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A hemifused complex is the hub in a network of
pathways to membrane fusion
Jason M. Warner,1 Dong An,1 Benjamin S. Stratton,1 and Ben O’Shaughnessy1,*
1Department of Chemical Engineering, Columbia University, New York, New York
ABSTRACT Membrane fusion is a critical step for many essential processes, from neurotransmission to fertilization. For over
40 years, protein-free fusion driven by calcium or other cationic species has provided a simplified model of biological fusion, but
the mechanisms remain poorly understood. Cation-mediated membrane fusion and permeation are essential in their own right to
drug delivery strategies based on cell-penetrating peptides or cation-bearing lipid nanoparticles. Experimental studies suggest
calcium drives anionic membranes to a hemifused intermediate that constitutes a hub in a network of pathways, but the pathway
selection mechanism is unknown. Here we develop a mathematical model that identifies the network hub as a highly dynamic
hemifusion complex. Multivalent cations drive expansion of this high-tension hemifusion interface between interacting vesicles
during a brief transient. The fate of this interface determines the outcome, either fusion, dead-end hemifusion, or vesicle lysis.
The model reproduces the unexplained finding that calcium-driven fusion of vesicles with planar membranes typically stalls at
hemifusion, and we show the equilibrated hemifused state is a novel lens-shaped complex. Thus, membrane fusion kinetics
follow a stochastic trajectory within a network of pathways, with outcome weightings set by a hemifused complex intermediate.
SIGNIFICANCE Cells use multicomponent machineries to fuse membranes for neurotransmitter and hormone release
and other fundamental processes. Protein-free fusion using calcium or other multivalent cationic fusogens has long been
studied as a simplifying model. Cation-mediated membrane fusion or permeation are key events for a number of current
drug delivery strategies. However, the mechanisms determining outcomes are unknown. Here we develop a mathematical
model that identifies a dynamic hemifusion complex as the decision hub that stochastically sets the outcome in a network of
pathways. Cations transiently grow a high-tension hemifusion interface between membrane-enclosed compartments,
whose fate governs whether fusion, dead-end hemifusion, or vesicle lysis occurs. The model provides a systematic
framework to predict outcomes of cationic fusogen-mediated interactions between membrane-enclosed compartments.
INTRODUCTION

Membrane fusion is essential for exocytosis, intracellular
trafficking, fertilization, and other processes vital for living
organisms (1,2). Fusion in cells is regulated by multicompo-
nent cellular machineries, many aspects of which remain
poorly understood (3,4). For over 40 years, protein-free
fusion has served as a simplified model of biological fusion,
retaining the complexities of phospholipid membranes
but with simplified fusogens, most commonly calcium or
other divalent cations (5–11). Protein-free systems could
help elucidate the pathways to biological fusion and the
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biophysical properties of lipid bilayers that cellular
fusion machineries must contend with over many scales,
from �50-nm synaptic vesicles to cortical granules with
sizes from �100 nm to several micrometers (12–17).

Cation-mediated fusion and membrane permeation also
find use in a number of biotechnologies for delivery of drugs
and other cargoes. Cationic cell-penetrating peptides (CPPs)
with<30 amino acids have been widely studied as agents of
drug delivery for cancer, central nervous system diseases,
and others (18,19), either covalently bonded to small cargo
molecules or physically adhered to negatively charged
cargoes such as DNA or RNA (18,19). Examples of CPPs
include a polybasic sequence from TAT, a transcription acti-
vator protein of HIV (20), and the model CPP nona-arginine
(R9) (21). How cargoes are delivered is not established, but
CPPs increase membrane permeability (22–25) and R9 was
shown to fuse large vesicles (22). Similarly, antimicrobial
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Calcium-mediated membrane fusion
peptides are naturally occurring and synthetically mimicked
antibiotics, often positively charged, that permeabilize
target membranes (26).

By far the most studied cationic fusogen is calcium. Histor-
ically, calcium was proposed to be used by cells as a fusogen
(27). Early in vitro studies in bulk suspension (5–8,28) and
later single-event methods tracking Ca2þ-mediated fusion
of vesicles with planar bilayers (black lipid membranes)
(29–31) identified several calcium-driven processes on the
pathway to fusion. Adhesion of membranes was followed by
hemifusion, a preliminary step fusing the outer monolayers
only. The hemifused state was the final outcome ("dead-end
hemifusion"), or hemifusion evolved into either full fusion
or vesicle lysis, the rupture of a non-contacting membrane
surface.

These discoveries suggest hemifusion is the critical inter-
mediate on the fusion pathway. Indeed, in biological con-
texts hemifused intermediates are seen in live cells (16)
and in vitro driven by soluble N-ethylmaleimide-sensitive-
factor attachment protein receptor (SNARE) proteins and
other cellular fusion machinery components (32,33).
Another study (34) suggests a hemifusion intermediate is
involved during fusion of small unilamellar vesicles
(SUVs) with SUVs or giant unilamellar vesicles (GUVs),
and hemifusion is observed in molecular dynamics simula-
tions (35,36). Explicit support for hemifusion as the inter-
mediate that sets the fusion outcome was provided by a
study in which divalent cations adhered and hemifused
GUVs (11). At high calcium concentrations (6 mM Ca2þ)
the hemifused connections grew within seconds into micro-
meter-sized hemifusion diaphragms (HDs), which ruptured
to give fusion, or else vesicle lysis occurred. Lower concen-
trations produced dead-end hemifusion, with equilibrated
HDs. A mathematical model (37,38) reproducing the
observed growth rates and HD sizes explained the HD
expansion as driven by the powerful tendency of Ca2þ to
contract anionic lipid monolayers and bilayers (6,7,39,40)
and dramatically increase the membrane tension as a result.

