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Protective V127 prion variant 
prevents prion disease by 
interrupting the formation of dimer 
and fibril from molecular dynamics 
simulations
Shuangyan Zhou1,2, Danfeng Shi2, Xuewei Liu2, Huanxiang Liu1 & Xiaojun Yao2,3

Recent studies uncovered a novel protective prion protein variant: V127 variant, which was reported 
intrinsically resistant to prion conversion and propagation. However, the structural basis of its 
protective effect is still unknown. To uncover the origin of the protective role of V127 variant, molecular 
dynamics simulations were performed to explore the influence of G127V mutation on two key processes 
of prion propagation: dimerization and fibril formation. The simulation results indicate V127 variant is 
unfavorable to form dimer by reducing the main-chain H-bond interactions. The simulations of formed 
fibrils consisting of β1 strand prove V127 variant will make the formed fibril become unstable and 
disorder. The weaker interaction energies between layers and reduced H-bonds number for V127 variant 
reveal this mutation is unfavorable to the formation of stable fibril. Consequently, we find V127 variant 
is not only unfavorable to the formation of dimer but also unfavorable to the formation of stable core 
and fibril, which can explain the mechanism on the protective role of V127 variant from the molecular 
level. Our findings can deepen the understanding of prion disease and may guide the design of peptide 
mimetics or small molecule to mimic the protective effect of V127 variant.

Prion diseases, or spongiform encephalopathies, are fatal neurodegenerative diseases of humans and animals 
that share, including scrapie in sheep, bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) in cattle and Creutzfeldt-Jakob 
disease (CJD), fatal familial insomnia, kuru in humans1–4. These diseases are all characterized by the propagation 
of infectious prions and, in many instances, the formation of amyloid plaques4–6, which are mainly composed 
of insoluble, protease-resistant form of prion protein (PrPSc). And it is reported that the PrPSc shares the identi-
cal primary structure with cellular prion protein (PrPC)7. Although the mechanism of PrPSc formation and the 
structure of PrPSc are yet unknown, a significant shift toward more β -sheet structure and less helical structure is 
evident8,9. Besides, the conformational conversion of PrPC to PrPSc is conventionally thought as the fundamental 
event underlying prion disease3,10,11.

For decades of efforts, two models of amyloid formation have been proposed, known as (i) the 
template-directed refolding model and (ii) seeded-nucleation model12–14. The template-directed refolding 
hypothesis predicates a high energy barrier for PrPC converting into PrPSc spontaneously, and the slow step is the 
conformational change from PrPC to PrPSc 10,15. Alternatively, the seeded nucleation hypothesis suggests that PrPSc 
exists in equilibrium with PrPC. Moreover, for the template-directed refolding model, it postulates a direct inter-
action between PrPSc and PrPC, which can be induced to convert into more PrPSc. This model also assumes that 
the critical step in the conversion is the formation of a dimer complex of PrPSc-PrPC 16,17. In addition, it speculates 
that the formation of this kind of PrPSc- PrPC intraspecies heterodimer may reduce the activation energy barrier 
to the formation of new PrPSc and lead to further recruitment of PrPC. Meanwhile, the intraspecies heterodimer 
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can subsequently convert to intraspecies homodimer eventually with form of PrPSc- PrPSc which may be required 
for infectivity18. Based on this hypothesis, Mark et al. proposed that the heterozygous prion protein genotype 
could provide relative protection against acquired, sporadic and some inherited prion diseases19,20. They con-
sidered that the protection of heterozygous genotype could attribute to the increased formation of interspecies 
heterodimers, which in turn inhibit the homotypic protein-protein interaction as well as the final formation of 
intraspecies PrPSc- PrPSc homodimer, thus reduce infection eventually19,21. And many studies confirm that the 
protective role of MV heterozygosity at 129 may be owing to this reason20,22,23.

The polymorphism at codon 129 of PrP gene, which may be either methionine (Met) or valine (Val), is a com-
mon polymorphism, present worldwide, associated with a sporadic CJD phenotype and influences the molecular 
type of prion strains24–26. It is reported a significant excess of homozygotes among cases of iatrogenic CJD. What’s 
more, the methionine homozygosity at codon 129 is turned out to be a recognized risk factor for the develop-
ment of sporadic CJD19,27,28. Recently, Mead et al. reported a novel prion protein gene (PRNP) variant: G127V29. 
They found that the 127V polymorphism is an acquired prion disease resistance factor selected during the kuru 
epidemic, rather than a pathogenic mutation that could have triggered the kuru epidemic. Later, Asante et al. 
confirmed the protective effect of V127 variant by transgenic mice experiment30. They demonstrated that HuPrP 
G127V polymorphism was indeed capable of inhibiting propagation of wild-type prions at heterozygous state. In 
addition, they also found mice homozygous for HuPrP V127M129 were completely resistant to all human prion 
disease. As a consequence, they thought the molecular basis of protective effect of G127V polymorphism was 
clearly distinct from that of M129V polymorphism30. Uncovering the mechanism of G127V’s protective effect 
will be valuable to fight against prion disease. However, the fast transition and heterogeneous conformations of 
amyloid aggregates make it extremely challenging to capture and characterize the structural property of prion 
aggregates via conventional experimental methods. Fortunately, molecular dynamics (MD) simulations provide 
a convenient method to study the amyloid aggregation and probe the oligomerization mechanism of peptides as 
well31–34. Relative to the experimental method, molecular dynamics simulation can not only show the structural 
variation upon the environmental change such as pH, temperature and the residue’s mutations etc., but also 
can display the dynamic process of misfolding and aggregation of protein or some fragments intuitively35–37. 
Based on these special advantages, the MD simulations have been applied widely and successfully in the study 
of amyloid-related disease32,38–40. For instance, DeMarco et al. proposed a reasonable protofibril model of prion 
protein by means of MD simulations38. Additionally, Chen et al. elucidated the detailed structural and dynamic 
properties of huPrP by all-atom MD simulation36.

