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Molecular dynamics simulations of a crystalline protein, Staphylococcal nuclease, over the pressure range
1 bar to 15 kbar reveal a qualitative change in the internal protein motions at �4 kbar. This change involves
the existence of two linear regimes in the mean-square displacement for internal protein motion, �u2��P� with
a twofold decrease in the slope for P�4 kbar. The major effect of pressure on the dynamics is a loss, with
increasing pressure of large amplitude, collective protein modes below 2 THz effective frequency, accompa-
nied by restriction of large-scale solvent translational motion.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The temperature dependence of internal protein dynamics
has been much studied and has yielded valuable information
on the energy landscape underlying protein function �1–3�.
In comparison, relatively few studies have been performed
investigating the dependence of protein dynamics on pres-
sure �4–6�. Pressure-induced structural changes have been
reported for deoxymyoglobin �7�, lysozyme �8–10�, BPTI
�11�, myoglobin �12�, and ubiquitin �13�, and pressure-
induced unfolding in solution has been reported for Staphy-
lococcal nuclease �SNase� �14–17�, myoglobin �18�,
�-lactalbumin �19�, and various other proteins �20�. Hydra-
tion water has been suggested to play a key role in high-
pressure protein unfolding, as indicated by structural and dy-
namical changes in the protein:water interface and the
penetration of water molecules into the hydrophobic core
�11,17,18,21,22�. Pressure-induced dynamical changes have
hitherto been relatively neglected, although in early molecu-
lar dynamics �MD� simulations of small proteins a reduction
of positional fluctuations of protein atoms was found upon
the application of pressure �11,21,23�.

Here, results from MD simulations of crystalline SNase in
the pressure range 1 bar to 15 kbar are presented. The ad-
vantage of the crystalline state over solution is that steric
constraints imposed by the crystalline environment hinder
denaturation, as has been demonstrated for orthorhombic
crystals of lysozyme, which remain stable up to 10 kbar �24�.
SNase was chosen here as it is experimentally well charac-
terised and because crystals of the protein also remain struc-
turally stable at pressures at which SNase in solution is
partly unfolded �25�.

II. MODEL DESCRIPTION AND VALIDATION

The present MD simulations were performed using the
CHARMM program �version 28b1, parameter set 22� �26,27�.
Details of the simulation setup have been reported previously
�28�. The primary simulation cell is composed of one tetrag-
onal crystal unit cell with initial dimensions 48.5�48.5
�63.4 Å3 containing four protein molecules arranged in the

space-group symmetry P41, 2115 TIP3P �29� water mol-
ecules, and 48 chloride counter ions. Periodic boundary con-
ditions were applied in the simulation so as to generate the
correct infinite crystal environment. Constant-pressure
constant-temperature simulations were performed using the
Nosé-Hoover algorithm �30–32�. This algorithm does not
produce the exact isothermal-isobaric �NPT� ensemble
�32–34� for which the the average internal pressure equals
the externally applied pressure �Pint�= Pext but rather yields
�Pint�NH= Pext+kBT�V−1� �34�. Therefore, for a large system,
as is simulated here, the Nosé-Hoover algorithm provides a
good approximation of the NPT ensemble. The system was
equilibrated for 10.2 ns at 300 K and 1 bar, then pressurised
at a rate of 1 kbar ns−1 and subsequently equilibrated for
200 ps. The production phase of each simulation was 1 ns
long.

The unit-cell volume decreased nonlinearly with increas-
ing P, the reduction from 1 bar to 15 kbar being 15%. The
compressibility, �=��ln V� /�P reduced from 28±11 Mbar−1

at 1 bar to 6.6±2.8 Mbar−1 at 15 kbar with a mechanical
nonlinearity index �=��−1 /�P=9.1±0.4. These values are
within the experimental ranges of estimates for �
�10–20 Mbar−1� and � �0–10� reported for the P dependence
of the unit-cell volume in lysozyme crystals �24,35,36�.

