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Abstract

Designed ankyrin repeat proteins (DARPins) have been developed into a robust and
versatile scaffold for binding proteins. High-affinity binders are routinely selected
by ribosome display and phage display. DARPins have entered clinical trials and
have found numerous uses in research, due to their high stability and robust
folding, allowing many new molecular formats. We summarize the DARPin proper-
ties and highlight some biomedical applications. Protocols are given for labeling
with dyes and polyethylene glycol, for quantitatively measuring binding to cell
surface receptors by kinetics and thermodynamics, and for exploiting new engi-
neering opportunities from using “click chemistry” with nonnatural amino acids.

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. Background

To embark on developing a new protein scaffold class as a general binding
module, there has to be a strong motivation, especially when carried out
in a laboratory with a long-standing focus on antibody engineering and
technology (Glockshuber ef al., 1990; Skerra and Pliickthun, 1988). As the
designed ankyrin repeat protein (DARPin) technology was developed in an
academic setting (Binz et al., 2003; Forrer et al., 2003), the driving force was
the desire to create a scaffold with superior technological properties.

Through the design of a fully synthetic antibody library (Knappik ef al.,
2000) and the development of ribosome display (Hanes and Pliickthun,
1997; Hanes et al., 1998), which incorporates affinity maturation and
directed evolution directly in the workflow, the basic operation of both
natural antibody generation and somatic mutation had been replicated in
the laboratory. Ironically, the antibody molecule was then no longer
needed, and the technology had become independent of its roots. From
extensive experiments with the engineering of antibodies and their frag-
ments (Worn and Pliickthun, 2001), it had become evident that the mole-
cules themselves contain some technical limitations.

Today, recombinant antibody scFv or Fab fragments are usually converted
back to an IgG for therapeutic applications (Pliickthun and Moroney, 2005),
and the biophysical properties (or “developability”) of a particular antibody
are an important consideration. When using the antibody fragments in
more ambitious formats (as fusions to other aggregation-prone proteins, in
multimers, or in the absence of disulfide bonds), the limitations in their
biophysical properties become even more apparent.
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1.2. Properties of repeat proteins

Repeat proteins appeared very attractive as a choice for a general binding
protein. Repeat proteins (Kobe and Kajava, 2000) contain modules, whose
number can be chosen freely, which stack up on each other to create a rigid
protein domain. They have diftferent architectures, but within one family,
they use modules of almost identical structure but with individual surfaces to
specifically bind their target. After engineering work on the repeat proteins
had started (Binz et al., 2003; Forrer et al., 2003; Stumpp et al., 2003), the
discovery that jawless vertebrates use an adaptive immune system made of
leucine-rich repeat proteins (Pancer ef al., 2004) came as a surprising
validation of the concept.

Repeat proteins seem to follow rules which can be derived from bio-
physical considerations: a large interaction surface is usually a prerequisite
for tight binding. Such a binding interface should be rigid, in order to not
lose entropy upon binding, which would otherwise decrease the overall
achievable binding free energy (equivalent to a loss in affinity). Also, the
surface should be modular and thus “patches” should be individually
exchangeable or modifiable by affinity maturation. Furthermore, the pro-
tein should also not require disulfides, to have the option of expressing it in
the bacterial cytoplasm, and to later introduce unique cysteines for site-
specific coupling with drugs, fluorescent labels, or polyethylene glycol
(PEG), just to name a few.

1.3. Properties of DARPins

Ankyrin repeat proteins (Bork, 1993; Li et al., 2006) are built from tightly
joined repeats of usually 33 amino acid residues. Each repeat forms a structural
unit consisting of a B-turn followed by two antiparallel a-helices (Fig. 5.1),
and up to 29 consecutive repeats can be found in a single protein (Walker
et al., 2000). Yet, ankyrin repeat domains usually consist of four to six repeats,
which stack onto each other, leading to a right-handed solenoid structure
with a continuous hydrophobic core and a large solvent accessible surface
(Kobe and Kajava, 2000; Sedgwick and Smerdon, 1999).

We exploited the huge available sequence information of the repeats
within the protein family (different protein variants each with several
repeats) by using a “consensus’ strategy (Forrer et al., 2004). The underlying
assumption is that residues important for maintaining the fold will be more
conserved and thus show up prominently in an alignment, while residues
involved in interactions of individual members of the protein family with
their specific target will not be conserved. The ankyrin repeats seem to
belong to one predominant single family, such that consensus design is
comparatively straightforward.

The repeat modules are held together by a hydrophobic interface, and
thus the first (N-capping repeat or N-cap) and last repeat (C-capping repeat
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A
N-terminal capping AR
al o2
MRGSHHHHHHGSDLGKKLLEAARAGQDDEVRITMANGADVNAX

Designed AR module
Bt al a2

DXXGxTPLHLAAXXGHLE IVEVLLKzZGADVNAX

C-terminal capping AR
Bt al a2
QDRFGKTAFDIS IDNGNEDLAR ILQ

Figure 5.1 DARPin modules and typical DARPin 3D Structure. (A) Sequences of the
N-terminal capping ankyrin repeat (AR), the designed AR module, and the C-terminal
capping AR. The secondary structure elements are indicated above the sequences. The
designed AR module consists of 26 defined framework residues, 6 randomized potential
interaction residues (red x, any of the 20 natural amino acids except cysteine, glycine, or
proline), and 1 randomized framework residue (z, any of the amino acids asparagine,
histidine, or tyrosine). The designed AR module was derived via sequence and structure
consensus analyses. (B) Schematic representation of the library generation of designed
AR proteins (DARPins). Note that this assembly is represented on the protein level,
whereas the real library assembly is on the DNA level. By assembling an N-terminal
capping AR (green, left), varying numbers of the designed AR module (blue, middle),
and a C-terminal capping AR (cyan, right), combinatorial libraries of DARPins of
different repeat numbers were generated (side chains of the randomized potential inter-
action residues are shown in stick-mode in red). (C) Ribbon representation of the
selected MBP binding DARPin oft7 (colors as in B). This binder is derived from a library
consisting of an N-terminal capping AR, three designed AR modules, and a C-terminal
capping AR. Figure reproduced from Binz et al. (2004).
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or C-cap) have to be special and need to present a hydrophilic outside
surface exposed to the solvent. In the original design, both caps were taken
from a natural protein (Binz ef al., 2003). More recently, this C-cap has been
redesigned, based on molecular dynamics calculations, to make it more
similar to the consensus, and it has been experimentally verified that the
new C-cap is indeed much more resistant against thermal and denaturant-
induced unfolding (Interlandi ef al., 2008). Crystallography (Kramer ef al.,
2010) and NMR (Wetzel et al., 2010) show that this is due to better packing
of the C-cap against the internal repeats.

The “full-consensus” DARPins, where all the residues are chosen
from consensus considerations, show remarkable properties. They express
very well in Escherichia coli as soluble monomers, their stability increases
with length, and those with more than three internal repeats are
resistant to denaturation by boiling or guanidine hydrochloride. Full
denaturation requires high temperature in 5M guanidine hydrochloride
(Wetzel et al., 2008). Hydrogen/deuterium exchange experiments of
DARPins with two and three internal repeats indicate that this
high stability of the full-consensus ankyrin repeat proteins is due to the
strong coupling between repeats. Some amide protons require more than a
year to exchange at 37°C (Wetzel ef al., 2010), highlighting the extraor-
dinary stability of the proteins. The location of these very slowly
exchanging protons indicates a very stable core structure in the DARPins
that combines hydrophobic shielding with favorable electrostatic
interactions.

We can consider these full-consensus DARPins as the hypothetical diver-
sification point of a library (even though, historically, the library had been
constructed first; Binz ef al., 2003). Thus, when diverging from a point of
extremely high stability, many changes in the protein, necessary for function
but potentially detrimental to stability, can be tolerated, and the outcome
is still a very good protein. It appears that the experimental results confirm
this hypothesis (see e.g., Binz et al., 2003, 2006; Kohl et al., 2003; Wetzel
et al., 2008).

