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Abstract: The study of intrinsically disordered proteins (IDPs)
by NMR often suffers from highly overlapped resonances that
prevent unambiguous chemical-shift assignments, and data
analysis that relies on well-separated resonances. We present
a covalent paramagnetic lanthanide-binding tag (LBT) for
increasing the chemical-shift dispersion and facilitating the
chemical-shift assignment of challenging, repeat-containing
IDPs. Linkage of the DOTA-based LBT to a cysteine residue
induces pseudo-contact shifts (PCS) for resonances more than
20 residues from the spin-labeling site. This leads to increased
chemical-shift dispersion and decreased signal overlap, thereby
greatly facilitating chemical-shift assignment. This approach is
applicable to IDPs of varying sizes and complexity, and is
particularly helpful for repeat-containing IDPs and low-
complexity regions. This results in improved efficiency for
IDP analysis and binding studies.

The well-established structure–function paradigm has been
challenged by the discovery of intrinsically disordered func-
tional proteins (IDPs).[1] Although lacking stable secondary
or tertiary structure elements, this large class of proteins plays
a crucial role in various cellular processes.[2] It is suggested

that about 40% of all proteins have disordered regions of 40
or more residues, with many proteins existing solely in the
unfolded state.[3]

NMR spectroscopy is a well-suited method for studying
the residual structure, dynamics, and interactions of IDPs with
atomic resolution under near-native conditions.[4] The key
step for these studies is the assignment of NMR resonances,
which is particularly challenging for IDPs owing to poor
chemical-shift dispersion, which results in severe spectral
overlap. This is due to a lack of well-defined hydrogen bonds
and a missing hydrophobic core with aromatic contribu-
tions.[5] To reduce spectral overlap, several approaches have
been proposed. In the “divide and conquer” approach,
chemical-shift assignments of shorter constructs obtained by
standard NMR experiments are transferred to the full-length
protein.[6] To assign chemical shifts of full-length unstructured
proteins, experiments have been proposed that make use of
the favorable relaxation properties of IDPs in high-dimen-
sional experiments (up to 7D).[7] These experiments reduce
resonance overlap and can potentially provide unambiguous
chemical-shift assignments. An alternative strategy is the
direct detection of heteronuclei, using the beneficial chem-
ical-shift dispersion of 13C[8] or the increased resolution of
direct detection of 15N.[9] These approaches can be imple-
mented easily with nonuniform sampling combined with non-
Fourier signal processing methods and fast-pulsing techniques
in order to reduce measurement time.[10]

Nevertheless, even providing that complete chemical-shift
assignments can be obtained, missing chemical-shift disper-
sion in 2D NMR experiments complicates standard NMR
approaches, including chemical-shift perturbation mapping of
protein–ligand interactions and studies of protein dynamics.
In particular, unstructured low-complexity regions display
strong signal overlap due to their lack of sequence variation
and repetitive nature.[11]

Herein, we present a simple and straightforward approach
to increase the chemical-shift dispersion of NMR resonances
of an IDP and facilitate NMR chemical-shift assignment
when using standard methods. Our approach is based on the
introduction of a rigid lanthanide-chelating tag at a cysteine
site. We demonstrate that this leads to enhanced chemical-
shift dispersion through a pseudo-contact chemical shift
(PCS) contribution for resonances up to 26 residues from
the tagging site.

A large number of paramagnetic tags have been devel-
oped to exploit their effects on biomolecules.[12] Lanthanides
have been found to be particularly useful because the
variations in their susceptibility tensors allow tuning of the
desired effects through choosing a particular lanthanide.[13]
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Cyclic polyamines have been shown to provide high lantha-
nide binding affinities with reasonable rigidity to minimize
conformational averaging of the observed paramagnetic
effects. Nevertheless, some tags can adopt different isomers
after complex formation, which leads to the observation of
multiple NMR signals. Various chemical modifications have
been suggested to control the isomerization of the chelate.[14]

We decided to use a DOTA-M8 ytterbium tag, here
denoted as Yb-M8 (DOTA = 1,4,7,10-tetraazacyclodode-
cane-1,4,7,10-tetraacetic acid).[15] This lanthanide chelator
has the advantage of being rigid, which strongly increases
the magnitude of the PCS. For most lanthanide ions, the Ln-
M8 tag shows two different conformations, which leads to
a doubling of resonances. In contrast, ytterbium was shown to
populate mainly one observable conformation.[16] Further-
more, ytterbium causes moderate PCS and reasonable
relaxation-enhancement effects, such that all residues close
to the tagging site can still be observed.

