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 Thesis Summary  

 

Tetraspanins are integral membrane proteins that play a key role in organising multi-molecular 

complexes. Tetraspanin CD81 is involved in cellular processes such as cell adhesion, cell 

proliferation, and mediating infection of medically important pathogens, including the hepatitis 

C virus. Despite these important roles, the comprehensive structural organisation, membrane 

distribution, and CD81 interaction with surrounding proteins and lipids are not known. To 

enable these studies, CD81 was solubilised and purified from Pichia pastoris membranes in 

poly (styrene-co-maleic-acid) lipid particles or SMALPs, to retain its surrounding membrane 

environment. Biophysical characterisation was conducted by circular dichroism spectroscopy 

and antigen-antibody ELISA. This indicated that SMALP-CD81 retains its secondary structure 

and is functionally stable, even at higher temperatures, in marked contrast with detergent-

purified CD81. Subsequently, gel filtration conditions have been optimised to isolate 

functionally active SMALP-CD81 fractions. The native CD81 membrane distribution in HEK 

293 and Huh-7 cell-lines was also studied using electron microscopy (EM). The EM images of 

cell sections indicated that CD81 is organised in isolated monomers as well as in clusters of 

potentially higher-order structures in both cell-lines. This data agrees with the general 

consensus that tetraspanins exist as tetraspanin-rich microdomains that modulate the function 

of interacting proteins. 

 

Keywords: Immobilized metal affinity chromatography, size exclusion chromatography, 

recombinant protein production, lipidic cubic phase, mammalian cells. 
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Amino acid 

 

3-letter 

 

1-letter 

 

Amino acid 

 

3-letter 

 

1-letter 

Alanine Ala A Leucine Leu L 

Arginine  Arg R Lysine Lys K 

Asparagine  Asn N Methionine Met M 
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Glycine Gly G Tryptophan Trp W 
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Table 1: Standard amino acid abbreviations. List of standard amino acid abbreviations used 

interchangeably throughout this thesis. 
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Chapter 1 

 Introduction 

 

The work presented in this thesis concerns the study of the tetraspanin membrane protein, 

CD81, which is found in the plasma membrane of majority of human cells, such as in blood, 

liver and kidney cells. CD81 is involved in a wide range of biological functions, but many 

questions remained unanswered about its structure and function. This thesis presents data on 

CD81 solubilisation, purification and plasma membrane organisation in an attempt to increase 

current understanding of the structural and functional features of CD81. 

 

 

1.1 The plasma membrane 

The plasma membrane, also known as cell membrane or cytoplasmic membrane, is a 

biological membrane that separates the intracellular components from the external 

environment. The chief function of the plasma membrane is to protect cells from its 

surroundings. It is composed of a phospholipid bilayer that is embedded with proteins to form 

a semipermeable barrier that regulates the movement of certain ions and organic molecules 

in and out of cells (Bretscher, 1973). The plasma membrane also plays a crucial role in 

anchoring the cytoskeleton to provide shape to the cell but also has a very flexible structure 

in order to allow the flow of certain types of cells, such as blood cells, to change shape as they 

pass through narrow capillaries (Derganc et al., 2013).  

 

Plasma membranes are dotted with various types of membrane proteins that are responsible 

for many diverse cellular functions. Some membrane proteins act as receptors, where they 

facilitate the signal transduction of cellular reactions to environmental stimuli. Receptor 

proteins have transmembrane domains on both sides of the membrane to transmit information 

from one side of the membrane to the other. These extracellular domains also usually contain 
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ligand binding sites where external molecules bind to initiate signal transduction (Shi and 

Massague, 2003).  Another type of membrane proteins are called ion channels or pore-forming 

membrane proteins, where they allow the movement of small molecules such as ion or water 

molecules to pass through the cells (Paulsen et al., 2015). Membrane proteins can also 

function as enzymes to speed up/catalyse chemical reactions. While others acts as anchors 

to mediate cell attachment to the cytoskeleton and the extracellular matrix. These functions 

are illustrated in the Figure 1.1. 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1: Illustration of diverse  plasma membrane proteins and their function. The 
membrane transporters are able to transport molecules to and from the plasma membrane. 
Receptor molecules are able to bind external molecules (ligands) to initiate downstream signal 
transduction. Enzymes are able to catalyse the chemical reaction to transform a molecule 
chemically. While anchor proteins can provide stability by linking to cytoskeleton, it also 
provide anchoring region to other protein to associate to the lipid bilayer of the membrane. 
Image created using Biorender. 

 

 

The selective permeability of the plasma membrane that regulates entry and exit of molecules 

can be either ‘passive’ that is the movement of molecules without the input of cellular energy, 

or ‘active’ where transport of molecules requires cells to use energy (Nikaido and Vaara, 

1985). Cells employ a number of transport mechanisms to move molecules across 
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membranes:  Firstly, passive osmosis and diffusion where transport of gases such as oxygen 

and carbon dioxide and other small ions can take place. Secondly, transmembrane protein 

channels that transport small organic molecules such as amino acids and sugars (Jentsch et 

al., 2002). Next is endocytosis where transport of larger molecules or even whole cells occurs 

by engulfing them, and finally exocytosis where cells remove or excretes out substances such 

as hormones or enzymes to the extracellular region (Preston et al., 1992).  

 

The main fabric of the membrane is composed of amphipathic phospholipid molecules that 

accounts for around 40% of the plasma membrane mass. Phospholipids form a thin polar 

membrane sheet made of two layers of lipid molecules, called lipid bilayer (Simons and Vaz, 

2004) . 

  

1.1.1 The lipid bilayer  

The plasma membrane is approximately 5 to 10 nm in thickness, containing mixtures of polar 

lipids and embedded proteins (van Meer et al., 2008). The classic Singer and Nicolson model 

describes the plasma membrane as a mosaic of phospholipids that is dotted with globular 

proteins, carbohydrates and cholesterol, which are able to move unrestricted in the plane of 

the membrane (Singer and Nicolson, 1972). This idea of the fluid mosaic model has been 

evolved over-time but still provides a basic description of the structure and function of the 

plasma membrane. Some have studies pointed out that proteins and lipids in the membrane 

encounter hindrance in movement, contrary to the fluid mosaic model, because of association 

with other lipoprotein complexes, the cytoskeleton and the extracellular matrix (Vereb et al., 

2003; Engelman, 2005).  Another important feature of the plasma membrane is the 

asymmetric location of proteins within the membrane, where intrinsic proteins are completely 

embedded in the membrane, whilst, extrinsic proteins are only partially embedded and 

protrude out on one side, as shown in Figure 1.2 (Matsumoto et al., 2006).  
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Figure 1.2: Representative illustration of plasma membrane. The bilayer (black) is dotted 
with intrinsic and extrinsic proteins (blue), carbohydrates (orange) and cholesterol (yellow). 
Image created using Biorender. 

 

 

The principal components of the plasma membrane are proteins, lipids including 

phospholipids and cholesterol, and carbohydrate groups that are attached to some lipids and 

proteins, as listed in Table 1.1 (Andersen and Koeppe, 2007). The phospholipids are 

composed of glycerol, two fatty acid acyl chains and a phosphate-linked head group. The 

plasma membrane consists of two layers of phospholipids with their acyl chains pointing 

inwards, an organisation known as the phospholipid bilayer (Seelig and Seelig, 1974). 

Cholesterols are usually embedded in the membrane alongside phospholipids, they are 

composed of four fused carbon rings and play an important role in membrane fluidity (Mayor 

and Rao, 2004). Carbohydrate is also a major component of the plasma membrane, and is 

usually found on the extracellular side of the cell membrane. They are either bound to proteins 

to form glycoproteins or to lipids forming glycolipids, playing an important role in protein 

identification (Oldham et al., 2007). This thesis will focus on the phospholipid component of 

the plasma membrane to determine their role in membrane protein stability and functionality.   

 

 



25 
 

 

Major plasma membrane component and location 

Component Location 

Phospholipids Form the main fabric of the plasma 

membrane 

Integral protein Embedded in the lipid bilayer 

Peripheral protein Present on the outer or inner surface of 

the bilayer (does not penetrate the entire 

bilayer) 

Cholesterol Inserted between phospholipids to 

regulate membrane fluidity.  

Carbohydrates Attached to membrane proteins, mainly 

on the extracellular side 

 

Table 1.1: Major components and function of the plasma membrane. The main 
membrane components are lipids including phospholipids and cholesterol, integral and 
peripheral membrane proteins, and carbohydrates that are attached to some lipids and 
proteins. 

  

 

 

1.1.2 Phospholipids 

The main fabric of the plasma membrane is made up of amphipathic phospholipid molecules. 

A typical phospholipid molecule consists of a three-carbon containing glycerol backbone 

where two fatty acid acyl chains are attached to carbons 1 and 2, and a phosphate group 

attached to the third carbon, as illustrated in Figure 1.3. This arrangement gives the 

phospholipid molecules a hydrophobic head containing phosphate groups, which has a 

negative charge. The tail is consists of saturated and/or unsaturated fatty acid chains with no 
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charge (Lee, 2003). In aqueous solution, phospholipids self-assemble to form bilayers, with 

the polar head group exposed to water and the non-polar hydrocarbon tails shielded inside 

the bilayer. At nano scale, the bilayer appears to be infinitely long in two dimensions, and two 

phospholipid molecules thick in the third dimension (Egberts et al., 1994).  

 

 

 

Figure 1.3: Structure and chemical composition of a phospholipid. The phospholipid 
consists of two hydrophobic fatty acid tails that can be saturated or unsaturated, and a 
hydrophilic head region containing glycerol and phosphate groups. Image created using 
Biorender.com and modified from www.visionlearning.com 

 

 

An extensive range of polar head groups, hydrocarbon chain length, number of double bonds 

and many other characteristics are found in phospholipid molecules in plasma membranes 

and are characterised by the type of head group that is bound to the phosphate group 

(Matsumoto et al., 2006). There are four major types of phospholipids that are involved in 

membrane formation, they are; phosphatidylcholine, phosphatidylserine, 
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phosphatidylethanolamine, and phosphatidylinositol. Phosphatidylcholine (PC) is the most 

abundant lipid in plasma membranes and spontaneously organises into bilayers due to its 

cylindrical shape. It comprises 50% of all membrane lipids and makes up a high proportion of 

the lipids in outer leaflet of the plasma membrane (Pulfer and Murphy, 2003).  The two fatty 

acid chains are nonpolar and hydrophobic and are either saturated or unsaturated. The kink 

in unsaturated fatty acid chains provides flexibility and fluidity to the membrane (de Kroon, 

2007).  

 

Two general features of the phospholipid bilayers are crucial to membrane function. Firstly, 

the structure of phospholipids is responsible for the primary function of the biological 

membrane as providing a barrier between intracellular and extracellular environments 

(Chernomordik et al., 1995). The second feature is the fluidity of phospholipids in the bilayer 

that are naturally viscous fluids, not solids. The fatty acid acyl chains of most natural 

phospholipids have one or more double bonds that introduce bends or kinks, making it difficult 

for phospholipid molecules to tightly associate together. The long fatty acid chain therefore 

moves freely in the interior of the bilayer, making membranes flexible. Furthermore, many 

lipids and membrane proteins are able to diffuse laterally within the plasma membrane; this is 

an important characteristic that is critical for diverse membrane functions (Peitzsch and 

McLaughlin, 1993). However, recent studies have proposed that not all lipids can diffuse in 

the plasma membrane freely, instead, they associate through specific lipid rafts. The rafts are 

cholesterol and sphingolipid enriched isolated membrane domains that move laterally with the 

plasma membrane. Rafts may associate with specific membrane proteins and lipids, and are 

predicted to play important roles in cell signalling and in uptake of external molecules through 

endocytosis (Mayor and Rao, 2004). 

 



28 
 

While lipids are a crucial structural feature of the plasma membrane, membrane proteins are 

responsible for carrying out fundamental cellular functions.  

 

1.2 Membrane proteins 

Membrane proteins are ubiquitously present in the plasma membrane where they have crucial 

cellular functions, such as cell adhesion, cell communication and transport of various ions and 

biological molecules (Kinnunen, 1991). They comprise 30% of all cell proteome and are of 

major pharmacological interest. Around 60% of all commercially-available biopharmaceutical 

products are targeted to membrane proteins (Bill et al., 2011).  Most biological membranes 

constitute approximately 50% membrane proteins and 40% lipid according to the mass 

(Saxton et al. 1997). Since proteins are considerately bigger than lipids, this percentage 

indicates the presence of around one membrane protein per every 50 to 100 molecules of 

lipids. The remaining 10% membrane mass comes from carbohydrates that bind to some lipid 

and protein molecules (Engelman, 2005). 

  

The defining characteristic of a membrane protein is that it interacts either directly or indirectly 

to the plasma membrane. Some are bound only to the membrane surface, while others have 

regions that are completely buried the phospholipid bilayer and have domains on both 

extracellular and intracellular sides of the membrane (Opella, 1997). Membrane proteins are 

therefore distinguished into two groups, according to Singer and Nicolson, based on their 

interaction with the membrane. They are peripheral and integral membrane proteins (Singer 

and Nicolson, 1972). Peripheral proteins do not interact with the hydrophobic core of the 

phospholipid bilayer, whereas, integral membrane proteins have one or more hydrophobic 

regions that are embedded in the lipid bilayer that interacts with the fatty acid chains of the 

phospholipid bilayer. Most of an integral membrane protein spans the whole phospholipid 

bilayer through its transmembrane (or membrane spanning) domains and have domains that 
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extends to the aqueous medium on both sides of the lipid bilayer. The transmembrane domain 

is formed form α helices or multiple β strands that covalently bind to the fatty acid chains of 

the phospholipids, anchoring them to the membrane (Andersen and Koeppe, 2007).  

 

1.2.1 The tetraspanin superfamily 

Tetraspanins form a superfamily of evolutionarily conserved integral membrane proteins that 

are present in higher eukaryotes as well as in some unicellular organism, such as in amoeba. 

They are expressed by all metazoans, with 33 family members in mammals, 17 members in 

plants, 37 in Drosophila melanogaster and 20 in C. elegans, and 3 members in fungi. No 

tetraspanin homologs have been reported in yeast, bacteria or archaea so far (Hemler, 2008, 

Hemler, 2001). Tetraspanins are small receptor proteins of approximately ~26 kDa in size and 

protrude 3 – 5 nm on the extracellular side of the plasma membrane. The characteristic 

features of tetraspanins are the presence of four transmembrane helixes, a small extracellular 

loop and a large extracellular domain that serves as a family “finger print” consisting of a highly 

conserved cysteine-cysteine-glycine motif in mammals, as illustrated in Figure 1.4. 

Tetraspanins also contain one short loop at the  N-terminal and C-terminal ends. The 

intracellular tail contains cysteine residues that can be modified by lipidation, i.e. by addition 

of palmitate which has implications in tetraspanin interactions with other surface molecules 

and regulation of downstream signalling cascades (Andre et al., 2006, He et al., 2011, Hemler, 

2005). 
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Figure 1.4: Tetraspanin structure. A generic structure of a tetraspanin that includes four 
transmembrane domains (TMs) flanked by small extracellular loop (EC1) and large 
extracellular loop (EC2) containing a conserved CCG motif. The cytoplasmic cysteines are 
palmitoylation sites (shown in filled blue ovals), and the cysteines on EC2 form disulphide 
bonds. Image created using Biorender.  

 

 

Tetraspanins play vital roles in acting as scaffolding proteins in cell membranes by forming 

large webs with one another and other molecules, known as the tetraspanins web or 

tetraspanin enriched microdomains (TEMs). Through TEMs they associate with larger and 

diverse interacting partners, including integrins, adhesion molecules, members of the 

immunoglobulin family, signalling receptors and gangliosides (Berditchevski, 2001, Charrin et 

al., 2003). This diverse association enables tetraspanins to play many vital roles in 

physiological and pathophysiological processes, such as, modulating the  immune system, 

cell proliferation, vesicle trafficking, cell adhesion, cell migration, signal transduction, as well 

as in cancer biology and metastasis, infectious diseases and host-pathogen interactions 
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(Brimacombe et al., 2014, Levy and Shoham, 2005, Haeuw et al., 2011). Although major 

advances have been made in the understanding of the  physiological importance of 

tetraspanins and their roles in several pathologies, the molecular function exerted by them are 

still largely undiscovered. More scientific evidence is emerging that suggests tetraspanins 

forms oligomers, which are involved in regulating the trafficking and functioning of 

neighbouring protein and lipid molecules (Homsi and Lang, 2017, Schmidt et al., 2016). 

 

Out of 33 tetraspanins, tetraspanin CD81 is the most studied in the literature and is also the 

subject of investigation in this study.  

 

1.2.2 Tetraspanin CD81 

CD81 is an important member of the tetraspanin family and is known to have broad biological 

and medical importance. It is implicated in major cellular functions in humans such as cell 

proliferation, cell adhesion and cell signalling (Levy et al., 1998). However, CD81 has also 

been associated with mediating several clinical pathologies such as in cancer, malaria virus 

infection and binding to hepitis C virus E2 glycoprotein to mediate hepatitis C infection 

(Higginbottom et al., 2000, Carloni et al., 2004, Silvie et al., 2003). Despite, there important 

roles, the mechanism of action and interactions with other proteins and lipids are not known.   

CD81, also called TAPA-1 (target of anti-proliferative antibody-1) and Tspan 8 was first 

identified as a target of antibody screening for anti-proliferative membrane molecule (Stipp et 

al., 2003). CD81, along with two other tetraspanin proteins, ME491 and CD63, became the 

founding members of the tetraspanin superfamily in mammals (Hemler, 2003, Oren et al., 

1990). Tetraspanin CD81 is present on almost all nucleated cells and is predicted to arrange 

into multi-molecular complexes with several other membrane receptors (Haining et al., 2011).  
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The human CD81 gene is located on the short arm of chromosome 11 and is 20,103 bases in 

length. It encodes a polypeptide chain of 236 amino acid residues with a predicted molecular 

weight of 25.809 kDa. The gene is ubiquitously present in mammalian cells including 

endothelial, epithelial, hepatocytes and B lymphocytes but  only absent in erythrocytes, 

platelets and neutrophils (Quast et al., 2011).  

 

The first full-length tetraspanin structure was revealed by Zimmerman et al. 2016, through 

high-resolution X-ray crystallography studies of recombinant CD81, obtaining a 2.9 Å 

resolution structure. The structure suggests that CD81 adopts a compact fold where EC2 sits 

close to the plasma membrane covering the four transmembrane alpha-helices (TMs). It 

further reveals an unexpected TM organisation: the TMs are arranged in a cone-like 

architecture forming a large cavity within the transmembrane region, rather than forming a 

more expected  tightly associated TM bundle (Seigneuret, 2006). The structure suggests that 

transmembrane domains 1 & 2 (TM1 & TM2), and TM3 & TM4 are present as two separate 

anti-parallel helical  pairs, which are attached to each other only on the cytoplasmic side, as 

shown in Figure 1.5. Cholesterol was shown to bind specifically inside this large hydrophobic 

pocket, where it regulates CD81 function. This was determined by the surface staining of a B-

lymphocyte receptor CD19 for CD81 binding. The interaction between these two proteins was 

increased 50% when cholesterol binding is compromised by mutating residues on the 

intramembrane cavity (Zimmerman et al., 2016). The functional link between CD81 and 

cholesterol has also been shown previously in some studies where cholesterol appeared to 

contribute to the organisation of tetraspanin-enriched microdomains on the plasma membrane 

and CD81 function during infection by malaria parasites (Silvie et al., 2006). According to 

molecular dynamic studies, it was suggested that CD81 exhibit both open and closed 

structural conformations, which are regulated by a single cholesterol molecule. In the presence 

of cholesterol, the extracellular region of the CD81 covers the transmembrane helices to form 
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a closed conformation, while the open conformation is favourable in the absence of cholesterol 

binding, also shown in Figure 1.5 (Zimmerman et al. 2016).    

Figure 1.5: Diagrammatic representation of open and closed CD81 structures as 
determined by Zimmerman et al. 2016. The CD81 high resolution crystal structure indicated 
a cone shaped arrangement of the transmembrane domain. Variable region in the first 
extracellular loop (EC2) is indicated in blue. Tetraspanin CD81 is not glycosylated but contain 
palmitoylation sites (usually on intracellular region) that is indicated by filled blue ovals. A) In 
the presence of a cholesterol molecule, CD81 form a closed conformation. B) EC2 domain 
unhinges or forms open conformation in the absence of cholesterol. Image adapted from 
Matthews et al. 2017. 

The crystal structure also suggests monomeric CD81 the native form rather than higher-order 

CD81 complexes (Zimmerman et al., 2016). This was also observed before by a super-

resolution microscopy study  suggesting that CD81 exist as  monomers that form complexes 

with its non-tetraspanin partners and not to other tetraspanins in the membrane 
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(Zuidscherwoude et al., 2015). In contrast to these two studies, a well-established notion in 

the tetraspanin literature is the presence the tetraspanin web or tetraspanin enriched 

microdomains (TEM), where multiple CD81 proteins along with other tetraspanins interact with 

each other as a functional unit to mediate diverse physiological and pathophysiological 

processes (Bailey et al., 2011, Hemler, 2005). TEMs for example, are predicted to regulate 

avidity of adhesion receptors, compartmentalise enzymatic activities and specifically mediate 

the progression of hepatocellular carcinoma  (Yanez-Mo et al., 2009, Mazzocca et al., 2014).  

 

The importance of CD81 binding with membrane lipid molecules has been suggested in many 

studies in the context of stabilising the tetraspanin web and mediating interactions with 

tetraspanin-binding partners. The presence of cholesterol disfavours partner protein binding, 

whereas, CD81 favours binding with its associated proteins in the absence of cholesterol. This 

is possibly due to conformational switching of CD81 between open and closed conformations 

due to cholesterol binding (Zimmerman et al., 2016); Palor et al. 2019). Although it has been 

identified that CD81 interacts with its lipid environment to modulate cellular functions, the 

actual binding mechanism and the information about interacting phospholipids is still largely 

unknown. This thesis aim to fill this knowledge gap by studying CD81 structural organisation 

in the presence of surrounding phospholipid environment.  

 

1.2.3 Role of CD81 in human cells 

Similar to other tetraspanin proteins, CD81 also associates with each other and their partner 

proteins in subcellular membrane microdomains acting as signalling platform. The subcellular 

membrane localisation of CD81 along with other tetraspanins and membrane proteins form 

tetraspanin-enriched microdomains (TEMs), where these partnership differs in various cell 

types (Bradbury et al., 1992). For example coimmunoprecipitation assay indicated that in B-

cells, CD81 interacts directly with CD19 and indirectly with CD21 to form TEMs (Fournier et 
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al., 2010), whereas in T cells it associates with CD4 and CD8 (Imai et al., 1995). The difference 

is also in their strength of association, where some partnerships are maintained even after cell 

lysis with harsh detergents.  

 

The function of TEMs is to facilitate transmission of extracellular stimuli to intracellular 

signalling pathway. For example, TEMs enable recruitment of cytoskeleton actin filaments to 

crosslink with plasma membranes by activating ERM protein family (ezrin, radixin and 

moesin). Furthermore, CD81 and EW1-2 interaction was shown to recruit alpha-actin to T cell 

immune synapses (Stipp et al., 2001). Therefore, CD81 present in TEMs function in 

transmitting signals received by the cell membrane to the downstream signalling molecules 

and to adaptor protein, thereby contributing in signal transmission in immune cells (Charrin et 

al., 2003). 

 

1.2.4 CD81 in immune cells 

The major role CD81 play in B cells is to traffic CD19 to the cell surface. This partnership was 

first demonstrated using coimmunoprecipitation studies that lead to subsequent generation of 

three independent lines of CD81 deficient mice (Bradbury et al. 1992). This showed reduced 

CD19 cell surface expression in CD81 deficient mice suggesting, for the first time, that CD81 

is required for normal trafficking of CD19 in B cells. Where CD81/CD19/CD21 molecular 

complex (where CD19 is the signalling molecule, CD21 binds to foreign antigen and CD81 

play role in trafficking CD19) bridges the adaptive and innate immune systems by interacting 

with B cell  receptor to enhance the receptor downstream signalling events. Mutation in CD18 

and CD19 have resulted in antibody deficit (Matsumoto et al. 1993, Mattila et al. 2013). 

Furthermore, the diagnosis of antibody deficiency in a patient with mutation in CD81 further 

emphasized the dependency of CD19 on CD81 for its cell surface expression, where surface 
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expression of CD19 is highly reduced but not completely obliterated CD81 negative mice 

(Matsumoto et al. 1993; (van Zelm et al., 2010)  

 

A super-resolution studies by Facundo Batista revealed that the amplification of B cell receptor 

signalling pathway is reliant on the presence of CD81 and CD19 in TEMs. Their studies 

indicated that CD81 or CD19 deficient mice have impaired downstream signalling 

mechanisms due to defects in cell membrane nano-cluster organisation that are required for 

optimal reaction. The results from these microscopy studies confirmed previous studies 

suggesting that CD81 is necessary for CD19,CD21 and B-cell receptor complexation in the 

formation of lipid rafts for downstream signalling (Mattila et al., 2013). 

 

CD81 was detected in T-cells by a functional assay that selected antibodies that block 

syncytium formation that are induced by human T cell leukaemia virus type 1 infection and 

formed by fusion of viral infected cells with neighbouring cells resulting in the formation of 

multinucleated enlarged cells (Burton and Bartee, 2019).  Syncytium formation by human 

immunodeficiency virus is also inhibited by several anti-CD81 antibodies (Gordon-Alonso et 

al., 2006). These examples highlights the importance of CD81 function in immune cells.  

 

CD81 was shown to associate with various partner proteins expressed on T cells surface, 

including CD4 and CD8. Where recent studies have shown the presence of CD4 dimers that 

are associated with CD81 in TEMs rather than in lipid rafts (Fournier et al., 2010). CD81 is 

also associated with an additional Ig superfamily member EW1-2 in mouse thymocytes (Clark 

et al., 2001). CD81 is also known to regulate multiple cellular functions by associating with the 

cytoplasmic protein 14-3-3ԑ that is an isotype of large family responsible for modulating 

important cellular functions by mediate signal transduction by binding to phosphoserine-

containing proteins (Clark et al., 2001; Luk et al., 1997). 
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CD81 is also a well-known receptor for hepatitis C virus (HCV) in humans. The HCV surface 

glycoprotein E2 was also detected to costimulate T cells and natural killer cells, where this 

association results in increase phosphorylation of Lck (lymphocyte-specific protein tyrosine 

kinase) (Soldaini et al., 2003). This results in CD81 engagement leading to cytoskeletal 

rearrangement in both T and natural killer cells and inhibition of interferon-ᵧ production 

reducing immune cells function (Tseng and Klimpel, 2002).  

 

Despite many important biological roles that CD81 play in humans, the focus of this thesis is 

on CD81 binding with its ligand E2, which is a surface glycoprotein expressed by hepatitis C 

virus to mediate its infection.   

 

1.2.5 Role of CD81 in HCV infection 

Hepatitis C virus is associated with more than half of newly diagnosed hepatocellular 

carcinoma in the developed world and a leading cause of the need for liver transplant (Israelow 

et al., 2014). HCV infection is transmitted by the enveloped virus classified as a Flavivirus due 

to the presence of a positive-strand RNA genome. The genome encodes for a large 

polyprotein precursor that produces ten viral proteins including the structural E1 and E2 

glycoproteins. These glycoproteins are expressed on the virus envelope to mediate virus 

attachment and entry to cells (Timpe et al., 2008).  Currently, there is no vaccine against HCV 

infection, although a number of drugs are in pipeline to target the HCV replicase enzyme. 

However, these trials have resulted in the appearance of drug resistant virus (Di Maio et al., 

2017). Another way to target virus infection is to target conserved pattern of virus entry to the 

liver cells, as an alternative therapeutic intervention. 
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It is established in the literature that CD81 is an entry factor for HCV to attach onto and infect 

hepatocytes. De novo infection of liver cells by HCV is mediated by two mechanisms, namely 

cell-free and cell-cell transmission.  Both mechanisms rely on the viral envelope glycoprotein 

E1 and E2 binding to several  liver cell surface proteins such as  CD81, claudin-1,  scavenger 

receptors, epidermal growth factors and various other host cell entry factors, as shown in 

Figure 1.6 (Timpe et al., 2008). Upon HCV-CD81 engagement via E2 viral glycoprotein, the 

MAPK and GTPases, Rac, Eho and Cdc42 signalling pathways are induced to mediate HCV 

entry into the cell. HCV particles enter cells through clathrin-dependent endocytosis (clathrin 

is a protein that plays a crucial role in the formation of coated vesicles for endocytosis) 

(Farquhar et al., 2011, Carloni et al., 2004) . The low pH in the endocytic vesicle prompts the 

fusion of virus and host membranes that releases viral genome (~9.6 kb) into the cytoplasm 

of the newly- infected cells, where the conserved untranslated regions (UTR) at the 5’ and 3’ 

ends mediate genome replication and translation of viral proteins. The ribosome-dependent 

translation of the HCV genome results in a polyprotein that is subsequently cleaved by host 

and viral proteases to obtain mature viral proteins. HCV replication and assembly occurs in 

the endoplasmic reticulum membrane, where virions are released through very low lipoprotein 

secretory pathway, where the released HCV can infect neighbouring liver cells via cell-free 

infection (Hsu et al., 2003). Moreover, the assembled viral particles can directly invade from 

the infected cells to adjacent cells to cause cell-cell infection transmission, which is predicted 

to maintain infection and viral dissemination (Brimacombe et al., 2014). 
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Figure 1.6: Model of CD81 co-receptor formation and interaction with HCV. The 
epidermal growth factor (EGFR) receptor signalling is crucial for HCV entry by recruiting and 
activating HRas. This then in-turn modulates lateral membrane diffusion of CD81 for formation 
of tetraspanin enriched microdomains (TEMs) by binding to claudin-1, integrin beta 1 and 
intracellularly to Rap2B. HCV exploits  HRas signalling for cellular entry by compartmentalising 
entry factors and protein trafficking, where HCV E2 protein binding to the EC1 region of CD81 
to gain entry in the cell through endocytosis (Zona et al., 2014).  

The tetraspanin CD81 was reported as one of the first host factors that mediates HCV entry 

and subsequent infection by interacting with HCV envelope E2 glycoprotein (Flint et al., 1999).  

Where HCV infectivity is inhibited by silencing CD81 expression, while knocking in CD81 

expression in CD81-negative hepatoma cell line HepG2 confers susceptibility to HCV 

infection. Additionally, CD81 expression levels have been shown to regulate the efficiency of 

the HCV entry, suggesting multiple roles of CD81 receptor in the HCV life-cycle (Koutsoudakis 

et al., 2007; Silvie et al., 2003). 

Several studies have pointed out the regions and residues of CD81 that are involved in E2 

binding. The EC2 region is known to interact directly with the HCV particles, where this 
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interaction is specific to only CD81 EC2 as no other tetraspanins are known to bind to the HCV 

glycoproteins. The CD81 small extracellular loop EC1, transmembrane residues, C-terminal 

intracellular region as well as the post translational modification (e.g. palmitoylation of cysteine 

residues) all play an indirect role to modulate HCV entry, as listed in the Table 1.2. These 

indirect roles include forming CD81 microdomains on the membrane, interaction with CD81 

partner proteins such as claudin-1 (another four-pass transmembrane protein that is similar to 

tetraspanins but lacks conserved cysteine residues and the CCG motif on EC2) and by 

cholesterol partitioning (Silvie et al., 2006, Davis et al., 2012). However these indirect roles 

exert only moderate effects on HCV entry, while the CD81 EC2 is the key determinant of viral 

entry where additional CD81 regions only enhances it (Montpellier et al., 2011).  
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CD81 region and relevance to HCV infection 

CD81 Region Function (in HCV infection) 

Large extracellular loop (EC2) Directly binds to HCV E2 glycoprotein 

(Harris et al., 2008) 

 

Mediates viral attachment to liver cells (Pileri 

et al., 1998) 

 

Initiates downstream MAPK and GTPases 

Rac, Rho and Dcc42 signalling pathway 

(Quast et al., 2011) 

 

Complex with claudin-1 to facilitate HCV 

internalisation (Harris et al., 2008). 

 

Small extracellular loop (EC1)  Facilitates optimal expression of EC2 

(Bertaux and Dragic, 2006).  

Transmembrane helices Facilitates CD81 dimerisation (McKeating et 

al., 2004). 

 

Enables complexation with claudin-1 and 

other membrane bound proteins (Harris et 

al., 2008). 

C-terminal and small intracellular loop Palmitoylation of cytoplasmic cysteines to 

bind to partner proteins to form TEM 

(Charrin et al., 2002). 

 

Table 1.2: Table listing CD81 regions and their relevance in HCV infection. The large 
extracellular region (EC2) of the CD81 mediates multiple functions that are important for HCV 
attachment and entry to the liver cells. While other CD81 regions exhibit their function indirectly 
(without directly interacting to the HCV particle) (Bertaux and Dragic, 2006).  
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HCV exhibits profound genetic diversity due to error prone genome replication, consequently, 

viral particles quickly adapt to environmental change and develop resistance to antiviral 

therapies. This presents major challenges in generating vaccine design and antiviral treatment 

development (Zona et al., 2014).  In contract, argeting host cell components that are essential 

to HCV entry and life-cycle would generate novel drug targets and potentially an attractive 

solution to treat viral infection (Lupberger et al., 2011; Zeisel et al. 2013). The HCV attachment 

and entry factors linked with CD81 protein therefore present a prospective target for 

therapeutic benefit.   

 

1.3 Biophysical characterisation of membrane protein 

Study of integral membrane proteins (MP) is still one of the most challenging aspect of 

research in molecular and structural biology.  This is due to water-insolubility that keeps MP 

unstable once extracted from their membrane environment. As membrane proteins represent 

a substantial fraction of proteins encoded by the human genome (~30% of total genome), they 

mediate a variety of essential functions and have huge pharmacological relevance (Hardy et 

al., 2018).  Despite the evidence of their crucial cellular roles, our understanding of their  

underlying molecular mechanisms, interactions with surrounding membrane environment and 

structural organisation has remained poorly understood compared to soluble proteins (Bill et 

al., 2011). The structural understanding has therefore been largely under-represented in the 

protein database; so far 912 unique MP structures have been deposited that accounts for 

around 2% of all protein structures, according to the Membrane Proteins of Known Structure 

(https://blanco.biomol.uci.edu/mpstruc/). The primary issue is the complexity of the plasma 

membrane structure comprised of physiochemically-distinct layers and lipid composition that 

is difficult to replicate. MP have adapted to this environment where they function at the 

interphase of complex amphipathic interactions with the membrane. It is therefore important 

that any surfactant molecules replicate this complex membrane environment to maintain 

membrane protein stability and structural and functional relevance  (Lee et al., 2016).  
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A major bottleneck in membrane protein research is finding the environment that keeps the 

protein in its natural state after extraction while allowing a wide variety of downstream protein 

studies. The ideal environment would stabilise the protein, be amenable to purification 

techniques and not interfere with biochemical and functional studies. The most common 

strategy for extracting membrane proteins is solubilisation with detergents, such as n-dodecyl-

β-D-maltopyranoside (DDM) and decyl β-D-maltopyranoside (DM). This results in the 

formation of spherical micelles containing membrane protein, detergent molecules and 

possibly some lipids (le Maire et al., 2000; Prive, 2007). Although the detergent solubilisation 

approach has been used heavily in membrane protein research, it has some inherent 

drawbacks. Firstly, detergents are poor mimetics of plasma membranes as natural 

membranes are not made up of single lipid types but are a mixture of diverse lipids in complex 

arrangements. This results in unfavourable protein dynamics and stability in detergent 

micelles. Secondly, solubilisation of membrane proteins with detergent requires an extensive 

screening process to find a suitable detergent type. The final limitation is that detergent 

solubilisation strips away most lipid molecules within a membrane protein that are essential 

for structural and functional activities (Laganowsky et al., 2014). The crucial balance between 

the choice of successful solubilisation and retention of the target protein’s native interactions 

for  structural/functional integrity is rarely achieved with detergents (Prive, 2007).   

 

An alternative approach for membrane protein solubilisation is using amphipols as an 

amphipathic polymer. This approach was invented by Tribet et al 1992, and shown to keep 

membrane proteins soluble in aqueous environments. However, similar to detergents, 

amphipols have a major drawback of removing the surrounding lipid environment and thus 

reducing membrane protein stability and functional relevance (Tribet et al., 1996, Popot et al., 

2011). Another polymer- based approach utilised in membrane protein research is the use of 

membrane scaffolding proteins (MSPs). MSPs are derived from human serum albumin protein 

A1 containing alternating repeats of proline and glycine (Bayburt et al., 2002). These 



44 
 

alternating amino acid repeats spontaneously encircle nanometre sized lipid bilayers, 

containing the membrane protein of interest, by wrapping a belt around the nano particle. This 

keeps the membrane protein stable and soluble in aqueous environments. However, this 

method too has a major limitation: MSP nanoparticles do not represent native membrane 

protein lipid environment due to the prerequisite of membrane protein extraction and 

purification in detergent prior to reconstitution of the membrane protein along with lipids into 

MSP discs (Bayburt and Sligar, 2010, Denisov et al., 2004). 

 

More recently, a novel approach to membrane protein extraction was employed using poly 

(styrene-co-maleic-acid) or SMA polymer as the plasma membrane solubilising agent. The 

advantage of using SMA polymer instead of MSPs is that the SMA polymer directly extracts 

membrane proteins from the plasma membrane, without the need to use detergent at any 

stage. This assures the preservation of the annular and surrounding lipid bilayer environment 

around the membrane protein, and therefore maintains protein stability and native 

conformation (Knowles et al., 2009). 
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Popular membrane protein solubilising agents, their advantages and disadvantages 

 

Solubilising agent 

 

Advantages 

 

Disadvantages 

 

Detergents 

e.g. DDM, DM and OG 

 

Conventional method for 

membrane protein research 

 

Removal of surrounding 

lipids, therefore reduced MP 

stability 

 

Amphipols 

e.g. A8-35, DAPol, NAPols, SAPols 

 

Forms nanodiscs and 

maintains some lipids and 

multimolecular complexes. 

 

 

Removal of most lipids, 

therefore reduced protein 

stability. Solubilisation with 

detergent is a prerequisite. 

 

Membrane scaffolding proteins  

e.g. apolipoprotein  

 

Stabilisation of MPs in lipid 

bilayers and into nanodiscs 

 

Detergent solubilisation and 

purification is a prerequisite.   

