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Abstract

Gene synthesis services have largely superseded traditional PCR methods for the genera-

tion of cDNAs destined for bacterial expression vectors. This, in turn, has increased the appli-

cation of codon-optimized cDNAs where codons rarely used by Escherchia coli are replaced

with common synonymous codons to accelerate translation of the target. A markedly accel-

erated rate of expression often results in a significant uplift in the levels of target protein but a

substantial proportion of the enhanced yield can partition to the insoluble fraction rendering a

significant portion of the gains unavailable for native purification. We have assessed several

expression attenuation strategies for their utility in the manipulation of the soluble fraction

towards higher levels of soluble target recovery from codon optimized systems. Using a set

of human small GTPases as a case study, we compare the degeneration of the T7 promoter

sequence, the use of alternative translational start codons and the manipulation of synony-

mous codon usage. Degeneration of both the T7 promoter and the translational start codon

merely depressed overall expression and did not increase the percentage of product recov-

ered in native purification of the soluble fraction. However, the selective introduction of rare

non-optimal codons back into the codon-optimized sequence resulted in significantly ele-

vated recovery of soluble targets. We propose that slowing the rate of extension during trans-

lation using a small number of rare codons allows more time for the co-translational folding of

the nascent polypeptide. This increases the proportion of the target recovered in the soluble

fraction by immobilized metal affinity chromatography (IMAC). Thus, a “de-optimization” of

codon-optimized cDNAs, to attenuate or pause the translation process, may prove a useful

strategy for improved recombinant protein production.

Introduction

Widely available and affordable gene synthesis services have resulted in a decline in the use of

PCR for the generation of recombinant expression clone inserts [1]. Along with this comes a

ready opportunity to manipulate the nucleotide sequence of these open reading frames,
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removing codons that correspond to rare tRNAs in the expression host that may prove a bot-

tleneck to protein expression [2]. The application of codon-optimized cDNAs is now promi-

nent and often results in substantially improved output in protein production [3], and this

trend is observed in our own E.coli expression laboratory. However, we consistently notice

that a substantial proportion of the uplift achieved by codon-optimized cDNAs then partitions

into the insoluble fraction, rendering it of poor quality and unavailable for native purification

[4]. Troubleshooting this solubility issue using the classic optimisation variables (media type,

E.coli strain, concentration of inducing reagent, temperature etc. [5, 6]) had no substantial

effect in these systems. This led us to formulate a hypothesis that the markedly accelerated

expression in codon-optimized systems somehow overwhelms the kinetics of protein folding

meaning that much of the additional target generated partitions to inclusion bodies.

In order to attempt to shift this distribution back to the soluble fraction we determined to

assess a number of alternative molecular methods that aim to attenuate the rate of expression

of recombinant targets. As the use of classic optimisation strategies did not seem to improve

output, perhaps imposing a more controlled speed of protein generation using molecular

methods would enhance the folding of the nascent target.

We determined to assess the utility of three molecular approaches to enhance soluble recov-

ery from codon-optimized systems expressing the recombinant human small GTPases KRas,

RalA and Rac1. These efforts aim to manipulate either the rate of transcription, the rate of

translation initiation or the rate of ribosome scanning and nascent polypeptide extension.

We altered the potency of the T7 promoter using mutations that had previously been

shown to reduce expression rates in a fluorescent report assay [7], or reduced the direct inter-

action between the polymerase and promoter by atomic force microscopy [8]. Our results sug-

gest that the degeneration of the T7 promoter sequence does reduce rates of expression but, in

the systems we tested, the effect was severe and did not enhance the proportion of protein in

the soluble fraction.

The overall rate of translation can be manipulated by reducing the efficiency of transcript

engagement by the ribosome by employing weaker cognate start codons [9]. However, in our

systems, the use of such alternative cognate start codons suppressed expression, but with no

benefit to the soluble distribution.

Codon usage appears to have a critical effect on the efficiency of appropriate translation.

The existence and distribution of synonymous codons in nature is now appreciated to be a

non-random evolutionary strategy for modulating rates of protein translation [10]. Highly

expressed genes are rich in common codons leading to a rapid expression and elevated accu-

mulation [11]. Conversely, lower frequency synonymous codons are found in more moder-

ately expressed genes prompting speculation that attenuation of transcript processing by the

ribosome may play a part in regulating the levels of the corresponding protein [12]. This holds

true in E.coli, where changes in efficiency of expression on introduction of alternative codons

is well established [13]. Manipulation of normal tRNA populations in E.coli, supplementing

with rare tRNAs, has been shown to induce an increase in aggregation of intrinsic proteins as

a consequence of inappropriately accelerated translational extension [14]. Similarly, codon

manipulation of translation rates has been shown to effect protein quality. For example, rapid

in vitro expression of chloramphenicol acetyltransferase (CAT) from a codon optimized

cDNA results in a decrease in protein activity [15].

