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Polyalanine (polyA) sequences are the simplest polypeptide
sequence to naturally form antiparallel b sheets, and are a key
element in the structure of silk fibers.[1–4] Remarkably, there
are no structures of antiparallel polyA longer than Ala3 that
have been determined at atomic resolution. Therefore, we
performed a systematic analysis of antiparallel polyA by using
X-ray crystallography and solid-state NMR spectroscopy.
PolyA packs into two different arrangements, depending on
the length of the sequence. Short sequences (n = 6 or less)
pack into a rectangular arrangement, as shown by the crystal
structure of Ala4 (Figure 1). In contrast, longer sequences
pack in a staggered arrangement, for which a structure was
derived by using a combination of solid-state NMR spectros-
copy and powder diffraction. Polymorphism is emerging as a
common feature of amyloid fibers,[5,6] and the polymorphism
that is identified here for polyA demonstrates that amyloid is
not unique in this respect.

PolyA sequences of different lengths from Ala3 through
Ala8 and Ala12 were synthesized and crystallized. As has been
shown previously, Ala3 can be crystallized in both parallel and
antiparallel b-sheet structures.[7] However, the longer pep-
tides form only antiparallel structures, as indicated by FTIR
and 13C NMR spectra (Figure 2 and Figure S1 in the Support-
ing Information). Of these peptides, only Ala4 formed single
crystals that were large enough for X-ray diffraction experi-
ments. In the structure of Ala4, the molecules are aligned in
head-to-tail rows with methyl groups arranged alternately
above and below the plane of the sheets (Figure 1). Single
water molecules bridge between adjacent N and C termini.
The strands are packed into a rectangular lattice and form
hydrogen bonds both side-to-side as well as end-to-end. The
end-to-end interactions occur through the bridging water

molecules. We note that this structure differs from an earlier
crystal structure of antiparallel Ala3

[3] and from the standard
and widely quoted model for polyalanine b sheets,[8] which
was derived from fiber diffraction data. In our structure, all of
the Ala residues are in equivalent positions, whereas in the
other structures, there are two alternative locations.

Evidence from solid-state cross-polarization/magic-angle
spinning (CP/MAS) 13C NMR spectra and X-ray powder
diffraction patterns shows that the short, antiparallel polyA
oligomers Ala3, Ala5, and Ala6 have similar crystal structures
to that of Ala4 (Figure 2). In the 13C NMR spectra of Ala3,
Ala5, and Ala6 there is a single central b-carbon signal at d =

20.4 ppm that is surrounded by smaller resonances. The
smaller signals are generated by the carbon atoms at the two
termini. In the spectrum of Ala6 there is also a broad signal at
d = 17 ppm, which is assigned to disordered residues.[9] The X-
ray powder diffraction spectra (Figure 2b) have two prom-
inent peaks: one at 2q = 17.28, which is a result of the 5.16 �
spacing between the Ala planes, and one at 2q = 19.28, which
is a result of the 4.62 � spacing between adjacent chains,
parallel to dimension b of the unit cell. These data demon-
strate that the structure of the Ala4 crystal is also maintained
in microcrystalline samples. This is an important finding,
because it is now clear that amyloid crystals and fibrils can
have different morphologies, even for identical sequences,
which leads to problems in structural analysis.[10, 11]

For Ala7 and higher, both the 13C NMR spectra and X-ray
diffraction data are markedly different from those for short
polyA sequences (Figure 2). The 13C NMR spectra have two

Figure 1. Crystal structure of antiparallel Ala4. Bridging water molecules
are indicated by circles. In this structure the mean f and y dihedral
angles are �1528 and + 1528, respectively. This is a low-energy region
of the Ramachandran plot, but slightly above and to the left of the
standard antiparallel b-sheet region in the conventional representation.
This result is possibly a consequence of the straightness of the chain
in this structure, relative to the twisted b sheet that is normally present
in proteins.[23]
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b-carbon resonances at d = 22.7 ppm and 19.6 ppm. Line
fitting indicates that there is also a third broad signal at
approximately d = 21 ppm, as well as the broad signal at d =

17 ppm, which was detected for Ala6. In the X-ray diffraction
spectra, the second peak shifts to 2q = 20.48, which corre-
sponds to a spacing of 4.35 � between adjacent chains.
Therefore, it is clear that there is also a “long form” packing
arrangement, which is different to the “short form” packing
that is typified by Ala4.

