
UC Irvine
UC Irvine Previously Published Works

Title
Phosphorylation at Ser65 modulates ubiquitin conformational dynamics.

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/5968491g

Journal
Folding & design, 31(7)

Authors
Yovanno, Remy
Yu, Alvin
Wied, Tyler
et al.

Publication Date
2023-07-06

DOI
10.1016/j.str.2023.05.006
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/5968491g
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/5968491g#author
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


Phosphorylation at Ser65 modulates ubiquitin conformational 
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SUMMARY

Ubiquitin phosphorylation at Ser65 increases the population of a rare C-terminally retracted 

(CR) conformation. Transition between the Major and CR ubiquitin conformations is critical 

for promoting mitochondrial degradation. The mechanisms by which the Major and CR 

conformations of Ser65-phosphorylated (pSer65) ubiquitin interconvert, however, remain 

unresolved. Here, we perform all-atom molecular dynamics simulations using the string method 

with swarms of trajectories to calculate the lowest free-energy path between these two conformers. 

Our analysis reveals the existence of a Bent intermediate in which the C-terminal residues of 

the β5 strand shift to resemble the CR conformation, while pSer65 retains contacts resembling 

the Major conformation. This stable intermediate was reproduced in well-tempered metadynamics 

calculations but was less stable for a Gln2Ala mutant that disrupts contacts with pSer65. Lastly, 

dynamical network modelling reveals that the transition from the Major to CR conformations 

involves a decoupling of residues near pSer65 from the adjacent β1 strand.
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eTOC Blurb

Yovanno et al. identified a novel intermediate in the transition pathway between two key ubiquitin 

conformers and revealed mechanistic details involving the role of Ser65 phosphorylation, which is 

important for initiating the degradation of damaged mitochondria. A disruption of this process is 

associated with Parkinson’s disease.
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INTRODUCTION

Ubiquitin (Ub) phosphorylation at Ser65 by protein kinase 1 (PINK1) initiates the 

mitophagy pathway through activation of the E3 ligase Parkin1–6. PINK1 aggregates on 

the cytosolic surface of depolarized mitochondria7 where it phosphorylates ubiquitin1. The 

phosphorylated ubiquitin (pUb) then binds to and activates Parkin4–6, which mediates the 

assembly of polyubiquitin chains on mitochondrial outer membrane proteins8, recruiting 

autophagy receptors and ultimately forming the LC3-positive phagophore for mitochondrial 

degradation9–11. Dysfunction of PINK1 and Parkin are associated with early-onset 

autosomal-recessive Parkinson’s disease11–13. In addition, Ser65 pUb granules have been 

found in post-mortem human brain samples that are increased by age and with Parkinson’s 

disease14,15.
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Although the first crystal structure of ubiquitin was published in 198516, recent NMR 

studies have revealed a new conformation of ubiquitin in which the C-terminal beta strand, 

β5, retracts by two amino acids17,18. Both ubiquitin and Ser65-phosphorylated (pSer65) 

ubiquitin exist in an equilibrium between this C-terminally retracted (CR) conformation 

and the Major (Maj) conformation captured by the original crystal structure. The two 

conformations primarily differ by the network of hydrogen bonds formed between strand 

β5 and adjacent strands, β1 and β317. Chemical exchange saturation transfer (CEST) 

NMR experiments report that in phosphorylated ubiquitin, the occupancy of the Major 

(pUb-Maj) and CR (pUb-CR) conformations are 70% and 30%, respectively, whereas in 

non-phosphorylated ubiquitin, the population of the CR conformation (Ub-CR) is only 

~0.68%18. This indicates that phosphorylation at Ser65 modulates the conformational 

dynamics of ubiquitin. Transition between these two conformations is critical for initiating 

mitophagy; PINK1 phosphorylates ubiquitin at Ser65 in the CR conformation18, while the 

Major conformation of pUb is required to bind to and activate Parkin6,18. Although previous 

work has identified a transition pathway between the Ub-Maj and Ub-CR conformations19, 

little is known about the molecular mechanism driving the transition between the pUb-Maj 

and pUb-CR conformations. Understanding how pUb conformational dynamics differ from 

Ub at a molecular level would provide valuable insight into the unique role of pUb in 

pathogenesis.

Here, we compute the transition path between pUb-Maj and pUb-CR and identify important 

intermediates along the pathway. We then compute conformational free energy landscapes 

for both pUb and Ub to probe how Ser65 phosphorylation affects the ubiquitin conformers 

that are sampled. Lastly, we explore how the extent of local dynamic coupling involving the 

residues of β5 plays an important role in driving the overall conformational transition.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Transition pathway for pUb

To study the transition between the pUb-Maj and pUb-CR conformations, we computed 

the transition mechanism using all-atom molecular dynamics simulations employing the 

string method with swarms of trajectories20–22. Starting from the pUb-Maj conformation, 

the phosphate group of pSer65 interacts with Gln62 (Fig. S1A). pSer65 then flips outward 

toward the β1 strand. Hydrogen bonds between pSer65 and Gln62 break, and the protonated 

phosphate contacts the Lys63 backbone carbonyl (Fig. S1B) and occasionally the polar 

atoms of Gln2 (Fig S1C). The pSer65 phosphate remains flipped toward the β1 strand when 

the β5 strand shift is initiated (Fig 1A).

