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Tuberculosis is still a cause of major concern, partly due to the emergence of multidrug-resistant strains. New drugs are there-
fore needed. Vancomycin can target mycobacteria with cell envelope deficiency. In this study, we used a vancomycin susceptibil-
ity assay to detect drugs hampering lipid synthesis in Mycobacterium bovis BCG and in Mycobacterium tuberculosis. We tested
three drugs already used to treat human obesity: tetrahydrolipstatin (THL), simvastatin, and fenofibrate. Only vancomycin and
THL were able to synergize on M. bovis BCG and on M. tuberculosis, although mycobacteria could also be inhibited by simvasta-
tin alone. Lipid analysis allowed us to identify several lipid modifications in M. tuberculosis H37Rv treated with those drugs.
THL treatment mainly reduced the phthiocerol dimycocerosate (PDIM) content in the mycobacterial cell wall, providing an ex-
planation for the synergy, since PDIM deficiency has been related to vancomycin susceptibility. Proteomic analysis suggested
that bacteria treated with THL, in contrast to bacteria treated with simvastatin, tried to recover, inducing, among other reac-
tions, lipid synthesis. The combination of THL and vancomycin should be considered a promising solution in developing new
strategies to treat multidrug-resistant tuberculosis.

Tuberculosis (TB), which is mainly caused by Mycobacterium
tuberculosis, is still killing 1.5 million people annually in the

world (1). Although the TB death rate has decreased by 47% since
1990 according to the Millennium Development Goals targets,
reaching a 86% treatment success in 2013, the emergence of mul-
tidrug-resistant (MDR) and extensively drug-resistant (XDR) in-
fections (9.7% of MDR-TB cases) is highly worrisome. In some
regions of Eastern Europe, the percentage of XDR-TB cases has
even reached 25% (2). MDR-TB refers to TB with resistance to
both isoniazid and rifampin, and XDR-TB refers to an MDR sub-
group with additional resistance to any fluoroquinolone and at
least one second-line injectable drug. In 2015, the overall cure rate
for MDR infections, using restricted, expensive, prolonged, sec-
ond-line treatment regimens decreased to 50% (1). There is grow-
ing concern to discover new drugs to fight MDR- and XDR-TB. As
such, bedaquiline and delamanid have been recently approved for
treating MDR-TB, and other drugs are currently in clinical trials
(3, 4).

It is well established that M. tuberculosis antibiotic resistance is
highly dependent on its unique waxy cell wall, consisting of a
covalently linked skeleton composed from inside to outside of
peptidoglycan, arabinogalactan, and mycolic acids (5). Unique,
extractable lipids, such as acyltrehaloses, including sulfolipids
(SLs), trehalose dimycolates (TDM), diacyltrehaloses (DAT), and
penta- or polyacyltrehaloses (PAT), as well as phthiocerol dimy-
cocerosates (PDIM), particularly those involved in virulence and
antibiotic resistance, are embedded in an outer membrane. In
addition, phosphatidylmyoinositol mannosides (PIM), as well as
hypermannosylated PIM, lipomannans, and lipoarabinomann-
ans, are anchored through their phosphatidylmyoinositol moi-
eties to the inner and outer membranes of the cell wall and are
involved in M. smegmatis antibiotic resistance (6).

Recently, we described an innovative approach to identify

compounds targeting mycobacterial lipids biosynthesis that can
synergize with glycopeptides to inhibit the growth of mycobacte-
ria. Interestingly, we showed that a combination of vancomycin
with a drug targeting long-chain lipid synthesis, such as cerulenin,
acts synergistically against MDR and XDR clinical strains (7).