We report the utility of manipulating synonymous codon usage in expression clones to

drive an increase in soluble yield by tuning down the translation extension rate of target pro-

teins. Reintroducing a small number of rare non-optimal codons into the cDNA of each

expression plasmid resulted in progressive gains in soluble recovery, despite a reduction in

total expression levels. We propose that introducing a limited number of rare codons into
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otherwise optimised cDNAs slows or pauses nascent polypeptide extension by the ribosome

sufficiently to allowing a greater proportion of protein to adopt the correct soluble conforma-

tion during co-translational folding. The net result is a substantial increase in soluble recovery

following native purification.

Materials and methods

Creation of a panel of modified GTPase expression vectors

Various alternative cDNAs were generated that encode the G-domains of the human small

GTPases KRas (1–169), RalA (8–183) and Rac1 (1–184). Initially both the native human

sequences and fully codon-optimized versions were generated by gene synthesis (Genewiz).

These cDNAs were cloned to the NcoI and XhoI sites of pBDDP-SPR3 which allows expres-

sion with an N-terminal double-His8 affinity tag that includes two repeat octa-histidine motifs

separated by a flexible 28-mer linker [5, 16]. A series of mutations were introduced to the

codon-optimized clones, either by standard site directed mutagenesis or using further gene

synthesis. This resulted in a panel of expression vectors for GTPase production that differed

either in the sequence of the T7 promoter, the nature of the translational start codon or by the

presence of selected rare codons in the otherwise optimized sequence.

Expression of GTPases

Plasmids were transformed into the BL21 (DE3) pLysS strain of E.coli (Merck Millipore) or

Rosetta2 DE3 pLysS (Merck) and the transformed cells were cultured overnight at 37˚C in

Luria Bertani broth (Sigma Aldrich) supplemented with 30μg/ml kanamycin sulfate (Melford

Laboratories Ltd). A volume of 20ml of this overnight starter culture was used to inoculate

each of 1 litre of Terrific Broth (Sigma Aldrich) broth supplemented with 30μg/ml kanamycin

sulfate. When the OD600 reached approximately 0.8, protein expression was induced by the

addition of IPTG (0.1mM, 0.5mM or 1mM) (Melford Laboratories Ltd) and expression was

allowed to proceed either for 16 hours at 18˚C, or 4 hours at 37˚C. A volume of 40ml was sam-

pled from the 1 litre cultures and cells were harvested by centrifugation at 3220xg for 15 min-

utes (Eppendorf 5810R centrifuage and A-4-62 rotor). The supernatant was discarded and the

cell pellets were snap frozen in liquid nitrogen prior to storage at -80˚C.

SDS-PAGE analysis of GTPase expression

To analyse expression of the recombinant target in the total cell protein (TCP) a 1ml sample of

the end point expression culture was collected and the OD600 measured. The sample was cen-

trifuged at 7500xg for 2 minutes in a microfuge (Eppendorf 5415R and F45-25-11 rotor) and

the supernatant discarded. The cell pellet was resuspended in 200μl of 50mM Tris HCl pH7.5,

500mM NaCl and 2μl Benzonase. In order to ensure a well resolved and appropriately loaded

SDS-PAGE analysis, an appropriate and consistent concentration of TCP was loaded in each

sample. The total protein content of each SDS-PAGE gel sample was standardised using a sim-

ple calculation where (17/OD600)μl of cell suspension was added to 10μl SDS-PAGE loading

dye (Invitrogen). Samples were heated for 4 mins at 95˚C and analysed on 4–12% Bis-Tris

NuPAGE gel (Invitrogen).

Denaturing purification of GTPases to quantify total expression levels

Frozen cell pellets (from 40ml culture), resuspended in 800μl of 50mM Tris HCl pH7.5,

750mM NaCl, 8M urea, were recovered from -80˚C storage and allowed to thaw to room tem-

perature. Lysis was completed on three successive freeze-thaws between dry ice and 37˚C and
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the material was allowed to solubilise for 24 hours at 4˚C with end over end mixing. The lysate

was clarified by centrifugation at 16,100xg for 10 minutes (Eppendorf 5415R and F45-25-11

rotor) and the supernatant collected for isolation of solubilized protein. Purification of His-

tagged protein was achieved using 100μl of high density cobalt resin (ABT) immobilized in

small scale Proteus spin columns (Generon). Immobilized metal affinity chromatography

(IMAC) columns were equilibrated with 5 washes with binding buffer (50mM Tris HCl pH7.5,

750mM NaCl, 6M urea, 10mM Imidazole) using microfuge centrifugation at 200xg for 30 sec-

onds to process. To ensure the loading did not overwhelm the column, 100μl of solubilised

material (thus derived from 5ml of original expression culture) was added and allowed to incu-

bate at room temp for 10 mins with the resuspended cobalt resin to allow binding. The IMAC

beads were then collected by centrifugation which was followed by 5 x 500μl washes with wash

buffer (50mM Tris HCl pH7.5, 750mM NaCl, 6M urea, 25mM Imidazole). Finally, the purified

protein was eluted by resuspending the IMAC beads in 70μl elution buffer (50mM Tris HCl

pH7.5, 750mM NaCl, 6M urea, 500mM Imidazole), incubating for 5 minutes at room temper-

ature and recovering the eluate by centrifugation. Purified material was characterised by run-

ning 5μl of eluate on SDS-PAGE, and quantified as a milligram per litre yield using a standard

Bradford assay. Samples of sample flow-through and wash flow-through were collected for

SDS-PAGE analysis to indicate that there was no un-captured material during the process to

ensure accurate quantitation of yields.