 

SMA polymers 

e.g. SMA 2000 and SZ25010 

. 

Protein extraction directly 

from biological membrane 

and preservation of 

surrounding lipid bilayer. 

 

Polymer sensitive to divalent 

cations and low pH. 

 

Table 1.3: List of most popularly used surfactants to solubilise membrane proteins. 
Associated advantages and drawbacks of each membrane solubilising agent are also listed 
in this table. 
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1.3.1 Membrane protein solubilisation using SMA co-polymers 

 An approach that has revolutionised the study of membrane proteins is the use of poly 

(styrene-co-maleic-acid) co-polymer (SMA) to solubilise membrane proteins. As amphipols, 

SMA belongs to the class of surfactants that enables the handling of membrane proteins in 

detergent-free aqueous solutions as though they were soluble proteins (Jamshad et al. 2015). 

The amphipathic SMA co-polymer spontaneously inserts into the biological membrane and 

forms small nanodics of bilayer that are surrounded by the polymer, termed as SMA lipid 

particles or SMALPs, as shown in Figure 1.7. In contrast to detergent solubilisation, the SMA 

polymer extracts the membrane protein in a portion of plasma membrane that surrounds it, 

therefore preserving the surrounding lipid environment (Knowles et al., 2009, Dafforn et al., 

2012). The small size of these nanodiscs (~10 nm diameter), containing protein of interest, 

can be purified with affinity chromatography whilst retaining their phospholipid profile.  The 

SMA method is also amenable to several biophysical and biochemical techniques such as 

western blots, circular dichroism spectroscopy and dynamic light scattering techniques (Gulati 

et al., 2014, Dorr et al., 2016b).  
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Figure 1.7: SMA co-polymer and SMA lipid particle (SMALP) structure. The SMA 2000 
polymer chemical structure comprises hydrophobic styrene and hydrophilic maleic acid 
subunits. The SMA polymer encircles small (~10 nm) lipid bilayer discs to solubilise membrane 
proteins of interest in SMA lipid particles, also known as SMALPs. Image modified from 
(Rothnie, 2016, Dorr et al., 2015). 

The preservation of the native annular lipid environment assists in mediating protein stability 

and allows the use of SMA polymer as a convenient tool to study endogenous lipid-protein 

interactions (Jamshad et al., 2015b, Lee et al., 2016). Historically, studies on membrane 

proteins required detergent solubilisation and purification that strips away membrane protein 

bound lipids. However, due to advancement in membrane protein research over the last 

decade, it has become clearer that studies of membrane proteins should take account the 

presence and preservation of the surrounding lipid environment. Recent studies have shown 

that membrane proteins associate closely with certain lipids in the plasma membrane that are 

essential for fundamental aspects of their structure and functional integrity (Saliba et al., 2015, 

Barrera et al., 2013). Therefore, SMA polymer solubilisation provides a suitable tool to study 

membrane proteins and their interactions with native lipid molecules.  
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SMA co-polymers consist of hydrophobic styrene and hydrophilic maleic acid monomeric 

subunits that are synthesised by co-polymerisation of both subunits, as shown in Figure 1.8. 

They are commercially available from Cray Valley, and Polyscope as an anhydride form that 

needs to be converted into an acid form through hydrolysis before use. The styrene-maleic 

anhydride (SMAnh) is mixed with water or an alkaline solution (sodium hydroxide) to convert 

anhydride subunits to the acid form where two carboxyl groups become partly deprotonated, 

yielding water soluble SMA polymer.  Only the hydride form of SMA co-polymers is used for 

lipid membrane solubilisation and formation of nanodiscs.  

 

 

 

Figure 1.8: Schematic showing SMA co-polymer synthesis and conversion of styrene 
maleic anhydride to the acid form.  1:1 styrene and maleic acid subunits are copolymerised 
to the anhydride form. This is then converted to the water-soluble acid form through alkaline 
hydrolysis using potassium or sodium hydroxide. Image created using Biorender. (Dorr et al., 
2016b) 
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 Many polymer variants are available that could be used to solubilise membrane proteins with 

different efficiencies.  The studies by Morrison et al. 2016 show that various SMA polymers 

can be used to extract membrane proteins comparably to detergents. However, the most 

widely used polymers for membrane protein research have a styrene-to-maleic acid ratio of 

2:1 (SMA 2000) or 3:1 (SMA 3000), where SMA 2000 is the best choice in terms of protein 

solubilisation and purification efficiency (Morrison et al., 2016). The pH of solubilisation 

experiments is usually in the range of 7.5 – 8.0, which is applicable for all SMA variants (Dorr 

et al., 2016b). The list of various SMA co-polymers used in membrane protein solubilisation 

are given in Table 1.4.  

 

SMA solubilisation also has, however, some limitations when used for membrane protein 

research: the small size of the polymer (10 nm diameter) is only suitable for isolating small 

proteins and does not capture large protein complexes (Dafforn et al., 2012). Also the SMA 

co-polymer is sensitive to the presence of divalent cations (such as magnesium, copper and 

zinc ions) above a concentration of approximately 4 mM, which results in SMA polymer 

precipitation from the solution (Gulamhussein et al., 2019).  Alternative SMA-derived polymers 

have been developed in order overcome divalent cation sensitivity. This includes styrene 

maleimide (SMI) and diisobutylene-maleic acid (DIBMA), which replaces maleic acid with 

maleimide in SMI, and styrene with diisobutylene in DIBMA (Oluwole et al., 2017, Hall et al., 

2018). 
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Polymer name 

 

Maleic acid 

content (%) 

 

Average molecular 

mass (kDa) 

 

Cray Velley 

SMA 1000 50 5.5 

SMA 2000 33.3 7.5 

SMA 3000 25 9.5 

 

Polyscope 

XZ09006 40 7.5 

XZ09008 25 10 

SZ40005 42 5 

SZ25010 25 10 

SZ42010 42 10 

SZ33030 33 30 

SZ28065 28 65 

SZ28110 28 110 

 

Table 1.4: List of commercially available SMA co-polymer variants. The list shows 
various SMA co-polymers and the percentage of maleic acid content for each polymer along 
with their corresponding molecular mass. It is to be noted that variation/ polydispersity in 
SMA co-polymers has been observed (in styrene to maleic acid ratio) where final content of 
each subunit was taken statistically (Stroud et al., 2018).  

 

 

The formation of SMA lipid particles (SMALPs) or nanodiscs requires the solubilisation of cell 

membranes by the SMA co-polymer. The solubilisation mode of action can be described by a 

three-step model, as shown in Figure 1.9. Firstly, SMA polymer binds to the lipid bilayer 

surface. The membrane binding step can be promoted by the increasing the polymer amount 

and regulated through electrostatic interaction. The negatively-charged polymer repulses 

anionic lipids causing a decrease in binding efficiency, while the ionic lipid promotes polymer 

binding to the membrane surface. The second step is the insertion of the SMA co-polymer into 



51 

the hydrophobic core of the membrane. This step is affected by lipid packaging and bilayer 

thickness: presence of thick and tightly packed lipid layers hinders the penetration of polymer 

into hydrophobic core of the membrane. The final step is the actual solubilisation of the bilayer 

and simultaneous formation of SMA nanodiscs or SMALPs. This step is also affected by lipid 

thickness and packaging; the kinetic energy of breaking thicker lipid bilayer is higher, and the 

more tightly-packed lipid molecules are, the more difficult it is for  the hydrophobic polymer 

subunit to insert in between the hydrophobic parts of lipid bilayer (Scheidelaar et al., 2016).   

Figure 1.9: Illustration to show SMA polymer solubilisation. Three step model for 
biological membrane solubilisation using SMA co-polymers.  The first step is the binding of 
SMA to the outer surface of the membrane that is mediated by polymer concentration and 
negatively charged lipids. The second step is the insertion of the SMA co-polymer into 
hydrophobic core of membrane. Thefinal step is the solubilisation of the membranes into 
nanodiscs.  Image taken from (Dorr et al., 2016a). 
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In this study, two types of SMA co-polymers are employed to solubilise CD81 from biological 

membranes, namely SMA 2000 and SZ25010 polymers. These two polymers have previously 

been shown to effectively solubilise and purify membrane proteins of interest. SMA 2000 has 

an average molecular weight of 7.5 kDa, consisting of 33% maleic acid subunits, while 

SZ25010 polymer is 10 kDa and consists of 25% maleic acid content (Morrison et al., 2016).  

 

1.3.2 CD81 solubilisation with detergents and SMA co-polymer 

Previous work by Zimmerman et al, 2016 was carried out to perform structural analysis on the 

Sf9 overexpressed CD81 protein using conventional detergents such as DDM. The detergent 

solubilised and purified CD81 was taken forward for crystallisation using the lipidic cubic phase 

method to determine structure. This resulted in the structure determination of full length CD81 

protein for the first time, this was also the first tetraspanin protein to be determined structurally 

(out of 33 family members in humans). This was a significant advancement in the field of 

tetraspanin research as like several other membrane proteins, CD81 was also notoriously 

difficult to characterise structurally. This is mainly due to protein stability issues after extracting 

them from their surrounding plasma membrane environment. The published high-resolution 

structure of CD81 is shown in the Figure 1.10. The overall CD81 structure comprise a cone 

shaped transmembrane helices (TMs) where the large extracellular domain (EC2) covers an 

intramembrane cavity formed by the four TMs.  This is unexpected as the overall fold of the 

4TMs determined by the crystal structure appears unusual and does not bear a resemblance 

to any other integral MP of known structure. 
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Figure 1.10: The 3D structure of human CD81. The TMs were shown to be organised into 
two largely separated pairs of anti-parallel helices, where the two pairs only converge close to 
the cytoplasmic side of the membrane (Zimmerman et al., 2016). 

As the published CD81 structure is the only representative structure of the tetraspanin 

superfamily in the literature, we aimed to examine the unusual structural organisation of the 

CD81 protein. To conduct this study, P. pastoris was used to efficiently overexpress CD81 in 

large amounts. So far, all the studies that required tetraspanins extraction from the plasma 

membrane were carried out using conventional detergents (DDM, DM and OG) as the MP 

solubilising agent (Zimmerman et al., 2016, Rodrigues et al., 2011). Although this has resulted 

in successful protein extraction into detergent micelles, this method has an inherent drawback. 

The detergent solubilisation removes the interacting lipid environment from the protein which 

could result in reduced protein stability and changes in native structural organisation. It is 

possible that the unusual cone shaped TM organisation observed in the published structure 

could be an artefact of detergent extraction and spontaneous reorganisation of TM into 

detergent micelles. To overcome this limitation, SMA co-polymers (SMA 2000 and SZ25010) 

were utilised in this project to extract CD81 protein in its surrounding plasma membrane 
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environment without stripping away interacting lipid molecules, thus keeping protein 

structurally and functionally stable (Rothnie et al. 2016; Knowles et al. 2009). 

The full length CD81 crystal stucture studies from Zimmerman et al., 2016, revealed an 

abundance of alpha helical structure in CD81 protein. Around 68% of the protein had in alpha 

helical secondary structure along with the identification of secondary structure bends and 

turns, as shown in the sequence chain view in Figure 1.11.  Previous work by Jamshed et al. 

2008 using octyl-beta-glucoside (OG) solubilized hCD81 also suggested predominant aplha 

helical secondary structure of the CD81 protein. This study calculated high alpha-helical 

abundance of ~77% (Jamshed et al. 2008). 

Figure 1.11: The secondary structure sequence chain view calculated from the 3D 
structure of human tetraspanin CD81. According to this, around 68% of the purified CD81 
was in alpha helical secondary structure (spanning around 10 helices; 168 reisdues). Image 
taken from www.rcsb.org for the entry in PDB 5TCX (cyrstal structure of human tetraspanin 
CD81).  

http://www.rcsb.org/
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1.4 CD81 overexpression in host cells 

A major limitation in membrane protein research and structural biology is the low abundance 

of membrane proteins of interest in their native membrane.  Therefore in order to harvest 

sufficient amounts of membrane protein, large quantities of their natural cell types are 

required. This is problematic as primary cells are notoriously difficult to cultivate in tissue 

culture conditions (Nyblom et al., 2007). To overcome the problem, overexpression of 

membrane proteins is routinely performed to increase protein yield per cell. This method has 

an added advantage of being able to generate recombinant membrane proteins containing 

structure-stabilising mutations (e.g. mutation on palmitoylation site to prevent protein 

aggregation) and purification tags, such as hexa-His or FLAG tag, to aid protein stability and 

ease purification. However, it is important to check that these mutations and affinity tag 

addition do not alter membrane protein structure, expression level and function significantly.  

 

To overexpress recombinant membrane proteins effectively, an efficient overexpression 

system is required. Escherichia coli (E. coli) is most commonly used to overexpress 

exogenous proteins (Miroux and Walker, 1996). Despite achieving high membrane protein 

expression in relatively quick succession, this system may not be suitable for human protein 

overexpression due to lack of post-translation machinery required in E. coli to correctly fold 

eukaryotic proteins (Makrides, 1996).   

 

To overexpress human membrane proteins, such as tetraspanin CD81, in high amounts a 

eukaryotic expression system could be utilised. Eukaryotic host cells include yeast, such as 

Pichia pastoris or Saccharomyces cerevisiae; insect cells such as Spodoptera frugiperda 

(Sf9); or mammalian cell lines, such as human embryonic kidney cells (HEK 293). These 

eukaryotic expression systems are discussed below.    
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 1.4.1 Pichia pastoris  

P. pastoris, also known as Komagataella pastoris, belongs to a class of methylotrophic yeasts. 

It is widely used by the scientific research community as a eukaryotic expression system to 

produce proteins for basic research and medical applications (Jamshad et al., 2006). The 

increasing popularity of P. pastoris expression system is attributed to several factors: the first 

and foremost advantage is the shared  intracellular organisation with higher eukaryotes. This 

includes compartmentalisation of intracellular organelles, complex intracellular protein 

trafficking pathways and  the ability to perform many eukaryotic post-translational 

modifications e.g. glycosylation, disulphide bond formation and proteolytic processes 

(Washburn et al., 2001). The second benefit is the ease of handling compared to other higher 

eukaryotes. P. pastoris cells can be grown in simple and inexpensive media, with a generation 

time of about 1.5 hours. They are usually grown on a large scale using shake-flasks, 

bioreactors or fermenters, and can be stored short or long term on petri dishes at 4 o C or in 

stocks in 80 oC freezer (Bill, 2014, Routledge et al., 2016). The next benefit is that P. pastoris 

is one of the most well-established and commercially accessible yeast technologies (as 

expression kits), after S. cerevisiae, providing ease of transgene propagation, tight regulation 

of methanol-inducible transgene expression and efficient secretion of protein intracellularly or 

to the extracellular medium (Oberg and Hedfalk, 2013). Finally a major benefit of using P. 

pastoris is its genetic tractability. The host cells can easily manipulated by classic genetic 

engineering techniques to change their genetic make-up. With the advancement of molecular 

biology, specific modifications can be performed to P. pastoris cells to generate stable deletion 

mutants, fusion-proteins and insert or swap promoters to produce proteins with more 

humanised characteristics for biopharmaceutical research (Bawa et al., 2011, Ashe and Bill, 

2011, Emmerstorfer et al., 2014, Bonander and Bill, 2009).  

 

P. pastoris has two major benefits over S. cerevisiae for the production of recombinant 

proteins in the laboratory or industrial settings. P. pastoris cells can grow in methanol as its 
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only carbon source. This is also beneficial for reducing culture contamination by killing 

methanol-intolerant microorganisms (Routledge et al., 2016). Therefore, P. pastoris culture 

growth is cheaper to set up and maintain. Another major benefit is that P. pastoris cells can 

grow to a very high densities. A high cell biomass yield has the potential to result in higher 

protein yield, this makes P. pastoris ideal for large-scale protein production assays without the 

use of expensive equipment (Bill, 2014, Fernandez et al., 2016).  

 

There are two gene that encode the enzyme alcohol oxidase in P. pastoris cells, they are 

AOX1 and AOX2. AOX1 expression is responsible for methanol utilisation and most of the 

alcohol oxidase activity in the cell, which is controlled at the transcriptional level. AOX1 can 

comprise up to 30% of total soluble protein in P. pastoris when grown solely on methanol as 

carbon source, indicating the strength of the AOX1 promoter (Fernandez et al., 2016). The 

AOX1 gene is regulated by two mechanisms:  activation and repression. Cells grown in 

methanol activate the AOX1 promoter, while in the presence of other carbon sources, such as 

glycerol or glucose, gene activity is repressed.  The approach behind heterologous protein 

production is to express the gene of interest under the control of the AOX1 promoter. The 

recombinant P. pastoris cells are gown on glycerol in batch culture to increase cell biomass 

and repress foreign gene transcription.  This is followed by induction with methanol in the fed 

batch phase to promote foreign protein expression by activating the AOX1 promoter (Moser 

et al., 2017, Routledge et al., 2016).    

 

To aid CD81 studies in this project, the hCD81 coding sequence was tagged at the 3´ end 

with His6 tag coding sequence and cloned into the P. pastoris expression vector pPICZB 

downstream of an AOX1 promoter sequence. To avoid potential CD81 aggregation and to 

achieve homogeneous recombinant proteins, palmitoylation sites were eliminated by 

conserved point mutation. The palmitoylation deletion in CD81 sequence does not affect their 
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overall function and stability (Berditchevski and Odintsova, 1999). This work has previously 

been established to study tetraspanin CD81 (Jamshad et al., 2008). 

 

1.4.2 Insect cell expression system using Sf9 cells 

Insect cell expression is a powerful tool to overexpress recombinant mammalian membrane 

proteins in large amounts. This system utilises recombinant baculoviruses (insect viruses), 

carrying the gene of interest to infect insect cells to produce high yields of heterologous 

proteins (Chen et al., 2013). There are three main types of insect cell lines that are used for 

recombinant protein production, namely, Spodoptera frugiperda 9 (Sf9), Spodoptera 

frugiperda 21 (Sf21) and High-five (developed from Trichoplusia ni). The difference between 

these cell lines is determined in terms of baculovirus susceptibility, virus production and 

product yield (Lai et al., 2006). Previously, insect cell expression systems lacked sophisticated 

glycosylation machinery, which was rectified by the generation of a new strain called SfSWT-

5, which contain six key glyogenes (McKenzie and Abbott, 2018). 

 

As with all membrane protein expression systems, the insect cell expression has its 

advantages and disadvantages. The advantages of using this system are safety and size of 

exogenous gene insertion: baculoviruses are non-pathogenic to mammalian and plant cells 

and can accommodate larger or multiple genes. Next is the ease of scale up, where infected 

cells expressing the protein of interest grow well in suspension culture on a large scale using 

a shake flask or bioreactor (McKenzie and Abbott, 2018).  Also, high level of membrane protein 

expression is achieved as the system utilises a combination of an efficient gene promoter for 

early and late gene expression. An added benefit is the proper folding of mammalian proteins 

due to the presence of posttranslational modification machinery in insect cells.  A few 

disadvantages of insect cell protein expression is that this system is more labour intensive and 

time-consuming than simple bacterial and yeast methods (Pozza et al., 2009). Overall, despite 
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few disadvantages, the insect cell protein expression using baculovirus remains one of the 

most efficient eukaryotic system for heterologous protein expression.   

 

For CD81 overexpression in this project, the full-length human CD81 sequence was 

assembled using synthetic gene blocks (gblocks, Integrated DNA Technologies) and 

integrated into baculovirus transfer vector pVL1392. The sequence contains an amino-

terminal FLAG epitope tag followed by a 3C protease cleavage site to potentially cleave off 

the tag (after protein purification). Also, four intracellular cysteine residues at position 6, 9, 227 

and 228 were mutated to serine to prevent protein cross-linking after purification. The 

recombinant protein was expressed in Spodoptera frugiperda ovarian tissue (Sf9) cells. This 

system was previously developed in-house by Dr Michelle Clare to aid CD81 crystallographic 

studies.  

 

1.4.3 Mammalian expression systems 

Mammalian expression systems offer the most relevant cellular environment for exogenous 

human membrane protein expression (McKenzie and Abbott, 2018). This major benefit comes 

with some draw backs:  cell culture techniques are labour intensive and time-consuming 

requiring specialist and costly consumables, for example, a laminar flow-hood, 5% carbon 

dioxide gas exchange incubators and the demand for nutrient rich growth medium. Also, most 

mammalian cells grow as an adherent monolayer and do not favour the high density 

suspension culture growth achieved in E. coli and yeast (Forstner et al., 2007). Therefore, 

obtaining high cell biomass and protein yields are challenging in mammalian expression 

systems. Despite these drawbacks, mammalian cells provide the best environment for 

exogenous gene expression. This is because the signal for gene synthesis, processing and 

secretion of recombinant genes (from eukaryotic origin) are correctly and efficiently 

recognised by the mammalian host cells (Pozza et al., 2009). The recombinant gene 



60 
 

expression levels mainly depend on gene transcription efficiency. Exogenous gene expression 

in mammalian cells require a suitable cell-line to enable efficient gene transcription, translation 

and to also able to perform relevant post translational modification (Forstner et al., 2007) . 

 

Many mammalian cell lines have been used for protein expression with the most common 

being HEK 293 (human embryonic kidney cells). The HEK 293 cell-line was chosen for this 

study as these cells endogenously expresses CD81 and thus containing the appropriate 

machinery to effectively transcribe and translate transfected CD81. HEK 293 cells can be used 

to overexpress recombinant membrane proteins by either producing a transient or stable cell 

lines (Baldi et al., 2005) . Transient transfection involves generation of appropriate mammalian 

plasmids containing a strong promoter and multiple cloning sites to clone recombinant 

membrane protein gene (usually containing a sequence encodes a purification tag). Plasmid 

DNA is then transfected into host cells using transfection reagents, such as polyethylenimine 

(PEI), lipofectamine or calcium phosphate (Sonawane et al., 2003) (Maurisse et al., 2010). 

HEK 293 transfection is usually most efficient using PEI transfection. According to a study by 

Huh et al. 2017, PEI mediated green fluorescent protein (GFP) expression resulted in 50 – 

80% cells being transfected and the protein was also not cytotoxic (Huh et al., 2007). The HEK 

293 cell line is, therefore, widely used for membrane protein overproduction by transient 

transfection, as well as by stable transfection.  

 

In this study, HEK 293 cells will be utilised to perform transient transfection with recombinant 

CD81 protein to aid biophysical and structural studies. Moreover, Huh-7 cells (hepatocytes 

derived human carcinoma cell line) will also be utilised to study CD81 from a suitable model 

liver cells to further the understanding on endogenous CD81 expression, membrane 

distribution and structural organisation.  
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1.5  Aims and Objectives 

This thesis describes an investigation on the tetraspanin CD81 biophysical, functional and 

structural analysis in its phospholipid environment. This was achieved by using SMA co-

polymers to solubilise and purify recombinant CD81 with its surrounding plasma membrane 

portion using Pichia pastoris and Sf9 cells. Biophysical characterisation was subsequently 

performed to determine structural and functional relevance of SMALP-CD81. 

 

CD81 plasma membrane distribution was also investigated using electron microscopy to 

understand native CD81 organisation on the liver cells (using Huh-7cell-line) and HEK 293 

cell membranes.  

  

Specific thesis objectives were:  

 

 To solubilise and purify CD81 with its surrounding phospholipids using SMA co-

polymers 

 

 To perform biophysical characterisation on the purified SMALP-CD81 to determine 

intact secondary structure and function. 

 

 To obtain high-resolution structure information using X-ray crystallography. 

 

 To determine native CD81 plasma membrane distribution in human cells.  
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Chapter 2 

 Materials and methods 

 
 

2.1 Materials 
 

The P. pastoris wild type strain X-33 (Invitrogen) was electroporated to transform with hCD81 

expression plasmid pPICZB containing recombinant and C-terminus his6 tagged CD81 

(Jamshed et al, 2008).  SMA 2000 co-polymer (2:1 Cray Valley) and SZ25010 co-polymer (3:1 

Polyscope). Detergent n-dodecyl-B-D-maltoside was purchased as pure powder from 

ThermoFisher Scientific and Cholesteryl Hemisuccinate from Sigma-Aldrich. The mammalian 

cell lines, HEK 293S and HEK 293T cells were provided by Dr John Simms. HepG2 cell line 

was purchased from (ATCC® Number: HB-8065™). Huh 7 cells were provided by Prof Alex 

Cameron (University of Warwick). All cell lines were grown in Dulbecco’s Modified Eagle 

Medium (DMEM) from Sigma Aldrich. The pEF6.A plasmid was used to transfect mammalian 

cells with exogenous CD81 protein. Four pEF6.A vectors were used: one empty vector with 

no CD81 gene; with wild type CD81 gene; with four intracellular cysteines mutated to serins; 

all six intracellular cysteines mutated to serines. The plasmids were a kind gift from Dr Mike 

Tomlinson for the University of Birmingham. HCV E2 protein (strep tagged) and Anti-Step 

antibody was provided by Prof Thomas Krey (from the Institute of Virology, MHH in Hannover).  

 

XL-10 Gold Ultracompetent E-coli stock was purchased from Stratagene (Agilent 

technologies) and stored at -80 °C. Zeocin and Ampicillin antibiotics was purchase from 

ThermoFisher Scientific as 1.25 ml reagent at 100 mg/ml. Zymolase 20 T for protoplast work 

was purchased from Amsbio, UK. Yeast extract, peptone and agar were purchased from 

Fisher Scientific. Ni+2 NTA resin for IMAC purification was purchased Qiagen and  Bio-Rad 

Econo-column  chromatography column was used.  

 

https://www.lgcstandards-atcc.org/en/Products/All/HB-8065.aspx
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Remaining reagents were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich, unless stated otherwise.  

 

2.2 Pichia pastoris growth  

 

2.2.1 Growth plates, stock solutions and growth media 

 

Agar plates 

1% of yeast extract, 2% peptone, 2% dextrose, 2% agar, and 100 mg/ml Zeocin 

For 500 ml L solution, add 5 g yeast extract, 10 g peptone and 10 g agar were dissolved in 

450 ml of water. The solution was autoclaved on a liquid cycles and cooled to ~40 °C before 

adding 50 ml of 20% dextrose and 500 µl of a 100 mg/ml Zeocin stock.   

 

Stock solutions 

10× YNB (13.4% Yeast Nitrogen Base with Ammonium Sulphate without amino acids) 

134 g yeast nitrogen base (YNB) with ammonium sulphate and without amino acids was 

dissolved in 1 L water. The solution was heated to dissolve YNB completely in water. 

Alternatively, 34 g YNB without ammonium sulphate and amino acids and 100 g ammonium 

sulphate can be used. The solution was filter sterilised and stored at 4°C.  

 

0.02% Biotin 

20 mg Biotin was dissolved in 100 ml of water, filter sterilised and stored at 4°C. 
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20% Dextrose 

200 g of D-glucose was dissolved in 1 L water, autoclaved on a liquid cycle and stored at room 

temperature. 

 

5% Methanol 

5 ml methanol mixed with 95 ml water. The solution was filter sterilised and stored at 4°C. 

 

10% Glycerol 

100 ml glycerol mixed with 900 ml of water. The solution was sterilised either by filtering or 

autoclaving, then stored at room temperature 

 

1 M potassium phosphate buffer, pH 6.0 

132 ml 1 M K2HPO4 and 868 mL 1 M KH2PO4 were mixed together before confirming the pH 

to be 6.0 ± 0.1 (if the pH was adjusted, phosphoric acid or KOH was used). The solution was 

sterilised by autoclaving then stored at room temperature. 

 

Zeocin antibiotic 

Stock solution at 100 mg/ml was prepared and stored at -20 °C. Working solution of 100 µg/ml 

used. 
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Growth media 

Yeast Extract Peptone Dextrose Medium (YPD) (Zeocin as required) 

1% yeast extract 

2% peptone 

2% dextrose (glucose) 

2% agar 

100 mg/ml Zeocin 

 

For 1 L solution, 10 g yeast extract, 20 g peptone were dissolved in 900 ml water and 20 g of 

agar was added when making YPD plates. The solution was autoclaved for 20 min on a liquid 

cycle. The solution was cooled to ~60°C before adding 100 ml of a 20% dextrose stock 

solution. 1 ml stock of Zeocin (100 mg/ml) was added if required. 

 

Buffered Glycerol-complex Medium (BMGY) and Buffered Methanol-complex Medium 

(BMMY) 

1% yeast extract;  

2% peptone 

100 mM potassium phosphate, pH 6.0 

1.34% YNB 

4 x 10-5% biotin 

1% glycerol or 0.5% methanol 
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To make a 1 L solution, 10 g yeast extract and 20 g peptone were dissolved in 700 ml water. 

The solution was autoclaved for 20 min on a liquid cycle and then cooled to room temperature. 

The following was then added and mixed well; 100 ml 1 M potassium phosphate buffer (pH 

6.0), 100 ml 10X YNB, 2 ml of a 0.02% biotin stock and 100 ml 10% glycerol (for BMGY) or 

100 ml 5% methanol (for BMMY). The media were stored at 4°C and used for no longer than 

two months. 

 

2.2.2 P. pastoris storage 

For short term use, P. pastoris working stock were prepared by streaking a single colony of 

recombinant CD81 strain on to the YPD-Zeocin agar plates. The plates were incubated at 30 

°C for three days or until single colonies were visible. Plates were subsequently stored at 4 °C 

until use. Fresh plates were made by re-streaking Pichia colonies from -80 °C glycerol stock 

every three weeks. 

 

For long term storage and back-up stocks of P. pastoris, a single yeast colony was taken from 

the YPD-Zeocin agar plate and grown overnight at 30 °C and 220 rpm in 50 ml of YPD media. 

After incubation, 1 ml yeast culture was mixed with 1 ml of 50% glycerol stock and stored at -

80 °C until further use.  

 

2.2.3 Expression of recombinant CD81  

 

Shake flask culture 

For large scale recombinant CD81 expression, large scale yeast growth was performed using 

large baffled shake flasks. One colony of P. pastoris from YPD agar plates was added to a 

250 ml baffled flask containing 50 ml BMGY and incubated at 30 °C and 220 rpm for overnight 

growth. 5 ml of this seed culture were added into 200 ml of fresh BMGY media in separate 1 
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L baffled flask and grown for 22 - 24 h at 30 °C and 220 rpm. To induce recombinant CD81 

expression, cells were measure to OD600 of 1 and pelleted from BMGY media by centrifugation 

at 5000 x g for 10 min. The cells were resuspended in 500 ml of BMMY media  in  2 L baffled 

shake flask. Culture was grown for 22 h, supplemented with 5 ml of absolute methanol and 

further grown for 22 h. Cell pellet was harvested by centrifugation (5000 rpm for 20 min at 4 

°C) and stored at -80 °C until further use.  

 

Bioreactor culture 

A 2 L Applikon bioreactor was used to grow yeast cells on a large scale.  

Inoculum seed culture  preparation 

A single P. pastoris colony was added into a 250 ml baffled flask containing 50 ml BMGY 

media to prepare seed culture. The culture was incubated overnight at 30 °C at 220 rpm. After 

12 h growth, 1 L bioreactor BMGY media was inoculated with seed culture at an OD600=1 and 

grown at 30 °C at 220 rpm.  

 

Glycerol batch phase 

Media used in bioreactors: 

Basal salts medium (BSM) 

26.7ml 85% phosphoric acid, 0.93 g calcium sulphate, 18.2 g potassium sulphate, 14.9 g 

magnesium sulfate heptahydrate, 4.13 g potassium hydroxide and 40.0 g glycerol were 

dissolved in water to a total volume of 1 L. The solution was autoclaved in the bioreactor. 
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PTM1 trace salts 

Dissolved 6.0 g cupric sulfate-5H2O, 0.08 g sodium iodide, 3.0 g manganese sulfate-H2O, 0.2 

g sodium molybdate-2H2O, 0.02 g boric acid, 0.5 g cobalt chloride, 20.0 g zinc chloride, 65.0 

g ferrous sulfate-7H2O, 0.2 g biotin and 5.0 ml sulphuric acid in water to a final volume of 1 L 

and filter sterilised. The solution was stored at room temperature. 

 

Yeast extract, peptone and glycerol (YPG) 

10 g yeast extract and 20 g peptone were dissolved in 900 ml water, added to a bioreactor 

and autoclaved. Separately, 10 g or 40 g glycerol were dissolved in 90 ml water, was 

autoclaved then added to an autoclaved bioreactor using a needle and syringe. 

 

Method: 

Bioreactor set up was performed using either BSM and PTM1 trace salts or using complex 

medium YPG. 1 ml of Antifoam J673A  was added to each bioreactor vessel using a needle 

and syringe. PTM1 trace salts (4.35 ml) were added in the same way  (if using a minimal 

medium). The dissolved oxygen  probe was allowed to polarise for > 6 h. Next, the stirrer (set 

to 700 rpm), the temperature (30°C) and aeration were applied to the system. The pH of the 

vessel, set to either pH 5 or pH 7 (later in the experiment), was controlled using 50% 

phosphoric acid and 28% ammonium hydroxide. The bioreactor media was inoculated with 

seed culture at OD600=1. The dissolve oxygen was maintained at ~30% by automatic addition 

of air from compressor. The culture was grown until the glycerol in the media was completely 

consumed; this was when the dissolve oxygen trace increased towards 100%. The culture 

was starved to ensure complete glycerol depletion before starting methanol induction phase. 
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Methanol fed batch phase 

Methanol was added in the bioreactor vessel at the feed rate of 4 ml/h. The feed rate was than 

increased to 8 ml/h for rest of the growth. The induction phase lasted for ~26 h before yeast 

harvest.  

 

2.3  Pichia pastoris membrane solubilisation 

2.3.1 P. pastoris membrane preparation 

 

Buffers 

 

Breaking buffer 

5% glycerol, 2 mM EDTA, 100 mM sodium chloride, 50 mM sodium phosphate monobasic 

(NaH2PO4),   

50 mM sodium phosphate dibasic (Na2HPO4), pH 7.4 

For 1 L solution,  50 ml of 5 % glycerol, 4 ml of  0.5 M EDTA stock solution, 5.84 g NaCl, 11.3 

ml of I M NaH2PO4 stock solution and 38.7 ml of 1 M Na2HPO4 stock solution  were added in 

to 800 ml deionised water. The solution was mixed in 800 ml water and pH adjusted to 7.4 

before making up the final volume to 1 L with dH2O. The solution was autoclaved and stored 

at 4 ◦C. 

 

Resuspension buffer (Buffer A) 

20mM HEPES, 50mM sodium chloride, 10% glycerol, pH 7.0  
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For 1 L solution, 4.76 g of HEPES, 2.92 g of NaCl and 100 ml of glycerol were added in to 800 

ml of deionised water. The solution was mixed and pH was adjusted to 7.0, before making up 

the final volume to 1 L with dH2O. The solution was autoclaved and stored at 4 °C.  

 

Method: 

The cells from  large scale P. pastoris growth from shake flask or bioreactor were lysed using 

an Emulsiflex-C3 cell disrupter (Avestin)  to isolate  membranes. The cell pellet was mixed 

with ice-cold breaking buffer and protease inhibitor cocktail at the ratio of 1: 3: 0.001 (for 

example; 52 g cell pellet was mixed with 156 ml of breaking buffer and 52 µl of protease 

inhibitor cocktail). The cells were passed through the cell lyser for approximately 5 times (for 

~15 min) at 20,000 to 25,000 psi. Any unbroken cells and cell debris were removed by 

centrifugation (10,000 × g, for 30 min at 4 °C). The supernatant was collected and 

ultracentrifuged (100,000 × g, for 1 h at 4 °C). The pellet containing yeast membranes was 

collect, resuspended  in buffer A (at the wet pellet weight of 160 mg/ml) and homogenised 

using glass homogeniser. Membrane fraction was stored at 4 °C for immediate use or at -80 

°C for future analysis.  

 

2.3.2  P. pastoris membrane solubilisation  

 

SMA preparation 

The commercially available polymers (SMA 2000 and SZ25010 were provided as styrene 

maleic anhydride co-polymers and required to be converted to the styrene maleic acid by 

hydrolysis in sodium hydroxide by following previously published protocol (Rothnie, 2016). 

Briefly, a solution of each styrene maleic anhydride copolymers 10% (w/v) was dissolved in 1 

M sodium hydroxide, refluxed for 2 h and allowed to cool to room temperature. The polymers 

were precipitated by the addition of excess concentrated hydrochloric acid and washed 
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extensively with distilled water. Washed polymer was dissolved in 0.6 M sodium hydroxide to 

give a pH of 8, and freeze-dried. Styrene maleic acid co-polymer was stored at room 

temperature.  

 

10% of SMA 2000 and SZ25010 polymer stock was prepared by dissolving 10 g of polymer in 

80 ml of distilled water using magnetic stirrer and making the final volume of 100 ml. 

 

Detergent stock 

10% DDM stock was prepared by dissolving 2 g of DDM in 18 ml of distilled water using rotary 

shaker. 

 

Solubilisation buffer 

Tris buffer 

20 mM Tris-HCl, 150 mM sodium chloride, pH 8.0 

To make 1 L buffer, add 3.15 g of Tris-HCl and 8.76 g of sodium chloride  in 800 ml of dH2O. 

The solution was mixed and pH adjusted to 8.0 before making the final volume to 1 L 

 

HEPES buffer 

20 mM HEPES, 200 mM sodium chloride, 10% glycerol, pH 8.0 

To make 1 L buffer, add 4.76 g of HEPES, 11.68 g of sodium chloride and 100 ml of glycerol 

in to 700 ml of distilled water and mix well. Adjust pH using sodium hydroxide before making 

the final volume to 1 L.  
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PBS buffer 

1x PBS (137 mM sodium chloride, 2.7 mM potassium chloride, 10 mM sodium phosphate 

dibasic, potassium phosphate dibasic, pH 7.4), 150 mM sodium chloride, 10% glycerol  

For preparing 1 L buffer, prepare PBS solution and add 8.76 g of sodium chloride and 100 ml 

of glycerol in 800 ml of distilled water. Adjust pH to 7.4 before making the final volume to 1 L. 

1% DDM and 0.1% CHS were added just before use. 

 

SMA co-polymer solubilisation 

Yeast membrane was solubilised with either SMA 2000 or SZ25010 polymer. Recombinant 

CD81 expressing P. pastoris membranes, at the wet pellet of 160 mg/ml were diluted four fold 

with either Tris-HCl or HEPES buffer and incubated with 2.5% of the SMA polymer for 1 h at 

room temperature on mild agitation. Insoluble material was sediment by ultracentrifugation 

(100,000 × g, 20 min at 4 ◦C) to yield supernatant containing solubilised CD81.  

