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ABSTRACT We present a versatile approach for tuning the surface functionality of an

B-cyclodextrin (CD) and the ligand anchored on the cluster. The supramolecular interaction %
between the Au,s cluster protected by 4-(t-butyl)benzyl mercaptan, labeled Au,sSBB,g, and (D
yielding Au,sSBB1sNCD,, (n = 1, 2, 3, and 4) has been probed experimentally using various
spectroscopic techniques and was further analyzed by density functional theory calculations
and molecular modeling. The viability of our method in modifying the properties of differently
functionalized Auys clusters is demonstrated. Besides modifying their optoelectronic properties,

the D moieties present on the cluster surface provide enhanced stability and optical responses

b
b

Supramolecular umbrella
atomically precise 25 atom gold cluster using specific host—guest interactions between N

which are crucial in view of the potential applications of these systems. Here, the (D molecules act as an umbrella which protects the fragile cluster core

from the direct interaction with many destabilizing agents such as metal ions, ligands, and so on. Apart from the inherent biocompatibility of the

(D-protected Au clusters, additional capabilities acquired by the supramolecular functionalization make such modified clusters preferred materials for

applications, including those in biology.
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istinct properties of nanomaterials

arise from diverse attributes, the

most important being size, shape,
chemical functionalization, and interparticle
organization.' ™ Interfacing individual nano-
particles with functional supramolecular
systems is a fascinating prospect which
provides them with new capabilities. In this
paper, we introduce a method for such
surface modifications in atomically precise
gold clusters, which are emerging materials
due to their unique optical and catalytic
properties.* 8 They are called by various
names such as quantum clusters (QCs), nano-
molecules, molecular clusters, superatoms, etc.
Unique molecule-like absorption (especially
that of Au,sSR;s (SR denotes the surface
thiolate ligand)) and photoluminescence
properties of QCs are the result of confinement
of electronic wavefunctions*>°~'" which
can be manipulated by the modification of
the ligand environment.">""> The physico-
chemical interactions occurring at the surface
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of QCs may change the efficiency of radiative
recombination, which may ultimately result
in the enhancement or quenching of their
optical properties. QCs, as tunable nano-
scale light sources, have found numerous
applications in biology, bioanalytics, and
optoelectronics.’®™"® Many of these applica-
tions require engineering of their surfaces with
functional ligands. Different approaches have
been developed to achieve this, such as ligand
exchange’ and subsequent isolation of clusters
with precise composition,®® click chemistry,
and so on.?' "% As a complementary and even
more versatile concept, especially for solution-
state applications, we introduce the possibility
of supramolecular chemistry with QCs, which
enables their precise surface functionalization
with molecules that can take part in additional
events. These surface modifications are impor-
tant to enable the use of diverse properties of
such molecular nanosystems.?

Being the most popular supramolecular
host molecule, S-cyclodextrin (5-CD), cyclic
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Figure 1. UV—vis absorption spectra (A) and MALDI (L) mass spectra in the positive ion mode (B) of Au,5SBB,g. Inset
shows a photograph of the cluster (diluted) in THF. Inset of (A) also shows a visualization of the DFT-optimized
structure of Au,5SBB,g. Gold atoms are shown in gold, sulfur atoms in green, carbon atoms in dark gray, and hydrogen
atoms in white. The bridging sulfurs lie along Cartesian axis directions. Here, Au,5SBBg and its Cartesian axes have
been oriented so that the environment around the ligands can be seen clearly. In this particular orientation, the x—y
plane is in the plane of the paper as shown by the red and green arrows, and the z-axis is going into the plane of the
paper as indicated by the blue arrow. Inset of (B) compares the theoretically calculated and experimentally observed
molecular ion peak of the cluster. A fragment of ionization (Au,5SBB6S,) " is marked by x. The peak at m/z 8151 is due

to Au,5SBB 5.

oligosaccharide comprising seven o-p-glucopyranose
units linked by a.(1—4) glycosidic bonds, has molecule-
accepting cavities which are specific to hydrophobic
guest molecules of suitable size and geometry.”® In
addition to other applications, this feature has been
exploited for the design and construction of molecular
sensors in which the inclusion of the guest molecule
triggers a signal which can be detected.?”?® Binding of
B-CD molecules to various guest-functionalized mate-
rials has been utilized for various applications in water
purification and biology.? 3" Owing to the high vul-
nerability of the 4-(t-butyl)benzyl group to form stable
host/guest inclusion complexes with -CD molecules,
we synthesized a new 25 atom gold QC protected by
4-(t-butyl)benzyl mercaptan (BBSH) and explored its
precise surface functionalization with -CD mol-
ecules. The partial inclusion complex formed due
to the host—guest interactions between 3-CD and
SBB ligand anchored on the Au,s cluster may be
represented as XNY, where X and Y are substrate
and receptor molecules, respectively, as suggested
by Lehn32 and colleagues.® Strong inclusion inter-
actions between the inner cavity of 5-CD and ligand
molecules on the QC have been probed by various
spectroscopic techniques and density functional
theory (DFT) calculations. Detailed studies on the
stability of the functionalized cluster in the pre-
sence of metal ions and ligands have also been
performed. As the binding of the substrate to its
receptor involves a molecular recognition process,
presence of a more competitive guest molecule
can effectively tune the host—guest reactivity and
alter the supramolecular environment around the
cluster, suggesting potential applications in sen-
sing. Beyond enhanced stability and sensing
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properties, creating such precise CD-functionalized
clusters can lead to numerous applications in biol-
ogy and therapeutics since such materials can be
envisaged to develop drug delivery vehicles that
can be tracked simultaneously.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

There is a strong motivation for making quantum
clusters protected with ligands as we wish to use their
molecular recognition properties to build supramole-
cular structures. Here, we synthesized a 25 atom QC of
gold with remarkable stability using BBSH as the ligand
by following a facile one-pot strategy. BBSH was
chosen as the ligand due to its strong tendency to
form an inclusion complex with 5-CD (binding con-
stant and other data are presented later in the text).
The bulkiness of this ligand, while reported to provide
higher oxidation resistance to larger Ag clusters (Ag140
and Ag.,go), was also viewed as a challenge for the
synthesis of clusters with smaller cores.>*** The forma-
tion of a well-characterized Au,s cluster with BBSH
ligand throws light onto the possibility of such smaller
core sizes with Ag, too. In view of various reports on the
Auys core, protected with other ligands such as GSH
and PET,>'" we present only the relevant character-
istics of Au,5SBB;g in the main text. Most of the other
spectroscopic and microscopic data are presented in
Supporting Information (SI).

