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Background: Escherichia coli TEM1 is a penicillinase and
belongs to class A -lactamases. Its naturally occurring
mutants are responsible for bacterial resistance to
3-lactamin-based antibiotics. X-ray structure determinations show that all class A -lactamases are similar, but,
despite the numerous kinetic investigations, the reaction
mechanism of these enzymes is still debated. We address
the questions of what the molecular contexts during the
acylation and deacylation steps are and how they contribute to the efficiency of these penicillinases.
Results: Electrostatic analysis of the 1.8 A resolution
refined X-ray structure of the wild-type enzyme, and of its
modelled Michaelis and acyl-enzyme complexes, showed
that substrate binding induces an upward shift in the pKa of
the unprotonated Lys73 by 6.4 pH units. The amine group
of Lys73 can then abstract the Ser70 hydroxyl group proton and promote acylation. In the acyl-enzyme complex,
the deacylating water is situated between the carboxylate

group of Glu166, within the enzyme, and the estercarbonyl carbon of the acyl-enzyme complex, in an electrostatic potential gradient amounting to 30 kTe - ' A-'.
Other residues, not directly involved in catalysis, also contribute to the formation of this gradient. The deacylation
rate is related to the magnitude of the gradient. The kinetic
behaviour of site-directed mutants that affect the protonation state of residue 73 cannot be explained on the basis of
the wild-type enzyme mechanism.
Conclusions: In the wild-type enzyme, the very high
rates of acylation and deacylation of class A P-lactamases
arise from an optimal chemical setup in which the acylation reaction seems triggered by substrate binding that
changes the general base property of Lys73. In sitedirected mutants where Lys73 is protonated, acylation
may proceed through activation of a water molecule by
Glu166, and Lys73 contributes as a proton shuffle partner
in this pathway.
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Introduction
Extensive use of antibiotics in the community and in
hospitals has caused bacteria to become resistant to these
agents. The resistance is mainly mediated by the p-lactamase enzymes and is spread by plasmid exchange. Selection pressure favours the emergence of mutant enzymes
that exhibit extended substrate specificities. Among all
mutant enzymes in resistant bacteria, the majority have
evolved from Escherichia coli TEM1 -lactamase.
Considerable work has been aimed at describing the
structure-function relationships of the -lactamases.
However, rationalization of experimental data is difficult
to achieve, because, except for the partition between
classes A, B, and C proposed by Ambler et al. [1], based
on sequence alignment, the borderline defined by some
of the characteristics of the enzymes, such as evolutionary propensity, response to clavulanic acid, or genetic
origin, is not always straightforward. This explains why
other classification schemes have been proposed [2].

Class A -lactamases are penicillinases. They are all very
efficient enzymes with nearly diffusion-controlled kinetics. After formation of the enzyme=substrate Michaelis
complex (kl,k_l), a tetrahedral intermediate leads to the
acyl-enzyme complex (k2 ). The reaction product is
released after hydrolysis of this complex by a water molecule (k3) through the formation of another tetrahedral
intermediate. Acylation and deacylation steps have both
similar and very high rate constants (for example,
k 2=2800 s-1, k3 =1500 s-1 for E. coli TEM1, with benzylpenicillin as substrate) [3]. Several X-ray structures of class
A -lactamases have been solved. Enzymes from the
Gram-positive bacteria Streptomyces albus G [4], Staphylococcus aureus PC1 [5] and Bacillus lichenformis 749/C [6],
and the TEM1 enzyme from the Gram-negative E. coli
[7-9] all have similar structures. Jelsch et al. [9] described
the main differences between TEM1 and the Gram-positive enzymes at 1.8 A resolution. Among these differences
are the relative orientations of the two domains comprising the enzyme, which creates a narrowed substrate cavity
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in TEM1. All class A -lactamases contain the invariant
active-site residues Ser70, Lys73, Glu166, and Lys234
(residue numbering according to Ambler et al. [1]), to
which have been attributed various plausible functions in
the mechanism of the enzymes [10,11]. A reaction
scheme has been proposed for these 3-lactamases from the
X-ray structure determination of the acyl-enzyme complex trapped in the deacylation-defective Glu166--Asn
TEM1 mutant protein [8]. In this mechanism, as hypothesized by Oefner et al. [12], the unprotonated Lys73 acts
as a general base that assists the nucleophilic attack of
Ser70 O-y on the substrate. However, a depressed pKa
value of Lys73 in the free enzyme does not explain why
acylation occurs and why this reaction is so fast. The high
rate constants would suggest that, in the wild-type (WT)
enzyme, the chemical events occurring in the catalytic
steps have minimal or lowered energy barriers, which are
likely to be provided by an optimal chemical environment. As enzyme catalysis involves acid-base chemistry
and charge transfers, it seemed appropriate to address the
mechanism of P3-lactamase action by electrostatic analysis
of the enzyme's refined structure.

