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The study of EtBr (ethidium bromide) interaction with poly(dA) at different pH of solution 
has been carried out. The obtained data revealed that poly(dA) depending on pH may be in 
different structural states – double-stranded at 4.0 > pH > 3.0 and single-stranded in neutral 
(pH≈7.0), weak acidic (6.0 > pH ≥ 5.5) and strong acidic (pH < 3.0) conditions. It was shown that 
EtBr binds to poly(dA) by intercalation at pH≈3.5 as well as semi-intercalation at pH≈7.0 and 
pH≈5.5 modes. From the obtained data it was also revealed that EtBr binding mechanisms are 
universal and practically do not depend on medium conditions.    

 
Poly(dA) – ethidium bromide –absorption spectrum –intercalation –  

semi-intercalation – electrostatic binding 
 

Æñ³Ï³Ý³óí»É ¿ poly(dA)-Ç Ñ»ï ¾´-Ç (¿ÃÇ¹ÇáõÙ ÇμñáÙÇ¹)  ÷áË³½¹»óáõÃÛ³Ý áõëáõÙÝ³ëÇ‐
ñáõÃÛáõÝ ÉáõÍáõÛÃÇ ï³ñμ»ñ pH-Ý»ñÇ ¹»åùáõÙ: êï³óí³Í ïíÛ³ÉÝ»ñÁ óáõÛó »Ý ïí»É, áñ poly(dA)-Ý, 
Ï³Ëí³Í pH-Çó, Ï³ñáÕ  ¿  ·ïÝí»É ï³ñμ»ñ Ï³éáõóí³Íù³ÛÇÝ íÇ×³ÏÝ»ñáõÙª »ñÏßÕÃ³ 4.0 > pH > 3.0 ¢ 
ÙÇ³ßÕÃ³ ã»½áù (pH≈7.0), ÃáõÛÉ ÃÃí³ÛÇÝ (6.0 > pH ≥ 5.5) ¢ áõÅ»Õ ÃÃí³ÛÇÝ (pH < 3.0) å³ÛÙ³ÝÝ»ñáõÙ: 
Ð³ÛïÝ³μ»ñí»É ¿, áñ ¾´-Ý poly(dA)-Ç Ñ»ï  Ï³åíáõÙ ¿ ÇÝï»ñÏ³ÉÛ³óÇáÝ ), ÇÝãå»ë Ý³¢ 
ÏÇë³ÇÝï»ñÏ³ÉÛ³óÇáÝ (pH≈7.0) ¢ (pH≈5.5) »Õ³Ý³ÏÝ»ñáí: êï³óí³Í ïíÛ³ÉÝ»ñÁ Ý³¢ óáõÛó »Ý ï³ÉÇë, 
áñ ¾´-Ç Ï³åÙ³Ý Ù»Ë³ÝÇ½ÙÝ»ñÁ áõÝÇí»ñë³É »Ý ¢ ·áñÍÝ³Ï³ÝáõÙ Ï³Ëí³Í ã»Ý ÙÇç³í³ÛñÇ 
å³ÛÙ³ÝÝ»ñÇó:      

 
Poly(dA) – ¿ÃÇ¹ÇáõÙ ÇμñáÙÇ¹ – ÏÉ³ÝÙ³Ýëå»Ïïñ – ÇÝï»ñÏ³ÉÛ³óÇ³ –  

ÏÇë³ÇÝï»ñÏ³ÉÛ³óÇ³ – ¿É»Ïïñ³ëï³ïÇÏ Ï³åáõÙ 
 

Исследовалось  взаимодействие  БЭ (бромистый этидий) с poly(dA) при различных pH 
раствора. Полученные данные выявили, что poly(dA), в зависимости от pH раствора может 
находится в различных структурных состояниях – двухцепочечном при 4.0 > pH > 3.0 и 
одноцепочечном при нейтральном (pH≈7.0), слабокислом (6.0 > pH ≥ 5.5) и сильнокислом (pH < 
3.0) условиях. Обнаружено, что БЭ с poly(dA) связывается интеркаляционным при pH≈3.5 и 
полуинтеркаляционным при pH≈7.0 и pH≈5.5 способами. Полученные данные свидетельству-
ют о том, что механизмы связывания БЭ являются универсальными и практически не зависят 
от условий среды. 