The cluster has well-defined optical and mass spectral
features. The optical absorption spectrum (Figure 1A)
of the dark brownish solution revealed discrete mole-
cule-like features which are characteristic, and often
described, as the fingerprint of Au,s QCs>”?” A key
parameter which decides the formation of Au,sSBBqg
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is the molar ratio of Au and BBSH, which significantly
affects the yield of Au,s. While the formation of Au,5SBB; g
required a ratio of 1:6 at an optimized condition, lower
thiol ratios resulted in larger clusters which were
noticeable from the changes in the optical absorption
spectra (see Figure S1 in SI).

The molecular composition of the cluster was con-
firmed by MALDI (L) MS, where L denotes analysis in the
linear mode (Figure 1B). An intact molecular ion peak was
observed at m/z 8151, which also indicated the purity of
the prepared cluster. The experimental spectrum and the
theoretical prediction matched perfectly as shown in the
inset of Figure 1B. Molecular ion peak was observed in
both the positive and the negative ion modes (Figure S2).
An additional fragment corresponding to the C—S bond
cleavage (marked with an asterisk in Figure 1) was
observed. Due to the bulky nature of the ligand, a
mass loss of m/z 294 corresponding to two BB groups
(—CH,—CeHs—C(CH3)3) from the parent cluster was
identified apart from peaks due to the loss of Au,SBB,
from the parent ion (see Figure S2), a common phenom-
enon observed in such Auys clusters.'"8 A precise con-
trol of the threshold laser intensity was crucial to observe
the molecular ion peak without fragmentation (Figure S3).
A DFT-optimized model of [AuysSBBg]™ is shown in
the inset of Figure 1A. While the core and staple motifs
are preserved from the Au,sPET,g case, there are
differences in the directions of the SBB ligands when
compared to their PET counterparts, and these are
attributed to differences in the rotation angles of
ligands about their S—C bonds. We note that, in
general, the SBB ligands point away from the core,
enabling their inclusion into CD. This scenario may be
contrasted with that of Au,sPET,g, where the ligands
do not point outward from the core,*” and hence it
would be difficult for a CD to form an inclusion com-
plex with it (see later). ESI MS of the cluster (Figure S4)
in the negative mode yielded fragments in the low
mass region corresponding to (AuSBB,) ™, (Au,SBB3) ™,
(Au3SBB,4)~, and (Au,SBBs)™ due to fragmentation of
staples from the cluster surface. The average size of the
cluster was <2 nm as confirmed by TEM (Figure S5), and
it did not show any electron-beam-induced aggrega-
tion, a common phenomenon observed in other Ag
and Au clusters. This may be due to the better stability
provided by the bulky ligand shell around the cluster.
Elemental analysis of the cluster (Figure S6) showed a
Au/S ratio of 1:0.73, in agreement with Au,sSBB;g. With
the confirmation that the cluster formed is Au,5SBB; 5, we
move to the construction of the supramolecular adducts.

The 4-(t-butyl)benzyl group of the SBB ligand on
Au,s is an interesting entity as it acts as a recognition
site for stable host/guest inclusion complexes with
B-CD molecules. Pure and modified CDs have been
widely documented to form stable host/guest inclu-
sion complexes with hydrophobic molecules of appro-
priate size 5o as to be included in its cavity.3**° Such
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complexes are stable, and the products can be isolated.
Several inorganic complexes bearing 4-(t-butyl)phenyl
groups have been reported to form stable host/guest
complexes with 3-CD.*' ~* Au,sSBB;sNCD, (n = 1—4)
were made as described in the Experimental Methods
section. Initially, the Au,sSBBg cluster in THF was
mixed with different mole ratios of CD in water and
subjected to sonication. Though CD host—guest inter-
actions are known to be most powerful in water, yield
of the CD-functionalized cluster analogues (as ob-
served in ESI MS) was poor when the experiment was
conducted under conditions of excess water. The
tendency of Au,sSBB;g to aggregate in highly polar
medium may prevent the efficient interaction between
CD and the guest molecules from forming inclusion
complexes in excess water. The CD molecules themselves
form tubular assemblies specifically in THF medium,*®
and this formation is facilitated by the presence of small
amounts of water.***” This was confirmed from SEM
observations (Figure S7). Intermolecular H bonding be-
tween the hydroxyl groups on the outer rim of CD
molecules, mediated by water, holds them together to
form the assembly. Such channel structures of CDs are
capable of forming inclusion complexes.***” During the
formation of such superstructures, the SBB group present
on the cluster may also get entrapped inside the CD
cavity. Addition of excess water results in the collapse of
CD assemblies releasing the Au,5SBB;gNCD,, adducts.

Cluster-entrapped supramolecular adducts of CD
(Au,5SBB,sNCD,,, where n = 1—4) can be extracted
into the organic layer. Due to the presence of more
hydrophobic SBB groups on the cluster surface (18 — n,
where n < 4), the adducts are hydrophobic in nature
and allow this preferential extraction into the organic
layer. In agreement with this, LDI MS of the aqueous
layer showed a broad peak at higher mass range albeit
with very low intensity (Figure S8). We noticed that the
intensities of MALDI and ESI MS spectra of the
CD-incorporated Au,s cluster in the crude product
(before adding excess water) were weak, whereas a
significant enhancement in the adduct intensities was
observed in both MALDI and ESI MS after addition of
excess water. The purified organic layer, devoid of free
CD molecules, was used for subsequent characteriza-
tion as described in the Experimental Methods section.
The hydrophobic interactions between the SBB ligand-
protected Au,s cluster and S-CD were studied by
a combination of absorption, fluorescence, MALDI
MS, ESI MS, and NMR spectroscopies.