The findings of (11) suggest the pathway to membrane
fusion is hemifusion, followed by rupture of an expanding
HD. The same pathway was seen in experimental studies
of Ca2þ-driven fusion between GUVs and planar mem-
branes (PMs), when HDs were observed to expand and
subsequently ruptured for fusion (31). Consistent with
this pathway, Ca2þ typically can only achieve dead-end
hemifusion of GUVs with PMs, but fusion can be subse-
quently triggered by osmotic boosting of membrane ten-
sion or application of spontaneous curvature lysolipids
to the distal PM monolayer (29–31). This suggests posi-
tive curvature pores expand to rupture the HD, but only
if pore curvature energetics permit or if the membrane
tension is sufficient. Negative-curvature phospholipids
such as PE have the opposite effect, as Ca2þ fuses or lyses
pure PS GUVs, but lysis is abolished when PE is pre-
sent (9,10).
In summary, multivalent cations catalyze membrane
fusion via a network of pathways passing through the hemi-
fused state, but the pathway selection mechanism is un-
known. Here we develop a mathematical analysis that
predicts the pathway weightings and quantitatively repro-
duces the principal experimental findings. We show that,
following nucleation, the growing HD has very high tension
and may rupture (fusion outcome) or survive the episode
and equilibrate (dead-end hemifusion). A third possibility
is vesicle membrane rupture (lysis outcome). The model
reproduces the unexplained finding that, unless assisted by
osmotic pressure or positive-curvature lipids, fusion of ves-
icles with PMs typically stalls at hemifusion, and we show
that this hemifused state is a novel lens-shaped complex.
Thus, membrane fusion kinetics follow a stochastic trajec-
tory within a network of pathways, with outcome weight-
ings set by a hemifused complex intermediate that
determines the dependence on fusogen concentration,
vesicle size, lipid composition, and geometry.
RESULTS

Model

We consider a pair of anionic lipid vesicles in the presence
of Ca2þ (Fig. 1 A). Calcium strongly adheres negatively
charged or zwitterionic lipid vesicles, with adhesion
energy W per unit area dependent on cation concentration
and lipid composition (41,42). Experimentally, the strong
adhesion catalyzes hemifusion of GUVs after �1–10 s
(30,31,43) and nucleates an HD (11). Our model addresses
the micrometer scales of GUVs, where energies associated
with membrane and interleaflet tension are dominant.
Bending energies can be neglected on these large scales,
but are essential in determining the fusion pore line ten-
sion, a key small-scale parameter in our model (see below).

Once nucleated, the HD will rapidly expand due to two
forces. First, Ca2þ boosts membrane tension (e.g., 8 mN/m
for dioleoylphosphatidylserine (DOPS) monolayers with
2 mM Mg2þ (6)), since Ca2þ tends to contract membranes
by factors εcatz5 � 9% (6,7,39,40). This increased mem-
brane tension drives HD growth, since tension favors smaller
areas and a larger HD decreases the total area of the inner and
outer leaflets in the hemifused complex (37) (Fig. 1 A). Sec-
ond, Ca2þ selectively contracts the outer bilayer leaflets, also
favoring HD growth. We note that cations can induce bilayer
curvature and membrane invaginations (44), but such effects
are presumably unimportant in the systems we study since
they are observed at membrane tensions well below the ten-
sions we consider here in systems that cannot relieve outer
leaflet contraction stresses by HD formation.

In the hemifused complex, we will refer to the membrane
not belonging to the HD as the vesicle membrane. To grow
the HD, the inner and outer leaflets of these vesicle mem-
branes must slide relative to each other (Fig. S1). This
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FIGURE 1 Ca2þ boosts membrane tension, induces membrane adhesion, and mediates the outcomes in the network of pathways to membrane fusion.

(A) Ca2þ increases membrane tension and adheres negatively charged vesicles. Ca2þ interacts with anionic or zwitterionic lipids in the outer

leaflet of the vesicle membrane to contract the vesicle membrane by a factor ε to increase tension. A second effect is to adhere the vesicles,

with adhesion energy W per unit area. (B) Network of pathways to Ca2þ-mediated membrane fusion. Calcium and other divalent cations adhere

phospholipid bilayer vesicle membranes (state A) and provoke hemifusion, fusion of the outer phospholipid monolayers only. The initial hemi-

fusion connection is thought to be a minimal stalk (state S) that is metastable and yields to an expanding hemifusion diaphragm, HD (state

HD). HD expansion is driven by high calcium-induced membrane tension and outer monolayer contraction. The HD bilayer tension is greatest

and may generate a pore (state HD*) that could reseal or dilate and rupture the HD (fusion outcome); or the vesicle membrane could nucleate

a pore (state V*) that dilates and causes rupture (lysis outcome); or the HD may survive the high-tension transient unscathed, expanding to full

equilibrium (dead-end hemifusion outcome). Inset: the transient hemifused state (HD) selects the pathway. The HD tension gHDðtÞ is greatest, as it

balances two vesicle tensions gves (t), but its area is least, AHDðtÞ<AvesðtÞ. These effects compete to set the ratio of fusion to lysis. Since tension

rapidly decays as the HD expands, the HD may escape to low-tension equilibrium (dead-end hemifusion). To see this figure in color,

go online.
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Calcium-mediated membrane fusion
produces a difference in their leaflet lipid densities Dr,
which builds up interleaflet tension in that region,

gD ¼ kD

�
Dr

r0
� εcat

�
: (1)

Here r0 is the initial density, and kD is the interleaflet
modulus. We use the value kD ¼ 19 pN/nm obtained in

(37) by fitting predicted equilibrium HD areas to the values
measured in (11). Thus, calcium drives sliding of the vesicle
membrane leaflets (and hence HD growth) since it favors a
non-zero relative density difference, εcat.

The evolution of the leaflet density difference in the
vesicle membrane region is set by the balance between the
force due to interleaflet tension and the interleaflet drag
force, lDv ¼ � VgD, where Dv is the difference in leaflet
velocities and l the interleaflet friction coefficient. Using
the continuity equation vDr=vt ¼ � r0V,ðDvÞ yields the
density evolution dynamics

vDr

vt
¼ kD

l
V2ðDrÞ (2)

These are to be solved subject to Eq. 1 at the vesicle-HD
boundary, relatingDr to the interleaflet tensiongD. To convert
this to a condition involving the vesicle tension, we use the
fundamental relation at this location between the HD, vesicle,
and interleaflet tensions, gHD ¼ gves þ 2gD (37). Further, the
force balance at that location is gHDz2 gves, valid for small
contact angle q (Fig. S1), yielding gDzgves=2. Using this in
Eq. 1 gives the boundary condition�

Dr

r0

�
r ¼ RHDðtÞ

¼ gvesðtÞ
2kD

þ εcat (3)

where RHDðtÞ is the HD radius (the origin of coordinates
is the HD center, r ¼ 0). Finally, the HD outer-edge veloc-

ity dRHD=dt equals Dv at that location, equal to � VgD= l.
From Eq. 1, this gives

dRHD

dt
¼ kD

l
V

�
Dr

r0

�
r ¼ RHDðtÞ

(4)

In summary, our procedure is as follows (37). We solve
the density difference dynamics in the vesicle membrane re-
gion, Eq. 2, subject to the moving boundary condition at the
moving HD edge, Eq. 3. Then Eq. 4 gives the HD edge ve-
locity, allowing continuous update of the boundary condi-
tion location. The solution yields the increasing HD size
and area, AHDðtÞ.