Native IMAC purification of GTPases to quantify soluble expression yields

Frozen cell pellets (from 40ml culture) were recovered from -80˚C storage and allowed to thaw

to room temperature. Pellets were resuspended in 300μl of a mixture of 50% binding buffer

(20mM Tris HCl pH7.5, 500mMNaCl, 10mM Imidazole), 50% bugbuster reagent (Millipore)

and 2μl Benzonase nuclease. Lysis was completed on three successive freeze-thaw between dry

ice and 37˚C. The lysate was clarified by centrifugation at 16,100xg for 10 minutes and the

supernatant collected. Purification of His-tagged protein was achieved using 100μl of high

density cobalt resin (ABT) immobilized in small scale Proteus spin columns (Generon). IMAC

columns were equilibrated with 5 washes with binding buffer (20mM Tris HCl pH7.5, 500mM

NaCl, 10mM Imidazole) using microfuge centrifugation at 200xg for 30 seconds to process.

Clarified lysate was added and allowed to incubate at room temperature for 10 mins with the

resuspended cobalt resin to allow binding. The IMAC beads were then collected by centrifuga-

tion which was followed by 5 x 500μl washes with wash buffer (20mM Tris HCl pH7.5,

500mM NaCl, 25mM Imidazole). Finally, the purified protein was eluted by resuspending the

IMAC beads in 70μl elution buffer 20mM Tris HCl pH7.5, 500mM NaCl, 300mM Imidazole,

incubating for 5 minutes at room temperature and recovering the eluate by centrifugation.

Purified material was characterised by running 10μl of eluate on SDS-PAGE, and quantified as

a milligram per litre yield by absorbance at 280nm using a nanodrop spectrophotometer and

the appropriate molecular extinction co-efficient for each protein. Samples of lysate flow-

through and wash flow-through were collected for SDS-PAGE analysis to indicate that there

was no un-captured material during the process to ensure accurate quantitation of yields.

Results

Evaluation of the uplift in expression and purification recovery of small

GTPases on codon optimisation

A set of clones designed to express the G-domains for three human small GTPases, KRas (1–

169), RalA (8–183) and Rac1 (1–184) were produced by gene synthesis and cloning. Options

Non-optimal codons into codon-optimized constructs enhances soluble recovery of recombinant proteins
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for expression from both the native H. sapiens sequence or a fully codon optimised cDNA

were established. In each case, the levels of both total expression and soluble purified target

were established on expression in the BL21DE3 pLysS strain of E.coli (Fig 1). Consistent with

many previous examples, codon optimisation substantially increased expression and markedly

enhanced cytoplasmic levels of each target GTPase was observed in the total cell protein analy-

sis. An approximate 5-fold enhancement is observed in comparison to the native H. sapiens
cDNAs; total expression yields for codon optimised KRas is 61.05mg/litre compared to

11.85mg/L for the native sequence (Table 1). However, a 5-fold increase did not translate to

the recovery of soluble target from IMAC purification, where a more modest 2–3 fold uplift

was observed. Frustratingly, a substantial proportion of the additional target obtained through

elevated expression partitions to the insoluble fraction and is thus unavailable for recovery by

native purification techniques. Quantification of the performance of the KRas expression sys-

tems demonstrates that whilst the more poorly expressing native sequence clone results in

the recovery of 41.1% of the total material on IMAC, the codon optimized option sees only

26.64% returned from purification of the soluble fraction. Thus this tendency for accelerated

Fig 1. Comparison of yields from native and codon optimized sequences. SDS-PAGE analysis and quantification of

soluble fraction IMAC yield for GTPase expression clones containing the Homo sapiens non-optimized sequence

cDNA or a fully codon optimised version. The position of the target GTPase is indicated by a green asterisk. All IMAC

purifications were performed as n = 3 technical replicates, deriving from distinct replicate 1L cultures.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892.g001
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expression to correlate with reduced solubility means that much of the performance benefit of

the codon optimized clones was lost to the insoluble compartment.

Several traditional approaches to further optimisation of solubility were attempted, includ-

ing the titration of IPTG concentrations on induction of each expression system in an attempt

to tune down the levels of transcription of each target. However, these did not provide any sig-

nificant benefit. Indeed, in the case of each GTPase, variation of IPTG concentration from

0.1mM to 1mM showed little difference in the performance of each codon optimized clone

with equivalent levels of expression and soluble recovery occurring in each case (Fig 2) with

total yields little changed and the soluble recovery remaining between ca. 20–25% (Table 1). It

would appear that the activity of the T7 promoter in these clones is binary when induced using

typically employed IPTG concentrations.

The uplift in expression on codon optimization is noted along with the concurrent drop in

the percentage of soluble material. IPTG titration, as an attempt to tune transcription, had no

significant effect on expression levels of solubility. However, the progressive introduction of

selected rare codons back into the optimized open reading frame resulted in a progressive

improvement in soluble yields despite a concomitant reduction in the total expression levels.