MALDI MS of the cleaned organic layer was done
with linear (MALDI (L)) and reflectron modes (denoted
as MALDI (R)) as well as in TOF TOF mode (MALDI TOF
TOF). MALDI (L) MS (Figure S9) measurements of the
cluster—CD adduct resulted in a broadened mass
spectrum. Factors such as ion kinetic energy distribu-
tion of the ejected ions as well as their spatial and
temporal distributions are strongly influenced by the
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Figure 2. (A) Effect of MALDI TOF TOF mass spectra of Au,5SBB;g (black trace) with increasing SBB/CD ratio (green to brown
trace) in solution. Schematic representations of the cluster with different amounts of CD inclusions are also shown. At 1:0.05,
some parent Au,5sSBB; g is also seen, shown with #. UV—vis absorption spectra (B) and luminescence spectra (1¢, 992 nm) (C) of
the Au,5SBB; g cluster with increasing amounts of CD inclusion.

molecular weight, nature of ions, and the matrix, *&4°

which are important in the present case in determining
the spectral width. Though the peaks were broad, the
peak maximum of samples made with increasing CD
concentration in solution shifted toward higher mass
numbers, suggesting the complexation of 5-CD on the
cluster surface. The difference in energy distribution of
the ions arising from the desorption ionization event,
the possibility of large internal energy distributions of
the ejected ions as well as metastable fragmentation
due to the presence of flexible supramolecular inter-
actions may be the reason for the significant spread for
the ions.>®~>3 This spread is evidenced from the fact
that the broad distributions in MALDI (L) MS transform
to narrow lines over a broad background in the TOF
TOF mode with the MALDI (R) MS giving an intermedi-
ate distribution. Figure S9 compares the MALDI (L) and
MALDI (R) mass spectra.

To confirm this, MALDI TOF TOF mass spectra of
mixtures of various SBB/CD ratios were collected
wherein better peak resolutions were obtained, as
shown in Figure 2A, indicating that improved resolu-
tion requires TOF TOF measurements and longer path
lengths. The mole ratio of SBB ligand to 3-CD in
solution for each case is indicated on the figure.
Schematic representations of the cluster with various
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amounts of CD inclusions are also shown in Figure 2.
Peak corresponding to the parent Au,5SBB;g is marked
with #. Spectra corresponding to intermediate SBB/CD
ratios are shown in Figure S10. Well-defined peaks
corresponding to AuysSBB;sNCD,, (where n = 1—4)
were observed under different conditions. The trend
observed in CD adduct intensities with an increase in
SBB/CD is the same as seen in MALDI MS (Figure S9),
confirming that the energy spread of the ions in MALDI
MS was the reason for the poor resolution.

As in the case of ligand exchange reactions of
clusters,?>>*7>¢ at each ratio of reactants, one can
observe multiple peaks due to the existence of various
species in solution. However, formation of certain
cluster—adduct combinations is indeed higher than
the others depending on the incoming 5-CD concen-
tration. While a statistical distribution of species always
exists in solution and precise control of the formation
of exclusively one adduct is difficult, it is indeed
possible to create one particular adduct with a higher
proportion than the rest by careful control of
the precursor ratios.>” The relative intensities of indi-
vidual peaks shown in Figure 2A for each ratio suggest
such an effect.

It may be noted that optimum laser fluence (lowest
fluence needed to observe ion signals) was used for all

Jl
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Figure 3. ESI mass spectra in the negative mode for
[Au,5SBB,g] and its CD-functionalized analogues collected
using a Q TOF (Synapt G2 HDMS, Waters) mass spectro-
meter (details are in the Instrumentation section). SBB/CD
ratios used for the synthesis were 1:1.2, 1:1, and 1:0 for
traces a to ¢, respectively. Part of trace b is expanded to
show the features clearly.

the measurements. The dependence of laser fluence
on both the MALDI and MALDI TOF TOF mass spectra
for Au,5SBB1gNCD, is shown in Figure S11. It is also
important to mention that the MALDI event can cause
fragmentation of the adducts and part of the distribu-
tion of the lower mass ions may also be due to this. lon/
molecule reactions in the plasma can lead to gas-phase
products at higher masses, not originally present in
solution. All of these aspects are inherent complica-
tions in the spectrum, and therefore, it is important to
study the product distribution using other methods.
We conducted extensive ESI MS measurements to
understand the existence of various species in solution.
Spectrum in the negative mode confirmed the mass
assignment mentioned earlier. Figure 3 shows distinct
peaks corresponding to various Au,sSBB;sNCD,
(where n = 2—4) clusters. Unlike MALDI, matrix inter-
actions and laser-induced fragmentation of the pro-
ducts can be avoided in this case. Although at lower
ratios the parent Au,s peak was dominant compared to
the adducts (for n = 2 and 3) and multiple species
existed in solution, at a SBB/CD ratio of 1:1.2, greater
abundance for Au,sSBB;gNCD,; species was seen.
A possible reason could be the geometric stability of
the Au,sSBB1gNCD, cluster adducts in comparison to
that of others. From our simulations, the higher stabi-
lity of these species compared to Au,s;SBB,sNCD,
(where n < 4) was attributed to the binding of four
CDs in tetrahedral locations (explained later) which
would minimize inter-CD interactions and thus lower
the total energy of the structure. Second, the tight
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packing of the four CDs on the cluster surface sterically
hinders further CD molecules from interacting with its
surface, which also enhances its stability. Data pre-
sented in Figure 3 suggest the existence of one
dominant supramolecular adduct, Au,sSBB;sNCD, in
solution at a SBB/CD ratio of 1:1.2. Further increase in
CD concentration in solution did not result in another
species, indicating that addition of more CD molecules
onto the cluster surface with retention of the Au,s core
is unlikely. Ligand-induced core etching was seen at
larger concentrations of CD as we have reported
previously.® The bulky nature of the BBS group
may sterically hinder an incoming CD group adjacent
to it. Careful control over CD concentration was essen-
tial to not cause additional effects. Such control is
necessary to achieve specific products in the case
of clusters, as seen in the case of ligand exchange
and core alloying.2%**~>7 UV—vis absorption spectra
(Figure 2B) of these samples showed a nominal de-
crease in intensity of the characteristic absorption
features of the cluster, especially the absorption band
found at 685 nm. The ~20 nm shift observed in the
UV—vis spectra strongly indicates the modification of
the molecule.