In this study, we used our vancomycin susceptibility assay to
test commercially available drugs focusing on any that could po-
tentially lower lipid biosynthesis in order to identify potential syn-
ergistic activity with vancomycin (7). This choice is justified by the
importance of complex lipids composing the mycobacterial enve-
lope, their roles in the cell wall impermeability, the susceptibility
to antibiotics, and the virulence of M. tuberculosis (5, 7, 8). Three
drugs commonly used to treat obesity and cholesterol disorders
were tested: tetrahydrolipstatin (THL), simvastatin, and fenofi-
brate (7). THL is an esterase inhibitor well known for inhibiting
pancreatic lipases (9), as well as several bacterial enzymes (10–17).
Parker et al. reported that, in M. smegmatis, THL can target
Rv3802, acting both as a thioesterase and as a phospholipase on
phosphatidylinositol mannoside 2 (18) but also the ES-31 serine
protease (19). Interestingly, Ravindran et al. pointed out nine
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lipases and one thioesterase (TesA) as potential THL targets (20).
This last enzyme, TesA, is involved in the synthesis of phthiocerol
dimycocerosate (PDIM) (21). PDIM are lipid compounds in the
outer membrane of defined slow-growing mycobacterial species,
including M. tuberculosis and M. bovis BCG, that are essential for
cell envelope impermeability and antibiotic resistance, in partic-
ular for resistance to glycopeptides (5, 7). Simvastatin is a choles-
terol-lowering drug that has recently been reported to enhance
phagosomal maturation and autophagy, increasing the M. tuber-
culosis burden in macrophages and mice (22, 23). This drug has
been reported to improve the efficiency of first-line antitubercu-
lous drugs in vivo, probably by lowering lipids in foamy macro-
phages (23). Finally, fenofibrate belongs to the fibrate lipid-low-
ering drug family. Garbe et al. reported some toxicity of fibrates on
M. tuberculosis (24). Gemfibrozil has been indeed shown to inhibit
M. tuberculosis growth with a potential action on a mycobacterial
enoyl coenzyme A (24, 25). More recently, Kim et al. reported that
fibrates could lower the bacterial burden and inflammation in an
M. smegmatis macrophage invasion model by a PPAR�-indepen-
dent pathway (26).

Here, using three different antibacterial assays, we show dem-
onstrate the antimycobacterial activity of simvastatin and THL
and show that THL synergizes with vancomycin. Lipid and pro-
tein analysis indicated a distinct mode of action, with THL inhib-
iting the cell wall synthesis as expected.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Bacteria and cultures. M. bovis BCG GL2 and M. tuberculosis H37Rv were
used. Mycobacteria were grown in 7H9 medium containing 0.05% Tween
80 supplemented with 10% albumin-dextrose complex (Difco Laborato-
ries) or on 7H11 Middlebrook agar supplemented with oleic acid-albu-
min-dextrose complex (Difco Laboratories).

Drug susceptibility tests. Drug susceptibility was investigated using
three methods: the macrodilution method, the standardized agar propor-
tion method, and the BacT/Alert MP method (Mycobacteria Process)
according to the bioMérieux protocol and previous reports (27, 28). For
M. bovis BCG, in the context of a first assay, we used the macrodilution
method to determine more rapidly and using a smaller volume the MIC
and the fractional inhibitory concentration index (FICI). For M. tubercu-
losis, we also used the standardized agar proportion method. The BacT/
Alert MP method allowed us to perform a fast preliminary test on M. bovis
BCG and to evaluate the potential synergy of drug combination on M.
tuberculosis. For all methods, cultures that were less than 4 weeks old were
used to prepare a homogeneous suspension inoculum.

The macrodilution method, used for M. bovis BCG, was performed in
7H9 medium without Tween supplemented with albumin-dextrose com-
plex in a polycarbonate tube to reach a final volume of 1.2 ml, thus mim-
icking the BacT/Alert method at a 1:10 scale. A 600-�l inoculum, at an
optical density at 600 nm (OD600) of 0.2, diluted 1 in 24, was added to
600-�l serial drug dilutions (one in two). The FICI of the drug in combi-
nation with vancomycin was calculated as follows: FICI � FICa � FICb �
MICab/MICa � MICba/MICb. In agreement with the checkerboard
method, synergy is reached when the FICI is �0.5, indifference could be
observed when the FICI is between 0.5 and 2, and an antagonistic effect is
noted when the FICI is �2 (29).