 

Detergent solubilisation 

Yeast membrane expressing CD81 was solubilised with DDM (n-dodecyl-ß-D-maltoside) with 

either HEPES buffer or PBS solubilisation buffer, where fresh 1% DDM and 0.1% cholesterol 

hemisuccinate were added. The membrane fraction was solubilised for 1 h at 4 °C on magnetic 

stirrer prior to ultracentrifugation (100,000 x g for 1 h at 4 °C) to collect supernatant containing 

solubilised CD81.  

 

2.4 CD81 purification 

2.4.1 SMALP-CD81 purification 

Ni+2 NTA resin and buffers 
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Optimised protocol, using the solubilised fraction from 20 ml membrane preparation. 10 ml 

Ni+2 NTA resin was used.  

Wash 1 – 500 ml of HEPES buffer supplemented with 20 mM imidazole. 

Wash 2- 200 ml of HEPES buffer supplemented with 40 mM imidazole 

Wash 3- 10 ml HEPES buffer supplemented with 60 mM imidazole 

Elution buffer – 30 ml of HEPES buffer supplemented with 300 mM imidazole 

 

Method: 

The solubilised fractions were incubated with Ni+2 NTA agarose resin (washed twice with water 

and once with Tris/NaCl buffer) overnight at 4°C with mild agitation. The solution was poured 

into a chromatography column and the flow-through was collected. Resin was washed with 50 

bed volume of 20 mM imidazole containing Tris/NaCl buffer, a second wash with 20 bed 

volume of 40 mM imidazole buffer and a final wash with 3 bed volume of 60 mM imidazole 

buffer.  The bound CD81 were eluted with 300 mM imidazole buffer in six fractions. The elution 

fractions were pooled, buffer exchange to Tris buffer (without imidazole) via dialysis or using 

a centrifuge concentrator (Vivaspin 10 kDa cut-off, Sartorius). The IMAC purified and buffer 

exchanged SMALP-CD81 sample was then concentrated using centrifuge concentrator 

(Vivaspin 20 kDa cut-off, Sartorius) up to 500 µl.  

 

Harvest SMALP-CD81 was further analysed and purified through size exclusion 

chromatography (SEC) using AKTA Pure system (GE Healthcare) using a Superdex increase 

200 10/300 GL SEC column.  

 

 



74 
 

2.4.2 DDM-CD81 purification  

Ni+2 NTA resin and buffers 

The solubilised fraction from 20 ml membrane preparation. 2 ml Ni+2 NTA agarose resin was 

used. Where critical micelle concentration (CMC) of DDM is 0.0087% (0.0087% = 1 times 

DDM CMC) 

Wash 1- 10 ml PBS buffer supplemented with 50 mM Imidazole and 0.1% DDM  

Wash 2- 10 ml PBS buffer supplemented with 100 mM Imidazole and 0.1% DDM 

Wash 3 - 10 ml PBS buffer supplemented with 150 mM imidazole and 0.1% DDM 

Wash 4 – 10 ml PBS buffer supplemented with 200 mM imidazole and 0.1% DDM 

Elution buffer- 10 ml PBS buffer supplemented with 300 mM imidazole and 0.1% DDM 

 

Method: 

The solubilised fractions were incubated with Ni+2 NTA agarose resin (washed twice with water 

and once with Tris/NaCl buffer) overnight at 4°C with mild agitation. The solution was poured 

into a chromatography column and the flow-through was collected. Resin was washed four 

times with 5 resin bed volume of 50 mM imidazole, 100 mM imidazole, 150 mM imidazole and 

200 mM imidazole respectively.  The bound CD81 were eluted with 300 mM imidazole buffer 

in five fractions. The elution fractions were pooled, buffer exchange to PBS buffer (with 0.1% 

DDM but without imidazole) and concentrated using a centrifuge concentrator (Vivaspin 75 

kDa cut-off, Sartorius) to typically achieve 500 µl of 3 mg/ml concentrated SMALP-CD81 

sample according to NanoDrop readings.  
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Harvest SMALP-CD81 was further analysed and purified through size exclusion 

chromatography (SEC) using AKTA Pure system (GE Healthcare) using a Superdex increase 

200 10/300 GL SEC column.  

 

2.4.3 Protein concentration analysis 

Bicinchoninic acid (BCA) protein assay 

Protein concentration was determined using 1 mg/ml bovine serum albumin (BSA) as standard 

in a sterile 96 well flat bottom plate. A standard curve was generated by plating BSA standard 

in triplicate wells at concentrations of 0, 0.2, 0.4, 0.6, 0.8 and 1.0 mg/ml making up a total to 

10 μl volume with PBS. Samples were plated in triplicate to a total volume of 10μl. 200μl BCA 

reagent (a 50:1 ratio (v/v) between BCA solution and 4% (w/v) copper II sulphate solution) 

was added to all triplicate wells of standards and samples. The plate was incubated at 37 °C 

for 30 min. Absorbance values were measured on a Biotek EL800 microplate reader using a 

570nm filter. A standard curve was generated to calculate the protein content of samples, 

expressed as mg/ml. 

 

Gel based protein concentration determination 

Purified CD81 concentration were determined using SDS gel based protein assay (Rothnie 

2016). BSA stock of 1 mg/ml was made and used to prepare a series of BSA concentrations: 

0.25, 0.5, 0.75, 1.0 and 1.25 mg/ml (making up a total 15 µl volume with dH2O). Two CD81 

test samples, containing 10 µl and 20 µl protein, were also prepared. Each BSA concentrations 

and test protein samples were mixed with 5 µl 5 × LSB buffer with reducing agent and loaded 

in to 12 % SDS-PAGE gel. The gel was stained with Coomassie blue stain and the band 

intensity was calculated with ImageJ software. A standard curve was created by plotting BSA 

intensity as a function of mass, from which the CD81 concentration were calculated.  
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2.4.4 SDS gel electrophoresis  

Buffers 

Laemmli sample buffer 

A 4x Laemmli buffer was prepared using 2.4 ml 1 M tris pH 6.8,  0.8 ml  SDS stock, 4 ml 

glycerol,  0.01% bromophenol blue, 1ml β-mercaptoethanol and 2.8 ml dH2O. All the reagent 

were mixed together and the solution was stored at room temperature. 

 

Running buffer  

10x SDS-Tris buffer from National Diagnostics was used containing 0.25 M tris, 1.92 M 

glycine, 1% SDS. 100 ml of the buffer was diluted with 900 ml distilled water. 
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Gel preparation 

 

12% separating gel 

Volume to  prepare 

gel (x2) 

Polyacrylamide 30% 4.5 ml 

Distilled water 3.6 ml 

1.5 M Tris-HCl pH 5.5 3 ml 

Sodium dodecyl sulfate (SDS) 

10% 

120 µl 

Tetramethyl ethylenediamine 

(TEMED) 

9 µl 

Ammonium persulphate (APS) 

20% 

40 µl 

 

Table 2.1: SDS-PAGE 12% separating gel reagents. 
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4% staking gel 

Volume to prepare 

gel (x2) 

Polyacrylamide 30% 0.7 ml 

Distilled water 3.1 ml 

0.5 M Tris-HCl pH 6.8 1.3 ml 

Sodium dodecyl sulfate (SDS) 

10% 

50 µl 

Tetramethyl ethylenediamine 

(TEMED) 

5 µl 

Ammonium persulphate (APS) 

20% 

20 µl 

 

Table 2.2: SDS-PAGE 4% stacking gel reagents.  

 

Method: 

Sodium dodecyl sulphate (SDS) polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis (PAGE) gels were 

prepared by making 12% separating gel, by mixing all the reagents stated in the Table 2.1, 

where TEMED was added last as it rapidly polymerises the gel solution. This was poured in 

the gel slide and topped with water. Once the gel had set, water was poured out and 4% 

stacking gel was added on top. The stacking gel was prepared by mixing all the reagents 

shown in the Table 2.2. A 10 well comb was inserted and then removed once the gel had set. 

 

Sodium dodecyl sulphate polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis (SDS-PAGE) was used to 

separate proteins from test samples according to their molecular weight. A 5 μl of 5x Laemmli 

sample buffer, with β-mercaptoethanol or without reducing agent, was mixed with 20 µl of test 
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sample. The samples were loaded in to the SDS-PAGE gels along with 5 µl of standard protein 

molecular weight marker (protometrics national diagnostics ladder - Fisher). 1 L of running 

buffer was added in the SDS tank prior to running of SDS-PAGE at 150 volts for ~1.5 h or until 

the dye reached the bottom of the gel.  

 

2.4.5 Western Blotting 

Buffers 

Western transfer buffer 

10x Tris buffer from National Diagnostics was used containing 0.25 M tris and 1.92 M glycine. 

100 ml of tris buffer and 200 ml of absolute methanol was mixed with 700 ml of distilled water. 

 

Phosphate buffered saline (PBS) 

The buffer was prepared by dissolving 10 PBS tablets (Fisher) in 1 L water 

 

Blocking buffer 

5% milk block was prepared by adding 2.5 g of milk powder (Marvel dried milk) in 50 ml PBS 

buffer.  

 

Wash buffer 

1 L of PBS buffer was prepared by dissolving 10 PBS tablets in 1 L distilled water. 2 ml of 

tween-20 (0.2%) was added to 1 L PBS.   
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Antibodies 

The antibodies shown in the Table 2.3 were used for the western blot analysis. 

 

Primary Antibody Dilution 

Anti-CD81`2s131 (Produced in-house; Grove et al. 

2017) 

1: 100 

Mouse Anti-His antibody (Cell Signalling 

Technology) 

1:5000 

Rabbit Anti-FLAG® antibody  (Sigma-Aldrich) 

       

     

1:5000 

Secondary Antibody   

Anti-rabbit HRP-linked Antibody (Cell Signalling 

Technology)      

      

1: 2000 

Anti-mouse HRP-conjugated IgG  (Sigma-Aldrich) 1: 2000 

 

Table 2.3: Primary and secondary antibodies used in Western blot analysis. Primary 
antibodies were used to identify CD81 EC2 epitope, C-terminus His6 tag or N-terminus FLAG 
tag. Secondary antibody was bound to primary to produce chemiluminescent signal through 
HRP molecules.  

 

 

Method: 

Following SDS-PAGE, immunoblot (western blot) was performed by transferring the proteins 

to PVDF membrane (Polyvinylidene Difluoride membrane, 0.2 µm, ThermoFisher Scientific; 

activated by 5 min of 10 ml methanol soak).  
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 Four fibre pads, four filter papers (Whatman 3 mm chromatography paper) were soaked in 

western transfer buffer. Next, using a colour coded cassette (Bio-Rad) a transfer insert was 

prepared by placing two fibre pads on the black side of the cassette and two filter papers on 

top. The SDS gel was carefully placed on top of the filter paper and covered with two more 

filter papers and fibre pads. The cassette was closed and locked and inserted into a colour 

coded electrophoretic western blotting cell.   The blotting cell and a Bio-ice cooling unit were 

placed in to a Bio-Rad PROTEAN 3 tank. Around 1 L of the western transfer buffer was added 

and ran for 100 V for 1 h.  

 

The PVDF membrane was removed and placed in a container containing 50 ml of blocking 

buffer and incubated for 1 h at room temperature with gentle shaking. The membrane was 

washes three times for 15 min with PBST buffer and stained with primary antibody and 

incubated at room temperature for 1 h. The membrane was rinsed three times for 15 min with 

PBST buffer and further stained with horse radish peroxidase (HRP) conjugated secondary 

antibody (prepared in blocking buffer) for 1 h. The membrane was washed 5 times for 25 min.  

4 ml of EZ-ECL Enhanced Chemiluminescence Detection Kit for HRP (Biological Industries) 

was poured on the membrane and protein bands were visualised with Gene-box (Syngene).  

 

2.5 CD81 biophysical analysis 

2.5.1 Circular Dichroism  

For circular dichroism (CD) analysis, the purified protein was buffer exchanged into 20 mM 

sodium phosphate buffer for CD81-SMALP. Sodium phosphate buffer was supplemented with 

0.1% DDM and 0.01% cholesterol hemisuccinate for CD81-DDM purified protein. Data was 

collected between 260 and 180 nm (far-UV wavelength region) at 0.2 nm intervals at 20°C 

using a Jasco J-1500 CD spectrometer. A 1 mm path length quartz cuvette (Starna UK) 

containing 200 µl of CD81-SMALP (0.05mg/ml) or CD81-DDM (0.09mg/ml) was used for each 
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analysis and 18 technical replicates were performed for each sample. For thermal melt 

analysis, temperature was increased from 25 - 90°C, with increments of 5°C. Structural CD 

data analysis was performed using Dichroweb (Whitmore and Wallace, 2004, Whitmore and 

Wallace, 2008) using CDSSTR, Contin-LL and Selcon3 algorithms (Sreerama and Woody, 

2000). For thermal melt analysis, 1 mm path length cuvette was used containing 200 µl of 

CD81 samples were used in sodium phosphate buffer. Each spectrum was collected with the 

data pitch of 0.1 nm. 18 technical replicate scans were taken at each temperature point for 

thermal melt assay.  

 

2.5.2 ELISA 

Enzyme linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA) was performed to detect CD81 binding with a 

functionally relevant antibody and to perform receptor ligand binding.  

 

Anti-CD81 ELISA 

For anti-CD81 binding ELISA, 50 µl of purified protein (100µg/ml) were added to a 96-well 

plate (Immulon II ELISA plate Bunc) in triplicate and incubated overnight at 4 °C. Unbound 

protein was removed by washing three times with PBS (200 µl/well). Plates were blocked with 

100 µl of 2%(w/v) BSA in PBS per well for 20 min at room temperature to reduce any 

nonspecific binding and washed three times with PBS. Samples were incubated with 50 µl 

primary anti-CD81 antibodies 1s337, 1s135 or 2s337, diluted 1:2 in PBS-Tween (0.05% v/v). 

After three PBS washes (200 µl/well), samples were incubated with HRP-conjugated anti-

mouse secondary antibody (Sigma-Aldrich) at a dilution 1: 1000 in PBS-Tween for 1 h at room 

temperature.  Three final washes were performed (200 µl/well) followed by the addition of 

SIGMAFAST™ OPD Tablets solution (Sigma-Aldrich) (100 μl/well) and incubated for 15 to 20 

min at room temperature. The stop reagent (1 M sulfuric acid from Sigma-Aldrich – 100 µl/well) 
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was used, once the solution started changing colour from colourless to pale orange. The 

absorbance was measured on a Fusion plate reader (Perkin-Elmer) at 450 nm. 

 

Receptor-ligand (CD81-E2)  ELISA  

An ELISA was also used to measure binding of HCV E2 glycoprotein to CD81. CD81 protein 

samples were bound to plates, blocked and washed as described above. Following this 

samples were incubated with 50 µl of 85 µg/ml purified streptavidin-tagged E2 protein for 1 h 

at room temperature incubation before three PBS washes. 50 µl primary anti-strep antibody 

(Progen #910STR) diluted 1:5000 in PBST and incubated at room temperature for 1 h with 

gentle shaking.  After three PBS washes (200 µl/well), samples were incubated with HRP-

conjugated anti-mouse secondary antibody (Sigma-Aldrich) at a dilution 1: 1000 in PBST.  

Wells were washed and developed as described above. 

 

2.5.3 Dynamic light scattering  

50 µl of CD81-SMALP (0.05mg/ml) or CD81-DDM (0.09mg/ml) were used for the DLS 

measurement. The data was collected using a Malvern Instruments ZetasizerNano S (633 

nm). Measurements were taken in disposable ultra-micro UV cuvettes (BrandTech Scientific) 

at 20 °C with 300 s equilibration time, where automated parameters were used. Each 

measurement was repeated seven times.   

 

2.5.4 Protein aggregation assay 

The aggregation of purified protein following heating at a range of temperatures from 20 °C to 

90 °C was assayed. 100 µl of purified protein samples (30 µg /ml) were heated for 10 min at 

selected temperature points followed by centrifugation at 10,000 g for 10 min to remove 

aggregation. Supernatant was collected and 20 µl sample from each were loaded on 12% 

SDS-PAGE gel following staining with Coomassie stain. The gel bands were analysed by 



84 
 

densitometry and amount of remaining protein in each temperature treatment was normalised 

with the 4 °C temperature treatment reading. 

 

2.5.5 Preparation of lipid only SMALPs 

The lipid only SMALPs was prepared using 15 mg of DMPC (1,2-dimyristoyl-sn-glycero-3-

phosphocholine) lipids from Sigma. Lipids were dissolved in 2:1 chloroform-methanol, rapid 

dried using nitrogen and placed under the vacuum for at least 1 h at room temperature. The 

lipid film was resuspended in sodium phosphate buffer to form a 2% (w/v) suspension. 2.5% 

(w/v) SMA 2000 polymer was added at a 1:1 ratio to solubilise lipids into SMALPs, the milky 

lipid suspension spontaneously clarifies indicating solubilisation. Excess polymer was 

removed by size exchange chromatography (SEC) using AKTA Pure unit (GE Healthcare) 

connected to Superdex 200 30/10 increase column (GE Healthcare).  

 

2.6 Pichia pastoris protoplast generation 

Buffers and reagent 

SED buffer 

1 M sorbitol; 25 mM EDTA; 50 mM  DTT 

To make 500 ml buffer, add 91 g of sorbitol, 7.3 g EDTA and 3.85 g of DTT (just before use). 

Dissolve in 400 ml of dH20 and make up the total volume of 500 ml.  

 

CG buffer 

20 mM trisodium citrate, 10% glycerol, pH 5.8, Protease inhibitor tablet 

To make 500 ml buffer, add 2.9 g of trisodium citrate, 50 ml glycerol. Adjust pH and add 

protease inhibitor tablet just before use (1 tablet per 50 ml buffer). 
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Zymolase 

Zymolase 20 T (Amsbio, UK). Resuspended in water at 200 U/ml and stored at -20 °C. 

 

Method: 

A 24 g of Pichia pastoris cell pellet was taken forward to prepare protoplast. Wash the pellet 

in 400 ml of dH20 and centrifuged for 5 min at 5000 g. Supernatant discarded and pellet 

washed with 400 ml of SED buffer. Discard supernatant again and pellet was washed with 1 

M sorbitol.  The pellet was Resuspended in 300 ml of CG buffer and 1 ml of 500 U/ml Zymolase 

stock solution was added and incubated at room temperature for 15 min with gentle shaking. 

Protoplast was harvested by soft centrifugation for 5 min at 750 g. The protoplast pellet was 

gently Resuspended in 150 ml of solubilisation buffer and taken forward for the SMA 

solubilisation.  

 

2.7 CD81 microscopy analysis 

2.7.1 Negative staining EM to visualise SMALP-CD81 nanodiscs 

Uranyl acetate solution 

2% uranyl acetate solution was prepared. For 50 ml solution, 1 g of uranyl acetate was 

dissolved in 40 ml of distilled water, pH adjusted to 4.2 and the final volume was made up to 

50 ml. The solution was covered with foil and stirred overnight.   

 

To visualise SEC purified SMALP-CD81 nanodiscs 

The samples SEC purified SMALP-CD81 elution peaks and DMPC-CD81 nanodiscs were 

visualised through negative staining to identify isolated SMA lipid particles. The EM grids 

(copper grid with a formvar-carbon support film from Agar Scientific) were glow discharged for 
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2 min to distribute negative charge on the surface before for sample adsorption. 10 µl of 

sample drop was placed on each grid and incubated for 2 min at room temperature. Excess 

solution was blotted off and grids were washed three times with distilled water before gently 

drying using Whatman filter paper (Agar Scientific). 3 µl drop of uranyl acetate stain was 

placed on each grid and incubated for 4 min following three washed with distilled water. The 

grids were visualisation using JEOL 2100Plus super high resolution TEM-STEM at room 

temperature. The images were acquired at 60000x by Dr Saskia Bakker at Cryo-EM facility at 

the University of Warwick.  

 

Negative staining with Ni-NTA-Gold nanoparticle 

For the Ni+2-NTA conjugated 5 nm gold particle (purchased from Nanoprobes) binding to the 

His6 tagged CD81, SEC purified SMAL-CD81 peaks and SMALP-DMPC samples were used 

and visualised through negative staining EM. 10 µl of each sample was incubated on the glow 

discharged EM grids for 2 min at room temperature following three washes with distilled water. 

The grids were then placed upside down on a droplet of (10 µl) of 0.5 µM Ni+2-NTA-Gold 

particles for 30 min at room temperature. Excess solution was blotted off, washed with buffer 

three times and with distilled water three times. Samples were stained with 3 µl of uranyl 

acetate for 4 min following three distilled water washes. The grids were visualisation using 

JEOL 2100Plus super high resolution TEM-STEM at room temperature. The images were 

acquired at 60000x by Dr Saskia Bakker at Cryo-EM facility at the University of Warwick.  

 

2.7.2 Confocal microscopy 

Cells were grown in the microscopy compatible tissue culture dishes (Greiner cell view plates 

from VWR). The media was aspirated and washed twice with ice-cold PBS and cells were 

fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde (in PBS) for 15 min at 37 °C. Cells were washed three times 

with PBS and  incubated with 20% FBS for 1 h at room temperature. CD81 protein on the cells 
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were labelled with anti-CD81 antibody (2s131) as primary antibody at 1:700 dilution in 20% 

FBS (in PBS) incubated for 12 h  at 4 °C. Cells were washed with PBS three time before 

labelling with Alexa Fluor 488-conjugated secondary antibody (Sigma) for 1 h at room 

temperature. Excess antibody was removed by washing cells five times with PBS and washed 

once with DAPI diluted 1:100 (in PBS) for 3 min. Cells were further washed once with PBS. 

Nuclei were counterstain using Prolong Gold medium containing DAPI (20 µl). Cover slip was 

placed and live cells were visualised with a confocal laser scanning microscope SP5 TCS II 

MP by Leica (using ARCHA advanced imaging facility at Aston University, images taken by 

Charlie Clarke-Bland). 

  

2.7.3 Electron microscopy  

Cell processing for electron microscopy 

Fixation 

Cells were harvested through scraping and subsequent centrifugation (to obtain at least 1 mm 

size pellet). Cells were fixed using 2% EM grade glutaraldehyde (8% stock from Polysciences) 

for 1 h with 1 ml solution volume at room temperature. Cells were washed three times with 

PBS and once with dH20 before dehydration step.  

 

Dehydration 

After fixing, the cells were dehydrated to achieve 100% dehydration. Starting from 10% 

dehydration, 1 ml of 10% ethanol was mixed with the cell pellet and incubated for 15 mins 

before harvesting the cells by centrifugation. Repeat this step six times with 10% ethanol 

concentration increments to achieve 70% dehydration. Cell pellet was stored in 100 µl PBS at 

4 °C before taking to Warwick University to perform 100% dehydration using ethanol and then 

into acetone for 20 mins. 
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Resin preparation and Embedding 

Epoxy resin was prepared using both araldite (Araldite 502) and epon resin (Embed812). 

Resin were prepared by Ian Hands-Portman at Warwick University. Briefly, 12.5 ml Embed 

812 and 7.2 ml Araldite 502, 27 ml DDSA and 1.3 ml BDMA were heated separately at 65 °C 

for 12 h followed by combining first three reagents and then BDMA was added. The 1:1 epoxy 

resin and acetone were incubated for 1 h. The diluted resin was replaced with 100% resin by 

curing (heating to 40 °C). The resin was then infiltrated into the sample overnight (~ 15 h) in a 

vacuum oven.  

 

Sectioning on ultramicrotome (performed at Warwick University) 

After embedding and curing the cells in the resin, the sample block was securely fastened 

onto the ultramicrotome holder. The stereomicroscope lenses over the microtome were 

adjusted to the lowest magnification and lighting were set to focus on the sample. A diamond 

knife was inserted in the knife holder for precise sample sectioning. Automated sectioning was 

selected to obtain ~100 nm sections, where the sectioning was performed at low speeds to 

produce thin sections. The sections were collected onto copper grids (copper EM grid with a 

formvar-carbon support film from Agar Scientific) and dried before placing the grid in a grid 

storage box. 

 

Immunolabelling the cell sections with gold labelled anti-CD81 antibodies 

The cell sections were labelled with two anti-CD81 antibodies: anti-CD81 2s131 conjugated 

with 15 nm gold particle (stock concentration 170 µg/ml), and anti-CD81 1s337 conjugated 

with 6 nm gold particle (stock concentration 70 µg/ml). The two custom conjugated antibodies 

were generated by Generon UK. The grid containing cell sections were blocked with 1% BSA 

in PBST for 30 min and rinsed twice with PBS. The grids were them incubated with 2 µg/ ml 
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of both 2s131 and 1s337 antibodies for 1 h at room temperature in 1% BSA/PBST, followed 

by three PBS washes and heavy metal staining.   

 

Uranyl acetate staining 

The EM grid was stained with 3 µl of 2% uranyl acetate for 10 min and washed three times 

with distilled water. The grid were stored in labelled grid box for long term storage. 
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Steps 

 
Solution 

 
Time 

 
Notes 

 
Primary fixation 

 
2% glutaraldehyde 

 
1 h 

 
Rinse in phosphate 

buffer 

 
Post-fixation 

 
1% osmium 

tetroxide 

 
1-2 h 

 
Rinse in phosphate 

buffer 

 
Dehydration 

 
10% ethanol 

 
15 min 

 
Repeat once 

 
Dehydration 

 
Up to 70% ethanol 

(at 10% 
increments) 

 
15 min 

 
Repeat once 

 
Dehydration 

 
100% acetone 

 
20 min 

 
Repeat once 

 
Prepare epoxy 

resin 

12.5 ml embed 812 
7.5 ml araldite 502 

27  ml DDSA 
1.3 ml BDMA 

 
24 h 

Heat the 
component 

separately at 65 °C 

overnight before 
mixing 

 
Embedding 

 
Epoxy resin 

 
24 h 

HEK 293T and 
Huh-7 cells resin 

embedding 

 
Sectioning 

 
Microtome 

 Samples cut to 60 
to 100 nm 

 
Grid preparation 

 
Glow discharge 

copper grid 

3 min To obtain negative 
charge on the grids 

 
Block 

 
1% BSA in PBS 

 
20 min 

 
Rinse in PBS 

 
Labelling 

 
15 nm gold labelled 

2s131 
6 nm gold labelled 

1s337 
1% tween 

 
1 h 

 
Combined antibody 

stocks at 2 µg/ml 
(diluted in PBS) 

 
Wash 

 
PBS 

 
10 min 

 
Rinse three times 

 
Staining 

 

 
2% uranyl acetate 

 
10 min 

 
Rinse twice in 

water 

 

Table 2.4: List of some of the crucial cell processing steps performed to prepare cell 

sections for TEM visualisation 
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Image acquisition 

The grids were visualised using JEOL 2100Plus super high resolution TEM-STEM fitted with 

Gatan OneView IS camera at room temperature. The images were acquired at 30000x by Ian 

Hands-Portman at Cryo-EM facility at the University of Warwick. 

 

2.8 LCP crystallisation trial of SMALP-CD81  

The crystallisation trials were performed at the University of Warwick in collaboration with Prof 

Alex Cameron. The two lipid cubic phase (LCP) crystallisation screens were used for 

crystallisation attempt,  MemGold and MemGoldMeso (Molecular Dimensions). The screens 

encompassed 96 crystallisation conditions each, containing various combinations of pH range, 

polyethylene glycol (PEG) concentrations and salt additives based on previous successful 

membrane protein crystallisation conditions.  The crystals trays were set up using Mosquito 

LCP robot (TTP Labtech), where 50 nl of the LCP suspension and 800 nl of the screen solution 

were dispensed robotically on the 96 well glass plates (Molecular Dimensions).  

 

2.9 Mammalian cells to study CD81 

2.9.1 Mammalian cell growth  

Cell reviving 

Defrost the cryo vial rapidly from the liquid nitrogen storage. Prepare T125 flask by adding 5 

ml of the media. Spray the cryo vial with 70% ethanol and warm the frozen cells by hands. 

Transfer the content of the vial into the flask slowly (drop-by-drop). Incubate at 37 °C in 5% 

CO2. It will take around 4 days to reach cell confluency of 80%. Standard cell culture protocol 

was followed to grow and passage cells.  
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Cell passage 

Warm media, PBS and trysin in 37 °C incubator. For HEK cells passage: tap the flask gently 

to dislodge cells from the flask surface. Centrifuge at 5000 rpm for 5 min to obtain cell pellet. 

Resuspend cells in fresh media. Divide cells 1:5 (for passage after 3 days) or 1:10 (for passage 

after 3 days) into new flasks by making up the total volume of 15 ml in each flask. 

 

For Huh 7 and HepG2 cells, trypsin was used to dislodge the cells from the surface. Remove 

the media from  the flask and cells were rinsed with 10 ml tissue culture grade PBS. A 2 ml 

trypsin (Merck) was added and incubated for 5 min at 37 °C. A 10 ml of media was added, 

cells were washed off from the bottom of the flask and centrifuged to spin down the cells. Cell 

pellet was harvested or resuspended with 10 ml of fresh media and divided 1:5 (for 2 days 

growth) or 1:10 (for 3 days) growth in new flasks, where each flask has the total volume of 15 

ml. 

 

For endogenous CD81 detection in HEK293 S and T cells, western blots analysis were 

performed. Cells were grown as an adherent monolayer in T75 flasks containing 15 ml DMEM 

medium at 37 °C until 80% confluent. Cells were harvested through scraping, washed with 

phosphate buffer, lysed and ultra-centrifuged to obtain membrane only fractions. HEK 293S 

and T membranes were then incubated with 2.5 % SMA polymer solution for 1 h at room 

temperature and soluble (supernatant) and insoluble (pellet) fractions were separated through 

ultracentrifugation. Solubilisation efficiency was tested through western blot analysis where 

CD81 protein was detected through anti-CD81 (2s131) antibody staining. 
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Cell count 

Before dividing cells into new flask, cell concentration were counted using hemocytometer. A 

90 µl of cell suspension was taken in an Eppendorf tube and 10 µl of trypan blue was added 

and mixed well, where 10 µl of the suspension was loaded in the hemocytometer and number 

of cells per ml was calculated.  

 

Cryo-preserve mammalian cells 

The harvested cells were cryo freezed  in 90% FBS and 10% DMSO  . The cell pellet was 

resuspened in 1 ml of the freezing media in the sterile cryo-vial, which was placed in -80 °C 

freezer for 2 h and then in liquid nitrogen for long term storage.  

 

 

2.9.1 Preparation of whole cell lysate (WCL) 

1x Triton X-100 lysis buffer 

1% Triton X-100, 10 mM Tris pH 7.5, 150 mM sodium chloride, 1 mM EDTA and 0.02% sodium 

azide. 

For preparing 500 ml of the lysis buffer, 5 ml of Triton X-100, 5 ml of 1 M Tris, 15 ml of 5 M 

sodium chloride, 1 ml of 0.5 M EDTA stock and 0.1 g of sodium azide were mixed with 400 ml 

of dH2O and total volume was made upto 500 ml. Buffer was stored at 4 °C. 

 

Citrate saline buffer 

1.35 M potassium chloride and 0.15 M sodium citrate   
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Made 200 ml of 10x stock.  Added 20.12 g of potassium chloride and 6.42 g of sodium citrate 

and dissolve in 150 ml of dH2O. The total volume was then made up to 200 ml. The solution 

was filter sterilised and diluted 10 folds before use.  

 

Method: 

The old media was aspirated from the flask and cells were washed with 4 ml of PBS. 

Mammalian cells were scrapped off from each well and transferred to 1.5 ml Eppendorf tubes 

on ice. Cells were spun down at 5000 rpm for 3 min and supernatant was aspirated out. The 

tubes containing cell pellet were placed on ice for at least 2 min to chill. During the spin, 1 ml 

of 1% triton X-100 lysis buffer was taken in 1.5 ml Eppendorf tube and 10 µl of 100x protease 

inhibitor cocktail (Sigma) was added and vortexed. Cells were lysed by adding 150 µl of the 

ice-cold 1% Triton X-100 lysis buffer and vortexing for two  lots of 10 sec. Cells in lysis buffer 

were incubated on ice for 30 min before centrifuging at 14,000 rpm for 10 min at 4 °C to pellet 

down nuclei and other soluble material. Supernatant was collected and stored at -20 °C. 

 

2.9.2 Membrane preparation (for HEK and Huh-7 cells) 

 Homogenisation buffer 

10 mM Tris HCl; 250 mM Sucrose; 1 mM EDTA; protease inhibitor tablet (Sigma); pH 7.4 

To make I L buffer, add 85.5 g of sucrose, 1.57 g of Tris-HCl and 0.29 g of the EDTA dissolve 

in 800 ml of dH2O and make up the total volume to 1 L. Stored at 4 °C. 

 

Buffer-A 

20 mM HEPES, 50 mM sodium chloride, 10% glycerol, pH 7.0 
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For preparing 1 L of buffer A, 4.76 g of HEPES, 2.92 g of sodium chloride and 100 ml of 

glycerol were dissolved in 800 ml of dH2O. pH was adjusted with sodium hydroxide and the 

total volume was made up to 1 L.  

 

Method: 

The harvested cell pellet was washed in ice-cold PBS twice. Supernatant discarded and 5 ml 

of homogenisation buffer added per T75 cell pellet. The cells were lysed by titrating through 

fine needle twenty times before spinning at 4000 rpm to pellet down debris. Supernatant was 

spun at 45,000 rpm for 1 h to collect membrane only fraction in the pellet. The pellet was then 

weighted and resuspended to a suitable buffer-A volume to obtain wet pellet concentration of 

80 mg/ml. 

 

2.9.3 Mammalian membrane solubilisation 

SMA solubilisation 

For CD81 solubilisation, a 500 µl of 80 mg/ml of membrane preparation was taken in which 

13.125 mg of SMA 2000 or SZ25010 polymer and 11.8 µl of buffer A was added and incubated 

at room temperature for 1 h shaking. The membrane suspension was then ultracentrifuged 

(45,000 rpm for 1 h) to separate soluble fraction (supernatant) from the insoluble pellet.  

 

Detergent solubilisation  

The 500 µl of membrane preparation at 80 mg/ml was solubilised with 55 µl of either 10% 

DDM only stock or 10% DDM with 1% CHS stock to obtain final concentration of 1% DDM and 

0.1% CHS. The membrane suspension was incubated at 4 °C for 1 h before ultracentrifugation 

(100,000 x g for 1 h) to harvest supernatant containing solubilised proteins.  
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2.10 Transient transfection of recombinant CD81 

2.10.1  E-coli transformation 

Luria-Bertani (LB) broth and LB agar 

For 1 L media, 20 g of LB was dissolved completely into water and autoclave.  For preparing 

LB agar 20 g/L LB and 15 g/L agar was dissolved completely in water and autoclaved 

.Ampicillin antibiotic added fresh after cooling the media to ~40 °C before pouring media into 

sterile petri dishes.  

 

Ampicillin antibiotic 

Stock solution at 100 mg/ml was prepared and stored at -20 °C. Working solution of 100 µg/ml 

used. 

 

Method: 

The transformation of XL-Gold Ultracompetent E-coli cells were performed with pEF6.A 

plasmid DNA to produced four differently transformed groups: pEF6.A containing no CD81 

gene; pEF6.A containing wild type CD81; pEF6.A containing four cysteine residue mutated 

CD81; and pEF6.A containing all cysteine residue mutated CD81.  

 

Before transformation, LB agar plates were placed in the incubator to evaporate any 

condensation and water bath was turned on and set to 42 °C. One tube of XL-Gold 

Ultracompetent E-coli cells was thawed on ice and an empty 1.5 ml of Eppendorf tube was 

placed on ice to chill. 1 µl of 1 µg/µl of relevant DNA was added into Eppendorf tube containing 

50 µl of XL-10 Gold Ultracompetent E-coli culture. The tube was incubated on ice for 30 min 
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(maximum) following heat shock treatment for 45 s at 42 °C. The tube was placed back on ice 

for 2 min incubation following the addition of 1 ml LB broth (without Ampicillin) and incubation 

at 37 °C for 1 h shaking. The cell suspension was centrifuged at 5000 rpm for 5 min to collect 

the cell pellet. The cells were resuspend in 50 µl of LB broth and plated out on LB agar plates 

(containing Ampicillin). The plates were Incubate for 16 h at 37 °C to obtain single colonies of 

transformed cells. A single colony was picked on the next day and inoculated in 10 ml of LB 

broth containing 10 µl Ampicillin in 50 ml Falcon tube for 16 h incubation at 37 °C. The seed 

culture was used to grow either 100 ml or 500 ml of E-coli cultures for the cell harvest and 

DNA preparation 

 

DNA preparation 

Mini and/or Maxi preparation was performed using QIAGEN® Plasmid Mini and Maxi Kits 

(following manufacturer’s protocol) to collect plasmid DNA for future transfection work. 

 

2.10.2  PEI transfection  

PEI solution 

Using a plastic Pasteur pipette, 0.1 g of PEI solution (from Sigma Aldrich) was taken into a 

beaker containing 80 ml of dH2O. Mixed well until the PEI dissolved completely. The pH was 

adjusted to 7.0 using hydrochloric acid. The total volume was made up to 100 ml and filter 

sterilised in the tissue culture hood using 0.22 µm syringe filter (Fisher Scientific). The PEI 

stock solution was stored at 4°C.  
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Method (for 6-well plates): 

On the day before transfection, 5 x 105 cells in 2 ml complete DMEM media were plated out 

in a 6-well plate. Next day, 100 µl of Opti-Mem serum free medium  (Thermofisher) was taken 

into 1.5 ml Eppendorf tubes. 2 µg of DNA was added and mixed by flicking the tubes. 8 µl of 

PEI stock solution was added in the tube and mixed by gently vortexing. Incubate for 10 min 

at room temperature before slowly adding the DNA/PEI complex to the cells with gently mixing. 

Cells were incubated for 48 h at 37°C before harvest.  

 

2.10.3 Lipofectamine (for 6-well plates) 

Lipofectamine™ LTX Reagent with PLUS™ Reagent from Thermofisher Scientific was used.  

