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Measurements of short distances between trityl spin
labels with CW EPR, DQC and PELDOR†

Nitin C. Kunjir,za Gunnar W. Reginsson,zab Olav Schiemann*bc and
Snorri Th. Sigurdsson*a

Trityl based spin labels are emerging as a complement to nitroxides in nanometer distance measurements

using EPR methods. The narrow spectral width of the trityl radicals prompts us to ask the question at

which distance between these spin centers, the pseudo-secular part of the dipolar coupling and spin

density delocalization have to be taken into account. For this, two trityl–trityl and one trityl–nitroxide

model compounds were synthesized with well-defined interspin distances. Continuous wave (CW) EPR,

double quantum coherence (DQC) and pulsed electron–electron double resonance (PELDOR) spectra were

acquired from these compounds at commercial X-band frequencies. The data analysis shows that two

of the compounds, with distances of up to 25 Å, fall into the strong coupling regime and that precise

distances can only be obtained if both the spin density delocalization and the pseudo-secular part of

the dipolar coupling are included in the analysis.

Introduction

Pulsed Electron Paramagnetic Resonance (EPR) methods and
site-directed spin labelling have been established as versatile
tools to determine structural information regarding large bio-
molecular complexes.1,2 The most widely used pulsed EPR methods
for the study of structure and function of biomolecules are pulsed
electron–electron double resonance (PELDOR or DEER)3,4 and
double quantum coherence (DQC).5,6 These methods are capable
of quantitatively measuring distances in the range of 14 to 80 Å.7,8

The aminoxyl (nitroxide) radical is by far the most frequently
used spin label for EPR-based distance measurements in bio-
macromolecules and polymers.9 To further improve and extend
the application of pulsed EPR to structural studies, it is important
to develop a wide range of spin labels with complementary proper-
ties. Paramagnetic metal ions, such as copper(II),10 manganese(II)11

and gadolinium(III),12 have been used as alternative spin labels.

In addition, the carbon-centered triarylmethyl (trityl) radical13

has emerged as a promising spin label.14,15 The trityl radical
has a half-life of several hours in reducing environments,16,17

and a transverse relaxation time (TM) of microseconds in the liquid
state at room temperature.18,19 These properties could become
useful for in-cell distance measurements and at ambient
temperatures.15

Recently, two groups independently reported the use of trityl
spin labels for distance measurements, either in spin-labeled
polymers14 or immobilized proteins in liquid solution.15 Since
the trityl radical has a very narrow EPR spectrum (B2 G)18 and
about 30% of the unpaired spin is delocalized across several
atoms,20 effects from the pseudo-secular part of the dipole–
dipole coupling and spin delocalization might be appreciable at
longer distances than for the more common nitroxide spin
labels, which have an EPR spectral width of B70 G and the
majority of the spin density localized on the nitrogen and
oxygen atoms.21 Distances in the 15–30 Å range are often used
in biological systems and within this distance range both
effects might be important if working with trityl radicals.
Therefore, we synthesized three model compounds with well
defined trityl–trityl and trityl–nitroxide distances in the range of
17 to 24 Å, recorded X-band DQC and PELDOR spectra and
analyzed the data taking both contributions into account. The
results show that for this distance range, the pseudo-secular
part of the dipole–dipole coupling and the spin delocalization
of the trityl radical have to be taken into account for the
extraction of accurate interspin distances.
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Results and discussion

To evaluate the use of EPR spectroscopy to measure short trityl–
trityl and trityl–nitroxide distances, compounds 1–3 were pre-
pared (Fig. 1). Each of these compounds contains two radicals
that are linked by a single phenyl group (compound 1) or two
phenyl groups connected through an acetylene unit (compounds
2 and 3) (Fig. 1). These linkers were chosen because of their rigid
or semi-rigid structure and known dynamics.14,22,23 The trityl
and nitroxide radicals were connected to the linkers via ester- or
amide bonds, which serve as insulators to prevent exchange

coupling through the p-system of the linker.24–26 Compounds 1
and 2 contain two trityl spin labels, with an interspin distance
of about 18 and 25 Å, respectively, according to molecular
mechanics modelling. These compounds served as model
systems for the measurement of short distances. Compound
3 contains both a trityl spin label and a typical nitroxide and
has an interspin distance of about 25 Å. This compound was
synthesized to evaluate the effects of having spin centers with
both a narrow and broad spectrum within the same system.
Compound 4 (Fig. 1), previously prepared for DQC studies,
was also used in the present study for PELDOR measurements.

Fig. 1 Structures of biradicals 1–4. The synthesis of compound 4 has been previously reported.14
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This compound has a mean interspin distance of 48.9 Å,
according to DQC measurements.14

Synthesis of compounds 1–3

In the synthesis of biradical 1 (Scheme 1a), 1,4-hydroquinone was
coupled with monoacid trityl alcohol 6 (ref. 14) using benzotriazol-
1-yloxytris(dimethylamino)-phosphonium hexafluorophosphate
(BOP) and 1-hydroxybenzotriazole (HOBT) as coupling reagents.

The resulting bi-alcohol 7 (ESI†) was converted to biradical 1
upon subsequent treatment with trifluoroacetic acid (TFA).

The synthesis of biradical 2 (Scheme 1b) started with a
Sonogashira cross-coupling of acetylene 8 with 4-iodophenol
to yield linker 10. Compound 10 was coupled to the monoacid
trityl alcohol 6, followed by deprotection with p-toluene-
sulphonic acid (PTSA) to give trityl conjugate 12. Compound
12 was coupled to trityl alcohol 6 to give 13 (ESI†) and

Scheme 1 Syntheses of (a) trityl–trityl biradical 1, (b) trityl–trityl biradical 2 and (c) trityl–nitroxide biradical 3. BOP = benzotriazol-1-yloxytris(dimethylamino)-
phosphonium hexafluorophosphate, HOBT = 1-hydroxybenzotriazole, Et3N = triethylamine, PTSA = p-toluenesulphonic acid, THP = tetrahydropyran.
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subsequent treatment of 13 with (TFA) generated biradical 2 in
a good yield.

