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Abstract 

Viral membrane proteins are prime targets in the combat against infection. Still, their 

structure determination remains a challenge, both with respect to sample preparation, and the 

need for structural methods allowing analysis in a native-like lipid environment. Cell-free 

protein synthesis and solid-state NMR are promising approaches in this context, one with 

respect to its high potential of native expression of complex proteins, and the other for its 

ability to analyze membrane proteins in lipids. We here show that milligram amounts of the 

small envelope protein of the duck hepatitis B virus (DHBV) can be produced using cell-free 

expression, and that the protein self-assembles into subviral particles. 2D proton-detected 

NMR spectra recorded at 110 kHz magic angle spinning on < 500 μg protein show a number 

of isolated peaks with linewidths comparable to model membrane proteins, paving the way 

for structural studies of this homologous protein to a potential drug target in HBV infection. 

 

 

Keywords Solid-state NMR; cell-free protein expression; duck hepatitis B virus; subviral 

particles; proton detection  
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Infection with hepatitis B virus (HBV) entails acute or chronic diseases of the liver, the latter 

often associated with liver cirrhosis and hepatocellular carcinoma. HBV is a spherical 

enveloped virus with a 42 nm outer diameter[1] that possesses a circular partially double-

stranded DNA genome contained in an icosahedral capsid formed by multiple copies the core 

protein (HBc). It is surrounded by a lipid envelope into which three different HBV surface 

proteins designated small (S), medium (M) and large (L) hepatitis B surface antigen (HBs) are 

embedded. One particularity of the virus is that infected cells massively produce subviral 

particles (SVPs), which are only composed of capsid-less (i.e. empty) virus envelopes, mainly 

formed by the S protein embedded into a phospholipid membrane derived from the host.[2]  

The three viral envelope proteins S, M and L differ by their N-terminal domain: in addition to 

S, M carries the preS2 domain while L carries both the preS1 and preS2 domains. The S 

protein is the most abundant in both virion envelopes and SVPs,[3] and can form particles on 

its own.[4] The topology proposed for this protein consists of 4 transmembrane helices and a 

cytosolic loop as well as an antigenic loop.[5] The protein is a potential drug target for HBV; 

but while topology models are available, its high-resolution structure has not been determined, 

as the virion envelope shows heterogeneity as observed by electron microscopy.[6] This 

manifest variability suggests that in-vitro reconstituted SVPs represent an interesting 

alternative to virions for structural studies. 

To produce the HBs S protein, we chose wheat-germ cell-free protein expression[7-9] (Figure 

S1) and tested the human and duck HBs S protein in this system. Due to its fundamental 

similarity to HBV, duck HBV (DHBV, see schematic representation in Figure 1a for a 

representation of the viral particle, as well as SVPs) is an important model for the human 

virus.[10] The duck hepatitis B virus S protein is similar to the one of HBV, but lacks the 

cysteine-rich antigenic loop of HBs S, reducing the total size of DHBs S to 167 amino acid 
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residues versus 226 residues for HBs S (see Figure S2 for sequence alignments and Figure 1b 

for a predicted model of S). While CF HBs S expression still needs further optimization as the 

yields were rather low and may require the presence of chaperones to keep the protein in 

solution (data not shown), the DHBV protein expressed well in the presence of mild detergent 

and assembled spontaneously. Together with its reduced size, this feature makes DHBV SVPs 

a highly attractive pilot for a structural study by solid-state NMR. Importantly, the recent 

development of > 100 kHz magic-angle-spinning (MAS) solid-state NMR proton detection 

techniques, which reduce the requested sample amount by nearly two orders of magnitude, 

opens the possibility to analyze the protein amounts typically obtained in cell-free expression 

(vide infra).	While > 100 kHz MAS NMR,[11-15] cell-free expression,[16-18] NMR of large 

assemblies[19,20] and of membrane proteins[21,22] have been demonstrated before, we here show 

that, despite the already high complexity hidden behind every single of these elements, their 

combination is possible and allowed us to obtain NMR data of DHBV self-assembled SVPs 

showing suitable resolution and sensitivity. This should lead the way for investigations of 

these, and similar, large membrane protein assemblies which structures remained intractable. 