Results and discussion
Control of parameters
From the network of interactions within the active site of
TEM1, we used the electrostatic interaction (Table 1)
between the buried and proximate Asp214 and Asp233
residues as a reference for our pKa calculations. The
2.8 A distance between Asp214 082 and Asp233 081
implies that one of these aspartates will be protonated at
pH 7.8, the pH at which crystallization and structure
determination of TEM1 were carried out [9]. Arguments
that point out Asp214 as being protonated resulted from
sequence and structural comparisons [9]. Briefly, Asp233
is invariant within the class A -lactamases and forms a
salt bridge with Arg222, while residue 214 is generally an
asparagine. The calculation gave a pKa of 7.6 for Asp214,
consistent with the structural and sequence analysis. The
pKa shift of +3.7 pH units (Table 2) from free aspartyl to
that in the WT enzyme is in the range expected for a
residue buried within the protein structure [13]. In this
test calculation, Lys73 was assumed to be protonated. If
Lys73 was in the unprotonated state, the tendency for
Asp214 to be protonated would be slightly stronger
due to the removal of one positive charge at 11.3 A
from Asp214 082 (Fig. 1). The shift we obtained in the
pKa of Asp214 therefore represents a minimum value. In
all subsequent calculations, we assumed Asp214 to be
protonated. A second test calculation was performed on
Lys146. As the surface residue with the most solventaccessible ionizable group, its pKa should remain rather
unshifted relative to the free amino acid, but at pH 7.8
the overall negative charge of the protein (pI=5.4 [14])
will attract protons and one could expect a slightly positive shift. Indeed, the computation gave a pKa shift of
+0.4 for Lys146 (Table 2). The latter computation was
made with Lys73 unprotonated and, therefore, represents
the upper limit of the shift.

Table 1. Electrostatic interaction energies (not including
desolvation effects) in the native WT enzyme and its
Michaelis complex.
Interaction
Ser70-Lys73 t
Ser70-Glu166
Ser70-H2 a-helix*
Lys73-GIu166 t
Lys73-Lys234t
Asp214-Asp233
Ser70-COO- (Pen G)
Lys73-COO- (Pen G)t
Lys234-COO- (Pen G)
Arg244-COO- (Pen G)

WT enzyme*
(kT)

Michaelis complex*
(kT)

-45.75
18.56
-6.86
-27.53
14.83
28.09
-

-51.62
23.41
-8.31
-31.75
19.57
28.81
42.25
-23.06
-66.04
-9.20

*The interaction energies between complete side chains were
computed with each side chain in its ionized state. Interior
and exterior dielectrics were set to 3 and 80, respectively.
tProtonated Lys73 is relevant in the Lys234-->Thr enzyme.
*The H2 a-helix was assigned a charge distribution (overall
neutral) only to its backbone atoms. The requirement of lysine
or arginine at position 73 for measurable activity [43]
indicates that the interaction between Ser70 and the H2
a-helix has a minor role in the activation of Ser70.
Table 2. Calculated differences in Born solvation and background
charge interaction energies with corresponding pKa shifts.
Protein
WT

WT Michaelis complex*
WT Michaelis complex
(transferred 08 charge)*
Lys234-Thr
Lys234.-Thr

Michaelis complex*
WT
WT Michaelis complex
Lys234-Thr
Lys234-sThr
Michaelis complex
WT
WT

t

Residue

AAGBorn*
(kT)

AAGback*
(KT)