The β5 strand shift mechanism involves the following changes (Fig 1B). (1) Interactions 

involving residues 68–72 (β5) with residues 40–44 (β3) shift to resemble those that are 

characteristic of the retracted conformation. However, the β5 residues N-terminal to His68 

remain mostly unshifted, causing the strand to begin to twist/bend. (2) The Leu67 backbone 

carbonyl breaks interactions with the backbone amine of Lys6, and the Leu67 backbone 

amine breaks interactions with the backbone carbonyl of Phe4. However, the Phe4 backbone 

amine remains bound to the backbone carbonyl of pSer65. (3) Leu69 shifts toward Leu67. 

When Leu69 moves, its backbone amine breaks contact with the carbonyl of Lys6.

Yovanno et al. Page 3

Structure. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 July 06.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



In the next step, new interactions form between the backbone carbonyl of Leu69 and the 

backbone amine of Lys6; the carbonyl of Lys6 is free to form new interactions with the 

Leu71 backbone amine. The newly free Phe4 backbone carbonyl now forms interactions 

with the Leu69 backbone amine, which causes the remaining hydrogen bond with the Phe4 

backbone amine and pSer65 carbonyl to break (Fig. 1C). In this β5 Bent state, the pSer65 

phosphate oxygen can interact with the Gln2 sidechain amide.

The Phe4 backbone amine forms interactions with the Leu67 backbone carbonyl. pSer65 

then swings away from Gln2, leaving it totally solvent exposed, resulting in the retracted 

conformation (Fig. 1D). The overall transition between pUb-Maj and pUb-CR can be 

likened to the movement of an inchworm; the β5 strand first shifts from its C-terminal 

end causing it to bend and then from its N-terminal end, which relieves strand tension (Fig. 

1E).

We then compared the pUb transition mechanism to that previously reported for Ub19. Both 

transitions are initiated by the breaking of interactions at the C-terminal end of the β5 

strand. However, the pUb mechanism involves an initial rotation of pSer65 away from Gln62 

before any other β5 strand rearrangements occur. In the Ub mechanism, the initiation of 

this transition results from shifts in the β1/β2 loop that allow Leu71 to approach Leu69 

and initiate the strand shift. The β5 strand then breaks all interactions between the β1 

and β3 strands before shifting to the Ub-CR conformation. However, our string calculation 

for ubiquitin revealed a similar Bent intermediate in which the hydrogen bonding pattern 

between β5 residues 69–72 and β3 residues 40–44 resembles the pUb-CR conformation, 

while backbone interactions between pSer65 and Phe4 from the pUb-Maj conformation 

are maintained (Fig. S6). In this Bent conformation of ubiqutin, the Ser65 hydroxyl can 

hydrogen bond with the backbone carboxyl of Gln2 (Fig. S6C). We hypothesize that these 

different interactions between (p)Ser65 and the Gln2 sidechain accounts for differences in 

dynamics between pUb and Ub.

Since the string method is ideal for capturing local structural change but may not 

fully sample global transitions, we next probed the energetics of these conformers using 

metadynamics free-energy calculations to validate the mechanisms.

Energetics of pUb and Ub conformational transition

Previous work comparing the structure and dynamics of pUb and Ub have indicated that 

pUb occupies the CR conformation much more readily than Ub18. This difference in 

Major and CR populations between pUb and Ub indicate different energetics associated 

with the transition. However, little is known about the molecular determinants of this 

difference. To probe the conformational thermodynamics of this transition, we computed 

free energy landscapes for both pUb and Ub using well-tempered metadynamics23. For these 

calculations, we employed a two-dimensional order parameter, (q1, q2), that captures the 

transition observed in our pUb pathway (Fig. 2A,B). The first, q1, was used in previous work 

to describe the β5 shift relative to the β1 strand19 (see Methods). A small q1 value indicates 

the Major conformation, and a large q1 value indicates the CR conformation. However, 

our pUb mechanism indicates that the shift of the C-terminal half of β5 shifts relative to 

the β3 strand before the hydrogen bonding network with β1 rearranges to resemble the 
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CR conformation. To account for this in our metadynamics simulations, we introduced 

an additional order parameter, q2, that captures this mechanistic detail by monitoring the 

distance between the C-terminal residues of β5 (Val70 and Arg72) and the β3 strand. A 

small q2 value is consistent with the Major conformation, and a large q2 value is consistent 

with both the Bent and CR conformation. The resulting free energy landscapes for pUb (Fig. 

2C) and Ub (Fig. 2D) support the thermodynamic significance of the Bent intermediate. 

In our pUb energy landscape, we observe extensive sampling and stability of the Bent 

intermediate, initiated both from both the Bent (Fig. 2C) and CR (Fig. S12) states. In 

contrast, our Ub energy landscape shows a small population of conformers in which the 

pSer65 bends in the opposite direction (away from the β1 strand) without C-terminal 

retraction. According to the exchange rate computed from CEST NMR experiments18, the 

energy barrier between the Major and CR conformations is 19.32 kcal mol−1 (at 45°C) 

for Ub and 17.83 kcal mol−1 for pUb (at 25°C) assuming one-step Arrhenius behavior. 

