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Isolation of Genetically Tractable 
Most-Wanted Bacteria by 
Metaparental Mating
Páraic Ó Cuív1,2, Wendy J. Smith1, Sian Pottenger2, Sriti Burman2, Erin R. Shanahan2,3 & 
Mark Morrison1,2

Metagenomics has rapidly advanced our inventory and appreciation of the genetic potential 
inherent to the gut microbiome. However it is widely accepted that two key constraints to further 
genetic dissection of the gut microbiota and host-microbe interactions have been our inability to 
recover new isolates from the human gut, and the paucity of genetically tractable gut microbes. 
To address this challenge we developed a modular RP4 mobilisable recombinant vector system and 
an approach termed metaparental mating to support the rapid and directed isolation of genetically 
tractable fastidious gut bacteria. Using this approach we isolated transconjugants affiliated with 
Clostridium cluster IV (Faecalibacterium and Oscillibacter spp.), Clostridium cluster XI (Anaerococcus) 
and Clostridium XIVa (Blautia spp.) and group 2 ruminococci amongst others, and demonstrated 
that the recombinant vectors were stably maintained in their recipient hosts. By a similar approach 
we constructed fluorescently labelled bacterial transconjugants affiliated with Clostridium cluster 
IV (including Flavonifractor and Pseudoflavonifractor spp.), Clostridium XIVa (Blautia spp.) and 
Clostridium cluster XVIII (Clostridium ramosum) that expressed a flavin mononucleotide-based 
reporter gene (evoglow-C-Bs2). Our approach will advance the integration of bacterial genetics with 
metagenomics and realize new directions to support a more mechanistic dissection of host-microbe 
associations relevant to human health and disease.

Since their establishment, the International Human Microbiome Consortium, Human Microbiome 
Project (HMP)1 and MetaHIT2 have led efforts to provide (meta)genomic based insights into the repre-
sentative microbial communities of the human body and that of representative microbial taxa with the 
expectations that this will provide new opportunities to better understand the role of the microbiota in 
health and disease. Despite the wealth of data and knowledge that has been generated by these initiatives 
much of the functionalities encoded in the microbiomes of the human body and other complex commu-
nities in nature remains cryptic. It is indisputable that techniques in bacterial genetics have been instru-
mental over many decades in deciphering the functional attributes and physiological characteristics of 
the microbial world but it is widely recognised that the development and application of these techniques 
with complex microbial communities has not kept pace with those of alternative metagenomic and deep 
DNA sequencing based technologies. Furthermore, while advances have been made in the isolation of 
“new” microbes via the use of genomic and/or metagenomic data3–5 bringing these microbiomes to life 
in the form of axenic or defined mixed cultures remains challenging.

With the notable exceptions of lactic acid bacteria and Gram negative bacteria assigned to the 
Bacteroides (e.g. Bacteroides fragilis and Bacteroides vulgatus6) and Proteobacteria (e.g. Escherichia coli 
and Desulfovibrio piger7), there is a paucity of cultured gut microbes known to be amenable to techniques 
in bacterial genetics which has placed a limit on our ability to interrogate and understand their functional 
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potential, and their role in the gut ecosystem. Interestingly, (meta)genomic datasets have shown that the 
gut microbiota has been extensively shaped by lateral gene transfer8–10 and several studies have shown 
that gut microbes can exchange DNA by conjugative transfer in situ11–13. However to our knowledge no 
significant effort has been made to exploit these observations to recover genetically tractable fastidious 
gut microbes which if successful, would transform both the isolation and dissection of the microbiota 
that comprise these communities.

New approaches are needed that support the isolation and/or genetic dissection of key gut microbes 
as this will offer the best opportunities to conclusively link specific genetic factors with discrete bio-
logical activities. To address this challenge we developed an approach based on bacterial conjugation 
that supports the directed isolation of genetically tractable bacteria by a “metaparental” mating pro-
tocol using newly designed mobilisable vectors; and we used this approach to recover strains of key 
Firmicutes-affiliated bacteria from human stool. We chose to target bacteria from the Firmicutes as rep-
resentatives from this phylum constitute a significant component of the human gut microbial core14–16, 
although they are poorly represented by cultured isolates and relatively few of the existing isolates have 
been assessed for their amenability to genetic characterization. We termed the conjugation of a vector 
from a donor strain to a mixed microbial community as a “metaparental mating” because it uses a single 
donor strain and numerous potential recipient strains in contrast to biparental mating (single donor and 
recipient strains) and triparental mating (single donor, helper, and recipient strains).

Results
The pEHR5 vectors are efficiently conjugated under aerobic and anaerobic conditions.  We 
designed the small shuttle vector pEHR5 (Extensible Host Range) so that it can be effectively conjugated 
from an Escherichia coli donor strain bearing the RP4 conjugative transfer system to naïve bacterial 
recipients (Fig.  1a). The pEHR5 based vectors were ultimately transferred to E. coli ST1817 which was 
used as the donor strain for all of the bacterial mating experiments. E. coli ST18 is a derivative of E. coli 
S17-1λ pir18 and carries a chromosomally encoded RP4 conjugative transfer system encoding all of the 
functions necessary for the efficient transfer of vectors bearing an oriT into amenable recipients. In tradi-
tional bi- and triparental matings an antibiotic to which the recipient is known to be resistant is typically 
used to counter select against the E. coli S17-1λ pir donor strain however, this strategy is not appropriate 
for metaparental matings as the antibiotic resistance susceptibilities of potential recipient strains may 
not be known. Instead, E. coli ST18 carries a deletion in hemA allowing efficient counter selection by the 
omission of δ -aminolevulinic acid from the growth medium and without the use of antibiotics.

First, the transfer efficiency of the vector pEHR511111, carrying an ampicillin resistance gene, to a 
newly isolated strain of E. coli (PC1101, recovered from a stool sample collected from a healthy human 
subject) was examined. Vector transfer efficiencies were high for both aerobic and anaerobic matings con-
ducted on nylon filters (1.3 ×  10−2 ±  8.51 ×  10−3 and 1.0 ×  10−2 ±  1.68 ×  10−3 transconjugants/recipients, 
respectively) but were less so in microfuge tubes (1.8 ×  10−3 ±  8.63 ×  10−4 and 4.0 ×  10−4 ±  1.73 ×  10−4 
transconjugants/recipients for aerobic and anaerobic conditions, respectively). As expected, pEHR511111 
recovered from E. coli PC1101 (n =  12) showed similar mobility to vector prepared from E. coli DH5α  as 
assessed by agarose gel electrophoresis indicating that that vector was stably maintained in the recipient 
following conjugation.