A second reason, besides stability, for basing the DARPin library on a
consensus ankyrin, as opposed to a particular naturally occurring ankyrin,
was to make the library modules self~compatible (Binz et al., 2003)
(Fig. 5.1A and B) such that they can be assembled in any order. Such a
designed repeat library module comprises fixed and variable positions. The
fixed positions mainly reflect conserved framework positions, while the six
variable positions mainly reflect nonconserved surface-exposed residues
that can be potentially engaged in interactions with the target, as they are
located on the target-binding (concave) face. The theoretical diversities of
the DARPin libraries are 5.2x 10" or 3.8x 10> for two- or tree-module
binders, respectively, and the actual sizes of the libraries are equal to the
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number of different molecules present. We can estimate them as 10'?
in ribosome display (Pliickthun, 2011) and 10" in phage display (Steiner
et al., 2008).

1.4. Selection technologies for DARPin libraries

DARPins have been selected from the synthetic libraries by ribosome
display and phage display. Ribosome display is a potent in vitro method to
select and evolve proteins or peptides from a naive library with very high
diversity to bind to any chosen target of interest (Hanes and Pliickthun,
1997; Hanes et al., 1998, 2000a; Mattheakis et al., 1994). A key feature of
ribosome display, in contradistinction to most other selection technologies,
is that it incorporates PCR into the procedure and thus allows a convenient
incorporation of a diversification (“randomization”) step. Thereby, ribo-
some display allows refinement and affinity maturation not only of preex-
isting binders (Dreier et al., 2011; Hanes et al., 2000b; Luginbiihl ef al., 2006;
Zahnd et al., 2007b) but also of the whole pool during selection from
a complex library, if desired. It appears that, as the DARPins fold very
well, also in cell free translation, binders are enriched somewhat faster than
binders from a comparable scFv ribosome display library (Dreier and
Pliickthun, 2010; Hanes et al., 2000a).

Using ribosome display, DARPins have been evolved to bind various
targets with affinities all the way down to the picomolar range (Amstutz et al.,
2005; Binz et al., 2004; Dreier et al., 2011; Huber et al., 2007; Schweizer et al.,
2007; Veesler et al., 2009; Zahnd et al., 2006, 2007b). The theoretical
considerations for designing efficient off-rate selection experiments were
recently summarized (Zahnd et al., 2010a).

DAR Pins have also been selected by phage display. In filamentous phage
display using fusions to the minor coat protein g3p, the protein of interest
is first produced as a membrane-bound intermediate, with the domains
of interest secreted to the E. coli periplasm but remaining still attached to
the inner membrane. The g3p fusion is then taken up by the extruding
phage. As DARPins fold very fast in the cytoplasm (Wetzel ef al., 2008),
they fold before they can be transported across the membrane via the
posttranslational Sec system, the normal way of secreting E. coli proteins.
Thus, very low display rates would be observed using Sec-dependent signal
sequences. However, E. coli has another secretion system, the signal recog-
nition particle (SRP) dependent one, which is essentially cotranslational
(Bibi, 2011; Fekkes and Driessen, 1999). Using phagemids with SRP-
dependent signal sequences, phage display selection of DARPins leads to
enrichment just as fast as phage display of slow folding proteins, for example,
scFv fragments, using Sec-dependent phage display (Steiner ef al., 2006).
Binders with subnanomolar K}, could be obtained from the phage display
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library without affinity maturation for a variety of targets (Steiner et al.,
2008). For completeness, we also mention that previous attempts to achieve
functional display of g3p fusions via the Tat route have proven unsuccessful
(Droge et al., 2006; Nangola et al., 2010; Paschke and Hohne, 2005), as the
full-length p3 protein may itself be incompatible with the Tat system.
However, a truncated version of p3 can support Tat-mediated phage display
(Speck et al., 2011).

1.5. DARPins as pure proteins

Most DAR Pins express well in E. coli in soluble form constituting up to 30%
of total cellular protein (up to 200mg per 11 of shake flask culture), and
in the fermenter, multigram quantities per liter culture can be achieved
(www.molecularpartners.com). Purification is thus straightforward, and for
laboratory use, IMAC purification is the standard method used (Binz ef al.,
2004). Usually, in the initial research, only few milligrams are needed, and
thus the extreme overloading of an IMAC column of small capacity leads
to very pure protein in a single step, as most E. coli contaminants are thereby
competed out.

Additional purification steps are of course required when the protein is
derivatized (e.g., with PEG, or fluorescent dyes) (see Section 3). For animal
experiments, still higher purity is needed and absence of endotoxins needs
to be secured, requiring additional washing steps and chromatography for
endotoxin removal (Section 3.13).

Not only the full-consensus DARPin molecules but also most library
members showed high thermodynamic stability during unfolding induced
by heat or denaturants (Binz et al., 2004; Kohl ef al., 2003) and can be
brought to very high protein concentrations.

2. AppLICATIONS OF DARPINS

2.1. DARPins in diagnostics

DARPins have been tested for their suitability in quantitative immunohis-
tochemistry (Theurillat et al., 2010), which requires high specificity in
complex tissue. A DARPIn specific for epidermal growth factor receptor
2 (HER2) with picomolar affinity was compared to an FDA-approved
rabbit monoclonal antibody in paraffin-embedded tissue sections in tissue
microarrays. HER2 gene amplification status is an important criterion
to determine the optimal therapy in breast cancer. As an external reference,
the HER2 amplification status was determined by fluorescence in situ
hybridization. It was found that the DARPin detects a positive HER2
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amplification status with similar sensitivity and significantly higher specific-
ity than the FDA-approved antibody (Theurillat ef al., 2010). Thus, DAR-
Pins have the desired specificity characteristics for diagnostic pathology.

2.2. DARPins in tumor targeting

High affinity and specificity for a tumor cell marker is necessary but not
sufficient for successful tumor targeting. Another very important issue is the
quantitative enrichment at the tumor site. This, in turn, depends on
the molecular format. Using DARPins, the influence of aftinity and size
on the efficiency of targeting was systematically investigated. DAR Pins are
very small (molecular weight, MW 15-18kDa) yet can easily be PEGylated
(see Sections 3.3 and 3.8). For a DARPin conjugated to a PEG molecule
with a nominal MW of 20kDa, the hydrodynamic properties correspond to
a MW of about 250-350kDa (Chapman, 2002; Kubetzko ef al., 2005), and
thus the effect of tumor targeting over a large size range could be studied.
Furthermore, different point mutants binding to the same epitope of HER 2
were available from the directed evolution by ribosome display, spanning
affinities from 280nM to 90pM.

These studies showed (Zahnd ef al., 2010Db) that there are fwo parameter
regions for efficient tumor accumulation. Perhaps at first somewhat unex-
pected, unmodified small DARPins were found to accumulate rather well,
directly proportional to affinity, with 8% ID/g after 24h for a 90-pM binder
in an SK-OV-3 subcutaneous mouse xenograft model. No evidence for a
barrier effect was observed. The small DARPins were cleared from the
blood extremely rapidly such that very high tumor to blood ratios (60:1)
were measured. For bivalent DARPins (measured avidity on cells: 10pM,
see Section 3.12 for the methodology), a lower accumulation in the tumor
was seen than for the monovalent counterpart (which already had a K90
pM), suggesting that smaller size is more important than very high avidity.
Similarly, fusing a nonbinding DARPIn to the anti-HER2 DARPin (Kp
remains about 90pM) gave the same lowered uptake compared to the single-
domain DARPin. This lower uptake value is consistent with similar num-
bers obtained for antibody scFv fragments in the same tumor model (Adams
et al., 1993; Willuda et al., 2001), and scFv fragments have the same MW as
the DARPin—DARPin fusions. Thus, a very small MW seems to be a
virtue, provided affinity is picomolar, thereby defining the first parameter
set for efficient tumor accumulation.

The second parameter region of high tumor accumulation was found
with PEGylated DARPins. The PEGylated DARPins accumulated more
slowly and even better (13% ID/g after 24h), and as might be expected
from their larger size, their blood clearance was much slower, leading to
smaller tumor to blood ratios. Interestingly, the importance of affinity was
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diminished, with the DARPin of Kp=90pM not showing a great advantage
over the one with Kp=1nM.