For the standard agar proportion method (27), we used mycobacterial
suspensions (1 McFarland turbidity) to perform serial dilutions from
10�1 to 10�4 in the presence or absence of various concentrations of THL,
simvastatin, fenofibrate, and vancomycin alone or in combination. The
MIC was defined as the lowest drug concentration that inhibited more
than 99% of the bacterial population. Vancomycin, THL, fenofibrate, and
simvastatin were purchased from Sigma Aldrich. THL was also commer-
cially obtained from Sandoz and fenofibrate from Eurogenerics.

BacT/Alert MP system (Mycobacteria Process) samples using BacT/
Alert MP bottles (11 ml) supplemented with restoring fluid were inocu-
lated with drugs and mycobacterial suspensions as previously described
(7). Growth index (GI) values were recorded every 10 min. A 1/100 pro-
portional growth control condition consisted of a 100-fold-diluted bac-
terial inoculum injected in a drug-free control vial. The concentration of
the drug(s) simultaneously giving a flagged positive bottle as the 1/100
control vial was considered the MIC. The combined drug effect was in-
vestigated using concentrations at sub-MICs and previously published as
the “x/y” methodology (30–33). Briefly, when the 1:100 control vial was
flagged and the daily �GI of the 1:100 control vial reached at least 30, the
GI was read for at least one additional day to calculate the �GI from the
previous day. In the case of a two-drug combination, a “�x/�y” quotient
of 	0.5 indicates synergy, with “�x” being the �GI value obtained for
the vial with the combination of drugs and “�y” being the lowest �GI
value obtained with any of the single drugs used within the combina-
tions tested (7).

Lipid analysis. Lipids from M. tuberculosis H37Rv (a 350-ml 7H9
culture without Tween 80 at an OD600 of 0.5) treated with THL (50 �g/
ml) or treated with the same volume of dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) as a
control were extracted first with CHCl3/CH3OH (1:2 [vol/vol]) for 24 h at
room temperature and then twice with CHCl3/CH3OH (2:1 [vol/vol]) for
2 days. Crude extracts were washed twice with distilled water and evapo-
rated to dryness according to standard protocols as described previously
(34).

The lipid extracts were comparatively analyzed by high-performance
thin-layer chromatography (HPTLC) on a HPTLC Silica Gel 60 (Merck),
using various solvent systems, mainly petroleum ether/diethyl ether (9:1
[vol/vol]) for phthiocerol dimycocerosates (PDIM) and CHCl3/CH3OH/
H2O (30:8:1, 65:25:4, and 60:35:8 [vol/vol/vol]) for more polar lipids (tre-
halose mycolates and phospholipids). Visualizations were performed by
immersion of the plates in primuline solution or by spraying the plates
with 10% phosphomolybdic acid and charring for PDIM or 0.2% an-
throne solution (wt/vol) in concentrated H2SO4 and charring for glyco-
lipids. The various lipid spots were quantified by either absorption mea-
surements at the specific wavelength with a TLC Scanner 3 using wincats
software and/or colorimetric measurements using ChemiDoc XRS� with
Image Lab software (Bio-Rad).

SWATH acquisition liquid chromatography-tandem mass spec-
trometry (MS/MS) analysis. Quantitative proteomic analyses were per-
formed on proteome extracts of the different M. tuberculosis samples.
Cells from three biological replicates were harvested by centrifugation
(16,000 
 g, 10 min, 4°C) when the OD600 reached 0.5. Proteins were
extracted by sonication (three times for 10 s, amplitude 40%, using an IKA
U50 sonicator) in 6 M guanidinium chloride solution. Extracted proteins
were reduced, alkylated, and precipitated with acetone. Proteolytic pep-
tides were obtained by overnight enzymatic digestion using trypsin at a
ratio of 1:50 (wt/wt).

