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tightly controlled biogenesis process leading to the forma-
tion of properly folded, mature and functional tRNAs. One 
particular maturation step is the introduction of chemical 
modifications on specific tRNA nucleotides making tRNAs 
the most extensively and diversely modified RNAs in the 
cell (Cappannini et al. 2024). Modifications introduced 
around the anticodon loop are mainly implicated in transla-
tion fidelity and efficiency (El Yacoubi et al. 2012; Agris 
et al. 2017; Smith et al. 2024), while modifications intro-
duced in the core region are mainly implicated in the folding 
and stability of tRNAs (Motorin and Helm 2010; Lorenz 
et al. 2017; Yared et al. 2024). Since all aspects of tRNA 
biology are affected by modifications to some extent, the 
introduction of these modifications is tightly regulated and 
controlled by multiple factors (Barraud and Tisné 2019). 
Indeed, several modification circuits have been identified in 
which one or more modifications stimulate or repress the 
incorporation of subsequent modifications (Sokołowski et 
al. 2018; Han and Phizicky 2018; Barraud and Tisné 2019; 
Yared et al. 2024). In the past years, we developed an NMR-
based methodology to monitor the maturation of tRNAs in 
a time resolved fashion (Gato et al. 2021). This led to the 
identification of several modification circuits present in the 
core of yeast tRNAPhe (Barraud et al. 2019). We now aim 

Biological context

Transfer RNAs (tRNAs) are small non-coding RNAs that 
are conserved, in terms of structure and function, in all 
domains of life. They exhibit a distinctive cloverleaf sec-
ondary configuration comprising the T-arm, D-arm, anti-
codon arm, variable region and acceptor stem. Tertiary 
interactions between the T- and D-loops, thereby forming 
the tRNA elbow, and between the variable region and the 
D-stem lead to the characteristic L-shaped three-dimen-
sional structure of tRNAs (Robertus et al. 1974; Suddath 
et al. 1974). The correct assembly and folding of these 
structural components are vital for the tRNA to properly 
perform all of its versatile functions in translation (Agris et 
al. 2017; Smith et al. 2024) and in other cellular processes 
(Raina and Ibba 2014; Fields and Roy 2018). In order to 
respond to this evolutionary pressure, tRNAs go through a 
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Abstract
Transfer RNAs (tRNAs) are an essential component of the protein synthesis machinery. In order to accomplish their cel-
lular functions, tRNAs go through a highly controlled biogenesis process leading to the production of correctly folded 
tRNAs. tRNAs in solution adopt the characteristic L-shape form, a stable tertiary conformation imperative for the cellular 
stability of tRNAs, their thermotolerance, their interaction with protein and RNA complexes and their activity in the trans-
lation process. The introduction of post-transcriptional modifications by modification enzymes, the global conformation of 
tRNAs, and their cellular stability are highly interconnected. We aim to further investigate this existing link by monitoring 
the maturation of bacterial tRNAs in E. coli extracts using NMR. Here, we report on the 1H, 15N chemical shift assignment 
of the imino groups and some amino groups of unmodified and modified E. coli tRNAAsp, tRNAVal and tRNAPhe, which 
are essential for characterizing their maturation process using NMR spectroscopy.
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at expanding this methodology to study the maturation of 
bacterial tRNAs, in order to identify potential modifications 
circuits associated with their maturation process.

Here, we describe the production and purification of 
unmodified and modified samples of E. coli tRNAAsp(GUC), 
tRNAVal(UAC) and tRNAPhe(GAA), and we report on the 1H, 15N 
chemical shift assignment of their imino groups and of some 
amino groups of tRNAAsp(GUC). Unmodified samples corre-
spond to in vitro transcribed tRNAs that do not carry any 
post-transcriptional modifications, whereas modified sam-
ples correspond to fully modified tRNAs overexpressed and 
purified from E. coli (see Fig. 1 for the chemical structure of 
the modifications present in these tRNAs and mentioned in 
the assignment procedures). The resonance assignments and 
the comparison of the imino groups chemical shifts of the 
unmodified and modified sample of each tRNA, revealed 
the NMR signature of individual post-transcriptional modi-
fications needed for the subsequent NMR study of the matu-
ration of these tRNAs in a time-resolved fashion.

Methods

Sample preparation

Unmodified E. coli tRNAAsp(GUC), tRNAVal(UAC), and 
tRNAPhe(GAA) were prepared by standard in vitro tran-
scription either with unlabeled NTPs (Jena Bioscience) or 
15N-labeled GTP and UTP (Cambridge Isotope Laborato-
ries) (Table 1). Transcription mix contains Tris-HCl pH 8.0 
20 mM, spermidine 0.5 mM, DTT 2.5 mM, Triton X-100 
at 0.005% (v/v), 200 nM of an equimolar mixture of the 
DNA template and T7 promotor primer, each of the 4 NTPs 
at 5 mM, MgCl2 40 mM, GMP 8 mM and 25 µg/mL of in-
house produced T7 RNA polymerase containing a mutation 
(Pro266Leu) for improved efficiency (Guillerez et al. 2005). 
tRNAAsp, tRNAVal, and tRNAPhe were transcribed and puri-
fied following a previously published procedure (Catala et 
al. 2020a, b; Yared et al. 2023). Briefly, all unmodified tRNA 
samples were purified by anion exchange chromatography 

while unmodified tRNAAsp and tRNAVal were further puri-
fied using a hydrophobic interaction column (Phenyl Super-
ose HR 10/10 column) equilibrated in 25 mM Na-phosphate 
pH 6.5 and 1.7  M ammonium sulfate. They were then 
eluted using a 1.7-0 M ammonium sulfate reverse gradient. 
tRNAs were then extensively dialysed against 1 mM of Na-
phosphate pH 6.0 buffer and refolded at 95 °C for 5 min. 
After slowly cooling down the samples, buffer was added to 
place each tRNA in the NMR buffer (Na-phosphate pH 6.0 
10 mM, MgCl2 10 mM). Finally, tRNA samples were con-
centrated to a ∼ 0.2-1 mM using Amicon 10,000 MWCO 
(Millipore).