How can we rationalize these data? First, it should be emphasized that
they are in excellent agreement with elegant modeling studies of Wittrup
and colleagues (Schmidt and Wittrup, 2009; Thurber ef al., 2008), which
have independently lead to very similar conclusions. If a very pronounced
dependence of extravasation on MW is assumed, and that its MW cutoft is
lower than that of renal filtration, then a molecule of intermediate MW
would be filtered through the kidney, but would still not extravasate well.
However, a molecule of small MW needs to bind to its receptor on the
tumor very tightly, or it will be washed out rapidly. This affinity require-
ment is not as strong for very large, PEGylated molecules, which reside in
the serum for much longer times. In contrast, medium sized molecules (such
as scFv fragments) are still being cleared rapidly through the kidney, without
reaching the tumor fast enough, because of their slower extravasation.

A series of elegant studies on quantifying tumor accumulation of mono-
and multivalent scFv fragments have been reported, which have been
summarized to suggest that very high affinity is disadvantageous for tumor
targeting (Adams et al., 2001). It should be noted, however, that in these
investigations, iodine was used as a label which is removed by dehalogenases
upon internalization. Thus, a higher affinity or avidity leading to more
internalization will lead to less remaining label in the tumor (Rudnick
et al., 2011). In contrast, Zahnd et al. (2010b) used a residualizing
Tc label, which will not be removed and will thus be counted, no matter
whether the protein has become internalized or whether it remains on
the surface. It is thus important to point out that the affinity optimum
may be different for proteins that deliver a cargo to the cell (affinity should
be as high as possible) versus those that should remain on the surface (there is
an affinity optimum).

2.3. Approaches to targeted tumor therapy

DARPins have been used as targeting proteins in preclinical tumor models.
Two examples, both using the epithelial cell adhesion molecule (EpCAM)
as the target, shall be mentioned to illustrate the potential of DAR Pins.
EpCAM is a homophilic cell adhesion molecule of 39—42kDa, consisting of
an extracellular domain with an epidermal growth factor- and a human
thyroglobulin-like domain, and a short cytoplasmic domain (Trzpis ef al.,
2007; van der Gun et al., 2010). Its processing by regulated intramembrane
proteolysis releases a cytoplasmic tail that activates the Wnt signaling path-
way and induces transcription of c-myc and cyclins. EpCAM is an attractive
tumor-associated target, as it is expressed at low levels on basolateral cell
surfaces of some normal epithelia, while high levels of homogeneously
distributed EpCAM are detectable on cells of epithelial tumors. Recently,
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EpCAM was also identified as a marker of cancer-initiating cells (Trzpis
et al., 2007; van der Gun et al., 2010). The favorable properties of EpCAM
for cancer therapy are currently exploited in phase II clinical trials with
a scFv-exotoxin A (ETA) immunotoxin (Biggers and Scheinfeld, 2008;
Di Paolo et al., 2003; Hussain et al., 2006, 2007), which we developed
previously (Di Paolo ef al., 2003).

There has been a lot of interest in attempting to employ small-interfering
RNA (siRNA) for tumor control, but specific delivery to tumors and
efficient cellular uptake of nucleic acids remain major challenges for gene-
targeted cancer therapies. An anti-EpCAM DARPin was used as a carrier
for siRINA complementary to the bcl-2 mRNA, a pro-apoptotic factor
(Winkler et al., 2009). To achieve complexation, the DARPin was geneti-
cally fused to protamine, and about 4-5 molecules siRINA could be bound
per protamine.

Bivalent binders with a C-terminal leucine zipper (leading to a tail-
to-tail fusion) lead to an avidity gain, while head-to-tail fusions (fused via a
gly-ser linker) did not, suggesting that the former may have better matched
the geometry of EpCAM on the cell (Winkler ef al., 2009). For all tested
constructs (but best for the leucine-zipper constructs), a decrease in bcl-
2 expression was observed at the mRNA and the protein level; this resulted
in a significant sensitization of EpCAM-positive MCF-7 cells toward
doxorubicin. Indeed, this sensitization was not observed in EpCAM-
negative cells, indicating that siRINA uptake is receptor dependent
(Winkler et al., 2009).

Another EpCAM-specific DARPin was produced as a fusion toxin with
Pseudomonas aeruginosa ET A and expressed in the cytoplasm of E. coli (Martin-
Killias ef al., 2011; Stefan et al., 2011) (cf. Section 3.13). While the DARPins
have no cysteines, the disulfides in the toxin part formed spontaneously, and
the protein was monomeric, yielding up to 90mg after purification from 11 of
culture from a simple E. coli shake flask. The DARPin—ETA fusion was
highly cytotoxic against various EpCAM-positive tumor cell lines with
IC5( values less than 0.005pM. This effect was competed by free DARPin,
but not by unspecific DARPins. Upon systemic administration in athymic
mice, the DARPIin—ETA fusion efficiently localized to EpCAM-positive
tumors to achieve maximum accumulation 48—72h after injection, whereas
an irrelevant control fusion toxin did not accumulate. Tumor targeting with
the DARPin—ETA resulted in a strong antitumor response in mice bearing
two different EpCAM-positive tumor xenografts, including complete regres-
sions in some animals (Martin-Killias et al., 2011). Thus, DARPin—ETA
tusions deserve attention for clinical development.

While these examples have illustrated the possibility of using DARPins
for the delivery of a payload to a tumor, the facile engineering of DAR Pins
might also be exploited to create a multivalent DARPin with biological
activity by itself; using either cross-linking on the same cell or between cells.
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2.4. DARPins for viral retargeting

The facile engineering of DAR Pins, undoubtedly due to their robust folding
in various fusion formats, has also been used in viral retargeting. Adenoviruses
(Ads) are a family of nonenveloped viruses which contain a double-stranded
DNA genome, and they have been developed as prototypes of gene vectors
for gene therapy (Amalfitano and Parks, 2002), genetic immunizations
(Sullivan et al., 2003), and molecular-genetic imaging (Yeh et al., 2011).
Many studies have been reported to alter the native tropism of the virus to
make Ad-mediated transgene delivery to desired cell targets both more
efficient and target specific. Most studies focused on modifications of one of
the major components of the Ad capsid, the fiber protein (Nicklin ef al.,
2005). Ideally, this change in virus tropism should be achieved with technol-
ogy that can realistically be scaled up and be applicable to any cell surface
receptor. For this purpose, a strategy was developed with a bispecific adapter
which can be produced in E. coli (Dreier ef al., 2011). In its most efficient
form, it consists of four DARPins in tandem, three of which bind and wrap
around the trimeric knob domain at the distal end of the protruding Ad fibers
(while also blocking binding to the natural receptor CAR), while the fourth
DARPin binds to the cellular target of interest. This strategy was tested with a
HER2-binding DARPin. The adaptors showed a significant increase in cell-
specific transduction, measured by luciferase activity (Dreier ef al., 2011). This
new strategy of altering the natural tropism of Ad5 with rationally designed
adapters holds great promise for future developments in gene therapy.

While the Ad genome remains episomal, lentiviral vectors lead to stable
integration and transgene expression in nondividing cells. Again, the chal-
lenge is to achieve cell-specific retargeting by recognition of a specific
surface antigen. Cell entry is dependent on two viral glycoproteins, hemag-
glutinin (H) and fusion protein (F), for example, in measles virus (MV)
(Yanagi et al., 2006). By using lentiviral vectors expressing MV-H and
MV-F, and specifically creating a variety of fusions MV-H to HER2-
specific DARPins, infection of HER2 expressing cells could be obtained
(Miinch et al.,, 2011). Al H-DARPin fusion proteins were efficiently
expressed on the cell surface and incorporated into lentiviral vectors at a
more uniform rate than scFvs, perhaps because of the more robust folding
within the fusion protein. The vectors only transduced HER2-positive
cells, while HER 2-negative cells remained untransduced. Highest titers
were observed with one particular anti-HER2 DARPin binding to the
membrane distal domain of HER2. When these DARPin-carrying viral
vectors were applied in vivo systemically in a mouse tumor xenograft model,
exclusive gene expression was observed in HER2 positive tumor tissue,
while control vectors mainly transduced cells in spleen and liver (Miinch
et al., 2011). Thus, DARPins are a promising route to engineer the
specificity of lentiviral vectors for therapy.
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2.5. DARPins in other approaches

We will only mention briefly other approaches of potential therapeutic
significance. For example, DAR Pins have been selected to bind to IgE or its
receptor FceRIa (Baumann ef al., 2010; Eggel et al., 2009, 2011). DAR Pins
have also been selected against several kinases (Amstutz et al., 2005, 2006;
Bandeiras et al., 2008), and this may provide the basis for novel sensor
systems to be able to follow internal signaling events, to monitor the success
of therapeutic agents. It can be expected that the broad formatting options
of DARPins will be advantageous for future developments.