On the day before transfection, cells were grown in 2 ml DMEM media to reach 1 million cells 

per ml on the day of transfection.    Two Eppendorf tubes were prepared per transfection.  In 

one tubes 150 µl of Opti-Mem medium and 7.5 µl of lipofectamine reagent was added, gently 

mixed and incubated for 5 min.  In the second tube  1 µg DNA and 14 µg PLUS reagent were 

diluted with 700 µl of Opti-Mem, which was mixed gently and incubated for 5 min at room 

temperature. The DNA suspension was added into the lipofectamine reagent solution and 

mixed gently before incubating for 5 min at room temperature. Add drop-by-drop of the DNA 

and lipofectamine suspension into the cells. Incubate cells for 48 h at 37 °C before harvest. 
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Chapter 3 

 Recombinant hCD81 solubilisation from Pichia pastoris using SMA 2000  

co- polymer 

 

Membrane proteins (MP) are crucial players in several biological processes, such as signal 

transduction, ion transport and electron transfer to name a few. In order to understand how 

they work, to comprehend their role in cell biology and to perform in depth structural analysis, 

it is essential to solubilise and purify MP to fully characterise them. Membrane proteins, such 

as tetraspanin CD81, are notoriously difficult to study as they are present in low levels and 

require detergents to keep them soluble in an aqueous solution (Homsi et al., 2014). In this 

chapter, recombinant tetraspanin CD81 MP was overexpressed in Pichia pastoris cells and 

attempts were made to solubilise it in SMALPs using SMA co-polymers to aid future 

biophysical, structural and lipidomic studies.  

 

Two different types of SMA co-polymers were used, in this chapter, to solubilise CD81 from 

the P. pastoris membranes. These were SMA 2000 and SZ25010 polymers: SMA 2000 

polymer has an average molecular weight of 7.5 kDa, consisting of 33% maleic acid subunits, 

while SZ25010 polymer is 10 kDa in size and consists of 25% maleic acid content (Morrison 

et al., 2016).  The polymer spontaneously inserts into biological membranes and forms small 

nanodiscs (~10 nm in size) of lipid bilayer that are surrounded by the polymer, therefore, 

extracting MP in their surrounding lipoprotein environment.  The small size of these nanodiscs, 

containing the protein of interest, can then be purified, whist retaining the lipid environment 

(Gulati et al., 2014, Dorr et al., 2015).  

 

P. pastoris is a methylotrophic yeast that is widely used as an eukaryotic expression system 

for the production of recombinant membrane proteins for scientific research and development 
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(Jamshad et al., 2006).  The increasing popularity of the P. pastoris expression system is 

attributed to its ease of growth compared to other higher eukaryotes as these cells can be 

grown on a large scale (using shake flasks and bioreactors) in simple medium. The yields can 

reach around 100 g of cell pellet from 1 L of the culture growth medium, corresponding to an 

optical density reading reaching greater than 500 OD600 units/ml (Byme, 2015).  Another major 

advantage of using P. pastoris is that it provides tightly controlled methanol-inducible 

transgene expression, where heterologous membrane protein expression will take place in 

the presence of an inducer.  

 

In this study, the P. pastoris X-33 strain was utilised to produce CD81 under tight regulation 

using the alcohol oxidase-1 (AOX1) promoter in the pPICZB vector. Expression of 

recombinant CD81 relies on the expression driven by the AOX1 promoter, which is supressed 

in the presence of glycerol that is added in the growth medium as a preferred carbon source 

for cell growth as well as a repressor of AOX1 transcription. Addition of methanol triggers the 

expression of the promoter gene, which in turn initiates the transcription and expression of the 

recombinant CD81 gene. 

 

To overexpress CD81 protein, a previously-established P. pastoris construct was used by 

Jamshed et al. 2008. Briefly, the coding sequence of the protein was tagged at the 3´ end (C-

terminus of the corresponding protein) with a hexa-histidine tag and cloned in the  P. pastoris 

expression vector pPICZB downstream of an AOX1 promoter sequence at the EcoR1 and 

XhoI restriction sites. To avoid potential CD81 aggregation after solubilisation, palmitoylation 

sites were eliminated by conserved point mutation. Six intracellular cysteines at residue 

numbers 7, 10, 81, 90, 228 and 229 were mutated to alanine (schematic of the construct is 

shown in Figure 3.1), where these variations in CD81 palmitoylation  null (CD81 p-null) 

sequence had been demonstrated to not affect the overall function and stability of CD81 
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(Berditchevski and Odintsova, 1999). An additional N-terminal serine in the coding sequence 

was added due to a cloning artefact at the restriction site.   

 

 

 

Figure 3.1: Schematic representation of recombinant hCD81 protein used in this 
project.  Possible palmitoylation sites (intracellular cysteine residues) at sequence position 7, 
10, 81, 90, 227 and 228 are mutated to alanine to prevent protein cross-linking (represented 
with white circles). Two extracellular loops are shown, the small extracellular loop (EC1) and 
the large extracellular loop (EC2), where EC2 contains conserved CCG motif that is important 
for disulphide bridge formation. The C-terminus contains His6 for ease of purification (shown 
in a light blue rectangular box). Image created using Biorender. 
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Figure 3.2: Wild type CD81 protein sequence and recombinant sequence in pPICZB 
plasmid. The wild type sequence shown in black letters, while p-null sequence is shown in 
blue letters. The mutated palmitoylation sites (six Cys residues at 7, 10, 81, 90, 228 and 229 
are mutated to Ala) are indicated in pink boxes in the recombinant sequence, where an 
additional N-terminal Ser is also indicated in pink box. The C-terminus site contain hexa his-
tag (shown in blue box) for protein identification in western blots. Four transmembrane helices 
sequences are highlighted in the wild type sequence.  
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3.1 Recombinant CD81 expression in Pichia pastoris membranes 

Full-length recombinant CD81 has previously been produced in milligram quantities using P. 

pastoris  (Jamshad et al., 2008).  To confirm CD81 expression and to generate large cell 

biomass for subsequent studies, large scale growth was performed using shake flasks. 

 

 For P. pastoris growth, a 5 ml in seed culture was inoculated in a shake flask containing 200 

ml BMGY media and grown for 24 h. Optical density was measured after every 1 h for 6 h to 

monitor the increase in cell density, as shown in the Figure 3.3. The data show that after an 

initial lag phase of approximately 1.5 h, exponential growth of P. pastoris cells was achieved, 

with a predicted doubling time of 2 h.  

 

 

Figure 3.3: P. pastoris growth in glycerol medium. Large scale P. pastoris growth in BMGY 
medium was performed to increase cell biomass and repress CD81 gene expression. A single 
recombinant P. pastoris colony was inoculated in 50 ml of BMGY medium and grown for 24 h 
or until the OD600 reached 1.0, as a seed culture. Next, 5 ml of the seed culture was added to 
shake flasks containing 200 ml BMGY medium at a starting OD600 of 0.1. Flasks were 
incubated at 30 °C and 230 rpm for 24 h growth, where optical density at 600 nm were taken 
during the first 6 h of growth at 1 h intervals. Data analysed using GraphPad Prism. N=3. 
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After overnight growth, cells were pelleted from the BMGY medium, resuspended in 500 ml 

BMMY medium and cultured for 24 h to induce CD81 gene transcription. Figure 3.4 shows 

culture optical density analysis in BMMY medium, which indicates a  much slower doubling 

time compared to the cell growth in glycerol (BMGY) medium. This was expected as methanol 

is not ideal for cell growth; it was added to activate the AOX1 promoter that would induce 

CD81 expression.  

 

 

Figure 3.4: Pichia pastoris growth in methanol medium. Large scale P. pastoris growth 
was performed in methanol containing BMMY medium to induce CD81 gene expression. Cells 
were pelleted from the glycerol medium via centrifugation, resuspended in methanol medium 
(BMMY) and cultured for 24 h to aid CD81 protein expression at the membrane. OD600 
readings were taken immediately after cell inoculation in BMMY media and for the first 6 h 
growth at 1 h intervals. Data analysed using GraphPad Prism. N=3.  

 

 

After 24 h cell growth in methanol medium, the culture was supplemented with 1% pure 

methanol and further grown for 24 h before cell harvest.  OD600 readings of the culture were 

taken, post methanol supplementation, for 6 h at 1 h intervals, which is shown in Figure 3.5. 

The data indicate a much slower cell growth after supplementation compared to the initial 

BMMY growth.  
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Figure 3.5: Pichia pastoris growth after 1% pure methanol supplement in the media. 
After 24 h of cell growth in methanol medium, cultures were supplemented with 1% absolute 
methanol as final concentration. OD600 were taken for immediately after methanol 
supplementation and for the next 6 h at 1 h intervals. Data analysed using GraphPad Prism. 
N=3. 

 

 

A ~100 g cell pellet was collected at the end of large-scale growth from eight shake flasks, 

which was then  frozen at -80 oC until the membrane preparation step. The P. pastoris 

membrane fraction was obtained by lysing the cells under high pressure (maximum pressure 

of ~25,000 psi). Unbroken cells and cellular debris were separated through centrifugation, and 

the membrane only fraction was pelleted through ultracentrifugation. The presence of His6-

tagged CD81 protein was detected through western blot analysis using an anti-His6 primary 

antibody, as shown in Figure 3.6. The Western blot analysis confirmed the presence of a ~25 

kDa CD81 protein band. The expected CD81 size, as suggested in the scientific literature, is 

~ 26 kDa; the size difference observed in our samples was possibly due to palmitoylation site 

mutation. A lower protein gel band was also observed, which was assumed to be a truncated 

CD81 protein in the sample.  
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Figure 3.6: Western blot analysis to detect CD81 protein from shake flask and 
bioreactor membrane preparations. Western blot detection of recombinant CD81 from the 
membrane fraction using commercially-available monoclonal anti- His6 antibody as primary 
and horse radish peroxidase (HRP) conjugated anti-mouse antibody as secondary antibodies. 
Each lane contains 20 µl of membrane fraction mixed with 5 µl of LSB buffer with reducing 
agent. Lane 1 and 2 contain samples from two independent shake flask membrane 
preparations. N=2. 

 

 

3.2 CD81 solubilisation using SMA co-polymer 

The SMA co-polymers, SMA 2000 and SZ25010, were used to test CD81 solubilisation 

efficiency from the crude membrane preparation. This was to obtain CD81 in SMA lipid 

particles (SMALPs) to circumvent some of the stability issues with membrane proteins after 

extracting them from their surrounding lipid environment. The CD81 protein in SMALPs, i.e. in 

their lipo-protein membrane surroundings is expected to keep the protein more stable than 

conventional detergent based membrane protein solubilisation methods.  

 

The membrane preparation with a wet pellet protein concentration of 40 mg/ml was incubated 

with 2.5% SMA co-polymer for 1 h at room temperature with gentle agitation to solubilise CD81 

in SMALPs. The n-dodecyl-β-D-maltoside (DDM) solubilisation was used as a positive control, 
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as this has previously been shown to extract CD81 from P. pastoris membranes with high 

efficiency (Jamshad et al., 2008). For the negative control, the membrane preparation was 

tested with the same experimental conditions except for the addition of any solubilising agent.  

 

The membrane preparation from cells was a viscous and turbid suspension. After the addition 

of SMA co-polymers, SMA 2000 or SZ25010 as solubilising agent, the membrane turbidity 

dropped dramatically after 1 h incubation, suggesting the breakdown of large lipoprotein 

chunks of plasma membrane into small pieces, as shown in the optical density (OD600) 

analysis in Figure 3.7. No change in turbidity was observed in the negative control sample. A 

significant drop in membrane turbidity was observed in both SMA 2000 and SZ25010 

solubilisations, and also in DDM solubilisations. This suggested that both SMA co-polymers 

were able to solubilise P. pastoris membranes with high efficiency that was comparable to 

detergent CD81 solubilisation. However, OD600 analysis only measured total protein 

solubilisation and was not specific to the protein of interest, CD81. 
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Figure 3.7: Membrane preparation image and optical density analysis of SMA co-
polymer membrane solubilisation. SMA co-polymer extraction efficiency compared to 
detergent solubilisation. Two polymer samples were prepared containing 150 µl of 160 mg/ml 
membrane fraction each and 150 µl of either 10 % SMA2000 or SZ25010 solution in Tris/NaCl 
buffer and made to total concentration of 2.5% SMA in 600 µl total volume.  A positive control 
sample was prepared by adding 60 µl of 10 % DM, 60 µl glycerol, and 150 µl of 1 M NaCl 
solution, 60 µl 10 × PBS and 150 µl membrane prep into 120 µl of deionized water to make a 
total volume of 600 µl. The negative control sample contained 150 µl membranes and 450 µl 
of Tris/NaCl buffer. Samples were incubated on a bench-top rocker for 1 h at room 
temperature. Optical density of the samples were measured at 600 nm and analysed using 
GraphPad Prism. N=3.   

 

 

In order to test for specific CD81 solubilisation efficiency, western blot analysis and 

quantification were performed on the solubilised and insoluble membrane fractions, as shown 

in the Figure 3.8. The western blot clearly displays CD81 monomeric bands in both polymers 

and detergent samples. The soluble SMA2000 and SZ25010 CD81 bands appeared fuzzy 

and less pigmented, which is a known feature of SMA co-polymers that hinder the antibody 

detection system (Rothnie, 2016). To quantify solubilised CD81 monomer amounts from the 

western blots, band intensities were measured using ImageJ software. Readings were 

converted into percentages, where the DDM-CD81 band intensity readings were taken as the 

positive control (100%). The quantification of the western blot, also shown in the Figure 3.8, 

shows the percentage of solubilised CD81 protein in SMA2000 and SZ251010 samples, which 
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appeared comparable to that of DDM solubilised CD81, indicating efficient CD81 solubilisation 

with the SMA co-polymers. The actual SMA polymer solubilisation efficiency for CD81 was 

predicted to be higher, but due to poor staining of SMALP-CD81 bands in western blots, due 

to SMA polymer hindrance with antibody detected system, not all SMALP-CD81 protein was 

quantified.   

 

Overall, this work indicated that SMA polymer extracts recombinant CD81 from the P. pastoris 

membranes with high efficiency that was comparable to detergent solubilisation. 

 

 

Figure 3.8: Western blot analysis and quantification of CD81 solubilisation using SMA 
co-polymers. Two SMA co-polymers were used, SMA 2000 and SZ25010, where detergent 
(DDM) solubilisation was used as a negative control. CD81 was detected through anti-CD81 
(2s131) as primary antibody and HRP-conjugated anti-mouse secondary antibody. Each lane 
contains 20 µl of sample and 5 µl of LSB buffer. The quantification of Western blot was 
performed using ImageJ software, where DDM-CD81 band intensity reading was set at 100% 
to compare polymer solubilisation efficiency. Data were mean±SD, n=3, using GraphPad 
Prism.  
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3.3: Rate of CD81 solubilisation using SMA co-polymers 

In order to determine the optimal SMA co-polymer solubilisation time, various incubation time-

points were tested from 15 min to 4 h. Optical density readings were taken at each time-point 

to calculate the decrease in membrane turbidity, associated with protein solubilisation. 

Western blot analysis was also performed to quantify the amount of CD81 obtained at each 

time-point.  

 

Figure 3.9 shows a photograph that was taken before and ten minutes after addition of SMA 

2000 polymer into a crude P. pastoris membrane preparation.  The membrane preparation 

was a bright orange opaque and turbid suspension, becoming a clear pale orange suspension 

after 10 min of polymer addition, suggesting rapid break down of the membrane. Both samples 

were compared at the same dilution to perform optimal comparison.  

 

Figure 3.9: Crude membrane image before and 10 min after SMA 2000 polymer addition. 
An image of a crude membrane was taken before the addition of any solubilising agent and 
after ten minutes of SMA polymer addition and room temperature incubation. Before = 
membrane only sample without any solubilising agent. After= membrane fraction with 2.5% 
SMA 2000 polymer. 
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The optical density readings at 600 nm were taken before polymer addition and at each time 

point after polymer addition. Figure 3.10 show a sharp drop in OD600 reading within 15 min of 

incubation that further decreased after 30 min. The OD600 reading did not change after that 

and remained constant at subsequent time point readings. This suggested that the maximum 

solubilisation efficiency was reached after 30 min or the spectrophotometer was not sensitive 

enough to detect further smaller changes in membrane turbidity. From this, it was concluded 

that the SMA polymer was able to solubilise P. pastoris membranes rapidly where most 

solubilisation was achieved within 15 min. However, specific CD81 solubilisation was 

predicted to be much slower, possibly due to the formation of manometer sized particles after 

initial breakdown of large membrane chunks. 

 

 

 

Figure 3.10: Optical density analysis of SMA 2000 polymer solubilisation at various time 
points. Six time points were tested, these were: 15 min, 30 min, 1 h, 2 h and 4 h and a negative 
control (membrane only fraction without polymer addition, plotted as 0 min reading). Samples 
were incubated at room temperature with gentle shaking. Each contained 150 µl of membrane 
preparation, 150 µl of 10% SMA 2000 solution (to achieve a final 2.5% polymer concentration) 
and 300 µl Tris/NaCl buffer. The negative control contained 150 µl membrane preparation and 
450 µl buffer. Optical density of the samples were measured at 600 nm and analysed using 
Graph Pad Prism. N=3. 
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To determine the rate of specific CD81 solubilisation, Western blot analysis and quantification 

was performed, as shown in Figure 3.11. In the Western blot, the changes in insoluble CD81 

bands intensity were tested at each time points rather than soluble fraction as Western blot 

protein bands were found to be blurry and poorly pigmented for solubilised SMALP-CD81, 

which was unreliable for quantification and has previously been observed by Rothnie et al., 

2016. Therefore, in this work and subsequent analysis, CD81 amounts in insoluble fractions 

were quantified to calculate the increase or changes in the amount of soluble CD81.  

 

The quantification of Western blot protein bands suggested much slower CD81 protein 

solubilisation compared to the rapid membrane solubilisation. The analysis indicated that after 

15 min, around 80% CD81 remained insoluble. This was in marked contrast with the optical 

density data. After 1 h incubation, around 50% CD81 from the SMA 2000 co-polymer samples 

had been solubilised, whereas, optimum protein solubilisation efficiency was achieved after 4 

h when only ~30% protein remained insoluble, indicating that the majority (70%) of CD81 had 

been solubilised by the polymer. 

 

This work suggested that the P. pastoris membrane turbidity dropped rapidly after SMA 2000 

co-polymer addition and after just 15 min remained constant. However, although this bulk 

membrane disruption occurred quickly, the specific solubilisation of CD81 was much slower 

reaching its highest levels after 4 hours. 
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Figure 3.11: Western blot analysis and quantification of  SMA 2000 solubilistaion at 
various time points.  Western blot showing insoluble CD81 fraction after SMA 2000 
solubilisation at various time points. Insoluble CD81 (from the pellet fraction after 
ultracentrifugation) was detected with an anti-CD81 (2s131) antibody as primary antibody and 
HRP-conjugated anti-mouse as secondary antibody. Each lane contains 20 µl  sample and 5 
µl LSB buffer. Western blot protein bands were quantified using ImageJ software. Protein band 
intensity readings were reported as a percentage, where insoluble CD81 at 0 min was taken 
as 100%. Graphs were plotted using GraphPad Prism. N=3.  (S)= soluble fraction. 

 

 

3.4: Optimisation of SMA 2000 co-polymer concentration  

Further analysis were performed using SMA 2000 co-polymer to optimise protein solubilisation 

conditions for subsequent downstream processing. The CD81 solubilisation at varying SMA 

2000 polymer concentrations were tested, which were: 0% (negative control), 0.5%, 1%, 1.5%, 

2%, 2.5% and 5%. Each of the seven test samples were incubated at room temperature for 1 

h after polymer addition.  

 

The optical density data is shown in Figure 3.12.  The optical density reading significantly 

dropped, from the 0% polymer concentration, even with the addition of 0.5% polymer 

suggesting that only a small amount of the polymer was needed to breakdown larger 

lipoprotein complexes. The OD600 readings of rest of the conditions also remained at the low 

level indicating efficient membrane solubilisation.  
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Figure 3.12: Optical density analysis of membrane solubilisation at various SMA 2000 
co-polymer concentrations. Seven test samples were prepared, containing 0%, 0.5%, 1%, 
1.5%, 2%, 2.5% and 5% polymer concentrations.  Each of the seven samples contained 150 
µl of membrane preparation and either no SMA polymer (negative control), 30 µl, 60 µl, 90 µl, 
120 µl, 150 µl or 300 µl of 10 % SMA 2000 solution respectively in Tris/NaCl buffer to make 
total volume of 600 µl. Optical density of the samples were measured at 600 nm and analysed 
using Graph Pad Prism. N=3. 

 

 

However, western blot quantification of CD81 protein from the insoluble fractions, shown in 

Figure 3.13, suggested less efficient CD81 solubilisation compared to the breakdown of the 

membranes (optical density data, Figure 3.12). The insoluble CD81 protein amount steadily 

decreased with an increase in polymer concentrations suggesting an increase in solubilisation 

efficiency at higher polymer concentrations. Around eighty percent CD81 remained insoluble 

in 0.5 % polymer concentration, whereas, only less than 40% CD81 remained in the insoluble 

fraction in 1.5 % polymer concentration. More than half of the CD81 protein appeared to 

solubilise in 2.5 % polymer and nearly 80% of the protein was solubilised after a 1 h incubation 

in 5 % polymer concentration. 
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From these data, higher polymer concentration (5%) was shown to be most successful for 

CD81 solubilisation. However, high polymer quantity in solubilised fractions might have 

negative effects on subsequent downstream purification steps due to excess polymer 

hindrance with His-tag binding to nickel NTA resin, as predicted by Morrison et al. 2016. For 

this reason, 2.5% polymer concentration, displaying more than 50% CD81 solubilisation 

efficiency was used for subsequent CD81 work.    

 

 

 

Figure 3.13: Western blot analysis and quantification of insoluble CD81 at various SMA 
2000 concentrations. The insoluble CD81 fractions at each of the seven polymer 
concentrations were detected using Western blot analysis. Anti-CD81 (2s131) antibody was 
used as primary and HRP-conjugated anti-mouse antibody was used as secondary antibody. 
Each lane contain 20 µl of sample and 5 µl of LSB buffer. Western blot protein bands were 
quantified using ImageJ software. Protein band intensity readings were reported as a 
percentage, where insoluble CD81 at 0% polymer comcentration was taken as 100%. Graphs 
were plotted using Graph Pad Prism. N=3.  (S)= soluble fraction. 

 

 

This work suggested that an SMA 2000 polymer concentration of 2.5% with 1 h room 

temperature incubation appeared to be most suitable for CD81 solubilisation.  
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3.5: Pichia pastoris growth and CD81 expression in bioreactors 

 

In order to upscale recombinant CD81 production from shake-flasks, bioreactor growth was 

performed. Membrane fractions were prepared using the same methodology as shake flasks 

(as described in chapter 2). Figure 3.14 shows the difference in bioreactor and shake flask 

membrane appearance. The bioreactor membrane preparation appeared pale orange in 

colour compared a bright orange coloured shake flask membrane fraction. Also the total 

protein concentration was lower in bioreactor samples, which was 10 mg/ml in comparison to 

shake flask samples of 17 mg/ml according to a BCA assay.  

 

 

 

Figure 3.14: An image of crude membrane preparations from the shake flask and 
bioreactor. Comparison of the bioreactor membrane preparations from the shake flasks. 
Each Eppendorf tubes contained 1 ml of membrane preparation. 

 

 

Moreover, western blot detection and quantification, as shown in Figures 3.15, detected less 

CD81 in bioreactor-produced cell membranes compared to two independent shake flask 

membranes. Around 40% less CD81 was detected in bioreactor samples than shake flask 
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membrane fractions. A lower order protein band was also observed in shake flask membranes, 

which was assumed to be a truncated CD81 protein. 

 

 

  

Figure 3.15: Western blot analysis and quantification to detect and compare CD81 
protein expression from the shake flask and bioreactor membrane preparation. Western 
blot was performed to check and compare CD81 expression, where two independent shake 
flask membrane samples were compared to test CD81 expression in the bioreactor membrane 
preparation. The protein was detected through anti-His6 antibody as primary antibody and 
HRP-conjugated anti-mouse antibody as secondary antibody. Quantification of CD81 
monomeric bands from the Western blot was also performed.  Monomeric CD81 western blot 
band intensity was calculated using ImageJ software. Shake flask band intensity was used as 
positive control (100 %) to compare percentage CD81 obtained from bioreactor preparation. 
Data was analysed using Graph Pad Prism, where N=2. 

 

 

To determine CD81 solubilisation efficiency from the bioreactor produced cell membranes, 

both shake flask and bioreactor membranes were solubilised side-by-side with SMA 2000 co-

polymer. Three test samples were prepared: two test samples containing 1 ml of either 

bioreactor or shake flask membrane preparation that were solubilised with 2.5 % SMA 2000; 

one negative control sample (bioreactor membrane) with no solubilising agent.  Each sample 

was incubated at room temperature for 1 h before collecting soluble and insoluble CD81 
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fractions through ultracentrifugation. Western blot analysis and quantification were performed, 

as shown in Figure 3.16. Quantification of CD81 bands detected a very low percentage of 

soluble CD81 from the bioreactor sample compared to the shake flask sample. The amount 

of insoluble CD81 from the bioreactor samples were also very low. This suggested a possible 

low CD81 expression in bioreactor-produced P. pastoris membranes compared to shake flask 

membranes, or difficulty in western blot detection of the solubilised SMALP-CD81 from the 

bioreactor membrane preparation (due to polymer hindrance). As relatively intense insoluble 

protein band was detected in the negative control bioreactor sample. 

 

 

 

Figure 3.16: Western blot analysis and quantification to detect SMA 2000 solubilised 
CD81 from the bioreactor membrane preparation. The CD81 polymer solubilisation 
efficiency from the bioreactor membrane was compared with the shake flask membranes. 
Three samples were prepared: first sample contained 150 µl of shake flask membrane and 
150 µl of 10 % SMA 2000 solution; the second sample contained 150 µl of bioreactor 
membrane and 150 µl of 10 % SMA 2000 polymer solution; the final sample contained 150 µl 
of bioreactor membrane with no solubilising agent. The CD81 protein was detected with anti-
His6 antibody as primary antibody and HRP-conjugated anti-mouse antibody as secondary 
antibody. Quantification of CD81 solubilisation from the shake flask and bioreactor 
membranes was also performed. Western blot monomeric CD81 band intensity was reported 
as percentages. Soluble CD81 intensity from shake flask membranes was converted to 100% 
to compare CD81 solubilisation from bioreactor membrane fractions. Data were analysed 
using GraphPad Prism. N=3. SF=shake flask, B= bioreactor, S=soluble fraction, P=insoluble 
fraction. 
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An enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA) was performed to detect CD81 protein in 

bioreactor and shake flask membrane preparations, using various CD81 specific antibodies 

that had been previously raised against recombinant CD81. A total of eight antibodies was 

tested, out of which three antibodies (2s131, 1s337 and 1s135) had been previously shown to 

bind to full length detergent solubilised P. pastoris membrane expressing CD81 (Grove et al. 

2017), as listed in Table 3.1. Also, according to the epitope mapping studies from Grove et al. 

2017,  the antibody 2s131 recognises a continuous region in the helix D of the CD81 EC2 (not 

structurally sensitive), whereas, antibodies 1s337 and 1s135 recognises discontinuous  

regions (epitope) of EC2 across helices A, B and C (structurally sensitive antibody). The 

remaining five antibodies does not show binding affinity with the full length detergent 

solubilised and purified CD81 from P. pastoris (unpublished data from Dr Michelle Clare), as 

listed in Table 3.1.  
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Table 3.1: Table showing binding ability of eight of in-house produced monoclonal anti-
CD81 antibodies.  The binding affinity of various antibodies were tested by performing ELISA 
with the full length detergent (DDM) solubilised CD81. ELISA plates were coated with different 
concentrations of CD81 and titrated the antibodies against it. CD81 used was 0.1, 0.2 and 0.4 
µg/µl. Antibodies (suspended in RPMI medium supplemented with 10% FCS) were diluted 
1:100, 1:500, 1:1000, 1:2000 and 1:5000. Data generated by Dr Michelle Clare.  

 

 

Both shake flask and bioreactor derived CD81 were tested by ELISA using a total of eight anti-

CD81 antibodies. BSA protein was used as a negative control. Figure 3.17 confirmed CD81 

binding (from both shake flasks and bioreactor membrane preparations) to three of the anti-

CD81 antibodies (Ab 2s131, 1s337 and 1s135) that were known to bind to detergent purified 

CD81. However, the binding intensity, measured through colorimetric detection, in bioreactor 

membrane preparations was low compared to shake flask membrane preparations. This 

indicated that bioreactor membrane preparations had lower CD81 expression than shake flask 

membranes, thus, suggesting the superiority of shake flask growth to obtain higher CD81 

expression. Table 3.2 compares findings from shake flask and bioreactor growth, CD81 

expression and polymer solubilisation efficiency, where bioreactor growth appeared to be 

 
Monoclonal Antibody (as 
hybridoma supernatant) 

 
Purified DDM-CD81 

21139 No 

1s73 No 

2s131 Yes 

2s20 No 

2s48 No 

1s337 Yes 

1s135 Yes 

1s201 No 
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superior for obtaining higher cell biomass. On contrary, higher total protein concentration and 

efficient SMA co-polymer CD81 solubilisation were observed in shake flask grown P. pastoris 

membranes. 

 

Hence, this work unexpectedly suggests that although P. pastoris growth can be scaled-up 

from shake flask to bioreactor, the CD81 expression was lower in the bioreactor grown cell 

membranes. 

 

 

 

Figure 3.17: ELISA to detect and compare CD81 protein from the shake flask and 
bioreactor membrane preparations using a range of anti-CD81 antibodies. Seven in-
house produced anti-CD81 antibodies were used for this analysis, mAb 21139, 1s73, 2s131, 
2s20, 2s48, 1s337, 1s135 and 1s201. BSA protein was used as a negative control. Primary 
antibodies were bound to HRP-conjugated anti-mouse secondary antibody and visualised 
using SIGMAFASTTM OPD tablet. Optical density reading at 492 nm was taken. N=3. 
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Shake Flasks 
 

 
Bioreactor 

Total culture volume 4 L 1 L 

Growth time 56 h 56 h 

Harvested cell-pellet 100 g per 4 litre 100 g per litre 

Membrane fraction 12 g 12 g 

Total protein 

concentration 

17 µg/µl 10 µg/µl 

CD81 expression in 

Western blot 

Dark and thick band ~40% less than shake flask 

membrane 

CD81 SMA solubilisation 

efficiency 

Comparable to DDM Less efficient than DDM 

 

Table 3.2: Comparison of shake flask and bioreactor P. pastoris growth and CD81 p-
null expression. Table comparing and contrasting between the shake flask and bioreactor P. 
pastoris growth. 
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Chapter 4 

Purification, biophysical and biochemical analysis of SMALP-CD81 

After the success of SMA co-polymer solubilisation of CD81 from P. pastoris membranes, 

subsequent purification of recombinant CD81 protein was attempted and optimised to aid 

biochemical studies. For this, immobilized metal-affinity chromatography (IMAC) was 

employed in which the His6 peptide affinity tag (fused to the C-terminus of the CD81 protein) 

was exploited based on its strong interaction between transition metal ions, such as Ni+2. 

However, affinity purification alone is usually not sufficient for obtaining highly homogenous 

membrane protein samples.  Therefore, size exclusion chromatography (SEC) was also used 

where the separation of proteins is based on the size of the analytes in the solution.  

 

The detailed biophysical and biochemical analysis of the IMAC and SEC purified SMALP-

CD81 to determine secondary structure integrity and function compared to detergent (DDM) 

solubilised and purified CD81 is described in this chapter. The presence and abundance of 

correct protein in the purified samples were identified using mass spectrometry protein 

identification along with the detection of any contaminant proteins.  

 

Lastly, attempts were made to extract only mature and correctly folded membrane bound 

CD81 to take forward to future structural studies. For this, yeast protoplasts were prepared by 

enzymatic cell wall removal and subsequent analysis were performed to determine the quality 

of the harvested CD81 protein.  The yeast protoplast were prepared to directly solubilise intact 

cell membranes instead of making membrane preparations prior to polymer solubilisation. This 

method was predicted to favour extraction of correctly folded membrane proteins that have 

been targeted to the plasma membrane (Osumi, 1998). 
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4.1 SMALP-CD81 purification and optimisation of purification protocol 

In order to isolate SMALP-CD81 from other solubilised membrane proteins in P. pastoris 

membrane, IMAC was performed by exploiting His6-tag affinity with Ni+2 ions. For initial 

purification trials, a previously-established method for SMALPed membrane proteins was 

used (Gulati et al., 2014). Briefly, 1 ml of membrane preparation was solubilised with 2.5% 

SMA 2000 solution and incubated at room temperature for 1 h. The soluble fraction containing 

solubilised CD81 was collected after ultracentrifugation and incubated with Ni NTA resin at 

the ratio of 1 ml membrane preparation to 100 µl resin at 4 °C for 12 h with gentle shaking. 

The suspension was then poured into a chromatography column and the flow through was 

collected. The resin was washed with buffer containing low imidazole concentration (20 mM 

imidazole at 10 times resin bed volume), to wash-out any nonspecifically bound proteins.  

SMALP-CD81 was eluted with Tris/NaCl buffer containing 200 mM imidazole in six fractions. 

The 20 µl fractions from the wash and elution fractions were loaded on SDS gels to perform 

western blot analysis to detect the presence of SMALP-CD81 protein.  

 

In Figure 4.1, prominent CD81 gel bands at ~25 kDa were seen in all six elution fractions in 

coomassie stained gels showing the presence of SMALP-CD81 in purified samples. However, 

high amounts of an unknown contaminant protein were also observed at around 100 kDa in 

most of the wash and elution fractions, indicating the presence of a contaminant protein at 

higher concentrations than SMALP-CD81. Also, weak CD81 bands were present in the wash 

fractions (containing 20 mM, 40 mM and 60 mM imidazole concentrations), indicating loss of 

protein due to weak binding to the resin.  
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Figure 4.1: SDS-PAGE analysis of the SMALP-CD81 IMAC purification. The SMA co-
polymer soluble, purification flow through along with washes and elution samples were 
visualised through SDS-PAGE analysis to determine CD81 content in each fraction.  20 µl of 
samples with 5 µl of LSB buffer were loaded on each well of the 12% SDS-PAGE gel where 
proteins were stained using Brilliant Blue stain. The image is representative of N=3. A) SDS-
PAGE analysis of the SMA 2000 solubilised (S), insoluble pellet (P), IMAC flow through (FT) 
and the 20 mM imidazole washes. B) SDS-PAGE analysis of the 40 mM (40) and 60 mM (60) 
imidazole washes and all six elution fractions with 200 mM imidazole containing elution buffer. 

 

 

Western blot analysis on the soluble, insoluble, flow through, all wash samples and elution 

fractions in Figure 4.2 display the presence of CD81 bands in all samples. However, the 

intensity of CD81 appeared highest in elution fractions indicating the presence of most protein 

in these fractions. Similar to the SDS gel image, a higher order CD81 band or a contaminant 

was also detected in all elution fractions in the western blot analysis. This suggested that 

despite the success in purifying CD81 through nickel affinity purification, optimisation of the 

purification protocol was needed to further reduce contaminant proteins and prevent loss of 

CD81 in the wash steps.  
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Figure 4.2: Western blot analysis of the IMAC purified SMALP-CD81. The western blot 
analysis was performed using anti-His6 antibody to detect CD8 in soluble, purification flow 
through, wash and elution fractions. The HRP-conjugated anti-mouse antibody was used as 
secondary antibody. Each lane contained 20 µl of the sample and 5 µl of LSB buffer. The 
image is representative of N=3. A) Western blot analysis of the SMA 2000 solubilised (S), 
insoluble pellet (P), IMAC flow through (FT) and the 20 mM imidazole washes. B) Western 
blot analysis of the 40 mM (40) and 60 mM (60) imidazole washes and all six elution fractions 
with 200 mM imidazole containing elution buffer.  

 

 

To optimise the purification protocol for CD81 and eliminate the unknown ~100 kDa 

contaminant protein, further purification trials were performed with an increase in the number 

of buffer washes (20 mM imidazole wash was increased from 10 times to 50 times resin bed 

volume). Moreover, a five fold increase in sample to resin ratio from 1:10 to 1:2 (1 ml of 

membrane preparation to 500 µl of resin slurry) was used. The resin bound CD81 was eluted 

with 300 mM imidazole (instead of 200 mM imidazole) to make sure to elute the majority of 

the protein. Figure 4.3 shows SDS gel analysis of the optimised purification conditions. This 

shows a significant reduction in the ~100 kDa contaminant protein bands. Moreover, the 

majority of the SMALP-CD81 was detected in the first three elution fractions, and a minimum 

loss of SMALP-CD81 in the wash fractions was also observed suggesting the superiority of 

the tested purification conditions. Therefore, for subsequent purification work, a membrane to 

Ni+2 NTA resin ratio of 1:2 was used for SMALP-CD81 purification, and 50 times resin bed 
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volume buffer wash was performed to further wash out contaminants from the purified 

samples.  

 

 

 

Figure 4.3:  SDS-PAGE analysis of the optimised IMAC purification conditions. SDS-
PAGE analysis was performed on the optimised purification conditions using more Ni+2 NTA 
resin (at a membrane to resin ratio of 1:2) and with an increased number of low imidazole (20 
mM) containing buffer washes. Each lane contained 20 µl of sample and 5 µl of LSB buffer. 
Image is representative of N≥3. A) SDS-PAGE analysis of the SMA 2000 solubilised (S), 
insoluble pellet (P), IMAC flow through (FT) and the 20 mM imidazole washes. B) SDS-PAGE 
analysis of the 40 mM (40) and 60 mM (60) imidazole washes and all six elution fractions with 
200 mM imidazole containing elution buffer. 

 

 

 

After the success of small scale CD81 purification trials using 1 ml membrane preparation, a 

larger volume (10 ml) of membrane sample was used to attempt to purify CD81 using 

optimised purification conditions.  Consistent with the small scale purification, purified SMALP-

CD81 was successfully detected in the elution samples at ~25 kDa (shown in Figure 4.4), also 

very low levels of other contaminating proteins were observed. These conditions were also 

tested for large scale purification work using 50 ml of P. pastoris membrane preparation as a 

starting material with similar purification efficiency.    
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Figure 4.4: SDS-PAGE analysis of larger scale IMAC purification trial of SMALP-CD81. 
The SDS-PAGE analysis was performed to purify SMALP-CD81 protein from the 20 ml of P. 
pastoris membrane preparation.  Each lane contain 20 µl of sample and 5 µl of the LSB buffer. 
Image is representative of N≥3. A) SDS-PAGE analysis of the SMA solubilised, IMAC flow 
through (FT), 20 mM and 40 mM imidazole washes and the first elution fraction. B) SDS-
PAGE analysis of the remaining five IMAC elution fractions. 