In this work, to disclose the G127V’s protective mechanism, we probed the effects of G127V on the forma-
tion of dimer of prion protein and the formed fibril of fragment containing G127V based on the long time and 
all-atoms MD simulation. As we know, the dimerization process is the initial step of protein misfolding and plays 
a key role during the aggregation41,42. Furthermore, the formation of fibril is usually treated as a signal of infecting 
disease. Therefore, analyzing the effect of G127V on these two key processes will display the protective role of 
G127V on the whole. Additionally, to compare the differences of G127V and M129V polymorphism, the effects 
of M129V mutation on these two processes were also analyzed.

Results and Discussion
The effects of the G127V and M129V variants on the dimerization process.  Lots of experiments 
reveal that the prion dimer may perform as basic units for the formation of the observed aggregates by intermo-
lecular hydrogen bonding interactions in both surfaces21,41,43. Thus, here, to explore the protective role of G127V 
and M129V of prion, 100 ns all-atom molecular dynamics simulations were performed for the constructed prion 
dimer to study if the mutations will affect the dimerization process of prion protein. The constructed prion dimer 
structure was shown in Supplementary Fig. S1 and detailed system settings were given in Supplementary Table S1.  
Firstly, the RMSDs of backbone atoms of PrP dimer were calculated to monitor the stability of trajectories, 
and plotted in Fig. 1a. It can be seen that the homozygous systems have relatively smaller RMSDs (near about 
3.2 Å for G127M129/G127M129, 3.4 Å for G127V129/G127V129 and 3.8 Å for V127M129/V127M129) than 
heterozygous systems (6.7 Å for V127M129/G127M129 and 8.4 Å for V127M129/G127V129), indicating that 
a larger conformational change and structural fluctuation in the heterozygous systems. This result is in accord-
ance with our speculation that the heterozygosity does not favor the formation of dimer units. In all simula-
tions, each system remains quite stable after 50 ns. Meanwhile, in order to track the interactions between the 
interface of β 1 and β 1’, we calculated the center of mass (COM) distance of β 1 and β 1’ during the whole MD 
simulations. As shown in Fig. 1b, the COM distance of G127M129/G127M129 keeps quit stable with distance 
around 5.0 Å after about 4 ns, while for G127V129/G127V129, it experiences a relatively large fluctuation dur-
ing the first 30 ns, then the COM distance keeps constant at about 5.8 Å from 30 ns to 55 ns and eventually 
reduces to 5.2 Å after 55 ns. This phenomenon indicates that M129 homozygosity can form dimer more easily 
than V129 homozygosity, which may explain the higher risk of M129 homozygosity for the development of 
sporadic CJD than that of V129. On the other hand, the COM distance for V127M129/V127M129 also keeps 
at about 5.5 Å during the MD simulation, meaning that it can also form interaction at β 1 region, but their 
interactions are weaker than that in dimer G127M129/G127M129 and G127V129/G127V129. Both the β 1 
strand of V127M129/G127M129 and V127M129/G127V129 are separated from each other at the beginning of 
simulations, indicating that V127 at heterozygosity can prevent the interactions in β 1 region and is unfavorable 
to the formation of dimer.

In addition, the formation of PrPSc is accompanied by the secondary structural transition from the helix-rich 
structure to β -sheet-rich structure8. Therefore, the analysis of secondary structures is performed further. As 
shown in Fig. 2, it described the secondary structure evolution during the simulation determined by STRIDE 
algorithm44. It is obviously that the β -strands of M1 (represents monomer 1) for G127M129/G127M129 and 
β -strands of M2 (represents monomer 2) for G127V129/G127V129 elongated compared to other three systems. 



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

3Scientific Reports | 6:21804 | DOI: 10.1038/srep21804

Subsequently, the secondary structure contents were also analyzed and the corresponding data was shown in 
Supplementary Table S2. It can be seen that the β -sheet content of M1 in G127M129/G127M129 (6.27 ±  0.01%) 
and M2 in G127V129/G127V129 (5.29 ±  0.04%) increased. On the other hand, the β -sheet content for 

Figure 1.  Time evolutions of (a) RMSDs of backbone atoms of dimer, (b) The COM distance of residues 
between β 1 and β 1’ strands of monomers.

Figure 2.  Time evolutions of secondary structure of β1 and β2 strands in each monomer. From bottom to 
top, M1 and M2 are displayed in order in each picture.
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V127M129/V127M129 was near about 4.2% for two monomers, less than other two homozygous systems. The 
results of secondary structures analysis indicate that the V127 variant, either at homozygosity or heterozygosity is 
unfavorable to form β -sheet-rich structure.

According to the previous reports, the hydrogen bond (H-bond) interaction is regarded as a key interaction 
during the dimerization process41,43. To identify the origin that the studied mutations affect dimerization pro-
cess, we further analyzed the H-bonds of different systems by calculating the occupancies of the main-chain 
H-bonds between β 1 and β 1’ strands during MD simulations. The obtained results were shown in Fig. 3. It can 
be seen that all the homozygous systems can form H-bond between β 1 and β 1’ strands, for instance, the H-bond 
between 130N(M1):128O(M2) was found in all homozygous systems. Besides, by comparing the G127M129/
G127M129 and V127M129/V127M129, we find that three major H-bonds were formed in G127 homozygous 
system while only one H-bond with very low occupancy was formed in V127 homozygous system. The repre-
sentative structures of β 1 and β 1’ (shown in Supplementary Fig. S2) reveal that bulky valine at 127 can prevent 
the formation of H-bonds between 128O(M1):130N(M2) and 128N(M1):130O(M2), which may be due that the 
increased side-chain of valine will separate β 1 and β 1’ in the certain degree and prevent the formation of above 
hydrogen bonds from the distance view. Besides, two β  strands in G127M129/G127M129 almost lie on the same 
plane, making the formed H-bonds quite stable. However, inV127M129/V127M129, the increased side-chain of 
valine makes two β  strands twist obviously and reduces the hydrogen bond interaction between two monomers 
from the angle view. Furthermore, no H-bond was found to be formed in the two heterozygous systems, further 
proving that the heterozygous systems containing V127 are unfavorable to the formation of dimer. By compar-
ing the system G127M129/G127M129 and G127V129/G127V129, we find that more H-bonds were formed in 
the G127M129/G127M129, implying that M129V mutation can reduce the H-bond interaction between two 
monomers, which is consistent with the COM distance analysis. Based on the above analysis, we can conclude 
that G127V mutation is unfavorable to the dimerization process by reducing the formation of H-bonds between 
monomers.