The protein radius of gyration decreased by 3.5±0.5%
from 1 bar to 15 kbar, leading to an estimated reduction of
the protein volume of 10%. Therefore, the protein compress-
ibility is significantly smaller than that of the unit cell, and
thus also the water compressibility, which is again consistent
with previous findings �4�. The decrease of solvent volume
is manifested by a shift to shorter distances of the
nearest-neigbor peak in the solvent radial distribution func-
tion, corresponding to a decrease in the average nearest-
neighbor distance of 0.7% from 1 bar to 15 kbar �results not
shown�.

The root mean-square deviation of the average simulation
structure from the experimental �300 K,1 bar� crystal struc-
ture �37� showed little variation with increasing P, the aver-
age over all four proteins in the unit cell being 2.2±0.3 and
2.3±0.3 Å at 1 bar and 15 kbar, respectively. Also, the sec-
ondary structural elements were conserved throughout the
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simulations. The ensemble of the above findings indicate that
the protein and simulation system were stable at all pressures
and that pressure-related structural features agree within er-
ror with experiment.

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A convenient measure for the overall motion present in a
protein molecule is provided by the time-dependent mean-
square displacement

�u2��t� = ��rk��� − rk�� + t��2� , �1�

where rk��� is the coordinate vector of atom k at time �, �¯�
is the time average and the overbar the average over the
protein atoms. In Fig. 1�a�, �u2��t� for the internal motion is
plotted against P for two values of t: 1 and 10 ps. On both
time scales �u2� significantly decreases with increasing pres-
sure, with the reduction between 1 bar and 15 kbar for hy-
drogens being 46 and 40% for t=1 and 10 ps, respectively.

For nonhydrogen atoms, shown in the inset to Fig. 1�a�, the
reduction is larger, being 56% for t=10 ps. The slope of
�u2��P� is linear in two distinct ranges of P, with a broad
transition around P*�4 kbar. In the regimes below
and above P*, referred to in the following as “low-P” and
“high-P,” respectively, linear regressions were performed
and are also shown in Fig. 1�a�. For both values of t, in the
low-P regime the slope is higher by a factor of �2 than in
the high-P regime. This nonlinearity in �u2��P� indicates a
qualitative change in protein dynamics upon pressurization.
This nonlinearity is reminiscent of the much-studied transi-
tion in �u2��T�, which involves a solvent-driven activation of
anharmonic protein dynamics with increasing T at �200 K,
leading to a nonlinear increase in the average atomic mean-
square displacement �u2��T� �38–40�.

The solvent �u2��P� �Fig. 1�b�� is dominated by transla-
tional diffusion. Both the translational and rotational �u2� de-
crease linearly with P below P* and nonlinearly, at a lower
rate, above P*. At all pressures, �u2��t�� t� with �	1, indi-
cating subdiffusion �41�. � exhibits no significant
P-dependence, the average calculated over all simulations
being 0.86±0.01, a value intermediate between that of pro-
tein hydrational water, for which ��0.6 �42�, and bulk
water ��=1�.

To estimate the statistical errors associated with the values
of �u2� given in Fig. 1, at selected values of P �1 bar, 4 kbar,
and 15 kbar� each trajectory was divided into nonoverlap-
ping subtrajectories, for each of which �u2� was recalculated
using Eq. �1�. The results of this analysis using t=1 ps and
10 ps and several lengths of the subtrajectories are shown for
the protein hydrogen atoms in Fig. 2. For all values of P, the
spread in �u2� is very small for t=1 ps, the relative standard
deviation being smaller than 1% for the subtrajectory length
100 ps. For t=10 ps, the relative standard deviation is below
2.5% for the subtrajectory length 100 ps but is seen to sig-
nificantly reduce for longer time scales. The statistical errors
associated with the results presented in Fig. 1 can, therefore,

FIG. 1. �a� Mean-square displacement �u2� averaged over all
protein hydrogen atoms on two time scales t. The lines show linear
fits performed over the ranges P
3 kbar and P�4 kbar. The
shape of �u2��P� is similar for t=100 ps �data not shown� and for
nonhydrogen protein atoms �shown in the inset�. �b� �u2��P� for t
=1 ps averaged over all solvent hydrogens and oxygens, respec-
tively. For the oxygens, the decomposition into translation and ro-
tation �u2�= �u2�T+ �u2�R is also shown. The lines represent linear
fits performed in the low-P regime.