Metaparental mating recovers genetically tractable bacteria from complex communities.  We 
next applied the pEHR5 vectors to determine if genetically tractable Firmicutes-affiliated bacteria could 
be recovered by a metaparental mating approach from a microbial enrichment culture derived from 
human stool (Fig.  1b). We first assessed the diversity of the microbial enrichment culture produced 
using habitat simulating M10 medium and a stool sample collected from a healthy human adult. Serial 
dilutions of the enrichment culture were plated on M10 based medium and from the approximately 
200 colonies recovered 12 were randomly selected and shown to be predominantly affiliated with the 
Bacteroidetes (75%), with lesser amounts of Proteobacteria (16.7%) and Firmicutes (8.3%) also present. 
The addition of erythromycin or chloramphenicol to M10 medium virtually eliminated outgrowth from 
the enrichment culture and based on these findings we chose to use a broad host range erythromycin 
resistance gene to construct the vectors pEHR512111 and pEHR512121 (bearing an erythromycin resist-
ance marker19 and the Firmicute pIM13 and pAMβ 1 origins of replication, respectively). We anticipated 
that the conjugative transfer of these vectors would result in the recovery of E. coli from the stool sample 
(via the E. coli pMB1 origin of replication) but also ensure the selective isolation of Firmicutes-affiliated 
transconjugants.

The metaparental matings were established anaerobically on nylon filters and the mixtures were 
subsequently spread on M10 based medium with and without added erythromycin. Individual donor 
and recipient cultures were similarly processed to confirm their inability to grow on medium lacking 
δ -aminolevulinic acid and in the presence of erythromycin, respectively. Following 7 days incubation, 
2 ×  10−2 pEHR512111 transconjugants/recipients and 3 ×  10−2 pEHR512121 transconjugants/recipients 
were recovered. Colonies from both matings were randomly selected and their taxonomy was estab-
lished by partial sequencing of the 16S rRNA (rrs) gene. The transconjugants characterized (n =  20) were 
pre-dominantly assigned to Clostridium cluster XIVa (Blautia hathewayi, Blautia citroneae and Blautia 
bolteae) and cluster XI (Anaerococcus vaginalis) with single transconjugants assigned to Clostridium cluster 
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XVI (Streptococcus pleomorphus) and the Bacilli (Paenibacillus macerans and Enterococcus sp.) also recov-
ered. As expected, some E. coli transconjugants were recovered in addition to the Firmicutes-affiliated 
transconjugants but notably, no Bacteroidetes affiliated isolates were recovered following the metaparen-
tal mating.

Culture conditions affect the bacterial diversity recovered by metaparental mating.  As cul-
ture medium is often a key factor affecting the recovery of gut microbes we next repeated the meta-
parental mating using the same two vectors but instead used habitat simulating M2SC medium to 
produce the recipient population from the same parent stool sample. Although no discernible differ-
ences were observed in either the growth of the recipient population, or its conjugation efficiencies 
(7.8 ×  10−3 pEHR512111 transconjugants/recipients and 1 ×  10−2 pEHR512121 transconjugants/recipi-
ents), there was a substantial impact on the taxonomic profile of the transconjugants recovered (Fig. 2). 

Figure 1.  (a) The pEHR5 parent vector series with the five individual vector modules. The module 
associated 8-bp restriction enzyme sites are indicated in addition to unique sites from the MCS. The pEHR5 
vector nomenclature follows the arrangement of the modules with the E. coli replicon module being the first 
module (1. ColE1 or 2. R6K modules) followed in order by the antibiotic resistance markers (1. Ampicillin 
(Amp) or 2. Erythromycin (Erm)), origin of transfer (1. oriT), non-E. coli origin of replication (1. pIM13 
or 2. pAMβ 1) and multiple cloning site (1. MCS). (b) Overview of the metaparental mating process. E. coli 
ST18 based vector donors are mixed with a culture containing numerous potential recipients derived from 
human stool. The metaparental mating is supported by spotting the cell mixture onto a nylon filter overlaid 
onto solid medium to facilitate the conjugative transfer of the vector. Transconjugants supporting stable 
vector replication are identified by plating on medium supplemented with antibiotics to which the vector 
confers resistance. The E. coli ST18 based vector donor and recipient cultures are processed identically in 
parallel.
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From these matings, the partial rrs gene sequences showed the transconjugants characterized (n =  43) 
to be affiliated with Clostridium cluster XIVa (including, B. bolteae, Blautia lavalense, Blautia stercoris, 
and Coprococcus comes), Clostridium cluster IV (including Faecalibacterium prausnitzii and Oscillibacter 
spp) and the Proteobacteria (E. coli). Notably, we also recovered several “new” isolates affiliated with the 
Lachnospiraceae and Ruminococcaceae (Fig. 2). Interestingly, further analysis of the transconjugants by 
closed reference OTU picking revealed that isolates representing members of the HMP’s “most wanted” 
bacterial taxa20 and affiliated with the high priority Clostridiales taxon (OTU_998_V1V3), the medium 
priority Oscillospira taxon (OTU_640_V3V5, OTU_854_V3V5, OTU_957_V3V5 and OTU_1041_
V1V3) and the low priority Blautia producta taxon (OTU_1270_V1V3) were also recovered. Based on 
these results, we conclude that the breadth of bacterial diversity recovered by metaparental mating can be 
significantly increased using recipient cultures that have been derived with different cultivation methods.