To show the influence of the studied mutations on the interaction of two monomers more intuitively, the 
snapshots at equal time interval were extracted to monitor the detailed conformational change during the MD 
simulation, as shown in Fig. 4. We can see that in G127M129/G127M129 system, the H-bonds between β 1 and 
β 1’ formed at near about 4 ns (shown in Fig. 3), and we did find the formation of 4-strand β -sheet structure in 
snapshots (shown in Fig. 4). As for the G127V129/G127V129 system, the H-bond formed after 30 ns (Fig. 3), 
and the 4-strand β -sheet was also seen at 50 ns. We do not see any 4-strand β -sheet structure from the snapshots 
extracted from V127M129/V127M129 system and there is an obvious twist at the β 1 and β 1’ interfaces. From 
these results, we can conclude that the main-chain H-bond interaction plays an important role in the formation 
of prion dimer and the loss of main-chain H-bond interaction is the origin of G127V mutation unfavorable to 
form dimer.

Based on the above analysis, we can see G127V mutation is unfavorable to the dimerization process by reduc-
ing the main-chain H-bond interaction. As we know, the formation of fibril is usually treated as a signal of infect-
ing disease. Then, will the studied polymorphisms at 127 and 129 positions interrupt the formation of fibril? 
To answer this question, we further analyzed the effects of the polymorphisms at 127 and 129 positions on the 
formed fibril.

The influence of V127 variant on the formed fibril of β1 fragment.  Several crystal structures of PrPC 
show that β 1 strand from adjacent monomers can interact with each other to form a continuous intermolecular 
antiparallel β -sheet structure21,45,46, and the β 1 mediated intermolecular sheet may play an important role in PrPSc 
conversion. Furthermore, both the studied two mutations lie in β 1 strand and the fibril structure consisting of 
β 1 were also reported47. Thus here, to disclose the effects of the polymorphisms at 127 and 129 positions on the 
formed fibril, four fibril systems consisting of β 1 were constructed and simulated. The detailed settings were given 
in Supplementary Table S1. For the fibrils GGYMLG(126–131) and GGYVLG(126–131), the crystal structures were 

Figure 3.  The occupancies of main-chain hydrogen bonds between β1 and β1’ strands in two monomers. 
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used. Other two systems were obtained by mutating the corresponding residue based on the crystal structure of 
GGYMLG(126–131). Here, we constructed a system G/V127M129 with half of G127 at interval strand mutated to 
V127, expecting to study whether the heterozygous state would influence the morphology of the fibril, as the het-
erozygous genotype of M129V can inhibit the homotypic protein-protein interaction. We did not set V127V129 
system, because V127 was always seen on M129 allele not on V129 allele29.

Both of the crystal structure of G127M129 and G127V129 were reported to form continuous antiparallel 
β -sheets that pack against each to form steric zippers as many other amyloid-like crystal structures48–50. However, 
their steric zipper conformations are quite different from each other. It was reported that the formed β -sheets 
structure of G127M129 is packed flat against each other with layers shifted. Whereas, in the crystal structure of 
G127V129, the layers of sheets are tilted and arranged to form “open” triangles. On the other hand, the H-bond 
model of two structures is also different, leading to the β -strand of G127M129 have aligned termini. While in 
G127V129, the strands are shifted in pairs. The initial structures of G127M129 and G127V129 were shown in 
Supplementary Fig. S3. For clarity, the glycine at 127 was highlighted in magenta and valine at 129 was high-
lighted in orange.

To analyze the effects of the studied polymorphisms on the structural stability and morphology of formed 
fibril, firstly, the RMSDs were calculated and the representing conformations were also extracted. The results were 
shown in Fig. 5. For the G127M129 and G127V129, the RMSDs value are at about 2.3 Å and 4.0 Å, respectively, 
while the V127 variant systems are relatively large with 6.2 Å for G/V127M129 and 6.3 Å for V127M129, respec-
tively. The results reveal that the oligomers containing V127 variant are not stable as well as the oligomers con-
taining G127. The representing structures also proved that there was some distortion between layers in the V127 
variant systems. Subsequently, the nematic order parameter , P251, which describes the orientational order of the 
oligomer system and usually be used to characterize if the studied system is order or not, was calculated. Here, if 
P2 is > 0.5, then a system is considered to be in an ordered state. As shown in Fig. 6, the P2 value for G127M129 
and G127V129 is mainly located in region 0.70–0.95 and 0.60–0.90, respectively, meaning that these structures 

Figure 4.  The snapshots of dimer for each system extracted from the simulated trajectories at equal time 
interval. 
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are highly ordered. However, for the V127 variant structure, the P2 value mainly focuses on region 0.2–0.5, which 
is less than 0.5, verifying the oligomer is not an order structure. The distribution of P2 values for the fibril systems 
implies that the V127 variant both in heterozygous (G/V127M129) and homozygous (G127M129) can break the 

Figure 5.  Time evolutions of RMSDs of each fibril system and their representative structures at different 
time. 

Figure 6.  The distributions of P2 values of each system. Only the last 50 ns trajectories are considered.
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order fibril structures. Based on this result, we may deduce that the β 1 fragment containing V127 variant can not 
form a stable core and then resist the transformation of the cellular PrPC to PrPSc.