ApKa

Ser70
Ser70

-26.91
-33.05

32.24

-19.93

-2.31
+23.01

Ser7
Ser70

-29.58
-25.19

1.65
37.36

+12.13
-5.29

Ser70
Lys73
Lys73
Lys73

-30.82
44.43
47.05
43.16

-5.81
-38.62
-56.08
48.80

+15.91
-2.52
+3.92
+2.45

Lys73
Lys146
Asp214

45.37

-16.06

-68.09
-1.99
7.49

+9.87
+0.41
+3.72

-30.82

29.88

+0.41

Lys234-+Thr
with penicillanyl alcohol Ser70

1.05

*The differences are taken as the energy for the protonated state minus
that for the unprotonated state. tApK a is the shift of the side chain pKa
in the protein compared with the free amino acid. The Ser70 pKa in
the Michaelis complexes is poorly estimated by the computations (see
text). For an explanation of the terminology, see the Materials and
methods section.
Electrostatic potential maps
The enzyme is surrounded by a cloud of negative electrostatic potential which is disrupted in places by several
small positive lobes, generated by solvent-accessible lysine
and arginine residues at the protein-solvent interface. This
mainly negative envelope could be expected since the calculations were performed with a charge set corresponding
to a pH value about two units above the isoelectric point
of 5.4. At pH 7.8, the protein carries a net negative
charge and presents an evenly distributed negative potential on its surface. On a +0.5 kTe - 1 contour level, solvent
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shielding prevents the potential from extending further
into solution except for a large funnel-shaped positive
lobe, which forms a continuous path from bulk solvent
towards the substrate-binding site (Fig. 2). Since Lys215
is the only basic residue found in this region, this feature
may indicate a pathway dedicated to attracting the
substrate into its binding site with maximal efficiency.

Fig. 1. Stereoview of the environment
around Asp214. The interaction between
Asp214 and Asp233 and the salt bridge
between Arg222 and Asp233 are both
shown with dashed lines as well as the
distance between the active site Lys73
and Asp214. Crystallographic waters are
indicated by dots. (Figures 1 and 4 generated using MOLSCRIPT [44].)

Fig. 2. (a) Map at +0.5 kTe-1 of the electrostatic potential of TEM1 1-lactamase,
obtained after the second focusing step
(see the Materials and methods section).
(b) Enlarged perpendicular view of (a)
showing the continuous path towards the
substrate-binding site. Bound Pen G is
shown as a space-filling model. (Figures
2, 3, 6, and 7 generated using 0 130].)

One important feature of the electrostatic potential is its
bipolar distribution in the area of the substrate-binding
site (Fig. 3). Most of the domain organized about the
[-strands is immersed into a +20 kTe -1 continuous positive potential: residues 234-238 from strand S3, residues
241-245 from strand S4, the first half of the C-terminal
helix (residues 270-280), the H2 310 -helix (residues
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Fig. 3. Bipolar distribution of the electrostatic potential in the area of the substrate-binding site. The +20 kTe- 1 contour
is blue and the -20 kTe -1 contour is red.
The invariant residues of the active site
are labelled.

69-71), and the hinge region 213-218. This positive
potential arises mainly from residues Lys215, Arg222,
Lys234, Arg244, and Arg275. At the other side of the
substrate cavity, a -20 kTe- 1 continuous negative potential surrounds the side-chains of residues 104, 105, 109,
110, 131-133, 136, 163, 166, 168, 170, 179, and 240 and
the main-chain oxygen atoms of residues 103-106, 125,
129-132, 161, 167, 169, 170, and 179. As a consequence, the thiazolidine and 13-lactam rings of the substrate, whose re face is oriented towards the negative
potential when bound to the enzyme, are located in a
narrow and low potential area (-5 to +5 kTe-l) between
the positive and negative potential domains. In agreement
with the kinetic data [15,16], and as already discussed
from the X-ray structure [9], before the [-lactam ring
opening, the carboxylate group at C3 of the thiazolidine
ring is oriented in the Michaelis complex towards the
positive potential area and is 2.7 A and 3.9 A from
Lys234 and Arg244, respectively (Fig. 4a). In the acylenzyme complex, after the -35 ° rotation about the N4C5-C6-C7 torsion angle following the hydrolysis of the
P-lactam ring, the carboxylate was observed at 3.5 A and
2.7 A from Lys234 and Arg244, respectively [8] (Fig. 4b).

protonated Lys73) are able to form Michaelis complexes
at pH 7.8. The 5.6 A distance between Lys73 and
Lys234 N5 atoms and the inaccessibility to bulk solvent
contribute to this PKa shift from 10.5, for the free amino
acid (Table 2). The shift does not, however, explain why
acylation occurs, as it describes the physico-chemical
state of the enzyme in equilibrium.

Active-site residues
Kinetic studies demonstrated that lysines 73 and 234 are
essential amino acids in the mechanism of the enzyme
[17-20], and many hypotheses about their functions have
been put forward. The pH dependence of kcat in the
TEM1 enzyme suggests that a group at about pKa 10
must be protonated for maximal activity. Analysis of the
X-ray structure shows that the only candidate in the
substrate-binding area is Lys234.