2.6. DARPins in the clinic

DAR Pins with very high affinity have been selected against vascular endo-
thelial growth factor VEGF (www.molecularpartners.com) and were devel-
oped for intraocular formulation. They have entered two clinical phase 1/11
trials in two ocular indications, wet age-related macular degeneration (wet
AMD) (clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/show/NCT01086761) and diabetic macular
edema (clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/show/NCT01042678).

At the time of writing, first data from the wet AMD trial are released
(Wolfetal., 2011), a phase 1/11, open-label, noncontrolled, multicentre trial.
The clinical study with DARPin MP0112 assessed the safety and preliminary
efficacy measured by visual acuity, fluorescein angiography, and color fundus
photography during 16 weeks. MP0112 is an extremely potent VEGF inhib-
itor and, because of its superior biophysical properties, can be concentrated
to extremely high molar concentrations, and shows a long ocular half-life.
It is suggested from these studies that dosing frequency in patients may be
reduced three to fourfold, compared to current standard therapy with
ranibizumab (Lucentis), an anti-VEGF Fab fragment. DARPin MP0112
was found safe and well tolerated. DARPin MPO0112 represents a very
promising new anti-VEGF treatment option with potential in various retinal
diseases. It is a direct demonstration how the biophysical properties of the
protein translate to benefit for the patient.

3. PrRoTtocoLS FOR DARPINS IN BIOMEDICAL
APPLICATIONS

The selection of DARPins from libraries using ribosome display
(Dreier and Pliickthun, 2011; Zahnd et al., 2007a) or phage display
(Steiner et al., 2008) as well as their straightforward biochemical characteri-
zation (Binz et al., 2003, 2004) have been described elsewhere. Thus, we
will concentrate on methods for coupling DARPins with fluorescent labels
and PEG, using both conventional coupling reactions and the introduction
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of nonnatural amino acids for the use of “click chemistry.” We then describe
the use of the labeled proteins for quantitating their binding on cells using
kinetic methods. Finally, we describe the expression of DARPin—toxin
fusion proteins.

3.1. Stoichiometric cysteine labeling with maleimide-coupled
fluorescent probes

By design, DARPins do not have any cysteine residues. Using site-directed
mutagenesis, a cysteine is typically inserted in front or just behind the
unstructured N-terminal RGSHg tag, or at the C-terminus of the DARPin,
without affecting the stability or affinity (Fig. 5.1C).

For quantitative labeling with a maleimide-containing fluorophore, any
disulfides that may have spontaneously formed need to be first reduced to
free thiols. The reduction and the subsequent coupling reactions are there-
fore performed in a nitrogen atmosphere in a glove box to avoid reoxidation
of the free thiols, which is a prerequisite to approximate quantitative yields.
The following protocol describes the batch reaction for preparing 1mg
stoichiometrically labeled DARPin. DARPins, which are expressed and
purified by Ni-NTA as described before (Binz ef al., 2004), are diluted in
500l of degassed Tris-buffered saline (TBS; 25mM Tris(hydroxymethyl)-
aminomethane (Tris), 150mM sodium chloride, pH 7.5) to a concentration
of 100puM. A 50mM stock solution of Tris(2-carboxyethyl)phosphine
(TCEP-HCI, Thermo Fisher Scientific) is freshly prepared in water (it
will have a pH of ca. pH 2.5) and needs to be neutralized by the addition
of potassium hydroxide. While thiol-containing reductants (such as dithio-
threitol or B-mercaptoethanol) need to be separated before coupling, low
concentrations of TCEP hardly interfere with the coupling reaction of small
fluorophores (Getz et al., 1999), and a twofold molar excess of fresh TCEP
over protein is sufficient to completely reduce all cysteine residues in 30min
at room temperature at the concentrations specified.

Alexa Fluor-488-C5-maleimide (Invitrogen) is dissolved in dimethyl-
formamide (DMF) (10mg/ml) by sonication and can be stored over months
at —80°C. About 7l of this solution is subsequently added in a twofold
molar excess to the protein solution (100puM, 500ul), and the coupling is
performed for 1h at room temperature.

All subsequent purification steps are carried out under normal atmo-
sphere while the labeled protein is constantly protected from light. The
reaction mix is desalted on a NAP-5 bench top column (GE Healthcare) in
phosphate-buftered saline (PBS) pH 7.1 to remove more than 98% of the
unreacted Alexa Fluor-488 dye.

Alexa Fluor-488 and other small dyes, which introduce an additional
negative charge to the labeled conjugate, are suitable for achieving separation
of the conjugate from the wunlabeled DARPin by ion exchange



114 Rastislav Tamaskovic et al.

chromatography (IEX). For separation of labeling products, a Mono-Q 5/50
GL column (GE Healthcare), equilibrated with Bufter A (50mM Tris—HCI,
pH 8.3, 10mM NaCl), is used and all labeling species are loaded until the initial
salt peak has been eluted. For a DARPin of unknown elution behavior, a
linear elution gradient of Buffer B (50mM Tris—HCI, pH 8.3, 1M NaCl) is
applied over 1h. Once the elution behavior of the labeled DARPin is known,
the gradient can be replaced by an optimized step gradient. The elution is
monitored by the absorbance at 280nm for the DARPin and 495nm for the
Alexa Fluor-488 dye, and fractions of 500ul are collected on an AKTA
Explorer FPLC instrument (GE Healthcare). The unlabeled DARPin, with
a high 280 nm and no detectable 495nm absorbance, elutes first and is
followed by the labeled DARPin, which shows high absorbance at both
wavelengths.

Peak fractions of the labeled species are pooled and, after desalting, the
labeling efficiency is measured in a spectrophotometer by determining
the molar ratio of Alexa Fluor-488 to DARPin within the conjugate,
[Alexa,gg]/[DARPIn], where

Asos Asgo — (Ages X 0.11
[Alexaygg] = ———=—  and [DARPin] = —> (Asos )
EAlexa@495 EDARPin

Here, €ajexa@a495 1s the molar absorbance (=71,000) of the dye at 495nm
(where the protein absorption is negligible) and €paprpin i1s the molar
absorbance of at the DARPin at 280nm. The term A495%x0.11 is the
absorbance of the dye at 280nm, which is calculated from its absorbance
measured at 495nm.

For DARPins with few aromatic residues, the Alexa Fluor-488 dye
may contribute much of the absorbance at 280nm, and consequently, the
labeling efficiency is difficult to determine. Thus, an alternative method is to
resolve the labeled fraction by electrophoresis on a 20% sodium dodecyl
sulfate polyacrylamide gel (SDS-PAGE). DARPins labeled with Alexa
Fluor-488 will shift toward higher mass and can be identified with a
fluorescence camera, while the ratio of labeled to unlabeled form of the
protein can be estimated by staining with Coomassie Brilliant Blue.

3.2. Stoichiometric N-terminal labeling with
succinimidyl-ester coupled fluorescent probes

To circumvent the need for cysteine mutagenesis, DARPins can also be
selectively labeled at the N-terminal amino group. Because of the favorable
orientation of the N-cap of a DARPin (Fig. 5.1C), an N-terminally cou-
pled fluorophore is unlikely to interfere with the binding properties of the
DARPin. The acylation of primary amines occurs essentially through the
nonprotonated form and is thus dependent on the respective pK, value.
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While the N-terminal amine has a pK, of 8, the &-amino group of a fully
exposed lysine side chain has a pK, of 10.5 (even though buried ones can be
significantly lower). There are typically several lysine residues in the protein
and their combined reaction with the dye is thus significant even at lower
pH. Therefore, reaction conditions (time, pH, and excess of dye) must be
set to favor selectivity of the N-terminal amino group labeling and not the
yield of the conjugate.