MS experiments were conducted according to a label-free strategy
on UHPLC-HRMS/MS platform (Eksigent 2D Ultra and AB Sciex
TripleTOF 5600) in SWATH data independent acquisition mode.
Portions (2 �g) of peptides were separated on a C18 column (Acclaim
PepMap100, 3 �m, 150 �m by 25 cm, Dionex) with a linear acetonitrile
gradient (5 to 35% [vol/vol], 450 nl·min�1, 30 min) in water containing
0.1% (vol/vol) formic acid. Each MS survey scan (400 to 1,500 m/z, 50-ms
accumulation time) was followed by analysis using 34 SWATH acquisi-
tion overlapping windows (25 Da) covering the precursor m/z range. For
each window, ions were fragmented using a rolling-collision energy, and
fragment ion spectra were accumulated for 95 ms in high-sensitivity
mode.

SWATH spectra were identified by comparison to a reference spectral
library obtained with traditional data-dependent acquisition (DDA) ex-
periments on proteins extracted from the different M. tuberculosis sam-
ples. The sample preparation and separation procedures were identical to
the one previously described. DDA spectra were acquired using the fol-
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lowing parameters: MS scan (400 to 1,500 m/z, 500 ms accumulation
time) in high resolution mode (�35,000), followed by 50 MS/MS scans
(100 to 1,800 m/z, a 50-ms accumulation time, and an intensity threshold
at 200 cps). The DDA MS data were processed with AB Sciex ProteinPilot
4.5 software. Spectrum identification was performed by searching against
the M. tuberculosis H37Rv UniProt entries with parameters, including
carbamidomethyl cysteine, oxidized methionine, all biological modifica-
tions, amino acid substitutions, and missed cleavage sites. Proteins iden-
tified at a false-discovery rate below 1% were used as the SWATH refer-
ence spectral library.

SWATH wiff files were processed by using AB Sciex PeakView 2.1
software and the SWATH acquisition MicroApp. Up to six peptides with
at least 99% confidence were selected with six transitions per peptide. XIC
extraction windows was set to 25 min, and the XIC width was set to 75
ppm. The XIC peak area was extracted and exported using AB Sciex
MarkerView 1.2 software for normalization and statistical analysis.
The TubercuList protein functional classification (http://genolist.pasteur
.fr/TubercuList/) was used. Only proteins with a significant change in
abundance (P 	0.05) were selected and analyzed using STRING (Search
Tool for the Retrieval of Interacting Genes/Proteins) version 9.1 (http:
//string.embl.de/). STRING uses a score to define interaction confidence;
all interactions with a confidence score of �0.9 (highest confidence) were
collected (35).

RESULTS
Preliminary test on M. bovis BCG. We tested tetrahydrolipstatin
(THL), simvastatin, and fenofibrate for their ability to weaken the
mycobacterial cell wall and consequently to potentiate the vanco-
mycin inhibitory effect (7). The first experiment was performed

using M. bovis BCG according to the BacT/Alert MP method and
a fixed 5-�g/ml vancomycin concentration, which is far below the
vancomycin MIC (�500 �g/ml), as previously reported (7). We
observed that only THL remarkably increased the susceptibility of
the bacteria to vancomycin (Fig. 1). In order to investigate
whether this growth inhibition resulted from a synergy or from
the effect of THL alone, we determined the MIC of THL and its
FICI in combination with vancomycin. As shown in Table 1, the
MIC for THL alone, as determined by the macrodilution method,
was 5 �g/ml. The MIC dropped to 0.625 to 1.25 �g/ml in the
presence of vancomycin (10 �g/ml), revealing that this combina-
tion acts synergistically (FICI � 0.185 to 0.31). In contrast, sim-
vastatin alone displayed an MIC of 100 �g/ml and could act with
vancomycin but not in synergy (FICI � 1). Interestingly, no syn-
ergistic effect of THL was observed in the presence of amoxicillin-
clavulanic acid, suggesting a specific mechanism responsible for
the combined effect of THL with vancomycin (data not show).