The modified samples of E. coli tRNAAsp(GUC), 
tRNAVal(UAC), and tRNAPhe(GAA) were produced in and puri-
fied from E. coli JM101TR strain following previously pub-
lished procedures (Catala et al. 2020a, b). The genes coding 
for the tRNAAsp, tRNAVal and tRNAPhe were cloned each in 
the pBSTNAV vector between the EcoRI and PstI restric-
tion sites and then expressed in 2xTY growth medium for 
unlabeled samples or in 15N-labeled Spectra-9 medium 
(Eurisotop) for 15N-labeled samples. After standard proce-
dures of phenol extraction, each tRNA was first purified by 
size exclusion chromatography on a Superdex 75 increase 
10/300 GL equilibrated in 25 mM K-phosphate pH 6.5. 
Then the eluted samples were purified by anion exchange 
chromatography (MonoQ, GE Healthcare) equilibrated in 
25 mM K-phosphate pH 6.5 and eluted using a 450–600 
mM NaCl gradient in the same buffer. The modified samples 
of tRNAPhe were further purified by hydrophobic interaction 
chromatography using Phenyl superose HR 10/10 equili-
brated in 25 mM K-phosphate pH 6.5 and 1.7 M ammonium 
sulfate. tRNAPhe was then eluted using a 1.4–0.9 M ammo-
nium sulfate reverse gradient. After each purification step, 
fractions containing the overexpressed tRNA were identi-
fied with a gel-shift assay on a native PAGE with a DNA 
oligonucleotide complementary to a portion of the T-arm, 
the anticodon stem-loop and a portion of the D-arm as pre-
viously described (Catala et al. 2020b). All samples were 
then dialyzed against the NMR buffer and concentrated 
using Amicon 10,000 MWCO (Millipore).

Fig. 1  Chemical structure of common modified residues discussed in the assignment procedures. 4-thiouridine (s4U), dihydrouridine (D), 7-meth-
ylguanosine (m7G), thymidine or 5-methyluridine (T or m5U), and pseudouridine (Ψ). Modifications are highlighted in red
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NMR spectroscopy

NMR spectra of E. coli tRNAAsp and tRNAVal were mea-
sured at 311 K and 298 K, respectively, on Bruker AVIII-
HD 700  MHz spectrometer and NMR spectra of E. coli 
tRNAPhe were measured at 311  K on Bruker AVIII-HD 
700 and 950  MHz spectrometers, all with 5-mm Shigemi 
tubes (Table  1). Imino resonances of tRNAAsp, tRNAVal 
and tRNAPhe were assigned using 2D jump-and-return-
echo (1H,1H)-NOESY (Plateau and Gueron 1982; Sklenar 
and Bax 1987) and 2D (1H,15N)-BEST-TROSY (Farjon et 
al. 2009) (Table 1). Amino resonances of modified tRNA-
Asp were assigned using (1H,15N)-HSQC-CPMG-NOESY 
(Mueller et al. 1995) and standard (1H,15N)-HSQC experi-
ments (Table 1). Lastly, detection of hydrogen bonds in base 
pairs was performed using a (1H,15N)-BEST-TROSY-HNN-
COSY experiment (Dallmann and Sattler 2014; Dallmann 
et al. 2013), thereby providing information on the type of 

base-pairing. All experiments were measured in the NMR 
buffer supplemented with 5% (v/v) of D2O. The sample 
concentrations and the NMR acquisition parameters are 
listed in Table 1. The data were processed using TOPSPIN 
3.6 (Bruker) and analysed with NMRFAM-SPARKY (Lee 
et al. 2015). The spectra were referenced to 2,2-dimethyl-
2-silapentanesulfonic acid (DSS) using an external sample 
of 0.5% DSS and 2 mM sucrose in H2O/D2O (Bruker), and 
indirect chemical shift referencing for 15N according to 
IUPAB (Markley et al. 1998).

Extent of assignment and data deposition

In order to select the most appropriate temperature for the 
detection of imino proton signals, we initially measured 1D 
jump-and-return-echo NMR spectra at different tempera-
tures ranging from 293 K to 311 K on each of the unmodi-
fied tRNA samples. The temperature of NMR measurement 

tRNA sample Experiment Temp Field 
(MHz)

τm 
(ms)

D1 
(s)

NS Points 
(F2, F1)

SW (ppm) AQ (ms) Carrier 
frequencies 
(ppm)

unmodi-
fied
tRNAAsp

unlabeled
0.55 mM

(1H,1H)-NOESY 311 K 700 150 1.0 256 4096, 744 27.9 (1H), 
21.6 (1H)

105 (1H),
24.6 (1H)

4.7 (1H),
4.7 (1H)

15N-UG
0.27 mM

(1H,15N)-BEST-TROSY 311 K 700 - 0.2 32 4096, 128 25.9 (1H), 
26 (15N)