Au,s QCs are known for their luminescence emission
in the near-infrared (NIR) region. In order to study the
influence of CD encapsulation on the optical property
of Au,s QC, we analyzed the NIR luminescence of Au,s
before and after CD functionalization. The bare
Au,sSBB;g cluster showed a luminescence maximum
at 1030 nm at room temperature (see Figure S12).
Though various excitation wavelengths showed slight
changes in the emission maxima, emission at 1030 nm
was the most dominant and intense among others.
Upon f-CD inclusion, the cluster samples showed
a pronounced enhancement in their luminescence
intensity (Figure 2C). Enhancement of optical proper-
ties in such surface-modified clusters is in accordance
with previous reports.>*®® Upon silica coating of
Auys, both absorption and emission intensities are
enhanced.® In Auy3SGyg, upon phase transfer, due to
additional protection of the cluster by the phase
transfer agent, the nonradiative decay rate is reduced,
enhancing emission.?® In the present case, this en-
hanced luminescence remained almost the same even
after 2 weeks in ambient conditions, suggesting the
enhanced stability of the cluster as a result of com-
plexation with 5-CD molecules.

Computational studies were conducted in order to
ascertain whether the attachment of cyclodextrin
molecules to Au,sSBB;g is feasible and, if so, their
locations and the maximum number of such attach-
ments. Au,s consists of a 13 atom icosohedral Au core
surrounded by six —S,,—Au—S,—Au—S,,— staples,*”¢"
where Sy, denote the six bridging sulfurs and S, the
12 nonbridging sulfurs. The bridging sulfurs join ex-
terior gold atoms to each other in the staple, while the
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(B)

Figure 4. (A) View of DFT-optimized structure of Au,sSBB;g where the bridging ligands are shown in blue and the
nonbridging ligands in magenta. The ligands identified for the attachment of the four CDs are marked by arrows and by
the pairs of Cartesian directions marked next to the arrow. The sulfur and gold atoms are colored green and gold, as in
Figure 1A inset, and the Cartesian x, y, and z axes are shown by the red, blue, and green arrows. In the front (B) and back (C)
views of Au,5SBB;gNCDy,, the hydrogen atoms are not shown on the SBB ligands for clarity. The four CD molecules are shown
in cyan in the stick molecular representation and are approximately arranged in a tetrahedral shape. The binding energies in
kcal/mol for the isolated BBSHNCD complexes with the t-butyl group of BBSH molecule entering (D) the narrow rim and (E) the
wider rim of the CD are shown next to the respective configurations. In (D) and (E), for clarity, all the atoms of the BBSH
molecule are shown in one color, cyan, while oxygen, carbon, and hydrogen atoms of CD are shown in red, black, and white,

respectively.

nonbridging sulfurs connect the core Au atoms to an
exterior Au atom. Ligands may be classified as bridging
(shown in blue color in Figure 4A) and nonbridging
(shown in magenta color in Figure 4A), depending on
the type of sulfur they are connected to. While the
bridging ligands lie 0.5—0.9 A farther away from the
core, as seen in Figure 4A, and are more easily acces-
sible to CDs in solution, they are fewer than the
nonbridging ligands. Due to the six two-fold axes of
the icosahedral core,>*" we rotated the structure so
that the SBB bridging ligands lay along the six Carte-
sian axes d, where d stands for +x, y, or £z. The
nonbridging ligands may be associated with a Carte-
sian plane quadrant or diagonal denoted by the pair
(d4, dy), where the order of d; and d, is unimportant
and they are perpendicular. This notation may be used
to identify ligands uniquely; the bridging ligands are
specified by Cartesian directions, while the nonbrid-
ging ligands are specified by a pair of perpendicular
directions. If one examines the model of Au,5SBB;g,
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one can see that the bridging ligands appear to be
more crowded, as shown in the inset of Figure 1A and
Figure 4A, while there is greater space around the
nonbridging ligands. We confirmed this by studying
the ligand orientations of the 3D model of Au,5SBB;g
(a structure file is provided in XYZ format along with Sl).
Hence, it would be possible for a CD to make a closer
approach and include a greater portion of a nonbridg-
ing rather than a bridging ligand. A closer CD position
is in better agreement with the NMR data due to the
proximity between the aromatic SBB protons and the
H® and H®> CD protons.

A model of Au,5SBB,gNCDy, is shown in Figure 4B,C,
showing the four CDs in an approximately tetrahedral
arrangement attached to nonbridging ligands with their
narrow end facing the cluster core. A tetrahedral ar-
rangement would be expected to minimize inter-CD
interactions. We also note here that the exclusive use
of bridging ligands for CD attachment would impose
a perpendicular arrangement rather than tetrahedral.
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Figure 5. (A) Schematic showing the inclusion complex between SBB ligand on the QC and $3-CD (a—c represent CD,
Au,5SBBg, and Au,sSBB,sNCD,, respectively). Different types of protons and their interactions are also marked. (B) Two-
dimensional ROESY spectrum showing interaction between the inner cavity protons of CD and SBB ligand, which appear as

cross-peaks in the spectrum (marked by circles).

The nonbridging ligands used were denoted by
(—z,—x), x,—y), (v,2), and (z,—x). We remark here that
the structure shown in Figure 4B is one possible local
minimum and further simulations would be needed
to determine the lowest energy structures comple-
tely. Structural isomerism is possible as the choice of
ligands for CD attachment is non-unique. Full details
of the procedure to construct this model may be
found in SI 13.