Synergistic inhibition confirmation on M. tuberculosis. The
BacT/Alert assay on M. tuberculosis H37Rv showed an effect of
simvastatin at 100 �g/ml and THL at 50 �g/ml when combined
with vancomycin at 5 �g/ml, in contrast to fenofibrate showing no
effect at concentrations up to 100 �g/ml (Fig. 2). We further in-
vestigated with the BacT/Alert system the combination of THL
(25 �g/ml) with vancomycin (5 �g/ml) and obtained an �x/�y
value of 0.03, showing a synergy for those drugs. To calculate the
FICI by the checkerboard method, we performed macrodilution
experiments for both THL and simvastatin with vancomycin (Ta-
ble 2). The THL MIC was 50 �g/ml when tested alone and fell to

FIG 1 Drug susceptibility assay on M. bovis BCG. A fluorometric reflectance
experiment was performed to record the normal and delayed growth of M.
bovis BCG with or without drugs. Growth curves were compared to a 1/100
inoculum dilution to evaluate the MIC. Representative growth curves of the
initial inoculum (BCG 1/1), of the dilution (BCG 1/100), and of the initial
inoculum with a fixed 5-�g/ml amount of vancomycin (V5) combined with 10
�g/ml THL (THL10), 10 �g/ml simvastatin (S10), or 10 �g/ml fenofibrate
(F10) are shown.

TABLE 1 Drug susceptibility results obtained in the macrodilution series and analyzed by the checkerboard method for M. bovis BCG

Treatment

MIC (�g/ml)/FIC (�g/ml)/FICIa

Vancomycin THL Simvastatin

Alone 250/–/– 5/–/– 100/–/–
� 1 �g/ml THL 15/0.06/0.185–0.31 –/–/– –/–/–
� 25 �g/ml simvastatin 125/0.5/1 –/–/– –/–/–
� 10 �g/ml vancomycin –/–/– 0.625–1.25/0.125–0.25/0.185–0.31 50/0.5/1
a –, not applicable.

FIG 2 THL synergizes with vancomycin. Representative growth curves of the
initial inoculum (H37Rv 1/1), the dilution (H37Rv 1/100), and the initial
inoculum with a fixed 5-�g/ml amount of vancomycin (V5) added to 50
�g/ml THL (THL50), 100 �g/ml fenofibrate (F100), or 100 �g/ml simvastatin
(S100) are shown.

M. tuberculosis Is Inhibited by Vancomycin and THL
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3.1 �g/ml when combined with vancomycin (10 �g/ml). Simva-
statin alone showed an MIC of 100 �g/ml that decreased (50 �g/
ml) in combination with vancomycin (10 �g/ml). Based on these
data, the FICI calculation showed synergism for THL with vanco-
mycin (FICI � 0.31) and a nonsynergistic effect for simvastatin
with vancomycin (FICI � 1.5). Finally, we used the Clinical and
Laboratory Standards Institute (CLSI; formerly the National
Committee for Clinical Laboratory Standards) agar proportion
method to confirm these data (Table 2). Using this method, the
THL MIC was 5 �g/ml and fell to 0.625 �g/ml in combination
with vancomycin at 2 �g/ml. Confirming the BacT/Alert results,
simvastatin showed an MIC of 100 �g/ml, which decreased to 50
�g/ml in the presence of 2 �g/ml vancomycin. The checkerboard
allowed us to calculate a FICI of 0.375 for THL with vancomycin
and a FICI of 1 for simvastatin with vancomycin. Fenofibrate was
also retested using the agar proportion method, which confirmed
its inability to inhibit the growth of H37Rv (up to 200 �g/ml),
including in combination with 2 �g/ml vancomycin.

Membrane lipid alteration by THL and simvastatin on M.
tuberculosis. Total lipid extracts from treated M. tuberculosis
H37Rv were compared to those from untreated samples to assess
the effects of these drugs on cell wall lipids. As shown in Fig. 3, 24 h
after the addition of 50 �g/ml THL, the amount of phthiocerol
dimycocerosate (PDIM A) and phthiodiolone dimycocerosate
(PDIM B) outer membrane lipids clearly decreased, as well as the
amount of triacylglycerol (TAG) TDM and SL-1. Some com-
pounds, exhibiting a mobility close to those of TDM and the
major sulfated compounds (SL-1), were observed only in THL-
treated extracts. The mycolic acids were unchanged (data not
shown).