In the synthesis of biradical 3 (Scheme 1c), compounds 14
(ref. 14) and 8 were linked by a Sonogashira cross-coupling
reaction, followed by deprotection with PTSA to yield nitroxide
16. Compound 16 was coupled with monoacid trityl radical
17,14 prepared by treatment of trityl alcohol 6 with TFA, to yield
the trityl–nitroxide biradical 3.

EPR spectroscopy

Dipole–dipole coupling. The PELDOR and DQC techniques
can be used to determine distances between a pair of spin
centers through the measurement of the dipole–dipole coupling
oab between the unpaired electrons. The dipole–dipole coupling
between two unpaired electrons A and B, can be described by the
Hamiltonian operator shown in eqn (1).27

ĤAB ¼
m0
4p�h

gAgBbe
2 Ŝ

T

A � ŜB

r3
�
3 Ŝ

T
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3
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Here m0 is the permeability of vacuum, h� the Planck constant
divided by 2p, be the Bohr magneton, S the spin operator, r the
spin–spin distance vector, while gA and gB are the average of the
g-matrix principal values for spin A and B, respectively. For two
S = 1/2 spins, eqn (1) can be simplified to eqn (2) if the
following approximations are valid:1,28 (i) the dipole–dipole
coupling is much smaller than the electron Zeeman interaction
of the electron spins. (ii) The g anisotropy is small. (iii) The
unpaired electron is localized to a single point (point-dipole
approximation).29
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In eqn (2), y is the angle between the interspin vector and the
direction of the magnetic field B0. The a and b terms are known as
the secular and pseudo-secular parts, respectively. If the absolute
resonance difference between spins A and B in the absence
of dipole–dipole coupling is large compared to the absolute

dipole–dipole coupling, |oA � oB| c |oAB|, the spin pair is in
the weak-coupling regime and the pseudo-secular part in eqn (2)
can be neglected. The dipole–dipole coupling, in angular
frequency (o = n2p), is then described by eqn (3).30,31

oAB ¼
D

r3
1� 3 cos2 y
� �

D ¼ m0gAgBbe
2

4p�h

(3)

In the case of a pair of coupled nitroxides, eqn (3) is valid as
long as the interspin distance exceeds B15 Å.32 On the other
hand, if the absolute resonance difference between spins A and
B is small compared to the absolute dipole–dipole coupling
|oA � oB| { |oAB| the spin pair is in the strong-coupling regime
and the pseudo-secular part has to be included. The dipole–
dipole coupling constant D is then described by eqn (4).30,31

D ¼ 3

2

m0gAgBbe
2

4p�h
(4)

In the intermediate case, when the dipole–dipole coupling is
approximately equal to the resonance difference of spins A
and B, |oA � oB| B |oAB|, the extraction of interspin distances
from EPR data requires careful simulations and becomes less
reliable.30,31,33

If the unpaired electron spin is not localized to a well-
defined point, the point-dipole approximation fails and the
dipole–dipole interaction between each spin-bearing atom of
spin centers A and B has to be considered.34 The dipole–dipole
coupling is then described by eqn (5),35,36

oAB ¼ D
X
n;m

1� 3 cos2 ynm
� �

rnm3
rnrm (5)

where n and m denote the atoms of spin centers A and B
respectively, carrying spin density of r. The axial symmetry of
the dipolar tensor is still assumed to be valid.

We show below that both the pseudo-secular part and spin-
delocalization need to be accounted for in the simulation of the
EPR data for compounds 1 and 2.

CW-EPR of compounds 1–3. Compounds 1–3 were measured
with continuous wave electron paramagnetic resonance (CW-EPR)
at 120 K to confirm the presence of the radicals and to assess the

Fig. 2 Experimental and simulated CW-EPR spectra. CW-EPR spectra for 1–3, at 120 K, are shown in (a), (b) and (c), respectively. The broken lines show the simulated
spectra and have been displaced on the vertical axis for clarity.
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dipole–dipole coupling. 1 yielded an EPR spectrum with a
width of about 33 MHz (Fig. 2a), which is the first derivative
of the dipolar Pake pattern. Since the peak-to-peak linewidth of
a single trityl radical in deuterated toluene at 120 K is about
5.6 MHz,14 this large spectral width indicates a strong dipole–
dipole coupling between the trityl radicals in 1.

The separation of the Pake pattern singularities in the EPR
spectrum of 1 equals B12 MHz. Using eqn (3) (with y = 901),
this dipole–dipole coupling is equal to an interspin distance of
16.3 Å, but using eqn (4), yields an interspin distance of 18.6 Å,
which is in good agreement with the distance of 18.4 Å, calcu-
lated from a molecular mechanics model of 1 (Table 1). To obtain
a better estimate of the interspin distance of 1 the CW-EPR
spectrum was simulated using the EasySpin toolbox37 (Table S1,
ESI†). To obtain a good fit between the simulated and experi-
mental spectra, a dipole–dipole coupling of 9.5 MHz had to be
included (Fig. 2a). Using eqn (3) (with y = 901), this dipole–dipole
coupling is equal to an interspin distance of 17.7 Å, which is in
good agreement with the distance of 18.4 Å, calculated from a
molecular mechanics model of 1 (Table 1).

CW-EPR measurement of compound 2 gave an EPR spec-
trum with a peak-to-peak linewidth of about 5.6 MHz (Fig. 2b).
Although the peak-to-peak linewidth of 2 is similar to that of a
single trityl radical, the full width of the main peak was larger
by about 5 MHz. A good fit was obtained in the simulation of 2
by including a dipole–dipole coupling of 3 MHz, which is equal
to an interspin distance of about 26 Å according to eqn (3) (with
y = 901). This distance is also in good agreement with the distance
of 25.2 Å from a molecular mechanics model of 2 (Table 1).