 

 

Therefore, partially pure SMALP-CD81 protein sample was obtained after SMA co-polymer 

solubilisation and IMAC purification, where purification quality was improved by using higher 

amounts of Ni+2 NTA resin and increasing the 20 mM imidazole buffer wash to 50 times the 

resin bed volume. Hence, for subsequent purification work these conditions were used.  

 

4.2: Antigen-antibody binding ELISA  

After successfully purifying SMALP-CD81, the IMAC elution fractions from the medium scale 

purification (starting from 10 ml membrane preparation) were pooled, buffer exchanged into 

Tris/NaCl buffer without imidazole, and concentrated to 1 ml to obtain a concentrated protein 

solution.   
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The SDS-PAGE and Western blot analysis confirmed the presence of monomeric CD81 in the 

buffer-exchanged and concentrated samples, as shown in Figure 4.5. Possible dimeric CD81 

bands were observed by both SDS-PAGE and western blot above 35 kDa, along with other 

higher order unknown contaminating protein gel bands. A gel based BSA protein concentration 

determination assay (A. Rothnie et al., 2014) was used and CD81 concentration was 

determined to be 0.1 mg/ml with an average purity of 54% (calculated from three independent 

replicates).   

 

β-mercaptoethanol is usually added in the Laemmli sample buffer (LSB) buffer prior to running 

the samples on SDS-PAGE to reduce/cleave intermolecular disulphide bonds. In this and 

subsequent analysis, β-mercaptoethanol was omitted from the LSB buffer in order to retain 

cysteine-cysteine interactions to determine an approximate size of a single subunit and the 

presence or separation of multiple subunits together.   
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Figure 4.5: SDS-PAGE and Western blot analysis of the purified, buffer exchanged and 
concentrated SMALP-CD81. Each lane contains 20 µl of sample and 5 µl of LSB buffer 
without β mercaptoethanol, where the reducing agent (β-mercaptoethanol) was omitted to 
preserve potential intermolecular disulphide bonds between CD81 subunits. 12%   SDS-PAGE 
gel was prepared and imaged using a Syngene G-box, where images are representative of 
N=3. A) Western blot analysis of IMAC purified and concentrated sample. Anti-His6 antibody 
was used as primary and anti-mouse HRP-conjugated antibody as a secondary antibody. B) 
SDS-PAGE analysis of IMAC purified and concentrated sample. Gel was stained with brilliant 
blue dye to visualise protein bands.  

 

 

The enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA) was also performed to test CD81 binding 

with a panel of in-house produced monoclonal antibodies that are specific for CD81 large 

extracellular loop (EC2), as discussed in Chapter 3. Figure 4.6 shows that the purified and 

concentrated SMALP-CD81 was able to bind to three of the antibodies that had previously 

detected CD81 in crude membrane preparations (see Figure 3.17).  The detection of SMALP-

CD81 by both conformational antibodies (mAb 1s337 and 1s135) and the non-

conformationally sensitive antibody (mAb 2s131) confirmed the presence of structurally 
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relevant CD81 protein in the IMAC concentrated samples.  This was promising, as these three 

antibodies have also shown binding affinity with the detergent solubilised CD81 as well as to 

the CD81 present in crude shake flask and bioreactor derived P. pastoris membranes.  The 

fact that these antibodies binds to SMALP-CD81 after IMAC purification, indicated that 

antibody binding epitopes on the CD81 EC2 was also relevant and accessible in SMALPs.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.6: ELISA to detect SMALP-CD81 with a range of monoclonal anti-CD81 
antibodies. The Ni+2 affinity purified, buffer exchanged and concentrated SMALP-CD81 was 
detected through antigen-antibody binding ELISA. Eight CD81 mAb were used for this 
analysis, mAb 21139, 1s73, 2s131, 2s20, 2s48, 1s337, 1s135 and 1s201, where BSA protein 
was used as a negative control.  Primary antibodies were detected with secondary horse-
radish peroxidase antibody and visualised by SIGMAFASTTM OPD tablet. Optical density 
reading at 492 nm wavelength was taken. N=3. 
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Table 4.1 lists the antibodies (provided as hybridoma supernatant) and their binding ability 

with SMALP-CD81 compared to the CD81 in crude P. pastoris membranes and detergent 

purified CD81. A similar binding pattern was observed in all three samples with the exception 

of mAb 1s135 mAb, where lower binding ability of SMALP-CD81 and crude membrane bound 

CD81 was observed compared to detergent- purified protein.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.1: Table showing binding ability SMALP-CD81 with eight in-house produced 
monoclonal anti-CD81 antibodies. The ELISA binding affinity of IMAC purified and 
concentrated SMALP-CD81 with several monoclonal CD81 antibodies are listed in the table. 
SMALP-CD81 mAb binding data was also compared to detergent purified CD81 and to the 
CD81 in crude P. pastoris membranes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
Monoclonal Antibody  

 
Purified 

SMALP-CD81 

 
Purified  

DDM-CD81 

 
CD81 in crude 

P. pastoris 
membranes 

21139 No No No 

1s73 No (very low 
binding) 

Yes (lower 
binding) 

No (very low 
binding) 

2s131 Yes Yes Yes 

2s20 No No No 

2s48 No No No 

1s337 Yes Yes Yes 

1s135 Yes Yes Yes 

1s201 No No No 
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4.3 Mass spectrometry CD81 identification of CD81 

In order to detect the presence of CD81 protein in the IMAC purification samples and to identify 

contaminant proteins, mass spectrometry analysis was performed using LC-ESI-QUAD-TOF 

Mass Spectrometry (using the Mass Spectrometry and Proteomics facility at The University of 

St. Andrews). The proteins in the IMAC samples were separated by SDS-PAGE and visualised 

using Coomassie stain. The gel bands at ~25 kDa (potential CD81 monomer), ~35 kDa and 

~100 kDa, were excised and sent for analysis.  The liquid chromatography mass spectrometry 

(LC-MS) data from the in-gel tryptic digest from the three bands were searched against the 

NCBI database (all sequences in the public domain). The gel band at 25 kDa gave a good 

score for monomeric human CD81; the gel band at ~35 kDa was identified as alcohol 

dehydrogenase protein from P. pastoris, and CD81 protein. Whereas the gel band at ~100 

kDa was identified as plasma membrane ATPase, as shown in Figure 4.7. Table 4.2 shows 

the mass spectrometry protein hits and their corresponding peptide scores for all three gel 

bands.   
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Figure 4.7: Mass spectrometry analysis confirms the presence of monomeric CD81 at 
25 kDa. An SDS-PAGE gel was prepared containing 15 µl of purified and concentrated 
SMALP-CD81 sample loaded with 5 µl of 5 X LSB buffer. The gel was stained with Coomassie 
dye to visualise proteins. Three gel band samples at 23 kDa, ~35 kDa and 100 kDa were sent 
for LC-MS protein identification. The samples were trypsinised and fragmented then analysed 
using an ESI-QUAD-TOF MS instrument. Peptides with fixed carbamidomethyl (C) and 
variable oxidation (M) modification were searched for using MS/MS Ion search on NCBI 
database. Mass spectrometry data were tested three times with independent sample 
preparation.   
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Protein size 

 

Mass Spectrometry 
analysis 

 

Average peptide score 

 

~25 kDa 

CD81 658 

Peroxiredoxin 355 

Mitochondrial alcohol 
dehydrogenase 

177 

 

~35 kDa 

Mitochondrial alcohol 
dehydrogenase 

770 

Phosphate 
dehydrogenase 

165 

CD81 133 

 

~100 kDa 

Plasma membrane H+ 

ATPase 
1295 

Glyceraldehyde-3-
phosphate 

dehydrogenase 

410 

 

Table 4.2: Mass spectrometry protein hits with their corresponding peptide scores. 

Three protein bands from Coomassie stained SDS gels were analysed. These were the gel 

bands at ~25 kDa; ~35 kDa and ~100 kDa. Average peptide score enabled initial filtering of 

database search results in addition to providing a useful measure of confidence for the 

proteins identified. This parameter is widely applied to results from the analysis of multi-protein 

complexes using a two-dimensional LC/MS/MS workflow (Chepanoske et al., 2005). 

 

 

Overall, around 54% purity was achieved with IMAC purification and concentration. The 

presence of structurally sensitive CD81 protein was confirmed by antigen-antibody ELISA 

using a range of anti-CD81 antibodies; mass spectrometry protein identification further 

confirmed the presence of CD81 protein in the purified samples. 
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 4.4 Circular Dichroism analysis to determine SMALP-CD81 secondary structure  

Circular Dichroism (CD) spectroscopy is a well established biophysical technique to 

structurally characterise biomolecules such as proteins and nucleic acids. CD is a type of light 

absorption spectroscopy that depends on the differential absorption of left- and right-handed 

circularly-polarised light by the chromphores of chiral molecules (Miles and Wallace, 2016). 

Proteins  naturally contain several chromophores that can give rise to the CD signal,  such as 

amide chromophores of the peptide bonds between two amino-acid residues (Kelly et al., 

2005). The alpha-helix, beta-sheet and unordered secondary structure features are calculated 

using the absorption pattern of the far-UV wavelength region from 240 to 180 nm, where the 

two types of electron transitions are responsible for the CD signal, the transition at around 222 

nm and a second transition at ~208 and 190 nm wavelength (Miles and Wallace, 2016). 

 

For the CD spectroscopy of membrane proteins, the secondary structure falls into two major 

groups, alpha helical bundle, beta-barrels or unordered as shown in Figure 4.8 . The far-UV 

spectrum for an alpha helical protein, such as CD81, shows two characteristic negative peaks 

of similar magnitude at 208 and 222 nm and a positive transition (peak) at 190 nm wavelength. 

A beta-barrel protein has a characteristic negative peak at 218 nm and a positive peak 

between 200 and 190 nm. Unordered proteins have a negative peak under ~200 nm but no 

significant positive electron transition. 
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Figure 4.8: Characteristic far-UV CD spectra for an alpha-helix, beta-sheet and random 
coil in membrane proteins. The alpha-helical protein has two negative peaks at 222 and 208 
nm and a positive peak at 190 nm wavelength. The beta-sheet spectrum has a general 
negative peak between 210-220 nm and a positive peak at around 195 to 200 nm. The 
spectrum of a random coiled (disordered) protein has a negative peak at around 200 nm 
(Whitmore and Wallace, 2008).  

To investigate the intact secondary strutcure feature of purified SMALP-CD81, CD analysis 

was performed. The detergent (DDM) purified protein was also used in this study to compare 

CD81 secondary structure profile with SMALP-CD81. The far UV wavelength region of 240 to 

180 nm were studied using  a Jasco J-1500 CD spectrometer at the University of Warwick, 

Chemistry Department.  

Before performing protein CD spectroscopy, various buffer only conditions were tested to 

check for optimal buffer composition for the analysis. Besides keeping the protein stable and 

soluble, the ideal CD buffer must not include any optically-active particles and should be as 

transparent as possible. The total absorbance reading of the sample, including the buffer, 

should be around  1 absorbance  for obtaining high quality data (Greenfield, 2006). Several 

low wavelength absorbing buffers are routinely used but sodium phosphate is the most 
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recommended buffer for CD studies (due to the least absorbance at far-UV wavelength 

region). Therefore, for this study sodium phosphate buffer was used and three different sodium 

phosphate buffer compositions were tested:  20 mM sodium phosphate with 2.5% SMA 2000 

co-polymer; 20 mM sodium phosphate with 0.1% DDM and 0.01% CHS; 20 mM sodium 

phosphate with 150 mM sodium chloride, 10% glycerol, 0.1% DDM and 0.01% CHS, in order 

to check for background signal (noise) from the SMA co-polymer and detergent molecules. A 

20 mM HEPES buffer was also tested, as a control, as HEPES is known to have strong 

absorbance at the far-UV wavelength region, therefore, not ideal for the CD studies.  

 

The CD analyis of the four buffer conditions is shown in the Figure 4.9. The two detergent-

containing sodium phosphate buffer conditions showed the least interference in the CD 

spectrum (Panel A of Figure 2.9) as shown by the minimum base line value throughout 180 to 

300 nm wavelength. This was in marked contrast with SMA co-polymer containing sodium 

phosphate buffer where noise was observed from 180 to 240 nm that was similar to the 

HEPES buffer spectrum, indicating a high background signal. The high tension (HT) and 

absorption (Abs)  values for SMA co-polymer containing buffer was also much higher than  the 

recommended maximum levels of HT ≤ 700 and Abs ≤ 1, respectively.  Therefore, from this 

work, sodium phosphate buffer supplemented with 0.1% DDM and 0.01% CHS (showing 

minimum absorbance interference) was used for DDM-CD81 protein buffer excahange and as 

a baseline correction. While, for SMALP-CD81 work further tests were performed in an attempt 

to reduce polymer interference.  
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Figure 4.9: CD spectroscopy analysis of different sodium phosphate buffers. Four buffer 
conditions were tested: 20 mM HEPES; 20mM sodium phosphate with 2.5% SMA 2000; 20 
mM sodium phosphate with 0.1% DDM and 0.01% CHS; 20 mM sodium phosphate with 
sodium chloride, glycerol, DDM and CHS. A 200 µl of each buffer conditions was tested in a 
1 mm path length cuvette. Maximum absorbance of 300 nm and minimum absorbance of 180 
nm was used for CD analysis at 0.2 nm intervals at 20 °C; 18 technical replicates were 
performed for each sample, where N=2. CD [mdeg] = CD ellipticity reported in millidegrees; 
HT [V]= High Tension - the voltage applied to the photomultiplier tube to amplify the CD 
detector's sensitivity where HT higher than 700 Volts must be avoided. Abs= CD is reported 
in units of absorbance or ellipticity where Abs lower than 1 is preferable. 
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A range of SMA co-polymer concentrations in the sodium phosphate buffer was tested in an 

attempt to reduce polymer inteterference with the CD signal. Six polymer concentrations were 

tested, which were: 0.125% ; 0.25%;  0.5%; 1%; 1.5%; 2.0% along with a buffer condition 

without any polymer as a control. Figure 4.10 indicated strong interference in  all SMA co-

polymer containing buffers even in the lowest polymer concentration (0.125%) conditions, 

whereas no background signal was observed in the buffer only sample (without any polymer). 

This suggested strong optical activity of the linear SMA co-polymer between 180 to 240 nm 

wavelength even at the low concentration.  This observation was consistent with a previously- 

published article by Lee et al., 2016, where a small but significant absorbance of the free 

polymer in the UV wavelength region was suggested, which could impede UV detection 

methods for proteins. However, once the free polymer was removed from the solution/buffer, 

this problem was reduced. Therefore, insead of measuring free SMA polymer to determine 

SMALPs base-line interferance, lipid only SMALPs were utilised.  

 

For subsequent CD studies, excess polymer was removed from the purified SMALP-CD81 

samples prior to the analysis  through buffer exchange in 20 mM sodium phosphate only 

buffer. Additionally, rather than using free SMA co-polymer for the background signal 

correction (baseline correction), lipid-only SMALP solution was prepared, using 1,2-

dimyristoyl-sn-glycero-3-phosphocholine (DMPC) lipid, to substract possible nanodiscs and 

lipid noise from the CD spectrum.   

 

The amount of lipid only SMALPs required as a control for CD analysis was calculated using 

the absorbance peak at 260 nm wavelength of DMPC-SMALP and then diluting it to 

correspond to CD81-SMALP absorbance values using a NanoDrop spectrophotometer.  
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Figure 4.10: CD spectroscopy analysis  of the chosen phosphate buffer containing a 
range of SMA 2000 concentrations. Six SMA 2000 polymer concentrations were tested: 
0.125% ; 0.25%;  0.5%; 1%; 1.5%; 2.0% along with a buffer condition without any polymer as 
a control. 200 µl of each buffer condition was used in a 1 mm path length cuvette. Maximum 
absorbance of 300 nm and minimum absorbance of 180 nm was used for CD analysis at 0.2 
nm intervals at 20 °C; 18 technical replicates were performed for each sample, where N=2. 
CD [mdeg] = CD ellipticity reported in millidegrees; HT [V]= High Tension - the voltage applied 
to the photomultiplier tube to amplify the CD detector's sensitivity where HT higher than 700 
Volts must be avoided. Abs= CD is reported in units of absorbance or ellipticity where Abs 
lower than 1 is ideal. 
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To examine the folding of the protein CD spectroscopy was used. Figure 4.11 shows that both 

CD81-SMALP and CD81-DDM display two negative peaks at 222 nm and 208 nm and a 

positive peak at 190 nm in the CD spectrum. This indicates alpha-helical secondary structure, 

which suggests that protein in both samples is folded and abundant in alpha-helical secondary 

structure. However, there is a clear difference in the shape of the CD81-DDM curve compared 

to CD81-SMALP, particularly at the 208 nm peak. After Dichroweb CD data analysis and 

taking the average alpha helical abundance from three secondary structure databases 

(CDSSTR, Contin-LL and Selcon3 – Table 4.3), the CD81-SMALP appears to comprise 71% 

alpha helical structure and around 28% of the protein was classified as unstructured. This is 

in marked contrast to CD81-DDM where approximately 58% of the protein was alpha helical 

and 37% protein was classified as unstructured. This suggests that SMA solubilised and 

purified CD81 was better able to retain its correct structural conformation, since a previously 

published CD81 crystal structure (PDB file 5TCX) indicated that approximately 68% of the 

protein is in alpha helical secondary structure (Zimmerman et al., 2016).  
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Figure 4.11: Circular dichroism spectra of CD81 in SMALPs and detergent micelles. CD 
spectra of purified CD81 either encapsulated within SMALPs (black) or within DDM micelles 
(grey). Purified CD81-SMALP and CD81-DDM was buffer exchanged into 20 mM sodium 
phosphate buffer pH 8, at concentrations of 0.05 mg/ml and 0.09 mg/ml respectively. 200 µl 
of each sample volume was used in a 1 mm path length cuvette and measured using a Jasco 
J-1500 instrument. Maximum absorbance of 260 nm and minimum absorbance of 180 nm was 
used for CD detection at 0.2 nm intervals at 20 °C; 18 technical replicates were performed for 
each sample, where n=2 
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Sample Concentration 
(mg/ml) 

Analysis Secondary structure 

α-
helices 

β-sheets other total 

 
CD81-
SMALP 

 
0.05 

CDSSTR 75 6 18 99 

CONTIN 65 3 32 100 

SELCON3 74 -4 34 104 

average 71 2 28 100 

       

 
CD81-
DDM 

 
0.09 

 
 

CDSSTR 64 9 30 100 

 
CD81-
DDM 
 

 
0.09 

 
 

CONTIN 54 6 40 100 

SELCON3 59 3 40 102 

average 58 6 37 101 

     

       

 

Table 4.3: Parameters from Dichroweb analysis of CD spectroscopy data. Baseline 
corrected data was analysed using Dichroweb using CDSSTR, Contin-LL and Selcon3 
algorithms. A mean weight residue of 109.8 was used. For SELCON3 analysis of CD81-
SMALP the data was truncated from 190 nm.  For all CD81-DDM analysis data was truncated 
from 185 nm to avoid the increase in CD due to absorbance from the detergent. 

 

 

4.5: DLS analysis to determine particle size of the SMALP-CD81 

After confirming intact CD81 secondary structure, further biophysical analysis was performed 

to determine size distribution profile of  SMALP-CD81 nanodiscs and DDM-CD81 micelles in 

IMAC purified samples. For this, dynamic light scattering (DLS) analysis was performed. As a 

biophysical techniques, DLS was performed to determine average diameter of the SMALP 

nanodiscs and DDM-CD81 micelles suspended in sodium phosphate buffer.  The DLS data 
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were obtained through a Brookhaven NanoBrook 90plus Zeta instrument (640 nm) at Warwick 

University using a 1.0 cm path length disposable cuvette.  

 

Figure 4.12 shows an average size of ~10 nm for the purified SMALP-CD81, which was 

consistent with previous studies on SMALPs size determination (Lee et al., 2016). CD81 

detergent micelles appeared to have an average diameter of just under ~7 nm. The DDM-

CD81 micelle size calculated in this anaysis was comparable to  previously published studies 

by the Bill group, where ~6 nm of OG-CD81 micelle size was determined through DLS analysis 

(Bonander et al., 2013b).  

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.12: Particle size analysis of SMALP-CD81 and DDM-CD81.  DLS analysis of 
purified CD81 either encapsulated within SMALPs (black) or within DDM micelles (grey).   
Obtained using a Malvern Instruments Zetasizer Nano S (633 nm) with  1.0 cm path length 
disposable cuvette. Seven technical replicates were performed for each sample, n=2. 
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4.6: Thermostability analysis of SMALP-CD81  

The thermostability of purified CD81 was investigated next, using three different approaches. 

Firstly, CD spectroscopy was used to monitor protein secondary structure stability over a 

temperature range from 20°C to 90°C. The changes in protein folding were measured by 

analysing the entire spectrum at the far-UV  wavelength region with increasing temperature at 

each  5 °C increment. Detergent- extracted CD81 was also analysed to determine the protein 

unfolding pattern at higher temperatures and to compare it with SMALP-CD81 nanodiscs.  

 

A 1 mm path length cuvette containing 200 µl of either 0.05 mg/ml SMALP-CD81 or 0.09 

mg/ml DDM-CD81 sample was used for the analysis using a Jasco J-1500 CD spectrometer. 

Eighteen repeat scans at each temperature were taken as technical replicates. At 

temperatures up to 40°C minor unfolding was observed, with CD81-SMALP possibly being a 

little more stable than CD81-DDM. However at temperatures above 40°C the ellipticity 

reduced at each temperature increment. Despite the initial spectral differences observed 

between CD81-SMALP and CD81-DDM (Figure 4.13), little difference was seen between 

them in resisting heat treatment. 

 

Therefore, minor unfolding was detected at initial heat treatments (upto 40 °C) after which the 

ellipticity was considerably reduced, indicating rapid unfolding of the alpha-helical structure at 

each temperature increment. Both SMALP-CD81 and DDM-CD81 appeared comparable in 

resisting heat treatment. 
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Figure 4.13: Thermal melt analysis of SMALP-CD81 and DDM-CD81 using CD 
spectroscopy. Two purified CD81 samples from SMA and detergent solubilisation were used 
where samples were buffer exchanged into 20 mM sodium phosphate buffer pH 8 (for 
detergent protein buffer was supplemented with 0.1% DDM and 0.01% CHS). The protein 
concentration was calculated through a gel based BSA protein concentration determination 
assay (Rothnie et al. 2014) which indicated 0.05 mg/ml  and 0.09 mg/ml of CD81 respectively. 
Maximum absorbance of 260 nm and minimum absorbance of 180 nm was used for CD 
detection at 0.2 nm intervals from 25 °C to 90°C temperature range with 5° C increment. 
Eighteen technical replicates were taken at each condition. N=2. 

 

 

Next, thermostability was monitored by binding to a conformationally sensitive antibody to 

heat-treated CD81 protein in SMALPs and detergent samples. The antigen-antibody ELISA 

using a structurally sensitive anti-CD8 antibody (mAbs 1s337) that specifically recognises an 

EC2 epitope (as discussed in Chapter 3.5).  To test for functional integrity at higher 

temperatures, both SMALP-CD81 and DDM-CD81 samples were treated with various 

temperature points from  20 °C to 90°C with 10 °C increaments for 10 mins, where protein 

incubated at 4 °C was taken as the starting point. Samples were centrifuged to remove 

aggregation and immobilised on a 96-well plate for ELISA detection.  
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In Figure 4.14, CD81-SMALP showed very little change in binding at increasing temperatures 

up until 60°C, suggesting intact conformation of CD81. At temperatures of 70°C and above a 

gradual decrease in antibody binding was observed, likely due to heat-induced unfolding of 

the extracellular loop 2 epitope. In contrast CD81-DDM antibody binding decreased following 

incubation at 20°C and continued to decrease at each increased temperature, indicating lower 

protein stability in detergent micelles at this important extracellular loop than when CD81 is 

encapsulated in SMALPs. 

 

 

 

Figure 4.14: Affect of increasing temperature on the binding of CD81 to a 
conformationsensitive anti-CD81 (mAb 1s337) antibody, using an ELISA assay. ELISA 
was performed using an in-house anti-CD81 antibody that is specific to the large-extracellular 
loop secondary structure (mAb 1.337). 50 µl of purified protein (100µg/ml)  from both polymer 
and detergent solubilised samples were treated for 10 min at 4 °C and at various temperatures 
from 20 °C to 90 °C at 10 °C increment.  Samples were centrifuged to remove aggregates and 
immobilised on a 96-well plate, in triplicates, for ELISA detection. HRP-conjugated secondary 
antibody was bound to the primary anti-CD81 antibody, which was then visualised with 
SIGMAFASTTM OPD tablets as soluble substrate for the detection of peroxidase activity in 
the CD81 immunoassay. Optical density readings at 492 nm were taken for each test 
condition. Three technical replicates were taken per condition. Black solid circles are CD81-
SMALP, open grey squares are CD81-DDM. Data are mean±sem, N=3. 
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The final approach examined protein aggregation upon heating, as shown in Figure 4.15. After 

heating (from 10 °C to 80 °C with 10 °C increaments), samples were centrifuged to remove 

large aggregates before visualising by Western blot using a non-conformational anti-CD81 

antibody (2s131). CD81-SMALP appeared unaffected up to temperatures of 40-50 °C., after 

which the monomer intensity began to decrease. The increase in heavier CD81 bands were 

also observed at 50 °C and above, indicating aggregation in these samples. The DDM-CD81 

western blot displayed negligible changes in CD81 monomer band intensity up to 

temperatures of 40-60 °C. Some decrease in CD81 band intensity was observed at 70-80 °C 

samples. A putative dimeric CD81 above ~45 kDa size was also seen in all samples without 

any significant change in the intensity. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.15: Western-blot analysis of heat-treated SMALP-CD81 and DDM-CD81 
samples. Each well contained 20 µl of sample and 5 µl of 5 X LSB buffer. Protein was detected 
with anti-CD81 antibody mAb 25131  (produced in-house) as primary antibody and anti-mouse 
HRP conjugated antibody as secondary antibody. Image is representative of N=3. 
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4.7: Size exclusion chromatography (SEC) of SMALP-CD81 

Further to biophysical characterisationn of IMAC purified SMALP-CD81, the protein 

distribution in the sample was analysed through a high-resolution size based separation. This 

was to determine the quality of the sample and to investigate the presence of monomeric 

protein, multimolecular complexes and/or protein aggregates. Most importantly, the SEC 

seperation of SMALP-CD81  was performed as a second step purification to further eliminate 

potential contamination and/or aggregates in order to obtain monodispersed SMALP-CD81 

fraction to take forward to potential structural analysis.  

 

For this work, purified SMALP-CD81 sample was analysied through size exclusion 

chromatography (SEC), also known as gel filtration.The ÄKTA pure protein purification system 

(with 24 ml SuperdexTM 200 Increase 10/300 GL column), image shown in Figure 4.16, was 

used to determine how proteins in the  sample separates according to its size ,where larger 

molecules (complex/aggregate) elutes out first and then the smaller molecules.  
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Figure 4.16: An image of the gel filtration unit (AKTA pure protein purification system) 
used for SMALP-CD81 studies.  

 

 

To perform SEC analysis, 30 ml of P. pastoris membrane preparation was solubilised with 

2.5% SMA co-polymer for 1 h. The SMALP-CD81 was then purified through affinity 

chromatography and concentrated to obtain 500 µl of  1.13 mg/ml CD81. Figure 4.17 shows 

an SDS-gel of purified CD81 from 30 ml membrane preparation and a SDS-PAGE with range 

of BSA amounts as  standard (0.25 µg to 1.25 µg) to determine CD81 concentration for 

subsequent gel filtration work. 
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Figure 4.17: SDS-PAGE analysis of SMALP-CD81 affinity purification and 
concentration. Each lane contain 15 µl sample and 5 µl LSB buffer without reducing agent. 
SMALP-CD81 was eluted with 300 mM imidazole in six fractions (15 ml per fraction). Images 
are representative of N=3. A) IMAC flow through (FT), 20 mM and 60 mM imidazole washes 
and six elution fractions were analysed on the Coomassie stained SDS-gel. B)  BSA standards 
(0.125 to 1.25 µg) were run on the SDS-PAGE gel along with IMAC purified and concentrated 
SMALP-CD81 fraction. Densitometry analysis using ImageJ was performed to determine 
CD81 concentration.   

 

 

Purified CD81-SMALP was concentrated and loaded on a size exclusion chromatography 

column, as shown in Figure 4.18A this resulted in two major elution peaks as measured by 

the absorbance at 280 nm. Peak 1 was very close to the void volume of the column (~8 ml) 

suggesting the presence of larger complexes or potential protein or SMALP aggregates. Peak 

2 eluted at ~13 ml column elution volume suggesting extraction of smaller molecules (potential 

isolation of individual CD81 SMALPs) in this region. DLS analysis on each of the two peaks, 

as shown in Figure 4.18B, suggested the average particle size in Peak 1 (void peak) was ~30 

nm, whereas, ~10 nm particles were detected in Peak 2 fractions that was consistent with 

predicted SMALPed proteins using the SMA 2000 co-polymer (Rothnie et al, 2016). Peak 2 

particle size was also consistent with the size of SMALP-CD81 after first step affinity 

purificaion and concentration.    

 

A 
B 
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Figure 4.18: Size exclusion chromatography elution profile of the SMALP-CD81.A) SEC 
profile obtained on a Superdex 200 10/300 GL SEC column with absorbance measured at 280 
nm. SEC enables the separation of 500 µl of 1 mg/ml SMALP-CD81 into two main peaks 
named Peak 1 and Peak 2. N ≥ 3. B) DLS particle size analysis of IMAC purified SMALP-
CD81, SEC Peak1, SEC Peak 2 of SMALP-CD81 and DDM-CD81. Brookhaven NanoBrook 
90plus Zeta instrument (640 nm) was used along with 1.0 cm path length disposible cuvette. 
Six technical replicates were performed for each samole. N=2.  

 

 

Next, all the elution fractions from  both peaks were analysed by  SDS-PAGE to  detect the 

presence of CD81 (at ~25 kDa) and to check for the presence of higher order bands or 

contamination.  Moreover, receptor-ligand binding ELISA using CD81 ligand E2 glycoprotein 

was also performed to test for CD81 binding ability with E2.  

 

Figure 4.19 indicated the presence of CD81 (~25 kDa) and a higher order protein band (~45 

kDa) in all Peak 1 fractions. The CD81 gel bands were also detected in Peak 2 fractions with 

faint higher order gel bands. Receptor-ligand binding of CD81 with HCV glycoprotein E2 

indicated that only Peak 2 fractions bind to the ligand, as shown in Figure 4.20. This indicated  

that only Peak 2 samples were able to bind to purified HCV E2 glycoprotein (suggesting intact 

 A B 



154 
 

binding site on the CD81 EC2 for viral binding) . Therefore we became interested in Peak 2 

fractions and set out to increase the amount to take forward for subsequent analysis. 

 

 

 

Figure 4.19: SDS-PAGE analysis of the Peak 1 and Peak 2 fractions. The SEC elution 
fractions from each of the two peak were visualised on 12% SDS- PAGE gel. Each lane 
contain 20 µl of sample and 5 µl of Lammeli sample buffer.  N=3. A) Individual Peak 1 fractions 
were analysed by SDS-PAGE. B) Individual SMALP-CD81 SEC Peak 2 were analysed by 
SDS-PAGE.  
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Figure 4.20: Receptor-ligand binding of Peak 1 and Peak 2 SMALP-CD81 fractions with 
HCV E2 glycoprotein. Functional integrity of SEC elution samples were detected using E2 
glycoprotein that acts as CD81 receptor ligand. 100 µl of eluted samples were used to test E2 
binding ability. E2 protein was bound to anti-Strep antibody as primary antibody  and Horse 
radish peroxidase conjugated antibody as secondary antibody, which was then visualised with 
SIGMAFASTTM OPD tablets as soluble substrate for the detection of peroxidase activity in 
the CD81 immunoassay. Optical density readings at 492 nm were taken for each sample. N=3 

 

 

Peak 2 stability was tested by re-analysing it by SEC. The Peak 2 fractions were collected and 

pooled together to obtain ~1.5 ml of 0.3 mg/ml sample, where 500 µl of this was reloaded on 

SEC. Figure 4.21A shows the SEC spectrum obtained from the IMAC purified samples and 

Figure 4.21B shows the SEC Peak 2 reloaded sample. Surprisingly, the analysis displayed a 

similar bimodal protein separation where a large and small peak were observed at the same 

elution volumes. This might suggest either lower Peak 2 stability where aggregation occurred 

after harvest or a dynamic equilibrium between larger and smaller SMALP-CD81 particle 

sizes.   
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Figure 4.21: SEC elution profiles of the SMALP-CD81 and SEC Peak 2 re-run. Profile 
obtained on a Superdex, increase 200 10/300 GL SEC column with absorbance measured at 
280 nm. A) Typical SEC elution profile of the SMALP-CD81. 500 µl of SMALP-CD81 was 
used. B) Re-analysis of the SEC Peak 2. Peak 2 fractions were pooled and concentrated using 

20 kDa concentrator and re-analysed by SEC. 500 µl of the sample was used. N=2.  

 

 

So far all the SEC elution profile was monitored at 280 nm to check protein elution. In an effort 

to detect polymer elution, the UV trace at 260 nm was also monitored because the SMA 

polymer absorbs at 260 nm. Figure 8.4 show the SEC spectra at both 280 nm (shown in black) 

and 260 nm (shown in green). Consistent with previous analysis, the 280 nm spectrum 

displayed bimodal peak distribution, while three peaks were identified in the 260 nm polymer 

analysis. The same elution profile was observed for ~ 8 ml peak, whereas a much larger peak 

height was observed in 260 nm for Peak 2 despite eluting out at the same elution volume.  

This suggested more polymer in the Peak 2  fraction than CD81 protein. A third peak was also 

observed at 260 nm at around ~20 ml elution volume.  This was assumed to be a free SMA 

polymer. 
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Figure 4.22: SEC profile at 280 nm and 260 nm. The SEC analysis was performed at 280 
nm (green) to detect proteins and  260 nm (black) to detect SMALP nanodiscs. Profile obtained 
on a Superdex, increase 200 10/300 GL SEC column with absorbance measured at 280 nm 
and 260 nm. N ≥ 3. 

 

 

As Peak 2 on the gel filtration trace appeared to contain relevent viral binding site and 

potentially non-aggregated CD81 (Figures 4.18 and 4.20), efforts were made to try to increase 

the proportion of CD81 in this peak. Firstly P. pastoris growth conditions were changed: lower 

cell biomass was taken forward for large scale growth in methanol medium (OD600 ≤ 1) instead 

of starting growth at high cell density (OD600 ˃ 5). This was to try to produce less but possibly 

better quality P. pastoris cells that expressed propery folded CD81 protein. Secondly, HEPES 

buffer was used for solubilisation, purification and gel filtration work, supplemented with 200 

mM sodium chloride and 10% glycerol, instead of the standard Tris/sodium chloride buffer. As 

HEPES  buffer is known to efficiently maintain pH of the solution, thus preventing pH related 

SMALPs or protein aggregation and glycerol is often reported to aid stability of memrbane 

proteins. Finally, CD81-SMALP elution fractions from affinity purification were concentrated 

less before analysing on the SEC, to minimise aggregation due to heavy concentration of the 
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protein. A like-for-like comparison of the results obtained before and after optimisation, as 

shown in Figure 4.23. After applying these changes, an increase in Peak 2 was observed in 

the SEC spectrum (shown in Figure 4.23B). SDS-PAGE analysis of the SEC fractions show 

considerably less protein in the void fractions (Peak 1) and more in ~13 ml elution fractions 

(Peak 2) after optimisation.   
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Figure 4.23 Size exclusion chromatography elution profile of the SMALP-CD81 before 
and after optimisation. Profile obtained on a Superdex, increase 200 10/300 GL SEC column 
with absorbance measured at 280 nm. The “before optimisation” condition (top SEC spectrum 
and SDS-gel) used 500 µl of SMALP-CD81 concentration of 6.02 mg/ml. Whereas,  1.64 
mg/ml SMALP-CD81 concentration was used for “after optimisation” SEC analysis (bottom). 
The Peak 1 and Peak 2 fractions were pooled and concentrated using a 20 kDa cut off 
concentrator and visualised on 12% SDS- PAGE gel. Each lane contains 20 µl of sample and 
5 µl of Lammeli sample buffer. N ≥ 3. 

 

 

 

The secondary structure profile of the Peak 1 and Peak 2 from the optimised protocol was 

tested in order to check for intact structure and to compare the two peaks. For this, CD 

spectroscopy was performed. The pooled and concentrated fractions from each peak were 

buffer exchanged from HEPES buffer to 20 mM potassium phosphate only buffer and diluted 
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to ~0.05 mg/ml each. A 200 µl sample was taken from each of the two samples in a 1 mm 

path length cuvette and tested at the far-UV wavelength regions of 180 to 240 nm. In Figure 

4.24A, both Peak 1 and Peak 2 samples display characteristic negative alpha-helical peaks at 

222 nm and 208 nm and a positive peak at 190 nm in the CD spectrum with similar elipticity. 

This indicates intact secondary structure and a abundance of alpha-helix folding of CD81 in 

both Peak 1 and Peak 2 samples, suggesting that protein in both samples were correctly 

folded and have similar α-helical profile.  Unexpectedly from the CD analysis, Peak 1 (void 

peak) was therefore  anticipated to contain folded and possibly aggregated CD81 protein or 

nanodiscs.  Moreover, consistent with previous work, Peak 1 and Peak 2 SDS-PAGE analysis 

(shown in Figure 4.24B) appeared similar (in terms of protein band profile), with more intense 

protein bands observed in Peak 2 samples suggesting the presence of more SMALP-CD81 

protein in this fraction.  
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Figure 4.24: Circular dichroism spectra of SMALP-CD81 SEC Peak 1 and Peak 2. A) SEC 
purified Peak 1 and Peak 2 fractions were used for CD secondary structure analysis. SEC 
purified fractions were buffer exchanged into 20 mM sodium phosphate buffer pH 8, at the 
concentration of ~0.05 mg/ml (Peak 1)  and ~0.05 mg/ml (Peak 2). 200 µl of each sample 
volume was used in a 1 mm path length cuvette. Maximum absorbance of 260 nm and 
minimum absorbance of 180 nm was used for CD detection at 0.2 nm intervals at 20 °C; 18 
technical replicates were performed for each sample, where N=2. B) SDS-PAGE analysis of 
IMAC purified SMALP-CD81, SEC Peak 1 and SEC Peak 2 samples used for CD analysis. 
12% SDS-PAGE was used. Each lane contained 15 µl of sample and 5 µl of LSB buffer. Image 

is a representative of N=2.  
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4.8: Mass spectrometry protein identification  

Liquid chromatography MS/MS  using collision-induced dissociation (CID) fragmentation is a 

well-established proteomic technique that allows the detection of individual proteins from the 

complex mixture (Andre et al., 2006). This technique was utilised in this study to identify and 

quantify component proteins in  affinity and SEC purified protein and solubilised P. pastoris 

membrane extracts. Five samples were tested for mass spectrometry total proteome 

identification, these were: affinity purified SMALP-CD81;  SEC Peak 1; SEC Peak 2; affinity 

purifed DDM-CD81 (as control); and SMA co-polymer solubilised membrane. This work was 

performed with Dr Ivana Millic (Aston University) and using the Mass spectrometry and 

Proteomic facility at The University of St. Andrews.  