Cell-free expression of DHBs S was tested in small-scale bilayer reactions (see Material and 

Methods section in the Supporting Information), where the wheat germ extract (WGE) is 

overlayed with feeding buffer.[8] The expression level of the protein is good, as can be seen on 

the Coomassie gels and western blots in which the total reaction, as well as supernatant and 

pellets fractions were analyzed (Figure 1c). Expression was tested both in the absence and 

presence of MNG-3 detergent, which we previously identified as a powerful additive for 

solubilization of membrane proteins and compatible with the cell-free reaction.[23] Indeed, 

while in the absence of the detergent, the protein was found in the pellet, it is mainly soluble 

in presence of 0.1% MNG-3. 
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Figure 1. Expression of the small envelope protein of the DHBV virus. a Schematic representation of  the 

DHBV virion, composed of an envelope (in pink) consisting of small (S) and large (L) surface proteins (in the 

human virus, a middle (M) protein exists in addition); a capsid formed by the DHBc protein (in grey), and the 

DNA encoding for the viral proteins (in black). The viral polymerase (black oval) is present in the virion as well. 

b Membrane topology model of the S protein, with the third helix (in grey) predicted only for the HBV S 

protein.[5,10] c Expression tests of DHBs S in (analytical) bilayer mode.[8] -, expression without detergent; +, 

expression in the presence of 0.1% MNG-3. SDS–PAGE Coomassie blue staining and Western blots using 

Strep-tag II antibodies are shown. CFS, total cell-free sample; Pellet, pellet; SN-beads, supernatant of CFS, 

incubated with Strep-Tactin magnetic beads. Comparable amounts were loaded on the gel for Pellet and SN-

beads. 

In order to analyze the soluble protein fractions, we loaded the supernatant from a larger 

reaction carried out in a dialysis cassette on a discontinuous 10-60 % sucrose gradient. The 

protein is mainly detected in the fractions 40 % and 50 % sucrose fractions (Figure 2a), 

corresponding to a density of 1.17-1.23 g/mL like authentic SVPs, whereas the bulk of 

nonrelated proteins remains mostly at the top of the gradient. The electron micrograph (EM) 

analysis of the 40 % fraction is shown in Figure 2b and displays spherical particles with a 

diameter of 29 ± 3 nm (average measured on n = 164 particles). This homogeneity relates 

them better to SVPs from HBV than to the heterogeneous empty particles of 30-60 nm 

reported for DHBV.[24] As the DHBs S protein self-assembles into particles and is a 

transmembrane protein, but no lipids are added to the reaction mixture, it is likely that these 

SVPs contain residual lipids present in the WGE. Indeed, when preparing WGEs, we found 
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that separation of the supernatant and the lipid fraction is not quantitative on extract 

preparation.   

 

Figure 2. DHBs S self-assembles into SVP-like particles in a WGE cell-free expression system. a Analysis 

on a sucrose gradient of DHBs S produced in a dialysis reaction (supernatant only). SDS-PAGE (top panel) and 

Western blotting (bottom panel) using a Strep-tag II antibody. I, input; 10%-60%, sucrose concentration; P, 

pellet. Arrowheads indicate the protein of interest. A red star indicates the fraction used for electron microscopy 

(negative staining) shown in b; scale bar, 100 nm. c-e Transmission electron microscopy analysis of 

immunogold labeled DHBV SVPs using a anti Strep-tag II antibody[25](c), or a DHBs-S-specific antibody[26] (d). 

As negative control, an anti preS-specific antibody was used (e). Scale bar 100 nm. 

 

To corroborate the identity and authenticity of the observed particles, we determined their 

antigenic properties. SVPs from the sucrose density gradient were analyzed by electron 

microscopy after immunogold labeling using Strep-tag II (Figure 2c) and DHBs S antigen-

specific antibodies (Figure 2d).[26] A preS specific antibody was used as a control (Figure 2e). 