As the EPR spectral width of trityl is a factor of 30 narrower
than for a nitroxide, the strong-coupling regime is valid for trityls
at longer distances than for a pair of nitroxide radicals.31 Com-
pound 3 is, therefore, useful for estimating the effects from the
narrow spectral width of the trityl radical. CW-EPR measurement
of 3 at 120 K shows that the trityl spectrum has a peak-to-peak
width of about 8.4 MHz (3 G), which is about 2.8 MHz wider than
for a single trityl (Fig. 2c). The dipole–dipole coupling for 3 is,
therefore, observed as a slight broadening of the trityl peak.
Simulating the line-broadening in a CW-EPR spectrum for a two-
spin system with unlike spin centers is not as straightforward as
for a pair of identical spin centers. The CW-EPR spectrum of 3 was,

therefore, simulated as a two-component spectrum (Fig. 2c). None-
theless, to estimate the interspin distance of 3, the trityl spectrum
was simulated using a two-spin system and the same linewidth
parameter as for trityl biradical 2 (Table S1, ESI†). The additional
broadening of the trityl peak in 3 could be simulated by including
a dipole–dipole coupling of 4 MHz, which is equal to an interspin
of about 24 Å. This distance is in agreement with the distance of
24.5 Å from molecular mechanics (Table 1).

The CW-EPR spectra and simulations for compounds 1–3
show that for trityl radicals in this distance range, the interspin
distance can be estimated from the CW-EPR spectrum with
good accuracy. This is a considerably larger distance range than
for nitroxides.

DQC of compound 1. DQC measurement of 1 at 50 K provided
a good quality time trace with a clear modulation (Fig. 3a). Fourier
transforming the background corrected time trace resulted in a
dipolar spectrum with perpendicular components (y = 901) at
about �13.7 MHz and parallel components (y = 01) at about
�27.4 MHz (Fig. 3a, inset). The same is observed for com-
pounds 2 and 3. Analyzing the background corrected DQC time
trace of 1 with Tikhonov regularization, as implemented in
DeerAnalysis38 gives a distance distribution with a mean value
of 15.4 Å (Fig. 3d and Table 1). This distance is 3 Å shorter than
determined from a molecular mechanics model of 1.

As can be seen from the frequency spectrum obtained from
the DQC time trace (Fig. 3a, inset), the dipole–dipole coupling
for 1 is larger than the spectral width of a single trityl radical.
It is, therefore, expected that 1 is within the strong-coupling
regime, which requires inclusion of the pseudo-secular part of
the dipole–dipole coupling.8,31 Since DeerAnalysis is not opti-
mized for analyzing DQC experiments, and especially not in the
strong-coupling regime, it is not surprising that the distance
distribution from DeerAnalysis is incorrect.

To include the pseudo-secular coupling in the analysis of the
DQC data, a home-written Matlab program was used.39 The
program uses a model-based approach that includes distribu-
tions of conformers to simulate the time traces. To simulate the
dynamics and distance distribution of 1, a dynamics model was
made by representing 1 as a chain of rigid segments with
flexible joints. This rigid-segment model has previously been
shown to accurately represent the interspin distance and con-
formational dynamics of structurally similar biradicals with
both trityl and nitroxide spin labels.14,23

The rigid segment model of 1 yields a distance distribution
with a mean interspin distance of 17.4 Å (Table 1). Using this
model in combination with eqn (3) the time trace in Fig. 3a was
obtained. As can be seen, the modulation frequency of the
simulation does not fit the experimental time trace. On the
other hand, simulating the DQC time trace using eqn (4), i.e.
including the pseudo-secular part, yields a time trace with a
modulation frequency closer to the experimental time trace
(Fig. 3b). Although the inclusion of the pseudo-secular part to
the dipole–dipole coupling improved the fit between the experi-
mental and simulated DQC time traces for 1, the modulation
frequency of the simulated time trace is still slightly higher
compared to the experimental time trace (Fig. 3b, inset).

Table 1 Interspin distances for 1–3 obtained from CW-EPR, DQC, PELDOR,
simulations and molecular mechanics

rCW-EPR
a (Å) rDQC,DA

b,c (Å) rPELDOR,DA
b,c (Å) rsim

d,e (Å) rMM
d (Å)

1 17.7 15.4 � 0.6 15.5 � 0.6 17.4 � 0.4 18.4
2 26 21.7 � 0.8 — 24.2 � 0.8 25.2
3 24 24.4 � 1.4 24.3 � 1.6 23.8 � 0.8 24.5

a Interspin distance read from the perpendicular component of the
dipole–dipole frequency. b The mean distance � two standard devia-
tions, is given for the most probable peak. c Distance distributions were
obtained from DeerAnalysis 2011 (DA). d For 1 and 2, the distance is
between the center carbon atoms of the trityl radicals. For 3 the
distance is from the center carbon atom of the trityl radical to the
center of the N–O bond of the nitroxide radical. e The simulated
distance distributions were used to simulate both the DQC and
PELDOR time traces.
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Given the short interspin distance and narrow distance distri-
bution for 1, it is possible that spin delocalization of the trityl
radicals has an appreciable effect on the interspin distribution.
To estimate the spin delocalization of the trityl radical, density
functional theory (DFT) calculations were carried out on the
trityl radical moiety. The DFT results showed that about 70% of
the spin density is on the center carbon atom, 26% distributed
across the carbon atoms in the phenyl groups and 4% across
the rest of the molecule (Table S2, ESI†). These spin densities
are also in agreement with previous CW-EPR measurements
and DFT calculations on structurally similar trityl radicals.20

To account for the spin delocalization in the simulation,
only the center carbon atom and the phenyl carbons were
considered. To simplify the modelling of the spin delocaliza-
tion, the spin centers in the dynamics model for 1 were split up
into four points. The positions of the spin-bearing points were
approximated from the DFT geometry-optimized structure of 1.
The center carbon atom is the major spin-bearing atom and the
spin-bearing carbon atoms in each phenyl group were com-
bined into a single point, located at the center of the phenyl
group (Fig. 4). The spin density of this point was found by adding
the spin densities of the phenyl carbon atoms and averaging over
the three phenyl groups (Table S2, ESI†). Adding the four-point

spin centers to the rigid segment model of 1 and using spin
densities from the DFT calculations yields a simulated DQC
time trace with a very good fit to the experimental time trace
(Fig. 3c, inset). Comparing the simulated DQC time trace,

Fig. 3 DQC measurements of 1. Experimental (solid line) and simulated (broken line) DQC time traces. (a) Simulation using only the secular part of the dipole–dipole
coupling (eqn (3)). (b) Simulation including the pseudo-secular part of the dipole–dipole coupling (eqn (4)). (c) Simulation including the pseudo-secular part of the
dipole–dipole coupling and the spin delocalization of the trityl radical. (d) Distance distribution obtained from DeerAnalysis (solid) and simulated distance distribution
(broken line) from the dynamics model of 1. The insets in (b) and (c) show a magnified view of the time traces. The inset in (a) shows the Fourier transform of the DQC
time trace and simulation in (c). The original DQC time trace is shown in Fig. S1 (ESI†).

