing an extra 200 mM Na +  (top 
right) compared with the solution containing 12.5 mM Mg2 +  alone (top left). For DNA pliers bearing four TeloE on the levers, on the other hand, most of 
the pliers were found in the parallel closed form, and few crosses (yellow arrows) were observed (bottom left). Most of the parallel closed pliers in opened 
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Concentration of K +  in the bottom was 100 mM. (d) Fluorescence spectra before (green) and 2 h after (red) Na +  addition at room temperature and after Na +  
removal (blue). Inset, time course of the quenching of TXR emission at 612 nm after the addition of Na +  to the solution (from the green spectrum to the red 
one). (e) Zipper elements involving C–C mismatches used for Ag +  detection. (f) Ag +  detection by DNA pliers bearing C–C mismatched zipper elements. 
Almost 47% of the clearly resolved DNA pliers (n = 138) were in the parallel closed form after the addition of Ag +  to the solution (final concentration, 
10 µM), whereas parallel pliers represented only 8% (n = 111) of DNA pliers in the solution without Ag + . The error bars indicate the standard errors.
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pliers was also observed with K +  addition (Fig. 4c). Representing 
the higher stability of the G-quadruplex containing K +  (Tm values 
for TeloE dimer in the presence of 100 mM K +  and Na +  are 54 and 
42 °C, respectively, data not shown), the yields of parallel pliers were 
slightly higher than in the systems with corresponding amounts of 
Na +  (Supplementary Fig. S2).

In a similar manner to Na +  or K + , Ag +  ions can be detected by a 
zipping mechanism by using Ag + -mediated selective stabilization of 
C–C mismatches (Fig. 4e)39. Four pairs of complementary DNA ele-
ments that involve two C–C mismatches in a 14-mer sequence were 
attached to each of the levers, as with TeloE. As shown in Figure 4f, 
almost 47% of DNA pliers were in parallel closed form after the 
addition of Ag +  to the solution.

Detection of small molecules by unzipping mechanism. Unzip-
ping, which is the reverse process of the zipping mechanism, is the 
third detection mechanism of the present nanomechanical DNA 
origami devices (Fig. 5). The zipper elements for this mechanism 
were designed to bind together at the initial stage and selectively 
unbind in the presence of target molecules.

As shown in Figure 5a, the presence of human micro RNA can 
be clearly detected using origami devices by employing an unzip-
ping mechanism. For example, 23-mer sequences complementary 
to miR20 were attached to the four sites for zipper elements in 
one of the levers of DNA pliers. The other lever was modified with 
partially complementary 10-mer sequences. DNA pliers bearing 
these elements were directly annealed into the parallel closed form 
in the absence of the target. The 13-mer sequences in the 3′ end of 
the 23-mer elements (red nucleotides in Fig. 5a) were left single-
stranded to serve as a toehold to trigger selective strand displace-
ment by the target. AFM measurements with increasing numbers 
of preclosing zipper-element pairs from one to four, just after 
the annealing of DNA pliers, revealed that at least three zipper- 
element pairs are necessary to obtain sufficient (around 80%) pre-
closing (Supplementary Fig. S3). Figure 5c shows selective detec-
tion of miR20 achieved using a 1:1 mixture of miR20-targeting 
DNA pliers and miR16-targeting DNA forceps with four preclos-
ing zipper-element pairs. The addition of miR20 to the mixture 
selectively opened the DNA pliers (shown in blue bars), whereas 
the DNA forceps persisted in the parallel closed form (red bars). 
Selective detection of miR16 using the same 1:1 mixture was 
also possible (Supplementary Fig. S4). Unzipping of dual dye-
labelled DNA pliers in solution was successfully monitored by 
fluorescence measurements, as shown in Figure 5d. Nearly 87% 
enhancement of TXR emission and 16% quenching of FAM emis-
sion were observed within 4 h after the addition of the target under  
room temperature.