These values are within the ranges captured by our computed energy landscapes. However, 

fluctuations in both β1 and β3 alter the ratios of distances described by (q1, q2), which 

disallow us from reproducing the ratio of Major and CR conformer populations calculated 

from CEST NMR.

The transition pathway computed between pUb-Maj and pUb-CR reveals a Bent 

intermediate that is characteristic of the pUb transition and also found in our string 

calculation for Ub. The presence of the Bent intermediate in the energy landscapes 

supports our pUb mechanism obtained using the string method, suggesting that large, 

global removal and re-insertion of β5 from the beta sheet is not required for transition. 

According to our energy landscapes, the Bent conformation appears more stable relative to 

the CR conformation for pUb than for Ub. On a molecular level, the Bent conformation 

of pUb features a hydrogen bond between the pSer65 phosphate group and the Gln2 

sidechain (Fig. 2E). A charged-polar hydrogen bond is about 2 kcal mol−1 stronger than 

a polar-polar hydrogen bond24, which can account for the difference between pUb and 

Ub. To probe whether this hydrogen bond stabilizes the pUb-Bent conformation, we 

performed a metadynamics simulation of a Gln2Ala pUb mutant and observed that the 

Bent conformation is significantly less stable, ~20 kcal mol−1 less than the pUb-Maj 

conformation (Fig. 2F). The CR conformation also shows decreased stability relative to 

the pUb-Maj conformation. We also performed a string calculation for the Gln2Ala pUb 

mutant, which sampled the Bent state (Fig. S7). However, a comparison of the string results 

for pUb, Ub, and the Gln2Ala pUb mutant tells us that maintaining interactions between 

Phe4 and both (p)Ser65 and Leu67 while the bottom half of β5 shifts to resemble the CR 

conformation is the primary requirement for the Bent state. The potential for hydrogen 

bonding between (p)Ser65 and Gln2 sidechain groups seems to provide further stabilize 

Bent-state conformers.

Dynamic coupling for different pUb conformations

We next explored the local dynamics of each of the important intermediates identified 

along the pUb transition pathway by performing 100 ns of equilibrium molecular dynamics 

simulations and applying a dynamical network model to quantify the strength of coupled 

interactions involving the residues of β5. Specifically, we performed simulations of both 
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pUb and Ub starting from the (1) Major (Fig. 3A,B), (2) Bent (Fig. 3C,D), and (3) CR 

(Fig. 3E,F) conformations to compare the contacts formed with β5. For each contact pair, 

we computed a mutual-information-based correlation coefficient25 that quantifies the degree 

of coupling between the two residues. The dynamical network data support the presence 

of coupling between β5 and β1, and β5 and β3, involving both polar and hydrophobic 

residues. The transition from the Major conformation to the CR conformation involves the 

decoupling of either Ser65 or pSer65 ((p)Ser65) with β1 and β3. (p)Ser65 coupling is 

present in the Major conformation, decreased in the Bent conformation and absent from the 

CR conformation. The shifting of interactions at the C-terminal half of β5 causes (p)Ser65 

to “break out” of the beta sheet. A similar weakening of coupled interactions occurs with 

Leu67. The strand shift also engages β5 residues Leu73, Arg74, and Gly75 in coupled 

interactions primarily with β3. In addition, pSer65 of pUb-Bent exhibits weak coupling 

with Phe4, which is absent from Ser65 of the Ub-Bent conformation. The hydrogen bond 

between the Ser65 phosphate and the Gln2 sidechain is broken early in our 100 ns trajectory 

and does not reform, contributing to the decoupling between β5 and β1 and disallowing us 

from further quantifying the effect of the Gln2-Ser65 hydrogen bond on coupling between 

β5 and β1. However, combined with results from our metadynamics and string simulations, 

it appears that stronger pSer65 coupling to β1 due to the hydrogen bond with pSer65 

stabilizes the Bent conformation; decoupling results when Gln2 rotates away from β5, 

facilitating the remainder of the transition to the CR state.

A prior simulation study with ubiquitin cites the disorder of the β1/β2 loop as the primary 

factor contributing to the initiation of the transition from Ub-Maj to Ub-CR19. We examined 

the extent of disorder of this loop for both pUb and Ub and computed the root mean square 

fluctuation (RMSF)26 for loop residues. We found that the RMSF for β1/β2 loop residues 

is higher than all other regions of the protein except for the β5 strand (Fig. S15A). In our 

network data, we see that Leu8 is initially coupled most strongly to β5 residues Val70 and 

Ile71 in the Major conformation. Upon transition to the Bent conformation, we observe 

Leu8 coupling with both Arg72 and Leu73 that is also present in the CR conformation. This 

coupling between residues of the β5 strand and the β1/β2 loop are echoed in a previous 

molecular-dynamics simulation study of ubiquitin in the Major conformation that examined 

causal relationships between residue fluctuations using transfer entropy27. According to 

these data, solvent-exposed Glu64 at the N-terminal end of β5 transfers entropy to Ile3, 

which is accepted by an entropy sink, Leu8. The neighboring residue Thr7 of the β1/β2 

loop drives the motion of β5 residue Leu7127. Our network analysis indicates that Glu64-

Ile3 coupling is present in the Major conformation but is not present in the Bent or 

CR states of pUb or Ub. Combining the mutual-information-based couplings with these 

causal relationships, we find that information flow between the β5 and β1 strands is an 

important component for initiating C-terminal retraction and suggests that local dynamics 

help promote large-scale conformational motion.