The HD expansion is driven by the sum of the two forces
appearing in the boundary condition, Eq. 3: the calcium-
driven selective contraction of the outer leaflet, εcat, and
the time-dependent vesicle membrane tension force,
gvesðtÞ=kD, which involves the modulus kD for interleaflet
tension that opposes HD expansion. Note that calcium is indi-
rectly involved also in this second force, since its contraction
effect induces the initial high value of tension. With time, the
tension decays due to two principal effects, which are buff-
ered somewhat by a third effect. All of these effects are ac-
counted for in our model (see Supporting Material text).
The net decay of tension decreases the force that drives HD
expansion. 1) As the HD grows, the total leaflet area (inner
plus outer) decreases. 2) Slowwater leakage on seconds time-
scales decreases the vesicle volumes. 3) The tension decrease
due to 1) and 2) is buffered somewhat by vesicle-vesicle
adhesion, which flattens the vesicles and boosts tension.

Membrane rupture kinetics

The above analysis yields the time-dependent areas and ten-
sions of the HD and vesicle membranes. For high calcium
concentrations, the tensions are sufficient to provoke rupture
(see below). Three outcomes are then possible. 1) Fusion, if
the HD ruptures. 2) Vesicle lysis (contents leakage), if the
vesicle membrane ruptures first. 3) Dead-end hemifusion,
if the HD reaches equilibrium and no rupture occurs.

In (45), higher tensions were shown experimentally to
rupture membranes more rapidly. Adapting the mathemat-
ical model of tension-mediated rupture from that study,
we arrive at the following kinetic scheme:

A �!khemi
HD
Y
D

4
kHDnucðtÞ
kseal

HD� ���!kHDgrowðtÞ
F; V4

kvesnucðtÞ
kseal

V����!kvesgrowðtÞ
L (5)

Here A is the initial tightly adhered vesicle state; HD and
HD* are states with an expanding HD, with or without a

nucleated pore in the HD, respectively; and F is the fused
state following pore growth and HD rupture (Fig. 1 B).
The second kinetic scheme describes simultaneous pro-
cesses in the non-HD vesicle membranes: V and V� denote
vesicle membrane states without or with a pore, respec-
tively, and L the lysis state. Finally, D denotes the dead-
end hemifused state.

As HD nucleation times have not been documented to our
knowledge, for simplicity we assume this first step A/HD
is instantaneous; i.e., we assume rapid HD initiation and
growth onset, whose pathway may correspond to nucleation
of a stalk (46) and onset of stalk expansion, consistent with
experiments showing positive-curvature lipids suppress
hemifusion (30). For the experimental systems we will
compare our model predictions with, we find our model re-
sults are relatively insensitive to this assumption; i.e., a
delay of plausible duration in the initiation of the HD and
its growth onset makes little difference to the predicted
outcomes (see Fig. S4). The pore nucleation rate kHDnuc ¼
AHD rnuce

gHD=g
�
, and the rate constant for pore growth

and HD lysis kHDgrow ¼ kogrowðgHD=gcritÞ1=2 e�gcrit=gHD ;
depend on the time-dependent HD area and tension. Here
gcrithpt2=kBT where the energy of a pore is determined
by t, the pore line tension (see supporting material text;
Eqs. S17 and S18) (45,47). Analogous expressions for rate
Biophysical Journal 122, 374–385, January 17, 2023 377
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constants apply to the vesicle membrane lysis kinetics, but
with the time-dependent vesicle area and tension.

Method of calculation

Table 1 lists the parameter values for each experimental sys-
tem to which we applied our model. We determined the
Ca2þ-induced contraction factor εcat and initial membrane
tension from a composition weighted average of measured
values for pure lipid species (6,7,39,40). Pore line tension
t was computed from spontaneous curvatures of pure lipid
species, and we extended an earlier model (48) to include
curvature-dependent lipid partitioning effects (see Support-
ing Material text). The line tension t is a critical factor, as
larger t leads to slower pore growth rates kHDgrow, k

ves
grow, and

slower membrane rupture. Adhesion energies W were in-
ferred from experimentally reported contact angles. With
these parameters, we evolved the HD and vesicle areas
and tensions as described above, and used these in the
coupled differential equations representing the kinetic
scheme of Eq. 5. The solutions yielded the fraction of events
whose final outcome was fusion, dead-end hemifusion, or
lysis. For details, see Supporting Material text.
Fusion is the dominant outcome at intermediate
cation concentrations

The model predicts that Ca2þ and other cationic fusogens
drive membranes along a network of pathways whose hub
is the hemifused state (Fig. 1 B). How does the outcome dis-
tribution depend on the concentration of fusogenic divalent
cations? We applied the model to the conditions of the
GUV-GUV fusion experiments of (11), accounting for the
vesicle dimensions, phospholipid composition, and adhe-
sion energies (Table 1).

We calculated outcome distributions over a range of
½Ca2þ� values. Three regimes emerged (Fig. 2 A). 1) Low
concentrations, ½Ca2þ�(2mM. Following HD nucleation,
membrane tension drives HD expansion, but the HD mem-
brane tension is always below the rupture threshold
TABLE 1 Model Parameters.