A unique advantage of the unzipping mechanism is that differ-
ent kinds of zipper elements can be introduced into one origami 
device to work together as an AND logic gate. For example, DNA 
pliers bearing two miR20-targeting elements (at sites a and c) and 
two miR16-targeting elements (at b and d) did not open until both 
targets (miR20 AND miR16) were added to the solution (Fig. 5e). 
Origami devices can therefore handle multiple targets within a  
single device molecule, which may not be easily achievable with 
simple DNA tweezers.

The unzipping mechanism is also appropriate for the detection 
of small molecules using zipper elements based on DNA (or RNA) 
aptamers (Fig. 5b). When ATP-aptamer-based elements, which bind 
to two ATP molecules by forming an intrastrand stem-loop struc-
ture40,41, were attached to DNA pliers in combination with corres
ponding closer elements, 45% of the parallel closed pliers initially 
formed after annealing were unzipped after the addition of ATP to 
the solution and were imaged as cross or antiparallel forms (Fig. 5f). 
As expected, the addition of GTP to the solution did not trigger 
unzipping of the parallel closed pliers.

Discussion
We have successfully applied nanomechanical DNA origami devices 
to construct visual ‘single-molecule beacons’ that can detect various 
targets of a wide range of molecular weights, from metal ions (a few 
tens of Da) to proteins (hundreds of kDa), at molecular resolution 
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Figure 5 | Detection of small molecules by unzipping mechanism. 
Detection of miRNA was performed using a selective strand displacement 
technique (a). ATP detection was done using aptamer-based elements (b). 
(c) Selective detection of human miR20 (final concentration, 200 nM)  
with miR20-targeting DNA pliers (blue bars) in a 1:1 mixture with  
miR16-targeting DNA forceps (red bars). The error bars indicate the 
standard errors (n = 80 and 55 for DNA pliers before and after miR20 
addition, respectively, and n = 44 for DNA forceps in both of the systems). 
(d) Fluorescence spectra of dual-labelled miR20-targeting DNA pliers 
before (red) and 1 (orange), 2 (green), 3 (blue), and 4 (magenta) hours 
after miR20 addition at room temperature. (e) AND detection of two 
miRNA targets using miR20 and miR16 dual-targeting DNA pliers. Addition 
of only one of the two targets to the solution did not alter the fraction 
of parallel closed pliers (n = 127 for miR20 and 113 for miR16) from the 
value before addition (n = 121). Only when both targets were added was 
a significant decrease of the fraction observed (n = 137). The error bars 
indicate the standard errors. (f) ATP detection by DNA pliers bearing 
aptamer-based zipper elements. The initial yield of parallel pliers after 
annealing was 72% (n = 199). After ATP was added to the solution (final 
concentration, 1 mM), the yield decreased to 40% (n = 217), whereas the 
addition of GTP did not affect the yield significantly (66%, n = 126).  
The error bars indicate the standard errors.



ARTICLE   

�

nature communications | DOI: 10.1038/ncomms1452

nature communications | 2:449 | DOI: 10.1038/ncomms1452 | www.nature.com/naturecommunications

© 2011 Macmillan Publishers Limited. All rights reserved.

using the same platform. Each of the detection mechanisms we 
have described—pinching, zipping, or unzipping—for the targets of 
interest can be freely chosen and used orthogonally on differently 
shaped origami devices in a single mixture.

Comparison between the zipping experiments with Na +  and 
TeloE (Fig. 4c) and preclosure of miR20-triggered unzipping sys-
tems (Supplementary Fig. S3) may hint at the border between 
targets appropriate for pinching and those require zipping. When 
only one zipper-element pair was introduced into DNA pliers, Na +  
with one TeloE gave ca. 40% closure of DNA pliers. In contrast, the 
yield of preclosed DNA pliers with only one preclosing zipper-ele-
ments pair was as low as 15% (whereas the parallel fraction without 
any zipper element was around 6%). Increasing the number of zip-
per-element pairs to two resulted in almost the same yield, around 
50%, for both systems. Thus, the border should not be far from these 
zipper elements. The melting temperature of the TeloE dimer in the 
presence of 100 mM Na +  is 42 °C, whereas the melting temperature 
for the 10-bp complementary part of the miR20 targeting elements 
is 31 °C under the conditions employed in the study (12.5 mM Mg2 +  
and 4 nM strand concentration, data not shown) or ∆G°37 =  − 11.04 
kcal mol − 1 (1 M Na + )42.