 

30 µg of total protein from each of the five  samples were separated on a 12% SDS gel. Each 

gel lane was cut in three fractions: fraction 1 was from 10 kDa to 25 kDa where one prominent 

CD81 protein band was observed; fraction 2 was from 25 kDa to 45 kDa where a ~40 kDa 

protein band was detected in each sample; and fraction 3 was from 45 kDa to 180 kDa where 

several faint protein bands were observed, as shown in Figure 4.25 (SMA solubilised 

membrane gel not shown). The proteins in each gel fraction were trypsin digested and 

analysed through a bottom-up mass spectrometery approach to quantitatively and qualitatively 

investigate the peptides from digested proteins. The mass-to-charge ratio (m/z) of individual 

molecules were determied, where protein identification and characterisation were performed 

by MASCOT and NCBI database searching against signature MS/MS data for each protein. 

The search was limited to Komagataella phaffii (Pichia pastoris) and Homo sapiens database 

classification to reduce the number of false positive hits.   
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Figure 4.25: SDS-PAGE gel for mass spectrometry analysis. The samples were run on 
12% SDS-PAGE gel for protein separation according to the size, where each lane contain 30 
µg of total protein in 40 µl sample volume and 10 µl of LSB buffer. The gel was stained with 
brilliant blue dye to visualise proteins. For mass spectrometry analysis, each  gel lane was 
divided in three fractions: fraction 1 contained gel piece from 10 kDa to 25 KDa as shown in 
green; fraction 2 contained gel area fron 25 kDa to 45 kDa shown in orange; fraction 3 include 
the gel area from 45 kDa all the way through 180 kDa.  

 

 

Table 4.4 lists total proteome analysis data along with the average abundance values, 

including p-values and confidence scores of MS/MS data hits, of identified proteins in each of 

the five test samples.  The CD81 antigen (from Homo sapiens) was detected in all three gel 

fractions with high abundance  indicating the dominance of CD81 protein, where SEC Peak 2 

fractions contained the most CD81 after the SMA co-polymer solubilised membrane  samples. 

The alcohol oxidase 1 protein (AOX1), from P. pastoris, was also identfified as a dominant 

contaminant with high abundance in fraction 3 (from 45 kDa to 180 kDa) gel samples, 



164 
 

however, with two and a half times less abundance value than CD81 protein in SEC Peak 2 

samples, indicating some reduction of AOX1 during purification steps. Other contaminant 

proteins with noticeable presence were 40S ribosomal protein  and actin from P. pastoris. The 

detergent affinity purified sample was used as a control, where total protein identification 

pattern was similar to that of affinity purified SMALP-CD81 with an exception of low abundance 

value for CD81 protein in this sample.  

 

The mass spectrometry analysis suggested that CD81 was present and dominant in all 

samples, particularly in solubilsed membrane and SEC Peak 2 samples. Moreover, several 

other yeast expressed soluble and RNA-associated proteins were also identified as 

contaminant proteins and no contaminating membrane protein was detected in this study.  
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Table 4.4: List of protein hits with their corresponding average abundance in total 
proteome mass spetrometry analysis of SMA solubilised, affinity and SEC purified 
samples. Three gel band fractions from each of the five samples were tested for LC-MS 
protein identification. The samples were trypsinised (in-gel digestion) and fragmented then 
analysed using an ESI-QUAD-TOF MS instrument. Peptides with fixed carbamidomethyl (C) 
and variable oxidation (M) modification were searched for using MS/MS Ion search on 
MASCOT and NCBI databases. Mass spectrometry data was tested three times with 
independent sample preparation. Data analysis was performed using SEQUEST program. 
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4.9: Pichia pastoris protoplast  preparation for isolating membrane bound CD81  

P. pastoris protoplasts are cells without cell wall which has been removed through enzymatic 

treatment. In this work, a lytic enzyme called zymolyase was used for yeast cell wall digestion 

as it contains an active enzyme called β-1,3 glucanase  (a hydrolase) that hydrolyzes the 

glucose polymer of the cell wall into small pentose products, thus breaking down the yeast cell 

wall.  This method favours extraction of correctly folded membrane proteins that have been 

targeted to the plasma membrane and limits solubilisation of misfolded proteins stored in 

internal membrane compartments. Protoplasts were then directly subjected to SMA co-

polymer solubilisation to extract membrane associated CD81. The expected benefit of using 

P. pastoris  protoplast in this study was that it favoured extraction of correctly folded proteins 

present in plasma membrane as it limits solubilisation of proteins stored in internal membrane 

compartment. A schematic of P. pastoris protoplast work undertaken in this study is shown in 

Figure 4.26. 
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Figure 4.26: Schematic of protoplast generation and CD81 solubilising process. P. 
pastoris cells expressing hCD81 was firstly treated with Zymolase for cell wall digestion. The 
protoplasts formed were directly used to perform SMA co-polymer solubilisation following 
ultracentrifugation step tp recover solubilised fraction for subsequent purification steps. Image 
modified from  (Renaud Wagner 2017) 
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For protoplast work, a previously published protocol was used by  Hartmann et al., 2017. 

Briefly, 12 g of P. pastoris cell pellet was  washed with sorbitol (1 M) and trisodium citrate (20 

mM) buffers to prepare the yeast cell wall for enzymatic treatment. The cells were treated with 

Zymolyase at room temperature under gentle shaking following slow speed centrifugation to 

harvest protoplasts. The CD81 protein on the protoplast membrane was solubilised using 

2.5% SMA co-polymer for 30 mins at RT following IMAC and SEC purification stages.  

 

Figure 4.27 show a typical SEC spectrum obtained after protoplast SMA co-polymer 

solubiliation and IMAC purification. A sharp peak at around 14 ml column elution volume was 

observed suggesting the presence of a homogenous protein sample. No void peak (at around 

8 ml elution volume) was observed.  

 

 

 

Figure 4.27: Size exclusion spectrum of protoplast solubilised and purified SMALP-
CD81. Profile obtained on a Superdex increase 200 10/300 GL SEC column with absorbance 
measured at 280 nm. The 500 µl of ~3 mg/ml IMAC purified SMALP-CD81 sample was loaded 
on the AKTA unit, where individual fractions were collected in 250 µl volume. Graph was 
prepared using GraphPad Prism, where N=2.   
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The individual elution fractions from SEC purification along with concentrated 14 ml peak 

sample were analysed through SDS-PAGE and western blot (using anti-His6 antibody), as 

shown in the Figure 4.28. In SDS-PAGE analysis, a higher order band close to ~45 kDa was 

detected in all elution fractions and in concentrated SEC peak sample. A very faint potential 

monomeric CD81 gel bands was also detected at 25 kDa. This suggested the presence and 

dominance of a higher order protein (a possible contaminant or dimeric CD81 protein). The 

western blot analysis, using the C-terminus His-tag, detected monomeric CD81 protein at ~25 

kDa and possible higher order (dimeric) CD81 at ~35 kDa.  

 

 

 

Figure 4.28: SDS-PAGE and western blot analysis of concentrated ~14 ml SEC peak and 
individual elution fractions. Each individual SEC fraction lane cotain 20 µl of sample and 5 
µl of LSB buffer, while 10 µl of concentrated SEC peak with 2.5 µl was added in concentrated 
sample lanes. Both SDS-PAGE and Western blot images are representative of N=2. SEC 
conc.= concentrated SEC 14 ml peak sample. A) Coomassie stained SDS-PAGE analysis of 
individual peak fractions along with pooled and concentrated SEC peak sample. B) Western 
blot analysis of indiviual peak fraction as well as pooled and concentrated SEC peak sample. 
Anti-His6 antibody was used as primary and HRP-conjugated anti-mouse antibody was used 
as secondary antibodies.  
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Finally, in order to determine the presence of CD81 protein in the SEC purified sample, mass 

spectrometry protein identification analysis was performed. The proteins  in the SEC sample 

was separated by SDS-PAGE, where two protein bands were visualised  and sent off for mass 

spectrometry identifictaion, as shown in Figure 4.29. The MS data predicted the most 

dominant protein (at ~45 kDa) in the sample was an alcohol dehydrogenase protein from the 

P. pastoris origin. Only small amounts of CD81 protein was identified in the second band at 

~35 kDa, suggesting low CD81 abundance in the SEC purified samples.  Therefore, this study 

suggested that P. pastoris protoplast preparation and direct solubilisation was not an optimal 

method for harvesting pure and homogenous SMALP-CD81 samples.  
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Figure 4.29:  SDS-PAGE and western blot analysis of concentrated ~14 ml SEC peak 
and individual elution fractions. SDS-PAGE gel was prepared containing 5 µl of SEC 14 ml 
peak  sample loaded with 1.25 µl of 5 X LSB buffer. The gel was stained with brilliant blue dye 
to visualise proteins. Two gel band samples at ~35 kDa and ~45 kDa were sent for LC-MS 
protein identification. The samples were trypsinised and fragmented then analysed using an 
ESI-QUAD-TOF MS instrument. Peptides with fixed carbamidomethyl (C) and variable 
oxidation (M) modification were searched for using MS/MS Ion search on NCBI database. 
Sample processed by Mass Spectrometry facility at the University of St Andrews.  
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Chapter 5  

Structural studies: visualisation of SMALP-CD81 nanodiscs through negative 
stain electron microscopy and X-ray crystallisation trials 

 

Obtaining high-resolution structures is a cornerstone of the membrane protein research. The 

SMA co-polymer solubilisation and purification of CD81 shown in the previous chapters 

enabled the yield of superior protein samples that could facilitate structure determination. 

Therefore, initial negative staining cryo electron microscopy (cryo-EM) and X-ray 

crystallography structural analysis are discussed in this chapter.  

 

The recent cryo-EM revolution has enabled the structural organisation of several membrane 

proteins that had previously remained elusive to X-ray crystallisation techniques (Wan et al., 

2019, Basore et al., 2019). The suitability of the SMALP method for structural analysis through 

EM has previously been shown by (Parmar et al., 2018) where a ~340 kDa trimeric form of 

AcrB protein was solved at 8.8 Ӑ resolution using Cryo-EM.  The major limitation that prevents 

CD81 Cryo-EM studies is the small size of the protein (~25 kDa)  and the fact that there is 

very little peptide biomass protruding from the plasma membrane ( the EC2 domain protrudes 

~ 3 to 5 nm outside of the plasma membrane), thus, making it currently an impossible target 

for cryo-EM structural investigation, unless a CD81 complex could be generated using an 

antibody or a ligand. Therefore, in this study, negative stain electron microscopy analysis was 

attempted in an effort to visualise SMALP-CD81 in the SEC purified samples to confirm the 

presence of isolated nanodiscs. The tetraspanin literature has suggested the presence of 

tetraspanin enriched microdomains on the plasma membrane to exert their biological function 

(Bailey et al., 2011); this provides an opportunity to capture CD81 dimers or higher order 

structures using SMA. Negative staining analysis could potentially be taken forward for Cryo-

EM studies if sufficient protein mass was detected through the presence of CD81 higher order 

structures.  
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Membrane protein crystallisatio in lipidic cubic phase (LCP) has been successfully applied to 

obtain a high resolution structure of SMA polymer solubilised and purified microbial rhodopsin 

by (Broecker et al., 2017). As CD81 protein is an important pharmaceutical drug target due to 

its association with several clinical pathologies including various types of cancer and in HCV 

infection, obtaining structural information will be invaluable for therapeutic discovery. Further 

to EM analysis, this chapter will also discuss large scale CD81 preparation to obtain 

concentrated and homogenous SMALP-CD81 for lipidic cubic phase formation and protein 

crystallisation for X-ray crystallography. P. pastoris and Sf9 overexpressed recombinant CD81 

was investigated for the large scale preparation of suitable protein.   

 

5.1: Negative stain electron microscopy to visualise SEC Peak 1 and Peak 2 fractions 

In order to visualise isolated SMALP nanodiscs, negative staining electron microscopy 

analysis was performed on both SEC Peak 1 and Peak 2 samples. 

 

A 10 ml P. pastoris membrane preparation was solubilised using SMA and purified using IMAC 

and SEC purification. Figure 5.1 show the SEC profile obtained after affinity purification and 

concentration that indicated the presence of a large peak (Peak 1) at ~8 ml elution volume 

and a small peak (Peak 2) at ~12 ml elution volume, which was similar to previous work 

discussed in chapter 4. The SDS-PAGE analysis, also shown in Figure 5.1, confirmed the 

presence of SMALP-CD81 in both SEC peaks (Peak 1 and Peak 2), with the majority of the 

protein in the concentrated Peak 2 fraction. The SEC fractions from each peak were pooled 

and concentrated to obtain 0.23 mg/ml Peak 1 sample and 0.25 mg/ml Peak 2 sample 

according to NanoDrop protein concentration determination at 280 nm.   
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Figure 5.1: Preparatory SEC and SDS-PAGE analysis for negative staining EM.  Size 
exclusion chromatography elution profile of SMALP-CD81 after IMAC purification. SEC 
spectrum obtained on a Superdex 200 10/300 GL SEC column with absorbance measured at 
280 nm. SEC enabled the separation of 500 µl of 0.7 mg/ml SMALP-CD81 into two main 
peaks. SDS-PAGE analysis was performed on the pooled and concentrated fractions from 
each of the two peaks. 12 % SDS-gel was prepared where each lane contained 15 µl sample 
and 5 µl LSB buffer. Image shown as representative image. N ≥ 3. Conc. SMALP-CD81= 
before SEC sample. 

 

 

After collecting the SEC peaks, the samples were taken to Warwick University Imaging Facility 

to perform negative stain Cryo-EM for nanodiscs and protein visualisation. The EM copper 

grids were glow-discharged to obtain a negatively-charged surface where sample was added 

and incubated for 3 minutes following washing and staining with 2% uranyl acetate.  The grids 

were imaged using a JEOL2100+ TEM instrument at 60,000 X magnification. The first few 

negative staining EM analyses did not work as the EM images only showed big blobs of protein 

(possibly due to high sample concentration). Optimisation of the analysis was attempted by 

diluting SEC peak samples: a serial dilution was prepared taking 5, 10, 25, 50 and 100 fold 

dilutions of Peak 1 and Peak 2 fractions that were then imaged on the TEM.  
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Figure 5.2 show micrographs from the SEC Peak 1 and Peak 2 samples indicating good 

particle distribution and no obvious aggregation. A high purity and monodispersity of SMALP-

CD81 nanodiscs was observed in 100 fold sample dilution.  Sparsely distributed and larger 

particles were observed in Peak 1 samples, while, smaller and numerous nanodiscs were 

observed in Peak 2 samples with an average size of ~10 nm (according to EM software 

measurement). The particle sizes observed through EM were consistent with the DLS analysis 

of SEC purified samples as discussed in chapter 4. The larger particle size observed in Peak 

1 is  predicted to be a possible consequence of nanodisc interaction with one another forming 

a higher order structure. 

 

Therefore, negative staining cryo-EM analysis indicated the presence of monodispersed 

SMALP-CD81 in SEC Peak 2 sample, whereas larger particles were observed in the SEC 

Peak 1 samples.  
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Figure 5.2: Negative stain micrographs of SMALP-CD81 nanodiscs from SEC Peak 1 
and SEC Peak 2.  The micrographs shows highly pure and monodispersed SMALP-CD81 
nanodiscs in both samples. The 3 µl of  92 µg/ml and 100 µg/ml  of each SMALP-CD81  SEC 
Peak 1 and Peak 2 samples, respectively, were immobilised on negatively-charged copper 
grids and stained with 2% uranyl acetate before imaging on the  JEOL2100+ TEM at 60,000 
X magnification (at Warwick University; operator: Dr Saskia Bakker). Images are the 
representative images of N=2. Black arrowheads point to isolated SMALP nanodiscs.  
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5.2: CD81 detection through Ni-NTA-Gold particle binding 

Further to the successful visualisation of SMALP nanodiscs in both Peak 1 and Peak 2 

samples, the localisation of CD81 protein was detected through high resolution imaging. So 

far no protein biomass was observed in the nanodiscs possibly due to small size of CD81 

protein. Attempts were made in this study to label CD81 proteins encapsulated in SMALPs to 

identify them through negative staining EM.  

 

A reagent comprising nickel (II) nitrilotriacetic acid (Ni-NTA) conjugated with a monofunctional 

gold nanoparticle was utilised for the site specific and covalent labelling of histidine residues 

(His-tag) on the protein terminus. The binding occurs due to the affinity of histidine residues 

to Ni+2 NTA complex ions bound to gold nanoparticles, as shown in Figure 5.3. The precise 

location of Ni-NTA-Gold labelled proteins could then be determined by electron microscopy.  

 

Inspiration of this work was from (Swainsbury et al., 2014), where  electron microscopy of 

SMALP nanodiscs containing His6-tagged protein was performed after binding with 

functionalised nanogold  particles (conjugated Ni NTA  functional group). Pre-treatment of the 

SMALPs with nanogold particles allowed the detection of the bacterial reaction centers (a 

class of integral membrane proteins) His6-tag. Also, this technique could potentially identify 

number of His6-tagged proteins encapsulated in a SMALP.   
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Figure 5.3: The interaction between histidine tagged protein with Ni-NTA-gold. The Ni-
NTA functional group attached to the 5 nm gold particle interacts and form stable complexes 
with the histidine residues of the recombinant protein for easy electron microscopy detection 
for the gold labelled protein. Image adapted from www.nanoprobes.com. 

 

 

For this work, three test samples were prepared. The first two sample were SEC Peak 1 and 

Peak 2 obtained from a 10 ml of P. pastoris membrane SMA solubilisation and IMAC 

purification. This was followed by the SEC separation of the two distinct peaks, Peak 1 and 

Peak 2, as shown in Figure 5.4. The third sample was lipid-only SMALPs as a negative control. 

This was to test for any non-specific binding of the Ni-NTA-Gold particles with the polymer or 

the lipids in SMALPs.  
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Figure 5.4: Preparatory SEC spectrum for nanogold particle SMALP-CD81 labelling.  
Size exclusion chromatography elution profile of the SMALP-CD81 after IMAC purification, 
where two distinct peaks, Peak 1 and Peak 2, were collected and pooled separately before 
subsequent analysis.  SEC spectrum obtained on a Superdex 200 increase10/300 GL SEC 
column with absorbance measured at 280 nm. The SEC enabled the separation of 500 µl 0.8 
mg/ml SMALP-CD81 into two main peaks. N≥3. 

 

 

For the lipid-only samples, a 1,2-dimyristoyl-sn-glycero-3-phosphocholine (DMPC) 

suspension was solubilised in SMALPs using 2.5% SMA co-polymer following excess polymer 

removal and homogenous suspension isolation through SEC, as shown in the Figure 5.5, 

where ~11.2 ml elution peak fractions were collected, pooled and used for subsequent work.  
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Figure 5.5: Typical SEC spectrum of SMALP-DMPC samples. The lipid only SMALP was 
prepared by firstly dissolving DMPC lipid in methanol-chloroform solution before solubilising 
with the SMA2000 polymer. The SEC separation was performed to collect ~11.7 ml elution 
peak fractions for the EM imaging work. SEC spectrum obtained on a Superdex 200 10/300 
GL SEC column with absorbance measured at 280 nm. SEC enabled the separation of 500 µl 
SMALP-DMPC into three main peaks. N=2. UV1_280= UV trace at A280, shown in blue; Cond= 
Conductivity, shown in orange; UV2_ 260= UV trace at A260, shown in purple.  

 

 

Each of the three samples (SEC Peak 1, SEC Peak 2, and SMALP-DMPC) were analysed 

with and without Ni-NTA-gold particle incubation. Therefore, a total of six samples were 

imaged, where three control samples were without the nanogold particle, while test samples 

were incubated with the Ni-NTA-gold particles. The control samples were treated in the 

following manner: SMALP solution was applied to glow-discharged carbon grids and left for 2 

min. Excess solution was blotted off and the grid washed 3x in water. The grid was stained for 

4 min in 2% uranyl acetate. For gold particle binding, the SMALP sample was applied to glow-

discharged grids as before. The grids were then incubated for 30 min in Ni-NTA-gold according 

to the manufacturer’s instruction, and stained as before.  
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The Figures 5.6 show the images from the lipid-only SMALPs with and without nanogold 

particle binding. Figure 5.6A indicated the presence of monodispersed SMALP nanodiscs 

(indicated with black arrowheads), whereas, Figure 5.6B showed the presence of isolated 

SMALP-DMPC nano discs (black arrow heads) as well as monodispersed 5 nm gold particles 

(indicated with white arrow heads). Some non-specific nanogold particle binding with SMALP-

DMPC discs was also observed (indicated with blue arrow heads). This suggested some 

nonspecific interaction between lipids only SMALPs and nanogold particles.  

 

 

Figure 5.6: Negative stain micrographs of SMALP-DMPC nanodiscs with and without 
Ni-NTA-Gold particles. A 2,500 fold diluted SMALP-DMPC peak ~11.7 was used to check 
for non-specific nanogold particle binding. Samples were analysed using JEOL2100+ TEM at 
60,000 X magnification (at Warwick University; operator: Dr Saskia Bakker). 3 µl sample was 
immobilised on the negatively charged EM grid and stained with uranyl acetate before TEM 
visualisation. Images are the representative images of N=2. Black arrowhead: SMALP-DMPC 
nanodiscs; White arrowhead: Ni-NTA-gold particles; blue arrowhead: Ni-NTA-Gold particles 
associated with SMALP-DMPC. 
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Figures 5.7 and 5.8 show SEC Peak 1 and Peak 2 micrographs, respectively. In both analyses, 

the SMALP-CD81 nanodiscs were clearly visible in control and test images. However, no 

obvious Ni-NTA-gold particle association with the CD81 protein in SMALP-CD81 nanodiscs 

was observed. While some gold particles were seen adjacent to nanodiscs, many more were 

bound to the carbon support film on the grid, rendering the experiment inconclusive. 

 

 

 

Figure 5.7: Negative stain micrographs of SMALP-CD81 SEC Peak 1 sample with and 
without Ni-NTA-Gold particles. A 100 fold diluted SMALP-CD81 SEC Peak 1 sample was 
used to determine nanogold particle binding to the CD81-His6 tag. Samples were analysed 
using JEOL2100+ TEM at 60,000 X magnification (at Warwick University; operator: Dr Saskia 
Bakker). 3 µl 92 µg/ml sample was immobilised on the negatively charged EM grid and stained 
with uranyl acetate before TEM visualisation. Images are the representative images of N=2. 
Black arrowheads: SMALP-DMPC nanodiscs; White arrowheads: Ni-NTA-gold particles; blue 
arrowhead: SMALP-DMPC associated with Ni-NTA-Gold particles. 
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Figure 5.8: Negative stain micrographs of SMALP-CD81 SEC Peak 2 sample with and 
without Ni-NTA-Gold particles. A 100 fold diluted SMALP-CD81 SEC Peak 2 sample was 
used to determine nanogold particle binding to the CD81 His6 tag. Samples were analysed 
using JEOL2100+ TEM at 60,000 X magnification (at Warwick University; operator: Dr Saskia 
Bakker). 3 µl 100 µg/ml sample was immobilised on the negatively charged EM grid and 
stained with uranyl acetate before TEM visualisation. Images are the representative images 
of N=2. Black arrowheads: SMALP-DMPC nanodiscs; White arrowheads: Ni-NTA-gold 
particles. 

 

 

Overall, no binding of the functionalised gold nanoparticle was observed with the CD81 

proteins in both SEC Peak 1 and Peak 2 fractions. Only some non-specific binding was 

observed in the negative control (lipid only SMALPs). To troubleshoot this, the binding of the 

Ni-NTA-gold particle with His-tagged CD81 protein was assessed in solution by gel filtration 

to check whether the gold particles elute with the protein sample (see Section 5.3). 
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5.3: In-solution analysis of Ni-NTA-Gold particle association with SMALP-CD81 

Further to EM analysis of Ni-NTA-gold particle binding to His6 tagged CD81, labelling of the 

CD81 protein with Ni-NTA-gold particles was attempted in solution rather than directly on the 

EM grid. The SMALP-CD81 Peak 2 sample was incubated with 10 molar excess of 5 nm Ni-

NTA-gold overnight at 4 °C following centrifugation to pellet out aggregates, shown in Figure 

5.9. The change in supernatant from colourless to red indicated the presence of dispersed 

gold particles (Zuber et al., 2016).  

 

 

 

Figure 5.9: Image showing SMALP-CD81 Peak 2 sample incubated with functionalised 
5 nm gold particles.  A ~350 µl 0.25 mg/ml SEC Peak 2 was incubated with 100 µl 0.5 µM 
Ni-NTA-gold particles overnight. Samples were centrifuged for 2 min at 12,000 rpm before the 
SEC run. The unaggregated gold nanoparticles have a red colour in solution, as seen in the 
supernatant. While, the aggregated particles appeared dark blue/purple as shown in the pellet 
fraction after the centrifugation.  
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The specific binding of Ni-NTA-gold particles to SMALP-CD81-His6 was assessed by 

analytical SEC. Ni-NTA-gold complexed with SMALP-CD81- His6 was monitored at 280 nm 

and 520 nm to detect both protein and gold nanoparticles. The Figure 5.10 show SMALP-

CD81 labelled with Ni-NTA-gold particles at 280 nm and 520 nm. Both spectra show a sharp 

peak at ~ 11.5 ml column elution volume indicating the presence of the protein and nanogold 

particle complexes. The SEC Peak 2 shift observed from the original peak elution volume of 

~13 ml (discussed in Chapter 4 Section 4.6) to ~11.5 ml peak indicated the presence of Ni-

NTA-Gold particles complexed with SMALP-CD81. The small SEC peak size was due to low 

protein concentration of the sample (~0.125 mg of protein was initially used) and some protein 

aggregation after overnight incubation with nanogold particles and subsequent centrifugation 

(shown in the Figure 5.9).  
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Figure 5.10 Binding of Ni-NTA-gold particles with SMALP-CD81 Peak 2 samples. 
SMALP-CD81 Peak 2 incubation following analytical SEC  with Ni-NTA-gold nanoparticles. 
Two absorbance spectra were taken: 280 nm (black) for identifying protein elution, and 520 
nm (blue) for the gold nanoparticle absorbance. The SEC enabled the separation of 350 µl of 
0.25 mg/ml SMALP-CD81 into one dominant peak at ~11.7 ml column elution volume. 
Superdex 200 increase 10/300 GL SEC column was used, where N=2. 
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The SEC ~11.5 ml peak fractions were collected, pooled and evaluated through SDS-PAGE 

and Western blot analysis as shown in Figure 5.11. The analysis further confirmed the 

presence of relatively pure CD81 monomeric protein in the SEC peak fraction after incubation 

with nanogold particles.  

 

 

Figure 5.11:  SDS-PAGE and Western blot analysis of SEC peak at ~11.5 ml column 
elution volume containing Ni-NTA-gold particle labelled SMALP-CD81. The elution peak 
fractions were collected and pooled before loading on 12% SDS gels where each lane 
contained 20 µl sample and 5 µl LSB buffer. SDS-PAGE gel was stained with brilliant blue dye 
to visualise protein bands. For Western blot protein staining, anti-CD81 antibody was used as 
primary and anti-mouse HRP-conjugated antibody as secondary antibody. Both SDS-PAGE 
gel and Western blot images were taken using Syngene G-box, where images are 
representative of N=2.   

 

 

 

 

 



188 
 

5.4: Large-scale hCD81 preparation for LCP crystallisation trials 

One aim of this study was to obtain high quality protein samples in an attempt to obtain high 

quality of crystals of CD81 for structure determination by X-ray crystallography.  

 

For the CD81 crystallisation work, a large scale CD81 preparation was performed in order to 

obtain homogenous and concentrated protein sample for lipidic cubic phase reconstitution for 

crystal nucleation and growth. P. pastoris cells were cultured on a large-scale using shake 

flasks (total culture volume = 5 L). Around 80 g of cell pelleted was harvested and membrane 

only fraction was collected after cell lysis and ultra-centrifugation. 50 ml 160 mg/ml membrane 

preparation was diluted 3 fold and solubilised with 2.5% SMA 2000 polymer. The SMALP 

CD81 was purified through IMAC purification, as shown in Figure 5.12. ~ 3.5 L of low imidazole 

containing buffer washes (to wash 50 ml resin with 2.5 L of 20 mM imidazole wash;  1 L 40 

mM imidazole wash; and 50 ml 60 mM imidazole wash) were performed before eluting the 

SMALP-CD81 in 150 ml of 300 mM imidazole buffer in six fractions.  
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Figure 5.12: SDS-PAGE analysis of the IMAC fractions. The IMAC flow through, washes 
and elution fractions were analyses on 12% SDS-PAGE. 2.5 L 20 mM imidazole buffer was 
used as the first wash; 1 L of 40 mM imidazole buffer as second wash; 50 ml of 60 mM 
imidazole buffer as the final wash before protein elution. The protein was eluted in 150 ml of 
300 mM imidazole elution buffer in six fractions. Each lane contain 15 µl of the sample and 5 
µl of LSB buffer. Image is the representative image of N≥3.  

 

 

The IMAC elution fractions appeared to contain high purified protein amounts, therefore in 

order to prevent protein aggregation due to high concentration, elution fractions were divided 

into two separate tubes. The elution fractions E1, E2 and E4 were pooled together, while E3, 

E5 and E6 were pooled separately and concentrated using 20 ml Vivaspin 10 kDa 

concentrators. The high protein containing elution fractions E2 and E3 were kept in separate 

concentrators to prevent aggregation due to high protein concentration. The 75 ml total volume 

in each  of the two tubes were concentrated to 1 ml, where protein concentration of 2.5 mg/ml 
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was achieved from the E1,E2 & E4 fraction and 3.01 mg/ml from the E3,E5 & E6 fractions , 

according to NanoDrop protein concentration determination 

 

Four preparatory SEC purifications were performed using 500 µl per SEC run. Figure 5.13 

shows a typical spectrum obtained after IMAC purification and concentration, which was 

similar to the SEC work discussed in Chapter 4. The SMALP-CD81 sample separated into 

one dominant peak at ~8 ml elution volume and a shoulder at ~12 ml column elution volume. 

The size of Peak 2 was much smaller this time, possibly due to heavy protein concentration 

post IMAC purification where only a small fraction of the nanodiscs was left in monodispersed 

form. Bigger aggregates were removed prior to the SEC run by centrifugation and pelleting 

them out.  

 

 

Figure 5.13: Preparatory SEC spectrum of IMAC purified SMALP-CD81 protein for 
subsequent crystallisation work. Size exclusion chromatography elution profile of the 
SMALP-CD81 after IMAC purification, where two characteristic peaks were harvested. SEC 
elution fractions from Peak 1 and Peak 2 were collected and pooled separately for future 
analysis.  A Superdex 200 increase10/300 GL SEC column was used to determine sample 
absorbance at 280 nm, where 500 µl of 3.01 mg/ml SMALP-CD81 sample was injected. N=4. 
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The SEC fractions between 11 to 14 ml column elution volume, from all four runs, were pooled 

and concentrated heavily to obtain ~40 µl of highly concentrated SMALP-CD81 protein (18.84 

mg/ml according to the NanoDrop) to use in the subsequent crystallisation trials. The SEC 

Peak 1 fractions from 8 ml to 10 ml column elution volume were also pooled and concentrated 

to ~40 µl where the protein concentration was calculated to be 4 mg/ml.  

 

Although large peak size was seen for the Peak 1, protein content was lower compared to the 

smaller looking Peak 2. May be large particles were absorbing highly which was shown by the 

large size of the peak  but it does not correlate to the higher amount of the CD81 protein as a 

lot more CD81 protein was harvested from the Peak 2. 

 

After the two step purification of SMALP-CD81-His6, X-ray crystallisation trials were performed 

using lipidic cubic phase consisting of monoolein (1-monooleoyl-rac-glycerol, C18:1c9) as the 

host lipid.  The LCP was prepared by using protein to monoolein ratio of 2:3 (40% to 60%), 

where 6 µl of the SMALP-CD81 protein solution and 9 µl of warm monoolein (at 45 °C) were 

used. Two Hamilton syringes were taken, one was filled with monoolein and another one with 

concentrated SMALP-CD81 protein suspension, and connected together through syringe 

coupler. The syringe plunger were then pushed alternatively in an attempt to mix the protein 

and lipid together, where initially the protein-monoolein mixture appeared cloudy but after 

mixing it few times (by pushing plungers back and forth) the lipid mesophase became 

homogenous.  This indicated the formation of lipidic cubic phase of monoolein with the CD81 

protein, as shown in the Figure 5.14. Formation of the LCP was verified by its transparent and 

gel like consistency, as visible through the glass syringe.  
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Figure 5.14:  Image showing Hamilton syringes in which SMALP-CD81 and monoolein 
LCP was prepared. The clear LCP suspension (indicated with blue arrows) was formed after 
mixing the lipid (9 µl) in one syringe with the protein (6 µl). The LCP was prepared with the 
help of Professor Alex Cameron  University of Warwick. 

  

 

After reconstituting CD81 into the LCP, crystallisation trials were set up. Four LCP glass plates 

were prepared for automated LCP matrix screening per 96-well plate, using two bestselling 

membrane protein screens, called MemGold and MemGoldMeso, as these screens were 

developed to test several crystallisation conditions that were previously used to successfully 

crystallise membrane proteins.  

 

The protein-monoolein suspension was transferred to a syringe attached to a dispense needle 

and mounted on the Mosquito robot. The Mosquito robot is an automated nanolitre pipettor 

used for precise drop-to-drop placement of the LCP suspension onto the glass plate, as shown 

in the Figure 5.15. A 50 nl drop of the LCP suspension was placed in each of the 96 wells 

robotically, which was then covered with 800 nl of the screen solution. Four LCP plates were 

prepared, where LCP drops of two plates were screened with MemGold screen and the other 

two with MemGoldMeso screen. The plates from each of the two screens were incubated at 

20 °C and 4 °C for three weeks while periodically checking for crystal formation and growth.  
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Figure 5.15: An image of the Mosquito LCP crystallisation robot used for protein 
crystallisation screening. The robot was used to accurately dispense viscous LCP 
suspension and test screen drops (50 nl and 800 nl, respectively) on the glass plates for CD81 
crystallisation screening. The equipment belongs to the University of Warwick in the School of 
Life Sciences.  

 

 

After 72 h incubation, some wispy crystals were observed in one of the screen conditions of 

32% PEG 400; 0.1 M HEPES pH 8.0 and 0.07 M ammonium fluoride at 20 °C. The crystals 

were only observed in one condition that appeared to be growing in the middle of the well (not 

on the edge of the tray, a tell-tale sign of salt crystals). This seemed promising at first, however, 

further observation (after 10 days) hinted at possible false positive crystals that were coming 

up in the mother liquor (screen solution) that was indicative of salt rather than protein. The 

crystals were harvested after three weeks, flash frozen and sent to the Diamond Light Source 

for synchrotron beamline X-ray data collection, where the initial diffraction pattern confirmed 

the presence of the salt crystals.  
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Another large scale CD81 preparation was performed employing the same purification and 

concentration conditions in an attempt to perform additional crystallisation trials. A ~25 µl of 

15 mg/ml concentrated Peak 2 sample was harvested and taken to the Warwick University for 

crystal trays set up. The LCP mesophase was successfully formed after mechanical mixing of 

the monoolein and the SMALP-CD81 solution using  Hamilton syringes. Two plates were set 

up using MemGold and MemGoldMeso screens that were incubated at 20 °C for three weeks.   

 

Another novel approach was utilised to crystallise CD81 where the SMA 2000 polymer in 

SMALP-CD81 nanodiscs was precipitated using 50 mM magnesium chloride during LCP 

formation. This was to remove the polymer from SMALPs and capture CD81 protein on the 

monoolein to form cubic phase. Two crystal trays were set up after LCP formation (where clear 

mesophase was achieved after mechanical mixing) using MemGold and MemGoldMeso 

crystallisation screens and incubated at 20 °C for three weeks. 

 

No visible protein crystals were detected in these conditions at regular check-ups under the 

microscope for three weeks. 
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5.5: Crystallisation trials using Sf9 overexpressed CD81 

Insect cells (SF9) overexpressing recombinant CD81 were also used in this study (established 

in-house by Dr Michelle Clare and Raman Dhaliwal) to obtain large scale CD81 protein 

preparation. The protein of interest was solubilised using SMA 2000 polymer, purified by 

employing the two step purification method (as before), and subsequently used for the LCP 

crystallisation trials to obtain CD81 crystals. 

 

A 45 g cell pellet harvested from 3 L SF9 cultures (72 h growth) were used in this study (cell 

pellet was kindly provided by Dr Deborah Brotherton from The University of Warwick). The 

membrane only fraction was harvested by lysing the cells following ultracentrifugation to 

collect the membrane pellet.  A 70 ml membrane preparation was used which was solubilised 

with 2.5% SMA 2000 polymer at the room temperature for 1 h following ultracentrifugation to 

collect the soluble fraction. The SMALP-CD81 from the soluble fraction was purified using 

IMAC purification, as shown in the Figure 5.16. The protein was eluted with 150 ml 300 mM 

imidazole containing HEPES buffer in six fractions.  
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Figure 5.16: SDS-PAGE analysis of IMAC purified SMALP-CD81 from Sf9 cells. The SMA 
soluble and insoluble fractions along with IMAC flow through, wash and elution fractions were 
analysed by 12% SDS-PAGE. Where 2.5 L of 20 mM imidazole buffer was used as the first 
wash; 1 L of 40 mM imidazole buffer as second wash; 25 ml of 60 mM imidazole buffer as the 
final wash before protein elution. The protein was eluted in 150 ml 300 mM imidazole elution 
buffer in six fractions. Each lane contains 15 µl sample and 5 µl LSB buffer. N=1. 