113 (1H), 34.7 (15N) 4.7 (1H), 
154.5 (15N)

modified 
tRNAAsp

u-15N
0.43 mM

(1H,1H)-NOESY 311 K 700 150 1.0 296 4096, 744 27.9 (1H), 
21.6 (1H)

105 (1H),
24.6 (1H)

4.7 (1H),
4.7 (1H)

(1H,15N)-BEST-TROSY 311 K 700 - 0.2 196 4096, 256 25.9 (1H), 
26 (15N)

113 (1H), 69.4 (15N) 4.7 (1H), 
154.5 (15N)

(1H,15N)-BEST-TROSY-
HNN-COSY

311 K 700 - 0.3 512 3072, 324 25.9 (1H), 
118 (15N)

84.8 (1H), 19.3 (15N) 4.7 (1H), 
185 (15N)

(1H,15N)-HSQC-CPMG-
NOESY

311 K 700 130 1.1 200 2714, 404 25.9 (1H), 
110 (15N)

74.9 (1H), 25.8 (15N) 4.7 (1H), 
116 (15N)

(1H,15N)-HSQC 311 K 700 - 1.0 180 2048, 280 18 (1H), 
40 (15N)

81.1 (1H), 49.3 (15N) 4.7 (1H),
87 (15N)

unmodi-
fied
tRNAPhe

unlabeled
1.0 mM

(1H,1H)-NOESY 311 K 950 200 1.0 128 5120, 760 23.9 (1H), 
20 (1H)

113 (1H), 20 (1H) 4.7 (1H),
4.7 (1H)

15N-UG
0.45 mM

(1H,15N)-BEST-TROSY 311 K 950 - 0.2 36 4096, 220 28.2 (1H), 
26 (15N)

76.4 (1H), 43.9 (15N) 4.7 (1H), 
154.5 (15N)

modified
tRNAPhe

unlabeled
0.53 mM

(1H,1H)-NOESY 311 K 950 200 1.0 128 5120, 760 23.9 (1H), 
20 (1H)

113 (1H), 20 (1H) 4.7 (1H),
4.7 (1H)

u-15N
0.02 mM

(1H,15N)-BEST-TROSY 311 K 950 - 0.2 212 4096, 144 28.2 (1H), 
26 (15N)

76.4 (1H), 28.8 (15N) 4.7 (1H), 
154.5 (15N)

(1H,15N)-HSQC 311 K 700 - 1.0 128 3072, 168 25 (1H),
26 (15N)

87.8 (1H), 45.5 (15N) 4.7 (1H), 
154.5 (15N)

unmodi-
fied
tRNAVal

unlabeled 
0.32 mM

(1H,1H)-NOESY 298 K 700 150 1.0 256 4096, 744 27.9 (1H), 
21.6 (1H)

105 (1H),
24.6 (1H)

4.7 (1H),
4.7 (1H)

15N-UG
0.2 mM

(1H,15N)-BEST-TROSY 298 K 700 - 0.2 40 4096, 128 25.9 (1H), 
26 (15N)

113 (1H), 34.7 (15N) 4.7 (1H), 
154.5 (15N)

modified
tRNAVal

unlabeled 
1.25 mM

(1H,1H)-NOESY 298 K 700 150 1.0 120 4096, 568 27.9 (1H), 
21.6 (1H)

105 (1H),
18.8 (1H)

4.7 (1H),
4.7 (1H)

(1H,15N)-BEST-TROSY 298 K 700 - 0.2 9000 4096,
72

25.9 (1H), 
26 (15N)

113 (1H),
19.5 (15N)

4.7 (1H), 
154.5 (15N)

Table 1  The NMR experiments used in the assignment of tRNAAsp, tRNAVal, tRNAPhe and the corresponding acquisition parameters. Unlabeled 
samples correspond to unmodified and modified tRNAs prepared using unlabeled NTPs or media. 15N-UG samples correspond to in vitro tran-
scribed tRNAs using 15N-labeled GTP and UTP. u-15N samples correspond to uniformly 15N-labeled modified tRNAs produced in 15N-labeled 
media
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the assignments with internal consistencies. Unless other-
wise stated, the chemical shifts of imino groups reported in 
the text are from TROSY-type experiments and correspond 
to Figs. 2b, 3b and 4b, while the chemical shifts deposited 
in the BioMagResBank correspond to isotropic chemi-
cal shifts. Overall, we have followed a similar strategy for 
assigning the different tRNAs, starting from the assignment 
of the D-arm and variable region, followed by the assign-
ment of the T-arm and acceptor stem, and finally by the 
anticodon stem. The assignment processes are described 
below following this order, with dedicated paragraphs for 
each tRNA. In addition, the differences in the combined 
1H and 15N chemical shifts of assigned nucleotide between 
the unmodified and modified samples of tRNAAsp, tRNAVal 

was subsequently fixed at 311 K for tRNAAsp and tRNA-
Phe and at 298  K for tRNAVal. 2D (1H,1H)-NOESY and 
2D (1H,15N)-BEST-TROSY spectra have been obtained 
from unmodified and modified samples, which led to the 
imino groups resonance assignments of the unmodified and 
modified guanines and uridines that are protected from the 
exchange with the solvent (Figs.  2, 3 and 4). In addition, 
methyl groups of T54 (m5U54) and m7G46 were assigned 
and used as starting points or as means of verifying the 
assignments consistency. (1H,15N)-HSQC-CPMG-NOESY 
and standard (1H,15N)-HSQC experiments were used to 
assign the amino resonances of modified tRNAAsp. As a gen-
eral principle, we performed the assignment of the unmodi-
fied and modified versions of each tRNA together to support 