As the distribution of P2 value indicates that V127 variant destroy the order of fibril structures largely, but 
what caused the disordered structures? As we know, the formation of fibril is mainly from the side-chain stack-
ing interaction between layers and the main-chain hydrogen bond interaction between the sheets in the same 
layer. To analyze how V127 variant destroys the formation of fibril, we firstly calculated the interaction between 
layers by binding free energy calculation based on MM-PBSA method. The results of binding free energy cal-
culations were shown in Table 1. For comparison, the result obtained by MM-GBSA was also given (shown in 
Supplementary Table S3). As can be seen, the overall nonpolar contributions Δ Gnonpolar (Δ Gnonpolar =  Δ Evdw +  Δ G
sol_np) especially the van der Waals interactions are the driving force to the binding between layers. Furthermore, it 
is clear that the G127V mutation weakens the interaction between layers obviously by reducing the van der Waals 
interactions between layers, indicating that the V127 variant is unfavorable to interlayer stacking. The numbers 
of backbone H-bonds of simulated fibril were further monitored to show if the G127V mutation will influence 
the interactions of the inner layers. The results were given in Fig. 7. It can be seen that the H-bond number in 
G127M129 is larger than that in G/V127M129 and V127M129 obviously during the MD simulation, showing 
that H-bond interaction was also weakened by G127V mutation. As for the G127V129 system, the numbers of 
H-bond are relative fewer than that of other three systems, which may be due to the different H-bond model for 
the crystal structure of G127M129 and G127V129.

To show the differences of the conformations of different variants intuitively, cluster analysis, using K-means 
algorithm in the MMTSB toolset52, was performed with cutoff 2 Å, and the representing conformations were 
extracted. The obtained results were shown in Fig. 8. In Fig. 8, the initial fibril structures were shown in sticks 
with G127 highlighted in magentas and Val at 127 or 129 highlighted in orange. Only the top three clusters were 
shown. It is clear that G127M129 as well as G127V129 keep its oligomer structure very well during the MD 

System layer-layer ΔEele ΔEvdw ΔGsol_np ΔGsol_polar ΔGpolar ΔGnonpolar ΔGbind

G127M129

A-B − 31.44 − 59.53 − 8.35 45.00 13.56 − 67.88 − 54.32

B-C − 32.80 − 59.15 − 8.33 46.69 13.89 − 67.48 − 53.59

C-D − 27.75 − 56.61 − 8.16 42.08 14.32 − 64.77 − 50.44

Total − 91.99 − 175.29 − 24.84 133.77 41.77 − 200.13 − 158.35

G/V127M129

A-B − 38.31 − 51.95 − 7.54 53.32 15.01 − 59.49 − 44.48

B-C − 46.28 − 35.01 − 6.18 60.67 14.39 − 41.19 − 26.80

C-D − 72.41 − 36.11 − 6.24 88.77 16.36 − 42.35 − 26.00

Total − 157.00 − 123.07 − 19.96 202.76 45.76 − 143.03 − 97.28

V127M129

A-B − 68.46 − 50.91 − 8.05 76.43 7.97 − 58.96 − 50.99

B-C − 44.16 − 41.55 − 6.98 60.80 16.64 − 48.53 − 31.90

C-D − 15.24 − 57.41 − 8.14 28.77 13.52 − 65.55 − 52.03

Total − 127.86 − 149.87 − 23.17 166.00 38.13 − 173.04 − 134.92

G127V129

A-B − 54.72 − 60.56 − 9.15 76.42 21.70 − 69.71 − 48.01

B-C − 101.70 − 59.15 − 9.38 123.45 21.75 − 68.53 − 46.78

C-D − 42.18 − 60.57 − 9.45 64.92 22.73 − 70.02 − 47.29

Total − 198.60 − 180.28 − 27.98 264.79 66.18 − 208.26 − 142.08

Table 1.   The binding free energies (kcal/mol) between adjacent layers obtained by MM-PBSA method. A, 
B, C, D in the table represent for the four layers in fibril structures.

Figure 7.  Time evolutions of the numbers of hydrogen bond for each fibril system. 
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Figure 8.  Cluster analysis of fibril systems. The first column shows the initial structures for each system. The 
second, third and fourth columns are top three clusters in each system. The cluster numbers, percentages as well 
as the RMSD values fitted to initial structures are also shown in table.
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simulation with the RMSD value fitted to initial structure near about 2 Å. While, for the V127 variant systems, 
either heterozygous system with G/V127M129 or homozygous system with V127M129, the order of oligomer is 
disrupted on a large degree, which is consistent with the P2 value distributions and binding free energy analysis.

As a whole, our simulations for the ordered fibril of β 1 segment indicate that the V127 variant of prion protein 
can disrupt the order and stability of formed fibril by both weakening the interlayer interactions and the intralayer 
interactions.

Conclusion
In this study, we performed MD simulations to explore the influence of G→ V substitution on the formation of 
dimer and the formed fibril of β 1 segment. The results of H-bond analysis and conformational change of dimer 
system reveal that V127 variant can reduce the main-chain H-bond interactions at β 1 region and is unfavorable 
to the formation of 4-strand structures, thus preventing the formation of dimer. Then, the order parameter P2 and 
cluster analysis of fibril systems formed of β 1 fragment indicate that G127V mutation can disrupt the order of the 
formed fibril and make the structure unstable. The calculated binding free energy between layers and the moni-
toring of H-bonds numbers in simulations indicates V127 variant is unfavorable to form fibril by both weakening 
the interactions between layers and the inner layers’ interactions. Our simulations confirm that V127 variant is 
not only unfavorable to the formation of dimer but also unfavorable to formation of stable core and fibril, which 
may explain the origin of the protective role of V127 variant. Therefore, our study may provide key insights into 
prion propagation and the development of rational therapeutics.