To demonstrate the suitability of our approach we used
the intrinsically disordered arginine-glycine-glycine (RGG)-
repeat-rich C-terminal region of the protein “fused in
sarcoma” (FUS, residues 454–526). FUS is a nuclear DNA/
RNA-binding protein that is the pathological hallmark
protein in abnormal cytoplasmic and nuclear inclusions in
some cases of frontotemporal lobar degeneration (FTLD)
and amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS).[17] It contains two
structured nucleotide-binding domains and several disor-
dered regions. The disordered C-terminal RGG-rich region
has been identified as an arginine methylation site that is
involved in nuclear transport and the formation of stress
granules.[18] This region harbors key interaction sites for
several ligands, including the nuclear import factor trans-
portin-1 and G-quadruplex RNAs.[18, 19] The 36-residue RGG-
rich region (472–505) contains 18 glycines and 10 arginines
(Figure S1a in the Supporting Information) and lacks stable
secondary structure. The NMR chemical shifts are challeng-
ing to assign because most of the 1H, 15N, and 13C resonances
show severe overlap. By using a conventional NMR chemical-
shift assignment approach, we were able to unambiguously
assign only a small fraction of the 1H and 15N backbone
resonances (16 out of 36). To enhance the chemical-shift
dispersion of this region, we generated two single-point
cysteine mutants (D470C and D502C) at the N-terminal and
C-terminal site of the RGG region and covalently attached
the M8 lanthanide-binding tags.

We found that this tag is still rigid enough when bound to
the IDP to generate substantial PCS effects. Figure 1a
displays the effect of the lanthanide tag on the 1H15N-
HSQC spectrum of FUS. A large PCS effect can be observed
in the surrounding resonances up to a maximum shift of
2.0 ppm in the amide 1H dimension (Figure 1b). Chemical-
shift changes were detected for a number of amide resonances
and a difference of 0.014 ppm was found for Gly496, which is
26 residues away from the labeled Cys470, corresponding to
half of the full-width half-maximum of the peak (0.029 ppm in
the 1H dimension). For position 470, the PCS effect was
strongest for the C-terminal part of the sequence and showed
chemical-shift changes inversely proportional to distance
from the labeled cysteine residue. In contrast, for position

502, the PCS was higher for the N-terminal region, meaning
that for both tags, the PCS was stronger towards the center of
the protein sequence and decayed more rapidly towards the
termini. This highlights the sensitivity of the introduced tag to
intrinsic protein dynamics. As a control, a diamagnetic sample
was prepared by using the lutetium-bound version of the tag
positioned at C470. This tag yielded only small chemical shift
changes in neighboring residues in the 1H15N spectra (Fig-
ure S2), which demonstrates that the observed effects origi-
nate from the paramagnetic ytterbium.

Remote backbone residues and aromatic side chains
(Figure S3) remain unaffected. After introducing the Yb-M8

Figure 1. Spectral changes induced by the Yb-M8 tag for FUS.
a) 1H15N-HSQC spectra of the reference (blue) and the Yb-M8-labeled
(D470C magenta, D502C orange) spectrum of FUS(454–526). Each
protein concentration is 200 mm and data were acquired with the same
experimental time (8 scans, 128 complex data points, 1 s interscan
delay) on a 900 MHz NMR spectrometer. b) 1H chemical-shift differ-
ences of assigned residues between the two spectra. Peaks that could
only be assigned in the Yb-M8-labeled samples are marked. Reference
chemical shifts for these residues were determined by using an online
prediction tool that performs sequence, temperature, and pH correc-
tion.[21] Proline positions are marked with P.
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tag, the high dispersion allowed assignment of the shifted
residues using standard CBCA(CO)NH and HNCACB NMR
experiments (Figure S1b).[20] The favorable relaxation proper-
ties of the introduced tag also allowed observation of the Ca/
Cb Cys470 and Cys502 resonances (Figure S1b). To further
quantify the effect of the Yb-M8 tag on the relaxation
properties of FUS, we recorded longitudinal (R1) and trans-
verse (R2 or R11) amide proton and nitrogen relaxation rates
for the Yb-M8-labeled and unlabeled protein (Figure S4).
The relaxation rates were increased close to the tagging site
(i.e. up to a 3.25 times higher proton R2 for G469 next to
C470), and unaffected for residues with increasing distance
from the tag, as expected for a non-interfering modification.
This shows that high-quality NMR spectra can be obtained for
the Yb-M8 tag even for residues close to the tagging site,
which are often not available when using other paramagnetic
tags.