Fig. 2  1H, 15N chemical shift 
assignment of the imino 
and amino groups of E. 
coli tRNAAsp(GUC). (a) Sequence 
and L-shape 2D representation of 
modified E. coli tRNAAsp(GUC). 
Modified residues are represented 
in red. The nature of interactions 
between base pairs is described 
according to the classification 
by Leontis and Westhof (Leontis 
and Westhof 2001). (b) (1H,15N)-
BEST-TROSY spectrum and 
assignment of the imino groups 
of unmodified and modified E. 
coli tRNAAsp. Signals from the 
unmodified sample are repre-
sented in blue and signals from 
the modified sample are in red. 
Asterisks denote peaks in the 
modified sample that correspond 
to a subpopulation in which U65 
is not modified into Ψ65. (c) 
(1H,15N)-BEST-TROSY-HNN-
COSY spectrum showing cor-
relations across hydrogen bonds 
in the modified tRNAAsp. (d) 
(1H,15N)-CPMG-NOESY-HSQC 
enabling the chemical shift 
assignment of the amino groups 
in the modified tRNAAsp. (e) 
(1H,15N)-HSQC spectrum show-
ing the chemical shift assignment 
of the NH2-amino groups of 
modified tRNAAsp
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G15 and G22. Moving forward from G22, we managed to 
assign the remaining iminos in the D-arm (Fig. 2b). In addi-
tion, the imino proton of m7G46 connects with iminos of 
G22, G15 and U12 since m7G46 is involved in a tertiary 
interaction with G22 connecting the variable loop with the 
D-arm (Fig. 2a). Imino groups of U25, G10 and U11 in the 
D-arm connect weakly with the imino of a guanine, the lat-
ter lacking NOEs with other residues in its close environ-
ment. Based on tRNAAsp tertiary structure, nucleotides G44 
and G45 are in the near environment of U25, G10 and U11 
with G45 being the closest (Chan et al. 2020) (Fig. 2a). G45 
forms with U25 and G10 the base triplet G10-U25-G45. 
Each amino proton of G45 is involved in a hydrogen bond 
with O6 and N7 of G10 respectively. G44 forms a non-
canonical base pair with A26 with its imino proton involved 
in a hydrogen bond with N1 of A26. In order to assign 
this guanine and distinguish between G44 and G45, we 

and tRNAPhe were determined using the following equa-

tion:∆ δ =

√(
∆ δ 1H

)2
+
(
∆ δ 15N/5

)2  (Fig. 5).

Assignment of E. coli tRNAAsp

For the assignment of tRNAAsp, we relied on the 3D struc-
ture of the unmodified tRNA to identify tertiary interactions 
and to determine the spatial proximity between detectable 
nuclei (Chan et al. 2020) (Fig. 2a).

In order to assign the imino resonances stemming from 
the D-arm (Fig. 2b), we took U8 and s4U8 as starting points. 
Typically, the imino resonance of U8 is the most downfield 
shifted peak. In addition, s4U8 in modified samples exhibit 
a downfield shifted 15N frequency characteristic of the s4U 
modification at around 183 ppm. Based on the observed 
intra-base pair NOEs, s4U8 connects to iminos of m7G46, 

Fig. 3  1H,15N chemical shift 
assignment of the imino groups 
of E. coli tRNAVal(UAC). (a) 
Sequence and L-shape 2D 
representation of modified E. coli 
tRNAVal(UAC). The same code is 
used as on Fig. 2. (b) (1H,15N)-
BEST-TROSY spectrum and 
assignment of the imino groups 
of unmodified and modified E. 
coli tRNAVal. Signals from the 
unmodified sample are repre-
sented in blue and signals from 
the modified sample are repre-
sented in red. Asterisks denote 
peaks that correspond to an 
alternative folding of unmodified 
tRNAVal

 

Fig. 4  1H,15N chemical shift 
assignment of the imino groups 
of E. coli tRNAPhe(GAA). (a) 
Sequence and L-shape 2D 
representation of modified E. coli 
tRNAPhe(GAA). The same code is 
used as on Fig. 2. (b) (1H,15N)-
BEST-TROSY spectrum and 
assignment of the imino groups 
of unmodified and modified E. 
coli tRNAPhe. Signals from the 
unmodified sample are repre-
sented in blue and signals from 
the modified sample are repre-
sented in red. Asterisks denote 
minor peaks in the unmodified 
tRNAPhe corresponding to minor 
alternative folding conformations
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In modified E. coli tRNAAsp, the methyl protons of T54 
exhibit a resonance at around 1 ppm that connects with the 
imino protons of Ψ55, T54 G53 and G52. With this start-
ing point, the remaining resonances of the imino protons 
in the T-arm were assigned. Two main tertiary interactions 
are formed via T-loop residues. First, U54 or T54 form a 
reverse-Hoogsteen base pair with A58. This correlates well 
with the observed cross peak between the H3 imino proton 
of T54 and the N7 nitrogen of A58 in the (1H,15N)-BEST-
TROSY-HNN-COSY experiment (Fig.  2c). Additionally, 
U55/Ψ55 and G18 are implicated in a tertiary interaction 
connecting the T- and D-loops. H3 iminos of U55 or Ψ55 
connect to the imino of G18, allowing the assignment of this 
upfield shifted imino at 9.46 ppm. Lastly, the H1 imino of 
Ψ55 resonates with a characteristic 15N frequency at 135.2 
ppm.