Methods
Preparation of initial structures.  To explore the effect of G127V and M129V on the dimerization pro-
cess, five dimer systems (marked as G127M129/G127M129, G127V129/G127V129, V127M129/V127M129, 
V127M129/G127M129 and V127M129/G127V129) were constructed to imitate five different genotype states and 
the detailed information was shown in Supplementary Table S1. The initial monomer structure was taken from 
the Protein Data Bank (PDB ID: 1HJN) obtained by NMR at pH 7.0, containing the globular domain of human 
prion protein (huPrP) with residues 125–22853. We then used this monomer to build G127M129/G127M129 
dimer by rotating and translating monomers and the initial structure of G127M129/G127M129 was shown in 
Supplementary Fig. S1. In order to ensure the interaction between two monomers (labeled as M1 and M2), we 
put β 1 strand and β 1’ strand of two monomers within 5 Å and the four β -strands (labeled as β 1, β 2, β 1’ and β 2’, 
respectively) of monomers were kept in a plane. The initial structures of other four systems were constructed by 
mutating the corresponding residues based on the G127M129/G127M129 dimer to their target residues, respec-
tively. All of the dimer structures were then optimized with Schrödinger54.

To analyze the effect of studied amino acid polymorphism on the formed fibril, four oligomer systems con-
sisting of β 1 fragment (residues from 126–131) were constructed here. Their initial structures were extracted 
from Protein Data Bank (PDB ID: 4TUT for G127M129 system with residues GGYMLG(126–131) and 4UBY for 
G127V129 with residues GGYVLG(126–131))47, each system contains 16 strands with four layers in total. The systems  
G/V127M129 and V127M129 were constructed by mutating the corresponding residues based on the crystal 
structure of G127M129. All system settings were summarized in Supplementary Table S1 and the mutation oper-
ations were done with Swiss-Pdb Viewer55.

Simulation protocols.  All MD simulations were performed using the AMBER 14.0 package56 with ff99SB 
force field57–59. Generally, different force fields will impact the results of molecular dynamics simulations differ-
ently. For example, CHARMM 22 shows a strong tendency to form helix structure60. AMBER ff96 force field was 
proved to give poor helices and give large populations of β  hairpins58,61,62, while AMBER ff99 has strong helical 
tendency63,64. Meanwhile, from the report of Nguyen et al the OPLS force field was turned out to give more bal-
anced structure compared with GROMOS (bias for extended β -sheet structure) and AMBER upon the early stage 
of amyloid formation63. In our work, the ff99SB force field was adopted. Compared to ff99 force field , the ff99SB 
achieves a better balance of secondary structure elements by the improved distribution of backbone dihedrals for 
glycine and alanine58. In addition, AMBER ff99SB has been used sucessfully to study the folding and aggregation 
of aggregation-prone peptides65–67. Subsequently, all systems were placed in a cubic box with periodic boundary 
and the box edges was set at least 12 Å around solute. The TIP3P68 solvent model was added to imitate water 
environment. To keep the system neutral, Na+  ions were placed. After that, each system was minimized using a 
steepest decent method followed by conjugate gradient method. Then, the system was warmed up from 0 to 300 K 
by keeping the protein constrained. All equilibration and MD stages were carried out in the isothermal isobaric 
(NPT) ensemble at 300K. During the simulation, temperature was controlled by the Langevin thermostat. 2 fs 
time step was used to integrate the equations of motion. The SHAKE algorithm69 was employed to constrain the 
bond involved hydrogen atoms. The non-bonded cut off distance was 10 Å and the Particle Mesh Ewald (PME)70 
method was used to calculate long-range electrostatics interactions. The trajectories were saved every 2 ps, and 
100 ns MD simulation was performed for each system.

Trajectory analysis.  All trajectories were analyzed using AMBER56 and VMD71 programs. The H-bonds in 
two monomer interfaces were calculated to monitor the interaction in this region. Here, the H-bond was consid-
ered to be formed if the N…O distance was less than 0.35 nm and N-H…O angle was greater than 150o 72. The 
STRIDE algorithm44 was used to assign secondary structure. K-means algorithm in the MMTSB toolset52 was 
applied to cluster conformations sampled from the simulated trajectories. The interlayer binding free energy of 
the formed fibril was analyzed by MM-PBSA method based on the snapshots generated from the last 50 ns MD 
simulations.
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MM-PBSA calculation.  The MM-PBSA method73,74 was used in the estimation of the free energy between 
layers. In MM-PBSA method, the binding free energy Δ Gbind between a ligand and receptor is estimated as 
follows:

∆ = − − ( )G G G G 1bind complex receptor ligand

= + − ( )G E G TS 2bind gas sol

= + + ( )E E E E 3gas vdw ele int

= + ( )_ _G G G 4sol sol np sol polar

γ= ⋅ ( )_G SASA 5sol np

where Egas is the gas-phase energy; Eint is the internal energy; Eele and Evdw are the Coulomb and van der Waals 
energies, respectively. Gsol is the solvation free energy and can be decomposed into the polar (Gsol_polar) and non-
polar solvation sections (Gsol_np). The polar contribution was calculated using the Poisson Boltzmann (PB) model. 
The continuum medium was assumed to have the dielectric constant of solute set 1 and solvent set 80, respec-
tively. The surface or nonpolar solvation term Gsol_np is defined by the solvent accessible surface area (SASA) 
determined using a water probe radius of 1.4 Å and the surface tension constant γ  of 0.0072 kcal/(mol·Å2)75. A 
total of 500 snapshots, extracted in the last 50 ns with a time interval of 100 ps, were used for MM-PBSA calcu-
lation. Here, the adjacent two layers were considered as complex, one layer in complex was regarded as receptor 
and the other was regarded as ligand.