To further test the general applicability of the M8-tag, we
attached the Yb-M8 label to the unstructured N-terminal
region of Lymphoid enhancer-binding factor 1 (Lef-1, resi-
dues 1–101), a key transcription factor of the WNT-signaling
pathway. The N-terminal site includes a low-complexity
region with 8 consecutive glycine residues (ranging from
residues 6 to 13) that appear in a single cluster in the 1H15N-
HSQC spectrum and are unassignable using conventional
techniques. After attachment of the Yb-M8 tag to the native
cysteine, all of the glycine residues are well separated and can
easily be assigned. Figure 2 a shows an overlay of the 1H15N-
HSQC for the reference and Yb-M8-labeled samples. The
histogram (Figure 2b) shows the 1H chemical-shift differ-
ences; the largest chemical shift change was observed for
Cys18 (1.2 ppm). There are two proline residues close to the
label at positions i@3 and i + 7, which clearly reduced the PCS
of the neighboring residues through cis–trans racemization.
Interestingly, although the N-terminal PCS are all positive, as
observed for both FUS mutants, the C-terminal resonances
show negative PCS values. The diamagnetic Lu-M8-tagged
sample showed only small changes in the close vicinity of the
labeled cysteine residue (Figure S5). Again, R1 and R2

15N
relaxation data (Figure S6) and chemical-shift positions of
remote residues do not indicate any additional intramolecular
changes in the dynamic behavior of the protein. For the Lef-
1 sample, peaks outside the low-complexity region are better
resolved than in the FUS spectra. Direct comparison of the
1H15N-HSQC peak intensities shows that the proximal
resonances (residues 14–26, with the Yb-M8 tag attached to
Cys18) display a reduced intensity (Figure S7). The lowest
intensity found is about 25% of the unlabeled tag, which
highlights the tolerable paramagnetic relaxation enhance-
ment (PRE) effect of the Yb-M8 label.

Introduction of the Yb-M8 tag is a general approach that
can alleviate the problem of chemical-shift degeneracy in
IDPs, and in repeat regions in particular. To demonstrate the
practicability of our approach, we titrated the D470C Yb-M8-
labeled version of FUS with a biological interaction partner,
the 110 kDa nuclear import protein transportin-1. So far, only
the interaction with the C-terminal domain of FUS has been
structurally characterized,[22] but recent findings have sug-
gested a role of the preceding RGG-rich region.[18, 23] The

introduction of the tag allowed observation of spectral
changes of this repetitive protein sequence with single-residue
resolution. This region has previously been too overlapped for
unique assignments, but now it could be demonstrated that
the RGG-rich region is involved in transportin-1 interaction
(Figure S8).

Although cysteine residues are typically underrepre-
sented in unstructured protein regions, they can easily be
engineered into the protein sequence so that the tag can be
incorporated at the site of interest.[24] If necessary, multiple
sites can be mutated and tagged to resolve longer protein
sequences. The enhanced chemical-shift dispersion greatly
simplifies the NMR studies of both protein interactions and

Figure 2. Spectral changes induced by the Yb-M8 tag for Lef-1(1–101).
a) 1H15N-HSQC spectra of the reference (blue) and the Yb-M8-labeled
(pink) sample. Each protein concentration is 200 mm and data were
acquired with the same experimental time (8 scans, 128 complex data
points, 1 s inter-scan delay) on a 900 MHz NMR spectrometer.
Residues marked with (*) are part of a protease cleavage site (see the
Supporting Information). b) Absolute values of 1H chemical-shift differ-
ences of assigned residues between the two spectra. Peaks that could
only be assigned in the Yb-M8-labeled samples are marked. Proline
positions are marked with P.
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dynamics when the Yb-M8 tag is attached. In particular for
studying protein–ligand interactions, the 1/r3 long-range
distance dependence of the PCS effect is of great benefit.
Clearly, and as for any other commonly used tag, it must be
ensured that introduction of the Yb-M8 tag does not interfere
with native protein interactions. Nevertheless, the Yb-M8 tag
is highly polar and water soluble compared to the frequently
used hydrophobic aminoxyl tags.[12, 25] In summary, we present
a simple and straightforward approach to resolve severe
chemical-shift overlap in disordered proteins by exploiting
the substantial PCS induced by the ytterbium-M8 tag. The
enhanced chemical-shift dispersion and long-range PCS
effects provide a well-suited starting point for studying the
protein–ligand interactions and dynamics of IDPs by NMR.
Given that IDPs represent a large fraction of the proteome,
are often rich in repeat regions, and act as key interaction
hubs with cofactors, our approach will greatly facilitate
resolution of the molecular mechanisms of these intricate,
highly biologically relevant interaction networks.
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W. Koźmiński, Prog. Nucl. Magn. Reson. Spectrosc. 2015, 90 – 91,
49 – 73; f) M. Mobli, J. C. Hoch, Prog. Nucl. Magn. Reson.
Spectrosc. 2014, 83, 21 – 41.