Protein expression and solubility on degeneration of the T7 promoter

A panel of mutant T7 promoter variants were generated, to attenuate transcription to varying

degrees by reducing the efficiency of interaction with the T7 polymerase. In total, 6 variant

promoters were generated for each of the GTPase systems (Fig 3A) and assessed for expression

Table 1. Detailed quantification of expression and soluble fraction recovery of a panel of KRas 1–169 expression

clones.

Protein Total (mg/L) Soluble (mg/L) % soluble

KRas4B 1–169

(hs)

11.8 4.9 41.1

KRas4B 1–169

(Codon optimised)

61.0 16.3 26.6

KRas4B 1–169

(opti)

0.1mM IPTG

54.7 13.8 25.3

KRas4B 1–169

(opti)

0.5mM IPTG

61.0 16.3 26.6

KRas4B 1–169

(opti)

1.0mM IPTG

65.2 13.0 19.9

KRas4B 1–169

(opti)

Rare I46

47.0 14.9 31.6

KRas4B 1–169

(opti)

Rare I84

53.2 19.4 36.5

KRas4B 1–169

(opti)

Rare R164

53.4 22.2 41.7

KRas4B 1–169

(opti)

Rare I84/R164

50.7 34.9 68.8

KRas4B 1–169

(opti)

Rare I46/I84/R123/R164

50.2 41.6 82.8

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892.t001
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and soluble yield. Results were consistent across all GTPases with the majority of promoter

variants resulting in a severe reduction in both total and soluble yield (Fig 3B). Only 1 variant,

T7 8G, appear to retain or marginally enhance expression. Importantly, analysis of the soluble

recovery tracked accurately with the levels of total expressed protein indicating that degenera-

tion of the T7 promoter, and the reduction in transcription, had no substantial effect on the

proportion of product that partitioned into the soluble fraction (Table 2). In instances where a

degree of improved solubility was observed, the depressed levels of expression eliminated any

benefit as yields were problematically low.

Protein expression and solubility on variation of the translational start

codon

As efforts to improve soluble recovery by reduction the rate of translation proved ineffective,

we assessed the utility of reducing the rate of initiation of translation by replacing the AUG

start codon with different cognate alternatives. AUG is predominantly the most favoured start

codon in nature, and replacing this with most other codons results in a catastrophic reduction

in translation of transcripts. However, a moderate level of translation is retained by both GUG

and UUG as initiating codons [17]. Expression and solubility profiles for each GTPase, using

Fig 2. Tuning induction for soluble expression. SDS-PAGE and soluble fraction IMAC yield of codon optimized

GTPase expression clones on titration of IPTG at induction. For each example, IPTG was applied at 0.1, 0.5mM or

1mM concentrations.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892.g002
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AUG, GUG and UUG as the start codon, revealed that modulation of translation initiation

was also largely ineffective in improving soluble recovery (Fig 4). As in the case of the majority

of degenerated T7 promoters, the use of alternative start codons had no effect on solubility,

26.64–27.18% for KRas variants for example (Table 3), and reduced the overall expression lev-

els significantly.

Fig 3. Solubility is not improved by altering the T7 promoter. (A) A series of attenuating point mutations, indicated from the literature, were

established in the T7 promoter region of each pBDDP-SPR3 expression clone. (B) SDS-PAGE and soluble fraction IMAC output of codon optimized

GTPase expression clones with degenerated the T7 promoters.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892.g003

Non-optimal codons into codon-optimized constructs enhances soluble recovery of recombinant proteins
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Table 2. Milligram per litre yields and soluble partitioning from KRas expressions from different T7 promoter

variants.

Protein Total (mg/L) Soluble (mg/L) % soluble

KRas4B 1–169

(native T7)

61.0 16.3 26.6

KRas4B 1–169

Pro1C

37.7 7.9 21.0

KRas4B 1–169

Pro1T

17.0 5.5 32.3

KRas4B 1–169

Pro2T

20.4 5.6 27.8

KRas4B 1–169

Pro5A

14.8 3.0 20.6

KRas4B 1–169

Pro8G

59.5 18.4 31.0

KRas4B 1–169

Pro4C5C8C

5.4 0.9 17.6

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892.t002

Fig 4. Solubility is not improved by altering the translational start codon. (A) SDS-PAGE and soluble fraction

IMAC yield of codon optimized GTPase expression clones where the translational start codon was altered from the

normal AUG to either GUG or UUG.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892.g004
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Protein expression and solubility on introduction of selected rare codons

into the codon optimised cDNA

As modulation of both transcription and translation initiation were of no benefit, we extended

our experiments to address approaches which aimed to alter expression performance by

reducing the rate of translation via the slowing or pausing of the otherwise efficient scanning

of recombinant mRNA transcripts by the ribosome. In each case, 4 amino acids positions were

selected at various positions in the sequence of each GTPase (being either an Arg, Ile or Leu)

that are encoded by synonymous codons in the H. sapiens sequence which are rare in E.coli.
We established a panel of GTPase expression constructs where either single or multiple codons

for these residues were substituted with non-optimal codons which are known to be of low

abundance in E.coli (Arg;CGG, Ile; AUA, Leu;CUA) (Table 4).