Interestingly, though there are groups of free ligands
which are spread over a large space to fit a fifth CD,
albeit with tight packing, the specific orientation of free
ligands prevents further attachment of another CD.
This region of space can be seen in more detail in the
back view of the structure shown in Figure 4C (further
views are shown in Figure S13). A ligand which appears
to have sufficient space around it can be seen at the
center of Figure 4C and is marked with a red star.
However, it is still too close to the CD at its lower right
to enable another CD to be attached to it. This steric
hindrance is in striking agreement with the experi-
mental mass spectral results showing four attached
CDs as the maximum observed.

MATHEW ET AL.

Being an efficient tool in CD complexation studies,
NMR spectroscopy (especially 2D NMR) can provide
information on the details of interaction of 5-CD and
the SBB ligands of the cluster such as mode of pene-
tration (through narrow rim or through the wide rim of
CD) of the guest molecule, extent of guest inclusion in
the CD cavity, orientation of the guest molecule inside
the cavity, etc. Various protons corresponding to the
ligands and that of the CD are marked in the schematic
shown in Figure 5. Inner protons in -CD are repre-
sented as H® and H>, while the outer protons are
marked as H', H?, H* and H®. In the case of the SBB
ligand, aromatic protons are named as H® and HY, while
t-butyl protons and the CH, protons are represented as
He and HP, respectively (see Figure 5A). The "H NMR
spectrum of the -CD-encapsulated cluster shows in-
duced chemical shifts for certain protons of 8-CD and
BBS thiol, which are shown in Figure S14. 5-CD protons
were shifted further upfield than parent 3-CD protons,
whereas BBS protons were shifted downfield post-
encapsulation. The upfield shift of 5-CD cavity protons
is attributed to the magnetic anisotropy affects in
the B-CD cavity,®*%* arising due to the inclusion of
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a s-electron-rich group (here the aromatic ring of BBS).
The formation of the supramolecular complex be-
tween f3-CD and Au,sSBB. g cluster was verified by 2D
ROESY spectroscopy (Figure 5). This is critical in the
study of the interaction between host CDs and guest
molecules since protons of both the species are closely
located in space after complex formation. The ROESY
spectrum of the supramolecular cluster complex
shows clear NOE correlations between BBS protons
and the protons of 5-CD. Aromatic protons of the BBS
group (HS and HY show cross-peaks with the inner
protons (mainly H* and H®) of 5-CD. This confirms the
formation of an inclusion complex. Moreover, strong
cross-peaks were also observed between the protons
of the t-butyl group (H®) with inner cavity protons of -
CD, namely, H? and H?, indicating that they are spatially
close to each other. Presence of native as well as
complexed t-butyl protons was observed in the 'H
NMR spectra after complexation (pink and green traces
in Figure S14), indicating that all the BBS ligands are not
complexed with CD. CH, group protons of BBS (H”) did
not show any noticeable cross-peaks with inner H* and
H> protons of CD in the ROESY spectrum. This may be
because the penetration of BBS ligand on Au,s into the
p-CD cavity is not deep enough for the group to
interact with inner cavity protons of the latter. The
2D COSY experiments also provide information on the
coupling of protons between the two moieties. The
cross-peaks corresponding to coupling between HE, HE,
and HY protons of the BBS ligand with that of H* and H°
of CD are marked in Figure S15.

The feasibility of encapsulation of BBSH inside the
B-CD cavity was further confirmed by the detailed
analysis of the inclusion complex prepared by the
reaction between (3-CD and free BBSH thiol. LDI MS
of BBSHNCD showed the presence of a single sharp
peak at m/z 1316, which matched well with the
theoretical prediction (Figure S16). ESI MS of BBSHNCD
and pure 3-CD are compared in Figure S17. Tandem
mass spectrometry data with fragmentation products
of peaks at m/z 1316 and 1338 corresponding to the
loss of BBSH (180 Da) from parent BBSHNCD are also
shown in Figure S17. Binding constant for BBSHNCD
was measured using fluorescence spectral titration
(Figure S18). 'H NMR and 2D COSY spectrum of
BBSHNCD clearly suggests the complexation between
f-CD and BBSH thiol (Figure S19).

In view of getting more insight into the structure of
the most stable inclusion complex, DFT calculations
were performed on isolated BBSHNCD supramolecular
adducts. These calculations predict the existence of
two different possibilities of encapsulation of BBSH
ligand in the $-CD cavity in solution, that is, either
through the wide rim (Figure 4E) or through its narrow
rim (Figure 4D). The inclusion complex resulting from
the entry of BBSH through the narrow end was more
stable by 1.99 kcal/mol than that through the wide rim.
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However, from the 'H NMR data (see Figure S19), we
could not precisely determine the chemical shift for the
inner and outer protons of CD after complexation since
they appeared as broad and diffused peaks. This could
be due to the existence of different types of SBB
ligands on the cluster surface, namely, the included
ones and the unincluded ones on a given cluster (see
Figure S14). The former being in two forms (narrow and
wider rim entry). Thus, though complexation of CD on
Au,s was confirmed, the direction of the inclusion was
not clearly assignable using NMR data. Such difficulties
have been reported previously.*