The structure of the long form was investigated by using a
sample of Ala7 in which the b-carbon atom of the central Ala
residue (Ala4) was labeled with 13C. The 13C NMR spectrum
(Figure S2 in the Supporting Information) was identical to
that of the nonlabeled sample, except for the absence of the
broad signal at d = 17 ppm, which confirmed that this signal
arises from disorder in the terminal residue. Treatment of this
sample with trifluoroacetic acid (TFA) resulted in the loss of
the central broad resonance at d = 21 ppm (Figure S2 in the
Supporting Information), which suggests that this signal can
be assigned to a carbon atom in a separate, TFA-labile region.

Further details about the long-form structure were
obtained from a 2D dipolar-assisted rotational resonance
(DARR) spectrum[12] of uniformly 13C-labelled Ala7 (Figure 3
in the Supporting Information). A correlation was detected
between the two signals at d = 22.7 ppm and 19.6 ppm, which

implies that these two 13C nuclei are close together. There was
no correlation to the central broad signal at d = 21 ppm, which
indicates that this carbon atom is not close to the other two.
Therefore, the two resonances at d = 22.7 ppm and 19.6 ppm
can be assigned to ordered Ala residues within the same
crystalline region, rather than a heterogeneous distribution of
conformations along a single chain. The long form must,
therefore, have Ala residues that are located in two different
environments. In contrast, the broad signal at d = 21 ppm is
assigned to a fraction of carbon atoms (ca. 20 % by integra-
tion) that are in a spatially distinct region. We note that this
signal has a very similar chemical shift to the main signal in
the short form. This chemical shift is consistent with an
assignment to carbon atoms that occupy regions of the short
form that are spatially separate from the majority of the
sample. Thus, the NMR spectroscopy data suggest that polyA
sequences longer than Ala6 consist of a major fraction in
which there are two equally populated environments for Ala
residues, together with a minor fraction of the short-form
structure, in which there is only a single Ala environment.

Further information on the long-form structure came
from a rotational echo double resonance (REDOR) spectrum
(Figure 3).[13] This analysis showed that the intermolecular

distance between a 13C b-labeled Ala4 residue in one Ala7

chain and a 15N-labeled Ala5 residue in an adjacent Ala7 chain
is (3.8� 0.1) �. These details allow us to propose a model for
the structure of the long form (Figure 4 b), which is similar to
the standard Arnott model.[8] The main difference in the
structure of the long form relative to the short form is that the
packing of the chains in adjacent planes is staggered rather
than rectangular.

The results presented here show that polyA can adopt two
different crystal forms, depending on the length of the
sequence. The study has three implications. First, the struc-
ture of polyA is crucial for understanding the properties of
silk. Many silks, such as the very strong dragline spider silk,
are thought to derive their strength from the crystalline polyA
regions, which are set within a more elastic, glycine-rich
matrix.[14–16] Different spiders have different lengths of polyA
in their silks, some regions of polyA have six or fewer residues

Figure 2. 13C CP/MAS NMR spectra and X-ray powder diffraction
patterns of Alan oligomers (parallel Ala3 (P) and antiparallel Ala3 (AP)
to Ala12). a) 13C CP/MAS NMR spectra (b-carbon region). The spectra
for Ala6 and longer chains are fitted to two signals (Ala6) or four
signals (all others). The percentages of the different components are
shown. TMS= tetramethylsilane. b) X-ray powder diffraction patterns.
Vertical lines indicate the peak that is sensitive to the packing
arrangement, as discussed in the text.