The maximum yield of parallel form in a solution containing 
a single kind of DNA origami device was ~80%, even for the pre-
closed DNA pliers used in unzipping systems, which were directly 
annealed into the closed form whereas the whole lever structure was 
in the folding process (Supplementary Fig. S3). This maximum yield 
is rather low compared with the ~90% folding yield reported for 
simple rectangular DNA origami18, but it is still high considering 
the relatively small number of linkages, including an unfavourable 
parallel four-way junction, joining the two levers.

The observation of origami devices using AFM is a completely 
single-molecule method. Therefore, the theoretical detection limit 
of the systems should be exceedingly small, if the reaction volume 
is further reduced with the aid of microfluidics and MEMS technol-
ogy. For example, a 4 nM solution of DNA origami devices, a typi-
cal condition used in the present study, corresponds to 1 origami 
device molecule in every 0.4 femtolitre ( = µm3), which contains 2 
target molecules for SA and IgG detection, 50 molecules for 200 nM 
miRNA, or 2,500 atoms for 10 µM Ag + .

Moreover, almost any kind of protein or small molecule can be a 
target of DNA origami devices by inverting the polarity of the pinch-
ing systems from an antigen-modified origami device/antibody 
combination to an antibody-modified origami device/antigen com-
bination. Taking advantage of the rather large size of the origami 
devices, the capture and detection of whole virus capsids is feasible 
too43. The development of allosteric metaenzymes by attachment of 
another functional nanomaterial such as an enzyme to the other end 
of the levers, enabling the switching of their activity by mechanical 
movement, would be another interesting application of DNA pliers. 
Such metaenzymes may provide an extra detection pathway for the 
structural changes of DNA origami devices: chemical signal ampli-
fication, which is popularly employed today, for example, in enzyme 
immunoassays. The present system may be a first step toward power-
ful tools in future studies of various nano-biochemical interactions.

Methods
Materials. Staple DNA strands and dye-labelled staples were purchased from 
Sigma Genosys and used without further purification. Biotin-TEG- and FAM-
modified anchor strands were chemically synthesized using the appropriate CPG 
columns (Glen Research) and were purified by reverse-phase HPLC. AFM imaging 
was performed on a SPA-300HV system (SII).

Preparation of nanomechanical DNA origami devices. Detailed structures 
of nanomechanical DNA origami devices used in the present study are shown 
in Supplementary Figures S5–S10, and the sequences of the staple strands are 
shown in Supplementary Tables S1–S3. The formation of DNA origami devices 
was accomplished with M13mp18 ssDNA (4 nM, Takara), staples, and anchor 

strands or zipper elements (16 nM for each strand) in a solution containing Tris 
(40 mM), acetic acid (20 mM), EDTA (10 mM), and magnesium acetate (12.5 mM, 
1×TAE/Mg buffer, 50 µl). This mixture was cooled from 90 to 25 °C at a rate 
of  − 1.0 °C min − 1 using a PCR thermal cycler to anneal the strands.