Fig. 4 Molecular structure of the trityl radical moiety in 1. The position of the
four spin centers, used to represent the spin delocalization, in the dynamics
model of 1, are shown by black dots. The numbers show the spin density for each
of the spin-bearing centers, obtained from DFT calculations. The simulated
distance distribution, shown in Fig. 3d, only represents the distance between
the center carbon atoms of the trityl biradical.
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before and after including the spin delocalization shows that
the spin delocalization increases the mean interspin distance
by 0.3 Å.

In summary, inclusion of the pseudo-secular part of the
dipole–dipole coupling and spin delocalization shows that the
experimental DQC time trace corresponds to a mean interspin
distance of 17.4 Å. This distance is in good agreement with
the distance of 17.7 Å, obtained from the CW-EPR spectrum.
It should be noted that the CW-EPR spectrum is simulated with
the pseudo-secular part of the dipole–dipole coupling taken
into account. The distance of 17.4 Å is only 1 Å shorter than the
distance from the molecular mechanics model of 1, which only
represents a single conformer and, therefore, not the mean
interspin distance. Since compound 1 is in the strong-coupling
regime we cannot see from the Pake pattern if there is also an
exchange coupling.31

To obtain a better measure of the relative strength of the
dipole–dipole coupling of 1, 20 000 conformers from the rigid-
segment model and EPR parameters from a CW-EPR spectrum
of a single trityl radical,14 were used to simulate a powder
CW-EPR spectrum of 1, without dipole–dipole coupling. The
absolute resonance difference between spins A and B, |oA� oB|
and the absolute value of the corresponding dipole–dipole
coupling |oAB|, according to (eqn (3)), were calculated for each
spin pair. Computing the ratio of |oA� oB| to |oAB| reveals that
about 82% of the spin pairs have a ratio that is less than 1 and
about 18% of spin pairs have a ratio that is 1 or larger (Fig. S2
and S3, ESI†). The dipole–dipole coupling in 1 is therefore
predominantly larger than the resonance difference between
spins A and B. This is in agreement with the observation that
the experimental DQC time trace predominantly oscillates with
a frequency that is given by eqn (4). For comparison, calculating
the ratio of |oA � oB| to |oAB| for the structurally analogous
trityl biradical 4 (Fig. 1) with a mean interspin distance of about
48.9 Å (ref. 14) revealed that only 18% of spin pairs have a ratio
that is less than or equal to 1. The dipole–dipole coupling of 4
is, therefore, predominantly much smaller than the resonance
difference between spins A and B. This is also not surprising
since the analysis of the DQC time trace for this long trityl
biradical did not require taking the pseudo-secular part into
account.14 Although the dipole–dipole coupling of 1 is not
completely in the strong-coupling regime, the DQC data can
be correctly analysed without taking into account the complica-
tions due to the intermediate-coupling regime.

DQC of compound 2. DQC measurements of 2 (Fig. 5) and
subsequent analysis of the background corrected time trace
with DeerAnalysis yield an average distance of 21.7 Å, which is
about 2.5 Å shorter than from the rigid segment model of 2
(Table 1). Fourier transforming the background corrected DQC
time trace gives a dipolar spectrum with perpendicular compo-
nents at about �4.9 MHz and parallel components at about
�9.8 MHz indicating the absence of an exchange coupling
contribution. Calculating the ratio of |oA � oB| to |oAB| from
the rigid segment model of 2, as was done for 1, shows that
about 65% of the spin pairs have a dipole–dipole coupling that
is larger than the resonance difference (ratio less than 1) and

about 35% of the spin pairs have a dipole–dipole coupling
that is similar or larger than the resonance difference (Fig. S2
and S3, ESI†). Simulating the DQC time trace with the rigid
segment model of 2 and only accounting for the spin delocaliza-
tion results in a poor fit between the experimental and simulated
time traces (Fig. 5a). However, inclusion of the pseudo-secular part
of the dipole–dipole coupling results in a very good fit between the
simulated and experimental DQC time traces (Fig. 5b). Therefore,
it can be concluded that even at distances in the range of 20–24 Å,
a trityl biradical is predominantly in the strong-coupling regime
and the pseudo-secular part of the dipole–dipole coupling, as well
as the spin delocalization of the trityl, have to be included for
extraction of correct distances from the EPR data.

DQC of compound 3. Calculating the ratio of |oA � oB| to
|oAB| for each spin pair from a rigid segment model of the
trityl–nitroxide compound 3, as was done for 1 and 2, shows
that only about 10% of the spin pairs have a dipole–dipole
coupling that is larger than, or in the range of, the resonance
difference (ratio of 0 to 1). About 90% of the spin pairs have a
dipole–dipole coupling that is substantially smaller than the
resonance difference between spins A and B (Fig. S2 and S3,
ESI†). For a pair of nitroxides this same ratio is about 95%.

Fig. 5 DQC measurement of 2. (a) Experimental (solid line) and simulated
(broken line) DQC time traces. The simulation used the secular part of the dipole–
dipole coupling (eqn (3)) and spin delocalization of the trityl radical. (b) A simulation
including the pseudo-secular part of the dipole–dipole coupling and spin delocaliza-
tion. The inset shows the distance distributions from DeerAnalysis (solid line) and
simulated distance distribution from the rigid segment model of 2 (broken line).
The inset in (a) shows the Fourier transform of the experimental time trace and
simulation in (b). The original time trace is shown in Fig. S1 (ESI†).
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These observations suggest that compound 3 will be predomi-
nantly within the weak-coupling limit. Measuring 3 with DQC
and analyzing the background corrected time trace with Deer-
Analysis yielded an interspin distance distribution with a mean
value of 24.4 Å for the major peak, which is only 0.6 Å longer
than the interspin distance from the rigid segment model of 3
(Fig. 6a and Table 1). Fourier transforming the background

corrected DQC time trace gave a dipolar spectrum with perpendi-
cular components at about �3.5 MHz and parallel components
at about �7 MHz (Fig. 6a, inset), indicating negligible exchange
coupling.