 

 

The IMAC elution fractions were pooled in three tubes: E1& E2; E3 & E4; E5 & E6 as three 

separate fractions. These were then concentrated to 700 µl each with the concentration of 

2.16 mg/ml, 4.33 mg/ml and 2.82 mg/ml, respectively. Four SEC runs were performed using 

500 µl protein sample per run. Figure 5.17 shows a typical SEC spectrum obtained from SF9 

overexpressed and purified SMALP-CD81. One major peak at ~8.5 ml column elution volume 

and a shoulder at ~12 ml elution volume were harbested. Fractions from ~8.5 to 10 ml (called 

Peak 1) and from 11 to 14 ml (called Peak 2) were collected and pooled in two individual 

fractions. The SDS-PAGE analysis of the IMAC purified and concentrated fractions and SEC 

pooled Peak 1 and Peak 2 samples are shown in Figure 5.18.  
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Figure 5.17: SEC spectrum of Sf9 overexpressed CD81 in SMALPs. SEC elution profile of 
the SMALP-CD81 after IMAC purification, where one dominant peak was observed at ~8.5 ml 
column elution volume and a Peak 2 shoulder at ~12 ml. SEC elution fractions from Peak 1 
and Peak 2 were collected and pooled separately for future analysis.  A Superdex 200 
increase 10/300 GL SEC column was used to determine sample absorbance at 280 nm; 500 
µl 4.33 mg/ml SMALP-CD81 sample was injected. N=4. 
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Figure 5.18:  SDS-PAGE analysis of concentrated samples before and after SEC 
separation. IMAC purified SMALP-CD81 was pooled in three separate fractions and 
concentrated before SDS-PAGE analysis. SEC Peak 1 and Peak 2 concentrated samples (up 
to 1 ml volume) were also used to analyse the quality of the harvested protein. Each lane 
contains 15 µl of the sample and 5 µl of LSB buffer. N=1. 

 

 

The SEC Peak 2 fractions (from four SEC runs) were concentrated using 0.5 ml Vivaspin 

concentrators, where 40 µl of ~57 mg/ml concentrated SMALP-CD81 solution was collected. 

The concentrated SMALP-CD81 solution was stored at 4 °C until subsequent use. The 

harvested protein precipitated after 72 h storage at 4 °C prior to the crystallisation trail. This 

was unexpected, as SMALP-CD81 previously appeared stable even at higher temperatures 

(as discussed in chapter 4). A reduced SMALP-CD81 stability observed here might be a 

consequence of high protein concentration.  
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Overall, large scale CD81 preparation from SF9 host cells using SMA 2000 polymer as 

solubilising agent proved successful. IMAC and subsequent SEC purification gave a relatively 

homogenous and highly concentrated SMALP-CD81 solution that was suitable for CD81 

crystallisation work.  Further studies are required to improve SEC protein separation and 

stabilisation at higher concentrations to obtain a highly pure fraction to aid subsequent protein 

crystal formation.  
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Chapter 6  

Mammalian cell imaging to study endogenous CD81 expression on the plasma 
membrane 

 

The spatial organisation of tetraspanin CD81 is vital for HCV interaction, cell communication 

and membrane trafficking (Levy et al. 1998). Tetraspanins are well-known for organising 

functional higher-order protein complexes called “tetraspanin-enriched microdomains” (TEMs) 

through interactions with partner proteins and other tetraspanin molecules (Kitadokoro et al., 

2001). Despite this, the nano scale organisation of CD81 on the plasma membrane has not 

been resolved. This is due to challenges posed by a relatively subtle changes in the 

architecture of membrane proteins clusters, where these changes are dynamic and likely to 

depend on the local membrane environment (Homsi et al., 2014). As such, ultra-high-

resolution imaging techniques, such as confocal and electron microscopy, offer some of the 

finest tools to study CD81 biology as they can uncover detailed molecular distribution on the 

cell surface. Therefore, attempts were made in this chapter to perform imaging analysis to 

reveal details of CD81 nano scale distribution.  

 

The principle interest in this chapter is to study CD81 protein expression and organisation on 

the native plasma membrane. So far all the discussed work in previous chapters was 

performed using yeast or insect cells that overexpressed exogenous and recombinant CD81. 

Here the study set out to observe natively expressed CD81 in human cell lines to firstly confirm 

endogenous expression, and then to investigate CD81 nanoscale distribution on the cell 

membrane. Therefore, aim of this study is to elucidate CD81 nano scale distribution on cell 

surface of hepatocytes derived cell lines. 
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6.1 Overview of the mammalian cell lines 

The main interest in CD81 is in the context of hepatitis C virus entry that particularly target 

liver cells. For this reason, two human liver cell lines were chosen, namely, Huh-7 and HepG2 

cell lines, to determine CD81 expression level, distribution and clustering on the plasma 

membrane. HEK 293 cell line was also used to test for any changes in protein expression and 

distribution in these cells from hepatocytes. 

  

Huh-7 cells were originated from a well differentiated hepatocytes derived carcinoma cell line. 

The cells were originally taken from the liver carcinoma of a 57 year old Janpanese male, 

which was then grown and established for scientific research by Nakabayashi, H. and Sato, J 

(Tokiwa et al., 1979, Nakabayashi et al., 1982). Huh-7 is an immortal cell line of epithelial-like, 

tumorigenic cells, which grow typically as an adherent 2D monolayer on the surface of tissue 

culture plates or flasks, as shown in Figure 6.1A. It contains many mutations and INDELS 

(insertion or deletions of bases in the genome), most notable is the point mutation in the 

tumour suppressor p53 gene (Hsu et al., 1993, Iwao and Shidoji, 2015). Presence of 

endogenous CD81 in Huh-7 has been reported in many studies (Bruening et al., 2018, Sasaki 

et al., 2003, Delgrange et al., 2007). Therefore, Huh-7 cell line is a valuable research tool for 

studying hepatocyte-derived CD81 to further scientific research on endogenous CD81 

expression, membrane distribution and structural organisation. 

 

HepG2 is an another type of epithelial-like, immortal human liver cancer cell line that was 

established from the hepatocellular carcinoma of a 15 year old white male. HepG2 cells 

proliferate as small 2D aggregates on tissue culture plastic (as shown in Figure 6.1B) and 

could easily be grown successfully on a large-scale for the secretion of many plasma proteins 

such as fibrinogen and albumin (Goepfert et al., 2009, Zhu et al., 2016).  HepG2 cells do not 

express CD81 endogenously, and are thus used in many CD81- HCV studies as a negative 
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control or as a model liver cells to knock-in exogenous CD81 (Sasaki et al., 2003, Mee et al., 

2009).   

 

HEK 293 stands for human embryonic kidney cell line 293, originated from foetus kidney cells 

that are grown in culture (as shown in Figure 6.1C). HEK293 is a well-established and easy to 

grow adherent cell line that is highly transfectable and routinely used for the over expression 

of membrane proteins and viral vectors using transient transfection methods (Rodrigues et al., 

2011). In this chapter, HEK 293 cells were used to firstly test for endogenous CD81 expression 

and then utilised to compare CD81 expression and membrane distribution with liver cell lines, 

such as Huh-7 and HepG2. HEK 293 cells were used in this study along with more relevant 

liver cell lines (for HCV infection) because HEK 293 cells were easy to grow and transfect with 

exogenous CD81 DNA.   
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Figure 6.1: Images of Huh-7, HepG2 and HEK 293 cells. Image taken from inverted 

monocular metallurgical microscope at 10, 20 and 40 times magnification. Cells grown for 48 

h and culture confluency was ~70% in DMEM media.  
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6.2 CD81 is expressed endogenously in Huh-7 and HEK 293 cells  

Firstly, the presence of endogenous CD81 expression in Huh-7 and HepG2 cell lines was 

tested. Two sub-types of HEK 293 cells were also tested for protein expression, these were 

HEK 293 T and HEK 293 S. Western blot analysis and quantification of protein bands were 

performed to determine the presence and relative amounts of CD81 in each cell line. Each 

cell type was grown in a 35 mm well of a 6-well tissue culture plate containing 2 ml DMEM 

medium. Cells were grown until approx. 70% confluent (~48 h) before harvesting using trypsin 

cell detachment. Whole cell lysates (WCLs) were prepared for Western blot analysis.  For this, 

20 µg of total protein from each sample was loaded in individual gel wells (protein 

concentration of WCLs were determined through BCA assay). In-house produced primary 

anti-CD81 antibody 2s131 (Grove et al., 2017) was used and HRP conjugated mouse antibody 

was used as secondary antibody to detect the presence of CD81 in the blot. ImageJ software 

was used to quantify protein amounts from the blot. Figure 6.2A, clearly confirms the presence 

of CD81 protein bands, at ~23 kDa, in the WCLs of Huh-7, HEK 293 S and HEK 293 T cell 

lines. No protein band was observed in the HepG2 lane, confirming the absence of CD81 

receptor in this cell line, which is consistent with the literature (Sasaki et al., 2003). 

Quantification of CD81 protein, shown in figure 6.2B, indicated higher endogenous CD81 

expression in both HEK 293 sub-types compared to Huh-7 cells. This was surprising as only 

low levels of the protein was initially predicted in HEKs especially when comparing with Huh-

7 cells where CD81 protein is known to be prevalent. Therefore, for subsequent studies in this 

chapter, both Huh-7 and HEK cells are taken forward for confocal microscopy analysis, where 

HepG2 cells are used as CD81 negative control. 
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Figure 6.2: Western blot analysis of endogenous CD81 expression in Huh-7, HepG2, 
HEK 293T and HEK 293 S cell lines. A) Western blot to detect endogenous CD81. Four cell 
lines, Huh-7, HepG2, HEK 293S and HEK 293 T, were tested. 20 µg of total protein was loaded 
in each well, where samples were diluted using PBS. Total volume of 20 µl of sample 
preparation was added in each well, containing 15 µl of whole cell lysate and 5 µl of LSB 
without reducing agent. Anti-CD81 2s131 was used as primary and HRP conjugated anti-
mouse antibody was used as secondary antibody. Image is representative of N=2. B) 
Quantification of western blot analysis. ImageJ software was used to quantify CD81 protein 
gel band intensity. N=2. 

 

 

Confocal microscopy was performed to visualise the CD81 expression pattern on the plasma 

membranes of the mammalian cell lines. As anti-CD81 antibodies (1s337 and 2s131) that 

recognise the large extracellular domain of CD81 had already been validated in the lab (Grove 

et al., 2017), the plan was to fix the cells with paraformaldehyde (4%) and perform 

immunostaining. Alexa Flour 488 was used as it is the most used green fluorophore, with an 

absorption at 495 nm and emission maximum of 519 nm, that is ideal for fluorescent cell 
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staining.  The cells were then viewed by confocal microscope, to allow visualisation of live 

cells and CD81 distribution on the membrane. Figure 6.3 indicated strong and even green 

fluorescent distribution across the plasma membranes of Huh-7 and HEK 293 cells, whereas, 

no cell membrane localisation of the green fluorophore was observed in HepG2. Although 

some intense, green blobs were seen in HepG2 micrographs, these were interpreted to be 

non-specific laser excitation of the intracellular vesicles that absorb and emits light at green 

fluorescent wavelength.  

 

Confocal microscopy further confirmed the Western blot data for the endogenous CD81 

expression in Huh-7 and HEK 293, and HepG2 as CD81 negative cell line. This work also 

indicated uniform CD81 distribution on the membrane in both CD81 positive cell lines. 

Therefore, this work using an in-house, conformationally-sensitive primary antibody, indicated 

that CD81 is present and highly expressed throughout Huh-7 and HEK 293 membranes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



207 
 

 

Figure 6.3: Endogenous CD81 expression in Huh-7 and HEK 293 cells. Confocal 

microscopy analysis were performed on fixed and stained Huh-7, HEK 293 and HepG2 cells. 

Cells were fixed using 4% paraformaldehyde and stained using anti-CD81 antibody (1.337) 

and Alexa Fluor® 488 as primary and secondary antibodies, respectively. Green= Alexa Flour 

488; Blue = DAPI. N=2.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Huh-7 

HepG2 

HEK 293 



208 
 

6.3 Determining effective cell harvest conditions to minimise CD81 damage 

After confirming endogenous CD81 expression, optimisation of cell harvest conditions were 

performed to minimise receptor damage (associated with enzymatic cell detachment methods 

that negatively affect surface proteins) during cell harvest. Several proteolytic enzymes are 

utilised to detach cells from the tissue culture plastic, of which trypsin is the most commonly 

used. It acts on the C-terminal side of amino acids lysine or arginine to break down the proteins 

that enable the cells to attach on the adherent surface. Long term incubation of cells with 

trypsin harms the cells by stripping cell surface protein, which is a serious drawback for 

membrane protein work (Iwasaki et al., 2009). Therefore, some of the most frequently used 

cell detachment methods were examined to determine which one suited the most for CD81 

recovery from the strongly adherent Huh-7 cells. For this, four conditions were tested, which 

include both enzymatic and nonenzymatic methods. These were: 2.5% trypsin, 1.25% trypsin 

(50% less trypsin concentration), cell scraping, and using citrate saline solution (135 mM 

potassium chloride, 15 mM sodium citrate) instead of trypsin. The nonenzymatic method of 

using citrate saline is gentler than trypsin detachment, and thus less damaging for membrane 

proteins (Zhang et al., 2012). Whereas, cell scrapers are designed to gently harvest the cells 

using soft pliable blade that scrapes out cells from the tissue culture surface.  

 

Huh-7 cells were tested for this analysis as these cells are strongly adherent cells. Cells were 

grown in four 35 mm wells on a 6-well plate containing 2 ml complete DMEM medium 

containing 5 x 105 cells per well. Cells were then grown for 48 h and harvested using four 

different harvest conditions, as mentioned above. Whole cell lysate was prepared and BCA 

protein concentration assay was performed. Table 6.1 shows total protein concentration of 

WCLs of the tested conditions, where Huh-7 cells harvested via 2.5% trypsin showed highest 

total protein concentration of 3.19 mg/ml, indicating highest protein yield. Protein yielded from 

scraping and 1.25% trypsin indicated much lower protein concentration of 1.9 mg/ml and 1.8 
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mg/ml, respectively. Lowest amount of total protein was obtained through citrate saline harvest 

that yielded only 1.4 mg/ml.  

 

 

Huh-7 cell detachment 

method 

 

WCL total protein 

concentration 

2.5% Trypsin 3.2 mg/ml 

Scraping 1.9 mg/ml 

1.25% trypsin 1.8 mg/ml 

Citrate saline buffer 1.4 mg/ml 

 

Table 6.1: Table showing total protein concentration of WCLs from each of the four 

harvest conditions tested in Huh-7 cells. 

 

 

Next, Western-blot analysis was performed where 20 µg of the total protein from each of the 

four conditions were loaded on individual SDS gel wells. CD81 bands were detected with anti-

CD81 antibody (2s131) and HRP-conjugated secondary antibody. Figure 6.4 indicates that 

despite big difference in total protein concentration of 2.5% trypsin and scraping conditions, 

the western blot CD81 protein band intensities were similar in these two conditions. Lower 

CD81 band intensity was observed in 1.25% trypsin and citrate saline buffer harvest. In 

addition, an unknown lower order protein band was also observed in citrate saline buffer 

harvest condition which could possibly be the truncated CD81 product. Quantification of 

western blot analysis through ImageJ indicated slightly more CD81 protein amounts in the 

scraping condition than the 2.5% trypsin condition. Using the standard trypsin condition at 
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2.5% was able to detach most cells (as indicative by highest total protein concentration in BCA 

assay), however, specific CD81 yield was lower than the scraping method. As trypsin is well 

known for damaging surface proteins, this might explain the lower specific CD81 yield in the 

Western blot analysis. Using 50% less trypsin (1.25% trypsin) also does not improve CD81 

protein yields. The scraping method was less effective at harvesting cells from the flask, as 

shown by less total protein concentration in BCA assay, however, highest CD81 protein was 

recovered using this method. Citrate saline buffer yielded lowest amounts and of CD81 

protein. Therefore, for subsequent electron microscopy work, the scraping method to detach 

cells from the flask in an effort to preserve CD81 protein from Huh-7 cells.  

 

 

 

 

 



211 
 

 

 

Figure 6.4: Testing cell detachment conditions in Huh-7 cells. A) Western blot analysis. 

Four conditions were tested for higher CD81 yield. 20 µg of total protein was loaded in each 

well, where samples were diluted (if required) using PBS. Total volume of 20 µl of sample 

preparation was added in each well, containing 15 µl of whole cell lysate and 5 µl of LSB 

without reducing agent. Anti-CD81 2s131 was used as primary and HRP conjugated anti-

mouse antibody was used as secondary antibody. Image is a representative of N=2. B) 

Quantification of western blot analysis. ImageJ software was used to quantify CD81 protein 

gel band intensity. N=2. 
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6.4 Investigation of CD81 nanoscale organisation by immunogold scanning electron 

microscopy 

 

Further to confocal microscopy, to zoom in to CD81 distribution on the plasma membrane at 

nano meter resolution, electron microscopy analysis was performed. This is to understand the 

CD81 localisation pattern, in an attempt to determine whether CD81 is distributed as isolated 

monomers or as groups of higher order structures. Although even CD81 expression and 

distribution on the membrane were observed in Huh-7 and HEK 293 cells through confocal 

microscopy, the resolution required to determine the differences in CD81 higher order 

structures is not achievable by confocal microscope. Rather than distinguishing potential 

multiple CD81 proteins as two or more objects separately, confocal images blurred them 

together as a single smudge. To overcome this limitation, transmission electron microscopy 

(TEM) is used to further understand CD81 distribution in Huh-7 and HEK 293 membranes. In 

TEM, high resolution of 0.2 nanometers (nm) is achieved through firing a monochromatic 

beam of electrons through a specimen to generate a detailed image of an object.  

 

For our electron microscopy work (EM), we collaborated with Professor Corrine Smith from 

the EM facility at Warwick University to use their state-of-the-art Jeol 2100 LaB6, which is a 

transmission electron microscope capable of high resolution images. An image of the 

instrument is shown in Figure 6.5.  

 

The cell section samples were prepared for CD81 visualisation. Cells were grown in large T-

flasks (175 cm2 surface area): cells were harvested through scraping and pelleted down to 

obtain at least 1 mm sized cell pellet. Pellets were fixed and ethanol dehydrated and then 

embedded in the resin to preserve structure and for sectioning thin slices for subsequent 

electron microscopy. Before imaging, cells were mounted on the negatively charges EM 

carbon grids, labelled with both gold labelled anti-CD81 antibodies.  
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Figure 6.5: Image of a Jeol 200 LaB6 transmission electron microscope. The TEM 

microscope was used at the Bio Imagining Facility (Warwick University). Picture taken during 

CD81 analysis. 

 

 

 

The Figure 6.6 shows 10,000 X magnification micrographs of Huh-7 and HEK 293 cell 

sections without immuno labelling to test for cellular preservation. Both cell types showed 

excellent cellular preservation after extensive EM sample preparation and processing, as 

shown by the visualisation of intact cell membranes and inner cellular organelles. Cell 

membrane folds and curvatures are also intact and visible, however, membrane contrast 

was poor as grids had only uranyl acetate staining to make gold particles easier to spot (for 

later gold labelled antibody staining work). Mitochondrial cristae, which are the inner 

mitochondrial membrane folds, are clearly visible along with the tube-like cisternae of the 
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endoplasmic reticulum. Optimal cell section preservation was achieved after swapping 

formvar resin to epoxy resin and using carbon coated grids instead of standard copper grids. 

Grid resin tearing was observed in many trials due to electron beam damage to the cellular 

structure, but it eventually was possible to retain cellular structure.  Once optimal cell 

processing protocols and cell section preservation were achieved, the next step was to 

immuno stain cell sections with gold labelled antibodies (2s131 and 1s337) to observe CD81 

binding.  
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Figure 6.6: Images of Huh-7 and HEK 293 cell sections using electron microscope. Cell 
section preservation was tested. Huh-7 and HEK 293 cells were fixed, thin-sectioned, stained 
and analysed using TEM. Sections were stained with 2% uranyl acetate. Scale bars: 1 µm. 
Representative images to show excellent cellular preservation. A) Cell section images of Huh-
7 cells. B) Cell section images of HEK 293 cells. 
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For immuno staining, two separate anti-CD81 antibodies were used, which were labelled with 

gold nanoparticles to aid EM visualisation. The antibodies 2s131, recognise a region centred 

around helix D of the EC2, whereas, antibody 1s337 recognises similar, possible 

discontinuous, epitopes across helices A, B and C of the protein (Grove et al. 2017). Moreover, 

earlier prediction from unpublished data from Prof Jane McKeating (University of Oxford) 

suggested that 2s131 antibody is able to selectively bind to monomeric CD81, while 1.337 is 

able to recognise dimeric or possibly oligomeric protein. This prediction gave opportunity to 

examine structural organisation of endogenous CD81 on the plasma membrane using these 

two antibodies. The bespoke gold labelled anti-CD81 antibodies were therefore generated to 

attempt to detect monomeric and/or possible dimeric CD81 distribution, where 2s131 was 

conjugated with 15 nm gold particle and 1s337 with 6 nm gold particle to distinguish between 

two antibodies binding. 

 

Figure 6.7 shows micrographs of Huh-7 and HEK 293 cell sections labelled with both gold 

labelled anti-CD81 antibodies (2s131 and 1s337).The antibody concentration of 2 µg/ml was 

used according to the previously published article using anti-CD81 antibody to detect CD81 

through SEM (Grove et al. 2017).  In this pilot experiment, cell sections were immunostained 

with equal amounts of both antibodies in order to test for any preferential antibody binding 

pattern. No distinguishable binding pattern was observed, only off target distribution of 15 nm 

and 6 nm gold particles (corresponding to 2s131 and 1s337, respectively) were observed 

throughout the cell section. With this approach it was difficult to distinguish random binding 

from on target membrane only labelling. Therefore, optimisation of labelling protocol was 

attempted to overcome non-specific antibody binding (discussed in subsequent section). 
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Figure 6.7: Immuno gold staining of Huh-7 and HEK 293 cell.  Two nanogold labelled anti-
CD81 antibodies were used. 2s131 conjugated with 15 nm gold and 1s337 with 6 nm gold 
nanoparticles. Image scale bar from 2 µm to 500 nm. Huh-7 and HEK 293 cells were fixed, 
thin-sectioned, stained and analysed using TEM. Sections were stained with 2% uranyl 
acetate. Scale bars: 1 µm. Representative images to show non-specific antibody labelling. A) 
Cell section images of Huh-7 cells. B) Cell section images of HEK 293 cells. 
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To address the ‘off target binding’, on the assumption that antibody concentration was too high 

serial dilution of 1:10, 1:100, 1:500, 1:1000, 1:10000 were prepared. The dilutions 1:500 and 

1: 10000 did not show any labelling at all (possibly due to low antibody concentration), 

whereas, similar non-specific antibody binding pattern was observed across the 1:10, 1:100 

and 1:1000 fold dilutions. Moreover, addition of antibody blocking agent (BSA) did not reduce 

non-specific antibody labelling, suggesting that antibody concentration was not an issue. 

Overall, no clear antibody labelling pattern on to the cell membrane was observed.  

 

In order to troubleshoot non-specific antibody labelling, another approach was utilised. Cells 

were labelled with antibodies before fixing and EM processing steps. This was to prevent 

cytoplasmic binding observed with cell section antibody staining. Pre-fixed cell labelling with 

both anti-CD81 antibodies (10 µg/ml each) was performed straight after cell pellet harvest and 

phosphate buffer wash but before glutaraldehyde fixation.  This resulted in reduction of non-

specific binding. Gold particles, although sparse, but now entirely visiualised on the plasma 

membrane of both Huh-7 and HEK 293 cell sections, as shown in Figure 6.8 and 6.9 

respectively, where 15 nm gold particles are marked with black, and 6 nm gold particles are 

marked with white arrow heads. 

 

In Figure 6.8, images at 10000, 20000 and 40000 times magnification in Huh-7 sections were 

taken. 2s131 staining (containing 15 nm gold) revealed mainly monodispersed CD81, 

although gold particles doublets were also observed.  However, 1s337 staining identified 

mainly higher order CD81 assemblies as shown by tightly packed clusters indicating a 

potential enrichment of CD81. The observed pattern of CD81 distribution in Huh-7 sections, 

where monodispersed proteins are present along with tight clusters of putative higher order 

CD81 structures, was consistent with the current prediction in the tetraspanin literature. It 

indicates the presence of both monomeric and higher order tetraspanin (possible tetraspanin 
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enriched microdomains) organisation (Hemler, 2003, Zimmerman et al., 2016). In HEK 293 

sections (shown in Figure 6.9), 2s131 staining identified sparsely dotted monodispersed gold 

particles along with some gold doublets. A few small clusters of 6 nm gold particles (1s337 

staining) were visualised indicating the presence of higher order CD81 structure. These 

images are consistent with Huh-7 analysis where CD81 is distributed as monomeric as well 

as higher order assemblies.  
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Figure 6.8: Analysis of CD81 nanoscale organisation in Huh-7 cells by immunogold 

transmission electron microscopy. Huh-7 cell sections were analysed for endogenous 

CD81 organisation using TEM. Sections were stained with 2% uranyl acetate. Scale bars: 1 

µm. Representative images to show CD81 distribution on the plasma membrane. Pre-fixed 

cell labelling with both antibodies. 15 nm gold particle conjugated 2s131 antibody is indicated 

with black arrow heads, and 6 nm gold particle conjugate 1s337 anti-CD81 antibody is shown 

in white arrow heads. Representative images from two independent cell preparation and EM 

processing (N=2). Image scale ranges from 1 µm to 200 nm to zoom into gold particles. 
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Figure 6.9: Analysis of CD81 nanoscale organisation in HEK293 cells by immunogold 

transmission electron microscopy. HEK 293 cell sections were analysed for endogenous 

CD81 organisation using TEM. Sections were stained with 2% uranyl acetate. Scale bars: 1 

µm. Representative images to show CD81 distribution on the plasma membrane. Pre-fixed 

cell labelling with both antibodies. 15 nm gold particle conjugated 2s131 antibody is indicated 

with black arrow heads, and 6 nm gold particle conjugate 1s337 anti-CD81 antibody is shown 

in white arrow heads. Representative images from two independent cell preparation and EM 

processing (N=2). Image scale ranges from 1 µm to 200 nm to zoom into gold particles. 
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Chapter 7  

Solubilisation of endogenous and overexpressed CD81 in mammalian cell 
lines using SMA co-polymer 

 

A critical step for the in-vitro investigation of membrane proteins is the solubilisation of the 

plasma membrane to extract the protein of interest in stable and active form. This could be 

achieved by complexing membrane proteins with amphipathic surfactant molecules, such as 

SMA co-polymer, to obtain an aqueous solution containing the protein with its surrounding 

lipids (Rothnie, 2016). This chapter provide details on endogenous CD81 solubilisation trials 

from HEK 293 cell membranes using SMA co-polymer to aid future work on mammalian cell 

expressed protein. Previous work on yeast SMALP-CD81 (discussed in Chapter 3) has shown 

increased protein stability and functionality compared to detergent extracted protein, therefore, 

SMA solubilisation was taken forward to attempt CD81 extraction from HEK 293 cell 

membranes.  

 

To enable structural, functional and biochemical characterisation of a mammalian expressed 

CD81, expression and purification of high quality protein in sufficiently large quantities are 

required. To accomplish this, attempts have also been made in this study to optimise 

heterologous CD81 overexpression in HEK293 and Huh-7 cells to increase protein yield.  

Overexpression of exogenous CD81 DNA into host cells was performed using readily available 

transfection reagents, such as polyethylenimine (PEI) and lipofectamine, with pEF6.A plasmid 

DNA containing a FLAG-tagged CD81 gene. Overexpression of recombinant CD81-FLAG 

from mammalian cell membranes will enable future SMA solubilisation and purification 

attempts, to obtain homogenous samples for further biophysical and structural analysis  
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7.1 Endogenous CD81 solubilisation using SMA polymers 

HEK293 S and HEK293 T cells were used for SMA polymer solubilisation trials as these two 

cell types were shown to express most endogenous CD81 protein compared to liver cells 

(discussed in Chapter 6). Human embryonic kidney 293 cells (referred as HEK293 S in this 

thesis) is the cell line originally derived from human embryonic kidney cells grown in tissue 

culture. While, HEK293 T is a cell line derived from HEK293 S cells that expresses a mutant 

version of the SV40 large T antigen as enhancers of expression vector to increase protein 

production. Both HEK293 S and T cell lines  are very commonly used in biology for exogenous 

protein expression (Ooi et al., 2016).  

 

The presence of CD81 bands in both HEK 293S and HEK 293T membrane preparations as 

well as in SMA 2000 soluble and insoluble fractions were seen in western blot analysis, as 

shown in Figure 7.1. However, the intensity of CD81 bands post solubilisation appeared much 

lower compared to membrane only samples. As lower CD81 band intensity in the insoluble 

sample indicates higher protein solubilisation efficiency, this suggested that more CD81 

protein should be present in the soluble fraction but due to polymer hindrance in the Western 

blot antibody detection system not all SMALP-CD81 in the sample had been detected. 

Therefore, it was concluded that endogenous CD81 had been successfully solubilised using 

SMA polymer from the HEK membranes. 
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Figure 7.1: Western-blot analysis of SMA 2000 solubilisation. The SMA polymer 
solubilisation assays were performed to extract endogenous CD81 from both HEK 293S and 
HEK 293T cells. 10 µl of sample with 5 µl of LSB buffer without reducing agent was added in 
each gel lane. Anti-CD81 antibody 2s131 was used as primary and HRP-conjugated anti-
mouse antibody was used as secondary antibody. Image is representative of N=3. Western 
blots were prepared and visualised by Karen Cheung and Connor Marlow (project students at 
Aston University). 

 

 

Next, SMA solubilisation efficiency was compared with detergents. For this, four different 

solubilisation conditions were used for HEK S and T cell membranes: 2.5 % SMA 2000, 2.5% 

SZ25010, 1% DDM, 1% DDM with 0.1% cholesterol hemisuccinate (CHS). Figure 7.2 shows 

very low intensity protein bands in all insoluble CD81 conditions suggesting that the majority 

of the protein was in the soluble fraction. The intensity of the insoluble CD81 band in SMA and 

detergent conditions was similar, indicating comparable CD81 solubilisation. Low gel band 
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intensity of the SMA soluble samples was observed compared to DDM samples, which was 

assumed to be due to polymer interference with antibody-protein binding.  Therefore, the 

solubilisation efficiency of both SMA polymers (SMA 2000 and SZ25010) and detergent (DDM) 

appeared to be comparable, where adding 0.1% CHS did not appear to make any difference. 

Also similar solubilisation efficiencies were observed in both HEK 293 S and HEK 293 T cell 

membranes.  

 

 

 

Figure 7.2:  Western blot analysis to compare SMA co-polymer and detergent 
solubilisation in HEK 293 S and HEK 293 T cells.  Soluble and insoluble fractions after HEK 
membranes were visualised through western blot. Four solubilisation reagents were used: 
2.5% SMA 2000 polymer, 2.5% SZ25010 polymer, 1% DDM, and 1% DDM with 0.1% 
cholesterol hemisuccinate (CHS). 10 µl of sample with 5 µl of LSB buffer without reducing 
agent was added in each gel lane. Anti-CD81 antibody 2s131 was used as primary and HRP-
conjugated anti-mouse antibody was used as secondary antibody. Image is a representative 
of N=2. Western blots were prepared and visualised by Karen Cheung and Connor Marlow 
(project students at Aston University). 
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CD81 binding to its ligand E2 was tested using an indirect enzyme-linked immunosorbent 

assay (ELISA). All eight samples, from SMA and detergent solubilisation, including four 

soluble and four insoluble fractions were checked for E2 binding. The assay was performed 

on both HEK S and T samples independently. BSA and HepG2 cell membrane were used as 

negative controls, and hCD81 P. Pastoris membrane and SMA 2000 solubilised fraction were 

used as positive controls. Figure 7.3 shows high E2 binding in SMA 2000 and SZ25010 soluble 

and insoluble samples from both HEK 293S and HEK 293T cell types, indicating intact 

functional activity in SMALP-CD81. In contrast, low binding was seen in 1% DDM and 1% 

DDM with 0.1% CHS soluble samples, and comparatively higher E2 binding was observed in 

the insoluble fractions. This suggests possible obstruction of the E2 binding epitope of CD81 

in detergent micelles that had negative effect on receptor-ligand binding.  

 

 

Figure 7.3: E2 ELISA to determine CD81 binding affinity with its ligand. Soluble and 
insoluble fractions from the polymer and detergent solubilisations were tested. BSA protein 
and HepG2 membrane were used as negative controls, and yeast membrane and 2.5% SMA 
solubilised soluble fraction were used as positive controls. Anti-Strep antibody (1: 5000 
dilution) was used as primary antibody and HRP conjugated anti-mouse antibody was used 
as secondary antibody, which were then visualised by SIGMAFASTTM OPD tablets. Optical 
density reading at 492 nm wavelength was taken. Image is representative of N=2. 
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Overall, these data demonstrate that endogenous CD81 from HEK cells was successfully 

solubilised using SMA polymers where the polymer solubilisation efficiency was comparable 

to DDM detergent. Moreover, the solubilised SMALP-CD81 was able to retain its functional 

relevance as it binds to HCV E2 glycoprotein in contrast with detergent solubilised CD81. Low 

E2 binding to DDM solubilised CD81 was unexpected; it could suggest either denaturation of 

E2 binding epitope on CD81 after detergent solubilisation or hindrance in binding due to the 

presence of detergent micelles. It was concluded that SMA co-polymers were able to efficiently 

solubilise endogenous CD81 from mammalian membranes and retained E2 binding ability, in 

contrast with detergent solubilised CD81.  Therefore, in future SMA co-polymers could be 

utilised to efficiently solubilise endogenous CD81 from HEK 293 membranes. This will also 

enable lipidomics studies to identify crucial lipids that surrounds CD81 to maintain its functional 

and structural integrity.   

 

 

7.2 Heterologous CD81 expression in mammalian cells  

The overexpression of CD81 membrane protein in HEK 293 and Huh-7 cells was attempted 

in an effort to increase CD81 yields. Although CD81 is expressed endogenously in both cell 

lines, increasing in protein yield was attempted to aid large scale production of mammalian 

cell derived CD81 for subsequent solubilisation and purification work. For this, lipid mediated 

exogenous DNA transfection was performed in HEK 293 cells using mainly PEI and 

lipofectamine as transfection reagents.  

 

Four CD81 constructs were acquired, as a kind gift from Dr Mike Tomlinson (University of 

Birmingham). Each construct contained either FLAG-tagged wild type or mutant hCD81 in 

pEF6.A plasmid with an ampicillin resistant gene. The hCD81 gene was cloned in pEF6.A 

plasmid via BamHI and NotI restriction sites with the stop codon, and without CD81 start codon 

as the N-terminus FLAG sequence already has the ATG. The detailed map of pEF6.A plasmid 
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with its multiple cloning site is shown in Figure 7.4. The four constructs used in this study 

contained either a wild-type CD81, four intracellular cysteines mutated to serine (four 

palmitoylation site mutant or 4PM), all six cysteine residues mutated to serine (also called 

CD81 p-null), illustrated in Figure 7.5, or empty vector (pEF.6) with a FLAG-tag but without 

CD81 gene. 

 

 

 

Figure 7.4: The pEF6.A plasmid map. pEF6 A is an 8980 bp vector containing the CD81 
gene. The vector was constructed by ligating a 3974 bp BamH I-Bsm I fragment containing a 
constitutive promoter, the human elongation factor-1 alpha (EF-1α), from pEF6.B to a 5006 
bp fragment containing the blasticidin resistance gene from the pcDNA6 plasmid. Image 
modified from www.lifetechnologies.com. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

pEF6.A

8.9 kb

FLAG-CD81
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Figure 7.5: Schematic representation of recombinant hCD81 p-null protein used for 
mammalian transfection.  In CD81 p-null construct possible palmitoylation sites (intracellular 
cysteine residues) at sequence position 7, 10, 81, 90, 228 and 2298 are mutated to serine  to 
prevent protein cross-linking (represented with white circles). Two extracellular loops are 
shown, small extracellular loop (EC1) and large extracellular loop (EC2), where EC2 contain 
conserve CCG motif that is important for disulphide bridges formation. The N-terminus contain 
a FLAG-tag for ease of purification (shown in light blue rectangular box). Image created using 
Biorender. 

 

 

 

The XL-10 Gold E-coli ultra-competent cells (from STRATAGENE) were transformed with 

pEF6.A plasmids. Four transformation assays were performed to produce four E-coli 

transformants containing either wild type CD81, CD81 4PM, CD81 p-null or pEF6.A empty 

vector. After transformation, cells were grown in LB broth at two different culture conditions:  

two of the transformants, pEF6.A-CD81 WT and pEF6.A-CD81 p-null were grown in 500 ml of 

the LB broth, while the remaining two transformants were grown 100 ml of the LB broth.  This 

was to test whether increasing culture volume from 100 ml to 500 ml would increase plasmid 
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DNA harvest.  Plasmid DNA concentrations were quantified using a NanoDrop where DNA 

purity was measured by A260/A280 ratio ranging from 1.80 – 2.00. 

 

Figure 7.5 shows E-coli XL10-Gold growth on ampicillin containing agar plates. This indicated 

successful transformation of the cells with the pEF6.A-CD81 WT construct containing the 

ampicillin resistance gene. The same was observed with the other three E-coli transformation 

trials using pEF6.A constructs.  

 

 

 

Figure 7.6: Selection of transformed E-coli cells on LB agar. E-coli XL10-Gold cells were 
transformed using heat-shock. E-coli cells transformed with pEF6.A-CD WT plasmid was 
grown on ampicillin (100 µg/ml) LB agar plates. N=3. 

 

 

Harvested plasmid DNA from all four constructs was visualised by agarose gel electrophoresis 

as shown in Figure 7.7A. All four linearized plasmid DNA samples were present at the correct 

molecular weight of around 8.9 kb, indicating the presence of full length pEF6.A DNA. 