References
1.	 Greig, J. R. Scrapie in sheep. J. Comp. Pathol. Therap. 60, 263–266 (1950).
2.	 Collinge, J. Human prion diseases and bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE). Hum. Mol. Genet. 6, 1699–1705 (1997).
3.	 Collinge, J. Prion diseases of humans and animals: their causes and molecular basis. Annu. Rev. Neurosci. 24, 519–550 (2001).
4.	 Chesebro, B. Introduction to the transmissible spongiform encephalopathies or prion diseases. Br. Med. Bull. 66, 1–20 (2003).
5.	 Piccardo, P., Manson, J. C., King, D., Ghetti, B. & Barron, R. M. Accumulation of prion protein in the brain that is not associated with 

transmissible disease. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 104, 4712–4717 (2007).
6.	 Dudhatra, G. B. et al. Transmissible Spongiform Encephalopathies Affecting Humans. ISRN Infect. Dis. 2013, 1–11 (2013).
7.	 Stahl, N. & Prusiner, S. B. Prion and prion proteins. FASEB J. 5, 2799–2807 (1991).
8.	 Pan, K. M. et al. Conversion of α -helices into β -sheets features in the formation of the scrapie prion proteins. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 

USA 90, 10962–10966 (1993).
9.	 Caughey, B. W. et al. Secondary Structure Analysis of the Scrapie-Associated Protein PrP 27-30 in Water by Infrared Spectroscopy. 

Biochemistry 30, 7672–7680 (1991).
10.	 Prusiner, S. B. Molecular Biology of Prion Diseases. Science 252, 1515–1522 (1991).
11.	 Prusiner, S. B. et al. Transgenetic Studies Implicate Interactions between Homologous PrP lsoforms in Scrapie Prion Replication. 

Cell 63, 673–686 (1990).
12.	 Gajdusek, D. C. Transmissible and non-transmissible amyloidoses: autocatalytic post-translational conversion of host precursor 

proteins to β -pleated sheet configurations. J. Neuroimmunol. 20, 95–110 (1988).
13.	 Come, J. H., Fraser, P. E. & Lansbury, P. T. Jr. A kinetic model for amyloid formation in the prion diseases: importance of seeding. 

Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 90, 5959–5963 (1993).
14.	 Aguzzi, A. & Weissmann, C. Prion research: the next frontiers. Nature 389, 795–798 (1997).
15.	 Griffith, J. S. Self replication and scrapie. Nature 215, 1043–1044 (1967).
16.	 Aguzzi, A., Sigurdson, C. & Heikenwaelder, M. Molecular mechanisms of prion pathogenesis. Annu. Rev. Pathol. 3, 11–40 (2008).
17.	 Aulic, S., Bolognesi, M. L. & Legname, G. Small-molecule theranostic probes: a promising future in neurodegenerative diseases. Int. 

J. Cell. Biol. 2013, 1–19 (2013).
18.	 Bellinger-Kawahara, C. G., Kempner, E., Groth, D., Gabizon, R. & Prusiner, S. B. Scrapie Prion Liposomes and Rods Exhibit Target 

Sizes of 55,000 Da. Virology 164, 537–541 (1988).
19.	 Palmer, M. S., Dryden, A. J., Hughes, J. T. & Collinge, J. Homozygous prion protein genotype predisposes to sporadic Creutzfeldt-

Jakob disease. Nature 352, 340–342 (1991).
20.	 Kobayashi, A., Hizume, M., Teruya, K., Mohri, S. & Kitamoto, T. Heterozygous inhibition in prion infection. Prion 3, 27–30 (2009).
21.	 Antonyuk, S. V. et al. Crystal structure of human prion protein bound to a therapeutic antibody. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 106, 

2554–2558 (2009).
22.	 Yu, S. L. et al. Polymorphisms of the PRNP gene in Chinese populations and the identification of a novel insertion mutation. Eur. J. 

Hum. Genet. 12, 867–870 (2004).
23.	 Collinge, J. Molecular neurology of prion disease. J. Neurol. Neurosurg. Ps. 76, 906–919 (2005).
24.	 Alperovitch, A. et al. Codon 129 prion protein genotype and sporadic Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease. Lancet 353, 1673–1674 (1999).
25.	 Lewis, P. A. et al. Codon 129 polymorphism of the human prion protein influences the kinetics of amyloid formation. J. Gen. Virol. 

87, 2443–2449 (2006).
26.	 Gambetti, P., Kong, Q., Zou, W., Parchi, P. & Chen, S. G. Sporadic and familial CJD: classification and characterisation. Br. Med. Bull. 

66, 213–239 (2003).
27.	 Lampe, J., Kitzler, H., Walter, M. C., Lochmüller, H. & Reichmann, H. Methionine homozygosity at prion gene codon 129 may 

predispose to sporadic inclusion-body myositis. Lancet 353, 465–466 (1999).
28.	 Bishop, M. T. et al. PRNP variation in UK sporadic and variant Creutzfeldt Jakob disease highlights genetic risk factors and a novel 

non-synonymous polymorphism. BMC Med. Genet. 10, 146–155 (2009).
29.	 Mead, S. et al. A Novel Protective Prion Protein Variant that Colocalizes with Kuru Exposure. N. Engl. J. Med. 361, 2056–2065 

(2009).
30.	 Asante, E. A. et al. A naturally occurring variant of the human prion protein completely prevents prion disease. Nature 522, 478–481 

(2015).
31.	 Ye, W., Wang, W., Jiang, C., Yu, Q. & Chen, H. Molecular dynamics simulations of amyloid fibrils: an in silico approach. Acta. 

Biochim. Biophys. Sin. (Shanghai) 45, 503–508 (2013).



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

1 1Scientific Reports | 6:21804 | DOI: 10.1038/srep21804

32.	 Zhang, Z., Chen, H., Bai, H. & Lai, L. Molecular dynamics simulations on the oligomer-formation process of the GNNQQNY 
peptide from yeast prion protein Sup35. Biophy. J. 93, 1484–1492 (2007).

33.	 Barducci, A., Chelli, R., Procacci, P. & Schettino, V. Misfolding pathways of the prion protein probed by molecular dynamics 
simulations. Biophy. J. 88, 1334–1343 (2005).

34.	 Urbanc, B., Betnel, M., Cruz, L., Bitan, G. & Teplow, D. B. Elucidation of Amyloid β -Protein Oligomerization Mechanisms: Discrete 
Molecular Dynamics Study. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 132, 4266–4280 (2010).