CONCLUSIONS

Here, we investigated the effects of Ser65 phosphorylation on the transition mechanism 

and conformational dynamics of ubiquitin. We applied the string method with swarms 

of trajectories to compute the minimum free energy path between the Major and CR 
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conformations of pUb and discovered that the β5 strand “crawls” upward like an inchworm, 

first from its C-terminal residues and then breaking residues pSer65 and Leu67. This 

mechanism differs from a previously proposed Ub transition mechanism19, which involves 

shifts in a concerted fashion and does not feature a Bent intermediate. From our computed 

strings and free energy landscapes, we determined that both pUb and Ub sample the Bent 

conformation. However, interactions between Gln2 and the phosphate group of pSer65 

further stabilize the Bent state for pUb. Lastly, our network analysis of molecular dynamics 

trajectories indicates that the transition to the CR conformation involves the decoupling of 

residues at the N-terminal end of β5 and that allosteric communication between β5 and β1 is 

essential for initiating this transition from the Major to CR conformations of pUb and Ub. In 

total, this work provides insights into the molecular mechanisms driving the conformational 

dynamics of pUb.

STAR METHODS

Resource Availability

Lead Contact—Further information and requests for resources and reagents related to 

this work should be directed to and will be fulfilled by the Lead Contact, Albert Y. Lau 

(alau@jhmi.edu).

Materials Availability—This study did not generate new unique reagents.

Data and code availability

• PyMOL sessions and PDB files for each final string (Figs. 1, S4-7), PMF data 

files from metadynamics (Figs. 2, S9, and S12) and extracted conformers (Figs. 

S10 and S11), and data for MD trajectories (Fig. 3) are available for download 

from Zenodo with DOI 10.5281/zenodo.7857674

• All original analysis code has been deposited at Zenodo and is available for 

download from DOI 10.5281/zenodo.7857674

• Any additional information required to reanalyze the data reported in this paper 

is available from the lead contact upon request.

Method Details

Model construction—All-atom models of pUb were constructed from crystal structures 

of the Major (PDB ID: 4WZP17) and CR (PDB ID: 5OXH18) conformations. Missing 

residues were added using the ModLoop Server28. Since the crystal structure of the CR 

conformation uses a TVLN mutant construct (T66V and L67N), these sidechains were 

converted back to their WT sequence using SCWRL429.

String method—The transition pathway for Ser65 pUb was computed using the string 

method with swarms of trajectories21, which uses short unbiased trajectories to determine 

the minimum free energy path (MFEP) between two stable states along a set of order 

parameters. An initial transition path between pUb-Maj and pUb-CR was generated using 

PYMOL’s Morph feature30, yielding an initial string of 100 images (conformers) including 
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pUb-Maj (img_0) and pUb-CR (img_99). Coordinates of the Cα atom for each residue 

were used as order parameters for computing the string. Each string image was solvated 

in an electrostatically neutral orthorhombic box of size 62 Å × 44 Å × 40 Å containing 

150 mM NaCl and 10618 atoms in total. A weak center-of-mass harmonic restraint of 0.5 

kcal mol−1 Å−2 was applied to the N, CA, and C atoms of residues 23, 26, and 30 to 

prevent large translational and rotational protein motion. The SP1 phosphorylation patch 

in the CHARMM27 force field was applied to Ser65 to generate the proper topology. A 

CHARMM31 implementation of the string method developed in previous work22 was used 

to perform the calculations. All simulations in this work were performed at 310 K using the 

CHARMM36 force field with the SP1 patch from CHARMM27.

Each cycle of the string method consisted of 5000 steps of restrained equilibration centered 

at the target value for each order parameter, 500 steps of restrained dynamics to generate 

the initial configuration from which to initiate the trajectory swarms, and 10 trajectories of 

50 steps of unrestrained dynamics from which the average drift was computed to obtain 

the next iteration of the string. This resulting string was then re-parameterized to ensure 

images were equally distanced in collective variable space. String convergence was assessed 

by calculating the string RMSD (here, the Cα RMSD) for each cycle using the initial string 

as the reference (Fig. S2A). To correct for translational and rotational protein motion that 

contributes to the RMSD calculation, string RMSD was computed after all conformers 

were aligned to img_0, more clearly illustrating that the string has converged (Fig. S2B). 

Hydrogen bond networks for each string image were computed using MDAnalysis32,33.

To ensure reproducibility of the key mechanistic steps, the string calculation was repeated 

with 34 images and 100 swarms for two different initial strings (Figs. S3,4,5). The 

converged string was able to reproduce the Bent intermediate (Figs. S4,5).

Metadynamics—simulations were performed along two collective variables: q1 describes 

the ratio of distances between the Cα atoms of Phe4 and (p)Ser65 to Phe4 and Leu67, 

and q2 describes the ratio of distances between Arg42 and Val70 to Arg42 and Arg72. 

