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ABSTRACT: A new synthetic protocol is introduced which
preserves the secondary structure of protecting proteins
encapsulating a luminescent atomically-precise silver cluster.
This was achieved by using a preformed triphenylphosphine
(TPP)-protected silver cluster as the precursor forming bovine
serum albumin (BSA)- and human serum albumin (HSA)-
protected Ag18 clusters. This is the first example of the
formation of luminescent protein-protected clusters in a
neutral medium, without using any reducing agent, which
results in minimal alteration of the protein structure during
cluster growth. The cluster formed showed exceptional
stability, unlike other silver clusters of this class. The formation
of these red luminescent clusters was visualized by UV−vis and
photoluminescence spectroscopy. The identification of Ag18 core was made through matrix-assisted laser desorption ionization
mass spectrometry (MALDI MS), and a plausible mechanism of the formation was identified by monitoring the systematic
growth of the cluster core by time-dependent MALDI MS experiments and electrospray ionization mass spectrometry (ESI MS)
of the reaction mixture. The cluster was successfully employed as a luminescent probe for cancer cell imaging. Retention of
protein conformation in the clusters was confirmed through circular dichroism (CD) spectroscopy, and the same was reflected
in the retention of 89% of the esterase activity of BSA in the Ag18@BSA clusters synthesized by this method, compared to only
28.7% for AgQC@BSA clusters synthesized using previous protocols, conducted in basic medium.

■ INTRODUCTION

Protein-protected noble metal nanoclusters (NCs),1−3 a
subclass of atomically-precise protected noble metal clusters,4,5

are the most studied ones among this class of materials. Due to
their intense luminescence with high quantum yield, stability in
ambient condition for months, and biocompatibility, these
materials are considered as a new class of biohybrid materials
with potential applications in diverse areas,6,7 especially in
sensing8−10 and biology.11−14 Development of such stable,
sensitive, and reliable platforms are highly desirable for specific
binding and targeted drug delivery,15,16 multimodal imag-
ing,17−19 therapeutic applications,20 targeted biolabeling,2,21,22

and so on. Bovine serum albumin (BSA) is the most
commonly used protein to synthesize Au and Ag clusters like
Au9@BSA,23 Au16@BSA,24 Au25@BSA,1 Au30@BSA,25 Au38@
BSA,21 Ag8@BSA,26 Ag15@BSA,27 and Ag31@BSA.28 Other
than BSA, large proteins with high molecular weight such as
human serum albumin (HSA) (Au@HSA),29 lactotransferrin
(Au25,34,40),

30,31 human serum transferrin (Au),32 pepsin
(Au8,13,25),

33 horseradish peroxidase (Au),34 egg white (Au,

Pt),35 and ovalalbumin (Au)36 have been employed to
synthesize Au, Pt, and Ag clusters. Small proteins with low
molecular weight such as insulin (Au),37 lysozyme
(Au8,10−12),

10,38 and trypsin (Au)39 have also been used to
synthesize protein-protected clusters. In all of these cases, gold
is preferred to make such clusters due to the ease of synthesis
and greater stability of the resultant clusters, and the number of
silver clusters reported is substantially less.
In a typical protein-directed cluster synthesis, the metal ion

is complexed with the protein and subsequently reduced either
by a strong reducing agent, like NaBH4, or by increasing the
pH (11−12) of the solution.1,27,28 However, in the presence of
a strong reducing agent (NaBH4) or alkaline pH of the
reaction mixture, proteins undergo irreversible conformational
changes, and this results in the partial or complete loss of their
inherent bioactivity.40,41 Sometimes it leads to the formation of
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protein oligomerization.42,43 Reduced bioactivity is one of the
factors limiting the widespread use of such materials in
biomedical research. Therefore, a milder synthetic method
retaining the bioactivity of the as-synthesized NCs is needed.
With these objectives, we explored the possibility of using
preformed clusters as precursors to synthesize luminescent
clusters, retaining the bioactivity of the protein.
Phosphine-protected clusters of gold have been known and

studied for some time.4,44 A new class of atomically precise
NCs of silver coprotected by hydride and phosphines as
ligands was reported recently.45,46 Such clusters are expected to
be more reactive, having accessible metal sites compared to the
thiol-protected clusters due to the presence of labile
phosphines. Here we report that such a cluster,
[Ag18H16(TPP)10]

2+ (to be abbreviated as I subsequently),
where TPP is triphenylphosphine, can be systematically
transformed into highly stable and luminescent silver clusters
protected by proteins under neutral pH conditions, preserving
the bioactivity of the encapsulating proteins. The precursor I
acts as a source of atomic Ag species toward the formation of
the red luminescent Ag18@BSA at neutral pH. The retention of
the protein’s bioactivity and secondary structure in the course
of cluster formation has been confirmed experimentally. Such
transformations were not observed with more stable nano-
particles and thiol-protected cluster systems, implying the
sensitivity of the method to the specificity and chemical
stability of the starting materials.