The introduction of a single rare codon at any position in the cDNA had marginally nega-

tive effects on total expression levels with only slightly depressed amplitudes of target expres-

sion analysis of all cultures (Fig 5A, Table 1). However, returns from IMAC purification did

improve in most cases with an improvement in yield of up to 37.7% observed in the best

Table 3. Milligram per litre yields and soluble partitioning from KRas expressions from different cognate start

codons.

Protein Total (mg/L) Soluble (mg/L) % soluble

KRas4B 1–169

(AUG)

61.0 16.3 26.6

KRas4B 1–169

(GUG)

17.7 4.8 27.2

KRas4B 1–169

(UUG)

11.6 3.1 27.0

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892.t003

Table 4. Positions selected for substitution with non-optimal codons.

Single Double Multi

KRas4B 1–169

I46 Y Y

I84 Y Y Y

R123 Y

R164 Y Y Y

RalA 8–183

L32 Y Y

R108 Y Y Y

R176 Y

R178 Y Y Y

Rac1 1–184

R66 Y Y

R102 Y Y Y

L143 Y

R174 Y Y Y

Array of constructs introducing single or multiple rare codons to the optimised expression clones for each GTPase

(R: CGG, I: AUA, L: CUA). Positions were chosen arbitrarily to span relatively regular intervals throughout each

open reading frame.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892.t004

Non-optimal codons into codon-optimized constructs enhances soluble recovery of recombinant proteins

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892 April 23, 2019 10 / 17

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892.t003
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892.t004
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892


Fig 5. Introducing non-optimal synonymous codons increases soluble recovery. (A) Expression output from a

series clones containing single rare codons positioned progressively through the otherwise codon optimised (opti)

open reading frame. (B) Improvements in soluble fraction IMAC yield and soluble partitioning from expression

constructs with either 2 or 4 rare codons imposed on the optimised open reading frame.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892.g005
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responding clone (KRas R164). The trend suggests that the greatest improvement in soluble

yield is expected from rare codons introduced towards the 3’ end of the transcript. Most nota-

bly, the increased recovery from IMAC was realized as a consequence of improved solubility.

Despite the fact that each rare codon resulted in a slight decrease in the total levels of expres-

sion, the proportion of target partitioning to the soluble fraction was consistently elevated (sol-

ubility for codon optimized KRas; 26.64%, KRas R164; 41.68%).

Combining rare codons had a more marked effect. In these cases the reduction in total

expression levels were clear, particularly in the KRas and RalA systems (Fig 5B). The greatest

margin of uplift in IMAC yields was observed on the introduction of 2 rare codons to each

cDNA, with a greater than 100% improvement in both KRas and RalA production, with a

more modest response in the Rac1 system. In comparison to the optimized system, KRas

IMAC yield improved by 114% (34.92mg/L versus 16.27mg/L), as consequence of a shift in

solubility from 26.64% of total expressed target to 68.82% (Table 1). Interestingly, the degree

of solubility observed from the de-optimized vectors was substantially higher than the solubil-

ity observed on production from vectors containing the native H.sapiens cDNA (KRas; 68.82%

versus 41.1%).

Further gains in soluble recovery were observed on incorporation of 4 rare codons posi-

tioned throughout the transcript (Fig 5B, Table 1). In the cases of KRas and RalA, it would

appear that the greatest change in performance was achieved from the 2 codon substitutions

with only a smaller further enhancement when the rare codon count increased to 4 (KRas pro-

duction further improved by 6.64mg/L and a 14% additional lift in solubility). However,

IMAC output suggests that the Rac1 system benefitted particularly from the 4 rare codons.

Supplementing with rare tRNAs abolishes the uplift conferred by de-

optimized sequences

In order to confirm that the improvements observed were indeed due to the presence of rare

codons, we repeated expression of each protein from the codon optimized (opti) and 2-codon

de-optimised (dbl) expression vectors in Rosetta2 DE3 pLysS cells. Rosetta2 strains contain a

pRARE2 plasmid that supplements the cell with the rare tRNAs that correspond to the non-

optimal codons in the modified cDNAs. Consequently, the presence of these additional tRNAs

restored the performance of the de-optimized clones to that observed in the fully codon-opti-

mized systems (Fig 6).

The improved solubility realized by the de-optimized systems can confer operational

advantage beyond simple protein recovery. We noticed that the IMAC yield from the de-opti-

mized systems, grown quickly at 37˚C for 4 hours, matched the yield from the originally fully

optimised clones after at 18˚C/18 hour expression culture (Fig 7). Consequently, if throughput

in the culturing facilities is the priority rather than yield, these improved systems offer the

opportunity to compress expression culture runs freeing up incubator capacity for operational

benefit.