System Reference

Experimental Conditions

Rves (mm) [Cation] Composition

GUV-GUV (11) 9 6 mM Ca2þ 60 PC/20 PS/20 P

GUV-GUV (11) 9 2 mM Mg2þ 60 PC/20 PS/20 P

GUV-GUV (9) 5 5 mM Ca2þ 100 PS

GUV-GUV (10) 5 5 mM Ca2þ 25 PS/75 PE

GUV-PM (30) 5 20 mM Ca2þ 80 Aso/20 LPC

GUV-PM (30) 5 20 mM Ca2þ 100 Aso

GUV-PM (31) 5 20 mM Ca2þ 88 Aso/12 Erg

Each line corresponds to one experiment to which the model was applied. Line t

εcat were calculated from single species properties and the lipid composition (se

observed vesicle-substrate (11) or vesicle-vesicle (9,10) contact angles (see Supp

(45), based on rupture measurements of pure dioleoylphosphatidylcholine (D

3� 106 s�1; kseal ¼ 0:22 s�1. Lipid abbreviations: PC, phosphocholine; PS,

Aso, asolectin; Erg, ergosterol.
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(see below). With high probability, the HD therefore ex-
pands without rupture to its final equilibrium low-tension
state; i.e., dead-end hemifusion results with occasional
fusion events. As the vesicle membrane tension is even
lower, lysis is improbable. 2) Intermediate concentrations,
2 mM(½Ca2þ�(10 mM. The initial HD tension now ex-
ceeds the rupture threshold, but the vesicle tension does
not. Thus, HD rupture (fusion outcome) is far more likely
than vesicle rupture (lysis outcome). Dead-end hemifusion
is rare. 3) High concentrations, ½Ca2þ�T10 mM. All initial
tensions exceed the rupture thresholds, but the vesicle has
far greater area than does the HD; i.e., many more mem-
brane locations for nucleation of pores that are the precur-
sors of rupture. Thus, lysis is most probable.

To test the robustness of these predictions with respect to
model parameters,we calculated outcome distributions versus
½Ca2þ� using modified values of a representative subset of
model parameters, namely kD (interleafletmodulus),K (mem-
brane elastic modulus, see Supporting Material), and gcrit

(critical tension for membrane rupture). Over a range of
parameter values, the qualitative features of Fig. 2 Awere un-
changed: the dead-end hemifusion outcome monotonically
decreases with ½Ca2þ�, the lysis hemifusion outcome mono-
tonically increases with ½Ca2þ�, and the fusion outcome peaks
at an intermediate concentration (Figs. S5 and S6). When
½Ca2þ� is scaled with the value at which the fusion outcome
is peaked, the outcome distribution curves show remarkably
little variation with parameter values (Fig. S5).
Fusion occurs during a limited time window when
HD tension is high

Next, we compared our model with the findings of (11),
where Ca2þ-mediated interactions between GUVs were
studied at two cation concentrations, and growing HDs
were visualized from the instant of nucleation (see Table 1
for parameters). At the lower concentration, 2 mM Mg2þ,
the model predicts these experiments lie near the low/inter-
mediate regime boundary (Fig. 2 A), with similar outcome
Model Parameter Values

g0 (mN/m) εcat (%) W (mN/m) t (pN) gcrit (mN/m)

E 8.5 6.4 1.1 12.8 125

E 6.7 5 1.1 12.8 125

9.4 7 5.3 12.9 127

8.2 6.7 5.3 16.9 218

12.2 9.2 – 7 40

12.2 9.2 – 12 114

10 7.5 – 13 127

ension t and Ca2þ-induced initial tensions g0 and cation contraction factors

e Supporting Material text). Adhesion energies W were estimated from the

orting Material text). Pore kinetics rate parameters are taken as reported in

OPC) vesicles: g� ¼ 4:0 mN/m; rnuc ¼ 1:8� 10� 4 mm� 2 s�1; kogrow ¼
phosphoserine; PE, phosphoethanolamine; LPC, lysophosphatidylcholine;



FIGURE 2 Calcium concentration governs outcome distribution in Ca2þ-mediated GUV-GUV fusion. Model predictions, conditions as in experiments of

(11) (see Table 1 for parameters). GUVs are made of phospholipid with PS/PE/PC¼ 1/1/3. (A) Predicted outcome distributions versus calcium concentration.

In the low-concentration regime, dead-end hemifusion is most probable; fusion is maximized in the intermediate regime; lysis dominates at high concen-

trations. (B) Predicted outcome distributions for the two specific cation concentrations used in (11). D, dead-end hemifusion; L, lysis; F, fusion. (C and

D) Predicted time evolution of HD area and tension and vesicle tension at 2 mM Mg2þ (C) and 6 mM Ca2þ(D). HD growth decays the vesicle and HD ten-

sions to below their respective rupture thresholds. More fusion occurs at the higher concentration because the HD tension exceeds its rupture threshold for

longer. Calcium only interacts with the PS component in the non-HD region to switch its spontaneous curvature to a negative pore-hating value. Compared

with HDs, non-HD membranes are less likely to rupture. (E) Model predicted rates of Ca2þ-mediated GUV-GUV fusion and lysis versus time for the con-

ditions of the experiments of ref (11). To see this figure in color, go online.

Calcium-mediated membrane fusion
probabilities for dead-end hemifusion (57%) and fusion
(42%) but almost no lysis (Fig. 2 B). This is consistent
with (11), where stable dead-end hemifusion events were re-
ported for these conditions (no attempt was made to record
fusion or lysis events). For 6 mM Ca2þ, conditions lie deep
within the intermediate regime and the model predicts
mainly fusion (62%), with roughly equal probabilities of
dead-end hemifusion (20%) or lysis (18%) (Fig. 2 B). This
outcome distribution is consistent with the reported two
fusion events and one lysis event (11), although the small
number of observations precludes firm conclusions.

Fusion can only occur in a limited window of time as the
HD grows and its tension decays. At the lower 2 mM cation
concentration, the HD tension initially exceeds the rupture
threshold grupture, where pore growth and resealing rates
are equal (kgrow ¼ kseal, Eq. 5, and supporting material
text) (Fig. 2 C). According to the kinetics of Eq. 1, even a
single nucleated pore will likely grow and rupture a mem-
brane above this tension. Initially the HD area is too small
to grow pores, but, during a �10 s window, the HD tension
remains above the rupture threshold as the area increases,
yielding a net �50% HD rupture probability (fusion
outcome). Should the HD survive this episode, its tension
decays below threshold so rupture is no longer possible
(dead-end hemifusion). Almost no lysis occurs as the vesicle
membrane tension is always below rupture threshold.