 
Poly(dA) – бромистый этидий –спектр абсорбции –интеркаляция –  

полуинтеркаляция – электростатическое связывание 
 

The studies of interaction of different biological active low-molecular compounds – 
ligands with canonic forms of nucleic acid are actual topics and they represent a big interest 
since these compounds significantly effect on structural transitions and functional activity of 
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these macromolecules, particularly DNA. From this point of view some ligands including 
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ethidium bromide (EtBr), proflavine (PF), acridine orange (AO) have a wide application. 
The biological activity of these compounds is conditioned by intercalation mode of binding 
with DNA which invokes structural reconstructions in DNA. Moreover these compounds 
bind to DNA by several modes. It was revealed that EtBr may bind to single-stranded DNA 
as well by more than one mode [2, 4, 10, 12, 14, 19, 20, 23, 25]. That is why many 
theoretical and experimental works are dedicated to EtBr interaction with DNA [2, 4, 10, 
12, 14, 19, 20, 23, 25], but the binding of this ligand with different non-canonic forms of 
DNA is not entirely studied. 

After the finding out of DNA structural organization, it becomes an object of 
numerous investigations in consequence of which it has been revealed that besides canonic 
Watson-Crick double helixes there are also double helixes consisted of one-type nucleotides 
[7,16-18].Incidentally depending on the type of azotic bases, single-stranded ordered 
structures may be formed. Furthermore from one-type polynucleotides in some cases 
(depending on ionic strength, pH of solution or existence of different mixtures) double-, 
three- or four-stranded structures are formed [1, 8, 11, 24]. From this point of view poly(dA) 
represents a certain interest because its structure at acidic values of pH of solution is not 
sufficiently studied [16]. In the solution it may be in both single-stranded (ss-) and double-
stranded (ds-) states depending on pH of solution. 

The goal of the present work is to study EtBr binding to poly(dA) at different values of 
pH of solution and to evaluate structural peculiarities of this polynucleotide as well as to 
determine values of the binding constant K and the number of bases n per one binding site 
for EtBr on this polynucleotide. 
 

Materials and methods. Poly(dA) “Sigma” (USA), EtBr “Serva” (Germany), NaCl, Na-
citrate, ethylenediaminetetraacetate (EDTA) (ultrapure) were used in this work. All preparations 
were used without further purification. Concentrations of used preparations were determined by 
absorption spectroscopy method, using the following extinction coefficients:ε260=10.1⋅103 M-1cm-1 
for poly(dA), ε480=5800 M-1cm-1 for EtBr. The investigations were carried out in 0.1×SSC 
(standard salt-citrate solution containing 0.015 M NaCl, 0.0015 M Na-citrate (three-substituted), 
10-5 M EDTA),the ionic strength was equal to 0.02 M. All measurements were carried out at room 
temperature 250C and neutral (pH≈7.0) and acidic (pH≈5.5; pH≈3.5; pH≈2.5) values of solution 
pH. The mentioned values of pH are chosen because poly(dA) at pH≈7.0 and in alteration interval 
6.0 > pH ≥ 5.5; 3.0 > pH ≥ 2.5 was in ss-state, at alteration interval 4.0 > pH ≥ 3.0 – at ds-state.   

Compounds containing a group of aromatic chromophore rings, including EtBr, may form 
dimers at high concentrations (>1.5⋅10-4 M). Taking into account this fact at investigation of EtBr 
complexes with polynucleotides it is necessary to work with such concentrations of dye that make 
the dimerization negligible. EtBr total concentration in our experiments was equal to 5⋅10-5 M, 
and the concentration of dimers composes almost ≈0.1% and it may be ignored. 