Metaparental mating derived bacterial isolates carry pEHR5 vectors.  To confirm transfer of 
the pEHR5 based vectors Firmicutes-affiliated transconjugant strains were repeatedly sub-cultured from 
single colonies to ensure clonality and then the presence of the vectors was confirmed by PCR, using 
vector-specific primers targeting the erythromycin resistance gene and oriT modules of the vectors 
(Fig. 3a). Separately, we also recovered pEHR512111 vector DNA from some of the same transconjugant 

Figure 2.  Phylogenetic analysis of the rrs gene of representative bacterial transconjugant isolates 
recovered on M10 and M2SC based media following metaparental mating. Isolates recovered on M10 and 
M2SC medium are indicated in blue and green typeface respectively while similar isolates recovered on both 
types of media are indicated in red typeface. The isolates were identified on the basis of partial sequencing 
of the rrs gene and the presence of the vector was confirmed by PCR and/or vector rescue. Representative 
microbial isolates and reference sequences are shown in bold black typeface.
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strains and used this DNA to transform E. coli DH10B-T1R, so as to confirm the structural integrity 
of the vectors (Fig.  3b). Interestingly, transformation of the recovered vector DNA into E. coli DH5α  
resulted in the identification of two different populations of transformants: one-bearing the intact vec-
tor and another shown by restriction digest analysis to contain vector with a deletion spanning the 
region encoding the pIM13 origin of replication and oriT module. We believe this deletion arises because 
the vector DNA is likely to have been methylated by its Firmicutes host, making it susceptible to the 
methylation-dependent restriction enzymes of E. coli DH5α , as has been previously observed21,22.

Metaparental mating supports the construction of fluorescently labelled fastidious bacte-
ria.  To further validate our approach we constructed the vector pEHR512112 bearing the evoglow-C-Bs2 
gene under the control of the Clostridium phytofermentans cphy_3290 (groES) promoter and ribosome 
binding site. The evoglow-C-Bs2 gene encodes a flavin mononucleotide-based fluorescent protein that 
functions under aerobic and anaerobic conditions and we anticipated that the groES promoter would 
result in constitutive expression of evoglow-C-Bs2 in transconjugant hosts. The pEHR512112 vector was 
conjugated to a microbial enrichment produced using M2SC medium and a stool sample collected from 
a healthy human preadolescent child. By this approach we recovered fluorescent transconjugants (n =  27) 
that were affiliated with Clostridium cluster XIVa (including B. bolteae, B. citroneae, Dorea formicigener-
ans), Clostridium cluster IV (including Flavonifractor plautii, Pseudoflavonifractor sp.) and Clostridium 
cluster XVIII (Clostridium ramosum)(Fig.  4), and these included taxa similar to those recovered from 
the adult derived stool enrichment. We also recovered a non-Firmicutes affiliated transconjugant affil-
iated with the Actinobacterium Eggerthella lenta. Finally, from as few as 27 isolates we identified two 
isolates affiliated with the HMP’s most wanted low priority Eubacterium taxon (OTU_323_V3V5), and 
one isolate each affiliated with the low priority Dorea taxon (OTU_395_V3V5) and the low priority 
Lachnospiraceae taxon (OTU_472_V3V5).

Discussion
The vast majority of gut microbes remain uncultured and recent efforts have used an increasingly broad 
range of culture conditions and high-throughput approaches to increase the number of axenic isolates 

Figure 3.  (a) Analysis of vector specific PCR products (circa 1.4 kb) amplified from putative transconjugants 
bearing recombinant vectors. The PCRs were performed on individual transconjugants isolated on M2SC 
medium with primers targeting the region carrying the erythromycin resistance gene and oriT modules. 
(b). Analysis of undigested pEHR512111 vectors (linear vector circa 3.2 kb) rescued from individual 
transconjugants strains isolated on M2SC medium and prepared from E. coli DH10B-T1R.
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from the gut microbiota23,24. However, the vast majority of cultured gut bacteria are not known to be 
manipulable by techniques in bacterial genetics and the extent of genetically tractable bacteria in the 
human gut remains unknown. This currently represents a major impediment to our ability to genetically 

Figure 4.  Analysis of transconjugants carrying pEHR512112 by fluorescence microscopy. The 
transconjugants were recovered and purified on M2SC based medium. Colonies were re-suspended in sterile 
anaerobic diluent and individual cells were visualised using an Olympus BX 63 microscope. Images were 
captured using the Olympus cellSens modular imaging software platform and processed using the ImageJ 
software package. A scale bar of 10 μ m is included for reference.



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

7Scientific Reports | 5:13282 | DOI: 10.1038/srep13282

dissect the functional capabilities of the microbiota and in this study we examined whether bacterial 
conjugation could be used to recover from complex gut microbial communities genetically tractable gut 
bacteria affiliated with known and novel microbial lineages within the Firmicutes. To address this issue 
we used the promiscuous RP4 conjugative transfer system to recover genetically tractable gut bacteria 
as we believed that it possessed three key advantages over alternative approaches (e.g. electroporation, 
sonoporation). First, the recipient cultures do not typically need to be pre-treated prior to conjugation 
and the metaparental mating can be easily performed under physiologically relevant (e.g. anaerobic) 
conditions. Second, the single-stranded DNA transferred during the conjugation process may be less 
susceptible to digestion by the recipient host restriction modification systems25. Third, our approach 
combines bacterial isolation with what is effectively a high-throughput screen for genetically tractable 
strains; in contrast to existing methods where the genetically tractability of isolates is assessed on an indi-
vidual basis. Our results demonstrate that bacterial conjugation can be used to recover a broad range of 
genetically tractable gut bacteria. To our knowledge, this is the first report of an efficient method for the 
recovery of genetically tractable isolates, including members of the core microbiota, from the human gut.