In contrast to THL, treatment with 100 �g/ml simvastatin did
not affect the amount of PDIM A and PDIM B in the cell wall. We
also observed increased amounts of phosphatidylmyoinositol
dimannosides (Ac2PIM2 and Ac2PIM6) and reduced amounts of
phosphatidylethanolamine (PE), AcPIM2, and TAG. The mycolic
acids were equally unchanged (data not shown).

Proteomic response to THL and simvastatin in M. tubercu-
losis. To improve our comprehension of the drug actions, we
compared the proteome of untreated M. tuberculosis with the pro-
teome of M. tuberculosis treated for 24 h with a 2-fold-reduced
sub-MIC of either THL (25 �g/ml) or simvastatin (50 �g/ml) and
no vancomycin in order to study bacteria reaction under condi-
tions avoiding cell killing. Differential proteomic data were ob-
tained using the SWATH (sequential window acquisition of all
theoretical spectra) approach. SWATH-MS is a recently devel-
oped, label-free, quantitative proteomics-based MS method that
combines data-independent acquisition (DIA) and targeted data
analysis. In this way, robust quantitative data for thousands of
proteins in a single measurement were obtained in MS2 mode
(36). As shown in Table 3, the THL treatment induced more pro-
tein changes (ca. 7.5% of the protein content) in M. tuberculosis
than the simvastatin treatment (ca. 1.8% change). THL treatment
mainly involved protein upregulation (97%), in contrast to sim-
vastatin inducing mainly protein downregulation (78%). Based
on this simple analysis, it is clear that the bacterial response is
completely different after a THL or simvastatin treatment. How-
ever, few proteins were commonly regulated (0.3%), such as four
proteins downregulated from the intermediary metabolism (e.g.,
AldC and ProB) and two upregulated ribosomal proteins (RplW
and RpmJ). THL treatment induced many protein upregulations,
mainly involved in intermediary metabolism and respiration
(34%), information pathways (16%) and lipid metabolism (14%)
(Table 3; see also Fig. S1 and S2 in the supplemental material).
Proteins involved in transcription (RpoA, RpoC, Rho, NusG,
Mfd, . . .), transduction (RpmJ, RpsM, RplT, RpsR1, RpmD, . . .),
the metabolic tricarboxylic acid cycle (MDH, GltA2, CitA, Can,
Icd2, and Kgd), and glutamate metabolism (GltB, GlnA1, and
Gdh) and numerous enzymes involved in FAS I (Fas) and II
(AcpM, KasA, FabG1, Pks13, . . .) lipid synthesis were upregulated
in THL-treated M. tuberculosis (see Fig. S2 and Table S3 in the
supplemental material). Simvastatin downregulated proteins
mainly involved in intermediary metabolism and respiration

TABLE 2 Drug susceptibility results obtained with a macrodilution series and the CLSI agar proportion method and then analyzed by the
checkerboard method with M. tuberculosis

Treatment Methoda

MIC (�g/ml)/FIC (�g/ml)/FICIb

Vancomycin THL Simvastatin Fenofibrate

Alone MS 100/–/– 50/–/– 100/–/– –/–/–
CLSI 40/–/– 5/–/– 100/–/– �200/–/–

� 1 �g/ml THL MS 25/0.25/0.31 –/–/– –/–/– –/–/–
CLSI 10/0.25/0.375 –/–/– –/–/– –/–/–

� 25 �g/ml simvastatin MS 100/1/1.5 –/–/– –/–/– –/–/–
CLSI 20/0.5/1 –/–/– –/–/– –/–/–

� 50 �g/ml fenofibrate MS –/–/– –/–/– –/–/– –/–/–
CLSI 40/1/2 –/–/– –/–/– –/–/–

� 10 �g/ml vancomycin MS –/–/– 3.1/0.06/0.31 50/0.5/1.5 –/–/–
CLSI –/–/– –/–/– –/–/– –/–/–

� 2 �g/ml vancomycin MS –/–/– –/–/– –/–/– –/–/–
CLSI –/–/– 0.625/0.125/0.375 50/0.5/1 �200/1/2

a MS, macrodilution series; CLSI, agar proportion method.
b –, not applicable.
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(33%) and lipid metabolism (12%) (Table 3; see also Fig. S1, Fig.
S2, and Table S3 in the supplemental material).