In order to assign the acceptor stem, we took as a starting 
point the imino of G7 that strongly connects with iminos 
of the U65-G49 base pair at the extremity of the T-stem. 
This led us to the sequential assignment of the remaining 
imino groups in the acceptor-stem (Fig. 2b). G7, G6, and 
G68 iminos exhibit resonances at very close chemical shifts 
(∆δG7−G6: 1H = 0.11 ppm; ∆δG6−G68: 1H = 0.16 ppm), which 

measured a (1H,15N)-BEST-TROSY-HNN-COSY experi-
ment on a uniformly 15N-labeled modified tRNAAsp overex-
pressed in E. coli (Fig. 2c). The imino group of G45 should 
not correlate with any nitrogen since it is not involved in 
a hydrogen bond with a nitrogen atom, while we expect 
the N1 of G44 to correlate with the N1 of A26. We do not 
observe any detectable correlation with this guanine in the 
(1H,15N)-BEST-TROSY-HNN-COSY (Fig. 2c). In addition, 
a peak with similar chemical shifts was assigned to G45 in 
E. coli tRNAIle (Jesus et al. 2022). Altogether, we opt for 
assigning this guanine as G45.

In addition, with the HNN-COSY experiment, we man-
aged to correlate the N1 of guanines to the N3 of cytosines 
and the N3 of uridines to N1 and N7 of adenosines (Fig. 2c). 
This serves as a cross-validation of the assignment of cer-
tain nucleotides involved in non-Watson-Crick interactions 
(Fig. 2a, c).

With the modified and uniformly 15N-labeled tRNAAsp 
sample, we could in addition assign some amino groups of 
paired Gs, As, and Cs of tRNAAsp by measuring a (1H,15N)-
HSQC-CPMG-NOESY (Fig.  2d) and a (1H,15N)-HSQC 
centered on the amino region (Fig. 2e).

Fig. 5  1H and 15N combined chemical shift differences between the 
imino resonances of the unmodified and modified E. coli tRNAs. 
Histograms showing the combined chemical shifts difference of 

assigned nucleotides between unmodified and modified samples of (a) 
tRNAAsp(GUC), (b) tRNAVal(UAC) and (c) tRNAPhe(GAA)
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assign this peak to G45 in tRNAVal as well. Although dihy-
drouridines are not implicated in base-pairing interactions 
and therefore not protected from exchange with the sol-
vent, the reduced solvent exchange rates of dihydrouridines 
allow, in this particular case, the detection of a signal corre-
sponding to D17. An imino signal with similar frequencies 
was also assigned to D20 in E. coli tRNAfMet (Biedenbänder 
et al. 2022).

Starting from the NOESY cross peak between the iminos 
of U55/Ψ55 and G18, we followed an imino-imino proxim-
ity assignment pathway, which led us to the assignment of 
all imino resonances of modified and unmodified Gs and Us 
in the T-arm (Fig. 3b). We have also assigned the 15N reso-
nance of the H1 imino of Ψ55 at 135.4 ppm, as well as the 
resonance of the methyl protons of T54 at 0.91 ppm.

In addition, the imino of G49 at the extremity of the 
T-arm connects with the iminos of U7 and U67 of the accep-
tor stem. This established a reference point that led to the 
assignment of all the detectable iminos, from U7 to G1 in 
the acceptor stem (Fig. 3b).

Lastly, the imino resonance assignment of the antico-
don arm was more complicated. U29 was assigned eas-
ily as the last remaining unassigned uridine. The imino of 
U29 connects to iminos of two guanines that resonate at 
12.93 ppm and at 12.14 ppm. However, this anticodon arm 
exhibits perfect symmetry in term of base pair sequence on 
both sides of U29 (CG-CG-UA-CG-CG), which makes it 
impossible to assign G42 and G40 in the correct orientation 
without additional information. Since the anticodon arm is 
not involved in any complex three-dimensional structural 
motifs, we relied on a previous report that predicts chemical 
shift of NH groups in base pair triplet motifs to assign G42 
at 12.93 ppm and G40 at 12.14 ppm (Wang et al. 2021). G42 
then connects to the imino of G43, and G40 connects to the 
imino of G39 (Fig. 3b).

Our assignments agree perfectly with previously reported 
assignments of modified E. coli tRNAVal (Hare et al. 1985; 
Choi and Redfield 1992; Ying et al. 2007; Grishaev et al. 
2008; Farjon et al. 2009). Chemical shifts for the modified 
and unmodified E. coli tRNAVal(UAC) have been deposited 
in the BioMagResBank (http://www.bmrb.wisc.edu) under 
accession numbers 52480 and 52481, respectively.

Assignment of E. coli tRNAPhe

For the assignment of tRNAPhe, we relied on the crystal 
structure of unmodified E. coli tRNAPhe (Byrne et al. 2010) 
to derive the base-pair interactions of both the modified and 
unmodified tRNAPhe (Fig. 4a).

In order to assign the imino resonances of protected gua-
nines and uridines in the D-arm, we chose, as starting points, 
U8 and s4U8 that exhibit the most downfield shifted imino 

rendered the assignment delicate. We could only observe G1 
resonance peaks in modified samples, which might reflect 
the dynamic nature of the 3’-ends of tRNAs. Unmodified 
tRNAAsp indeed exhibits a certain level of structural flex-
ibility in the 3’-end region (Chan et al. 2020).