We therefore computed the PKa shift that occurs in the
Michaelis complex (Fig. 4a) and found that, upon binding, the benzylpenicillin (Pen G) substrate increases the
PKa of Lys73 to 14.4 prior to any proton transfer. This
shift essentially occurs because one negative charge,
located 4.5 A from Lys73 N5, is introduced by the carboxylate at C3 of the thiazolidine ring (Table 2). About
15 kT (9 kcalmol-1) are provided by protonation of a
group at PKa 14.4, compared with protonation of the
same group at PKa 8.0, and we propose that protonation
of Lys73 at the Michaelis complex stage may contribute
by lowering the energy barrier for Ser70 Oy deprotonation and thereby favour the concerted nucleophilic attack
on the substrate C7 atom by the Ser70 Oy free electron
pair (Fig. 5a). This proposal leads to a single-protontransfer mechanism for acylation, which has been
favoured by free energy considerations [21] and semiempirical molecular orbital calculations [22] on serine
proteases. The bell-shaped kcat/KM versus pH profile for
the WT enzyme, with phenoxymethylpenicillin as a substrate, shows two ionizations, at pK 1=5.0 and pK2=8.6,
between which maximum activity is attained [18]. pK 2 is
in good agreement with the calculated pKa of Lys73
(pKa=8.0), while pK 1 is close to the expected PKa of the
Glu166 side chain.

Since all steps in catalysis involve proton transfers and
charged groups, their respective locations and electrostatic environments were examined. We calculated the PKa
of Lys73 in the free WT enzyme to be 8.0, which suggests that two enzyme populations (unprotonated and

A second Michaelis complex population is formed with
protonated Lys73. However, in this kinetic pathway all
elementary rate constants are 10 to 100-fold lower [3,17]
and negligible compared with those provided by the
unprotonated Lys73 population in the WT enzyme [3].
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Fig. 4. Stereoviews of the Pen G substrate (thick lines) and the catalytic site
of TEM1 (thin lines) (a) in the Michaelis
complex and (b) in the acyl-enzyme
complex. The deacylating water molecule, Wat297, is represented by a dot.
In (b), the ester bond and the side-chain
of Ser70 have also been drawn with
thick lines.
This pathway becomes the only possible one with sitedirected mutant enzymes where residue 73 is protonated,
and will be discussed later.
Ser70 Oy is located only 3.5 A from the substrate carboxylate, which, in the computation of pKa shifts within
the Michaelis complex, resulted in the Ser70 pKa being
raised from 13.7 in the free enzyme to 39.0 after substrate binding and prior to proton transfer to Lys73. This
suggests that the Ser70 Oy should be strongly deactivated
in the Michaelis complex and a poor nucleophile in the
acylation reaction, which is in contrast to the observed
fast formation of the acyl-enzyme complex. The electrostatic approach in evaluating the PKa of Ser70 in the
Michaelis complex may be inappropriate for several reasons. First, Ser70 Oy is at bond formation distance from
the substrate C7 atom. Second, local variations in dielectric properties, which may be important at the reaction
centre, are ignored in the continuum approach. Third, a
force field charge distribution that implies an identical
description of all residues is used, which might also be
incorrect at the reaction centre. And, fourth, the charge
distribution of the -lactam C7-08 carbonyl group
could be different in free versus enzyme-bound Pen G.
The last two points were addressed by changing the
charge distribution of the C7-08 atoms and of the
main-chain NH bonds of Ser70 and Ala237 in a way that

transfers the 08 partial charge onto the main-chain
nitrogen atoms of residues 70 and 237, through the
hydrogen bonds (2.7 A and 3.0 A) that comprise the
oxyanion hole [8]. This appeared to be the simplest way
to estimate the effect of the significant local dipoles generated by the Met69-Ser70 and Gly236-Ala237 peptide
bonds which are nearly parallel to the oxyanion hydrogen
bonds. In addition, this observation may explain why the
(4,lir) dihedral angles of residue 69 are found outside the
low-energy areas of the Ramachandran plot in all class A
13-lactamase structures [9]. Transferring the 08 partial
charge decreases the Ser70 PKa by 10.9 pH units (Table
2), in line with the proposal that each of these hydrogen
bonds contributes about 5 kcalmol- 1 [21], and does not
significantly affect the pKa of Lys73, located 3.0 A away.
The kinetic data of mutant proteins in which Lys234 is
substituted by threonine, alanine, glutamate or histidine
[18-20] indicates that the enzyme activity is reduced by
100-fold. One can expect that these mutations affect the
pKas of Lys73 and Ser70O. The pKa of Lys73 was calculated
to be 13.0 in the Lys234--Thr TEM1 enzyme and
increases to 20.4 upon Pen G binding (Table 2). This indicates that Lys73 is already protonated in the free mutant
protein and this is confirmed by the identical enzyme
activity measured for the Lys73-Arg 3-lactamase I
mutant enzyme [17,19].
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Fig. 5. Schematic representation of the two acylation reactions. (a) In the WT enzyme where Lys73 is unprotonated in the free enzyme
[8]. (b) In the site-directed Lys73-->Arg and Lys234-*Thr mutant proteins where residue 73 is protonated in the free enzyme.