In this study we specifically targeted Firmicutes-affiliated bacteria via the vector origin of replica-
tion although we used relatively growth permissive culture conditions as the nutritional requirements 
of many of these bacteria are unknown. By this approach we recovered similar taxa from our adult and 
pre-adolescent derived microbial enrichments in addition to a broad range of sample specific taxa, which 
is consistent with the presence of an abundant healthy core microbiota that is shared between individuals 
and a subject specific accessory microbiota16,17. Interestingly, metaparental mating and vectors carry-
ing Firmicutes derived origins of replication were capable of selectively recovering Firmicutes-affiliated 
bacteria, including from a Bacteroidetes dominated M10 medium derived enrichment culture. We also 
observed differences in the microbes recovered using M10 and M2SC although both types of medium 
are broadly similar in composition suggesting that the use of a broader selection of microbiological 
media for the generation of the enrichment cultures and/or for the recovery of the transconjugants 
on agar plates would have further increased the diversity of gut microbes isolated23,24. The recovery of 
sub-dominant transconjugants from a mating mix could additionally be enhanced by counter selecting 
specific bacterial groups by nutrient limitation (e.g. hemin and/or vitamin K limitation to inhibit the 
growth of Bacteroides spp. and related taxa), the addition of growth inhibiting chemicals (e.g. sodium 
azide or bile salts to inhibit the growth of Gram negative and positive bacteria respectively) or antibi-
otic selection (e.g. vancoymycin and/or teicoplanin to inhibit the growth of Gram positive bacteria and 
polymyxin and/or nalidixic acid to inhibit the growth of Gram negative bacteria). The direct recovery 
of microbes from stool for use as recipients in a metaparental mating could also further maximize the 
recovery of genetically diverse isolates particularly as the production of enrichment cultures can lead to 
medium specific enrichment biases26,27.

The metaparental mating approach also recovered several isolates representing some of the Human 
Microbiome Project’s “most-wanted” bacterial taxa20 in addition to other taxa with relevance to human 
health. For instance, the metaparental mating methods have produced some of the first human-derived 
isolates of Oscillibacter spp., which are widely believed to be a member of the healthy core microbiota 
resident in the human gut15, but that showed significant variations in abundance in a cross-sectional 
study of the stool microbiota from healthy and Crohn’s disease subjects28. Additionally, some of the 
isolates recovered are phylogentically affiliated with taxa considered to be immunomodulatory29,30 or to 
be comprised of assacharolytic bacteria31,32, further broadening the functional diversity of the isolates 
available for gut microbiota studies. We cannot exclude the possibility that some of these (most-wanted) 
taxa were abundant in our microbial enrichments and qPCR/rrs profiling based pre-screening could 
help identify recipient cultures enriched with target taxa and expedite their recovery as axenic cultures.

The construction of the pEHR5 vector series and the development of the metaparental mating 
approach are critical steps in the development of new methodologies that will support the functional 
characterisation of fastidious gut bacteria. The human gut is characterized by a distinct biogeography33–35 
and our construction of fluorescently labelled gut bacteria may provide new insights into their spatial 
distribution and functional role. For instance, we isolated fluorescently labelled bacteria affiliated with 
taxa known to induce regulatory T cells30,36 and to modulate expression of glucose transporter 2 in 
the jejunum and fatty acid translocase in the ileum37 of mice. Critical aspects of the mechanism(s) by 
which these bacteria exert their effects remain to be determined and identifying the specific gut niches 
colonised may provide new insights into their interactions with the host. We anticipate that the pEHR5 
vectors will facilitate the characterization of bacterial isolates by forward and reverse genetic approaches 
and in support of these objectives the pEHR5 vectors are currently being adapted to carry a retrohoming 
element (the Ll.ltrB intron38) and to function as suicide vectors for targeted mutagenesis; and we antici-
pate that they can also be adapted to carry transposable elements (e.g. Himar) for random mutagenesis.

In conclusion, the metaparental mating approach and pEHR5 vector series described here offers 
a rapid and powerful way to not only recover potentially genetically tractable isolates of gut bacte-
ria but to also produce axenic cultures of those microbes affiliated with some of the “most-wanted” 
taxa that have remained elusive to cultivation. The pEHR5 vectors are also effectively conjugated in a 
microfuge tube based mating suggesting that this process could be automated and scaled via multi-well 
plates The method is an excellent complement of recent efforts to improve functional (meta)genomic 
approaches that include broadening the host range of metagenomic cloning vectors39,40 and increasing 
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the through-put of bacterial protein-protein interaction mapping for protein function discovery41; and 
offers new opportunities to dissect host-microbe interactions via genetic manipulation of the host and/
or the microbiota. The host range of the pEHR5 vectors can be readily extended by using other origins 
of replication and resistance markers and we anticipate that metaparental mating can be adapted to 
recover a broader cross-section of genetically tractable bacteria representing known and “new” lineages 
resident with the human body as well as other complex environments. For these reasons we believe that 
it is a valuable addition to the suite of methods that are currently being used to better understand the 
gut ecosystem and that it will help bring the microbiome to life.

Materials and Methods
Bacterial strains and culture conditions.  The E. coli ST18 strain was used for the bi- and meta-
parental matings while the E. coli DH5α  and E. coli DH10B-T1R (Invitrogen) strains were used for 
vector transformation. Competent E. coli ST18 cells were prepared by the rubidium chloride method42 
while competent E. coli DH5α  and E. coli DH10B-T1R cells were purchased from Invitrogen. E. coli was 
routinely cultured using LB medium. Ampicillin, erythromycin and δ -aminolevulinic acid were used at 
a final concentration of 100 μ g/ml as appropriate. Recipient cultures were derived from stool samples 
collected from a healthy human adult and a healthy human preadolescent child with no history of gastro-
intestinal disorders following informed consent and ethical guidelines approved by the Commonwealth 
Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation and The University of Queensland. None of the volun-
teers were consuming probiotics and had not consumed antibiotics in the three months prior to the 
sample collection. To ensure experimental reproducibility anaerobic glycerol stocks of the recipient cul-
ture was prepared as follows: Approximately 100 μ l of the anaerobic stool glycerol stock was used to 
inoculate anaerobic starch free M10 medium43 supplemented with 30% (v/v) clarified bovine rumen 
fluid or glucose free M2GSC medium44 (M2SC). We chose to use M10 and M2SC as they are considered 
to be habitat stimulating media and they have been shown to support the growth of a diverse range of 
gut microbes44,45. Each culture was incubated horizontally at 37 °C for 24 hours with agitation at 60 rpm. 
Then three ml of the culture was mixed with three ml of sterile anaerobic glycerol and stored at − 80 °C. 
Recipient cultures for metaparental mating were subsequently prepared by transferring 50 μ l of the glyc-
erol stock to M10 or M2SC based medium and incubating as described above. A Coy vinyl anaerobic 
chamber with an oxygen free carbon dioxide/hydrogen (95% CO2:5% H2) atmosphere was used to pro-
cess the recipient cultures and to perform the metaparental mating experiments. Laboratory chemicals 
were purchased from Sigma Aldrich.