Discussion

The use of codon-optimized reading frames aims to eliminate any translational bottleneck

imposed by a shortage of rare tRNAs as a consequence of the differing codon usage profile

between the originating species of the target protein and that of the expression host cell [2]. As

a result, the synthetic mRNA transcript is scanned and processed by the ribosome very effi-

ciently, maximising the extension rate of the nascent polypeptide [12]. However, this acceler-

ated expression rate can be too potent, resulting in a substantial amount of the increased yield

partitioning to the insoluble fraction. Often, the translation rate of these optimized transcripts
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overwhelms the co-translational folding kinetics of the target protein [12]. As a result, the

increased gain from codon-optimized cDNAs is somewhat frustrated.

As classic optimization approaches had minimal effect on our model GTPase expression

systems, we evaluated alternative molecular approaches to modulate expression rates, with the

hope of maximising soluble recovery of recombinant protein. A typical first recommendation

in tackling solubility problems is to tune down the translation rate to reduce the concentration

of recombinant transcript in the system. There are some specialist vectors with sugar ana-

logue-tunable promoters that claim to be ideal for this approach [18, 19], but they remain in

occasional use despite years of availability. Rather, the lac repressed T7 polymerase/T7 pro-

moter remains the system of choice for most bacterial protein expression laboratories even

though it cannot be tuned to any great degree [20]. We observed that titration of IPTG, to tune

induction of transcription from the T7 promoter, was ineffective in altering both total and sol-

uble yield. Indeed, titration of IPTG in our test systems confirmed our consistent observation

that the T7 promoter is often a binary switch and, once activated, will transcribe at maximal

levels with no respect to the inducing IPTG tension.

There are substantial number of studies that report the effects of point mutations on T7

promoter activity (recently, [21, 22]). We introduced a series of mutations to the T7 promoter

of our pBDDP-SPR3 expression systems [16] that had previously been shown by others to

reduce the transcription rates. Although these alterations do not provide a dynamic tuneable

promoter, they do allow us to examine the effect of reduced transcription on the soluble parti-

tioning of our GTPases. In all but one modification, the expression was substantially reduced.

Fig 6. The benefit of non-optimal codons is lost on supplementation with rare tRNAs. The improvements observed on the

introduction of two rare codons (dbl) into each optimized reading frame is dependent on the relative lack of the corresponding

tRNA. Whilst the uplift is sustained in a BL21 DE3 pLysS strain, the benefit of rare codons is lost in Rosetta2 DE3 pLysS where the

minority tRNAs corresponding to modifications are supplemented from an accessory plasmid.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892.g006
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However, disappointingly, the recovery of soluble GTPase reduced in a co-linear manner dem-

onstrating that transcript abundance had no real effect on soluble portioning for these

proteins.

In a recent study, Hecht et al assessed the capacity for translation initiation by all 64 codon

triplets [17]. Measurement of the expression of GFP and nanoluciferase reporters indicated

that a number of alternative start codons can initiate translation, but only the typical AUG or

the near cognates GUG or UGG resulted in any substantial expression, where output >10% of

the AUG is retained. Reducing the efficiency of translational initiation, by using weaker start

codons, had a similar result, reducing expression rates to a poor level, but having no effect on

the percentage of recombinant target available for native purification.

As both transcript abundance or translation initiation did not seem to control solubility or

folding, we assessed the strategy of attenuating the rate of transcript scanning by the ribosome,

effectively slowing the extension of the nascent polypeptide. The persistence of rare codons in

nature alludes to an evolved mechanism, whereby variation in the dynamics of translation are

used to regulate protein abundance and function [23]. Mimicking this mechanism in protein

production biotechnology, re-introducing a small number of rare codons back into codon-

optimized cDNAs, proved effective in our small GTPase expression systems. Unsurprisingly,

reducing the processing rate of the ribosome did exert a downward pressure on our total

Fig 7. Improved soluble yield offers options for workflow efficiency. A comparison between the performances of clones

demonstrates that the yield from the dbl modified clone following a short 4 hour expression at 37˚C is roughly equivalent to the

output from the fully optimised clone following an overnight 18˚C expression batch. Thus the improved performance offers the

opportunity to compress expression times if throughput rather than yield is the most important factor.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892.g007

Non-optimal codons into codon-optimized constructs enhances soluble recovery of recombinant proteins

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892 April 23, 2019 14 / 17

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892.g007
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892


protein yields. However, the co-incident increase in the solubility of the target more than com-

pensated for this and the net yields from IMAC purification were substantially improved.

Each GTPase expression system responded to a different degree and it is probable that the

optimum number and positioning of rare codons will differ for each target. With the limited

dataset presented herein, we are long way from establishing a predictive solubility algorithm

for construct design. Such a tool will require a better knowledge of the fundamentals of co-

translational folding as well as a broader and more comprehensive set of observations.

Improved tools are emerging that allow enhanced codon usage analysis as well as a theoretical

prediction of the impact this may have on the efficiency of co-translational folding [24]. How-

ever, designing constructs to manipulate co-translational folding for solubility may remain an

empirical task for some time.

One consistent trend presents itself in the soluble recovery data for the single rare codon

substitutions. Consistently, the benefit afforded by a single rare codon was most pronounced

when the substitution was positioned towards the 3’ end of the transcript. This would impose

the slowing or pausing event when the C-terminal end of the nascent protein was translating.