Purified DARPin is diluted to a concentration of 100puM in 500 ul PBS,
pH 7.1. Alexa Fluor-488 carboxylic acid succinimidyl ester (Invitrogen),
dissolved in DMF, is added in a threefold molar excess over protein and the
coupling reaction is incubated for 80min at room temperature. The cou-
pling reaction is terminated by rebuffering in TBS on a NAP-5 column.

Monolabeled DARPins (which will be predominantly labeled at the
N-terminus) can be purified, similar to cysteine-labeled DAR Pins, by anion
exchange chromatography (Section 3.1). The elution profile is monitored
at 280 and 495 nm and will show multiple peaks. The most prominent peak
is likely to represent the N-terminally labeled fraction, while the other
peaks correspond to different lysine-labeled species. Unlabeled, monola-
beled, and multiply labeled protein can be distinguished based on the ratio
of Asgy and Ayos.

If the assignment of the N-terminally labeled fraction is not unambigu-
ous, a deliberate labeling at higher pH may further help to distinguish
between the N-terminal and the lysine-labeled DARPin conjugates. For
this purpose, all amines of the DARPin are coupled at pH 8.1 and the
products are analyzed analogously by IEX. In the chromatogram overlay
of both reactions, the relative amount of N-terminally labeled DARPin is
diminished at pH 8.1, while all lysine-labeled DARPin fractions will
increase. Exact sequence information of the DARPin modifications can be
obtained by analyzing the fractions by means of peptide fragmentation on
tandem MS/MS mass spectrometry.

3.3. Quantitative PEGylation of DARPins

Large polymeric moieties such as coupled PEG may interfere with binding
of DARPIns to their epitopes, but only if their attachment point is very
close to the paratope. Thus, the coupling of PEG must be site-specific and
the attachment point must be remote. In this case, no effect on the off-rate
should be found, and only a small effect on the on-rate, for reasons
established elsewhere (Kubetzko et al., 2005).

The covalent coupling of maleimide-functionalized PEG to cysteine
residues is the most convenient method for site-specific PEGylation. In
contrast to small fluorophores, the reactivity of functionalized PEG decreases
with higher concentrations and higher MW of the polymer due to the
increasing viscosity of the reaction mix.
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Here, we provide a protocol for reacting DARPins in solution with
a 40-kDa, 2-branched maleimide-PEG, (SUNBRIGHT GL2-400MA,
NOF Corporation). The DARPin is purified according to Binz et al.
(2004) and diluted to a concentration of 200pM in 2.5ml degassed PBS,
pH 7.1.

The maleimide coupling is performed under oxygen-free conditions in a
glove box with a nitrogen or argon atmosphere, analogously to the cysteine
labeling with fluorophores (Section 3.1). For the PEGylation of DARPins,
DTT instead of TCEP is used as reducing agent, due to the straightforward
removal of DTT by desalting on a bench top column, which may be ineffi-
cient for TCEP (Shafer et al., 2000). While low concentrations of TCEP do
not significantly hinder the coupling of small dyes (Section 3.1), TCEP
measurably affects the rate of the PEGylation reaction, and at long reaction
times, side reactions can occur.

A 1M stock solution of DTT is prepared freshly in degassed H,O right
before use, and 12.5ul of DTT stock solution is added to the protein
solution (200puM, 2.5ml), vortexed, and incubated for 1h at room temper-
ature. Meanwhile, a PD-10 gravity-flow column (GE Healthcare) is equili-
brated with degassed and N,-flushed PBS, pH 7.1. DTT is removed from
the protein by elution with 3.5ml PBS pH 7.1. A twofold molar excess of a
freshly prepared solution of maleimide-PEG is added directly into the
reaction mix, and coupling is performed for 4h at room temperature.

All following steps are carried out again in normal atmosphere. Free
PEG and uncoupled DARPIns can be efficiently removed from PEGy-
lated DAR Pins by anion exchange chromatography. An AKTA Explorer
FPLC system equipped with a Mono-Q 5/50 GL column is suitable to
purify a total of up to 20mg PEGylated DARPin per run. The reaction
mix is diluted threefold to reduce ionic strength and loaded on the Mono-
Q column equilibrated in Bufter A (50mM Tris—HCI, pH 8.3, 10mM
NaCl), and the reaction mix is loaded. After unbound PEG has eluted in
the flow through, a linear salt gradient of Bufter B (50mM Tris—HCI, pH
8.3, 1M NaCl) is applied over 1h to efficiently separate the reaction
products. The absorbance profile is monitored at 280nm for DARPin,
and fractions of 500l are collected. Due to charge shielding or the steric
interference of PEG with the DARPin-column interaction, the PEGylated
DARPins will elute before the non-PEGylated DAR Pins from the Mono-Q
column. For identification of the different reaction products, the collected
fractions are resolved on a 12% SDS-PAGE and stained with Coomassie
Brilliant Blue and, optionally, with barium iodide solution for visualization of
PEG (Kurtiirst, 1992). The PEG-coupled DARPin run at a higher MW than
the calculated one of the conjugate. On gel filtration, they even show a
hydrodynamic radius corresponding to an apparent MW of about 300,000 Da
(Chapman, 2002; Kubetzko et al., 2005).
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As the Tris buffer used in the IEX purification is toxic, it needs to be
exchanged prior to in vivo applications. Therefore, PEGylated DAR Pins are
rebuftered in PBS pH 7.4 by size exclusion chromatography on an FPLC
system equipped with a Superdex200 10/300 GL column (GE Healthcare).

3.4. Introduction to “Click chemistry”

The azide-alkyne Huisgen cycloaddition (“Click chemistry”) offers an
orthogonal coupling reaction that does not interfere with functionalities
present in proteins (Fig. 5.2). The formation of triazole can be catalyzed by
Cu(l) (Deiters et al., 2004; Wang et al., 2003) or by the use of a strained
alkyne (Debets et al., 2010). This strategy especially allows the additional use
of a cysteine residue to directionally couple two different ligands site-
specifically (e.g., PEG, and a radioligand or fluorophore). This approach
does require, however, the introduction of either an alkyne or an azido
functionality into the protein by the use of nonnatural amino acids. The
group of D. Tirrell has shown that the methionine analogs azidohomoalanine
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Figure 5.2 (A) Amino acid analogs which can be incorporated as a methionine analog
in E. coli. (B) Azide-alkyne Huisgen cycloaddition (“click chemistry”) of an azidoho-
moalanine residue, incorporated instead of the initiator methionine (the sole Met in the
protein), with aza-dibenzocyclooctyne (DBCO), which is available coupled to poly-
ethylene glycol (PEG).
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(Aha) or homopropargylglycine (Hpg) can be incorporated in recombinant
proteins in E. coli in high yields by the use of a Met auxotroph strain (Kiick
et al., 2002; Teeuwen et al., 2009).

DARPins are ideal proteins for the N-terminal modification with
methionine analogs in vivo as only few (mostly only one) internal methio-
nines are present in the protein backbone. The single methionine present in
the N-cap is not required and can be routinely exchanged (Simon et al.,
2012). The initiator Met, which is not cleaved in front of the subsequent
Arg (of the RGSHg tag), is thus the only position where a clickable
methionine analog will be incorporated. If a unique Met is desired at
another position, the choice of a small second amino acid (Ala, Gly, Ser)
leads to efficient cleavage of the initiator Met (Wang ef al., 2008).