In the Lys234--Thr and Lys73--Arg mutant enzymes,
Lys73 cannot be the proton acceptor of the Ser70
hydroxyl group and another proton acceptor has to be
identified. The active-site structure suggests that Glu166,
through the buried water molecule Wat297 located
between Glu166 and Ser70 (2.8 A distant from each),
can play this role. This water molecule could act as a proton relay and assist the nucleophilic attack on the 3-lactam C7 carbonyl carbon atom by Ser70 Oy, through the
concerted abstraction of the Ser70 hydroxyl group proton and protonation of Glu166 (Fig. 5b). In this case, the
protonated Lys73 becomes involved in the formation of
a tetrahedral intermediate, through a proton shuffle
between Serl30, Lys73, Wat297, and Glu166, leading to
the formation of an acyl-enzyme complex ready for deacylation. The proton acceptor Glu166/Wat297 was suggested by Lamotte-Brasseur et al. [23] who had assumed
that Lys73 was protonated in the WT enzyme. This acylation mechanism appears less efficient than in the WT
enzyme because, in addition to the loss of the 15 kT that

may lower the energy barrier for Ser70 deprotonation, it
involves a larger number of proton transfers that may
also contribute to the 100-fold reduction of the acylation
rate constant, k2, measured for the Lys234--Thr and
Lys73-Arg mutant enzymes [17]. The respective locations and distances between the carboxylate side chain of
Glu166, the water, and the Ser70 Oy partners are also of
importance in this process and k2 should, therefore, be
reduced upon a Glu166--Asp mutation. It was indeed
found that the double mutant Lys73-Arg/Glu166-4Asp
displays an additional 100-fold decrease in k2 compared
with that of the single mutant Lys73-Arg [17].
The relatively low pKa of 10.7 for Ser70 in the free
Lys234-4Thr TEM1 mutant enzyme (Table 2) may indicate that Ser70 is more reactive than in the WT enzyme.
Binding of Pen G increases the pKa of Ser70 by 21.2 pH
units in this mutant and therefore deactivates Ser70 Oy,
whereas a substrate devoid of the carboxylate group on
the thiazolidine ring, such as penicillanyl alcohol, only
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increases the Ka of Ser70 by 5.7 pH units (Table 2).
This substrate should therefore more readily form an
acyl-enzyme with such mutant proteins and indeed,
it displays a kcat value eightfold higher than that of
phenoxymethylpenicillin [18]. These kinetic data show
that the substrate carboxylate effect on the Ser70 pKa is
poorly estimated, as already suspected: in the above case,
it amounts to 15.5 pH units (21.2-5.7) and, if true,
would lead to a larger difference in the kcat values
between penicillanyl alcohol and phenoxymethylpenicillin. The mechanism depicted in Figure 5b
emphasizes the importance of the Glu166 and Lys73 protonation states. This is also indicated by the bell-shaped
kcat/KM versus pH profile for the Lys234-Ala protein
with penicillanyl alcohol as a substrate, which shows two
ionizations, at pK1=5 and pK 2 =11 [18], in agreement
with the expected pKa of Glu166 and the calculated pKa
of Lys73 (PKa=13.0).
The natural mutants of TEM1, identified from bacteria
that are resistant to antibiotic treatment, have accordingly extended substrate specificities, but no mutation
occurs at position 234, and none of the others which
occur should affect the protonation state of Lys73. A
charged residue at position 73 (i.e. Lys73---Arg or
Lys234-X, where X is not arginine), is not known to
occur spontaneously but was produced by site-directed
mutagenesis. For these mutant enzymes we suggest an
alternative mechanism for acylation (Fig. 5b). The idea
of alternative mechanisms for a given enzyme may seem
unlikely, but a_coenzyme analogue of liver alcohol dehydrogenase, designed from the enzyme X-ray structure
to interfere with the alcohol substrate-binding site, has
been shown to induce a different mechanism [24]. The
'ordered bi-bi mechanism', expressing the sequential
binding of NAD+ and the conformational change of the
protein prior to substrate binding, became a 'rapid equilibrium random bi-bi mechanism' in the presence of this
coenzyme analogue.