Spectrophotometric measurements were carried out on spectrophotometer PYE UnicamSP8-
100 (England). For these measurements quartz cuvettes with 0.5 ml volume and 1 cm optic 
pathway length were used. Titration of solutions of studying samples was carried out by 
micropipette with 10 μl volume (“Hamilton”, USA). PH of solutions was measured by universal 
ionomer EV-74 (USSR) with measuring electrode ESL 63-07. 

To obtain the absorption spectra, EtBr concentration remains constant in the solution and 
polynucleotide concentration enhances with titration. The spectra of EtBr complexes with 
polynucleotides and pure EtBr were obtained in 400≤λ≤600 nm wavelength interval. Maximum of 
pure EtBr absorption corresponds to λ=480 nm wavelength. With spectrophotometric titration of 
poly(dA) solution the absorption maximum of EtBr solution decreases and is shifted to longer 
wavelength interval. Moreover isosbestic point is observed at λ=510 nm and pH=3.5, at other 
values of pH isosbestic point is revealed at λ=505 nm. From some value of Cp/C0, where Cp is 
polynucleotide concentration in the solution, C0 – EtBr concentration when a maximum shifting to 
longer wavelength interval stops (at 520-525 nm) and spectra deviate from isosbestic point which 
indicates that EtBr is in thoroughly bound state. 
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 For determination of r/Cf and r from the absorption spectra of DNA-EtBr complexes, the 
concentration of non-bound ligand Cf was calculated: 
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where A is complex absorption at certain ligand concentration, A0 and A∞ – absorption of 
fully free and bound ligands respectively, C0=Cf+Cb – total concentration of EtBr in the solution, 
r=Cb/Cp, Cb – bound ligand concentration, Cp – concentration of nucleotide phosphate groups. 

 To plot ligand binding curve with DNA the following equation is usually used: 
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where K is binding constant, n – number of bases per one binding site [2]. For more precise 
description of binding of ligands with nucleic acids and determination of K and n, in [2] there was 
suggested a method which permits linearization of equation (2), and as a result the following 
expression is obtained: 

(1 (2 1) ) (3)
f

r K n r
c

= − −  

EtBr binding curves with poly(dA) were obtained by equation (3) at the above indicated pH 
and the values of K and n were calculated as it is described in [21]. To receive the above 
mentioned values of pH the solutions were titrated by 0.2 N HCl, adding 2 μl acid each time and 
mixing on magnetic stirrer. Error of final values of pH of solutions does not exceed ±0.02. 
Experimental error does not exceed 10-15%. 

 
Results and Discussion. Many theoretical and experimental works are devoted to 

EtBr binding studies with DNA. It has been shown that this ligand forms different types of 
complexes with DNA – intercalation, semi-intercalation, electrostatic etc. [10, 20, 23]. 
Moreover it was shown that EtBr binding mechanisms with DNA are universal and are 
realized independently on different factors of medium (ionic strength, pH, nucleotide 
sequence) [3, 15]. Based on this EtBr was chosen as an appropriate ligand for poly(dA) 
structure investigation. This polynucleotide possesses several structural peculiarities. At 
alkaline, neutral or strong acidic pH values of the solution poly(dA) is mainly in single-
stranded state but in 4.0 > pH > 3.0 interval this polynucleotide protonating transmits to 
double-stranded state since separate chains form pairs in type of poly(dAH+)-poly(dAH+) 
as in case of polyriboadenilic acids [7, 16-18]. At higher acidic solutions this 
polynucleotide again transmits to single-stranded state. Consequently, EtBr binding 
investigation with poly(dA) at different values of pH may allow to evaluate its structural 
peculiarities in the solution. 