3.5. Expression of “clickable” DARPins

DARPins can be conveniently labeled with the unnatural amino acids Aha
or Hpg using a metabolic incorporation strategy. In a first step, the methio-
nine in the conserved N-cap of the DARPins at Elzosition 34 can be
exchanged for leucine using universal Quikchange'™ (Stratagene, La
Jolla, USA) primers without altering the biochemical properties of the
DARPin molecule. The resulting M34L DARPin mutant is subcloned
into a vector containing the lacl gene under the stronger lacI! promoter
control and transformed into the methionine auxotroph E. coli B-strain
B834 DE3 (F ompT hsdSg (rgmp) gal dem met (DE3)) (Novagen) for expres-
sion. An overnight culture is used to inoculate 2X YT medium supplemen-
ted with 1% glucose and 100 pg/ml ampicillin at an ODgg of 0.1. Cells are
cultivated for 2-3h at 37°C with agitation. Once an optical density of 1.0—
1.2 is reached, the expression cultures are centrifuged (5000 g, 10min, 4°
C) and the cells washed thoroughly for three times using ice-cold 0.9%
NaCl solution by resuspension with a pipette in order to deplete all extra-
cellular methionine. The cells are constantly cooled on ice to stop further
cell growth during the wash procedure. Finally, the cells are reinoculated in
M9 minimal medium (SelenoMethionine Medium Base plus Nutrient Mix
[a nutrient mix with 19 amino acids], Molecular Dimensions Ltd., UK),
containing 100 pg/ml ampicillin, and are supplemented further with Hpg
(Chiralix, Nijmegen, Netherlands) or Aha (Bapeks, Riga, Latvia) (40mg/1)
from a sterile filtered stock solution. The expression cultures are incubated
for 15min at 30°C in a shaker in order to additionally deplete all intracellu-
lar methionine pools of E. coli. The cells are subsequently induced using
1mM isopropyl-p-D-thio-galactopyranoside (IPTG) and incubated for 4h
at 30°C for expression of “clickable” DAR Pins. Finally, all cells are pelleted
by centrifugation, resuspended in PBS, and pelleted again. The resulting
pellets are snap-frozen and stored at —80°C.
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3.6. IMAC purification of “clickable” DARPins

The pellets are thawed on ice with HBS_W butfter (50mM Hepes, 150mM
NaCl, 20mM imidazole, pH 8.0) supplemented with 2mg/1 lysozyme and
lysed for 3—4 times using a French® pressure cell press (Aminco) at 1200 psi.
The lysate is centrifuged (28,000 x g, 4°C, 1h) and the supernatants are
applied on pre-packed bench top Ni-NTA immobilized metal ion affinity
chromatography (IMAC) columns (Qiagen). The proteins are washed with
20 column volumes (CV) of HBS_LS (50mM Hepes, 20mM NaCl, 20mM
imidazole, pH 8.0) followed by HBS_HS (50mM Hepes, 1M NaCl, 20
mM imidazole, pH 8.0) washes for 20 CV. Next, the IMAC columns are
again washed with HBS_W (see above, 10 CVs) and the proteins are eluted
using PBS_E (PBS, 300mM imidazole, pH 7.4). The fractions are quanti-
fied using a Nanodrop spectrophotometer (Thermo Scientific). The pro-
teins are thoroughly dialyzed against PBS overnight, aliquoted, snap-frozen,
and stored for “click”-labeling. Usual protein yields are 25-30mg DAR Pin
per liter expression culture depending on the clone and expression time
after induction.

3.7. Analysis of “clickable” DARPins

Incorporation of the nonnatural amino acids Aha or Hpg can be analyzed
using N-terminal protein sequencing (Edman degradation). Briefly,
5-15pl of the protein sample is diluted in 100pul 0.1% TFA and loaded
on a Prosorb Sample Preparation Cartridge (ABI), washed two times with
0.1% TFA, and transferred onto a PVDF membrane. The N-terminal
amino acid composition is then analyzed using a PROCISE cLC 492
device. The nonnatural amino acids appear as new peaks that cannot
be assigned to methionine: Whereas methionine gives a maximum signal
at a retention time of 17.5min, the maximum of either Hpg or Aha is
approximately 16min. Only very low amounts of methionine, in the noise
range, can be detected after successful incorporation of the nonnatural
amino acids.

The “clickable” DARPins can in addition be quantified via amino acid
hydrolysis using the AccQ Tag Ultra kit (Waters). Ten microliters of the
protein sample is dried followed by a vapor phase hydrolysis in 6 M HCI for
24h at 110°C under argon. The dry sample is taken up in 50pl borate buffer
and 10pl are derivatized according to the manufacturer’s recommendations,
and the amino acids are separated on a UPLC system (Waters). Additionally,
norvaline is taken as an internal standard and transferrin as a control protein.
The analysis normally reveals no methionine present in the “clickable”
DARPins after hydrolysis as a result of the substitution by the methionine
surrogates.
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3.8. Site-specific PEGylation of DARPins using Cu-free
“click chemistry”

PEGylation of DARPins at the N-terminus is performed by using aza-
dibenzocyclooctyne (DBCO)-PEG-20kDa (Click Chemistry Tools) for
Cu-free labeling (Debets et al., 2010). “Clickable” azido-DARPins (con-
taining an N-terminal Aha) (100uM in PBS) are mixed with two- to
threefold molar excess of DBCO-PEG-20kDa from a 5mM DBCO-
PEG-20kDa stock in PBS. At these concentrations, after 3—4h at room
temperature or overnight at 4°C (without the necessity of agitation), the
yield reaches about 70-80% (Fig. 5.3). Increasing the temperature leads to
increased reaction rates. The maximal yield after extended reaction times
(48h at room temperature) is usually about 85%, where the residual non-
PEGylated 15% can be assigned to DARPin molecules whose N-terminal
methionine substitute Aha has been posttranslationally cleaved off by the
E. coli methionine aminopeptidase in vivo (Wang ef al., 2008), as detected by
N-terminal sequencing.

The reaction is not depending on particular bufters, can be performed in a
broad pH range, and can even be used in combination with buffers contain-
ing imidazole from the elution of IMAC purification straight away. The
PEGylated product is detected as a band shift of the DARPins using 15%
SDS-PAGE as described above for the cys-maleimide PEGylation.

3.9. Purification of “click” PEGylated DARPins

Anion exchange is used to separate PEGylated from non-PEGylated DAR -
Pins and free DBCO-PEG (Seely and Richey, 2001), as described for the
cys-maleimide PEGylation (Section 3.3). In order to reduce viscosity and
ionic strength, the proteins are diluted in Buffer A (50mM Hepes, 20mM
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Figure 5.3 Time course of the Cu(l)-independent “click reaction”: reaction of a
DARPin containing an N-terminal Aha with DBCO-PEG-20kDa (15% SDS-PAGE,
stained with Coomassie Brilliant Blue).
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NaCl, pH 8.5) and loaded on a MonoQ 5/10 column (GE Healthcare)
connected to a pre-equilibrated AKTA Explorer FPLC system (GE Health-
care). The proteins are eluted using a linear gradient of Buffer B (50mM
Hepes, 1 M NaCl, pH 8.5). Whereas the non-PEGylated DAR Pins remain
bound to the anion exchange column, the PEGylated DARPins are eluted
early as a result of the covalent attachment of PEG and can be quantitatively
eluted at lower salt concentrations as described elsewhere (Seely and
Richey, 2001). Using this method, unreacted DBCO-PEG-20kDa is
eluted in the flow through and can thus be separated from the proteins.
The fractions containing the PEGylated DARPins are pooled and desalted
or dialyzed against PBS for further use.

3.10. Measurement of DARPin binding affinity to whole cells

Frequently, DARPins binding to surface receptors have been obtained
by selection to the purified receptor, and thus it is important to deter-
mine the affinity to the receptor in the natural context on intact viable
cells. Binding might be influenced by the local membrane environment,
the accessibility of particular epitopes, and posttranslational modifications
of the receptors.

Unfortunately, there are technical challenges with many methods when
applying them to viable cells. The most common method, the measurement
of equilibrium binding of radioactively labeled ligand by radioimmunoas-
say, has a large experimental error because of the high number of washing
steps and the difficulty in discriminating between intact cells and damaged
cells with permeable membranes. We therefore elaborated methodology
based on fluorescence-activated cell sorting (FACS). By gating on forward
and side scatter, we can selectively measure binding to live cells.