DNA manipulation and vector construction.  Each pEHR5 vector contains five ordered modules: 
(i) an E. coli origin of replication to support vector replication in the donor strain, (ii) an antibiotic 
resistance marker gene to support vector selection in the donor and recipient strains, (iii) an oriT site 
to support RP4 based conjugative transfer, (iv) a non E. coli origin of replication, and; (v) a multiple 
cloning site (MCS) (Fig. 1a). Each individual vector module is flanked by unique sites for 8-bp cutting 
restriction enzymes thus supporting the easy exchange of individual modules with replacement modules 
bearing compatible restriction sites and we have used a standard nomenclature to define the vector con-
structs (see Fig.  1a). The ampicillin resistance gene from pUC19 was PCR amplified with primers (Pf: 
5′ -GTT TAA ACA GGT GGC ACT TTT CGG GGA AAT GTG C; Pr: 5′ -CCT GCA GGT TAC CAA 
TGC TTA ATC AG) that introduced PmeI and SbfI restriction sites into the product. Separately, the 
oriT determinant from pJQ200sk +  was PCR amplified with primers (Pf: 5′ -CCT GCA GGC GCA AAA 
AAC CCC GCT TCG GCG GGG TTT TTT CGC TTC CTG CAT TTG CCT GTT TCC AGT C; Pr: 
5′ -GCG GCC GCC CTC AAT CGC TCT TCG TTC G) that introduced a unique SbfI restriction site and 
transcriptional terminator; and NotI restriction site respectively. The ampicillin resistance gene and oriT 
determinant were then SbfI digested, subject to intermolecular ligation and then PCR amplified to yield a 
single Amp-oriT product. The pIM13 origin of replication from pGusA46 was PCR amplified with prim-
ers (Pf: 5′ -GGC CGG CCC TTA ATC GCA TTT CAT AGA T; Pr: 5′ -GCG GCC GCG CAT TCA CTT 
CTT TTC TAT A) that introduced unique NotI and FseI restriction sites. Then the Amp-oriT and pIM13 
products were digested with NotI, subject to intermolecular ligation and then PCR amplified to yield an 
Amp-oriT-pIM13product. Separately, the pMB1 origin of replication from pUC19 was PCR amplified 
with primers (Pf: 5′ -GGC GCG CCT TCG TTC CAC TGA GCG TC; Pr: 5′ -GGT ACC TTA AAT AAT 
TAA CTT AAA) that introduced unique AscI and PmeI restriction sites. The MCS fragment was syn-
thesised by IDT Technologies Inc. The pEHR511111 vector was ultimately constructed following a three 
way ligation between the Amp-oriT-pIM13, pMB1 and MCS fragments. The pEHR522121 vector was 
constructed by PCR amplifying the erythromycin resistance gene (Pf: 5′ -GTT TAA ACG ATC TAC GCA 
GAT AAA TAA ATA CG; Pr: 5′ -CCT GCA GGT TAT TTC CTC CCG TTA AAT A) and the pAMβ 1 ori-
gin of replication (Pf: 5′ -GCG GCC GCT ATT TAA TCA CTT TGA CTA; Pr: 5′ -GGC CGG CCC CAA 
GAA TTA GAA ATG AGT A) from pQexp38; and the R6K origin of replication from pUTmini-Tn5km47 
(Pf: 5′ -GGC GCG CCA TCC CTG GCT TGT TGT CCA C; Pr: 5′ -GTT TAA ACG AAG ATC AGC AGT 
TCA ACC TG) and replacing the ampicillin resistance gene, pIM13 origin of replication and pMB1 ori-
gin of replication respectively of pEHR511111. To construct pEHR512112 the C. phytofermentans ISDg 
Cphy_3290 (groES) promoter region (chromosomal co-ordinates 4007675–4007501) was synthesised by 
Life Technologies Inc. The promoter region was subsequently amplified with primers (Pf: 5′ -GAT CGA 
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ATT CAA GTG AGA ATA CAA GAG TAT AC; Pr: 5′ -GAT CTC TAG ATT CCT CCT TTA ATA CTG 
TAT C) that introduced unique EcoRI and XbaI restriction sites. Separately, the evoglow-C-Bs2 gene 
from the recombinant plasmid pGlow-C-Bs-2 (Jena Bioscience GmbH) was amplified with a primer (Pf: 
5′ -CAA ACC TAC CAT AAG GAG AAT CTA GAA TGG CAA GTT TTC AAA GTT T) that introduced 
a unique XbaI site and a primer (Pr: 5′ -GAT CAA GCT TTT ATT CAA GGA GCT TTT CAT ATT 
C) that moved an internal HindIII site to the 3′  end of the gene. XbaI digested Cphy_3290 promoter 
and evoglow-C-Bs2 products were ligated and amplified using the Cphy_3290 forward primer and the 
evoglow-C-Bs2 reverse primer. The fusion product was digested with EcoRI and HindIII and ultimately 
cloned into the pEHR512111 vector. Molecular enzymes were purchased from New England Biolabs and 
all of the vectors were confirmed by restriction digest analysis.

Bi- and metaparental matings.  E. coli ST18 donors bearing pEHR5 series vectors were grown in 
LB broth supplemented with δ -aminolevulinic acid and erythromycin or ampicillin; while the recipient 
culture was grown in the appropriate broth; at 37 °C. Cultures grown in the presence of antibiotics were 
washed thrice with sterile diluent and the donor and recipient cultures were then mixed in a ratio of 4:1 
respectively on the basis of the OD600 of the respective cultures and the cell mixture was centrifuged at 
13,000 g for 2 minutes. Individual donor and recipient cultures were similarly processed and the cell pel-
lets were then spotted onto a nylon filter overlaid on an agar plate and incubated at 37 °C. Microfuge tube 
based matings were performed in a similar manner except that the cell pellets were incubated in micro-
fuge tubes at 37 °C. The cell pellets were suspended in sterile anaerobic diluent and dilutions were spread 
on medium with and without erythromycin, and incubated at 37 °C until colonies were clearly visible.