Fig. 6. Map of the electrostatic potential
generated by the acyl-enzyme drawn at
different contour levels varying from
-125 kTe-1 (red) at Glu166 to +25 kTe- 1
(blue) at the ester carbonyl carbon. The
deacylating Wat297, in the centre of the
picture, is located between Glu166 and
the ester bond (Ser70) at a -45 kTe- 1
potential surface (orange).

The deacylation step
Deacylation is promoted by a proton transfer from the
crystallographic water molecule, Wat297, to the carboxylate group of Glu166. This generates the nucleophilic hydroxyl group that attacks the ester carbonyl
carbon of the acyl-enzyme intermediate. Electrostatic
calculations on the acyl-enzyme complex show that the
potential difference between Glu166 and the ester carbonyl carbon of the acyl-enzyme amounts to about 150
kTe-' (-125 kTe-l at the carboxylate and +25 kTe- at
the ester carbonyl carbon) (Fig. 6). Hence, the water
molecule, located at 2.8 A from the Glu166 carboxylate
in the direction of the ester carbonyl carbon, is experiencing a steep potential gradient amounting to 30
kTe-1 A-' that will aid in polarizing the water molecule
and direct the proton and hydroxyl groups towards
Glu166 and the ester carbonyl carbon, respectively. To
evaluate the contribution of Glu166 to this gradient, we
also computed the electrostatic potential in the acylenzyme complex with no atomic charges assigned to
Glu166. The carboxylate group was now at a -15 kTe-l
potential surface, which arises from the main-chain oxygen atoms of residues 104, 105, 130, 131, 165, and 167,
and the side chains of residues 104, 106, 131, 136, 168,
170, and 240. This generates an 8 kTe-1'A- gradient
between Glu166 and the acyl-enzyme carbonyl carbon,
similar to that computed for the Glu166--Asn TEM1
mutant protein (10 kTe-lA-'). This mutant protein,
which was used to solve the acyl-enzyme structure and
not reported to display any structural differences from
the WT enzyme, lacks a defined proton acceptor. Nevertheless it deacylates, albeit slowly [11]. This might be
due to the 10 kTe- 1 A-' gradient, present in this protein. In -lactamase I, k3 is 1000 times lower upon a
Glu166--Asp substitution [17]. In TEM1, the same
mutation leads to accumulation of the acyl-enzyme and
poor deacylation [11], and the calculated gradient is
20 kTe - 1 A-'. It thus seems that the active site structure
provides a small intrinsic electrostatic potential gradient
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Fig. 7. Comparison of the +20 kTe - 1
potential maps around residue 131 in
the structure of the WT enzyme (dark
blue) and in the modelled Aspl31-->Asn
mutant (light blue). The backbone of the
enzyme is shown in yellow, helix H3 in
red, and helix H5 in green.
and that the proper positioning of an acidic group
naturally increases its magnitude to an extent that might
contribute to the high deacylation rate constant
(k3 =1500 s- 1).
The function of Aspl 31
The buried and invariant Aspl31 is immersed in the
-20 kTe- 1 negative electrostatic potential as described
above, and its carboxylate group is hydrogen bonded to
the main-chain nitrogen atoms of residues 108, 109,
133, and 134. These residues are at the N termini of
helices H3 (109-111) and H5 (132-142) [9]; the stabilization of those local dipoles could explain the invariance and the structural role of Asp131. This hypothesis
is reminiscent of the sulphate-binding protein of Salmonella typhimurium where site-directed mutagenesis
demonstrated the role of local dipoles from three helices
in binding of the sulphate ion [25]. The electrostatic
calculation performed after a modelled substitution of
Aspl31 by the most conservative residue, asparagine,
showed the emergence of a very broad +20 kTe-1 positive potential that immersed the N termini of helices
H3 and H5 (Fig. 7). Although we are aware that the
microscopic situation in this region could be improperly described by the macroscopic continuum calculation [26], the inversion of potential to such a large
extent in the Aspl31-*Asn protein compared with the
indicates that strong favourable
WT enzyme
charge-helix interactions may be involved in the WT
enzyme. Such interactions have been demonstrated in
thermostable T4 lysozyme mutants [27] and in model
peptides [28], and are consistent with the very poor
expression of the Aspl31--Gly mutant protein [29]. In
addition, since the calculations showed that the potential gradient between Glu166 and the ester carbonyl
carbon of the acyl-enzyme is not sensitive to the substitution, we may conclude that the major function of
Aspl31 is to stabilize protein folding.