At thehigh6mMCa2þ concentration, the initialHDtension
is higher, giving a greater net fusion probability during the su-
per-threshold window (Fig. 2 D). Since the vesicle tension is
higher, and due to the large vesicle area, lysis is now a signif-
icant outcome. The distribution of fusion times peaks later and
is broader than the lysis time distribution (Fig. 2 E). This is
because the initial lysis rate is high due to the large vesicle
membrane area, but its tension rapidly drops below the rupture
threshold so that lysis ceases, whereas the HD needs time to
grow sufficiently before significant pore nucleation occurs,
Biophysical Journal 122, 374–385, January 17, 2023 379
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but then maintains a super-rupture tension for�15 s. The pre-
dicted timescales are consistent with the reported times of two
fusion events (0.75 and 1.75 s) and one lysis event (1.5 s) (11).
Finally, we note that in (11) no lysis was observed at 6 mM
Ca2þ, despite a�5 s delay in the onset ofHDgrowth following
calcium addition, suggesting the outcome distribution is
insensitive to whether or not HD nucleation occurs immedi-
ately following calcium addition. This is consistent with the
model’s assumption that there is no delay in HD nucleation
(see Eq. 5 and following comments).
Negative curvature lipids suppress vesicle lysis
by lowering pore enlargement rates

While the fusogen concentration sets the driving force for
fusion, the phospholipid bilayer composition sets the suscep-
tibility to that force. To study lipid composition effects, we
applied the model to the experiments of (9,10) where fusion
of�10 mm GUVs was studied in bulk suspension, with vary-
ing amounts of the phospholipids PS and PE, which have pos-
itive and negative spontaneous curvatures, respectively. PS/PE
compositions from pure PS to 75% PE were studied. We
assumed 5 mM Ca2þ. A subtlety is that, in the presence of
Ca2þ, there is significant evidence that the anionic lipid PS de-
velops negative spontaneous curvature (49) correlated with
Ca2þ-evoked clustering of PS (50,51). In our model, for the
spontaneous curvature of PS in the presence of Ca2þ, we
used the value estimated theoretically in (49) (see Table S1).

For pure PS vesicles, the model predicts dead-end hemi-
fusion is very rare (3%), with substantial probabilities for
fusion (37%) and vesicle lysis (60%) (Fig. 3 A). Now the
positive spontaneous curvature of PS gives a low rupture
threshold tension, and, on addition of Ca2þ, both vesicle
and HD tensions are super-threshold (Fig. 3 C). Thus, one
might expect exclusively lysis, since the vesicle has far
greater area. However, because the PS curvature switches
to a negative pore-hating value in the presence of Ca2þ,
the vesicle has a much higher rupture threshold than the in-
ternal HD (Fig. 3 C). This mechanism protects the vesicle
from rupture, allowing significant fusion (Fig. 3 E). These
predictions agree qualitatively with the experimental out-
comes (�60% fusion, �40% lysis, no hemifusion).

In contrast, with 75% PE content, all membranes have
very high rupture thresholds as the fusion pore line tension
t is increased �2.5-fold due to the large negative curvature
of PE that disfavors growth of positive curvature fusion
pores (see supporting material text and Fig. S2). Thus,
dead-end hemifusion is dominant (88%), with 12% fusion
and almost no lysis due to the low vesicle tension. In the ex-
periments, no lysis was seen (10), in agreement with these
predictions, but fusion and dead end occurred with equal
probability, in contrast to the model predictions. We specu-
late our model overestimates the suppression of fusion at
high PE content because it may overestimate the extent to
which PE lowers line tension t. We note that the model pre-
380 Biophysical Journal 122, 374–385, January 17, 2023
dicts equally probable fusion and dead-end outcomes at a
slightly lower PE content of �65% (Fig. 3 B).
Calcium-driven vesicle-PM fusion stalls at
hemifusion

During exocytosis, bioactive molecules are secreted by
vesicle-plasma membrane fusion. Given the important role
of calcium, an important question is whether non-specific
Ca2þ-driven fusion contributes to fusion in cells. Interest-
ingly, in vitro studies showed that Ca2þ fails to fuse giant ves-
icles with planar suspended bilayers, instead stalling at
hemifusion (30,31).

To address this unexplained finding, we applied our model
to the vesicle-PM situation realized in the experiments of (30),
using appropriate parameters (see Table 1). In agreement with
these experiments, we find dead-end hemifusion is by far the
most probable outcome (Fig. 4). The origin of this behavior
is that the HD tension remains elevated for only �0.20 s
(Eq. S32) due to its connection to thePMwhose tension is rela-
tively low. As a result, < 0:1% of vesicles fuse (Eq. S35).

The final equilibrium shape of the hemifused vesicle-PM
complex is that of a symmetric lens with a contact angle q

(Fig. 4). In equilibrium, the vesicle must be sufficiently
stretched in the plane of the PM that the force balance
is satisfied, gpm ¼ � 2gves cos q. Stretching of the vesicle
is quite complex: the inner leaflet density decreases, while the
outer leaflet compensates by drawing lipids from the PM, so
its density increases (Eqs. S39 and S42). In consequence, the
vesicle tension increases according to an effective stretch
modulusKeff , depending on both themoduli formembrane ten-
sion K and for interleaflet tension kD (see supporting mate-
rial text),

gves ¼ gpm þKeff

�
Aves

�
A0
ves � 1

�
;

Keff ¼ 4kD
� ð1þ 4kD =KÞ (6)

where Aves is the vesicle area with initial value A0
ves. Now to

leading order Aves ¼ A0
ves½1þð90o � qÞ2 =4�, so the equi-

librium lens area and angle are

gves z b K
1=3
eff g2=3

pm ; q ¼ 90� þ d

�
gpm

Keff

�1=3

; (7)

where b ¼ 0:4;d ¼ 72�. Using the parameters of Table 1,
the equilibrium vesicle tension is 2.6 mN/m, well below the
lysis threshold of 8.4 mN/m.

In (30), LPC lysolipids were later added to the trans side
of the PM, inducing fusion. Applying our model, their pos-
itive spontaneous curvature decreases the pore line tension
and hence the tension threshold for lysis. We find the lysis
threshold becomes as low as the equilibrium vesicle tension
(2.6 mN/m) at a LPC mole fraction of �20%. Using the



FIGURE 3 Lipid composition regulates outcome

distribution in Ca2þ-mediated GUV-GUV fusion.