Although a good fit between simulated and experimental
DQC time traces was obtained already when only the secular
part of the dipole–dipole coupling (eqn (3)) was included (Fig. 6a),
further improvement in the simulation of the time trace was
achieved by including the spin delocalization of the trityl radical
(Fig. 6b). Thus, the simulated DQC time traces show that com-
pound 3, where only about 9% of the spin pairs have a dipole–
dipole coupling that is larger than the resonance difference, is
within the weak-coupling regime. For this trityl–nitroxide biradical,
the spin delocalization of the trityl radical has to be included for
the extraction of correct distances from the EPR data.

PELDOR of trityl–trityl biradicals 1 and 4 and trityl–nitroxide 3.
Although the narrow width of the trityl EPR spectrum makes
single frequency techniques, e.g. DQC, the preferred method for
the measurement of the dipole–dipole coupling, we also wanted
to investigate the use of the two-frequency method PELDOR to
measure the dipole–dipole coupling between two trityl radicals.
PELDOR measurements on compound 1 were performed by
placing the inversion pulse on the center of the EPR spectrum and
the detection pulses on the region of the 13C satellite, 15 MHz
(5.4 G) away from the inversion pulse (Fig. 7a).

To minimize spectral overlap of the pulses, the length of the
inversion pulse was set to 60 ns and the p/2 and p detection
pulses to 32 and 64 ns, respectively. The excitation width (width
at half-height) of the inversion and detection pulses is about
13 and 8 MHz, respectively. The excitation width for both the
inversion and detection pulses is, therefore, in the range of the
dipole–dipole coupling for 1, which was determined as 9.5 MHz
from the CW-EPR spectrum.

This PELDOR setup for 1 resulted in a time trace with a clear
modulation but a rather poor signal to noise ratio and low
modulation amplitude compared to the DQC time trace of 1
(Fig. 8a). When the dipole–dipole coupling is in the range of or
larger than the excitation width of the microwave pulses, low
modulation depth and distortions to the time trace are expected.40,41

To confirm whether the observed modulation is due to the

Fig. 6 DQC measurement of 3. Experimental (solid line) and simulated (broken
line) DQC time traces. (a) Simulation using the secular part of the dipole–dipole
coupling (eqn (3)). (b) Simulation including the spin delocalization of the trityl
radical. The inset shows the distance distributions from DeerAnalysis on the
experimental time trace (solid line) and simulated distance distribution (broken
line) from the rigid segment model of 3. The inset in (a) shows the Fourier
transform of the experimental time trace and simulation in (b). The original time
trace is shown in Fig. S1 (ESI†).

Fig. 7 2-Pulse echo-detected field sweeps of compounds 1 (a), 3 (b) and 4 (c). Arrows show the positions of the PELDOR inversion and detection pulses.
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dipole–dipole coupling, the PELDOR time trace was simulated
using the same rigid segment model as for the simulation of
the DQC time trace. The pseudo-secular part of the dipole–
dipole coupling as well as spin delocalization was included. The
modulation frequency of the simulated time trace is in good
agreement with that of the experimental time trace (Fig. 8a),
which suggests that the observed modulation is the dipole–
dipole coupling between the trityl radicals.

To investigate if the above mentioned PELDOR setup could
be used to measure the dipole–dipole coupling in the case of a
longer interspin distance and hence a narrower EPR spectrum,
we also measured compound 4 (Fig. 1), which has a mean
interspin distance of 48.9 Å,14 with PELDOR. We have pre-
viously shown that measuring this compound with the inver-
sion and detection pulses positioned on the center of the EPR
spectrum does not yield a PELDOR time trace with discernible
dipole–dipole coupling.14 Measuring 4 using the same PELDOR
setup as for the measurement of 1, with the exception that the
detection pulses were placed 13 MHz (4.6 G) away from the
inversion pulse (Fig. 7b) on the 13C satellites, resulted in a
PELDOR time trace with a clear modulation and a good fit to
the simulated time trace (Fig. 8c). Analyzing the time trace with
DeerAnalysis yielded a distance distribution in very good

agreement with that obtained from a rigid-segment model of
4 (ref. 14) (Fig. 8d). These PELDOR measurements on 1 and 4
show that it is possible to use PELDOR to measure the dipole–
dipole coupling between trityl radicals. However, the narrow
spectral width of the trityl radical requires PELDOR pulses with
a narrow excitation bandwidth, which limits the inversion
efficiency, signal to noise ratio and accessible distance range
of the PELDOR measurement.41

The larger spectral width of the nitroxide radical makes it
more ideal to use PELDOR to measure the interspin distance
for 3.1 The inversion pulse was placed on the maximum of the
echo-detected field-swept spectrum, i.e. on the center of the
trityl spectrum. The detection pulse sequence was placed on
the nitroxide at 30–90 MHz higher frequency relative to the
inversion pulse (30–90 MHz offset) (Fig. 7c). PELDOR measure-
ments on 3 gave time traces with about 80% modulation
depth and pronounced modulation (Fig. 9a). The modulation
frequency of the PELDOR time traces depends on the field
position of the detection pulse sequence, indicating that the
orientation of the nitroxide spin label is correlated with the
orientation of the interspin vector.