The close proximity of the electron-dense gold particles to the SVP-like particles in c and d 

but not e indicates their specific recognition by anti-Strep II and anti-DHBs antibodies. The 
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interaction with the anti-Strep-tag II antibody shows that the particles observed correspond 

indeed to particles composed by DHBs S, and are no artefacts. The interaction with the DHBs 

S antigen-specific antibody confirms that the protein is in a state where the linear epitope 

against which the antibody reacts is exposed, similar as in SVPs and viral particles.[26] In 

order to assess secondary structure by circular dichroism, we purified DHBs S using affinity 

chromatography via the Strep-tag II (Figure 3a). The CD spectra recorded on DHBs S are 

characteristic of a structured protein, mainly folded into α-helices (Figure S3b) as expected 

from DHBs S structural models (see Figure 1b). Purification also allowed to assess expression 

yield, which was determined to 0.8 mg DHBs S per mL WGE used. We also prepared a triple 

C48,65,69S mutant (Figure S4a), in which all cysteine residues located in the cytosolic loop 

are mutated to serine. This mutant does not assemble into SVPs on expression (Figure S4b) 

but shows, after purification (Figure S4c), a very similar profile in CD spectra (Figure S4d), 

indicative of a high α-helical content, meaning that also monomers or smaller oligomers of 

the protein show the expected secondary structure content. As the WT protein assembles into 

SVPs, one can deduce that not only the helical scaffold, but also the cytosolic loop (which 

constitutes the major extra-helical region in the protein) in WT HBs S must show a 

conformation compatible with assembly of the protein into SVPs, indicating the functional 

fold of our sample. If it is perturbed, no assembly takes place. 

We have prepared NMR samples of the protein using different protocols. As affinity 

purification resulted in particle dissociation, it was not used, and all samples had in common 

that the protein-containing fractions from the sucrose gradient were diluted twice and directly 

sedimented into the NMR rotor using dedicated filling tools.[27] Variation of parameters 

included sucrose gradients, amino-acid mixtures used for expression, rotor-filling procedures 

and constructs. We evaluated the sample quality using 2D 1H-15N 100-110 kHz MAS solid-

state NMR spectra recorded on 0.7 mm NMR rotors, which are shown in Figure S5. It can be 
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seen there that spectrum quality depended on sample preparation; with the use of an algal 

amino-acid mix resulting in poor expression and signal-to-noise ratio (SNR), and with protein 

more efficiently filled using modified filling tools (#1 vs #2-4) (for details see Figure S5 

caption). Whereas first trials were made using productions containing 2 mL of WGE, the use 

of 0.5 mL proved sufficient in the end to fill a rotor. While here home-made WGE was used[9] 

resulting in costs of 650 € per triply labeled sample, the cost remains in the range of standard 

NMR samples also with commercial extracts (approx. total of 1000 € per sample). Figure 3 

shows the NMR spectrum recorded on sample #4 where the (unused, as for solid-state NMR 

sample preparation the protein is exclusively purified by the sucrose gradient centrifugation) 

Strep-tag II was removed from the expression plasmid. It shows the highest sensitivity (SNR 

= 8 as measured on isolated signals) compared to all other preparations (Figure S5), and the 

2D spectrum recorded in 19 h shows many distinct signals. We processed the spectrum using 

a 60° shifted sine-bell function (SSB = 3 in BRUKER Topspin), and plotted it just above 

noise level. Figure S6 shows the spectrum processed with other apodization functions, in 

order to illustrate the artificial resolution-enhancement that can be achieved. We measured 

linewidths for different signals (on a spectrum processed without resolution enhancement 

using a pure cosine wave, SSB = 2), and obtained values of 128-192 Hz for the four resolved 

lines marked by crosses in Figure 3. Global T2’ times measured on series of 1D spectra were 

3.9 ± 0.6 ms, and T1ρ 18 ± 3 ms (see Table S1). Linewidths of DHBs S are larger than 

linewidths of microcrystalline proteins as ubiquitin,[28] SH3[29] or GB1,[30] but are found close 

to the ones observed for deuterated, HN backexchanged and fully protonated model 

membrane proteins, as OmpG[29] and proteorhodopsin,[14] which show around 100 and 190 Hz 

proton linewidths respectively. While deuteration is always benefitial in terms of linewidth, it 

only reduces the coherent linewidth, and depending on the size of incoherent contributions, 

the effect can be larger or smaller. To separate the effects as much as possible, we therefore 
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use only perdeuterated proteins in this study. 1D traces along different nitrogen dimensions 

are shown in Figure 3 to illustrate the signals in the proton dimension and their signal-to-noise 

ratio. The signals in the spectrum are distributed over a spectral width that can be expected for 

a fully α-helical protein, which shows by nature a smaller chemical-shift dispersion than 

proteins containing β-strand or both α-helical and β-strand conformation. Indeed, as shown in 