Lastly, the imino resonance assignment of the anticodon 
arm was performed using two starting points (Fig. 2b). First 
the remaining U imino resonance at around 13.3 ppm was 
assigned to U29 and connects to the iminos of G30 and G42. 
Second, in the unmodified in vitro tRNA sample, the imino 
of U25 connects to the imino of G43. Since this particu-
lar anticodon arm exhibit strong symmetry in term of base 
pair sequence (CG-CG-UA-GC-CG), the observation of the 
connection between U25 and G43 was essential to identify 
the correct assignment orientation and to allow the assign-
ment of G30, G42 and G39.

Finally, we would like to note that in the modified sample 
of tRNAAsp, Ψ65 is only introduced on approximately half 
of the tRNA population. This leads to the observation of 
signals corresponding to the unmodified U65 in the modi-
fied sample (Fig. 2b). For example, we can still observe the 
peak corresponding to unmodified U65 as well as doublets 
of G7, G49, G51, G52 and G64 due to their spatial proxim-
ity to U65.

Chemical shifts for the modified and unmodified E. coli 
tRNAAsp(GUC) have been deposited in the BioMagResBank 
(http://www.bmrb.wisc.edu) under accession numbers 
52476 and 52477, respectively.

Assignment of E. coli tRNAVal

The chemical shift assignment of modified E. coli tRNAVal 
has already been reported in previous studies (Hare et al. 
1985; Choi and Redfield 1992; Ying et al. 2007; Grishaev et 
al. 2008; Farjon et al. 2009). To our knowledge, the assign-
ment of the unmodified version of E. coli tRNAVal has not 
been reported, and none of the modified tRNAVal assign-
ments have been deposited to the Biological Magnetic Res-
onance Bank (BMRB).

In order to assign the imino resonances stemming from 
the D-arm (Fig. 3b), we took s4U8 as a starting point. s4U8 
displays characteristic downfield shifted imino resonances 
at frequencies that were assigned at 14.8 ppm for H1 and 
at 182.8 ppm for N1. Based on intra-base pair NOEs, s4U8 
connects to iminos of G15, m7G46, G22 and U12. This 
allowed us to assign the remaining G24 and G10 iminos in 
the D-arm. The imino proton of G10 connects to the imino 
of a guanine at 10.31 ppm, the latter also connecting to the 
methyl protons of m7G46 at 3.58 ppm. As stated above, a 
guanine imino signal at similar frequencies was assigned 
to G45 in tRNAIle (Jesus et al. 2022) and in tRNAAsp (this 
study). Without any additional information, we chose to 

1 3

329

http://www.bmrb.wisc.edu
http://www.bmrb.wisc.edu


M.-J. Yared et al.

the IBPC that is supported by the CNRS, the Labex DYNAMO (ANR-
11-LABX- 0011), the Equipex CACSICE (ANR-11-EQPX-0008) and 
the Conseil Régional d’Île-de-France (SESAME grant). Financial 
support from the IR INFRANALYTICS FR2054 for conducting the 
research is gratefully acknowledged. This work was funded by the 
ANR JCJC CiMoDyMo (ANR-19-CE44- 0013). M.-J.Y. is supported 
by a Q-Life PhD fellowship (Q-lifeANR-17-CONV-0005).

Author contributions  P.B. supervised the study; M.-J.Y. cloned the 
construct for tRNAPhe and prepared the unmodified and modified sam-
ples of tRNAPhe; M.-J.Y. prepared the unmodified samples of tRNAAsp 
and tRNAVal; C.C. cloned the constructs for tRNAAsp and tRNAVal and 
prepared the modified samples of tRNAAsp and tRNAVal; M.-J.Y. and 
P.B. measured the NMR experiments; M.-J.Y. analyzed the data; M.-
J.Y. and P.B. wrote the manuscript. All authors provided critical com-
ments. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Data availability  Chemical shifts data is available at the Biological 
Magnetic Resonance Bank (http://www.bmrb.wisc.edu).

Declarations

Competing interests  The authors declare no competing interests.

Open Access   This article is licensed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, 
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, 
as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the 
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate 
if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless 
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not 
included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended 
use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted 
use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright 
holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by/4.0/.

References

Agris PF, Narendran A, Sarachan K, Väre VYP, Eruysal E (2017) The 
importance of being modified: the role of RNA modifications in 
Translational Fidelity. Enzymes 41:1–50

Barraud P, Tisné C (2019) To be or not to be modified: miscellaneous 
aspects influencing nucleotide modifications in tRNAs. IUBMB 
Life 71:1126–1140

Barraud P, Gato A, Heiss M, Catala M, Kellner S, Tisné C (2019) 
Time-resolved NMR monitoring of tRNA maturation. Nat Com-
mun 10:3373

Biedenbänder T, de Jesus V, Schmidt-Dengler M, Helm M, Corzilius 
B, Fürtig B (2022) RNA modifications stabilize the tertiary struc-
ture of tRNAfMet by locally increasing conformational dynam-
ics. Nucleic Acids Res 50:2334–2349

Byrne RT, Konevega AL, Rodnina MV, Antson AA (2010) The crystal 
structure of unmodified tRNAPhe from Escherichia coli. Nucleic 
Acids Res 38:4154–4162