■ METHODS

Materials. AgNO3 was purchased from Rankem Chemicals.
Sodium borohydride (NaBH4, 98%) was purchased from
Sigma-Aldrich. Triphenylphosphine (TPP) was purchased
from Spectrochem. BSA was purchased from the Sisco
Research Laboratory. All of the chemicals were used as
received without further purification. All solvents (dichloro-
methane (DCM), methanol (MeOH)) were purchased from
Rankem and were of analytical grade. Milli-Q water with a
resistivity of 18.2 MΩ·cm was used for synthesis. The protein,
BSA, contained Na+ in the as-received form.
Instrumentation. UV−vis spectra were recorded using a

PerkinElmer Lambda 25 UV−vis spectrometer. Absorption
spectra were typically measured in the range of 200−1100 nm
with a band-pass filter of 1 nm.
MALDI MS of Ag18@BSA cluster was measured using a

Voyager-DE PRO Biospectrometry Workstation from Applied
Biosystems. A pulsed nitrogen laser of 337 nm was used for
ionizing the sample, and sinapic acid was used as the matrix.
Spectra were collected in the positive mode, and an average of
250 shots was used for each spectrum. The matrix solution was
prepared by dissolving 10 mg of sinapic acid in a 1:3 mixture of
acetonitrile and 0.1% trifluoroacetic acid (TFA) in Milli-Q
water (overall volume of 1 mL). A 5 μL amount of the cluster
solution, without dilution, was mixed thoroughly with 50 μL of
the matrix mixture. A 2.5 μL amount of the resulting mixture
was used for spotted by dried droplet method.
ESI MS experiments were done using a Waters Synapt G2Si

HDMS instrument. The instrument consists of an electrospray
source, quadrupole ion guide/trap, ion mobility cell, and TOF
detector. All of the experiments were done in positive ion
mode.
Photoluminescence measurement was carried out in a

HORIBA, Jobin Yvon NanoLog Fluorescence spectrometer

with a band pass of 3 nm for both emission and excitation
spectra.
Circular dichroism (CD) spectra were measured in a Jasco

815 spectropolarimeter with Peltier setup for the temperature-
dependent measurements. CD studies were done with a 10
mm path length cell. The concentration of the sample in the
cuvette used for CD measurement was 2 × 10−7 g mL−1.
Scanning electron microscopy (SEM) and energy-dispersive

analysis (EDS) images were conducted using an FEI
QUANTA-200 SEM. For the measurements (SEM and
EDS), samples were spotted on an indium tin oxide (ITO)
conducting glass substrate and dried in ambient conditions.
High-resolution transmission electron microscopy

(HRTEM) was performed with a JEOL 3010, 300 kV
instrument equipped with an ultrahigh-resolution (UHR)
pole piece. Samples were prepared by dropping the dispersion
on carbon-coated copper grids for HRTEM.
The cells were imaged using a LSM880 laser scanning

confocal microscope (Carl Zeiss, Germany), and image
acquisition was performed using a high-NA oil immersion
objective (Plan-Apochromat 63×/1.4) using Zen 2009
software (Carl Zeiss, Germany). Laser lines at 405 and 488
nm were used for excitation. For 405 nm excitation, emission
was collected from 410 to 550 nm, and for 488 nm excitation,
emission was collected from 491 to 550 nm. Each image was
acquired with an exposure time of 80 and 100 ms. The total
thickness of the sample was about 4−5 μm, leading to the
acquisition of 25−30 optical sections. Images were processed
through Zen BLACK software (Carl Zeiss) and exported into
TIF format. Selected cellular regions were cropped and
analyzed further in ZEN Blue software for 3D reconstruction
with a 180-frame rotation series along the Y axis. The
orthogonal view and 3-D images reconstruction were made
using ZEN Blue software. The intracellular distribution was
projected using Imaris 3D rendering software.