Culture dependent analysis and transconjugant characterization.  For the culture dependent 
analysis the diversity of microbes recovered on M10 or M2SC medium was initially assessed on the 
basis of colony and/or cell morphology. For naïve microbes individual colonies were randomly picked 
and subject to PCR analysis by colony based PCR and/or by preparing DNA by the RBB +  C method48 
for hard to lyse cells, as determined by the ability to successfully PCR amplify the rrs gene. The identity 
of the individual isolates was determined by PCR amplification of the rrs gene using the primers 27F 
and 1492R49 as previously described by Ó Cuív, et al.50. Putative transconjugants were similarly assessed 
except that they were purified by streaking individual colonies up to three times on medium contain-
ing erythromycin to ensure clonality. Amplified rrs genes were partially sequenced using the primer 
907R49 and the sequences were aligned against the core set of aligned rrs sequences at the RDP 10 web-
site (rdp.cme.msu.edu) and the isolates were tentatively identified using the SeqMatch and/or Classifier 
functions51. Briefly, the sequences were initially examined using the SeqMatch function and taxonomy 
was assigned to the species level if the isolates displayed ≥ 97% sequence identify to type strains. In 
instances where a sequence exhibited ≥ 97% sequence identity to several type strains then the taxonomy 
was assigned to the type strain with the greatest sequence identity. Isolates exhibiting < 97% similarity 
to type strains were further examined using the Classifier function and taxonomy was assigned to the 
lowest taxonomic level that achieved an ≥ 80% bootstrap value. Transconjugants displaying similarity 
to the HMP’s most wanted taxa were identified by clustering the transconjugant and HMP associated 
sequences using the closed reference OTU picking protocol implemented through QIIME v1.8.052 and 
using a 97% similarity threshold. This approach allows non- and partially-overlapping amplicons to be 
clustered against a reference sequence set that spans the amplicons of interest. The taxonomic clusters 
were then examined to identify transconjugants affiliated with the HMP’s most wanted high priority, 
medium priority and low priority taxa.

The presence of the pEHR5 vectors in transconjugants was confirmed by PCR with primers target-
ing the vector region spanning the erythromycin resistance gene and the oriT modules. Vector rescue 
experiments were performed by recovering vector DNA essentially as described by Birnboim et al.53, and 
transforming it into E. coli. The structural integrity of the recovered vectors was determined by assessing 
the mobility of the undigested vector by agarose gel electrophoresis. Vectors with putative deletions were 
further characterized by restriction digest analysis using the 8 bp cutting restriction enzymes flanking 
the individual vector modules. Transconjugants carrying pEHR512112 were examined using an Olympus 
BX 63 microscope fitted with a DP80 camera, Xcite LED light source and fluorescence filter cube U-FBN 
(excitation 470–495 nm, emission 510 nm). Images were captured using the Olympus cellSens modular 
imaging software platform and processed using the ImageJ software package (http://imagej.nih.gov/ij/). 
To construct phylogenetic trees the rrs gene sequences were aligned using the QIIME v1.8.0 implemen-
tation of PyNAST and the alignment was then imported into ARB v5.554. Next, the hypervariable regions 
of the aligned sequences were masked with the lanemaskPH filter and the sequences were added to the 
database tree using the ARB-parsimony tool. The alignment of the transconjugant sequences was refined 
as necessary and the database tree was then updated and a phylogenetic tree displaying the transconju-
gant derived sequences and select reference sequences was produced.

References
1.	 Peterson, J. et al. The NIH Human Microbiome Project. Genome Res 19, 2317–2323 (2009).
2.	 Ehrlich, S. D. Metagenomics of the intestinal microbiota: potential applications. Gastroenterologie clinique et biologique 34, 

Supplement 1 S23–S28 (2010).

http://imagej.nih.gov/ij/


www.nature.com/scientificreports/

1 0Scientific Reports | 5:13282 | DOI: 10.1038/srep13282

3.	 Pope, P. B. et al. Isolation of Succinivibrionaceae implicated in low methane emissions from Tammar wallabies. Science 333, 
646–648 (2011).

4.	 Tyson, G. W. et al. Genome-directed isolation of the key nitrogen fixer Leptospirillum ferrodiazotrophum sp. nov. from an 
acidophilic microbial community. Appl Environ Microbiol 71, 6319–6324 (2005).

5.	 Omsland, A. et al. Host cell-free growth of the Q fever bacterium Coxiella burnetii. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA 106, 4430–4434 
(2009).

6.	 Lee, S. M. et al. Bacterial colonization factors control specificity and stability of the gut microbiota. Nature 501, 426–429 (2013).
7.	 Rey, F. E. et al. Metabolic niche of a prominent sulfate-reducing human gut bacterium. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA 110, 13582–13587 

(2013).
8.	 Xu, J. et al. Evolution of symbiotic bacteria in the distal human intestine. PLoS Biol 5, e156 (2007).
9.	 Broaders, E., Gahan, C. G. & Marchesi, J. R. Mobile genetic elements of the human gastrointestinal tract: potential for spread of 

antibiotic resistance genes. Gut microbes 4, 271–280 (2013).
10.	 Modi, S. R., Lee, H. H., Spina, C. S. & Collins, J. J. Antibiotic treatment expands the resistance reservoir and ecological network 

of the phage metagenome. Nature 499, 219–222 (2013).
11.	 Licht, T. R. et al. Conjugative gene transfer in the gastrointestinal environment. Adv. Appl. Microbiol. 58, 77–95 (2006).
12.	 Garcia-Quintanilla, M., Ramos-Morales, F. & Casadesus, J. Conjugal transfer of the Salmonella enterica virulence plasmid in the 

mouse intestine. J. Bacteriol. 190, 1922–1927 (2008).
13.	 Stecher, B. et al. Gut inflammation can boost horizontal gene transfer between pathogenic and commensal Enterobacteriaceae. 