These calculations were performed with Gaussian half-widths of 0.1 for each collective 

variable, an initial hill height of 0.2 kcal mol−1, and a bias factor of 10. The Gaussian biases 

were deposited every 2 ps. Metadynamics simulations for pUb, Ub, and the Gln2Ala pUb 

mutant were initiated from the Bent conformation to ensure this conformation was sampled. 

Each system was equilibrated in an NVT ensemble with gradually relaxing backbone and 

sidechain restraints and followed by a nanosecond of NPT equilibration prior to applying the 

metadynamics bias. A weak center-of-mass harmonic restraint of 0.5 kcal mol−1 Å−2 was 

applied to the N, CA, and C atoms of residues 23, 26, and 30. All metadynamics simulations 

were performed using GPU-accelerated NAMD34. Error in the energy landscapes was 

computed by calculating the standard deviation of the potential of mean force at each (q1, 

q2) at 50 ns increments throughout the last 500 ns of metadynamics simulations (Fig. S8). 

The initial 3 μs metadynamics simulation of the Gln2Ala pUb mutant failed to fully sample 

the CR conformation; the results of this simulation were included in Fig. S9.

Equilibrium molecular dynamics and dynamical network analysis—Equilibrium 

molecular dynamics were performed using the GPU-accelerated NAMD34 simulation 
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package. Simulations were initiated from Major, Bent, and CR conformations for both pUb 

and Ub. To ensure the protein did not exceed the overall system extent, a solvent box of 70 

Å × 70 Å × 70 Å was used for each simulation. Each system was electrostatically neutral 

and contained 150 mM NaCl and approximately 33,000 atoms. Equilibration was performed 

in an NVT ensemble with gradually relaxing backbone and sidechain restraints. Production 

simulations were carried out in an NPT ensemble at 1 atm. Trajectories were aligned by their 

backbone atoms, and frames were sampled at 10 ps intervals for analysis.

A dynamical network model was constructed from the equilibrium molecular dynamics 

trajectories using the dynetan python package25,35. To generate the network, a node is 

defined by each Cα atom in the protein, and a pair of nodes is connected by an edge 

if the heavy atoms of both residues are within 4.5 Å of each other for at least 75% of 

the trajectory. The strength of each edge was determined by calculating a generalized 

correlation coefficient, rMI, as a function of a mutual information estimator, I, constructed 

by counting the number of frames in which the “distance” (maximum variation of the three 

dimensions) for each node is within a cutoff defined from the maximum variation of the 

k nearest neighbors to a reference frame that is varied throughout the trajectory25. The 

generalized correlation coefficient is then computed from I using the following equation for 

d=3 dimensions:

rMI = (1 − e−2I /d)1/2 .

This approach to determining inter-node correlation is useful because it accounts for non-

linear relationships in node fluctuations35. The 100 ns trajectory for each system was 

divided into four windows from which the standard error of each pairwise correlation value 

was reported (Tables S1-S6).

Quantification and Statistical Analysis

String convergence was assessed by using the root-mean-square deviation between the Cα 
atoms or β5 Cα atoms of initial string (aligned to the backbone atoms of img_0) and the 

string at each cycle, as implemented in MDAnalysis32,33.

Convergence of metadynamics PMFs was assessed by calculating the standard

deviation for the potential of mean force at each (q1, q2) at 50 ns increments throughout the 

last 500 ns of metadynamics simulations (N=10).

Error in the generalized correlation coefficient calculated from equilibrium molecular 

dynamics simulations for each interaction pair was calculated as the standard error of the 

mean across all four (N=4) simulation windows as implemented in dynetan25.

Supplementary Material

Refer to Web version on PubMed Central for supplementary material.

Yovanno et al. Page 9

Structure. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 July 06.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Acknowledgements

We used resources provided by the Maryland Advanced Research Computing Center (MARCC) and Advanced 
Research Computing at Hopkins (ARCH) at Johns Hopkins University. This work was funded by the Johns 
Hopkins Catalyst Award (to A.Y.L.); NIH T32GM135131 (to R.A.Y.).

Inclusion and Diversity

We support inclusive, diverse, and equitable conduct of research.

References

(1). Kazlauskaite A; Kondapalli C; Gourlay R; Campbell DG; Ritorto MS; Hofmann K; Alessi DR; 
Knebel A; Trost M; Muqit MMK Parkin Is Activated by PINK1-Dependent Phosphorylation of 
Ubiquitin at Ser65. Biochemical Journal 2014, 460 (Pt 1), 127. 10.1042/BJ20140334. [PubMed: 
24660806] 

(2). Kane LA; Lazarou M; Fogel AI; Li Y; Yamano K; Sarraf SA; Banerjee S; Youle RJ PINK1 
Phosphorylates Ubiquitin to Activate Parkin E3 Ubiquitin Ligase Activity. Journal of Cell 
Biology 2014, 205 (2), 143–153. 10.1083/JCB.201402104. [PubMed: 24751536] 

(3). Koyano F; Okatsu K; Kosako H; Tamura Y; Go E; Kimura M; Kimura Y; Tsuchiya H; Yoshihara 
H; Hirokawa T; Endo T; Fon EA; Trempe J-F; Saeki Y; Tanaka K; Matsuda N Ubiquitin Is 
Phosphorylated by PINK1 to Activate Parkin. Nature 2014 510:7503 2014, 510 (7503), 162–166. 
10.1038/nature13392.