Synthesis of [Ag18H16(TPP)10]
2+ (Cluster I). Initially, 20

mg of AgNO3 was dissolved in 5 mL of methanol. To the
above solution TPP (70 mg in 10 mL of chloroform) was
added under stirring conditions. After 20 min, 6 mg of NaBH4
dissolved in 0.5 mL of ice-cold Milli-Q water was added to the
above reaction mixture. After addition of aqueous NaBH4
solution, the colorless solution immediately turned light
yellow. The stirring was continued for 3 h. The final color of
the solution was deep green, which confirmed the formation of
cluster. The solvent was removed from the reaction mixture by
rotary evaporation. The cluster was then washed 6−7 times
with Milli-Q water to remove the unreacted silver ions and
NaBH4. After being washed, the green-colored precipitate was
dissolved in 1 mL of methanol. The final concentration of I is
15 mM.

Synthesis of [Ag18@BSA]. A 25 mg amount BSA was
dissolved in 1.6 mL of Milli-Q water. Then the solution was
stirred for 1 min. Under stirring condition 400 μL of I was
added from the 1 mL of methanol solution. The addition of I
into the BSA solution made the reaction mixture turbid.
Stirring was continued for 12 h. The turbid solution was
centrifuged, and from the supernatant the brown-colored
cluster solution was collected. This solution was used for
characterization.

Synthesis of [AgQC@BSA]. A 5 mL amount of 10 mM
silver nitrate solution was added to a solution of 250 mg of
BSA dissolved in 5 mL of Milli Q water with vigorous stirring
at room temperature. About 0.3 mL of 1 M NaOH solution
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was added followed by 10 mM NaBH4 solution dropwise until
the solution turns from colorless to reddish brown, indicating
formation of the AgQC@BSA cluster.
Cell Viability. The cellular toxicity of Ag18@BSA was

determined by resazurin reduction, a colorimetric assay. HeLa
cells were seeded in a 96-well plate at a density of 5000 per
well and grown overnight. They were treated with different
concentrations of the clusters. After 24 h of incubation, each
well was washed with phosphate-buffered saline. Resazurin dye
was added and incubated for the 3 h for the reduction. The
blue dye resazurin became to pink resorufin, and the
absorbance was measured at 570 and 595 nm. Three replicates
were performed.
Cellular Uptake Studies by Confocal Fluorescence

Microscopy. HeLa cells were cultured on chamber slides (BD
Biosciences, USA) and incubated with Ag18@BSA (5 μM
concentration) NCs for 5 and 24 h. After incubation, the cells
were fixed with 4% (w/v) paraformaldehyde followed by
permeabilization using 0.1% Triton X-100 and washed with
PBS buffer. The cells were mounted in the mounting medium
(Vector Laboratories, USA) containing Hoechst 33342 to stain
the nuclei. These cells were covered with a coverslip, sealed
with nail polish, and kept for imaging.
Evaluation of Esterase Activity. The bioactivity of BSA

and the Ag18@BSA was determined by monitoring the
appearance of the hydrolysis product of p-nitro-phenyl acetate
(PNA) in a manner similar to a previously reported method.47

The concentration of PNA was 100 μM, and the
concentrations of BSA and Ag18@BSA were 1 mg/mL.

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Luminescent Cluster from a Nonluminescent one.
Synthesis of Ag18@BSA was initiated by mixing I with a
solution of BSA at pH 7.1 under continuous magnetic stirring.

A schematic of the formation of Ag18@BSA from I (ESI MS
shown in inset a) is represented in Figure 1A. A gradual color
change of the mixture during the course of the reaction was
observed, accompanied by the evolution of red luminescence,
generally associated with the formation of metal clusters. The
time evolution of cluster growth observed under visible and
UV illumination is shown in the inset b of Figure 1A. Such a
gradual change in color and luminescence of the protein

Figure 1. (A) Schematic of the formation of Ag18@BSA from I. Hydrodynamic diameters of BSA and Ag18@BSA are shown in the schematic. ESI
MS of I is shown in inset a, where peaks marked with asterisks (*) are due to the phosphine losses from I. Expanded view of the molecular ion peak
is also shown. Pictorial representation of the time-dependent change in color of the solution under visible and UV light is shown as inset b. TEM
image of Ag18@BSA is shown as inset c. Cluster cores are marked. (B) UV−vis spectra of Ag18@BSA and I. Inset shows the solutions of I and
Ag18@BSA under visible light. (C) Luminescence profile of Ag18@BSA. Inset shows the solutions of I and Ag18@BSA under UV light. Absorption
and emission maxima are marked on the traces. Concentration of Ag18@BSA cluster solution is 7.5 × 10−4 mol/L.