Induction of the shape transitions. After excess staples and anchors were 
removed from the mixture using an ultrafiltration microtube (Amicon Ultra 
0.5 ml–100 K, Millipore), 2 eq. (or 1 eq. for fluorescent measurements) of SA to 
DNA origami devices (final concentration 4 nM) was added to the solution and 
immediately subjected to AFM measurement. The selective release of SA via strand 
displacement was performed using 10 eq. of unset strands at room temperature 
for 2 h. Pinching of IgG was performed identically to SA pinching, except that the 
mixture was incubated at room temperature for 24 h before AFM imaging. The 
closing of DNA pliers using a G-quadruplex zipper was initiated by adding 1/10 
volume of 2 M NaCl to the origami solution. The post-opening of DNA pliers by 
buffer exchange was achieved by concentrating the mixture with the ultrafiltration 
microtube and re-suspending it in 1×TAE/Mg2 +  buffer three times over 1 h at room 
temperature (the calculated reduction factor of Na +  was 1/11,000). The sensing of 
K +  and Ag +  was done in a similar manner, but 1X TA/Mg2 +  buffer was used.  
The final concentration of KCl was 100 mM, and the concentration of AgNO3 was 
10 µM. The unzipping of preclosed miRNA-targeting DNA pliers was done in 
the presence of target miRNA (200 nM, 12.5 eq. to each zipper element) at room 
temperature overnight. The detection of ATP was performed using the appropriate 
zipper elements and 1 mM ATP. After ATP was added to the solution of DNA  
pliers, the mixture was cooled from 37 to 25 °C at a rate of  − 1.0 °C min − 1 three 
times using a PCR thermal cycler.

AFM imaging. A mixture containing DNA origami devices and the target (3 µl) 
was deposited on freshly cleaved mica; extra 1×TAE/Mg2 +  buffer (200 µl) was 
added; and imaging was performed in the fluid DFM scanning mode with a BL-
AC40TS tip (Olympus). Typical zoom-out images are shown in Supplementary  
Figures S11–S18. DNA origami devices in an image were counted as the cross 
form, when both of the ends were clearly separated AND the levers around the  
fulcrum were clearly not laid in parallel. They were counted as the parallel form 
when at least one of the ends was clearly identified to be in head-to-head (the end of 
a lever close to the concavity) or tail-to-tail (the opposite end of the lever) contact, 
or into antiparallel form when head-to-tail contact was clearly observed for at least 
one of the ends. Devices not in any of the above conditions were counted as unclear 
motifs. The classification was confirmed by at least three persons. Counted numbers 
of the motifs for each experiment are shown in Supplementary Tables S4–S14.

Fluorescence measurements. A total of 500 µl of doubly dye-labelled DNA 
origami solution was annealed and concentrated to 50 µl using an ultrafiltration 
microtube. The final concentration of DNA pliers was 40 nM. The excitation  
wavelengths for the FAM and TXR spectra were 450 and 550 nm, respectively. 

References
1.	 Seeman, N. C. Nucleic-acid junctions and lattices. J. Theor. Biol. 99, 237–247 (1982).
2.	 Li, H., Carter, J. D. & LaBean, T. H. Nanofabrication by DNA self-assembly. 

Mater. Today 12, 24–32 (2009).
3.	 Bath, J. & Turberfield, A. J. DNA nanomachines. Nature Nanotech. 2, 275–284 

(2007).
4.	 Yurke, B., Turberfield, A. J., Mills, A. P., Simmel, F. C. & Neumann, J. L. A 

DNA-fuelled molecular machine made of DNA. Nature 406, 605–608 (2000).
5.	 Elbaz, J., Moshe, M. & Willner, I. Coherent activation of DNA tweezers: A 

‘SET-RESET’ logic system. Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 48, 3834–3837 (2009).
6.	 Zhou, M., Liang, X., Mochizuki, T. & Asanuma, H. A light-driven DNA 

nanomachine for the efficient photoswitching of RNA digestion. Angew. Chem. 
Int. Ed. 49, 2167–2170 (2010).

7.	 Shen, W. Q., Bruist, M. F., Goodman, S. D. & Seeman, N. C. A protein-driven 
DNA device that measures the excess binding energy of proteins that distort 
DNA. Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 43, 4750–4752 (2004).

8.	 Gu, H., Yang, W. & Seeman, N. C. DNA scissors device used to measure MutS 
binding to DNA mis-pairs. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 132, 4352–4357 (2010).

9.	 Sherman, W. B. & Seeman, N. C. A precisely controlled DNA biped walking 
device. Nano Lett. 4, 1203–1207 (2004).

10.	Shin, J.- S. & Pierce, N. A. A synthetic DNA walker for molecular transport.  
J. Am. Chem. Soc. 126, 10834–10835 (2004).