Cappannini A, Ray A, Purta E, Mukherjee S, Boccaletto P, Moafine-
jad SN, Lechner A, Barchet C, Klaholz BP, Stefaniak F, 
Bujnicki JM (2024) MODOMICS: a database of RNA modifica-
tions and related information. 2023 update. Nucleic Acids Res 
52:D239–D244

Catala M, Gato A, Tisné C, Barraud P (2020a) 1H, 15 N chemical shift 
assignments of the imino groups of yeast tRNAPhe: influence 

resonances. The s4U8 imino was not detected in the BEST-
TROSY experiments performed at 950 MHz. Nevertheless, 
we observed a weak signal for s4U8 in an HSQC experiment 
performed at 700 MHz, which allowed us to assign its reso-
nances at 14.95 ppm in the 1H dimension and 182.2 ppm in 
the 15N dimension. Analyzing the 2D NOESY performed on 
the modified sample, we observe that s4U8 connects with 
iminos of G15 and G22, with G22 connecting to iminos of 
m7G46 and U12. This allowed the subsequent assignment 
of the remaining observable imino resonances stemming 
from the D-arm (Fig. 4b). However, G15 and G46 exhibit 
no observable iminos in the unmodified sample.

The imino resonance assignment of the T-arm of E. 
coli tRNAPhe, from U55/Ψ55 to G65, was performed as 
described above for tRNAVal. Methyl protons of T54 were 
assigned at 1.035 ppm and connect with imino protons of 
Ψ55, G53, G52 and G18. The H1 proton of Ψ55 was also 
assigned at 10.28 ppm for its 1H frequency and at 135 ppm 
for its 15N frequency.

In addition, the imino of G65 at the extremity of the T-arm, 
connects weakly with the imino of G6 from the acceptor 
stem. G6 was considered as a starting point to assign all the 
guanines of the acceptor stem (Fig. 4b). However, U66 was 
not assigned since no imino protons were observable, most 
likely due to its position at the end of the acceptor helix. In 
the BEST-TROSY experiment performed on the unmodified 
sample, the imino proton of G1 resonates at a very close fre-
quency of two other guanines G28 and G29, which makes 
the peaks in this area not very well defined and required 
measurements at high field (950 MHz – Table 1).

Finally, we encountered two major difficulties while 
assigning the anticodon arm. First, it remains three peaks 
corresponding to guanines on the spectra while four gua-
nines of the anticodon arm are left unassigned. Second, the 
anticodon arm is composed of a consecutive sequence of 
GCs and U39/Ψ39 is not visible on the spectra making it 
challenging to distinguish the right orientation of assign-
ment of the G27, G28, G29 and G30 series in the anticodon 
arm. Relying on a past report that performed the assign-
ment of the 1H NMR spectrum of E. coli tRNAPhe (Hyde 
and Reid 1985) and on the previously mentioned study that 
predicts chemical shifts of base pair triplet motifs (Wang et 
al. 2021), we could deduce that G28 and G29 correspond 
to two superimposed resonances and could subsequently 
assign all the guanines in the anticodon arm.

Chemical shifts for the modified and unmodified E. coli 
tRNAPhe(GAA) have been deposited in the BioMagResBank 
(http://www.bmrb.wisc.edu) under accession numbers 
52478 and 52479, respectively.

Acknowledgements  The authors are grateful to Christel Le Bon for 
ensuring the best performance of the NMR infrastructure at the IBPC. 
The authors acknowledge access to the biomolecular NMR platform of 

1 3

330

http://www.bmrb.wisc.edu
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.bmrb.wisc.edu


Imino chemical shift assignments of tRNAAsp, tRNAVal and tRNAPhe from Escherichia coli

Lorenz C, Lünse CE, Mörl M (2017) tRNA modifications: impact on 
structure and thermal adaptation. Biomolecules 7:35

Markley JL, Bax A, Arata Y, Hilbers CW, Kaptein R, Sykes BD, Wright 
PE, Wüthrich K (1998) Recommendations for the presentation of 
NMR structures of proteins and nucleic acids. IUPAC-IUBMB-
IUPAB Inter-union Task Group on the Standardization of Data 
Bases of Protein and nucleic acid structures determined by NMR 
spectroscopy. J Biomol NMR 12:1–23

Motorin Y, Helm M (2010) tRNA stabilization by modified nucleo-
tides. Biochemistry 49:4934–4944

Mueller L, Legault P, Pardi A (1995) Improved RNA structure deter-
mination by detection of NOE contacts to exchange-broadened 
amino protons. J Am Chem Soc 117:11043–11048

Plateau P, Gueron M (1982) Exchangeable proton NMR without base-
line distorsion, using new strong-pulse sequences. J Am Chem 
Soc 104:7310–7311

Raina M, Ibba M (2014) tRNAs as regulators of biological processes. 
Front Genet 5:171

Robertus JD, Ladner JE, Finch JT, Rhodes D, Brown RS, Clark BF, 
Klug A (1974) Structure of yeast phenylalanine tRNA at 3 a reso-
lution. Nature 250:546–551

Sklenar V, Bax A (1987) Spin-echo water suppression for the genera-
tion of pure-phase two-dimensional NMR spectra. J Magn Reson 
74:469–479

Smith TJ, Giles RN, Koutmou KS (2024) Anticodon stem-loop tRNA 
modifications influence codon decoding and frame maintenance 
during translation. Semin Cell Dev Biol 154:105–113

Sokołowski M, Klassen R, Bruch A, Schaffrath R, Glatt S (2018) 
Cooperativity between different tRNA modifications and their 
modification pathways. Biochim Biophys Acta Gene Regul Mech 
1861:409–418