Figure 2. MALDI MS of pure BSA (blue trace) collected in the linear
positive ion mode using sinapic acid as the matrix and that of as-
prepared, red-emitting Ag18@BSA (red trace). Peaks due to singly
charged ions of Ag18@BSA are expanded in the inset along with those
of BSA. Presence of conalbumin in the BSA is indicated with an
asterisk (*).
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solution indicated slow nucleation of the cluster core within
the protein template. After 12 h of reaction, a colorless BSA
solution turned into a brown-colored, intense red luminescent
solution. No perceptible change in the color of the solution
was observed when incubation was continued beyond 12 h.
Monolayer-protected NCs generally exhibit well-defined
molecular transitions in the absorption profile.4 The blue
trace in Figure 1B shows the UV−vis spectrum of precursor I
with maxima at 550 and 620 nm.45,46 The UV−vis spectrum of
Ag18@BSA (red trace, Figure 1B) predominantly exhibits the
characteristic absorption of BSA at 280 nm along with a broad
absorption in the 440−540 nm region. Expansion of this region
(inset of the Figure 1B) clearly shows two absorption maxima
around 490 and 507 nm, further indicating the formation of a

protein-protected silver cluster. The change in the color of the
cluster solution from green (parent I) to brown (formed
Ag18@BSA NCs) under visible light is shown in the inset of
Figure 1B. The photoluminescence profile of the cluster
(Figure 1C) shows two excitation peaks around 375 and 490
nm along with a bright red emission centered around 670 nm.
The excitation maximum at 375 nm is due to the presence of
the protein shell, and the other excitation maximum at 490 nm
is because of the presence of the cluster core. Both excitations
give the same emission but with different intensities.
Photographs under UV illumination showing the trans-
formation of I into a red luminescent cluster are presented
in the inset of Figure 1C. The quantum yield of the cluster was
25.1% using fluorescein as reference (in water). It is also worth
mentioning that in the course of formation of the protein-
protected NCs in solution an insoluble product was also
formed, which was removed through centrifugal precipitation,
and the centrifugate containing the NCs was characterized in
detail. EDS analysis of the precipitate formed after 12 h
showed the presence of water-insoluble phosphines along with
Ag and proteins (Figure S1).
Formation of the cluster core in the protein template results

in swelling of the protein.48 The hydrodynamic diameter of the
parent BSA was 7.2 nm. At the end of the reaction, the average
size of the proteins was increased by about 1 nm, as shown in
Figure 1A. It is very difficult to determine the exact core size
for clusters from HRTEM analysis as the high-energy electron
beam is known to induce cluster coalescence. Low-dose
microscopy was performed to confirm the formation as well as
to have a definite idea about the size of the cluster core. The
cluster core appears as tiny black dots in the HRTEM image
(inset c, Figure 1A) having a size of ∼1 nm. This also
confirmed the absence of bigger plasmonic nanoparticles in
solution.

Identification of the Atomicity. Mass spectrometry has
emerged as an essential tool in understanding the atomicity of
the clusters. We measured the MALDI MS of the as-prepared
NCs to assign the nuclearity of the cluster core. The spectra of
the cluster (red trace) and of BSA (blue trace) are shown in
Figure 2. BSA showed its molecular ion peak at m/z 66.4 kDa
and a peak at m/z 33.2 kDa, corresponding to the +2 charge
state in the MS. In the case of the cluster, both peaks were
seen, albeit they appear at higher masses from that of BSA. The
mass shift to a higher mass region in the NCs from the parent
protein in both +1 and +2 states clearly indicate the growth of
a cluster core in the protein cavity. An expanded view of the +1
region of the MS (inset, Figure 2) shows a 1.9 kDa shift,
corresponding to the incorporation of 18 Ag atoms into the
protein core, forming Ag18@BSA. The dication shows one-half
the shift, as expected. This confirms that the cluster core is
incorporated in a single protein moiety. It is to be noted that
the peaks around m/z 80 kDa (+1 charge) and m/z 40 kDa
(+2 charge) present in the MALDI MS are associated with the
presence of the protein conalbumin, an internal standard used
in BSA.27,49 These peaks were shifted to higher mass in the
case of the cluster. This increased shift is attributed to the
formation of Ag18 core in this protein also.
The EDS spectrum collected from the NCs showed the

presence of Ag and S in the formed cluster (Figure S2).
Quantitative analysis of the EDS spectrum gives an S:Ag ratio
of 2.2, expected for the Ag18@BSA composition (2.22). Note
that BSA has 35 S atoms due to cysteine and 5 S atoms due to
methionine. XPS spectra in the Ag 3d region (Figure S3)

Figure 3. Time-dependent MALDI MS showing the evolution of
Ag18@BSA cluster. MALDI MS of parent BSA is shown for
comparison.