EtBr complex-formation with poly(dA) was investigated by spectrophotometric 
titration method in the following conditions: pH≈7.0; pH≈5.5; pH≈3.5 and pH≈2.5. The 
absorption spectra of  EtBr and its complexes at pH≈3.5 (A) and pH≈7.0 (B) are presented 
on fig. 1. As it is obvious from fig. 1A, at pH≈3.5 the absorption spectra of poly(dA)-EtBr 
complexes decrease in maximums and are shifted to long wavelength interval. Besides, an 
isosbestic point is formed on spectra at λ=510 nm. These changes of the absorption spectra 
of EtBr and its complexes with poly(dA) are similar with those of EtBr complexes with 
double-stranded DNA at pH neutral values. Moreover, it is obvious from fig. 1B that 
despite EtBr absorption spectra with poly(dA) at pH≈7.0 are subjected to analogous 
changes as in the case of pH≈3.5, they differ from those since decreasing of maximums of 
the absorption spectra of poly(dA)-EtBr complexes in this case is not big, the shifting to 
the long wavelength interval is less as well than at pH≈3.5. On the other hand, the 
isosbestic point is formed at λ=500 nm. The mentioned changes of the absorption spectra 
of poly(dA)-EtBr complexes at pH≈7 are analogous to those obtained for EtBr complexes 
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with single-stranded DNA [20, 22]. The absorption spectra of poly(dA)-EtBr complexes at 
pH≈5.5 and pH≈2.5 are obtained as well. At pH≈5.5 the absorption spectra of poly(dA)-
EtBr complexes coincide with those of these complexes obtained at pH≈7.0 (spectra are 
not presented), while the changes of spectra at pH≈2.5 are insignificant. 

 
 

Fig. 1. The absorption spectra of EtBr (1) and its complexes (2-11) with poly(dA) at pH≈3.5 (A)  
and pH≈7.0 (2-10) (B). EtBr concentration was equal to 6.9⋅10-5 M/L at pH≈3.5 and 5.2⋅10-5 M/L  

at pH≈7.0. Concentration ratio of C=poly(dA)/EtBr changes in 0 < C ≤ 2 interval. 
 

Based on the absorption spectra of EtBr and its complexes with poly(dA) the bin ding 
curves are constructed in Scatchard’s coordinates. The binding curve of EtBr with 
poly(dA) obtained at pH≈3.5 is presented on fig. 2A, the curves at pH≈7.0, pH≈5.5 and 
pH≈2.5 – on fig. 2B. The experimental points obtained at pH≈7.0 and pH≈5.5 practically 
coincide with each other.  

It is obvious from presented figure that a slope on the binding curve obtained at 
pH≈3.5 is bigger than on the other curves at the rest of pH. The binding curve at pH≈2.5 
practically does not have a slope. Most probably it is conditioned by the fact that at                 
pH < 3.0 all ionizing groups of not only poly(dA) but also EtBr are in totally protonated 
state. This results in radical changes of charge density of polyadenilic acid, which has a 
total electro-negative charge at neutral values of pH (is poly-anion in solutions).EtBr is in 
cationic form in neutral solutions. At acidic values of pHan increasing of total 
electropositive charge of EtBr takes place in consequence of protonation. Based on this it 
may be assumed that EtBr interaction with poly(dA) at pH≈2.5 is insignificant or EtBr 
molecules in these conditions do not bind to polydeoxiadenilic acid. 
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At neutral values of solution pH (pH≈7.0) as well as at pH≈5.5,EtBr binds to 
poly(dA) by weaker mode than at pH≈3.5. It is indicated by the binding constant value (K)  
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obtained from  EtBr  binding curves with this polynucleotide. Particularly,  at  pH≈3.5 
K=9.2⋅105 M-1, at pH≈7.0 and pH≈5.5 – K=8.6⋅104 M-1. It is obvious that EtBr binding 
constant value with poly(dA) at pH≈3.5 is higher by one order than at pH≈7.0 and pH≈5.5. 
Moreover the value of n is much higher at pH≈3.5 – n=10.5-11.0 than at pH≈7.0 and 
pH≈5.5 – n=3.5-4.0. This value of n is higher at EtBr binding with double-stranded DNA 
by strong mode (n=5-6) [20]. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 2. EtBr binding curves with double-stranded poly(dA) at pH≈3.5 (A) and 
single-stranded poly(dA) at pH≈7.0, pH≈5.5 and pH≈2.5 (B). • corresponds to 