FIG. 2. Spread of the mean-square displacements dependent on
the trajectory length for two time scales t and three pressure values
P. The calculation included all protein hydrogen atoms. For clarity,
for each set of t and P the results were shifted along the y axis by
an arbitrary constant.
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be estimated to be approximately 0.3 and 0.8% for t=1 and
10 ps, respectively. Thus, the finding of the nonlinear change
in �u2��P� is statistically significant.

To examine which protein and solvent motions are af-
fected by the pressure increase the P dependence of the x-ray
diffuse scattering intensity, I�q� was calculated as �43�

I�q� = Itot�q� − IBragg�q� � ��F�2� − ��F��2, �2�

where F is the instantaneous structure factor, F
=	kfke

iq·�rk+uk�, fk and rk are the form factor and the mean
position vector of the kth atom, respectively, uk is the
displacement vector of atom k from rk, and k runs over
all protein or solvent atoms in the unit cell. I�q� indicates
the amplitude of collective motion present on the length
scale q−1. Here, I�q� was calculated for 55 691 values of
q in the range 
q
	0.62 Å−1. This range was divided
into a low-q range q	0.3 Å−1, probing large-scale collective
motions, and a high-q range q�0.3 Å−1, probing more
local dynamics. I�q� was integrated over each range to

yield the total intensity Itot which is plotted against P in
Fig. 3.

In both q ranges, the protein and solvent Itot�P� vary ap-
proximately linearly with P below and above P* and thus
support the above finding of a pressure induced dynamical
transition. Itot�P� for the protein �Fig. 3�a�� decreases faster
in the low-q range �with gradients of −0.055±0.007 kbar−1

�low-P� and −0.025±0.001 kbar−1 �high-P�� than in the
high-q range �with gradients of −0.037±0.005 kbar−1 �low-
P� and −0.021±0.001 kbar−1 �high-P��, indicating that, upon
the application of pressure, large-scale collective displace-
ments are more strongly suppressed than the local dynamics.
Itot�P� calculated for the crystal solvent is shown in Fig. 3�b�.
In the low-q range the solvent Itot�P� strongly decreases with
increasing P, the rate of decrease being larger in the low-P
regime. At low q, the large-scale collective displacements,
Itot�P� of the protein and the solvent reduce approximately
equally, reaching 0.45±0.02 and 0.53, respectively at P
=15 kbar. This indicates that large-scale collective motions
of the protein and collective translational solvent dynamics
are similarly affected by high pressure, consistent with pre-
vious work suggesting strong coupling between solvent
dynamics and large-scale protein motion �44–47�. In
contrast, the P dependence of the high-q, short length-scale
motion differs significantly between the protein and the
solvent: whereas the protein Itot reaches 0.59±0.01 at P
=15 kbar that of the solvent reduces to only 0.86. Further-
more, the change in the solvent Itot is negligible up to
�4 kbar, indicating that the local dynamics of water remains
roughly unchanged in the low-P regime. This is consistent
with previous work indicating that, at ambient temperature
and low P, water mobility is controlled by the tetrahedral
ordering due to hydrogen bonds whereas, at higher P, the
tetrahedral ordering breaks down and the dynamics is con-
trolled by the van der Waals repulsion of neighboring mol-
ecules �48–50�.

FIG. 3. Protein �a� and solvent �b� x-ray diffuse scattering in-
tensities Itot integrated over two ranges of the magnitude q of the
scattering vector. Itot is normalized such that Itot�1 bar�=1. The sol-
vent Itot was calculated from the full trajectory �1 ns�. Since protein
x-ray diffuse scattering does not converge on the ns time scale �28�,
for each P the protein Itot was estimated from ten non-overlapping
100 ps subtrajectories and the error bars denote the standard devia-
tion. The lines show linear fits in the low- and high-P �for the
protein: P�7 kbar� regimes, respectively.