Figure 4. (A) ESI MS of the reaction mixture after 10 min, showing
the presence of small Ag clusters. (B) Decay in the ion intensity of
Ag5

+ with the progress of the reaction. Isotopic distribution of Ag5
+ is

shown in the inset. (C) MS/MS study of Ag5
+, showing the formation

of other small Ag clusters can arise from the fragmentation of Ag5
+.

Collision energy (CE) is in instrumental limit.
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shows Ag in zero (0) oxidation state (Ag 3d5/2 at 368 eV), and
the S 2p region shows S to be thiolate kind (S 2p3/2 at 161.5
eV) in Ag18@BSA NCs.27 It further confirmed the chemical
composition of the cluster.
Cysteine as well as methionine residues in the proteins are

perceived to be responsible for protecting the metal core
through the formation of metal−sulfur (M−S) bonds in the
protein-protected NCs.38,50,51 Nuclearity of the cluster cores
formed in the proteins, for this reason, depends on the number
of cysteine residues present in a particular protein. We chose
human serum albumin (HSA), a protein with the same number
of cysteine residues as that of BSA to form the cluster through
the addition of I. This was also seen to uptake Ag atoms from
the precursor cluster, forming Ag18@HSA after 12 h. The UV−
vis spectra, luminescence profile, and MALDI MS correspond-
ing to this transformation are shown in Figures S4 and S5.
Lactoferrin (Lf), an 83 kDa protein with different number

and position of cysteine and methionine groups, was also used
to synthesize Ag NCs following our new method. UV−vis and
luminescence spectra of the new system are shown in Figures
S6A and S6B, respectively. The MALDI MS shown in Figure
S6C confirmed the formation of Ag13@Lf cluster. The
difference in atomicity is attributed to the structural differ-
ences, stabilizing a smaller cluster. Though the molecular
weight of Lf is higher than BSA and HSA, the number of
histidine (His) residues present in Lf is less. Thus, the ability of
Lf to stabilize the small clusters formed at the initial stage is
expected to be lower than both BSA and HSA. This probably

results in the formation of a smaller 13-atom Ag cluster in this
case. Relevant data are summarized in Table S1.

Mechanism of Multistep Evolution of the Cluster.
Formation of Ag18@BSA through the reaction between I and
BSA was accompanied by a gradual change in the
luminescence of the solution (inset b, Figure 1A and Figure
S7). This indicated a gradual evolution of the Ag18 cluster
during the course of the reaction. To shed light into the time
evolution, time-dependent MALDI MS was recorded from
aliquots collected at different intervals, as shown in Figure 3. At
the initial stages of the reaction (0−1 h), no mass shift from
the parent BSA peak was seen. This indicated a different
pathway of cluster formation in the current method than the
traditional method, in which attachment of metal ions to the
protein at the beginning of the reaction is manifested by an
abrupt mass shift just after addition of the metal salt.31 Such a
shift is not noticed here as shown by the 0 and 1 h spectra.
With further progression of the reaction, a gradual shift to
higher mass was seen in the MS up to 12 h, indicating growth
of the cluster core inside the protein template over time. The
nuclearity reaches Ag18 after 12 h, and neither the continuation
of the reaction beyond this point nor further addition of fresh I
to the reaction mixture changes the final Ag18@BSA. Once
formed, the cluster was stable for months, even when stored at
room temperature, an attribute generally seen only in gold
clusters.
Time-dependent MALDI MS suggests that the formation of

Ag18@BSA from I happens slowly, in steps, rather than through
transfer of the Ag core from the monolayer protected cluster