As a consequence, the largest portion of the new protein would have emerged from the ribo-

some and be given more time to adopt the correct soluble fold prior to translational termina-

tion. Indeed, this strategy seems to be true in nature as a number of genes show a clustering or

rare codons at the 3’ terminus of the open reading frame [23], presumably allowing the nascent

product to linger on the ribosome just before translation is terminated.

As understanding increases, further benefit may be gained by a more detailed design strat-

egy. For instance, greater benefit may be realised by positioning rare codons to impose pausing

during the translation of linker regions between the distinct domains of multi-domain targets.

Even with single domain proteins, it may be of benefit to schedule the pauses to coincide with

the emerging of loop regions from the ribosome channel, ensuring individual secondary struc-

ture elements can emerge without interruption.

Conclusions

We had previously noted that the expression kinetics from our codon-optimized vectors often

seemed “too hot”, pushing the gains into the insoluble fraction. However, conventional opti-

misation methods did not assist. These data suggest that the reason for the solubility issues did

not reside in over production of transcript or an over-frequent engagement with the ribosome

to initiate translation. Rather, the fully optimized transcript was scanned by the ribosome too

efficiently, unfettered by any restriction in the tRNA population. As a consequence the exten-

sion rate of the nascent polypeptide outpaced the kinetics of co-translational folding resulting

in a frustrating increase in insoluble material. By re-introducing a small number of rare codons

back into the optimised cDNA, the translation rate is somewhat slowed, allowing more pro-

ductive co-translational folding and substantially increasing soluble yields recovered by native

IMAC purifications.

Author Contributions

Conceptualization: Jennifer Konczal, Christopher H. Gray.

Data curation: Christopher H. Gray.

Formal analysis: Christopher H. Gray.

Funding acquisition: Justin Bower.

Investigation: Jennifer Konczal, Christopher H. Gray.

Non-optimal codons into codon-optimized constructs enhances soluble recovery of recombinant proteins

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892 April 23, 2019 15 / 17

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892


Methodology: Jennifer Konczal, Justin Bower, Christopher H. Gray.

Project administration: Justin Bower, Christopher H. Gray.

Supervision: Justin Bower, Christopher H. Gray.

Validation: Christopher H. Gray.

Writing – original draft: Christopher H. Gray.

Writing – review & editing: Jennifer Konczal, Justin Bower, Christopher H. Gray.

References
1. Tian J, Ma K, Saaem I. Advancing high-throughput gene synthesis technology. Mol Biosyst. 2009; 5

(7):714–22. https://doi.org/10.1039/b822268c PMID: 19562110.

2. Elena C, Ravasi P, Castelli ME, Peiru S, Menzella HG. Expression of codon optimized genes in micro-

bial systems: current industrial applications and perspectives. Front Microbiol. 2014; 5:21. https://doi.

org/10.3389/fmicb.2014.00021 PMID: 24550894

3. Mauro VP, Chappell SA. A critical analysis of codon optimization in human therapeutics. Trends Mol

Med. 2014; 20(11):604–13. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.molmed.2014.09.003 PMID: 25263172

4. Kane JF, Hartley DL. Properties of recombinant protein-containing inclusion bodies in Escherichia coli.

Bioprocess Technol. 1991; 12:121–45. PMID: 1369303.

5. Konczal J, Gray CH. Streamlining workflow and automation to accelerate laboratory scale protein pro-

duction. Protein Expr Purif. 2017; 133:160–9. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pep.2017.03.016 PMID:

28330825.

6. Correa A, Oppezzo P. Tuning different expression parameters to achieve soluble recombinant proteins

in E. coli: advantages of high-throughput screening. Biotechnol J. 2011; 6(6):715–30. https://doi.org/10.

1002/biot.201100025 PMID: 21567962.

7. Chizzolini F, Forlin M, Cecchi D, Mansy SS. Gene position more strongly influences cell-free protein

expression from operons than T7 transcriptional promoter strength. ACS Synth Biol. 2014; 3(6):363–

71. https://doi.org/10.1021/sb4000977 PMID: 24283192.

8. Zhang X, Yao Z, Duan Y, Zhang X, Shi J, Xu Z. Investigation of specific interactions between T7 pro-

moter and T7 RNA polymerase by force spectroscopy using atomic force microscope. Biochem J.

2018; 475(1):319–28. https://doi.org/10.1042/BCJ20170616 PMID: 29187520.

9. Panicker IS, Browning GF, Markham PF. The Effect of an Alternate Start Codon on Heterologous

Expression of a PhoA Fusion Protein in Mycoplasma gallisepticum. PLoS One. 2015; 10(5):e0127911.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0127911 PMID: 26010086

10. Tarrant D, von der Haar T. Synonymous codons, ribosome speed, and eukaryotic gene expression reg-

ulation. Cell Mol Life Sci. 2014; 71(21):4195–206. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00018-014-1684-2 PMID:

25038778.