To obtain correct values for ligand binding parameters from surface recep-
tors such as HER 2, internalization has to be minimized. We thus routinely
preincubate the cells with 0.1% sodium azide (blocking ATP-driven endocy-
tosis) for 30min at 37°C before incubating with DARPins and have
this concentration of sodium azide present during all steps. It was found
that by this means, >95% inhibition of HER2 internalization is achieved
while keeping reasonable viability of BT474 cells. Under these conditions,
DARPins completely dissociate over time, with almost no fluorescence
remaining associated with the cells after extended time. However, it has to
be noted that the efficient inhibition of internalization could be highly cell-
type- and receptor dependent. For other cell lines or receptor—ligand sys-
tems, different classes of inhibitors of endocytosis, for example, monodansyl
cadaverine, phenylarsine oxide, chlorpromazine, amantadine, monensin, or
K" -depletion, may be the preferred choice (Vercauteren et al., 2010). It is
therefore recommended to define the most suitable conditions for suppres-
sion of endocytosis in every particular experimental setup.
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3.11. Determination of the dissociation constant by
equilibrium titration on cells

Equilibrium titration experiments can in principle be used to quantify the
number of receptors on the cell surface as well as for determination of ligand
affinity. It should be noted, however, that this method is limited to Kp
values in the nanomolar range and cannot be used for tighter-binding
ligands (see Section 3.12).

Since reaching equilibrium is a prerequisite for the accurate determina-
tion of dissociation constants, it is important that incubation with the
labeled ligand proceeds for a sufficient period of time, which may range
from a few minutes to several hours, depending on ligand affinity, temper-
ature, and analyte concentration. In a typical equilibrium titration experi-
ment, cells (e.g., BT474 or SKOV3 overexpressing the HER 2 receptor) are
incubated at concentration of 1x10°cells/ml with the labeled ligand, for
example, DARPin-Alexa Fluor-488 conjugates, at concentration varying
from 50pM to 100nM at room temperature for 1h or longer, if required
(Fig. 5.4). The incubation is maintained under conditions with minimized
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Figure 5.4 Equilibrium titration of cellular receptors with labeled ligands. Simulated
data of mean fluorescent intensity are shown according to Eq. (5.2), as they are typically
obtained when measuring binding of a fluorescently labeled DARPin by FACS. It can be
seen that a reliable determination of Kp by curve fitting is only possible for affinities
weaker than 1nM, otherwise the curves become practically identical (independent of Kp),
especially when considering scatter in the data. Conversely, with high-affinity data, the
equivalence point allows precise determination of the receptor concentration (insert,
vertical line indicating the equivalence point). When the number of cells is known, the
receptor number per cell is directly obtained.
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receptor internalization in PBS containing 1% (w/v) BSA and 0.1% (w/v)
sodium azide (abbreviated PBSBA). For each concentration point, a 1-ml
cell-DARPin suspension is subjected to FACS analysis on the FL1 detector
(530720 band pass filter) of an appropriate instrument equipped with a
488-nm argon laser. Before measurements, the cells are briefly washed once
with ice-cold PBS to suppress the background arising from the unspecific
binding of labeled ligand. If necessary, control samples are preincubated with
100-fold excess of unlabeled DARPins, and the recorded values are subse-
quently subtracted from total binding to correct for unspecific background.

The data are usually analyzed by nonlinear regression to a simplified
binding isotherm:

L

MFI = MFI maxm
D

(5.1)

where MFI is the measured mean fluorescence intensity (corrected for the
background), MFI,,,,, the background-corrected plateau value corresponding
to saturated receptors, [L] the concentration of the labeled ligand, and K, the
dissociation constant to be determined. Equation (5.1) does not take ligand
depletion into account, which occurs with tightly binding ligands at stoichio-
metric ratios with receptor. A more accurate version is the following equation

MFI =

MFImax [ [R] + [L] + Kp R]+ [L] + Kp\°
s (bl (L

(5.2)

where the variables are as in Eq. (5.1), and [R] is the molar concentration of
receptor. The value MFI,,./[Cl,.x 18 @ proportionality constant deter-
mined from the fit, relating the maximal response to the maximal concen-
tration of receptor—ligand complex C.

It has to be noted that determinations of dissociation constants by
equilibrium titration possesses some inherent limitations. For instance, if
the analyte concentration is far above its Kp, only inaccurate affinity
determinations are possible, as the receptor—ligand complexes are saturated
upon titration (Fig. 5.4). For high-affinity binders (Kp below 100pM), this
problem cannot be simply solved by dilution, as the sensitivity limits of most
detection methods will be reached. However, if the ligand affinity is too low
(Kp above 100nM), the rate of dissociation is usually too high for ligand to
remain bound to the receptor during washing steps and analysis. Although
this problem can be mitigated by an indirect measurement setup employing
the unlabeled ligand of interest in combination with a labeled high-affinity
competitor, such a high-affinity binder is often not available. Hence,
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accurate measurements for equilibrium dissociation constant determination
can be obtained with ligand concentrations in the range of the Kp, and
experimental constraints demand that this has to be around 1-100nM.

However, equilibrium titration with labeled ligand can be readily used
to estimate (from the equivalence point in the titration) the total number of
receptors expressed on cells (Zahnd ef al., 2010b). This is possible because
the receptor concentration equals the concentration of the titrating ligand
at the equivalence point of a binding isotherm recorded under conditions
where the molar concentration of both the receptor and the ligand are
sufficiently above the Kp. The situation with Kp<<[R] and Kp>[R] is
shown with simulated data in Fig. 5.4.

3.12. Determination of kinetic parameters of binding on cells

Measuring affinities of picomolar ligands by equilibrium titration is very

inaccurate, inasmuch as for sensitivity reasons it would require ligand

concentrations in the range far above the K value. Thus, it is preferable

to determine the dissociation constant indirectly as the ratio of the dissocia-

tion rate constant and the association rate constant. Also, the knowledge of

these kinetic parameters often contains additional valuable information.
The rate of association, defined as

LSRNy 653
t

where [L] is the DARPin ligand, [R] is the uncomplexed receptor, [C] is
the receptor—ligand complex, and k,,, (in units of M~ 's™ ') is the association
rate constant, can be determined by following the binding of labeled
DARPIn to cells during defined time intervals. The determination of kg,
does require an estimate of the receptor number per cell and knowledge of
the cell number, which is best achieved by titration at high concentrations
(Fig. 5.4, inset). Note that [C] is proportional to MFI (more precisely, the
receptor-specific part of the signal)

The rate of dissociation is defined as

dic] _
- T == koff[c] (54)

where kogis the dissociation rate constant (units of s~ '). At equilibrium, the
sum of both rates is zero, and thus

Kp = ot = (5.5)
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For on-rate determinations, BT474 cells are incubated at a concentra-
tion of 1x10%cells/ml with 2.5, 7.5, and 22.5nM DARPin-Alexa Fluor-
488 conjugates in PBSBA at room temperature for defined time intervals,
ranging from 1 to 60min. For each time point, a 1-ml aliquot of cells is
withdrawn and subjected to FACS. Since the applied concentrations of the
labeled ligand conjugates are very low, and since the time resolution of
the measurement is to be maintained to ensure the accuracy of the on-rate
determination, the samples are processed without further washing. For each
time point, at least 10 intact cells (gated as a uniform population on a FSC/
SSC scatter plot) are counted, and the MFI is recorded. Parameters are fitted
with a monoexponential equation

MFI = MFI max (1 — e %) (5.6)
where kg, is the observed association rate constant, and

kobs = kon’[L] + koff (57)

In an association-type experiment where kg is not immeasurably small,
the increment of MFI combines the ligand binding with the concomitant
ligand dissociation and thus, more precisely, describes the rate of reaching
equilibrium in a given receptor—ligand system. As a consequence, the actual
kon can only be determined in conjunction with the preceding measure-
ment of the dissociation rate constant k.. T}Ipically, the ligands display on-
rate constants in the range of 10°> to 10°M s '. An example of an on-rate
determination experiment is shown in Fig. 5.5A.