Figure 5. Probable mechanism of the formation of Ag18@BSA from I.
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into the protein in a single step. To gain further insight into the
mechanism of formation of Ag18@BSA, ESI MS of the reaction
mixture was collected at various stages of the reaction. ESI MS
of the reaction surprisingly showed the presence of small naked
Ag clusters (Figure 4A). The few atom naked Ag clusters were
observed at maximum intensities in ESI MS at the early stages
of reaction, and their concentration (ion intensity) diminishes
as the reaction progresses (Figure 4B). Ag5

+ appeared as one of
the major peaks in the ESI MS, and MS/MS of the same
showed that other clusters seen could very well be its
fragmentation products (Figure 4C). Ag4

+ was not seen in
ESI MS and is due to lower stability of the three-electron
system (Ag4

+). For this reason Ag5
+ directly fragmented to

Ag3
+ during MS/MS study. It could also be due to the stability

of the neutral fragment, Ag2. While ESI MS of the reaction
mixture at the early stages of the reaction showed the clear
presence of naked clusters, MALDI MS at these stages did not
indicate formation of any protein-protected cluster species.
This led us to infer that the Ag18 cluster with labile phosphine
protection slowly disintegrates under the reaction conditions,
releasing the few atom Ag clusters into the protein molecules
present in solution, which immediately captures these small
clusters. It is important to note that the proximity of the
protein molecules to the released few atom silver clusters play
an important role in the stabilization of such clusters.
Formation of larger silver nanoparticles was observed when
the protein concentration in the reaction mixture was

decreased by 1 order of magnitude (Figure S8). The protein
molecules remain further apart in solution at this lower
concentration, so they cannot capture and protect the small Ag
clusters efficiently enough, and they grow into larger
nanoparticles.
The initial attachment between the few atom Ag clusters and

BSA, however, happens through weak interactions and results
in their detachment during mass spectrometric ionization
processes (ESI and MALDI). This leads to the observation of
naked Ag cluster in ESI MS, while only free protein is observed
in the MALDI MS. Stabilization of small Au clusters at the His
residues of crystalline protein cage (apoferritin) has been
reported recently.52 We believe that similar attachment of the
Ag clusters at the His residues of BSA is responsible for their
initial stabilization. These clusters attached to His are then
slowly transferred to cysteine (Cys) residues of the protein
through the formation of M−S bonds with better thermody-
namic stability. This initiates the formation of protein-
protected cluster species. The cluster core protected by Cys
continues to grow in size with time through the sequential
transfer of His-bound Ag cluster followed by their coalescence.
These stable cluster species, although unfortunately did not
ionize in ESI MS, are seen in MALDI MS as intermediates.
Growth of the protein-protected cluster core with time also
results in the reduction of the concentration of His-bound Ag
cluster. This was reflected in the decrease in the ion intensity
of the naked clusters with reaction time (Figure 4B). The

Figure 6. Confocal microscopic images of internalization of Ag18@BSA cluster in HeLa cells after 24 h incubation. (A) Fluorescence image of NCs
exhibiting red luminescence inside the cell. (B) Cell nucleus stained with DAPI. (C) Bright-field image of the corresponding cells. (D) Overlay of
these three images. (E) 3D reconstruction of the cells confirming internalization of the cluster.
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reaction stops when the largest stable cluster that can be
accommodated by these cysteine residues without significant
alteration of the protein structure is formed, which turned out
to be 18 for both BSA and HSA, probably due to their
structural similarity. A schematic representation of this
probable reaction mechanism is shown in Figure 5. Since
preformed Ag(0) species are involved in the cluster formation,
the process did not require the addition of a reducing agent.
Formation of Ag18@BSA cluster was not observed through the
reaction of BSA with citrate-capped silver nanoparticles as well
as with thiol (glutathione)-protected Ag clusters (Figure S9),
presumably due to their enhanced stability, restricting them
from producing the Ag(0) or Agn species needed in the
process.
Cluster as Potential Bioimaging Probe. Entrapment of

the metal core inside the biomolecular template through a
formation of a strong M−S bond is expected to make the
Ag18@BSA clusters biocompatible. Their potential cytotoxicity
was evaluated by incubating HeLa cells with the NCs and
accessing the viability of these cells after 24 h through resazurin
assay (results are shown in Figure S10). This confirmed the
biocompatibility of the as-synthesized Ag18@BSA NCs.
Their bright red luminescence can potentially be exploited

for bioimaging applications given their ultrahigh stability in the
biologically relevant conditions. Furthermore, the cluster being
made at neutral pH eliminates the possibility of pH-induced
changes in luminescence in physiological conditions. HeLa
cells were used to study the cellular uptake without any special
purification or conjugation of as-synthesized clusters. Attach-

ment of the clusters along the cell membrane was observed
after 5 h of incubation (Figure S11). The cluster gradually
diffused into the cytosol and was observed to be completely
internalized after 24 h (Figure 6). Three-dimensional
reconstruction of the corresponding cells (Figure 6E and
video V1) from the z stack images (shown in Figure S12)
confirmed the localization of the clusters in the cytoplasm,
demonstrating the cluster to be an excellent bioimaging probe.
The cell nucleus was stained with DAPI in these experiments.