GUVs are made of PS and PE with different PE frac-

tions. Model predictions, conditions as in experi-

ments of (9,10) (see Table 1 for parameters). The

negative-curvature lipid PE disfavors pore formation

and suppresses fusion. (A) Predicted outcome distri-

butions for the compositions of (9) (pure PS) and

(10) (75% PE, 25% PS) in the presence of 5 mM

Ca2þ. (B) Predicted outcome distributions versus

PS/PE composition in the presence of 5 mM Ca2þ.
(C and D) Predicted time evolution of HD area,

vesicle and HD tension for pure PS (C) and 75%

PE, 25% PS (D). (E) Mechanism that protects pure

PS vesicles from lysis. As PS has positive sponta-

neous curvature, nucleated pores have low line ten-

sion and will likely be expanded by the HD

membrane tension gHD (left). By contrast, the pore

line tension t in the vesicle membrane is large, as

PS is thought to have negative spontaneous curvature

in the presence of Ca2þ, and pores close (right).

Were it not for the PS curvature sign reversal, almost

no fusion would occur as the pore nucleation rate is

much greater in the far bigger vesicle membrane. To

see this figure in color, go online.
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partitioning data of (52), the 270 mM LPC solution used in
(30,31,53) is more than sufficient to achieve 20% LPC in the
vesicle membrane, explaining why fusion was achieved.
DISCUSSION

Calcium-mediated fusion is described by a
network of pathways that pass through the
hemifused intermediate

Here we showed that calcium-mediated fusion follows a
network of pathways whose branch point is the hemifused in-
termediate (Fig 1 B). The network is unchanging, but the con-
ditions (Ca2þ concentration, lipid composition, membrane
areas, geometry) regulate the frequency with which different
pathways are selected (Figs 2A, 3B, and 4). Pathway selection
ismade at the hemifused branch point and consists in selecting
whichmembrane surface first ruptures by nucleation and dila-
tionof a pore (45). Since themany-lipid poredynamics are sto-
chastic, the sampling of pathways in the network is stochastic,
but the averages are fixed for a given set of conditions.

The fusion mechanism stems from powerful adhesion and
contraction forces that divalent cations exert on charged
membranes. These forces generate high membrane tensions
and nucleate an expanding HD, a critical transition that
channels two membrane tensions through the one HD
bilayer (Fig. 1 B, inset). However, even if the HD tension
is high, its rupture is not guaranteed because membranes
can withstand super-rupture tensions for limited time pe-
riods (45). Since HD expansion progressively decreases ten-
sion, there is a small window in time when the HD may
rupture (fusion); if the HD survives this transient, it grows
to equilibrium (dead-end hemifusion; Figs. 2 C, 2 D, 3 C,
and 3 D). Another factor is membrane area, on which pore
nucleation rates depend. The HD starts from zero and
must grow before rupture is likely, while the vesicle area
is much greater. Thus, the vesicle may rupture first (lysis),
despite its lower tension.
Calcium concentration, lipid composition, and
membrane areas set the weightings of pathways
in the network

We found that increasing Ca2þ concentration increases
membrane tensions and rupture probability, so reducing
Biophysical Journal 122, 374–385, January 17, 2023 381



FIGURE 4 Calcium cannot typically fuse vesicles with a plasma membrane (PM). Model predicted sequence is shown (schematic). At high ½Ca2þ�, the
vesicle has high tension and adheres strongly to the PM. Following hemifusion and HD growth the present model predicts that the vesicle tension is dissipated

and a lens-shaped equilibrium hemifused complex is attained. Additional forces are required to drive fusion. Application of pore-promoting positive-curva-

ture lipids can selectively activate fusion or lysis. To see this figure in color, go online.
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the weighting for dead-end hemifusion (Fig. 2 A and B).
However, the balance between fusion and lysis is more
subtle since area comes into play: when all membranes
are at super-rupture tensions, the larger vesicle membrane
is more likely to rupture (lysis) as it nucleates more pores.
Accordingly, fusion has maximum weighting at intermedi-
ate [Ca2þ] and tension (Fig. 2 A). Consistent with this,
fusion was maximized at intermediate [Ca2þ] in experi-
ments using small vesicle bulk suspensions (6). Similarly,
lipid composition radically influences the pathway weight-
ings by altering the line tension of positive curvature mem-
brane pores; for example, increased content of PE, a
negative-curvature lipid, increased the line tension, and
the energy cost of pore expansion, with lowered fusion
probability (Fig. 3).
The effect of membrane geometry: Calcium is
ineffective at vesicle-PM fusion

Ca2þ-driven fusion assays using the vesicle-PM geometry
that arises during exocytosis are of particular interest.
Surprisingly, calcium is an ineffective fusogen with this ge-
ometry (30,31,53), an unexplained fact. With typical exper-
imental conditions, our model reproduced the observed
382 Biophysical Journal 122, 374–385, January 17, 2023
dead-end hemifusion: tensions dissipate too rapidly for
fusion to occur, and the final state is an equilibrium lens-
shaped low-tension hemifused complex (Fig. 4).

Why is Ca2þ so effective at fusing vesicles (Figs. 2 and
3), yet cannot (without help from osmotic stress or lysoli-
pids) fuse vesicles with a planar PM (Fig. 4)? There
are two key factors. 1) PM tensions are not elevated by
Ca2þ-induced contraction, because the PM can draw lipids
from the reservoir at its supporting torus to dissipate tension.
Thus, the initial HD tension is much lower than in vesicle-
vesicle systems, where the HD supports two Ca2þ-boosted
vesicle tensions (Fig. 1, inset). 2) The large PM is a virtually
infinite lipid reservoir (54) unaffected by the hemifusion
event. Thus, large Ca2þ-induced vesicle tensions are dissi-
pated on hemifusion with the PM, and we showed that the
final equilibrium HD tension depends only on the relatively
low tension of the PM (see Eq. 4).
Cellular and calcium-mediated fusion may follow
similar pathway networks

Fusion in cells may follow a network of fusion pathways
centered on the hemifused intermediate similar to that for
Ca2þ-mediated fusion (Fig. 1 B). Long-lived hemifused
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intermediateswere detectedon the fusionpathway inpneuma-
tocytes and during yeast vacuole fusion (55,56). Extended
HDs have been observed between synaptic vesicles and the
plasma membrane (�5 nm in diameter), between granules
and the plasma membrane of chromaffin cells (�200 nm),
and between yeast vacuoles (�0.5–1 mm) (12,13,16,57).