experimental points obtained at pH≈7.0; ▲– at pH≈5.5, ♦ – pH≈2.5. 
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It is known that at pH<4.0, when protonation of adenine bases takes place [16], 
polyriboadenilic acid (poly(A)) transmits to double-stranded state due to formation of 
hydrogen bonds and forms poly(AH+)-poly(AH+).Poly(dA) structure in acidic solutions is 
studied less than poly(A), but it should not be excluded the fact that poly(dA) may transmit 
to double-stranded state at protonation of adenilic bases. Taking into the consideration this 
fact we assume that the obtained values of K and n for EtBr binding to poly(dA) differ 
from those for DNA-EtBr complexes but at pH≈3.5 correspond to intercalation binding 
mode of this ligand. It is indicated also by strong confinement of binding site number on 
this polynucleotide. The fact that the value of K at EtBr intercalation into poly(dAH+)-
poly(dAH+) differs from that obtained at this ligand binding to double-stranded DNA, most 
probably, is conditioned by decreasing of electro-negative charge of poly(dAH+)-
poly(dAH+) due to protonation, in consequence of which non-canonic helix acquires more 
embedded packing compared to DNA. On the other hand, EtBr molecules are also 
protonated in these conditions (pKa≈5.5 for EtBr) and their total electro-positive charge 
increases (at neutral solutions EtBr is in cationic state) [9]. As a result of mentioned effects 
at EtBr intercalation into poly(dAH+)-poly(dAH+) electrostatic interaction plays a  
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significant role which at neutral solutions promotes an intercalation which in its turn is 
realized by two phases: during the first phase positively charged ligand molecules bind 
from external side of DNA (with negatively charged sugar-phosphate skeleton), during the 
second phase these molecules intercalate into the plane between neighbor base pairs [6, 
12]. From this point of view in the case of poly(dAH+)-poly(dAH+), electrostatic 
interaction obstructs intercalation process since the binding constant value decreases. 
Incidentally it was shown that EtBr preferably intercalates into pyrimidine-purine 
sequences compared to purine-pyrimidine sequences [5]. Poly(dAH+)-poly(dAH+) is 
double-stranded helix consisted of purine bases in result of which, in all appearances, 
intercalation sites for EtBr molecules become confined. 

At pH≈7.0 and pH≈5.5 the value of  K is less by one order than at pH≈3.5. This fact 
is conditioned by the fact that this polynucleotide in these conditions is in single-stranded 
state and the entire intercalation of  EtBr molecules is impossible. Nevertheless we assume 
that EtBr binds to ss-poly(dA) as in the cases of ss-DNA and ss-poly[d(A-T)] by 
semiintercalation mode. This fact is maintained by good coincidence of the values of K 
with the same values obtained for semi-intercalation complexes of this ligand with ss-DNA 
and ss-polynucleotides [20, 22, 23]. As it is obvious from fig. 2B, EtBr binds to                
ss-poly(dA) by semi-intercalation mode with similar affinity in both neutral and weak 
acidic conditions, despite at pH≈5.5 ligand molecules are protonated.  

Therefore, the obtained data indicate that poly(dA) depending on solution pH may be 
in different structural states – double-stranded at pH≈3.5 and single-stranded at neutral 
(pH≈7.2), weak acidic (pH≈5.5) and strong acidic (pH≈2.5) conditions. It was also shown 
that EtBr binds to poly(dA) by intercalation or semi-intercalation modes depending on 
structural state of this polynucleotide. These data may become a fundament for evaluation 
of structures of different polynucleotides that do not have canonic structure. From the 
obtained data it is also revealed that EtBr binding mechanisms are universal and practically 
do not depend on medium conditions as it was shown earlier in [15]. 
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