The dipolar spectra show that the parallel components
(y = 01), at about �7 MHz, have a higher intensity when the

Fig. 8 PELDOR measurements of compounds 1 and 4. (a) Background-corrected experimental (solid line) and simulated (broken line) PELDOR time traces of 1. The
inset shows the Fourier transformed PELDOR time trace. (b) Distance distributions from DeerAnalysis on the experimental time trace of 1 (solid line) and simulated
distance distribution (broken line) from the rigid segment model of 1. (c) Background corrected experimental PELDOR time trace of 4 (solid line) and the simulated
time trace obtained from a rigid segment model of 4 (broken line). The Fourier transformed PELDOR time trace is shown in the inset. (d) Distance distributions from the
rigid-segment model of 4 (broken line) and DeerAnalysis on the PELDOR time trace (solid line).
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detection frequency mostly excites the x- and y-components of
the 14N hyperfine coupling matrix (30 MHz offset). On the other
hand, when the detection sequence excites mainly the z-component
of the 14N hyperfine coupling matrix (90 MHz offset) the perpendi-
cular components (y = 901) at about �3.5 MHz have the highest
intensity (Fig. 9b). This trend between the dipolar spectrum and
frequency offset of the detection pulses was also observed for
a nitroxide–trityl biradical in a previous study using a longer
linker between the trityl and the nitroxide.14

An orientation-averaged time trace is obtained by adding
together the individual time traces (Fig. 9c). Analyzing the
background-corrected and orientation-averaged time trace with
DeerAnalysis yields the distance distribution in Fig. 9c, inset.
The major peak in the distribution has a mean value of 24.3 Å,
in good agreement with the mean interspin distance from the
rigid segment model of 3 (Table 1). The smaller peak, at about
19–20 Å is due to incomplete orientation averaging since its
mean value corresponds to the parallel component of the dipolar
spectrum. To obtain a more accurate evaluation of the mean
interspin distribution and to gain insight into the conforma-
tional distribution of the spin labels, the PELDOR time traces for
3 were simulated using the same rigid segment model for 3 as
used for the simulation of its DQC time trace. The optimum fit
between the simulated and experimental PELDOR time traces,

at all offsets, was obtained by using eqn (3), i.e. the secular part
of the dipole–dipole coupling, and spin delocalization for the
trityl radical (Fig. 9d). The PELDOR measurements are, there-
fore, in full agreement with the results from DQC.

Conclusions

We have synthesized three model systems with distances in the
range of 17 to 24 Å. Using CW-EPR, DQC and PELDOR we have
demonstrated that for trityl–trityl distance measurements in
this distance range, the pseudo-secular part of the dipole–
dipole coupling and the spin density distribution of the trityl
radical have to be taken into account to obtain correct interspin
distances. PELDOR measurements on compounds 1 and 4
showed that it is also possible to use PELDOR to measure the
distance between two trityl spin labels, despite the narrow
spectral width of the trityl radical. The work presented here
shows that trityl radicals are well suited as spin labels and even
for short distances, where the dipole–dipole coupling exceeds
the linewidth of the trityl radical. More importantly, these results
show that for measurements of unknown interspin distances
between trityl radicals, special care should be taken if the width
of the EPR spectrum of a dipole–dipole coupled trityl radical is
broader than for the single trityl radical. Here, it was shown that

Fig. 9 PELDOR data from 3. (a) Background-corrected PELDOR time traces. (b) Fourier-transformed time traces in (a). (c) Orientation-averaged PELDOR time trace.
Distance distributions from the orientation-averaged PELDOR time trace (blue) and from the rigid segment model of 3 are shown in the inset. (d) Experimental (solid line)
and simulated (broken line) PELDOR time traces. The simulated time traces have been offset on the y-axis for clarity. Original time traces are shown in Fig. S1 (ESI†).
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the strong-coupling regime was reached when the full width of
the bistrityl EPR spectrum was larger than 5.6 MHz. If the width
of the bistrityl EPR spectrum is equal to 5.6 MHz, the dipole–
dipole coupling is either in the intermediate or weak-coupling
regime. Calculating the ratio of |oA � oB| to |oAB| for a pair of
trityl radicals shows that the percentage of spin pairs with a
ratio of 1 � 0.05 is maximum for interspin distances of B30 Å.
Therefore, the range of trityl–trityl distances that would fall
within the intermediate regime, which is more difficult to
analyze and thus to extract precise distances, is estimated to
be 28–32 Å. For a pair of nitroxides, this intermediate regime is
valid for distances in the range of 10–15 Å.31 If experimental
conditions are considerably different from the ones used here,
it can be anticipated that the full width of the single trityl
radical and the distance limit for the high-coupling regime will
be different than determined here.

Experimental
EPR spectroscopy

Continuous wave EPR measurements were performed on a
Bruker EMX spectrometer equipped with a liquid nitrogen
setup from Oxford Instruments. Pulsed EPR measurements
were done on a Bruker ELEXSYS E580 X-band EPR spectrometer
equipped with a SpecJet-II and PatternJet-II combination. All
pulsed experiments were performed at 50 K using a standard
flex line probe head with a dielectric ring resonator (MD5)
together with a continuous flow helium cryostat (CF935) and a
temperature control system (ITC 502) from Oxford Instruments.
Samples of 1–3 were dissolved in deuterated toluene to yield a
spin concentration of 80 mM and a final volume of 100 mL. The
samples were frozen in liquid nitrogen before the EPR measure-
ments at cryogenic temperatures. Field swept spectra were acquired
by detecting the echo from a p/2–t–p pulse sequence and varying
the field magnitude. The pulse lengths were 12 and 24 ns for
the p/2 and p pulse, respectively, and t was set to 380 ns. The
whole echo was recorded with a 450 ns acquisition window.
A double microwave frequency setup was used for PELDOR
measurements. Microwave pulses were amplified with a 1 kW
TWT amplifier (117X) from Applied Systems Engineering.

PELDOR experiments were done using the 4-pulse sequence,
p/2(nA)–t1–p(nA)–(t1 + t)–p(nB)–(t2 � t)–p(nA)–t2–echo. To elimi-
nate receiver offsets the p/2(nA) pulse was phase-cycled. The
length of the detection pulses (nA) were 16 ns (p/2) and 32 ns (p),
unless otherwise stated. The frequency of the inversion pulse (nB)
was set at the maximum of the trityl field sweep spectrum and the
length was 18 ns, unless otherwise stated. The amplitude and phase
of the pulses was set to optimize the refocused echo. All PELDOR
spectra were recorded with a shot repetition time of 3000 ms, a video
amplifier bandwidth of 20 MHz and an amplifier gain of 51 to
57 dB. t1 was 380 ns, which corresponds to a blind spot for
deuterium Larmor frequency. Deuterium modulation was sup-
pressed by incrementing t1 8 times by 56 ns and adding the
consecutive spectra. The position of the inversion pulse was
incremented by 8 ns. The orientation-averaged PELDOR time trace
was obtained by normalizing the original time traces and adding

them together. The individual time traces were recorded with the
same settings including video amplifier gain and number of scans.