Thus, cellular fusionpathwaysmaypass throughhemifused
intermediates with extended HDs. This is supported by data
from reconstituted systems. In a study of fusion mediated by
SNARE and synaptotagmin proteins, docked vesicle pairs
either dead-end hemifused or remained docked (33). On intro-
duction ofCa2þ, someof the docked vesicles fused via a hemi-
fused intermediate, fused directly, or dead-end hemifused.
Thus, higher fusion driving force (Ca2þ present) increased
the fusion probability, similar to the pattern for Ca2þ-driven
fusion (Fig. 2 A and B). Similarly, SNARE-mediated fusion
rates were lower and dead-end hemifusion more probable
for lower vesicle SNARE density (58) or when SNARE zip-
pering was impeded by either hydrophobic molecules (59)
or a mutation (60). In another study, vesicles docked by
SNAREs in point or extended contact adhered states evolved
to dead-end hemifusion or fusion (32). The presence of PE
invesiclemembranes reduced the incidence of SNARE-medi-
ated fusion of vesicles with supported bilayers, produced sig-
nificant dead-end hemifusion, and decreased the hemifusion
to fusion transition rate (61), similar to our predictions for
the pore growth rate kgrow (Eq. 5; Fig. 3). Finally, hemifusion
is a productive intermediate on the pathway to fusionmediated
by influenza’s fusion protein hemagglutinin, and can also be a
dead-end state (62–64).

These parallels suggest that the network of fusion path-
ways may be intrinsic to the lipid bilayers themselves, inde-
pendently of the fusogen involved. Different fusogens may
generate different outcome distributions and pathway ki-
netics due to their differing force-generating mechanisms
(65,66). Although SNAREs, hemagglutinin, and calcium
generate force via different mechanisms, they must all
contend with the same forces that resist progress along the
pathway to membrane fusion, set by the biophysical proper-
ties of the phospholipid bilayers.
DATA AND CODE AVAILABILITY

Simulation results supporting the findings of this paper and co-
des to perform the simulations, to analyze the data, and to
generate the technical figures are available in the Zenodo re-
pository (https://zenodo.org/record/6740857). The codes are
also available in the GitHub repository (https://github.com/
OShaughnessyGroup-Columbia-University/calcium-mediated_
membrane_fusion.git).
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dipalmitoylphosphatidylcholine bilayer promoted by Ca2þ ions: a
small-angle neutron scattering study. Chem. Phys. Lipids. 155:80–89.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chemphyslip.2008.07.010.

40. Vernier, P. T., M. J. Ziegler, and R. Dimova. 2009. Calcium binding and
head group dipole angle in phosphatidylserine-phosphatidylcholine bi-
layers. Langmuir. 25:1020–1027. https://doi.org/10.1021/la8025057.

41. Komorowski, K., A. Salditt, ., T. Salditt. 2018. Vesicle adhesion and
fusion studied by small-angle X-Ray scattering. Biophys. J. 114:1908–
1920. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bpj.2018.02.040.

42. Akashi, K., H. Miyata,., K. Kinosita, Jr. 1998. Formation of giant li-
posomes promoted by divalent cations: critical role of electrostatic
repulsion. Biophys. J. 74:2973–2982. https://doi.org/10.1016/s0006-
3495(98)78004-x.

43. Lei, G., and R. C. MacDonald. 2003. Lipid bilayer vesicle fusion: in-
termediates captured by high-speed microfluorescence spectroscopy.
Biophys. J. 85:1585–1599. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0006-3495(03)
74590-1.

44. Graber, Z. T., Z. Shi, and T. Baumgart. 2017. Cations induce shape re-
modeling of negatively charged phospholipid membranes. Phys. Chem.
Chem. Phys. 19:15285–15295. https://doi.org/10.1039/c7cp00718c.

45. Evans, E., V. Heinrich, ., W. Rawicz. 2003. Dynamic tension spec-
troscopy and strength of biomembranes. Biophys. J. 85:2342–2350.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0006-3495(03)74658-X.

46. Chernomordik, L. V., and M. M. Kozlov. 2008. Mechanics of mem-
brane fusion. Nat. Struct. Mol. Biol. 15:675–683. https://doi.org/10.
1038/nsmb.1455.

47. Litster, J. D. 1975. Stability of lipid bilayers and red blood-cell mem-
branes. Phys. Lett. 53:193–194. https://doi.org/10.1016/0375-9601(75)
90402-8.

48. Chizmadzhev, Y. A., P. I. Kuzmin,., F. S. Cohen. 2000. Dynamics of
fusion pores connecting membranes of different tensions. Biophys. J.
78:2241–2256. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0006-3495(00)76771-3.

49. Kozlov, M. M., S. L. Leikin,., Y. A. Chizmadzhev. 1989. Stalk mech-
anism of vesicle fusion. Intermixing of aqueous contents. Eur.
Biophys. J. 17:121–129. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00254765.

50. Boettcher, J. M., R. L. Davis-Harrison, ., C. M. Rienstra. 2011.
Atomic view of calcium-induced clustering of phosphatidylserine in
mixed lipid bilayers. Biochemistry. 50:2264–2273. https://doi.org/10.
1021/bi1013694.

51. Allolio, C., and D. Harries. 2021. Calcium ions promote membrane
fusion by forming negative-curvature inducing clusters on specific

https://doi.org/10.1002/syn.21813
https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.62506
https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.62506
https://doi.org/10.1038/nature18598
https://doi.org/10.1038/ncb3288
https://doi.org/10.1038/ncb3288
https://doi.org/10.3389/fphar.2020.00697
https://doi.org/10.3389/fphar.2020.00697
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jconrel.2019.07.020
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jconrel.2019.07.020
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.285.5433.1569
https://doi.org/10.1042/BJ20150272
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1811520115
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.biochem.6b00189
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.biochem.6b00189
https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.69832
https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.69832
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2014108117
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2014108117
https://doi.org/10.3389/fcimb.2016.00194
https://doi.org/10.1038/271672a0
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.82.17.5742
https://doi.org/10.1083/jcb.98.3.1063
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0006-3495(95)79966-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0006-3495(95)79966-0
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.94.26.14423
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1221976
https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.00109
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1902597117
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1902597117
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1323221111
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1323221111
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1816495115
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.108.178101
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.108.178101
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bpj.2012.06.041
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chemphyslip.2008.07.010
https://doi.org/10.1021/la8025057
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bpj.2018.02.040
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0006-3495(98)78004-x
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0006-3495(98)78004-x
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0006-3495(03)74590-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0006-3495(03)74590-1
https://doi.org/10.1039/c7cp00718c
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0006-3495(03)74658-X
https://doi.org/10.1038/nsmb.1455
https://doi.org/10.1038/nsmb.1455
https://doi.org/10.1016/0375-9601(75)90402-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/0375-9601(75)90402-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0006-3495(00)76771-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00254765
https://doi.org/10.1021/bi1013694
https://doi.org/10.1021/bi1013694


Calcium-mediated membrane fusion
anionic lipids. ACS Nano. 15:12880–12887. https://doi.org/10.1021/
acsnano.0c08614.