35.	 Campos, S. R. R., Machuqueiro, M. & Baptista A. M. Constant-pH molecular dynamics simulations reveal a β -rich form of the 
human prion protein. J. Phys. Chem. B 114, 12692–12700 (2010).

36.	 Chen, W., Kamp, M. W. & Daggett, V. Structural and Dynamic Properties of the Human Prion Protein. Biophys. J. 106, 1152–1163 
(2014).

37.	 Santini, S. & Derreumaux, P. Helix H1 of the prion protein is rather stable against environmental perturbations: molecular dynamics 
of mutation and deletion variants of PrP (90–231). Cell. Mol. Life Sci. 61, 951–960 (2014).

38.	 DeMarco, M. L. & Daggett, V. From conversion to aggregation: Protofibril formation of the prion protein. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 
101, 2293–2293 (2004).

39.	 Barducci, A. et al. Metadynamics Simulation of Prion Protein: β -Structure Stability and the Early Stages of Misfolding. J. Am. Chem. 
Soc. 128, 2705–2710 (2006).

40.	 Benetti, F. et al. Structural Determinants in Prion Protein Folding and Stability. J. Mol. Biol. 426, 3796–3810 (2014).
41.	 Lou, Z. et al. Molecular-level insights of early-stage prion protein aggregation on mica and gold surface determined by AFM imaging 

and molecular simulation. Colloids Surf. B: Biointerfaces 135, 371–378 (2015).
42.	 Tompa, P., Tusnády, G. E., Friedrich, P. & Simon, I. The Role of Dimerization in Prion Replication. Biophys. J. 82, 1711–1718 (2002).
43.	 Knaus, J. K. et al.Crystal structure of the human prion protein reveals a mechanism for oligomerization. Nat. Struct. Biol. 8, 770–774 

(2001).
44.	 Frishman, D. & Argos, P. Knowledge-Based Protein Secondary Structure Assignment. Proteins: Struct. Funct. Genet. 23, 566–579 

(1995).
45.	 Haire, L. F. et al. The crystal structure of the globular domain of sheep prion protein. J. Mol. Biol. 336, 1175–1183 (2004).
46.	 Lee, S. et al. Conformational diversity in prion protein variants influences intermolecular beta-sheet formation. EMBO J. 29, 

251–262 (2010).
47.	 Yu, L., Lee, S. J. & Yee, V. C. Crystal Structures of Polymorphic Prion Protein beta1 Peptides Reveal Variable Steric Zipper 

Conformations. Biochemistry 54, 3640–3648 (2015).
48.	 Nielsen, J. T. et al. Unique identification of supramolecular structures in amyloid fibrils by solid-state NMR spectroscopy. Angew. 

Chem. Int. Ed. Engl. 48, 2118–2121 (2009).
49.	 Nelson, R. et al. Structure of the cross-beta spine of amyloid-like fibrils. Nature 435, 773–778 (2005).
50.	 Fitzpatrick, A. W. P. et al. Atomic structure and hierarchical assembly of a cross-β  amyloid fibril. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 110, 

5468–5473 (2013).
51.	 Cecchini, M., Rao, F., Seeber, M. & Caflisch, A. Replica exchange molecular dynamics simulations of amyloid peptide aggregation. 

J. Chem. Phys. 121, 10748–10756 (2004).
52.	 Feig, M., Karanicolas, J. & Brooks, C. L. MMTSB Tool Set: enhanced sampling and multiscale modeling methods for applications in 

structural biology. J. Mol. Graph. Model. 22, 377–395 (2004).
53.	 Calzolai, L. & Zahn, R. Influence of pH on NMR structure and stability of the human prion protein globular domain. J. Biol. Chem. 

278, 35592–35596 (2003).
54.	  Schrödinger, 2009a. (2009) Maestro, Version 9.0. Schrödinger LLC, New York, NY.
55.	 Guex, N. & Peitsch, M. C. SWISS-MODEL and the Swiss-Pdb Viewer: An environment for comparative protein modeling. 

Electrophoresis 18, 2741–2723 (1997).
56.	 Case, D. A. et al. AMBER 14. University of California, San Francisco. URL http://http://ambermd.org (2015).
57.	 Cornell, W. D. et al. A second generation force field for the simulation of proteins, nucleic acids, and organic molecules. J. Am. Chem. 

Soc. 117, 5179–5197 (1995).
58.	 Hornak, V. et al. Comparison of multiple Amber force fields and development of improved protein backbone parameters. Proteins 

65, 712–725 (2006).
59.	 Wang, J. M., Cieplak, P. & Kollman, P. A. How Well Does a Restrained Electrostatic Potential (RESP) Model Perform in Calculating 

Conformational Energies of Organic and Biological Molecules? J. Comput. Chem. 21, 1049–1074 (2000).
60.	 Freddolino, P. L., Park, S., Roux, B. & Schulten, K. Force field bias in protein folding simulations. Biophys. J. 96, 3772–3780 (2009).
61.	 García, A. E. & Sanbonmatsu, K. Y. α -Helical stabilization by side chain shielding of backbone hydrogen bonds. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 

USA 99, 2782–2787 (2002).
62.	 Higo, J., Ito, N., Kuroda, M., Ono, S., Nakajima, N. & Nakamura, H. Energy landscape of a peptide consisting of α -helix, 310 -helix, 
β -turn, β -hairpin, and other disordered conformations. Protein Sci. 10, 1160–1171 (2001).

63.	 Nguyen, P. H., Li., M. S. & Derreumaux. P. Effects of all-atom force fields on amyloid oligomerization: replica exchange molecular 
dynamics simulations of the Aβ 16–22 dimer and trimer. Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys. 13, 9778–9788 (2011).

64.	 Mongan, J., Simmerling, C., McCammon, J. A. et al. Generalized Born model with a simple, robust molecular volume correction. J. 
Chem. Theory Comput. 3, 156–169 (2001).

65.	 Ning, L., Wang, Q., Zheng, Y., Liu, H. & Yao, X. Effects of the A117V mutation on the folding and aggregation of palindromic 
sequences (PrP113–120) in prion: insights from replica exchange molecular dynamics simulations. Mol. BioSyst. 11, 647–655 (2015).