To perform oft-rate determinations, the receptors are saturated with
the labeled ligand, which is subsequently allowed to dissociate, and the
amount of remaining cell-bound ligand is repeatedly monitored by FACS
at defined time points, usually spanning the interval from 1min to several
hours, depending on dissociation rate. To prevent rebinding of dissociated
ligand to the free receptor, which would prevent a correct determination
of kg, a large excess (100-fold) of unlabeled ligand should be included in
the reaction, which will block each unoccupied receptor after dissociation
of the labeled ligand. For instance, BT474 cells at a concentration of
1x10°cells/100pl are saturated with 50nM anti-HER2 DARPin-Alexa
Fluor-488 conjugates for 60 min on ice in PBSBA. Thereafter, the cells are
washed extensively (at least three times) with ice-cold PBSBA to remove
unbound labeled DARPin. The cells are then diluted 10-fold to a final
concentration of 1x10°cells/ml in PBSBA and gently agitated at room
temperature for the duration of the measurement. To prevent reassociation
of dissociated DARPin-Alexa Fluor-488 conjugate, an excess of compet-
itor (100nM unlabeled DARPin) must be added. Under these conditions,
complete loss of fluorescence over time should be seen, indicating that
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Figure 5.5 Association and dissociation kinetics of DARPin-Alexa Fluor-488 conju-
gate, binding to HER2 on BT474 cells. The mean fluorescence intensity (MFI), as
recorded by FACS, is monitored as a function of time. (A) The DARPin-HER?2
association is monitored at three DARPin-Alexa Fluor-488 concentrations as indicated.
The association rate constant is evaluated with Eqs. (5.6) and (5.7). (B) DARPin
dissociation of BT474 cells preloaded with DARPin-Alexa Fluor-488 after dilution in
fresh buffer in the presence of unlabeled competitor DARPin. The dissociation rate
constant is evaluated with Eq. (5.8). The Kp, is determined with Eq. (5.5).

both rebinding and receptor internalization have been successfully pre-

vented. Before FACS measurements, the cells are briefly washed once

with ice-cold PBS. A typical dissociation experiment is shown in Fig. 5.5B.
Collected data are fitted with the following equation

MEFI = (MFI max — MFI)e % (5.8)

where MFI,,,,, is the initial value, and MFI, is the plateau value after long
dissociation.
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In principle, the experiment can be carried out also in the reverse
fashion, by preincubating the cells (1x10°cells/100pl) with 50nM unla-
beled DARPin. Upon washing cells three times to remove unbound
DARPIns, the dissociation is started by competing with 100nM of Alexa
Fluor-488-conjugated DARPin. In this case, the dissociation of the unla-
beled DARPin is measured by the increase of fluorescence, as dissociation
is much slower than the very rapid association of the labeled DARPin
under these conditions. Irrespective of experimental setup, the dissociation
rates for potent receptor-binding DARPins are typically in the range of
107°=107>s™ .

3.13. Expression and purification of DARPin—toxin fusion
proteins

Potential applications for DARPins include the targeted delivery of protein
toxins (Martin-Killias et al., 2011). P. aeruginosa ETA (Siegall et al., 1989) has
been widely used for this purpose. The DARPin replaces the natural
N-terminal domain of the toxin, which mediates binding to the o, macro-
globulin receptor. DARPins are fused via a 12-amino acid linker (GSGy), to
the 40-kDa truncated form of ETA»5,_¢0sKDEL (ETA”), which was cloned
as described (Di Paolo et al., 2003; Wels et al., 1992). ETA” comprises
residues Glu252—Pro608 (numbering of the mature protein), fused to a
C-terminal Hisg tag followed by KDEL (denoted ETAzs5 40sKDEL or
ETA”). For purification and detection, the construct in addition contains
an MR GS-His, tag at the N-terminus.

The DAR Pin—toxin fusion proteins are expressed in soluble form in the
cytoplasm of E. coli, using a vector derived from pQE30 (Qiagen), but
containing the lac repressor gene under the control of the stronger lacl?
promoter. The DARPin—ETA” fusion proteins are expressed in soluble
form in the E. coli strain BL21 (DE3) (Stratagene). Precultures are grown in
2xYT broth (16g/1 tryptone, 10g/1 yeast extract, 5g/1 NaCl) containing
100 pg/ml ampicillin and 1% glucose, with shaking overnight at 37°C.
Cultures are diluted in Terrific Broth (Tartoff and Hobbs, 1987) (12¢g/1
tryptone, 24g/1 yeast extract, 4ml/1 glycerol, 17mM KH,PO,, and 72mM
K,HPOy) containing 50 pg/ml ampicillin and 0.1% glucose to ODggg 0.1 and
grown at 37°C. Upon reaching ODyq of 1.2, the temperature is reduced to
30°C and recombinant protein production is induced with 1mM IPTG.
Cells are harvested 5h after induction, washed once with TBS,9 (50mM
Tris—HCI, 400mM NaCl, pH 8.0, at 4°C), snap-frozen in liquid N, and
stored at —80°C or used directly for downstream processing.

For purification, the bacteria are resuspended in TBS400_W (50mM
Tris—HCI, pH 7.4, 400mM NaCl, 20mM imidazole) and lysed with a TS
1.1-kW cell disruptor (Constant Systems Ltd.) using a pressure of 35MPa.
The cell lysate is centrifuged (48,000xg, 30min at 4°C) and filtered
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(pore size 0.22 um) prior to purifying the fusion toxins from the supernatant
by a gravity-flow Ni-NTA superflow column (Qiagen). After loading, the
column is washed with 10 CV of low-salt TBS_W (50mM Tris—HCI, pH
7.4, 50mM NaCl, 20mM imidazole) and high-salt TBS_W (50mM Tris—
HCI, pH 7.4, 1 M NaCl, 20mM imidazole) to remove unspecifically bound
material, followed by 10 CV of PBS pH 7.4 containing 20mM imidazole.
DARPin—ETA” is eluted with PBS containing 250mM imidazole and
dialyzed twice against PBS at 4°C. The protein yield after dialysis is up to
90mg/1 of bacterial culture.

For in vivo applications, the DARPin—ETA" fusion toxins are further
purified to eliminate endotoxin. To this end, an additional washing step is
performed during IMAC purification using 150 column volumes PBS
containing 20mM imidazole and 0.1% Triton-X-114, a nonionic detergent
which efficiently solubilizes endotoxin at a temperature below its cloud
point of 23°C (Reichelt et al., 2006; Zimmerman ef al., 2006). Next, the
monomeric fraction of DARPin—ETA” is separated by size exclusion chro-
matography using a Superdex-200 10/300 GL column (GE Healthcare) and
further depleted of residual endotoxin by passages over an EndoTrap Red
affinity column (Hyglos). The final endotoxin content is determined using
the Limulus amebocyte lysate endochrome kit (Charles River).

The DARPin contains no cysteine by design, but the ETA” possesses
two disulfide bonds. As the fusion protein is expressed in the reducing
cytoplasm of E. coli, it is important to verify that proper disulfides have indeed
formed. It is noteworthy that their formation normally proceeds spontane-
ously with excellent yield (Martin-Killias ef al., 2011) (cf. Section 2.3),
presumably by air oxidation.

SS-bond formation can be quantified according to Hansen et al. (2007).
Like in the classic Ellman test (Ellman, 1959), the free thiols of L-cysteine are
detected by incubation for 30min at room temperature with 0.36mM 4,4'-
dithiodipyridine (4-DPS), a reagent which stoichiometrically reacts with free
thiols forming two 4-thiopyridone (4-TP) molecules. The reaction is stopped
by the addition of HCI to a final concentration of 0.2 M. However, unlike
in the classic Ellman test, here 4-TP is assayed by analyzing 20-pl aliquots
by reverse phase HPLC on a 250mm NUCLEOSIL® 120-5C,g column
(Macherey-Nagel), using isocratic elution at a flow rate of 1 ml/min in 50mM
potassium acetate, pH 4.0. Peaks are detected at 324nm.

First, a series of standards from 1 to 133 LM cysteine is prepared in 100 mM
citrate, 0.2mM ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid, and 6 M urea at pH 4.5. The
standard curve can be calculated from the peak integral of the 4-TP peaks.

The protein of interest is treated with 4-DPS in the presence of 8 M urea
to detect the free thiols in the protein. In parallel, the same procedure is
applied to a sample which had been reduced with sodium borohydride
(BH), a strong reducing reagent, to expose all apparent thiols (Hansen et al.,
2007). To avoid pressure buildup in the reduced sample tubes, caused by
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hydrogen development, lids are pierced with a needle. Excess BH is rapidly
and quantitatively removed using 1.8 M HCI, and the lower pH at the same
time preserves the integrity of the thiol groups. It is important to keep the
incubation time in presence 4-DPS identical for the reduced and nonre-
duced samples by adding 4-DPS to both samples at the same time to assure
accuracy. Analysis of DARPin—ETA” typically revealed less than 10% free
thiols, suggesting over 90% correctly formed disulfide bridges.
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