11.	Yin, P., Yan, H., Daniell, X. G., Turberfield, A. J. & Reif, J. H. A unidirectional 
DNA walker that moves autonomously along a track. Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 43, 
4906–4911 (2004).

12.	Tian, Y., He, Y., Chen, Y., Yin, P. & Mao, C. D. Molecular devices—A DNAzyme 
that walks processively and autonomously along a one-dimensional track. 
Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 44, 4355–4358 (2005).

13.	Omabegho, T., Sha, R. & Seeman, N. C. A bipedal DNA brownian motor with 
coordinated legs. Science 324, 67–71 (2009).

14.	Lee, J. B. et al. DNA-based nanostructures for molecular sensing. Nanoscale 2, 
188–197 (2010).



ARTICLE

��

nature communications | DOI: 10.1038/ncomms1452

nature communications | 2:449 | DOI: 10.1038/ncomms1452 | www.nature.com/naturecommunications

© 2011 Macmillan Publishers Limited. All rights reserved.

15.	Li, D., Song, S. & Fan, C. Target-responsive structural switching for nucleic 
acid-based sensors. Acc. Chem. Res. 43, 631–641 (2010).

16.	Tyagi, S. & Kramer, F. R. Molecular beacons: probes that fluoresce upon 
hybridization. Nat. Biotechnol. 14, 303–308 (1996).

17.	Wang, K. et al. Molecular engineering of DNA: molecular beacons. Angew. 
Chem. Int. Ed. 48, 856–870 (2009).

18.	Rothemund, P. W. K. Folding DNA to create nanoscale shapes and patterns. 
Nature 440, 297–302 (2006).

19.	Kuzuya, A. & Komiyama, M. DNA origami: fold, stick, and beyond. Nanoscale 
2, 310–322 (2010).

20.	Shih, W. M. & Lin, C. Knitting complex weaves with DNA origami. Curr. Opin. 
Struct. Biol. 20, 276–282 (2010).

21.	Nangreave, J., Han, D., Liu, Y. & Yan, H. DNA origami: a history and current 
perspective. Curr. Opin. Chem. Biol. 14, 608–615 (2010).

22.	Ke, Y., Lindsay, S., Chang, Y., Liu, Y. & Yan, H. Self-assembled water-soluble 
nucleic acid probe tiles for label-free RNA hybridization assays. Science 319, 
180–183 (2008).

23.	Endo, M., Katsuda, Y., Hidaka, K. & Sugiyama, H. Regulation of DNA 
methylation using different tensions of double strands constructed in a defined 
DNA nanostructure. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 132, 1592–1597 (2010).

24.	Voigt, N. V. et al. Single-molecule chemical reactions on DNA origami.  
Nature Nanotech. 5, 200–203 (2010).

25.	Andersen, E. S. et al. Self-assembly of a nanoscale DNA box with a controllable 
lid. Nature 459, 73–76 (2009).

26.	Kuzuya, A. & Komiyama, M. Design and construction of a box-shaped 3D-
DNA origami. Chem. Commun. 4182–4184 (2009).

27.	Gu, H., Chao, J., Xiao, S.- J. & Seeman, N. C. A proximity-based programmable 
DNA nanoscale assembly line. Nature 465, 202–205 (2010).

28.	Lund, K. et al. Molecular robots guided by prescriptive landscapes. Nature 465, 
206–210 (2010).

29.	Wickham, S. F. J. et al. Direct observation of stepwise movement of a synthetic 
molecular transporter. Nature Nanotech. 6, 166–169 (2011).

30.	Murchie, A. I. H. et al. Fluorescence energy transfer shows that the four-way 
DNA junction is a right-handed cross of antiparallel molecules. Nature 341, 
763–766 (1989).

31.	Mao, C. D., Sun, W. Q. & Seeman, N. C. Designed two-dimensional DNA 
Holliday junction arrays visualized by atomic force microscopy. J. Am. Chem. 
Soc. 121, 5437–5443 (1999).