Proc Natl Acad Sci USA 109, 1269–1274 (2012)
14.	 Qin, J. et al. A human gut microbial gene catalogue established by metagenomic sequencing. Nature 464, 59–65 (2010).
15.	 Tap, J. et al. Towards the human intestinal microbiota phylogenetic core. Environmental Microbiology 11, 2574–2584 (2009).
16.	 Sekelja, M., Berget, I., Naes, T. & Rudi, K. Unveiling an abundant core microbiota in the human adult colon by a phylogroup-

independent searching approach. ISME J 5, 519–531 (2011).
17.	 Thoma, S. & Schobert, M. An improved Escherichia coli donor strain for diparental mating. FEMS Microbiol Lett 294, 127–132 

(2009).
18.	 Simon, R., Priefer, U. & Puhler, A. A broad host range mobilization system for in vivo genetic engineering: Transposon 

mutagenesis in Gram negative bacteria. Nat Biotech 1, 784 (1983).
19.	 Courvalin, P. & Carlier, C. Tn1545: a conjugative shuttle transposon. Mol. Gen. Genet. 206, 259–264 (1987).
20.	 Fodor, A. A. et al. The “most wanted” taxa from the human microbiome for whole genome sequencing. PLoS ONE 7, e41294 

(2012).
21.	 Tauch, A., Kirchner, O., Wehmeier, L., Kalinowski, J. & Pühler, A. Corynebacterium glutamicum DNA is subjected to methylation-

restriction in Escherichia coli. FEMS Microbiology Letters 123, 343–347 (1994).
22.	 Grant, S. G., Jessee, J., Bloom, F. R. & Hanahan, D. Differential plasmid rescue from transgenic mouse DNAs into Escherichia 

coli methylation-restriction mutants. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA 87, 4645–4649 (1990).
23.	 Rettedal, E. A., Gumpert, H. & Sommer, M. O. A. Cultivation-based multiplex phenotyping of human gut microbiota allows 

targeted recovery of previously uncultured bacteria. Nat Commun 5, (2014).
24.	 Lagier, J. C. et al. Microbial culturomics: paradigm shift in the human gut microbiome study. Clin Microbiol Infect 18, 1185–1193 

(2012).
25.	 Thomas, C. M. & Nielsen, K. M. Mechanisms of, and barriers to, horizontal gene transfer between bacteria. Nat Rev Micro 3, 

711–721 (2005).
26.	 Kim, B. S., Kim, J. N. & Cerniglia, C. E. In vitro culture conditions for maintaining a complex population of human gastrointestinal 

tract microbiota. J Biomed Biotechnol 2011, 838040 (2011).
27.	 Dunbar, J., White, S. & Forney, L. Genetic diversity through the looking glass: Effect of enrichment bias. Applied and Environmental 

Microbiology 63, 1326–1331 (1997).
28.	 Mondot, S. et al. Highlighting new phylogenetic specificities of Crohn’s disease microbiota. Inflammatory Bowel Diseases 17, 

185–192 (2011).
29.	 Sokol, H. et al. Faecalibacterium prausnitzii is an anti-inflammatory commensal bacterium identified by gut microbiota analysis 

of Crohn disease patients. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA 105, 16731–16736 (2008).
30.	 Atarashi, K. et al. Treg induction by a rationally selected mixture of Clostridia strains from the human microbiota. Nature 500, 

232–236 (2013).
31.	 Carlier, J.-P., Bedora-Faure, M., K’ouas, G., Alauzet, C. & Mory, F. Proposal to unify Clostridium orbiscindens Winter et al. 1991 

and Eubacterium plautii (Séguin 1928) Hofstad and Aasjord 1982, with description of Flavonifractor plautii gen. nov., comb. nov., 
and reassignment of Bacteroides capillosus to Pseudoflavonifractor capillosus gen. nov., comb. nov. International Journal of 
Systematic and Evolutionary Microbiology 60, 585–590 (2010).

32.	 Winter, J., Popoff, M. R., Grimont, P. & Bokkenheuser, V. D. Clostridium orbiscindens sp. nov., a human intestinal bacterium 
capable of cleaving the flavonoid C-ring. Int J Syst Bacteriol 41, 355–357 (1991).

33.	 Aguirre de Carcer, D. et al. Numerical ecology validates a biogeographical distribution and gender-based effect on mucosa-
associated bacteria along the human colon. ISME J 5, 801–809 (2011).

34.	 Pedron, T. et al. A crypt-specific core microbiota resides in the mouse colon. MBio 3, (2012).
35.	 Obata, T. et al. Indigenous opportunistic bacteria inhabit mammalian gut-associated lymphoid tissues and share a mucosal 

antibody-mediated symbiosis. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA 107, 7419–7424 (2010).
36.	 Sarrabayrouse, G. et al. CD4CD8aa lymphocytes, a novel human regulatory T cell subset induced by colonic bacteria and 

deficient in patients with inflammatory bowel disease. PLoS Biol 12, e1001833 (2014).
37.	 Woting, A., Pfeiffer, N., Loh, G., Klaus, S. & Blaut, M. Clostridium ramosum promotes high-fat diet-induced obesity in 

gnotobiotic mouse models. MBio 5, e01530–01514 (2014).
38.	 Tolonen, A. C., Chilaka, A. C. & Church, G. M. Targeted gene inactivation in Clostridium phytofermentans shows that cellulose 

degradation requires the family 9 hydrolase Cphy3367. Molecular Microbiology 74, 1300–1313 (2009).
39.	 Aakvik, T. et al. A plasmid RK2-based broad-host-range cloning vector useful for transfer of metagenomic libraries to a variety 

of bacterial species. FEMS Microbiol Lett 296, 149–158 (2009).
40.	 Kakirde, K. S. et al. Gram negative shuttle BAC vector for heterologous expression of metagenomic libraries. Gene 475, 57–62 

(2011).
41.	 Clarke, P., Ó Cuív, P. & O’Connell, M. Novel mobilizable prokaryotic two-hybrid system vectors for high-throughput protein 

interaction mapping in Escherichia coli by bacterial conjugation. Nucleic Acids Res 33, e18 (2005).
42.	 Hanahan, D. in DNA Cloning: a Practical Approach Vol. I (ed D. M. Glover) 109–135 (IRL Press, 1985).
43.	 McSweeney, C. S., Denman, S. E. & Mackie, R. I. in Methods in gut microbial ecology for ruminants (eds Harinder, P.S., Makkar 

& Christopher, S. McSweeney) 23–37 (Springer, 2005).
44.	 Barcenilla, A. et al. Phylogenetic relationships of butyrate-producing bacteria from the human gut. Applied and Environmental 

Microbiology 66, 1654–1661 (2000).