FIG. 4. Change in the vibrational density of states, �g�� for
selected pressure values. �g�� was calculated as the difference
gP��−gP0

��, with the reference pressure P0=1 bar. The inset
shows the number of modes with 
2 THz with a linear fit to the
high-P regime. The gradient in the low- and high-P regime is
−2.6±0.2 and −1.99±0.06 kbar−1, respectively. Results shown are
averaged over all four proteins in each simulation.
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The protein collective motions were further dissected us-
ing principal component analysis �PCA�. In PCA the mass-
weighted variance-covarience matrix is diagonalized, yield-
ing the eigenvectors vm, which determine the direction of a
collective mode, and their associated eigenvalues, which are
related to the associated eigenfrequency m. From m the
vibrational density of states, g�� was calculated for each
simulation. The change in g�� upon application of pressure
is illustrated in Fig. 4. With increasing P the number of
modes with frequencies �2 THz strongly decreases, the
rate of decrease exhibiting a small nonlinearity at P* �inset to
Fig. 4�. Low-frequency modes are thus shifted into the
higher-frequency range. These low-frequency modes have
been shown to be mostly collective, anharmonic and distrib-
uted over the whole protein �40,51�.

It is of interest to investigate the form of the effective free
energy profiles, Gm associated with the PCA modes and,
in particular, whether the P-dependent dynamical tran-
sition found above is accompanied by a loss of anharmonic
motion similar to that seen in the T-dependent dynamical
transition �40�. The effective free energy along mode m is
given by

Gm��� = − kBT ln p�m
, �3�

where the projection, �m�t� of the trajectory onto the mode is
defined as

�m�t� = �M1/2uT�t�� · vm �4�

and depends on the instantaneous displacement vector u�t� of
all atoms. p�m

d� is the probability that �m�t� adopts a value
in the interval �� ,�+d��. If the motion is harmonic, then
Gm��� is also harmonic and the probability density, p�m

is
Gaussian. In Fig. 5 the effective free energy profiles Gm for
selected PCA modes �mode numbers m=1, 5, 30 and 100� at
various pressure values �P=1 bar and 2, 4, 8 and 15 kbar�
are shown. At all values of P the lowest-frequency, largest-
amplitude principal component mode is anharmonic and pos-

sesses multiple substates separated by barriers with heights
up to approximately 10 kJ mol−1. The P-dependent dynami-
cal transition found above is, therefore, not accompanied by
a complete loss of anharmonic motions in the pressure range
up to 15 kbar. With increasing mode number m, for all val-
ues of P the modes initially remain anharmonic but with the
number of substates reducing until Gm becomes quasihar-
monic or harmonic at m�10 or m�30, respectively. The
effect of elevated pressure is similar for all modes: upon the
application of pressure the width of Gm reduces, correspond-
ing to an increase of the effective force constant associated
with each mode.

IV. CONCLUSIONS

The present MD simulations of a crystalline protein in the
pressure range 1 bar to 15 kbar have revealed the existence
of a pressure-dependent transition in internal protein dynam-
ics at �4 kbar. The transition is manifested by the existence
of two linear regimes in �u2��P�. The major effect of pressure
is a loss, with increasing pressure of large-amplitude, collec-
tive modes below 2 THz effective frequency.

The crystalline environment used here may strongly influ-
ence the protein dynamics and, in particular, prevents
pressure-induced unfolding at medium pressure values.
Therefore, further investigations are required to elucidate
whether the pressure-induced changes in the protein dynam-
ics found here are also present in aqueous solution. Also, as
an increasing number of high-pressure non-native protein
structures becomes available �7–13� it will be of interest to
perform simulations to investigate whether the pressure-
induced changes in protein dynamics revealed here are
limited to the close-to-native region of the energy landscape.
Further characterization of the dynamics below and above
the pressure dynamical transition using a variety of experi-
mental scattering and spectroscopic techniques promises
to shed further light on the physics of protein energy
landscapes.

FIG. 5. Pressure dependence of the effective free energy profiles Gm of selected PCA modes at various values of P. For clarity, in each
graph the profiles are separated along the y axis by a constant �10 kJ mol−1 for mode 1 and 5 kJ mol−1 for the other modes�.
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