In order to study the specificity of 5-CD in forming a
supramolecular complex with BBSH-protected QC, we
extended our study to a different QC system of the
same core size (Au,s) but having PET as the protecting
ligand (see Experimental Methods section for details).
Au,sPET,g was chosen as it is a well-studied and
characterized system.?”¢16>%5 Unlike the SBB ligand
which readily forms the inclusion complex, Au,sPET;g
did not show such an effect (black trace in Figure 6)
upon treatment with similar concentrations of 5-CD.
The spectrum of a Au,sPET;g + CD mixture shows only
a peak due to free Au,sPET,g at m/z 7391. This matches
with the theoretical prediction that formation of an
inclusion complex on PET-protected Au,s may not be
facile due to specific orientation of the ligands as noted
earlier. This specificity in complexation of the §-CD
cavity for certain ligands was exploited subsequently.
A complementary protocol for the incorporation of
B-CD on such clusters would be the replacement
of “ligand 1" (PET) with “ligand 2" (BBSHNCD) on
Au,sPET,g. This was achieved by following a simple
ligand exchange route. For this, initially the BBSHNCD
complex was prepared (treated as ligand 2) which was
subsequently allowed to react with the Au,sPETg
cluster. This resulted in replacement of three PET
ligands by BBSHNCD (existing as Na adducts, denoted
as SBBNCD-Na as CD-Na interaction is strong) on the
QC, which was evident from the MALDI MS data
(Figure 6). The well-defined peak in the positive ion
mode found at m/z 10990 corresponds to the ligand-
exchanged product, Au,sPET,5(SBBNCD-Na)s. Loss of
the CH,—CH,—CgH;s group from the ligand, PET, due to
C—S cleavage leading to Au,sPET;4S:(SBBNCD-Na)s at
m/z 10884 was also observed. Also, peaks due to the
loss of BBNCD-Na and CH,—CH,—CgHs fragments
from the cluster leading to Au,5PET;4S,(SBBNCD-Na),
and Au,sPET,355(SBBNCD-Na), were also identified
(marked with red and green stars (*), respectively, in
Figure 6). The mass spectrum was in complete agree-
ment with the expected values (see inset of Figure 6).
Peaks marked “a” and “b” in the spectrum correspond
to the loss of AuL (L = PET) from Au,sPET;5(SBBNCD-
Na); and Au,sPET;4S,(SBBNCD-Na),, respectively. Re-
placement of PET with a CD-containing ligand did not
affect optical absorption spectra of the clusters
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Figure 6. Positive ion MALDI mass spectra showing the effect of addition of 3-CD (black trace) and increasing amounts of
BBSHNCD (green to cyan trace) to Au,sPETs. Inset shows the experimental and theoretical match between the predicted
values. Ligand-exchanged products are marked in the spectra, and a schematic of the same is also shown. Fragments from the

parent cluster are marked with a star.

significantly (Figure $20) and showed an enhancement
of luminescence intensity of the cluster. Note that it is
important to exercise careful control over the ratio of
PET/SBBNCD during ligand exchange reactions as evi-
dent from the traces, green to cyan in Figure 6. The
amount of incoming ligand, SBBNCD, was deliberately
kept low to enable minimal exchange. However, three
ligand substitution seems to be the most favored
among others.

Surface engineering of QCs by supramolecular chem-
istry brought many added advantages to the QCs.
The instability of QCs, particularly in the presence of
certain metal ions, is a major issue in terms of utilizing
such materials for commercial applications. Metal-ion-
induced quenching of cluster luminescence is a com-
monly observed phenomenon in most QCs3667~6°
While being an efficient metal ion sensor, its application
capabilities toward sensing other analytes of interest are
limited due to this aspect, especially in complex envi-
ronments containing multitudes of cations. Interaction
with metal ions can also result in irreversible damage to
the cluster and also can cause its decomposition.”®”!
Incorporation of CDs on cluster systems has advantages
such as increased stability due to lack of accessibility
to the core by incoming metal ions and ligands. The
stability of Au,sSBB;sNCD,4 over the parent cluster was
monitored by their reactivity toward metal ion (Cu®>™)
and other ligands. Cu®" ions react readily with noble
metal QCs.5%72 Here, Au,sSBB,g and its CD-functiona-
lized analogue, Au,sSBB;gNCD,, were treated with
varying amounts of Cu®" ions (see SI 21 for details),
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and its effect on cluster luminescence was studied.
Though luminescence intensities of both Au,s;SBB;g
and its CD-protected analogue were quenched with
the addition of Cu®" ions, the extent of quenching
observed in Au,5SBB;gNCD, was less than that in bare
Au,sSBB;g upon treatment with identical concentra-
tions of Cu® ions (Figure S21). This may be due to the
reduced accessibility of the metal ions to the Au,s core
owing to the bulky nature of the CD species on the
cluster surface. Exposure of the CD-protected cluster
(Au,5SBB1sNCD,) to lower amounts of Cu®' ions
(0.05 mL, 250 mM) showed only 30% quenching in
its luminescence, whereas Au,sSBB;g showed 70%
quenching. However, with higher amounts of Cu®" ions,
the difference in % quenching observed in both
cases showed an exponential decrease. This could be
due to the effective penetration of the metal ions, owing
to their small size, through the protective CD shell around
the cluster core. Direct interaction of CD with metal ions,
though possible, is unlikely in this case as such interaction
requires a highly alkaline medium (pH >12).”®

The stability of B-CD-functionalized QCs toward
ligand exchange reactions was studied by treating
such species with excess ligand of another thiol
(thiol-2). This was thought to be another important
way to see the difference in core accessibility.
Au,sPET,g was chosen for this study as it gave better
mass spectrum compared to Au,sSBB;g systems, post-
complexation. Both bare Au,sPET;s and Au,sPETs-
(SBBNCD-Na); were treated with excess amounts of
thiol-2, in this case free BBSH, and the mass spectrum
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was recorded (see Figure S22). In the case of Au,sPET,g,
the PET ligands were easily replaced by BBS thiols
to give ligand-exchanged products with varying
amounts of mixed ligand-protected clusters. But for
Au,sPET;5(SBBNCD-Na)s, the mass spectra showed no
shift toward the higher mass region, indicating that
ligand exchange was not facile in such systems com-
pared to the bare species. Also, though the CD-func-
tionalized entities were unaffected by BBSH, free
Au,sPET;g, which was also present in the solution,
showed complete ligand exchange to form Au,5sSBB;g
in situ (marked on the graph).