Suddath FL, Quigley GJ, McPherson A, Sneden D, Kim JJ, Kim SH, 
Rich A (1974) Three-dimensional structure of yeast phenylala-
nine transfer RNA at 3.0angstroms resolution. Nature 248:20–24

Wang Y, Han G, Jiang X, Yuwen T, Xue Y (2021) Chemical shift pre-
diction of RNA imino groups: application toward characterizing 
RNA excited states. Nat Commun 12:1595

Yared M, Yoluç Y, Catala M, Tisné C, Kaiser S, Barraud P (2023) 
Different modification pathways for m1A58 incorporation 
in yeast elongator and initiator tRNAs. Nucleic Acids Res 
51:10653–10667

Yared M, Marcelot A, Barraud P (2024) Beyond the Anticodon: tRNA 
core modifications and their impact on structure, translation and 
stress adaptation. Genes (Basel) 15:374

Ying J, Grishaev A, Latham MP, Pardi A, Bax A (2007) Magnetic field 
induced residual dipolar couplings of imino groups in nucleic 
acids from measurements at a single magnetic field. J Biomol 
NMR 39:91–96

Publisher’s note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to juris-
dictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

of the post-transcriptional modifications. Biomol NMR Assign 
14:169–174

Catala M, Gato A, Tisné C, Barraud P (2020b) Preparation of yeast 
tRNA sample for NMR spectroscopy. Bio Protoc 10:e3646

Chan CW, Badong D, Rajan R, Mondragón A (2020) Crystal struc-
tures of an unmodified bacterial tRNA reveal intrinsic structural 
flexibility and plasticity as general properties of unbound tRNAs. 
RNA 26:278–289

Choi BS, Redfield AG (1992) NMR study of nitrogen-15-labeled Esch-
erichia coli valine transfer RNA. Biochemistry 31:12799–12802

Dallmann A, Sattler M (2014) Detection of hydrogen bonds in dynamic 
regions of RNA by NMR spectroscopy. Curr Protoc Nucleic Acid 
Chem 59:7221–7219

Dallmann A, Simon B, Duszczyk MM, Kooshapur H, Pardi A, Ber-
mel W, Sattler M (2013) Efficient detection of hydrogen bonds 
in dynamic regions of RNA by sensitivity-optimized NMR pulse 
sequences. Angew Chem Int Ed Engl 52:10487–10490

de Jesus V, Biedenbänder T, Vögele J, Wöhnert J, Fürtig B (2022) 
NMR assignment of non-modified tRNAIle from Escherichia 
coli. Biomol NMR Assign 16:165–170

El Yacoubi B, Bailly M, de Crécy-Lagard V (2012) Biosynthesis and 
function of posttranscriptional modifications of transfer RNAs. 
Annu Rev Genet 46:69–95

Farjon J, Boisbouvier J, Schanda P, Pardi A, Simorre J, Brutscher B 
(2009) Longitudinal-relaxation-enhanced NMR experiments 
for the study of nucleic acids in solution. J Am Chem Soc 
131:8571–8577

Fields RN, Roy H (2018) Deciphering the tRNA-dependent lipid ami-
noacylation systems in bacteria: novel components and structural 
advances. RNA Biol 15:480–491

Gato A, Catala M, Tisné C, Barraud P (2021) A method to monitor the 
introduction of posttranscriptional modifications in tRNAs with 
NMR spectroscopy. Methods Mol Biol 2298:307–323

Grishaev A, Ying J, Canny MD, Pardi A, Bax A (2008) Solution struc-
ture of tRNAVal from refinement of homology model against 
residual dipolar coupling and SAXS data. J Biomol NMR 
42:99–109

Guillerez J, Lopez PJ, Proux F, Launay H, Dreyfus M (2005) A muta-
tion in T7 RNA polymerase that facilitates promoter clearance. 
Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 102:5958–5963

Han L, Phizicky EM (2018) A rationale for tRNA modification circuits 
in the Anticodon loop. RNA 24:1277–1284

Hare DR, Ribeiro NS, Wemmer DE, Reid BR (1985) Complete 
assignment of the imino protons of Escherichia coli valine trans-
fer RNA: two-dimensional NMR studies in water. Biochemistry 
24:4300–4306

Hyde EI, Reid BR (1985) Assignment of the low-field 1H NMR spec-
trum of Escherichia coli tRNAPhe using nuclear Overhauser 
effects. Biochemistry 24:4307–4314

Lee W, Tonelli M, Markley JL (2015) NMRFAM-SPARKY: enhanced 
software for biomolecular NMR spectroscopy. Bioinformatics 
31:1325–1327

Leontis NB, Westhof E (2001) Geometric nomenclature and classifica-
tion of RNA base pairs. RNA 7:499–512

1 3

331


	﻿Imino chemical shift assignments of tRNA﻿Asp﻿, tRNA﻿Val﻿ and tRNA﻿Phe﻿ from ﻿Escherichia coli﻿
	﻿Abstract
	﻿Biological context
	﻿Methods
	﻿Sample preparation
	﻿NMR spectroscopy
	﻿Extent of assignment and data deposition
	﻿Assignment of ﻿E. coli﻿ tRNA﻿Asp﻿
	﻿Assignment of ﻿E. coli﻿ tRNA﻿Val﻿
	﻿Assignment of ﻿E. coli﻿ tRNA﻿Phe﻿

	﻿References