32.	Khuu, P. A., Voth, A. R., Hays, F. A. & Ho, P. S. The stacked-X DNA Holliday 
junction and protein recognition. J. Mol. Recognit. 19, 234–242 (2006).

33.	Kuzuya, A., Numajiri, K. & Komiyama, M. Accommodation of a single protein 
guest in nanometer-scale wells embedded in a (DNA Nanotape). Angew. Chem. 
Int. Ed. 47, 3400–3402 (2008).

34.	Kuzuya, A. et al. Precisely programmed and robust 2D streptavidin nanoarrays 
by using periodical nanometer-scale wells embedded in DNA origami 
assembly. ChemBioChem 10, 1811–1815 (2009).

35.	Numajiri, K., Kimura, M., Kuzuya, A. & Komiyama, M. Stepwise and reversible 
nanopatterning of proteins on a DNA origami scaffold. Chem. Commun. 46, 
5127–5129 (2010).

36.	Kong, D.- M., Ma, Y.- E., Guo, J.- H., Yang, W. & Shen, H.- X. Fluorescent 
sensor for monitoring structural changes of G-quadruplexes and detection of 
potassium ion. Anal. Chem. 81, 2678–2684 (2009).

37.	Vorlíčková, M., Chládková, J., Kejnovská, I., Fialová, M. & Kypr, J. Guanine 
tetraplex topology of human telomere DNA is governed by the number of 
(TTAGGG) repeats. Nucleic Acids Res. 33, 5851–5860 (2005).

38.	Phan, A. T. & Patel, D. J. Two-repeat human telomeric d(TAGGGTTAGGGT) 
sequence forms interconverting parallel and antiparallel G-quadruplexes in 
solution: distinct topologies, thermodynamic properties, and folding/unfolding 
kinetics. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 125, 15021–15027 (2003).

39.	Ono, A. et al. Specific interactions between silver(I) ions and cytosine–cytosine 
pairs in DNA duplexes. Chem. Commun. 4825–4827 (2008).

40.	Huizenga, D. E. & Szostak, J. W. A DNA aptamer that binds adenosine and 
ATP. Biochemistry 34, 656–665 (1995).

41.	Lin, C. H. & Patel, D. J. Structural basis of DNA folding and recognition in an 
AMP-DNA aptamer complex: distinct architectures but common recognition 
motifs for DNA and RNA aptamers complexed to AMP. Chem. Biol. 4, 817–832 
(1997).

42.	SantaLucia, J. A unified view of polymer, dumbbell, and oligonucleotide DNA 
nearest-neighbor thermodynamics. Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. USA 95, 1460–1465 
(1998).

43.	Stephanopoulos, N. et al. Immobilization and one-dimensional arrangement 
of virus capsids with nanoscale precision using DNA origami. Nano Lett. 10, 
2714–2720 (2010).

Acknowledgements
This work was partially supported by a Grant-in-Aid for Specially Promoted Scientific 
Research (22000007), a Grant-in-Aid for Scientific Research (S) (22220001), and a 
Grant-in-Aid for Young Scientists (B) (22750144) from the Ministry of Education, 
Science, Sports, Culture and Technology, Japan. Support from the Global COE Program 
for Chemistry Innovation and from the Association for the Progress of New Chemistry is 
also acknowledged.

Author contributions
A.K. and M.K. conceived the project and wrote the paper. A.K. and Y.X. designed the 
structures. A.K., Y.S. and T.Y. performed sample preparation and AFM imaging. Y.X. 
measured melting temperatures. All the authors analysed the data.

Additional information
Supplementary Information accompanies this paper at http://www.nature.com/
naturecommunications

Competing financial interests: The authors declare no competing financial interests.

Reprints and permission information is available online at http://npg.nature.com/
reprintsandpermissions/

How to cite this article: Kuzuya, A. et al. Nanomechanical DNA origami ‘single-
molecule beacons’ directly imaged by atomic force microscopy. Nat. Commun. 2:449  
doi: 10.1038/ncomms1452 (2011).

License: This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivative Works 3.0 Unported License. To view a copy of this license, visit http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/