Yet another interesting aspect of CDs is their cap-
ability in sensing molecules. Competitive guests can
replace the existing guests from the CD cavity, and
therefore, this can be used in sensing such molecules.
An example is provided by 1-adamantanethiol (AdT).
Inclusion complexes of CD with adamantyl groups are
well-known,?'”#73 and such products are stable. Many
such exchanges of CD guests with adamantyl groups
have been reported previously. Both Au,sSBB;g and
Au,5SBB;sNCD,4 were treated with the same amount of
AdT (Figure S23). Quenching of luminescence was
observed in both cases, but in Au,sSBB;g, although
an initial decrease in luminescence intensity was
noted, probably due to dilution effect/slight ligand
exchange, further exposure to AdT did not seem to
have an effect on the cluster luminescence. Addition of
similar amounts of AdT on Au,sSBB;gNCD, resulted
in substantial reduction of its luminescence intensity
(red data points in Figure S23). This effect may be
attributed to the fact that, as AdT is a better “guest” for
CD than BBS, effective removal of CD from the BBS
ligand on the Auys leads to the drastic quenching of

EXPERIMENTAL METHODS

Materials. Tetrachloroauric(lll) acid (HAuCl4-3H,0) and
methanol were purchased from SRL Chemical Co. Ltd., India.
4-(t-Butyl)benzyl mercaptan (CH3);C—CgHs—CH,SH  (BBSH),
2-phenylethanethiol CgHs—CH,—CH,SH (PET), 1-adamantane-
thiol (AdT), and sodium borohydride (NaBH,) were purchased
from Sigma Aldrich. 5-CD was purchased from Wako Chemicals,
Japan. Tetrahydrofuran was purchased from Rankem, India. All
chemicals were of analytical grade and were used without
further purification. Glassware was cleaned thoroughly with
aqua regia (HCI/HNO3, 3:1 vol %), rinsed with distilled water, and
dried in an oven prior to use. Triply distilled water was used
throughout the experiments.

Synthesis of AuysSBBqs. AuysSBBig was synthesized using a
modified procedure of Jin et al. used to prepared Au,sPET;s.”®
In a typical synthesis, 10 mL of HAuCl,-3H,0 (14.5 mM in THF)
was added to 15 mL of BBSH thiol (89.2 mM in THF) while stirring
it at 400 rpm at room temperature (29 °C) in a round-bottom
flask. The solution becomes colorless after 15 min, indicating the
formation of the Au(l) thiolates. An aqueous solution of 2.5 mL of
NaBH, (0.4 M) was added rapidly to the reaction mixture under
vigorous stirring (1100 rpm), and the solution turned from
colorless to black, indicating the formation of clusters. The
reaction was allowed to proceed with constant stirring for 3 h
under ambient conditions and then for 3 h at 45 °C. The crude
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luminescence (note that formation of Au,5SBB;5NCD,
resulted in enhanced luminescence). UV optical ab-
sorption spectra collected from the samples also gave
supporting evidence. While no drastic change was
observed upon addition of AdT to bare Au,sSBBg
clusters, AdT addition to Au,;SBB;gNCD, indicated
gradual evolution of spectral features corresponding
to the formation of free Au,5SBB:g in the solution
(green trace in Figure S23D). This reappearance of
the Auys cluster features in UV spectra could be due
to complex formation between the competitive guest
AdT and CD, AdTNCD, thereby the BBS ligand becomes
free on Auys QCs.

CONCLUSION

In summary, we demonstrated surface function-
alization of the Au,s clusters based on specific host—
guest interactions between $-CD and (t-butyl)benzyl
groups of Au,sSBB;g, which imparts new properties to
the clusters. A detailed spectroscopic evaluation of the
interactions between the QC and 3-CD was conducted.
More detailed understanding of the formation of an
inclusion complex on the QC surface and a possible
structure of Au,sSBB.gNCD, were provided by DFT
calculations and molecular modeling. The observed
experimental results were in accordance with the
theoretical predictions. The viability of this method in
modifying the surface characteristics of differently
functionalized QCs has also been demonstrated. Unusual
stability and optical properties of CD-functionalized QCs
over bare clusters were observed. Our study opens up
new possibilities of supramolecular surface-engineered
QCs which could overcome some of the limitations of
native QCs for potential applications.

solution thus obtained had a dark brownish color and showed
characteristic UV absorption features of Au,s clusters even
without any purification. The solution was left overnight to yield
monodisperse species. Solvent was removed under vacuum,
and the cluster was first washed with water and later precipi-
tated with methanol. The precipitate (Au,5SBB,g) was collected
after washing repeatedly with methanol and was dried. For the
Au,sPET,g cluster, the same protocol was followed with the
addition of 15 mL of PET (114 mM in THF) instead of BBSH,
maintaining other parameters the same.

Synthesis and Reactivity of Au,sSBB;3N\(D Systems. Approximately
3 mg of purified Au,5SBB,g was dissolved in 3 mL of THF, and
0.1 mL of 5-CD solution (in water) of appropriate concentration
was added, such that specific SBB/S-CD ratio was maintained in
the solution (1:0.5, 1:0.8, 1:1, and 1:1.2 for Au,sSBB;gNCD,,, where
n=1—4, respectively). The mixture was carefully sonicated for about
10 min at room temperature. The reaction was allowed to proceed
under constant stirring (400 rpm) for 30 min at room temperature
with intermittent sonication for 1 min at every 10 min intervals. After
the reaction, the CD-encapsulated clusters were recovered by the
addition of excess water, which resulted in the separation of two
layers. The deep brown upper layer (organic) was collected and
washed with water to remove unbound CD which dissolves in it.
Note that free BBSH in the cluster solution that forms an inclusion
complex with CD (denoted as BBSHNCD) will also be removed in
this process as it becomes hydrophilic due to CD encapsulation.
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Due to the presence of a greater number of hydrophobic BBS
groups (in comparison to the BBSHNCD moieties), CD-function-
alized Auys QCs (denoted as Au,sSBB1gNCD) remained in the
organic layer and were used for further studies. SBB/S-CD mole
ratio of 1:1.2, corresponding to Au,sSBB;gNCD,, was used for
detailed experiments unless otherwise mentioned. For sensing
experiments with AdT, 1 mg/mL of both the naked and CD-
functionalized Au,sSBB,g was treated with 0.025 and 0.2 mL of
30 mM AdT in THF.