(4). Sauvé V; Lilov A; Seirafi M; Vranas M; Rasool S; Kozlov G; Sprules T; Wang J; Trempe J-F; 
Gehring K A Ubl/Ubiquitin Switch in the Activation of Parkin. The EMBO Journal 2015, 34 
(20), 2492–2505. 10.15252/EMBJ.201592237. [PubMed: 26254305] 

(5). Wauer T; Simicek M; Schubert A; Komander D Mechanism of PhosphoUbiquitin-Induced 
PARKIN Activation. Nature 2015 524:7565 2015, 524 (7565), 370–374. 10.1038/nature14879.

(6). Kumar A; Chaugule VK; Condos TEC; Barber KR; Johnson C; Toth R; Sundaramoorthy R; 
Knebel A; Shaw GS; Walden H Parkin-Phosphoubiquitin Complex Reveals Cryptic Ubiquitin-
Binding Site Required for RBR Ligase Activity. Nature Structural and Molecular Biology 2017, 
24 (5), 475–483. 10.1038/nsmb.3400.

(7). Narendra DP; Jin SM; Tanaka A; Suen D-F; Gautier CA; Shen J; Cookson MR; Youle RJ PINK1 
Is Selectively Stabilized on Impaired Mitochondria to Activate Parkin. PLOS Biology 2010, 8 
(1), e1000298. 10.1371/JOURNAL.PBIO.1000298. [PubMed: 20126261] 

(8). Ordureau A; Sarraf SA; Duda DM; Heo J-M; Jedrychowski MP; Sviderskiy VO; Olszewski 
JL; Koerber JT; Xie T; Beausoleil SA; Wells JA; Gygi SP; Schulman BA; Harper 
JW Quantitative Proteomics Reveal a Feedforward Mechanism for Mitochondrial PARKIN 
Translocation and Ubiquitin Chain Synthesis. Molecular Cell 2014, 56 (3), 360–375. 10.1016/
J.MOLCEL.2014.09.007. [PubMed: 25284222] 

(9). Narendra D; Tanaka A; Suen D-F; Youle RJ Parkin Is Recruited Selectively to Impaired 
Mitochondria and Promotes Their Autophagy. Journal of Cell Biology 2008, 183 (5), 795–803. 
10.1083/JCB.200809125. [PubMed: 19029340] 

(10). Harper JW; Ordureau A; Heo J-M Building and Decoding Ubiquitin Chains for Mitophagy. 
Nature Reviews Molecular Cell Biology 2018 19:2 2018, 19 (2), 93–108. 10.1038/nrm.2017.129.

(11). Liu J; Liu W; Li R; Yang H Mitophagy in Parkinson’s Disease: From Pathogenesis to Treatment. 
Cells 2019, 8 (7), 712. 10.3390/CELLS8070712. [PubMed: 31336937] 

(12). Valente EM; Abou-Sleiman PM; Caputo V; Muqit MMK; Harvey K; Gispert S; Ali Z; Turco D. 
Del; Bentivoglio AR; Healy DG; Albanese A; Nussbaum R; González-Maldonado R Deller T; 
Salvi S; Cortelli P; Gilks WP; Latchman DS; Harvey RJ; Dallapiccola B; Auburger G; Wood NW 
Hereditary Early-Onset Parkinson’s Disease Caused by Mutations in PINK1. Science 2004, 304 
(5674), 1158–1160. 10.1126/SCIENCE.1096284. [PubMed: 15087508] 

Yovanno et al. Page 10

Structure. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 July 06.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



(13). Kitada T; Asakawa S; Hattori N; Matsumine H; Yamamura Y; Minoshima S; Yokochi M; Mizuno 
Y; Shimizu N Mutations in the Parkin Gene Cause Autosomal Recessive Juvenile Parkinsonism. 
Nature 1998 392:6676 1998, 392 (6676), 605–608. 10.1038/33416.

(14). Fiesel FC; Ando M; Hudec R; Hill AR; Castanedes-Casey M; Caulfield TR; Moussaud-
Lamodière EL; Stankowski JN; Bauer PO; Lorenzo-Betancor O; Ferrer I; Arbelo JM; Siuda 
J; Chen L; Dawson VL; Dawson TM; Wszolek ZK; Ross OA; Dickson DW; Springer W (Patho) 
Physiological Relevance of PINK1-Dependent Ubiquitin Phosphorylation. EMBO reports 2015, 
16 (9), 1114–1130. 10.15252/EMBR.201540514. [PubMed: 26162776] 

(15). Fiesel FC; Springer W Disease Relevance of Phosphorylated Ubiquitin (p-S65-Ub). Autophagy 
2015, 11 (11), 2125. 10.1080/15548627.2015.1091912. [PubMed: 26389970] 

(16). Vijay-Kumar S; Bugg CE; Wilkinson KD; Cook WJ Three-Dimensional Structure of Ubiquitin at 
2.8 A Resolution. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 1985, 82 (11), 3582–3585. 
10.1073/PNAS.82.11.3582.