Figure S7, the spectral region of the backbone amide correlations in the DHBs S spectrum 

highly coincides with NH correlations simulated from BMRB chemical shifts of a mainly α-

helical protein, here proteorhodopsin,[31] and lacks the typically larger distribution of a β-

barrel protein chemical shifts, as OmpX.[32] Besides the backbone NH correlations, one side-

chain signal is observed for His60 (only His in the protein, located in the cytosolic loop) and 

three or four for Trp (total of 7), with dispersed chemical shifts due to sequence-specific 

environments. The signal in the upper left corner likely stems from an Arg side chain (three 

total), which shows an outlier Hε chemical shift. This might be indicative for it being 

involved in interaction, likely with the membrane, since all three arginines are predicted to be 

located at the membrane interface, at the beginning or the end of the cytosolic loop. One can 

notice a certain distribution of linewidths and intensities of the peaks in the spectrum, likely 

reflecting different structure/order and/or dynamics in different parts, as transmembrane or 

turns, of the protein. Uncovering these features will be subject of our further steps.  
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Figure 3. 2D 1H-15N spectrum of DHBs WT at 110 kHz MAS and 850 MHz proton Larmor frequency. The 0.7 

mm (outer diameter) rotor was filled using the 40% and 45% fractions of a discontinuous sucrose gradient which 

were directly sedimented into the rotor using a dedicated filling tool.[27] Linewidths here have been measured on 

spectra processed with pure cosine waves as apodization function (SSB = 2 in BRUKER Topspin), and are given 

for a selection of four signals likely presenting single resonances. The 2D spectrum has been processed using a 

60° shifted sinebell function (SSB = 3 in BRUKER Topspin), and is plotted just above noise level. Figure S6 

shows the spectrum with other apodization functions, in order to illustrate their effect on the resolution observed 

in the 2D plots. 1D traces show extracts of the 2D plot to illustrate S/N ratio.   

We have shown here that DHBs S can be successfully expressed in wheat germ cell-free 

reactions in an isotope labeled form, and that the assembly of the protein into subviral 

particles is spontaneous in the presence of the mild detergent MNG-3. Cell-free expressed 

DHBs S particles show a rather narrow distribution of diameters, close to the ones formed in 

vivo by the human virus HBs S,[33] and their constituent subunits display mainly α-helical 

secondary structure. They show similar antigenic properties as envelopes and SVPs isolated 

from DHBV-infected ducks. The 2D 1H-15N NMR spectra recorded on different preparations 

served to screen sample quality, and spectra from optimized preparations show sensitivity and 

resolution that allows to initiate structural studies. With the obtained spectra, and using 
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selective labeling strategies as easily achieved in cell-free reactions, sequential assignments of 

the protein and subsequent structure determination get into the range of the possible, either 

using 3D spectroscopy, or alternatively using approaches combining defined selective 

labeling schemes with 2D spectroscopy.[34] Indeed, as described in the literature,[35] and also 

shown by us recently on the HCV NS4B protein,[17] virtually clean selective carbon-13 

labeling can be achieved in cell-free systems. These approaches thus shall open the way to 

structure investigations of HBs S from the duck and ultimately the human virus, and 

eventually enable to elucidate the structural features of complex membrane protein assemblies 

like these viral surface proteins, central in infection.  
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COMMUNICATION 
 
 

 
 
 
A combination of cell-free protein expression and 110 kHz magic-angle spinning solid-
state NMR allows to obtain spectra of less than 500 μg in-vitro self-assembled sub-viral 
particles of the duck hepatitis B virus. This should pave the way for investigations of this 
kind of large membrane protein assemblies which structures remained intractable. 
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