DQC EPR measurements were also performed on a Bruker
ELEXSYS E580 X-band EPR spectrometer, using the six-pulse
sequence, p/2–t1–p–t1–p/2–t3–p–t3–p/2–t2–p–t2–echo. The DQC
pulses were positioned on the center of the trityl peak. The dipolar
signal was filtered out by a 64-step phase-cycling program.8 To
suppress nuclear modulation, t1 and t2 were incremented 4 times
by 108 ns and the spectra added together. The initial value of
t1 was 50 ns and the initial value of t2 was between 2000 and
3000 ns. t3 was held constant at either 30 or 50 ns. The DQC time
traces were recorded by increasing t1 and decreasing t2 in steps of
either 4 or 8 ns. The p/2 and p pulse length was 8 and 16 ns,
respectively, for the DQC measurements on nitroxide–trityl sample
and 12 and 24 ns for the DQC on trityl biradicals. The DQC echo
was recorded with an acquisition window of 40 ns.

Data analysis and simulations

For the simulation of CW-EPR data the ‘pepper’ function in
EasySpin-5.4.0 was used. A two-spin system was used and the
resonance fields were computed using the ‘matrix’ method. The
simulated spectra were fit ‘by eyes’. DQC time-traces were back-
ground corrected by fitting an exponential function (eqn (6)) to
the experimental time traces using the function exponfit from
the EasySpin toolbox37 and then subtracting the fitted function
from the experimental time trace. It has previously been shown
that the background function of the DQC time trace can be
successfully removed by subtracting a fitted exponential function
from the experimental DQC time trace.42

a + b � e�kx (6)

DQC time traces were recorded on each side of the zero-
time, and the data points on each side of the zero-time added
together to make a single time trace from zero time to the
maximum of the time window. To remove the background
from the experimental DQC time traces, the latter part of the
time traces were fitted by the exponential function (eqn (6)).
The starting point of the experimental DQC time trace was
chosen such that the fit between the background corrected
and simulated time trace was optimized. Dipolar spectra and
distance distributions from PELDOR and DQC data were then
obtained from the background corrected time traces using
DeerAnalysis2011.38

PELDOR and DQC time traces for 1–3 were simulated from a
conformational dynamics model using a lab-written Matlab
program.39 The simulations of the DQC time traces were done
assuming no orientation selection and complete excitation of
the EPR spectrum. The simulation of PELDOR, DQC and distance
distributions were obtained by generating 20 000 biradical
conformers from a harmonic segmented chain (HSC) model
(Fig. 10).22,23 Segments were defined in the following way: each
benzene ring, the bonds between the center of the nitroxide NO
bond and the carbon atom of the amide group, the bonds
between the trityl radical center and the oxygen atom of the
ester group and each remaining bond between atoms in the
molecules. These rigid segments are allowed to bend with a
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normal distribution yi and rotate uniformly between 0 and 2p
(f) about the atoms, which act as joints. Mean length of the
segments and bending angles yi were obtained from molecular
mechanics calculations. The mean lengths of the segments are:
2.8 Å (benzene), 1.5 Å (benzene–benzene bond), 1.4 Å (benzene–
acetylene bond), 1.2 Å (acetylene), 1.5 Å (benzene–oxygen bond),
1.4 Å (benzene–carbon bond), 5.8 Å (nitroxide spin label), 6 Å
(trityl spin label). The mean bending angle for all segments
within the molecular linkers is 01. For the nitroxide and trityl
spin label segments the mean bending angles are 241 and 12.71,
respectively. Distributions in length and flexibility of segments
that resulted in the best fit between simulations and experi-
ment are summarized in Table 2.

Molecular mechanics

Geometry optimized structures of 1–3 were calculated using
molecular mechanics and MMFF force field, as implemented in
the Spartan software from Wavefunction, Inc.

DFT

A geometry optimized structure and Mulliken atomic spin
densities were obtained using density functional theory (DFT)
as implemented in the program Orca.43 DFT calculations were
done using unrestricted Kohn–Sham methods, the B3LYP/G
functional and the 6-31G* basis set.

Acknowledgements

G.W.R. acknowledges the School of Biology, University of
St Andrews for a SORS (Scottish Overseas Research Students)
scholarship. S.Th.S. acknowledges financial support from the

Icelandic Research Fund (120001021). O.S. acknowledges the
DFG for a grant in the Priority Research Program SPP1601.

References

1 O. Schiemann and T. F. Prisner, Q. Rev. Biophys., 2007, 40, 1–53.
2 G. Jeschke, Annu. Rev. Phys. Chem., 2012, 63, 419–446.
3 A. D. Milov, K. M. Salikhov and M. D. Shirov, Sov. Phys. Solid

State (Engl. Transl.), 1981, 23, 565–569.
4 G. W. Reginsson and O. Schiemann, Biochem. J., 2011, 434,

353–363.
5 J. H. Freed, Annu. Rev. Phys. Chem., 2008, 51, 655–689.
6 P. Borbat and J. Freed, Chem. Phys. Lett., 1999, 313, 145–154.
7 G. Jeschke and Y. Polyhach, Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys., 2007,

9, 1895–1910.
8 P. P. Borbat and J. H. Freed, in Biological Magnetic Reso-

nance, ed. L. J. Berliner, S. S. Eaton and G. R. Eaton, Kluwer
Academic/Plenum Publishers, New York, 1st edn, 2000,
vol. 19, pp. 383–459.

9 S. A. Shelke and S. T. Sigurdsson, in Structure and Bonding,
Springer-Verlag, Berlin, Heidelberg, 2012, DOI: 10.1007/
430_2011_62.

10 Z. Yang, J. Becker and S. Saxena, J. Magn. Reson., 2007, 188,
337–343.

11 N. Kisseleva, A. Khvorova, E. Westhof and O. Schiemann,
RNA, 2005, 11, 1–6.

12 A. M. Raitsimring, C. Gunanathan, A. Potapov, I. Efremenko,
J. M. L. Martin, D. Milstein and D. Goldfarb, J. Am. Chem.
Soc., 2007, 129, 14138–14139.