(17). Wauer T; Swatek KN; Wagstaff JL; Gladkova C; Pruneda JN; Michel MA; Gersch M; 
Johnson CM; Freund SM; Komander D Ubiquitin Ser65 Phosphorylation Affects Ubiquitin 
Structure, Chain Assembly and Hydrolysis. The EMBO Journal 2015, 34 (3), 307–325. 
10.15252/embj.201489847. [PubMed: 25527291] 

(18). Gladkova C; Schubert AF; Wagstaff JL; Pruneda JN; Freund SM; Komander D An Invisible 
Ubiquitin Conformation Is Required for Efficient Phosphorylation by PINK 1 . The EMBO 
Journal 2017, 36 (24), 3555–3572. 10.15252/embj.201797876. [PubMed: 29133469] 

(19). Röder K; Wales DJ Analysis of the Ub to Ub-CR Transition in Ubiquitin. Biochemistry 2018, 57 
(43), 6180–6186. 10.1021/acs.biochem.8b00770. [PubMed: 30265521] 

(20). Maragliano L; Fischer A; Vanden-Eijnden E; Ciccotti G String Method in Collective Variables: 
Minimum Free Energy Paths and Isocommittor Surfaces. Journal of Chemical Physics 2006, 125 
(2). 10.1063/1.2212942.

(21). Pan AC; Sezer D; Roux B Finding Transition Pathways Using the String Method with Swarms 
of Trajectories. Journal of Physical Chemistry B 2008, 112 (11), 3432–3440. 10.1021/jp0777059. 
[PubMed: 18290641] 

(22). Yu A; Lau AY Energetics of Glutamate Binding to an Ionotropic Glutamate Receptor. Journal 
of Physical Chemistry B 2017, 121 (46), 10436–10442. 10.1021/acs.jpcb.7b06862. [PubMed: 
29065265] 

(23). Barducci A; Bussi G; Parrinello M Well-Tempered Metadynamics: A Smoothly Converging 
and Tunable Free-Energy Method. Physical Review Letters 2008, 100 (2), 020603. 10.1103/
PhysRevLett.100.020603. [PubMed: 18232845] 

(24). Cao Z; Bowie JU An Energetic Scale for Equilibrium H/D Fractionation Factors Illuminates 
Hydrogen Bond Free Energies in Proteins. Protein Science : A Publication of the Protein Society 
2014, 23 (5), 566. 10.1002/PRO.2435. [PubMed: 24501090] 

(25). Melo MCR; Bernardi RC; De La Fuente-Nunez C; Luthey-Schulten Z Generalized Correlation-
Based Dynamical Network Analysis: A New High-Performance Approach for Identifying 
Allosteric Communications in Molecular Dynamics Trajectories. Journal of Chemical Physics 
2020, 153 (13). 10.1063/5.0018980.

(26). Welford BP Note on a Method for Calculating Corrected Sums of Squares and Products. 
Technometrics 1962, 4 (3), 419–420. 10.1080/00401706.1962.10490022.

(27). Hacisuleyman A; Erman B Entropy Transfer between Residue Pairs and Allostery in Proteins: 
Quantifying Allosteric Communication in Ubiquitin. PLOS Computational Biology 2017, 13 (1), 
e1005319. 10.1371/JOURNAL.PCBI.1005319. [PubMed: 28095404] 

(28). Fiser A; Sali A ModLoop: Automated Modeling of Loops in Protein Structures. Bioinformatics 
2003, 19 (18), 2500–2501. 10.1093/BIOINFORMATICS/BTG362. [PubMed: 14668246] 

(29). Krivov GG; Shapovalov MV; Dunbrack RL Improved Prediction of Protein Side-Chain 
Conformations with SCWRL4. Proteins: Structure, Function and Bioinformatics 2009, 77 (4), 
778–795. 10.1002/prot.22488.

(30). Schrödinger LLC. The {PyMOL} Molecular Graphics System, Version~1.8; 2015.

(31). Brooks BR; Brooks CL; Mackerell AD; Nilsson L; Petrella RJ; Roux B; Won Y; Archontis 
G; Bartels C; Boresch S; Caflisch A; Caves L; Cui Q; Dinner AR; Feig M; Fischer S; Gao J; 

Yovanno et al. Page 11

Structure. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 July 06.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Hodoscek M; Im W; Kuczera K; Lazaridis T; Ma J; Ovchinnikov V; Paci E; Pastor RW; Post CB; 
Pu JZ; Schaefer M; Tidor B; Venable RM; Woodcock HL; Wu X; Yang W; York DM; Karplus M 
CHARMM: The Biomolecular Simulation Program. Journal of Computational Chemistry 2009, 
30 (10), 1545–1614. 10.1002/jcc.21287. [PubMed: 19444816] 

(32). Michaud-Agrawal N; Denning EJ; Woolf TB; Beckstein O MDAnalysis: A Toolkit for the 
Analysis of Molecular Dynamics Simulations. Journal of Computational Chemistry 2011, 32 
(10), 2319–2327. 10.1002/jcc.21787. [PubMed: 21500218] 

(33). Gowers R; Linke M; Barnoud J; Reddy T; Melo M; Seyler S; Domański J; Dotson D; Buchoux 
S; Kenney I; Beckstein O MDAnalysis: A Python Package for the Rapid Analysis of Molecular 
Dynamics Simulations. In Proceedings of the 15th Python in Science Conference; SciPy, 2016; 
pp 98–105. 10.25080/majora-629e541a-00e.