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

1 1Scientific Reports | 5:13282 | DOI: 10.1038/srep13282

45.	 Eller, C., Crabill, M. R. & Bryant, M. P. Anaerobic roll tube media for nonselective enumeration and isolation of bacteria in 
human feces. Applied microbiology 22, 522–529 (1971).

46.	 Girbal, L. et al. Development of a sensitive gene expression reporter system and an inducible promoter-repressor system for 
Clostridium acetobutylicum. Appl Environ Microbiol 69, 4985–4988 (2003).

47.	 De Lorenzo, V., Herrero, M., Jakubzik, U. & Timmis, K. N. Mini-Tn5 transposon derivatives for insertion mutagenesis, promoter 
probing, and chromosomal insertion of cloned DNA in gram-negative eubacteria. J Bacteriol 172, 6568–6572 (1990).

48.	 Yu, Z. & Morrison, M. Improved extraction of PCR-quality community DNA from digesta and fecal samples. Biotechniques 36, 
808–812 (2004).

49.	 Lane, D. S. in Nucleic acid techniques in bacterial systematics. (eds E. Stackebrandt & M. Goodfellow) 115–148 (JohnW.iley 1990).
50.	 Ó. Cuív, P. et al. The effects from DNA extraction methods on the evaluation of microbial diversity associated with human 

colonic tissue. Microb Ecol 61, 353–362 (2011).
51.	 Cole, J. R. et al. The Ribosomal Database Project: improved alignments and new tools for rRNA analysis. Nucleic Acids Res 37, 

141–145 (2009).
52.	 Caporaso, J. G. et al. QIIME allows analysis of high-throughput community sequencing data. Nat Meth 7, 335–336 (2010).
53.	 Birnboim, H. C. & Doly, J. A rapid alkaline extraction procedure for screening recombinant plasmid DNA. Nucleic Acids Res 7, 

1513–1523 (1979).
54.	 Ludwig, W. et al. ARB: a software environment for sequence data. Nucleic Acids Res 32, 1363–1371 (2004).

Acknowledgments
This research has been supported via funds provided by the University of Queensland Diamantina 
Institute (MM, PÓC and SP), the Princess Alexandra Hospital Research Foundation Small Grants 
Program (MM) and Queensland Health (ERS), as well as the Commonwealth of Australia’s International 
Science Linkages program (PÓC) and an Australian Postgraduate Award (SB).  This research was also 
supported in part by funds related to CSIRO’s contribution to the International Human Microbiome 
Consortium, via a CSIRO Transformational Biology Capability Platform Acorn Grant (PÓC), the 
Preventative Health Flagship Research Program (WJS), and the OCE science leader scheme (MM). We 
thank Dr. Stuart Denman and Dr. Stanislas Mondot for providing critical reading and suggestions to 
improve the manuscript.

Author Contributions
P.Ó.C. and M.M. conceived of and designed the experiments. P.Ó.C. designed the pEHR5 vector system 
and P.Ó.C., S.B. and E.R.S. produced the pEHR5 constructs. P.Ó.C., W.J.S. and S.P. performed the 
metaparental matings and associated experiments. The manuscript was written by P.Ó.C. and M.M.

Additional Information
Competing financial interests: The authors declare no competing financial interests.
How to cite this article: Ó Cuív, P. et al. Isolation of Genetically Tractable Most-Wanted Bacteria by 
Metaparental Mating. Sci. Rep. 5, 13282; doi: 10.1038/srep13282 (2015).

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. The 
images or other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Com-

mons license, unless indicated otherwise in the credit line; if the material is not included under the 
Creative Commons license, users will need to obtain permission from the license holder to reproduce 
the material. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Isolation of Genetically Tractable Most-Wanted Bacteria by Metaparental Mating

	Results

	The pEHR5 vectors are efficiently conjugated under aerobic and anaerobic conditions. 
	Metaparental mating recovers genetically tractable bacteria from complex communities. 
	Culture conditions affect the bacterial diversity recovered by metaparental mating. 
	Metaparental mating derived bacterial isolates carry pEHR5 vectors. 
	Metaparental mating supports the construction of fluorescently labelled fastidious bacteria. 

	Discussion

	Materials and Methods

	Bacterial strains and culture conditions. 
	DNA manipulation and vector construction. 
	Bi- and metaparental matings. 
	Culture dependent analysis and transconjugant characterization. 

	Acknowledgments

	Author Contributions
	﻿Figure 1﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ (a) The pEHR5 parent vector series with the five individual vector modules.
	﻿Figure 2﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ Phylogenetic analysis of the rrs gene of representative bacterial transconjugant isolates recovered on M10 and M2SC based media following metaparental mating.
	﻿Figure 3﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ (a) Analysis of vector specific PCR products (circa 1.
	﻿Figure 4﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ Analysis of transconjugants carrying pEHR512112 by fluorescence microscopy.



 
    
       
          application/pdf
          
             
                Isolation of Genetically Tractable Most-Wanted Bacteria by Metaparental Mating
            
         
          
             
                srep ,  (2015). doi:10.1038/srep13282
            
         
          
             
                Páraic Ó Cuív
                Wendy J. Smith
                Sian Pottenger
                Sriti Burman
                Erin R. Shanahan
                Mark Morrison
            
         
          doi:10.1038/srep13282
          
             
                Nature Publishing Group
            
         
          
             
                © 2015 Nature Publishing Group
            
         
      
       
          
      
       
          © 2015 Macmillan Publishers Limited
          10.1038/srep13282
          2045-2322
          
          Nature Publishing Group
          
             
                permissions@nature.com
            
         
          
             
                http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/srep13282
            
         
      
       
          
          
          
             
                doi:10.1038/srep13282
            
         
          
             
                srep ,  (2015). doi:10.1038/srep13282
            
         
          
          
      
       
       
          True
      
   