Biological implications
With a kcat/KM value of about 107 M-l s- t , catalysis by class A -lactamases is nearly a diffusioncontrolled reaction. There has been evolutionary
pressure on -lactamases to broaden their substrate specificities but neither engineered mutants
nor those isolated so far from natural sources have
shown improved catalytic efficiency on the
benzylpenicillin (Pen G) substrate. Hence, it
seems that optimal conditions are met within the
original Escherichia coli TEM1 enzyme, a penicillinase belonging to the class A -lactamases. The
physico-chemical and electrostatic features shown
in this work support this contention.
Several mechanisms for the class A 13-lactamases
have been postulated. Kinetic characterization of
site-directed mutants and X-ray structure determinations of the TEM1 enzyme were important steps
towards the rational understanding of the structure-function relationships. Although amino acids
essential for catalysis have been identified (Ser70,
Lys73, Glu166, and Lys234), their exact mode of
action (except for the acylating Ser70O) and interrelations have been a matter of debate. The electrostatic potential distributions and pKa shifts,
both in the free enzyme and in the Michaelis and
acyl-enzyme complexes of the wild-type enzyme,
suggest an essential role for the unprotonated and
solvent-shielded Lys73. We propose that substrate
binding triggers the acylation reaction because it
raises the pKa of the active site Lys73 (by 6.4 pH
units for Pen G). Its protonation in the Michaelis
complex then provides 15 kT (9 kcalmol 1) that
may contribute by lowering the energy barrier for
Ser70 deprotonation and thereby favour the
nucleophilic attack on the substrate. Hydrolysis of
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the acyl-enzyme complex is promoted by a proton
transfer from the crystallographic water molecule,
Wat297, to Glu166. This generates the nucleophilic
hydroxyl group that attacks the ester carbonyl carbon of the acyl-enzyme. A steep electrostatic
potential gradient, amounting to about 30
kTe-1 A-1, aids in polarizing the water molecule
and directs the proton and hydroxyl groups. In
enzymes where the gradient is of smaller magnitude, the deacylation step is considerably slower
than in the wild-type enzyme.
In mutant proteins where protonation of residue
73 is imposed, the acylation pathway described
for the wild-type enzyme cannot operate.
Instead, an alternative and catalytically less efficient pathway, involving the Glu166/Wat297 couple acting as proton acceptor, can be used in
these enzymes. This situation, which has been
revealed by site-directed mutagenesis, may not be
specific to the Class A P-lactamases and it might
be interesting to consider the possibility of alternative mechanisms in other cases.

Materials and methods
Enzyme coordinates
The atomic coordinates of TEM1 were taken from the 1.8 A
resolution refined X-ray structure [9] (Brookhaven Data Bank
entry: 1BTL). The structure includes 199 water molecules and
one sulphate ion provided by the crystallization conditions.
This ion has no biological significance and was discarded from
the calculations as well as 33 water molecules that do not
exchange hydrogen bonds with protein atoms. All other water
molecules were considered as part of the protein and have an
average temperature factor of 14.6 A2. The different mutants
were modelled on the structure of the WT enzyme with the
program O [30]. Polar hydrogen positions were 'built and
energy-minimized using the program X-PLOR [31]: new sets
were generated for each mutant and each protonation state.
None of the mutations introduced steric constraints into the
protein structure. Solvent accessibilities [32] were computed
with the program SURFACE from the CCP4 suite [33].

Modelling of complexes
The acyl-enzyme model was constructed according to the
description given by Strynadka et al. [8]. The Michaelis complex
was derived from the acyl-enzyme complex by closing the
P-lactam ring by rotation of the N4-C5-C6-C7 torsion angle to
its known value (5.40) [34]. Structural constraints and interactions between protein and substrate are such that this rotation
could only alter the position of the thiazolidine ring so as to
maintain the positions of the -lactam ring carbonyl and of the
NHCO group at C6. In these models, five crystallographic
waters (Wat323, Wat391, Wat404, Wat422, and Wat472) that
occupy the substrate-binding site in the free enzyme were
removed. Coordinates and charges of free Pen G were obtained
by energy minimization in PCMODEL (Serena Software,
Bloomington, IN). For the acyl-enzyme complex, the charges
were obtained by energy minimization of penicilloic ethyl ester.