Retention of Protein Structure and Bioactivity.
Reactions performed at solutions of high pH or use of strong
reducing agents are thought to be the reasons for large changes
in the secondary structure of the protein during cluster
formation. Since the aforementioned process using a
preformed cluster as precursor involves neither, retention of
the protein structure to a greater degree is expected in the
Ag18@BSA. Conformational change in the protein structure
can be measured by the change in the CD (circular dichroism)
spectrum, which is shown in Figure 7A. The fraction of α-helix,
a measure of the conformational change, was calculated for
both Ag18@BSA and AgQC@BSA clusters (synthesized through
conventional route) from CD spectra. A higher degree of
retention of α-helicity was indeed observed in Ag18@BSA
(41%) over AgQC@BSA (27.7%), confirming lesser alteration
of the protein structure in the new synthetic methodology.
Function or bioactivity of a protein is also closely related to

its structural integrity. BSA is known to possess esterase
activity,47,53−55 the ability to catalyze the hydrolysis of esters
into component acids and alcohols. The retention of this

Figure 7. (A) CD spectra of the pure BSA an Ag18@BSA and AgQC@BSA clusters. (B) UV−vis profile of esterase activity of BSA. (C) Ester
hydrolysis reaction of pure protein and Ag18@BSA and AgQC@BSA clusters as a function of time. (D) Percentage activity of pure protein and
clusters.
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biological function in Ag18@BSA was tested using PNA as a
model compound and was compared with that of AgQC@BSA.
PNA shows a peak around 270 nm in its UV−vis spectrum
(red trace, Figure 7B). This characteristic feature of PNA
changes in the presence of BSA (blue trace, Figure 7B) to give
a peak around 400 nm, indicating the formation of the
phenolate ion (black trace, Figure 7B) in the solution through
hydrolysis. Kinetics of the catalyzed hydrolysis of PNA was
monitored by following the concentration of the phenolate
ions through UV−vis spectroscopy (Figure 7c). After 1 h of
reaction, Ag18@BSA was found to be 89% as active as parent
BSA, compared to only 28.7% in the case of AgQC@BSA
(Figure 7D). This can be related to the changes in the primary
and secondary structures of the protein during the synthesis of
AgQC@BSA. Basic medium used in this conventional protocol
can modify the tyrosine and arginine residues, thought to be
responsible for the esterase activity of BSA,56,57 causing
disruption of H bonds and electrostatic interactions, leading
to the loss in helicity. On the other hand, synthesis of Ag18@
BSA involves only the capture and encapsulation of Ag clusters
from solution and retains the structural integrity as well the
bioactivity of the protein. This improved bioactivity is
supported by studies using Ag13@Lf as well. Lf possesses
several enzymatic activities; among them, phosphatase activity
was monitored in a similar way for native Lf and the Ag13@Lf.
The cluster showed 90% catalytic activity (Figure S13).

■ CONCLUSIONS
We introduced a new protocol to synthesize red luminescent
protein-protected clusters using preformed clusters as the
metal source. Internalization of the silver clusters released in
solution from nonluminescent phosphine-protected precursor
cluster by the protein was manifested in the change of the
luminescence of the solution. The presence of an 18 Ag atom
core associated with each protein molecule in the final cluster
was identified through MALDI MS, and the mechanism of
formation was elucidated from time-dependent mass spectra. A
higher degree of structural intactness of the protein in the
formed cluster could be achieved by this protocol. This
resulted in the addition of extra functionality to the proteins
while the inherent bioactivity is retained, addressing a major
problem associated with the conventional method of synthesis.
The clusters were found to be excellent luminescent probes for
cancer cell imaging. The combination of stable yet sensitive
luminescence of the clusters formed inside minimal structurally
altered and functionally active proteins is expected to aid in the
further development of biomedical applications of such
clusters.
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