66.	 Qiao, Q., Bowman, G. R. & Huang, X. Dynamics of an intrinsically disordered protein reveal metastable conformations that 
potentially seed aggregation. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 135, 16092–16101 (2013).

67.	 Xu, L., Shan, S. & Wang X. Single point mutation alters the microstate dynamics of amyloid β -protein Aβ 42 as revealed by dihedral 
dynamics analyses. J. Phys. Chem. B 117, 6206–62116 (2013).

68.	 Jorgensen, W. L., Chandrasekhar, J., Madura, J. D., Impey, R. W. & Klein, M. L. Comparison of simple potential functions for 
simulating liquid water. J. Chem. Phys. 79, 926–935 (1983).

69.	 Ryckaert, J. P., Ciccotti, G. & Berendsen, H. J. C. Numerical integration of the cartesian equations of motion of a system with 
constraints: molecular dynamics of n-alkanes. J. Comput. Phys. 23, 327–341 (1977).

70.	 Essmann, U., Perera, L., Berkowitz, M. L., Darden, T., Lee, H. & Pedersen, L. G. A smooth particle mesh Ewald method. J. Comput. 
Phys. 103, 8577–8593 (1995).

71.	 Humphrey, W.,Dalke, A. & Schulten, K. VMD: Visual Molecular Dynamics. J. Mol. Graph. 14, 33–38 (1996).
72.	 Guo, J., Zhang, Y., Ning, L., Jiao, P., Liu, H. & Yao, X. Stabilities and structures of islet amyloid polypeptide (IAPP22-28) oligomers: 

from dimer to 16-mer. Biochim. Biophys. Acta. 1840, 357–366 (2014).
73.	 Hou, T., Wang, J., Li, Y. & Wang, W. Assessing the performance of the molecular mechanics/Poisson Boltzmann surface area and 

molecular mechanics/generalized Born surface area methods. II. The accuracy of ranking poses generated from docking. J. Comput. 
Chem. 32, 866–877 (2011).

74.	 Hou, T., Wang, J., Li, Y. & Wang, W. Assessing the performance of the MM/PBSA and MM/GBSA methods. 1. the accuracy of 
binding free energy calculations based on molecular dynamics simulations. J. Chem. Inf. Model. 51, 69–82 (2011).

75.	 Sitkoff, D., Sharp, K. A. & Honig, B. Accurate calculation of hydration free energies using macroscopic solvent models. J. Phys. Chem. 
98, 1978–1988 (1994).

http://http://ambermd.org


www.nature.com/scientificreports/

1 2Scientific Reports | 6:21804 | DOI: 10.1038/srep21804

Acknowledgements
The results of computational are supported by the National Nature Science Foundation of China (Grant No. 
21375054) and the Fundamental Research Funds for the Central Universities (Grant No. lzujbky-2014-k21).

Author Contributions
H.L., S.Z. and X.Y. conceived the project. H.L and S.Z designed the experiments. S.Z., D.S. and X.L. carried out 
the research and analysis of data. S.Z. and H.L. wrote the paper.

Additional Information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at http://www.nature.com/srep
Competing financial interests: The authors declare no competing financial interests.
How to cite this article: Zhou, S. et al. Protective V127 prion variant prevents prion disease by interrupting the 
formation of dimer and fibril from molecular dynamics simulations. Sci. Rep. 6, 21804; doi: 10.1038/srep21804 
(2016).

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 Commons 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://www.nature.com/srep
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Protective V127 prion variant prevents prion disease by interrupting the formation of dimer and fibril from molecular dynam ...
	Results and Discussion

	The effects of the G127V and M129V variants on the dimerization process. 
	The influence of V127 variant on the formed fibril of β1 fragment. 

	Conclusion

	Methods

	Preparation of initial structures. 
	Simulation protocols. 
	Trajectory analysis. 
	MM-PBSA calculation. 

	Acknowledgements
	Author Contributions
	﻿Figure 1﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ Time evolutions of (a) RMSDs of backbone atoms of dimer, (b) The COM distance of residues between β 1 and β 1’ strands of monomers.
	﻿Figure 2﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ Time evolutions of secondary structure of β1 and β2 strands in each monomer.
	﻿Figure 3﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ The occupancies of main-chain hydrogen bonds between β1 and β1’ strands in two monomers.
	﻿Figure 4﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ The snapshots of dimer for each system extracted from the simulated trajectories at equal time interval.
	﻿Figure 5﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ Time evolutions of RMSDs of each fibril system and their representative structures at different time.
	﻿Figure 6﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ The distributions of P2 values of each system.
	﻿Figure 7﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ Time evolutions of the numbers of hydrogen bond for each fibril system.
	﻿Figure 8﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ Cluster analysis of fibril systems.
	﻿Table 1﻿﻿. ﻿  The binding free energies (kcal/mol) between adjacent layers obtained by MM-PBSA method.



 
    
       
          application/pdf
          
             
                Protective V127 prion variant prevents prion disease by interrupting the formation of dimer and fibril from molecular dynamics simulations
            
         
          
             
                srep ,  (2016). doi:10.1038/srep21804
            
         
          
             
                Shuangyan Zhou
                Danfeng Shi
                Xuewei Liu
                Huanxiang Liu
                Xiaojun Yao
            
         
          doi:10.1038/srep21804
          
             
                Nature Publishing Group
            
         
          
             
                © 2016 Nature Publishing Group
            
         
      
       
          
      
       
          © 2016 Macmillan Publishers Limited
          10.1038/srep21804
          2045-2322
          
          Nature Publishing Group
          
             
                permissions@nature.com
            
         
          
             
                http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/srep21804
            
         
      
       
          
          
          
             
                doi:10.1038/srep21804
            
         
          
             
                srep ,  (2016). doi:10.1038/srep21804
            
         
          
          
      
       
       
          True
      
   