Numerical treatment
For evaluation of potential fields, we used the DelPhi package
[35,36] which solves the linearized Poisson-Boltzmann

equation by a finite difference method. The TEM1 structure
has a length of about 57 A which, together with the original
DelPhi grid (65 x 65 x 65 grid points), gives a resolution of
about one grid point per A. This was considered insufficient
and the grid was extended to 129 x 129 x 129 points. Two
dummy atoms were introduced to control the position of the
molecule within the grid. At a 'perfil' of 100%, these dummy
atoms are located at opposite ends of the diagonal of the cubic
grid in such a way that the longest dimension of the protein
molecule, including its solvent-accessible surface (computed
with a probe radius of 1.4 A), falls exactly within the grid. The
atoms were assigned Connolly radii provided with the DelPhi
package. A 2.0 A thick ion exclusion layer was added and the
ionic strength of the bulk was set to 145 mM. The protein
moiety was assigned a relative dielectric constant of 3.0 while
that of the bulk was set to 80. Atomic charges were taken from
the "tophl9.pro" file in X-PLOR [31,37] and distributed over
the grid points according to an algorithm described by Gilson
et al. [38]. This algorithm gives more accurate potentials at
close distances than a traditional distribution over eight closest
grid points. Charges of neutral lysines and anionic serines were
obtained with PCMODEL. Analysis of the structure implied
that all residues, except those stated in this work, could be kept
in their normal protonation state at pH 7.8. Independence
from chosen grid origin was verified by repeating the calculations with the geometric centre of protein plus dummy atoms
placed at seven different grid points (the grid centre itself and
its six closest neighbours). A three-step focusing protocol (15%,
60%, and 100% 'perfils') was used with the Debye-Hiickel
potential of the equivalent dipole to the molecular charge distribution as boundary condition in the initial step [36]. The
grid size was 0.52 A (1.92 grid points per A) in the last step.
Calculation of pKas
Three types of electrostatic energy contributions must be
considered to evaluate the difference in the titration behaviour
of an ionizable group in a protein and the same group in a
model compound such as a free amino acid in bulk water
[39,40]: first, the interaction of the group with the polarization
that its charges induce in the protein and in the model (Born
solvation energy, AAGBom); second, the interaction of the
group with partial charges, such as the peptide dipoles (background charge interactions, AAGback); third, the interaction of
the group with other titrating groups in the protein. A rigorous
treatment of titration should consider that the protonation state
of a group depends on the protonation states of other titrating
groups, which themselves are also pH dependent. Therefore,
those interaction energies should be evaluated and a Boltzmann
sum made over all possible energy states, which will be 2 N,
where N equals the number of titratable sites in the protein.
The process has been thoroughly outlined [40,41]. This statistical mechanical approach still has to cope with the inaccuracy of
the protein dielectric, treated as a constant although it is a
function of coordinates. The simplification we have made was
based on a careful analysis of the TEM1 structure whereupon
the protonation states of the other titrating sites were simply
included in the background charge interaction energies when
evaluating the pKa of a certain residue. That is:
pKa=pKmodel-(kT In 10)- (AAGBom+AAGback)

where pKam°del is the side chain pKa of a free amino acid [42]
(the side chain of a free serine was assumed to have pKa=16,
like ethanol). This simplification, rigorously valid when the
investigated group is the only one that titrates in the analyzed
pH range, was confirmed by the consistency with experimental

611

612

Structure 1995, Vol 3 No 6
data. The model compounds were constructed by isolating the
actual side chain, together with its backbone (the used charge
set gives a neutral charge distribution of all backbones except
termini), from the structure.

15.
16.

The calculation made to evaluate how the Ka of Ser70 may
be affected by the charge distribution of the 3-lactam C7-08
carbonyl group and of the NH bonds of residues 70 and 237
was cared out as follows. To get an estimate of the effect of
the oxyanion hole in cancelling out the 08 partial charge, this
was transferred in equal parts to the main-chain nitrogen atoms
of residues 70 and 237. No additional polarization of the substrate carbonyl group compared with that of unbound Pen G
was assumed. The charge distribution was, in free enzyme and
Pen G: C7 +0.3; 08 -0.5; N70 -0.35; H70 +0.25; N237
-0.35; H237 +0.25; and after charge transfer: C7 +0.3; 08
0.0; N70 -0.60; H70 +0.25; N237 -0.60; H237 +0.25.
Hardware
The program
was run on an Evans and Sutherland
ESV/30-33 and PCMODEL on an IBM RS/6000 workstation. All other software packages were run on a Digital DEC
3000/400 Alpha workstation (96 Mb RAM). A PKa calculation required about one hour of CPU time.
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