Quantification of the bands on the agarose gel, shown in Figure 7.7B, indicated the highest 
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DNA band intensity from the pEF6.A empty vector and pEF6.A-CD81 4PM that were grown in 

100 ml of culture post transformation. Lower band intensities were observed in pEF6.A-CD81 

WT and pEF6.A-CD81 p-null constructs that were grown in 500 ml of culture.  

 

 

 

Figure 7.7: Bacterial preparation to obtain large amounts of CD81 DNA. E-coli XL10-Gold 
cells were transformed using heat-shock. A) Agarose gel electrophoresis of four CD81 
DNA constructs after DNA preparation. Empty pEF6.A and pEF6.A-CD81 4PM were grown 
in 100 ml LB broth after transformation, whereas, pEF6.A-CD81 p-null and pEF6.A-CD81 WT 
were grown in 500 ml culture volume. Each lane contain 5 ng of the DNA obtained after maxi-
preparation using Qiagen kit (for Maxi prep.). Undigested pEF6.A-CD81 WT plasmid was used 
as a control. P-null= all palmitoylation sites mutated; WT=wild type; 4PM= four palmitoylation 
sites mutated. Image representative of N=3. C) DNA quantification of agarose gel bands. 
All four DNA band intensities from the four pEF6.A constructs were quantified using ImageJ 
software. N=3. 

 

 

Table 7.1 lists harvested DNA amounts from all four pEF6.A plasmids from either 100 ml or 

500 ml of growth culture. Pure DNA was obtained in all four tested E-coli transformations and 
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DNA extraction - the NanoDrop DNA concentration ratio of A260/A280 ranging from 1.8 to 2.0 

was observed in each DNA preparation.  Table 7.1 shows higher DNA amounts were achieved 

from 100 ml bacterial cultures; around 1.5 µg/µl and 1 µg/µl of DNA were obtained from 

pEF6.A-CD81 4PM and pEF6.A empty vector, respectively, compared to lower DNA yields in 

the other two constructs (0.78 µg/µl in pEF6.A-CD81 WT and 0.85 µg/µl in pEF6.A-CD81 p-

null). This indicated a preference for growing pEF6.A plasmid in lower volumes of culture 

media, which could be a consequence of pEF6.A being a high copy number plasmid (meaning 

that each host cell could contain many copies of pEF6.A plasmid). Over growing or expanding 

transformants in larger volume might have negative impact that can cause loss of plasmid or 

lower plasmid replication. Therefore, to obtain superior DNA yields in subsequent work, 

transformed cell were grown in 100 ml culture before harvesting and DNA preparation.  

 

 

100 ml LB culture plasmids 

 

DNA (ng/µl) 

pEF6.A 1525.8 

pEF6.A-CD81 4PM 1048.1 

 

500 ml LB culture plasmids 

 

DNA (ng/µl) 

pEF6.A-CD81 WT 780.9 

pEF6.A-CD81 p-null 858.4 

 

Table 7.1: Table listing average DNA amounts obtained from four different DNA 
preparations. Four E-coli transformants were produced and grown in either 100 ml or 500 ml 
of growth culture before harvesting and lysing cells for DNA extraction. 
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7.3 Transient CD81 expression in HEK 293 cells 

HEK 293 S and HEK 293 T were transfected with one of the three pEF6.A plasmids containing 

CD81 gene to further increase protein yields for subsequent solubilisation and purification. 

Exogenous pEF6.A-CD81 DNA was introduced into the host cells by transfection with a stable 

cationic polymer called polyethylenimine (PEI) (Boussif et al., 1995). PEI works by condensing 

DNA into positively charged cationic particles that binds to the anionic cell membrane leading 

to endocytosis of DNA:PEI complexes and subsequent release of the DNA into the cytoplasm 

(Sonawane et al., 2003) 

 

HEK cells were seeded in 6-well plates to reach a cell density of 3 x 105 cells/ml at the time of 

transfection. A PEI working solution of 1 mg/ml was prepared from the frozen stock solution. 

DNA to PEI ratio of 1:7 was used for the transfection, where 5 µg of DNA and 35 µl of PEI 

solution were used for initial transfection trials (as recommended by other membrane protein 

work in the laboratory). Whole cell lysates (WCLs) of transfection conditions were analysed 

through Western blot using anti-CD81 and anti-FLAG antibodies separately as primary 

antibodies to determine the presence of exogenous CD81. A mock transfection condition 

containing no DNA or PEI was performed as a negative control. Empty vector pEF6.A 

transfection was also performed as an additional negative control. 

 

The first few transfection trials were not successful as no increase in CD81 gel band intensity 

from the mock or empty vector pEF6.A control (showing only endogenous CD81) to hCD81 

transfection conditions were observed using anti-CD81 antibody. As shown in Figure 7.8. Also, 

no CD81 bands were observed at ~25 kDa in an anti-FLAG antibody stained Western blot, 

only non-specific staining was detected at higher molecular weight.   
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Figure 7.8: Western blot analysis of initial transfection trials in HEK cells.  Five 
transfection conditions were tested using CD81 wild type DNA, CD81 4PM, CD81 p-null, 
empty vector pEF6.A and mock transfection. 5 µg DNA and 35 µl PEI solution were used in 
each conditions except for mock. Western blots were stained with anti-CD81 and anti-FLAG 
antibodies separately. Each lane contain 20 µl of WCL and 5 µl of LSB buffer without reducing 
agent. Blots were either stained with primary anti-CD81 2s131 (with anti-mouse HRP 
secondary antibody) or with anti-FLAG antibody (with anti-rabbit HRP secondary antibody). 
Whole cell lysates were prepared from each transfection condition using Triton X-100 
containing lysis buffer. Mock= a negative control condition where no DNA or PEI were added 
but grown at the same test conditions. Images are representative of N=2. 

 

 

To trouble shoot the transfection protocol, fresh PEI stocks were made at 1 mg/ml. Another 

cationic lipid formulation, called lipofectamine, was also tested as an alternative to PEI to 

increase transfection efficiency of pEF6.A-CD81 DNA in HEK cells.  Similar to PEI, 

lipofectamine comprises lipid subunits that can form liposomes in an aqueous environment 

and entrap plasmid DNA. Consequently it delivers the transfection payload to the cytoplasm 

through endocytosis. Additionally, various DNA: PEI and DNA: lipofectamine ratios were 
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tested to determine optimal transfection conditions.  These conditions were examined in both 

HEK 293S and HEK 293T cells using pEF6.A-CD81 wild type.  

 

 In Figures 7.9 and 7.10, PEI and lipofectamine conditions were tested to increase the 

transfection efficiency.  This included using two DNA:PEI test concentrations of 0.5 µg DNA 

to 2 µl PEI and 1 µg DNA to 4 µl PEI, or three DNA:lipofectamine concentrations of 0.5 µg 

DNA to 7.5 µl lipofectamine, 1 µg DNA to 7.5 µl lipofectamine and 0.5 µg DNA to 6 µl 

lipofectamine. Cells were seeded at higher cell numbers to reach densities of 5 x 105 cells/ml 

(in 2 ml of DMEM medium) for transfection.  The presence of CD81 protein was detected 

through western blot using anti-CD81 and anti-FLAG antibodies (as shown in Figures 7.9 and 

7.10 respectively).  

 

The anti-CD81 antibody stained western blots in Figure 7.9 clearly show an increase in CD81 

band intensity from mock and pEF6.A empty vector control transfections. Possible CD81 

doublets were observed at ~ 25 kDa in the PEI condition of 1 µg DNA to 4 µl PEI,  and in all 

lipofectamine conditions indicating the presence of both endogenous CD81 along with the 

heavier exogenous FLAG-tagged CD81 protein.   

 

The anti-FLAG antibody stained western blots in Figure 7.10 show the clear presence of CD81 

bands in the PEI condition of 1 µg DNA to 4 µl PEI and in all three lipofectamine trials, 

indicating successful transfection and expression of exogenous CD81 in HEK cells. However, 

only a faint CD81 band was observed in one of the PEI transfections compared to 

lipofectamine where intense gel bands were detected in all three conditions. This suggested 

poor PEI transfection efficiency.  
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Figure 7.9: Test for various transient transfection conditions in HEK cells – CD81 
detection through anti-CD81 antibody.  Western blot analysis to test for various transfection 
conditions using only pEF6.A-CD81 WT plasmid. PEI and lipofectamine were used to test 
eight transfection conditions in both HEK 293 S and HEK 293 T cells. Each lane contains 20 
µl of WCL and 5 µl of LSB buffer without reducing agent. Western blots were stained with 
primary anti-CD81 2s131 (with anti-mouse HRP secondary antibody). Whole cell lysates were 
prepared from each transfection condition using Triton X-100 containing lysis buffer. Mock= a 
negative control condition where no DNA or PEI were added but grown at the same test 
conditions. Lipo= lipofectamine. Images are representative of N=2. 
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Figure 7.10: Test for various transient transfection conditions – CD81 detection through 
anti-FLAG antibody. Western blot analysis to test for various transfection conditions using 
only pEF6.A-CD81 WT plasmid. PEI and lipofectamine were used to test eight transfection 
conditions in both HEK 293 S and HEK 293 T cells. Each lane contains 20 µl of WCL and 5 µl 
of LSB buffer without reducing agent. Western blots were stained with with anti-FLAG antibody 
(with anti-rabbit HRP secondary antibody). Whole cell lysates were prepared from each 
transfection conditions using Triton X-100 containing lysis buffer. Mock= a negative control 
condition where no DNA or PEI were added but grown at the same test conditions. Lipo= 
lipofectamine. Images are representative of N=2. 

 

 

To improve PEI transfection efficiency, in order to use it for routine large scale transfection 

and exogenous protein expression work (as PEI is more cost effective compared to pricey 

lipofectamine reagent),  new PEI reagent was purchased and fresh aliquots were made for 

subsequent work. Lipofectamine transfection was used as a positive control as this has 

worked well in previous experiments. Three DNA to PEI concentrations were tested: 2 µg DNA 

to 8 µl PEI; 1 µg DNA to 4 µl PEI; 3 µg DNA to 12 µl PEI. Figure 7.10 shows the Western blot 

analysis of new conditions using the anti-FLAG antibody. The presence of CD81 bands in two 
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out of three PEI conditions was observed, where the gel band intensities were similar to that 

of lipofectamine (positive control).  Besides indicating successful transfection, the western blot 

data also show higher PEI transfection efficiency that was as high as the positive control.  

Therefore, for subsequent work, 2 µg DNA to 8 µl PEI and 1 µg DNA to 7.5 µl lipofectamine 

concentrations were used, where lower amount of successful PEI condition was selected as 

it was more cost effective. 

 

 

 

Figure 7.11: Transient transfection in HEK cells with pEF6.A plasmids. Optimisation of 
transfection protocol using PEI. Transfection was carried out in HEK 293T cells, where 
Western blot was stained with anti-FLAG antibody. Lipofectamine condition of 1 µg DNA and 
7.5 µl lipofectamine reagent was used as positive control as this conditions has worked well 
in both HEK 293S and HEK 293T cells.Each lane contain 20 µl of WCL and 5 µl of LSB buffer 
without reducing agent. Whole cell lysates were prepared from each transfection conditions 
using Triton X-100 containing lysis buffer. Mock= a negative control condition where no DNA 
or PEI were added but grown at the same test conditions. Lipo= lipofectamine. Image is 
representative of N=2.  

 

 



239 
 

7.4 Transient CD81 expression in Huh-7 cells 

Heterologous CD81 expression was performed in Huh-7 cells, as this was more relevant cell 

line (liver cell line) for studying HCV infection, by utilising optimised lipofectamine and PEI 

conditions in HEK cells. The concentrations of 2 µg DNA to 8 µl PEI and 1 µg DNA to 7.5 µl 

lipofectamine were used. Small scale transfection trails were performed using 6-well tissue 

culture plates containing 2 ml DMEM medium in each well. Huh-7 cells were seeded to reach 

cell densities of 5 x 105 cells/ml on the day of transfection. Cells were then incubated for 48 h 

post transfection at 37 °C and whole cell lysates were prepared. The CD81 protein was 

detected through western blot stained with anti-FLAG antibody. 

 

The presence of CD81 protein bands were observed in both lipofectamine and PEI 

transfections, as shown in Figure 7.12, indicating successful exogenous CD81 expression in 

Huh-7 cells. The HEK 293 S cell transfections were used as positive controls. The CD81 band 

intensity in Huh-7 appeared to be slightly lower then HEK 293, however, fewer non-specific 

bands were detected in Huh-7 compared to HEK cells.   The lower band intensity in Huh-7 

samples could be a consequence of slower growth of the cells in tissue culture plates 

compared to HEK 293. Total protein concentration analysis from the whole cell lysates of HEK 

293S and Huh-7 cells grown in 2 ml of DMEM medium detected around 7.02 mg/ml and 4.4 

mg/ml of total protein respectively.   
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Figure 7.12: FLAG-tagged CD81 transfection in Huh-7 cells. Western blot analysis was 
performed using anti-FLAG antibody as primary and HRP-conjugated anti-rabbit antibody as 
secondary antibody. Each lane contain 20 µl of whole cell lysates and 5 µl of LSB buffer 
without reducing agent. Mock= condition where no DNA or transfection reagent were added 
but cells were grown at the same test conditions. Image is representative of N=2. 
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7.5 Upscaling of transient transfection in HEK cells 

After establishing small-scale transfection conditions for CD81 in HEK 293` cells, larger scale 

transfection trials were performed using 10 ml DMEM media in petri plates (10 cm diameter). 

Cells were seeded to reach density of 5 x 105 cells/ml for transfection. After 48 h growth post 

transfection, cells were harvested through scraping and membrane only fractions were 

prepared instead of making whole cell lysates. This was done by titrating cells 15 times with a 

fine needle before spinning lysed cells at ultrahigh speed of 100,000 g to pellet out cellular 

membranes. The membrane pellet was resuspended in buffer A at 80 mg/ml. These steps 

were performed to obtain a HEK 293 cell membrane suspension containing transfected CD81 

along with endogenous CD81 to use in future SMA 2000 solubilisation and purification work. 

The transfection conditions of 10 µg DNA to 40 µl PEI and 5 µg DNA to 37.5 µl lipofectamine 

were used (previously optimised conditions were scaled-up five times). All three CD81 

containing plasmids: pEF6.A-CD81 WT, pEF6.A-CD81 4PM and pEF6.A-CD81 p-null were 

used for this work. The previously prepared small-scale pEF6.A-CD81 WT transfection whole 

cell lysate was used as a positive control.  

 

Figure 7.12 shows a western blot analysis of HEK membrane samples containing CD81. The 

protein bands at ~25 kDa were observed in both PEI and lipofectamine membrane 

preparations for all three CD81 plasmids, indicating successful upscaling of transfection 

conditions for CD81 in HEK cells (from 2 ml to 10 ml culture volume). However, the band 

intensity in the positive control (whole cell lysate of CD81 WT transfection) was much higher 

compared to test samples. This suggested possible loss of CD81 protein during extra cell lysis 

and membrane preparation steps. The monomeric (~25 kDa) protein band in the PEI CD81 

WT and the positive control (containing CD81 WT) samples appeared to run slightly differently 

compared to CD81 4PM and CD81 p-null samples. This was due to the presence of wild type 

CD81 gene containing no cysteine to serine mutation, which made it separate differently than 

the mutated CD81 genes.  
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Figure 7.13: Upscaling of CD81 transfection conditions in HEK cells. Western blot 
analysis was performed using anti-FLAG antibody as primary and anti-rabbit HRP conjugated 
antibody as secondary antibodies. Each lane contained 20 µl test membrane preparation with 
5 µl LSB buffer without reducing agent. The positive control contains 20 µl of whole cell lysate 
prepared from the small scale pEF6.A-CD81 wild type transfection with 5 µl LSB buffer. Lipo= 
lipofectamine; WCL= whole cell lysate. Image is representative of N=2.  

 

 

 

Overall, this chapter has shown successful endogenous CD81 solubilisation with SMA co-

polymer, where SMALP-CD81 appeared to retain its ligand binding ability with HCV E2 

glycoprotein. Also shown in this chapter, successful exogenous hCD81-FLAG transfection and 

expression (through Western blot analysis) in HEK 293 and Huh-7. This will enable future 

large-scale protein production work to be carried out using HEK 293 and/or Huh-7 cells to 

study CD81 from a more native mammalian cell environment.   

 

 

 

 



243 
 

Chapter 8 

Discussion 

8.1 Solubilisation of CD81 with SMA co-polymer  

CD81 belongs to a diverse group of four-pass transmembrane proteins that is implicated in 

many vital cellular processes such as cell adhesion, cell proliferation and in immune system 

regulation (Levy et al. 1998). CD81 has also been associated in many clinical pathologies 

such as in cancer, malaria virus infection, and is also a major participant for mediating hepatitis 

C virus infection by regulating HCV entry into the liver cells (Marukian et al., 2008). Therefore, 

conducting in-depth studies on CD81 structure and function is of paramount medical 

importance.  

 

In this study we have shown that recombinant CD81 expressed in P. pastoris yeast can be 

effectively solubilised and purified using SMA polymer. It was previously shown that another 

member of the tetraspanin family, TSPAN7, could also be extracted with SMA from the yeast 

Sacchromyces cerevisiae. However this was not the case for several other tetraspanins 

expressed in S. cerevisiae (Skaar et al., 2015). Interestingly, we found that monitoring 

membrane turbity was not a good measure for CD81 solubilisation. Membrane turbity is quick 

and easy to measure and has been used previously to monitor kinetics of solubilisation 

(Bersch et al., 2017, Logez et al., 2016). However we found that turbity decreased much more 

quickly and at lower concentrations of SMA than were needed for CD81 solubilisation (Figure 

3.11). This contrasts with a previous report where SMA was used to solubilise the ABC 

transporter MRP4/ABBC4 (multidrug resistance protein 4) from insect cell membranes, where 

the changes in turbity were mirrored by protein specific solubilisation (Hardy et al., 2019). 

Secondly the kinetics of CD81 solubilisation were much slower than that observed for MRP4 

(Hardy et al., 2019), possibly related to the differences in lipid composition of yeast 

membranes compared to insect cells (Pardo et al., 2017). Thus this highlights the importance 
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of measuring protein specific solubilisation efficiency and that optimal conditions will likely be 

both protein and expression system dependent. 

 

The P. pastoris growth was up scaled from shake flasks to bioreactors. Interestingly the data 

shown in Chapter 3 suggest that despite successfully harvesting higher cell biomass, the 

recombinant protein yield was much lower in bioreactors; 40% less CD81 protein was detected 

in this cultivation. Additionally, the SMA solubilisation trials also indicated lower bioreactor 

membrane solubility compared to P. pastoris membranes harvested from shake flasks. This 

was unexpected as the growth in both cultivations were performed for 72 h using the same 

culture media and under same glycerol and methanol concentrations. It is predicted that the 

lower CD81 yield and solubilisation efficiency from the bioreactor growth were hampered by 

large scale growth issues such as metabolic load, unmastered dimorphism, and oxygen 

requirements, as suggested by  (Vandermies and Fickers, 2019).  The differences between 

shake flask and bioreactor P. pastoris growth have also been observed by Bawa et al., 2014 

where leaky tetraspanin expression (hCD81 and hCD82) were observed in the pre-induction 

growth in bioreactors but not in shake flasks cultivations (Bawa et al., 2014). In future, 

conditions need to be optimised to increase                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

CD81 yield from bioreactor growth, which might result in lower cell biomass yield but higher 

protein expression. 

 

8.2 SMALP-CD81 purification 

Further to successful solubilisation, SMALP-CD81 purification was performed using IMAC. For 

subsequent studies, only SMA co-2000 polymer was used as it was readily available in the 

lab and known to be the best SMA co-polymer for membrane protein solubilisation and 

purification (Morrison et al., 2014).  The initial purification attempts resulted in CD81 elution 

with a highly abundant contaminating protein, as discussed in Chapter 4. Weak CD81 binding 
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to the resin was also observed where the protein washed out during resin washing steps, 

suggested weak CD81 binding to the resin. This was not surprising given the small size of the 

His6-tagged C-terminus cytoplasmic domain of CD81 protein (12 amino acid residues long - 

UniProtKB - P60033 CD81_HUMAN). The His6-tag possibly got buried by the SMA polymer 

wrapping in SMALPs, hindering Ni+2 NTA resin binding. To trouble shoot this,  more resin per 

sample was used (at 1:2 ratio)  that resulted in stronger resin to His6 tag binding, indicated by 

significantly reduced leaky CD81 protein in washing steps and collection of most of the protein 

in elution fractions (discussed in Chapter 4). This has also been observed previously for many 

other proteins, purification of CD81 using SMA gave a cleaner purification than using 

conventional detergents (Gulati et al., 2014, Morrison et al., 2016, Liu et al., 2018). 

 

8.3 Biophysical analysis of SMALP-CD81 and DDM-CD81 

Circular dichroism (CD) analysis was performed to determine intact secondary structure of 

IMAC purified SMALP-CD81 and to compare the structural integrity with that of detergent 

purified samples. In this study (Chapter 4) CD spectroscopy showed subtle differences 

between SMA 2000 and DDM purified CD81, suggesting that SMA 2000 encapsulated CD81 

retained more of the native secondary structure. It should be noted that this was a side-by-

side comparison under comparable conditions, in buffer that did not contain NaCl or glycerol, 

which have been found to stabilize the DDM purified protein. This may explain why the DDM 

sample was less folded than the previously published crystal structure which was also 

obtained using DDM (Zimmerman et al., 2016). However it highlights that SMALPs can offer 

improved stability without the need for special handling or buffer conditions.  Interestingly, 

SMA did not offer any improvement over DDM for CD81 thermostability as measured by CD 

spectroscopy or when using a gel based aggregation assay, which contrasts with many 

previous reports (Dorr et al., 2014, Morrison et al., 2016, Liu et al., 2018). Reasons for this are 

not totally clear, perhaps the secondary structure of CD81 is inherently quite stable, and it has 

been suggested previously that the presence of detergent can help to decrease aggregation 
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for some proteins (Morrison et al., 2016). Differences between DDM and SMA purified CD81 

were observed when using a binding assay for a conformation sensitive antibody. This 

antibody is known to bind to a non-linear epitope within the large extracellular loop, which is 

important for function of CD81 (Grove et al., 2017).  Thus SMA encapsulation stabilised the 

3-dimensional folded structure of CD81, even if very little change in secondary structure 

occurred. 

 

 8.4 Size exclusion chromatography 

SEC analysis of SMA purified CD81 showed a large peak in or close to the void volume in 

addition to a second peak that eluted later. Presumably the void peak contains some form of 

larger assembly or aggregated species. CD81 itself is known to form dimers and larger 

assemblies (Bonander et al., 2013a, Kovalenko et al., 2004) so it is possible that this peak 

contains larger assemblies of CD81.  Notably, the CD81 crystal structure revealed a 

monomeric form of a tetraspanin, which contrasts with the crystal structure of the extracellular 

LEL domain of human CD81 (88 of 236 residues). This latter structure confirms the presence 

of the conserved CCG motif, two disulfide bridges and a potential dimerization interface 

(Kitadokoro et al., 2001). 

 

It has also been shown previously that SMALP discs themselves can dimerise (Postis et al., 

2015). It was interesting that the intensity of the A280 signal for the void peal was significantly 

higher than that of the second peak, and yet SDS-PAGE analysis showed almost equal 

concentrations of CD81 in both peaks. Therefore perhaps the species present in the void peak 

was also scattering light. Importantly only the CD81 in the second peak bound to the HCV E2 

glycoprotein. This suggests that either the CD81 in Peak 1 is unstructured so that the E2 

binding site is not formed, or that access to the binding site is sterically blocked in some way. 
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Further analysis of SEC elutions indicated that the protein in both peaks was folded and 

abundant in α-helical structure (discussed in Chapter 4, Section 6), where both peaks CD 

spectra appeared identical. Also, SDS-PAGE analysis showed similar protein gel band pattern 

in both peak samples, where monomeric CD81 was detected at ~25 kDa and a higher order 

band at ~45 kDa. Furthermore, isolated nanodiscs were observed in both peaks through 

negative stain cryo-EM analysis, where Peak 1 samples contained slightly larger nanodiscs 

(discussed in Chapter 5). These analyses support the assumption that the Peak 1 fraction 

contains correctly-folded and not aggregated protein. As the CD81 ECL2 (where the binding 

epitope exists) has a compact structure that is only 3 nm at its widest point, the loss of function 

could be explained due to SMALP stacking on top of each other, effectively blocking the E2 

binding epitope.  

 

8.5 Total protein identification through mass spectrometry analysis  

Mass spectrometric protein identification analysis was performed where CD81 protein was 

successfully detected in IMAC and SEC fractions. Soluble proteins, such as alcohol oxidase 

1 (AOX1p) and a ribosomal protein 40S were also identified in test samples.  This was 

unexpected as both proteins are intracellular proteins and not known to associate with yeast 

plasma membrane or membrane proteins.  

 

One of the major contaminants identified in the mass spectrometry was AOX1p which is a P. 

pastoris enzyme responsible for catalysing the oxidation of methanol to formaldehyde in the 

methanol assimilation pathway, where the AOX gene is under a strong carbon catabolite 

repression (Vonck et al., 2016). The addition of methanol induces high-levels of AOX1 

transcription and subsequent synthesis of large amounts of the protein, where it is estimated 

to encompass 30% of the total intracellular proteome (Gvozdev et al. 2010). The second most 

abundant contaminant detected was the ribosomal protein 40S, which is an essential protein 
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in yeast for RNA-precursor processing into mature RNA during translation process (Vonck et 

al., 2016). Most importantly, the hCD81 gene was cloned under the control of the AOX1 

promoter where expression of the CD81 protein would only occur in the presence of methanol. 

Therefore, to achieve high CD81 overexpression, high levels of AOX1 promoter expression 

are required and thus sufficient methanol concentration should be present in the media. The 

presence of AOX1p and 40S ribosomal protein were possibly the consequence of large-scale 

exogenous protein expression in the yeast cells.  Further studies are required to decrease 

contaminant protein levels and to investigate their strong association with the exogenous and 

overexpressed CD81 even after two purification stages. The presence and copurification of 

AOX1p with another recombinant and overexpressed protein (linoleate diol synthase) in P. 

pastoris was also observed by Koch et al. 2016 where the expression of AOX1p was an 

unexpected result and lead to its crystal structure determination (Koch et al., 2016).  

 

8.6 P. pastoris protoplast analysis 

To harvest mature CD81 protein and to minimise accompanying misfolded and/or aggregated 

protein coextraction, a novel procedure was investigated where the CD81 protein produced in P pastoris 

was directly solubilised from whole cells instead of preparing crude membranes. The yeast cells were 

treated with Zymolyase enzyme to digest the cell wall (protoplast generation) prior to direct whole cell 

solubilisation with the SMA 2000 polymer. This method has the potential to favour extraction of 

correctly-folded membrane protein that have been targeted to the plasma membranes and limit 

solubilisation of proteins stored in intracellular membrane compartments (Hartmann et al. 2017).  

 

The protoplast work (discussed in Chapter 4, Section 9) resulted in the purification of high 

amounts of alcohol dehydrogenase contaminant and only small amounts of the CD81 protein 

in the SEC elutions.  A dominant protein band was observed by SDS-PAGE at around 45 kDa 

in the SEC fractions that corresponds to alcohol dehydrogenase monomer and has the mass 

of 41 kDa. Only faint CD81 protein bands at ~25 kDa were observed by SDS-PAGE and 
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western blots. The presence and abundance of alcohol dehydrogenase, and the low CD81 

yields were confirmed by the mass spectrometry protein identification. Similar results were 

also seen with the detergent protoplast solubilisation performed in the lab. These results were 

unexpected and further studies are required to understand the reasons behind the abundance 

of a contaminant protein instead of CD81 from the whole cell solubilisation of P. pastoris 

protoplast. As previous work in Chapter 3 demonstrated that SMA solubilisation is 

instantaneous, it is predicted that the SMA polymer was able to quickly disrupt P pastoris 

protoplast by puncturing holes into the membranes, which led to cytoplasmic content leakage 

and the accumulation of alcohol dehydrogenase around CD81. This interaction between 

alcohol dehydrogenase and CD81 remained intact even after IMAC and SEC purifications.  A 

possible solution to attempt in future is to reduce polymer solubilisation time and/or incubation 

temperature (incubation at 4 °C instead of room temperature), which may result in slower 

membrane solubilisation leading to less cytoplasmic protein leakage.   

 

8.7 Structural analysis of SMALP-CD81 

SMALP-CD81 nanodiscs were successfully visualised by electron microscopy analysis of SEC 

purified samples. To resolve the structure at high resolution by single particle cryo-EM, the 

current lower molecular weight  limit of a complex or protein  is currently  ~64 kDa, after the 

structure determination of human haemoglobin (64 kDa) at 3.2 Å (Herzik et al., 2019) . As 

CD81 protein is a significantly smaller protein compared to the ones studied using cryo-EM 

techniques, the high-resolution structural determination of SMALP-CD81 was attempted using 

X-ray crystallography. 

 

Although large peak size was observed for the SEC Peak 1, as discussed in Chapter 5, the 

protein content was much lower in this peak compared to Peak 2 (smaller peak). Around 1.1 

mg/ml protein was calculated for Peak 1, while 3.7 mg/ml protein was attained for the SEC 
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Peak 2 samples, where both samples were concentrated to ~500 µl. The difference in protein 

yield was also indicated by the SDS-PAGE analysis where faint CD81 protein band was 

observed in Peak 1, whereas an intense protein gel band was observed in Peak 2 samples 

(Figure 5.12). It is predicted that the larger peak size does not correlate to higher protein 

amount in SEC analysis, where large peak size of the Peak 1 was possibly due to the presence 

of bigger particles in this fraction (Bertrand et al., 2014).    

 

 As highly concentrated protein samples are required for crystallisation work (McPherson and 

Cudney, 2014), a Peak 2 sample concentration of ~18 mg/ml was achieved after concentrating 

to 40 µl as the final volume. 6 µl of this sample was mixed with 9 µl of monoolein where lipidic 

cubic phase between SMALP-CD81 and lipid was successfully achieved as indicated by the 

formation of homogenous and colourless suspension.  Previously, DDM solubilised and SEC 

purified CD81 samples (from P. pastoris overexpressed CD81) were subjected to LCP 

crystallisation trials where the DDM-CD81 did not form LCP with monoolein as the suspension 

remained cloudy/aggregated even after repeated mixing of the protein and lipids together. 

This was, however, in contrast with successful crystals formation following DDM protein 

solubilisation by Zimmerman et al., 2016 resulting in CD81 structure determination. Although 

no protein crystals were detected in the SMALP-CD81 LCP trials, successful LCP formation 

was observed suggesting superiority of the SMALP-CD81 samples. In future, some further 

optimisation and more crystallisation condition screenings are required to successfully 

crystallise CD81 using SMALP technology.      

 

Insect cells (Sf9) overexpressing hCD81 were also employed to harvest CD81 protein for 

subsequent structural studies  The novel SMA solubilisation assay resulted in successful 

extraction and IMAC purification of the SMALP-CD81 (discussed in Chapter 5, Section 5). A 

final yield of 40 µl of ~57 mg/ml was obtained after SEC Peak 2 isolation and concentration, 
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which was much higher compared to ~19 mg/ml protein yield from the P. pastoris CD81 

preparation. This was the first and only attempt at Sf9 overexpressed CD81 solubilisation 

using SMA 2000 polymer. The solubilisation and purification conditions could be optimised in 

the future to improve SEC sample separation and protein stability in order to achieve a high 

quality sample for LCP crystallisation work.   

 

8.8 Mammalian cell imaging to study endogenous CD81 

CD81 studies were also conducted in a more physiologically-relevant membrane environment 

using Huh-7 (human liver carcinoma cell line) and HEK 293 cells (human embryonic kidney 

cell line).  The presence of endogenous CD81 was identified in both cell lines, which was 

consistent with previous mammalian cell studies on CD81 protein for HCV invasion (Timpe et 

al., 2008) Notably, 50% more CD81 protein expression was detected in in HEK cells than Huh-

7 (discussed in Chapter 6), which was unexpected as HEK cells were mostly used for studying 

recombinant tetraspanins and not known to express high amounts of endogenous CD81 

protein.  HepG2 cells (hepatocarcinoma cell line) was used as a negative control as these 

cells does not express CD81 endogenously.  

 

The membrane expression and organisation of CD81 protein in mammalian cells was 

investigated firstly using confocal microscopy. Protein was visualised by labelling with 2s131 

mAb and Alexa Fluor 488 (green) conjugated secondary antibody.  The confocal micrographs 

show an even distribution and high expression of CD81 on the plasma membranes of both 

HEK 293 and Huh-7 cells. No immuno-labelling was detected in the negative control HepG2 

plasma membranes. 

 



252 
 

Further to confocal microscopy studies, two gold labelled anti-CD81 antibodies (2s131 

labelled with 15 nm gold, and 1s337 labelled with 6 nm gold particle) were used as a tool to 

study the molecular distribution of CD81 on the plasma membrane. Cells were fixed, 

dehydrated, embedded and sectioned (~100 nm slices) before transmission electron 

microscopy imaging, which showed excellent ultracellular structure preservation after these 

steps. Immunogold labelling of the cell surface CD81 with both mAbs identified two 

populations in Huh-7 membranes: the 16 nm gold labelled mAb identified mostly 

monodispersed CD81 or doublets, while the smaller 6 nm conjugated mAb detected CD81 

clusters on the cell membrane.  In HEK 293 cells, monodispersed CD81 or doublets were 

observed along with the detection of smaller CD81 clusters. No preferential mAbs binding to 

monomeric or higher order structure was observed. This finding could suggest dynamic 

structural organisation of CD81, transitioning from monomeric to higher order forms 

(oligomers) and may be consistent with a concept of a dynamic equilibrium of CD81 in the 

plasma membrane. The data might also be consistent with two popular notions in the literature, 

that is the presence of tetraspanin rich membrane microdomains (tetraspanin multimers) on 

the cell membrane that function as the organisers of multi molecular complexes (Hemler, 

2005). Whereas, other literature points towards the presence of monodispersed CD81 on the 

membrane (Zimmerman et al. 2016).  The EM data is also consistent with previously published 

scanning electron microscopy studies by Grove et al., 2018  where at least two populations of 

CD81 were identified; monodisperse and higher-order assemblies (Grove et al., 2018). Further 

studies are required to understand the relevance of these dynamic structures with respect to 

CD81 function. 

 

8.9 CD81 solubilisation from mammalian cells 

Successful solubilisation of mammalian cell expressed membrane protein using SMA co-

polymers was published by (Hall et al., 2018; Jamshad et al., 2015a). Where they 

demonstrated that SMA co-polymers, such as SMA 2000 and SMI (an acid compatible 
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polymer) were capable of extracting proteins directly from the cell membrane. Furthermore, 

the solubilised human G-protein coupled receptor (from HEK 293T cell membranes) were 

functionally active (Jamshad et al., 2018; Hall et al., 2018). Following suit and in order to study 

CD81 in more native mammalian cell environment, SMA co-polymer solubilisation of CD81 

was performed.  

 

The endogenously-expressed CD81 from HEK 293 S and HEK 293 T membranes were 

solubilised using 2.5% SMA 2000 and SZ25010 polymers at 1 h room temperature incubation. 

Successful endogenous CD81 solubilisation using SMA co-polymers was achieved, where the 

solubilisation efficiency appeared comparable with DDM extraction, as very faint insoluble 

CD81 protein bands were detected on SDS-PAGE gels in both samples indicating the 

presence of most CD81 in the soluble fraction. This is consistent and comparable to the 

previously discussed P. pastoris CD81 solubilisation studies.  The receptor-ligand binding 

ELISA using HCV E2 glycoprotein resulted in SMALP-CD81 binding to E2, suggesting 

functionally-relevant protein in SMALPs. The successful SMA solubilisation of endogenous 

CD81 opens an opportunity to prepare homogenous and potentially large-scale protein 

samples in the future.  

 

To aid future CD81 research and overcome the challenges of purifying endogenous and 

untagged protein, FLAG tagged CD81 were overexpressed in HEK 293 and Huh-7 cells.  Four 

CD81 constructs were used containing either wild type, 4 PM mutated CD81, CD81 p-null or 

an empty vector containing FLAG tag but no CD81 gene. The transfection conditions were 

optimised to successfully transfect recombinant CD81 DNA into mammalian cells using both 

PEI and lipofectamine as transfection reagents. Moreover, the optimised conditions could be 

successfully upscaled to 10 cm petri plates or T75 flasks to obtain large-scale protein preps 

for subsequent downstream biochemical analysis. 
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8.10 Overall conclusion 

This thesis has demonstrated advancement in membrane protein research particularly in the 

tetraspanin field and in SMALP technology. Recombinant, full length CD81 was investigated 

using P. pastoris, where large scale protein expression and homogenous CD81 sample 

preparation were achieved. CD81 was successfully extracted and purified in SMALPs for the 

first time with high efficiency. Biophysical analysis suggested superiority of SMALP-CD81 at 

retaining intact secondary structure and functional relevance in marked contrast with detergent 

solubilised protein. The presence of monodispersed SMALP nanodiscs was also confirmed 

through electron microscopy.   

 

To determine the structure of full length CD81 protein embedded in plasma membrane 

lipoprotein environment, and to compare it with the previously solved structure, large scale 

CD81 sample preparation was performed.  A 70% pure and concentrated solution was 

achieved at ~18 mg/ml from P. pastoris, and a very high concentration of ~57 mg/ml was 

achieved from Sf9 cells. LCP crystallisation attempt resulted in LCP formation, which had 

previously proved problematic. This thesis has therefore paved the way for future research on 

high resolution structural analysis of tetraspanins using SMALP technology. 

Presented here are the novel electron microscopy studies to determine endogenous CD81 

distribution on HEK 293 and Huh-7 membranes. A dynamic structural organisation was 

detected where CD81 was organised as either isolated monomers or higher order protein 

clusters. Further research into CD81 distribution needs to be performed in order fully 

understand protein organisation on the plasma membrane and functional relevance of the 

dynamic structure. 

 

Also presented in this thesis, novel solubilisation of endogenous CD81 from mammalian cells. 

This was achieved using SMA co-polymers, where SMA extracted protein retained its 
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functional relevance.  The overexpression of FLAG-tagged CD81 was also performed 

successfully to aid future purification attempts using FLAG-purification method. This will 

enable biophysical and structural studies to be conducted using liver cells expressed CD81 

surrounded in its natural membrane environment. Moreover, extracted CD81 in SMALPs will 

enable the identification of novel CD81 interactions with partner proteins and ligands that will 

further HCV virology studies and could be of high pharmacological importance.  
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