DISCUSSION

THL, simvastatin, and fenofibrate were tested for their ability to
potentiate the antimycobacterial activity of glycopeptides by
weakening the mycobacterial cell wall (7). Our first approach,
using the BacT/Alert system on M. bovis BCG, identified an inter-

esting inhibitory effect of THL with vancomycin. A synergy could
be identified by the checkerboard method from the macrodilution
assay. This synergy was also observed on M. tuberculosis by both
the BacT/Alert method and the checkerboard method using the
macrodilution and the CLSI agar proportion results. This synergy
suggested that THL destabilized the outer membrane of the cell
envelope and facilitated the action of vancomycin. The impact of
THL on the outer membrane integrity was verified by lipid anal-
ysis. As expected for a drug synergizing with vancomycin against
M. tuberculosis and M. bovis BCG growth, we observed a reduction
of PDIM A and PDIM B in THL-treated M. tuberculosis. The in-
teraction of THL with TesA might explain, at least partly, this
result (20). In agreement with Belardinelli et al., we also observed
that the outer membrane SL-1 lipids were strongly decreased (37).
Belardinelli et al. recently showed that THL inhibits PAT biosyn-
thesis and, even more, SL-1 biosynthesis, suggesting a potential
action on Chp 1 (37). The amount of mycolic acids was un-
changed by THL treatment. The effect of THL on M. tuberculosis is
therefore different than on M. kansasii, as Kremer et al., describing
for the first time the antimycobacterial activity of this drug in M.
kansasii, underlined its partial inhibitory effect on mycolic acids
and meromycolyl-diacylglycerol synthesis (38). It is worth noting
that we also observed an accumulation of degradation products of

FIG 3 Lipid modifications detected in M. tuberculosis treated with THL (lanes T) or simvastatin (lanes S) compared to the DMSO control (lanes C). (A) HPTLC
analysis of PDIM A, PDIM B, and TAG separated with petroleum ether-diethyl ether (9:1 [vol/vol]) and visualized by primuline. (B) HPTLC analysis of lipids
separated with CHCl3-CH3OH-H2O (60:35:8 [vol/vol/vol]), visualized by spraying with a 0.2% anthrone solution (wt/vol) in concentrated H2SO4, followed by
heating. (C) Lipid quantification of PDIM A, PDIM B, and TAG based on colorimetric and fluorometric analysis of TLC. (D) Lipid quantification of represen-
tative lipids based on colorimetric and fluorometric analysis of TLC. In each graph, means � the standard error bars of three independent experiments, converted
to a percentage, with untreated samples taken as 100%, are shown. For THL-treated or simvastatin-treated samples versus untreated samples, three independent
experiments were analyzed by TLC and quantified.

TABLE 3 Numbers of protein changes (up- and downregulation) 24 h
after THL or simvastatin treatmenta

Functional classification

No. of proteins detected

THL Simvastatin

Up Down Up Down

Intermediary metabolism and respiration 99 6 4 19
Lipid metabolism 40 0 2 7
Information pathways 48 1 4 3
Virulence, detoxification, adaptation 12 0 1 2
Cell wall and processes 26 0 0 4
Regulatory proteins 13 0 0 4
Conserved hypotheticals 55 2 5 19
a That is, proteins with a corresponding P value of 	0.05.
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the cell wall mycolyl-arabinogalactan at 48 and 72 h after treat-
ment. These products consisted mainly in dimycolyl-diarabi-
noglycerol, monomycolyl-arabinoglycerol and monomycolyl-di-
arabinoglycerol (data not shown). We also observed a reduction
of TAG. Altogether, our results suggest that THL induced a loss of
cell wall integrity by targeting several cell envelope lipid pathways,
potentially including Chp 1, involved in SL-1 synthesis as previ-
ously reported (30), and TesA, involved in PDIM synthesis, as
suggested by Ravindran et al. (20).