Figure 3. REDOR plot for determination of the intermolecular distance
between the 13C b-carbon label in the Ala4 residue in one Ala7 molecule
and the 15N label in the Ala5 residue in the neighboring Ala7 molecule.
Ala7 molecules with a 13C-labeled Ala4 residue were surrounded by
other Ala7 molecules with 15N labels in the Ala5 residues (molar ratio
1:3). The reduction in the intensity of the b-carbon signal (*) is shown
as a function of rotor cycle (NcTr). Dashed lines indicate the error
margin.
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and some have more than six residues.[2] The data presented
here imply that shorter polyA stretches may consist mainly of
the short-form structure, whereas the structure of polyA
stretches that are longer than six residues will be mainly the
long form, but will contain roughly 20% of the short-form
structure (compare the intensities of the signal at d = 21 ppm
in the 13C NMR spectra in Figure 2a, which is assigned to the
short-form structure). It is of interest that one of the strongest
spider silks known, the dragline silk from the golden orb-web
spider Nephila clavipes, contains unusually short polyA
repeats and has been shown to contain two different polyA
crystal forms within the same fiber, which may correspond to
the two packing arrangements seen here.[17,18] Our prelimi-
nary findings suggest that this may also be true for other
dragline silks. Therefore, it is possible that the remarkable
strength of these silks is derived from dissipative stick-slip
deformation. This deformation is aided by the differing
conformations and mechanical properties of the two crystal-
line forms, which may act synergistically.[15]

The second implication of our results is for modeling of
peptide conformations in solution and in aggregated forms.
PolyA has been widely used in studies of peptide conforma-
tion because of its simplicity and small side chain. For
example, it will be of considerable interest whether the
different structures that were determined in this study can be
reproduced in silico. There has been a series of theoretical
and experimental studies on short polyA sequences that
suggest that polyA prefers to be in the polyproline II
conformation in solution (centered at approximately f=

�668, y =+ 1378), although there is also a significant fraction
in the b-sheet region (approximately f=�1218, y =+ 1288).
The results of these studies imply that the energy difference
between these conformations is small.[19–21] In this study we
have shown that crystal packing forces and hydrogen bonding

are sufficient to shift the conformation to a third conforma-
tion with f=�1528, y =+ 1528, which confirms the sugges-
tion that the b-sheet conformation is readily entropically
disfavored.[22] We note that in the polyproline II conforma-
tion, the peptide chain is twisted by 1208 per residue, whereas
in our crystal structure it is completely linear (zero twist), and
in b sheets in proteins it is essentially always twisted but to a
lesser extent than in the polyproline II conformation.[23]

Therefore, there is apparently a correlation between the
degree of twist in the strand and the backbone f angle, with
only a small energy difference across a wide range of angles. It
is, therefore, unsurprising to find considerable plasticity in
structure in polyA, which includes context-dependent struc-
tural propensity.[19] The polymorphism that we have charac-
terized has some similarities to the polymorphisms of amyloid
fibrils, as both are different intermolecular packing arrange-
ments of extended b strands. However, there is an important
difference in that amyloid fibrils are overwhelmingly com-
posed of parallel strands, whereas the polyA sequences
examined in this study are antiparallel.

Third, we note that an increasing number of human
diseases have been shown to arise from an expansion in polyA
sequences.[24, 25] The disease etiology is suggested to arise from
the formation of b sheets that aggregate into well-ordered
fibrils,[26] although the exact mechanism of cellular toxicity is
not clear.[25] It has been suggested that the fibrils consist of
antiparallel sheets,[27] in common with the fibrils that are
found in polyglutamine expansion diseases.[28, 29] Therefore,
the structures described in this study may be useful in
modeling polyA expansion fibrils.
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