11. Sharp PM, Li WH. The codon Adaptation Index—a measure of directional synonymous codon usage

bias, and its potential applications. Nucleic Acids Res. 1987; 15(3):1281–95. PMID: 3547335

12. Jacobson GN, Clark PL. Quality over quantity: optimizing co-translational protein folding with non-’opti-

mal’ synonymous codons. Curr Opin Struct Biol. 2016; 38:102–10. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbi.2016.

06.002 PMID: 27318814

13. Sorensen MA, Kurland CG, Pedersen S. Codon usage determines translation rate in Escherichia coli. J

Mol Biol. 1989; 207(2):365–77. PMID: 2474074.

14. Fedyunin I, Lehnhardt L, Bohmer N, Kaufmann P, Zhang G, Ignatova Z. tRNA concentration fine tunes

protein solubility. FEBS Lett. 2012; 586(19):3336–40. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.febslet.2012.07.012

PMID: 22819830.

15. Komar AA, Lesnik T, Reiss C. Synonymous codon substitutions affect ribosome traffic and protein fold-

ing during in vitro translation. FEBS Lett. 1999; 462(3):387–91. PMID: 10622731.

16. Gray CH, Konczal J, Mezna M, Ismail S, Bower J, Drysdale M. A fully automated procedure for the par-

allel, multidimensional purification and nucleotide loading of the human GTPases KRas, Rac1 and

RalB. Protein Expr Purif. 2017; 132:75–84. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pep.2017.01.010 PMID: 28137655

17. Hecht A, Glasgow J, Jaschke PR, Bawazer LA, Munson MS, Cochran JR, et al. Measurements of trans-

lation initiation from all 64 codons in E. coli. Nucleic Acids Res. 2017; 45(7):3615–26. https://doi.org/10.

1093/nar/gkx070 PMID: 28334756

Non-optimal codons into codon-optimized constructs enhances soluble recovery of recombinant proteins

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892 April 23, 2019 16 / 17

https://doi.org/10.1039/b822268c
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19562110
https://doi.org/10.3389/fmicb.2014.00021
https://doi.org/10.3389/fmicb.2014.00021
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24550894
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.molmed.2014.09.003
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25263172
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/1369303
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pep.2017.03.016
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28330825
https://doi.org/10.1002/biot.201100025
https://doi.org/10.1002/biot.201100025
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21567962
https://doi.org/10.1021/sb4000977
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24283192
https://doi.org/10.1042/BCJ20170616
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29187520
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0127911
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26010086
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00018-014-1684-2
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25038778
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/3547335
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbi.2016.06.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbi.2016.06.002
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27318814
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/2474074
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.febslet.2012.07.012
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22819830
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10622731
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pep.2017.01.010
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28137655
https://doi.org/10.1093/nar/gkx070
https://doi.org/10.1093/nar/gkx070
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28334756
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892


18. Marschall L, Sagmeister P, Herwig C. Tunable recombinant protein expression in E. coli: promoter sys-

tems and genetic constraints. Appl Microbiol Biotechnol. 2017; 101(2):501–12. https://doi.org/10.1007/

s00253-016-8045-z PMID: 27999902

19. Wagner S, Klepsch MM, Schlegel S, Appel A, Draheim R, Tarry M, et al. Tuning Escherichia coli for

membrane protein overexpression. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A. 2008; 105(38):14371–6. https://doi.org/

10.1073/pnas.0804090105 PMID: 18796603

20. Dubendorff JW, Studier FW. Controlling basal expression in an inducible T7 expression system by

blocking the target T7 promoter with lac repressor. J Mol Biol. 1991; 219(1):45–59. PMID: 1902522.

21. Komura R, Aoki W, Motone K, Satomura A, Ueda M. High-throughput evaluation of T7 promoter vari-

ants using biased randomization and DNA barcoding. PLoS One. 2018; 13(5):e0196905. https://doi.

org/10.1371/journal.pone.0196905 PMID: 29734387

22. Paul S, Stang A, Lennartz K, Tenbusch M, Uberla K. Selection of a T7 promoter mutant with enhanced

in vitro activity by a novel multi-copy bead display approach for in vitro evolution. Nucleic Acids Res.

2013; 41(1):e29. https://doi.org/10.1093/nar/gks940 PMID: 23074193

23. Clarke TFt, Clark PL. Increased incidence of rare codon clusters at 5’ and 3’ gene termini: implications

for function. BMC Genomics. 2010; 11:118. https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2164-11-118 PMID:

20167116

24. Rodriguez A, Wright G, Emrich S, Clark PL. %MinMax: A versatile tool for calculating and comparing

synonymous codon usage and its impact on protein folding. Protein Sci. 2018; 27(1):356–62. https://

doi.org/10.1002/pro.3336 PMID: 29090506

Non-optimal codons into codon-optimized constructs enhances soluble recovery of recombinant proteins

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892 April 23, 2019 17 / 17

https://doi.org/10.1007/s00253-016-8045-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00253-016-8045-z
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27999902
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0804090105
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0804090105
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18796603
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/1902522
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0196905
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0196905
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29734387
https://doi.org/10.1093/nar/gks940
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23074193
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2164-11-118
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20167116
https://doi.org/10.1002/pro.3336
https://doi.org/10.1002/pro.3336
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29090506
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0215892