(34). Phillips JC; Braun R; Wang W; Gumbart J; Tajkhorshid E; Villa E; Chipot C; Skeel RD; Kalé 
L; Schulten K Scalable Molecular Dynamics with NAMD. Journal of Computational Chemistry. 
John Wiley and Sons Inc. December 1, 2005, pp 1781–1802. 10.1002/jcc.20289.

(35). Lange OF; Grubmüller H Generalized Correlation for Biomolecular Dynamics. Proteins: 
Structure, Function, and Bioinformatics 2005, 62 (4), 1053–1061. 10.1002/prot.20784.

Yovanno et al. Page 12

Structure. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 July 06.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Highlights

• Transition between ubiquitin conformations involves a Bent intermediate.

• Disrupting the hydrogen bond between pSer65 and Gln2 destabilizes the Bent 

state.

• Decoupling between β5 and β1 strands accompanies the pUb Major to CR 

transition.
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Fig. 1. Conformational transition between the Major and CR conformations of pUb.
(A) Prior to the β5 strand shift, pUb exists in the Major conformation where the pSer65 

phosphate is flipped toward the β1 strand. (B) pUb adopts a Bent conformation by partial 

strand shift breaking interactions between β5 residues (His68, Val70, and Arg72) and β3 

residues (Gln40, Arg42, and Ile44). This shift results in new interactions formed between β5 

residues (Val70, Arg72, and Arg74) and β3 residues (Gln40, Arg42, and Ile44). Leu69 shifts 

toward Leu67, and contacts between those residues and the β5 strand are broken. Retention 

of the hydrogen bond between the pSer65 carbonyl oxygen and the Phe4 backbone amine 

contributes to strand strain. (C) New contacts form between Lys6 and both Leu69 and 

Leu71. The Phe4 backbone carbonyl forms a new contact with the Leu69 backbone amine. 

β5 strand tension is relieved when the hydrogen bond between the pSer65 backbone 

carbonyl and the Phe4 backbone amine is broken. (D) pUb adopts the CR conformation 
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by forming a new hydrogen bond between the Leu67 backbone carbonyl and the backbone 

amine of Phe4. pSer65 swings away from Gln2. (E) Summary cartoon highlighting the key 

features of the pUb transition mechanism.
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Fig. 2. Free energy landscapes for pUb and Ub.
(A) Visual representation of the two-dimensional order parameter (q1, q2) used for 

metadynamics simulations. (B) Steps of the pUb transition mechanism (computed from 

the string method) mapped onto the (q1, q2) order parameter to illustrate how this order 

parameter captures the structural changes observed throughout the transition. The color bar 

monitors the string progress where dark blue is the initial pUb-Maj structure and red is the 

final pUb-CR structure. (C) Free energy landscape (potential of mean force) computed for 

pUb. (D) Free energy landscape (potential of mean force) computed for Ub. (E) Hydrogen 

bond between the phosphate group of pSer65 and the Gln2 sidechain. (F) Free energy 

landscape (potential of mean force) computed for the pUb Gln2Ala mutant.
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Fig. 3. Dynamic coupling between residues of the β5 strand and the adjacent β1 and β3 strands.
Dynamical network representation generated from equilibrium molecular dynamics 

simulations of important pUb and Ub conformational states. Value ranges of the generalized 

correlation coefficients are indicated by the colors of the edges connecting Cα atoms in 

the network. A dynamical network was generated for (A) pUb in the Major conformation, 

(B) Ub in the Major conformation, (C) pUb in the Bent conformation, (D) Ub in the 

Bent conformation, (E) pUb in the CR conformation, and (F) Ub in the CR conformation. 

Correlograms illustrating these data are shown in Figs. S6 and S7. In panels (C–F), labels 

for residues 3 and 67 are shown in orange to assist visualizing how β5 moves relative to β1 

in transitioning between the Bent and CR states.
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Key resources table

REAGENT or RESOURCE SOURCE IDENTIFIER

Deposited data

Ser65-phosphorylated ubiquitin in the Major 
conformation

Protein Data Bank
PDB ID: 4WZP (Wauer et al.17)

N/A

T66V/L67N mutant of Ser65- phosphorylated 
ubiquitin in the C-terminally retracted 
conformation

Protein Data Bank
PDB ID: 5OXH (Gladkova et al.18)

N/A

Molecular dynamics data This paper 10.5281/zenodo.7857674

Software and algorithms

CHARMM Brooks et al.31 www.charmm.org/

NAMD Phillips et al.34 www.ks.uiuc.edu/Research/namd/

PyMOL Schrodinger, LLC30 https://www.pymol.org/pymol.html

ModLoop Fiser and Sali28 https://modbase.compbio.ucsf.edu/modloop/

SCWRL4 Krivov et al.29 http://dunbrack.fccc.edu/lab/scwrl

MDAnalysis Michaud-Agrawal et al.32; Gowers et al.33 https://www.mdanalysis.org/

dynetan Melo et al.25 https://pypi.org/project/dynetan/

Analysis code This paper 10.5281/zenodo.7857674
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