13 T. Reddy, T. Iwama, H. Halpern and V. Rawal, J. Org. Chem.,
2002, 67, 4635–4639.

14 G. W. Reginsson, N. C. Kunjir, S. T. Sigurdsson and
O. Schiemann, Chem.–Eur. J., 2012, 18, 13580–13584.

15 Z. Yang, Y. Liu, P. Borbat, J. L. Zweier, J. H. Freed and
W. L. Hubbell, J. Am. Chem. Soc., 2012, 134, 9950–9952.

16 A. Bobko, I. Dhimitruka and J. Zweier, J. Am. Chem. Soc.,
2007, 129, 7240–7241.

17 Y. Liu, F. Villamena, J. Sun, Y. Xu and I. Dhimitruka, J. Org.
Chem., 2008, 73, 1490–1497.

18 A. Fielding, P. Carl, G. Eaton and S. Eaton, Appl. Magn.
Reson., 2005, 28, 231–238.

19 R. Owenius, G. Eaton and S. Eaton, J. Magn. Reson., 2005,
172, 168–175.

20 M. Bowman, C. Mailer and H. Halpern, J. Magn. Reson.,
2005, 172, 254–267.

21 H. Karoui, F. L. Moigne, O. Ouari and P. Tordo, in Stable
Radicals: Fundamentals and Applied Aspects of Odd-Electron
Compounds, ed. R. G. Hicks, John Wiley & Sons, Inc.,
West Sussex, 1st edn, 2010, vol. 1, pp. 173–229.

22 A. Godt, M. Schulte, H. Zimmermann and G. Jeschke,
Angew. Chem., Int. Ed., 2006, 45, 7560–7564.

23 G. Jeschke, M. Sajid, M. Schulte, N. Ramezanian, A. Volkov,
H. Zimmermann and A. Godt, J. Am. Chem. Soc., 2010, 132,
10107–10117.

24 A. Godt, C. Franzen, S. Veit, V. Enkelmann and M. Pannier,
J. Org. Chem., 2000, 65, 7575–7582.

Fig. 10 Segmented chain model. Each rigid segment si is allowed to bend and
rotate about its joint with yi and f, respectively. The bending angles yi are the
bending angles for the molecular linker, nitroxide spin label and trityl spin label
segments yS, yN, yT, respectively. They are described by a normal distribution and
the torsion angle f is uniformly distributed between 0 and 2p.

Table 2 Dynamics parameters used for conformational model of 1–3

sr
a yS

b yN
b yT

b

1 0.1(0.03) 0 � 2.9(1) — 12.7(3) � 2.9(1)
2 0.13(0.03) 0 � 2.9(1) — 12.7(3) � 2.9(1)
3 0.13(0.03) 0 � 2.9(1) 24(3) � 2.9(1) 12.7(3) � 2.9(1)

a sr describes the average standard deviation in the length of each
segment. b yS, yN, yT, describe the bending angle yi of the molecular
linker-, nitroxide spin label- and trityl spin label-segments, respectively.
All segments within the molecular linker have the same bending
distribution yS. The degree of bending for each segment is described
as the mean value � two standard deviations. The number in brackets
is the error of the corresponding parameter.

Paper PCCP



This journal is c the Owner Societies 2013 Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys., 2013, 15, 19673--19685 19685

25 D. Margraf, P. Cekan, T. F. Prisner, S. T. Sigurdsson and
O. Schiemann, Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys., 2009, 11, 6708–6714.

26 Y. Liu, F. A. Villamena, A. Rockenbauer, Y. Song and J. L.
Zweier, J. Am. Chem. Soc., 2013, 135, 2350–2356.

27 C. P. Slichter, in Solid-State Sciences, Springer-Verlag,
Heidelberg, 3rd edn, 1990, vol. 1.

28 G. Jeschke, in Advanced ESR Methods in Polymer Research,
ed. S. Schlick, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2006, pp. 25–51.

29 A. Schweiger and G. Jeschke, Principles of pulse electron
paramagnetic resonance, Oxford University Press, New York,
2001.

30 G. Jeschke, M. Pannier, A. Godt and H. Spiess, Chem. Phys.
Lett., 2000, 331, 243–252.

31 G. Jeschke, Macromol. Rapid Commun., 2002, 23, 227–246.
32 J. Banham, C. Baker, S. Ceola, I. Day, G. Grant, E. Groenen,

C. Rodgers, G. Jeschke and C. Timmel, J. Magn. Reson., 2008,
191, 202–218.

33 P. Borbat and J. Freed, Methods Enzymol., 2007, 423,
52–116.

34 S. O. Mansoorabadi and G. H. Reed, in Paramagnetic Resonance
of Metallobiomolecules, ed. J. Telser, American Chemical Society,

Washington, DC, 2003, vol. ACS Symposium Series
858pp. 82–96.

35 C. Elsasser, M. Brecht and R. Bittl, J. Am. Chem. Soc., 2002,
124, 12606–12611.

36 B. Bode, J. Plackmeyer, T. Prisner and O. Schiemann, J. Phys.
Chem. A, 2008, 112, 5064–5073.

37 S. Stoll and A. Schweiger, J. Magn. Reson., 2006, 178, 42–55.
38 G. Jeschke, V. Chechik, P. Ionita, A. Godt, H. Zimmermann,

J. Banham, C. R. Timmel, D. Hilger and H. Jung, Appl. Magn.
Reson., 2006, 30, 473–498.

39 G. W. Reginsson, R. I. Hunter, P. A. S. Cruickshank, D. R.
Bolton, S. T. Sigurdsson, G. M. Smith and O. Schiemann,
J. Magn. Reson., 2012, 216, 175–182.

40 A. G. Maryasov and Y. D. Tsvetkov, Appl. Magn. Reson., 2000,
18, 583–605.

41 A. D. Milov, B. D. Naumov and Y. D. Tsvetkov, Appl. Magn.
Reson., 2004, 26, 587–599.

42 P. Borbat, H. Mchaourab and J. H. Freed, J. Am. Chem. Soc.,
2002, 124, 5304–5314.

43 F. Neese, 2012, 1. http://www.mpibac.mpg.de/bac/logins/neese/
description.php.

PCCP Paper