[11] a) A. Coletta, J. W. Pinney, D. Y. W. Sol&s, J. Marsh, S. R.
Pettifer, T. K. Attwood, BMC Syst. Biol. 2010, 4, 43; b) B.
Kumari, R. Kumar, M. Kumar, Mol. BioSyst. 2015, 11, 585 – 594.

[12] C. Gçbl, T. Madl, B. Simon, M. Sattler, Prog. Nucl. Magn. Reson.
Spectrosc. 2014, 80, 26 – 63.

[13] G. Otting, Annu. Rev. Biophys. 2010, 39, 387 – 405.
[14] a) B. Graham, C. T. Loh, J. D. Swarbrick, P. Ung, J. Shin, H. Yagi,

X. Jia, S. Chhabra, N. Barlow, G. Pintacuda, T. Huber, G. Otting,
Bioconjugate Chem. 2011, 22, 2118 – 2125; b) M. D. Vlasie, C.
Comuzzi, A. M. C. H. van den Nieuwendijk, M. PrudÞncio, M.
Overhand, M. Ubbink, Chem. Eur. J. 2007, 13, 1715 – 1723;
c) P. H. J. Keizers, A. Saragliadis, Y. Hiruma, M. Overhand, M.
Ubbink, J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2008, 130, 14802 – 14812.

[15] D. H-ussinger, J.-r. Huang, S. Grzesiek, J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2009,
131, 14761 – 14767.

[16] A. C. L. Opina, M. Strickland, Y.-S. Lee, N. Tjandra, R.
Andrew Byrd, R. E. Swenson, O. Vasalatiy, Dalton Trans. 2016,
45, 4673 – 4687.

[17] E. Bentmann, C. Haass, D. Dormann, FEBS J. 2013, 280, 4348 –
4370.

[18] D. Dormann, T. Madl, C. F. Valori, E. Bentmann, S. Tahirovic, C.
Abou-Ajram, E. Kremmer, O. Ansorge, I. R. A. Mackenzie, M.
Neumann, C. Haass, EMBO J. 2012, 31, 4258 – 4275.

[19] N. Vasilyev, A. Polonskaia, J. C. Darnell, R. B. Darnell, D. J.
Patel, A. Serganov, Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 2015, 112, E5391.

Angewandte
ChemieCommunications

14850 www.angewandte.org T 2016 The Authors. Published by Wiley-VCH Verlag GmbH & Co. KGaA, Weinheim Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 2016, 55, 14847 –14851

http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nrm1589
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nrm1589
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/cr400695p
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/cr400695p
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/cr400525m
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/cr400713r
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0968-0004(02)02169-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.pnmrs.2011.10.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.pnmrs.2011.10.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/cr030403s
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/cr030403s
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/molecules180910802
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/cr400688u
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/cr400688u
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ja003760i
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.1000034
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.1000034
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10858-012-9613-x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ja105657f
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ja105657f
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10858-014-9867-6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10858-014-9867-6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10858-010-9465-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10858-010-9465-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ja037077i
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ja037077i
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10858-013-9704-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10858-013-9704-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/iub.1045
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/iub.1045
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ja0582206
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ja0582206
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/cmr.a.20109
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10858-011-9580-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/cphc.200900133
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/cphc.200900133
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ja072564+
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ja072564+
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0504818102
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0504818102
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.pnmrs.2015.07.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.pnmrs.2015.07.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.pnmrs.2014.09.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.pnmrs.2014.09.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1752-0509-4-43
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C4MB00425F
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.pnmrs.2014.05.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.pnmrs.2014.05.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1146/annurev.biophys.093008.131321
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/bc200353c
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/chem.200600916
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ja8054832
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C5DT03210E
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C5DT03210E
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/febs.12287
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/febs.12287
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/emboj.2012.261
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1515737112
http://www.angewandte.org


[20] S. Grzesiek, A. Bax, J. Magn. Reson. 1992, 99, 201 – 207.
[21] National Institutes of Health, NIDDK, http://spin.niddk.nih.

gov/bax/nmrserver/Poulsen_rc_CS (accessed January 14, 2016).
[22] Z. C. Zhang, Y. M. Chook, Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 2012, 109,

12017 – 12021.
[23] M. Su#rez-Calvet, M. Neumann, T. Arzberger, C. Abou-Ajram,

E. Funk, H. Hartmann, D. Edbauer, E. Kremmer, C. Gçbl, M.
Resch, B. Bourgeois, T. Madl, S. Reber, D. Jutzi, M.-D. Ruepp,
I. R. A. Mackenzie, O. Ansorge, D. Dormann, C. Haass, Acta
Neuropathol. 2016, 131, 587 – 604.

[24] R. M. Williams, Z. Obradović, V. Mathura, W. Braun, E. C.
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