52. Needham, D., and D. V. Zhelev. 1995. Lysolipid exchange with lipid
vesicle membranes. Ann. Biomed. Eng. 23:287–298. https://doi.org/
10.1007/BF02584429.

53. Cohen, F. S., J. Zimmerberg, and A. Finkelstein. 1980. Fusion of phos-
pholipid vesicles with planar phospholipid bilayer membranes. II.
Incorporation of a vesicular membrane marker into the planar mem-
brane. J. Gen. Physiol. 75:251–270. https://doi.org/10.1085/jgp.75.
3.251.

54. Chanturiya, A., P. Scaria, and M. C. Woodle. 2000. The role of mem-
brane lateral tension in calcium-induced membrane fusion. J. Membr.
Biol. 176:67–75. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00232001076.

55. Miklavc, P., S. Albrecht,., P. Dietl. 2009. Existence of exocytotic hemi-
fusion intermediates with a lifetime of up to seconds in type II pneumo-
cytes. Biochem. J. 424:7–14. https://doi.org/10.1042/BJ20091094.

56. Reese, C., F. Heise, and A. Mayer. 2005. Trans-SNARE pairing can
precede a hemifusion intermediate in intracellular membrane fusion.
Nature. 436:410–414. https://doi.org/10.1038/nature03722.

57. Mattie, S., E. K. McNally, ., C. L. Brett. 2017. How and why intralu-
menal membrane fragments form during vacuolar lysosome fusion.Mol.
Biol. Cell. 28:309–321. https://doi.org/10.1091/mbc.E15-11-0759.

58. Yang, Y., J. Y. Shin, ., D. H. Kweon. 2010. Dissection of SNARE-
driven membrane fusion and neuroexocytosis by wedging small hydro-
phobic molecules into the SNARE zipper. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA.
107:22145–22150. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1006899108.

59. Xu, Y., F. Zhang, ., Y. K. Shin. 2005. Hemifusion in SNARE-medi-
ated membrane fusion. Nat. Struct. Mol. Biol. 12:417–422. https://
doi.org/10.1038/nsmb921.
60. D’Agostino, M., H. J. Risselada, ., A. Mayer. 2018. SNARE-medi-
ated membrane fusion arrests at pore expansion to regulate the volume
of an organelle. EMBO J. 37:e99193. https://doi.org/10.15252/embj.
201899193.

61. Liu, T., T. Wang, E. R. Chapman, and J. C. Weisshaar. 2008. Productive
hemifusion intermediates in fast vesicle fusion driven by neuronal
SNAREs. Biophys. J. 94:1303–1314. https://doi.org/10.1529/bio-
physj.107.107896.

62. Ivanovic, T., J. L. Choi,., S. C. Harrison. 2013. Influenza-virus mem-
brane fusion by cooperative fold-back of stochastically induced hemag-
glutinin intermediates. Elife. 2:e00333. https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.
00333.

63. Chlanda, P., E. Mekhedov, ., J. Zimmerberg. 2016. The hemifusion
structure induced by influenza virus haemagglutinin is determined by
physical properties of the target membranes. Nat. Microbiol.
1:16050. https://doi.org/10.1038/nmicrobiol.2016.50.

64. Calder, L. J., and P. B. Rosenthal. 2016. Cryomicroscopy provides
structural snapshots of influenza virus membrane fusion. Nat. Struct.
Mol. Biol. 23:853–858. https://doi.org/10.1038/nsmb.3271.

65. Mostafavi, H., S. Thiyagarajan, and B. O’Shaughnessy. 2017. Entropic
forces drive self-organization and membrane fusion by SNARE pro-
teins. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A. 114:5455–5460. https://doi.org/10.
1073/pnas.1611506114.

66. McDargh, Z. A., A. Polley, and B. O’Shaughnessy. 2018. SNARE-
mediated membrane fusion is a two-stage process driven by entropic
forces. FEBS Lett. 592:3504–3515. https://doi.org/10.1002/1873-
3468.13277.
Biophysical Journal 122, 374–385, January 17, 2023 385

https://doi.org/10.1021/acsnano.0c08614
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsnano.0c08614
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02584429
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02584429
https://doi.org/10.1085/jgp.75.3.251
https://doi.org/10.1085/jgp.75.3.251
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00232001076
https://doi.org/10.1042/BJ20091094
https://doi.org/10.1038/nature03722
https://doi.org/10.1091/mbc.E15-11-0759
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1006899108
https://doi.org/10.1038/nsmb921
https://doi.org/10.1038/nsmb921
https://doi.org/10.15252/embj.201899193
https://doi.org/10.15252/embj.201899193
https://doi.org/10.1529/biophysj.107.107896
https://doi.org/10.1529/biophysj.107.107896
https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.00333
https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.00333
https://doi.org/10.1038/nmicrobiol.2016.50
https://doi.org/10.1038/nsmb.3271
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1611506114
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1611506114
https://doi.org/10.1002/1873-3468.13277
https://doi.org/10.1002/1873-3468.13277

	A hemifused complex is the hub in a network of pathways to membrane fusion
	Introduction
	Results
	Model
	Membrane rupture kinetics
	Method of calculation

	Fusion is the dominant outcome at intermediate cation concentrations
	Fusion occurs during a limited time window when HD tension is high
	Negative curvature lipids suppress vesicle lysis by lowering pore enlargement rates
	Calcium-driven vesicle-PM fusion stalls at hemifusion

	Discussion
	Calcium-mediated fusion is described by a network of pathways that pass through the hemifused intermediate
	Calcium concentration, lipid composition, and membrane areas set the weightings of pathways in the network
	The effect of membrane geometry: Calcium is ineffective at vesicle-PM fusion
	Cellular and calcium-mediated fusion may follow similar pathway networks

	Data and code availability
	Supporting material
	Author contributions
	Acknowledgments
	Declaration of interests
	References