Simvastatin, although not able to synergize with vancomycin,
inhibited already alone (100 �g/ml) the growth of both M. bovis
BCG and M. tuberculosis. This result, observed in three antimyco-
bacterial drug susceptibility assays, is in contrast to a previous
publication in which no inhibitory effect for the simvastatin alone
was detected (23). Our hypothesis is that this could be due either
to the fact that the earlier study used a different macrodilution
method or that the quality of the simvastatin was not identical
(23). Lipid analysis of simvastatin-treated M. tuberculosis con-
firmed that in contrast to THL-treated cells, PDIM levels were not
reduced, a finding in agreement with the absence of synergy with
vancomycin. The amounts of PE and TAG were reduced, as were
the amounts of AcPIM2, but the levels of Ac2PIM2 and Ac2PIM6

were increased. The action of THL and simvastatin on the myco-
bacterial cell wall was thus clearly different. For the fenofibrate, we
could not detect any effect, either alone or in combination with
vancomycin, on M. bovis BCG or M. tuberculosis.

It is interesting to understand how the bacteria respond to an
antibiotic/drug stress, since this could provide a clue to the drug
tolerance or resistance developed by bacteria. We observed here
that M. tuberculosis treated with either THL or simvastatin has
lower intracellular TAG contents than do untreated cells. The
TAG reservoir could have served as a fatty acyl/carbon source for
the recovery metabolism but could also have been decreased due
to the action of these lipid-lowering drugs. Proteomic analyses
suggested that M. tuberculosis under THL stress is trying to re-
cover, expressing more proteins, especially those involved in in-
termediary metabolism, respiration, and information pathways,
probably in order to gain energy. The protein upregulation ob-
served in the FAS I and FAS II lipid synthesis pathways in THL-
treated M. tuberculosis suggests that the bacterium is remodeling
its cell wall. These modifications in lipid metabolism were consis-
tent with three gene cluster signature profiles (GC82, GC89, and
GC120) of six proposed by Boshoff et al. for inhibitors of cell wall
biosynthesis (isoniazid, ethionamide, and cerulenin), which is in
agreement with our lipid results and previous reports as described
above (39). Our proteomic data with THL were compared to the
microarray analysis of Waddell et al. providing a gene expression
profile for THL-treated M. tuberculosis (40). In agreement with
our results, Waddell et al. generally observed gene upregulation
with THL treatment.

In contrast, M. tuberculosis treated with simvastatin did not
seem to try to recover, since very few change in protein expression
were detected. Interestingly, some downregulated proteins are
listed in three gene clusters—GC29, GC34, and GC76 — de-
scribed by Boshoff et al. as being downregulated by (i) 5-chloro-
pyrazinamide, rifampin, and H2O2 (GC29), (ii) rifampin, pyrazi-
namide, nicotinamide, and benzamide (GC34), and (iii) rifampin,
pyrazinamide, nicotinamide, H2O2, and UV (GC76), respectively
(39). It would be therefore interesting to carry out further studies
to investigate whether simvastatin could damage DNA.

In conclusion, we identified a synergy between THL and van-
comycin to inhibit M. bovis BCG and M. tuberculosis growth. Lip-
ids analysis confirmed that THL destabilized the outer membrane
of the cell envelope by reducing the amount of PDIM, facilitating
the vancomycin action. The concordance of the results obtained
by the macrodilution method, the CLSI agar proportion experi-
ments, and the BacT/Alert MP assays, suggests that the BacT/Alert
MP system is suitable for antituberculosis drug screening. Simva-
statin, by itself, also seems to be a promising antimycobacterial
drug, since mycobacteria appeared to be unable to act in order to
recover.

Further studies, especially in vivo assays, should be performed
with these drugs in order to assess their potential use against TB.
New formulations should be developed to allow their delivery into
the lungs.
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