Instrumentation. Mass spectral studies were carried out using
a Voyager DE PRO biospectrometry workstation (Applied
Biosystems) matrix-assisted laser desorption ionization
(MALDI) time-of-flight (TOF) mass spectrometer both in the
linear and reflectron modes (denoted as MALDI (L) and MALDI
(R) MS, respectively) as well as using a MALDI TOF TOF
(UltrafleXtreme, Bruker Daltonics) mass spectrometer. In the
case of MALDI TOF MS, a pulsed nitrogen laser of 337 nm was
employed (maximum firing rate, 20 Hz; maximum pulse energy,
300 wuJ) for the measurements. The MALDI TOF TOF mass
spectrometer utilizes a 1 kHz smartbeam-Il laser, FlashDetector
system, and a minimum 4 GHz digitizer. Mass spectra were
collected in positive and negative ion modes and were aver-
aged for 500—700 shots. DCTB (trans-2-[3-(4-t-butylphenyl)-2-
methyl-2-propenylidene]malononitrile) was used as the matrix
for all MALDI MS measurements. All spectra were measured at
threshold laser intensity to keep fragmentation to a minimum
unless otherwise mentioned. Concentration of the analyte and
the mass spectral conditions (laser intensity and spectrometer
tune files) were optimized to get good quality spectra. UV—vis
absorption spectra were collected using a Perkin-EImer Lambda
25 spectrophotometer. The experiments were carried out at
room temperature, and the absorption spectra were recorded
from 200 to 1100 nm. Luminescence measurements were done
on a Jobin Yvon NanolLog instrument. The band pass for
excitation and emission was set at 5 nm. Electrospray ionization
(ESI) mass spectrometric measurements were done in the
negative mode using LTQ XL, with a mass range of m/z
150—4000 and using a Synapt G2 HDMS, quadrupole time-of-
flight (Q TOF), ion mobility, orthogonal acceleration mass
spectrometer with electrospray (ESI) ionization having a mass
range up to 32 kDa. The Synapt instrument used for ESI
measurements combined exact-mass quadrupole and high-
resolution time-of-flight mass spectrometer with Triwave tech-
nology, enabling measurements in TOF mode. The purified
samples were dispersed in THF and used for both mass spectro-
metric measurements. The samples were electrosprayed at a
flow rate 5 uL/min and at a capillary temperature of 150 °C. The
spectra were averaged for 80—100 scans. Scanning electron
microscopic (SEM) and energy-dispersive analysis of X-ray
(EDAX) images were obtained using a FEI QUANTA-200 SEM.
For the SEM and EDAX measurements, samples were spotted on
a carbon substrate and dried in ambient temperature. Transmis-
sion electron microscopy (TEM) was conducted using a JEOL
3011, 300 kV instrument with an ultra-high-resolution (UHR)
polepiece. The samples were prepared by dropping the disper-
sion on amorphous carbon films supported on a copper grid
and dried in laboratory conditions. "H NMR and 2D rotating
frame nuclear Overhauser effect (ROESY) spectra were recorded
on a 500 MHz Bruker Avance Il spectrometer operating at
500.15 MHz equipped with a 5 mm smart probe. A 1:1 solvent
mixture of 99.9% DMSO-dg (Aldrich) and 99.9% CDCl; (SRL)
was used to prepare samples and sealed immediately from
the laboratory atmosphere. CDCl; solvent signal served as the
reference for the field-frequency lock, and tetramethylsilane
was used as the internal reference. All experiments were
performed at 25 °C. Standard Bruker pulse programs (Topspin
3.0) were employed throughout. The 1D spectra were acquired
with 32K data points. The data for phase-sensitive ROESY
experiments were acquired with a spectral width of 4464 Hz
in both the dimensions. For each spectrum, 4 transients of 2048
complex points were accumulated for 256 t; increments and a
relaxation delay of 1.975 s was used. A continuous-wave (CW)
spin-lock mixing time of 200 ms was employed. Prior to Fourier
transformation, zero filling to 1K*1K complex points was per-
formed and apodized with a weighted function (QSINE) in both
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dimensions. All the data were processed on a HP workstation,
using Topspin 3.0 software.

Theoretical Calculations. Many properties of QCs have
been calculated using DFT efficiently by using smaller CH3
ligands.””~7 However, here the formation of an inclusion
complex requires keeping all the SBB ligands intact, and this
increases the CPU resources needed for the calculations sig-
nificantly. For the computational modeling of Au,sSBB,s, we
used density functional theory (DFT) as implemented in the real-
space code-package GPAW.2°782 Structure optimization was
performed using full ligands as used in the experiments,
Perdew—Burke—Ernzerhof (PBE) functional,®® 0.2 A grid spa-
cing, and 0.05 eV/A criterion for the residual forces for optimiza-
tion. The GPAW setups for Au include scalar relativistic
corrections. The structures of Au,sSBBqg and Au,sSBB1sNCD,4
were built up with the help of Ecce builder®* and Avogadro®®
software packages, and visualizations were created with visual
molecular dynamics (VMD)2® software. We generated the initial
structure for the optimization of Au,5SBB,g using a model of
Au,sPET,5 taken from one of its known crystal structures®' and
then replacing the PET ligands with SBB ligands. A preoptimiza-
tion of only the ligand positions, keeping the core and staples
fixed, was then carried out using a UFF force field® as imple-
mented in Avogadro. The model of Au,sSBB;gNCD,4 was con-
structed by sequentially attaching four $-CDs to the DFT-
optimized structure of Au,sSBB;g using Avogadro. The ligand
and f3-CD positions of Au,sSBB;gNCD,4 were optimized by the
UFF force field®” keeping the Au and S atoms fixed. The
calculations on BBSHNCD were carried out with Gaussian 09%®
using the B3LYP and hybrid meta-GGA functionals in order to
describe the noncovalent forces more accurately, and the basis
set was selected according to the size of the system. Further
details of all the calculations can be found in the Supporting
Information 13.
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