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Conformational Change of 
Amyloid-β 40 in Association with 
Binding to GM1-Glycan Cluster
Yuhei Tachi1,2, Yuko Okamoto1,3,4,5,6 & Hisashi Okumura2,7,8

Aggregates of amyloid-β (Aβ) peptide are well known to be the causative substance of Alzheimer’s 
disease (AD). Recent studies showed that monosialotetrahexosylganglioside (GM1) clusters induce the 
pathological aggregation of Aβ peptide responsible for the onset and development of AD. However, 
the effect of GM1-glycan cluster on Aβ conformations has yet to be clarified. Interactions between 
Aβ peptide and GM1-glycan cluster is important for the earliest stage of the toxic aggregation 
on GM1 cluster. Here, we performed all-atom molecular dynamics (MD) simulations of Aβ40 on a 
recently developed artificial GM1-glycan cluster. The artificial GM1-glycan cluster facilitates the 
characterization of interactions between Aβ40 and multiple GM1-glycans. We succeeded in observing 
the binding of Aβ40 to the GM1-glycan cluster in all of our MD simulations. Results obtained from 
these MD simulations indicate the importance of HHQ (13-15) segment of Aβ40 for the GM1-glycan 
cluster recognition. This result is consistent with previous experimental studies regarding the glycan 
recognition of Aβ peptide. The recognition mechanism of HHQ (13-15) segment is mainly explained 
by non-specific stacking interactions between side-chains of histidine and rings of sugar residues, in 
which the HHQ regime forms coil and bend structures. Moreover, we found that Aβ40 exhibits helix 
structures at C-terminal side on the GM1-glycan cluster. The helix formation is the initial stage of the 
pathological aggregation at ceramide moieties of GM1 cluster. The binding of Lys28 to Neu triggers the 
helix formation at C-terminus side because the formation of a salt bridge between Lys28 and Neu leads 
to change of intrachain interactions of Aβ40. Our findings suggest that the pathological helix formation 
of Aβ40 is initiated at GM1-glycan moieties rather than lipid ceramide moieties.

Amyloid-β (Aβ) peptide, which is one of intrinsically disordered proteins (IDPs) in aqueous solution, is believed 
that its misfolded aggregates, namely Aβ oligomers and fibrils, cause Alzheimer’s disease (AD) in human brain1–5. 
Recent experimental studies indicate that monosialotetrahexosylganglioside (GM1) in neuronal cell membranes 
is involved in the toxic aggregation of Aβ peptides6–10. GM1 is an abundant glycosphingolipids in neuronal cell 
membranes, and GM1 clustering promotes physiological and pathological functions including the onset and 
development of AD6–8,11,12. In fact, GM1 bound to Aβ (GAβ) was experimentally found in AD human brain by 
Hayashi et al.13. Previous works reported that GM1 clusters specifically interact with Aβ peptides and trigger 
folding and aggregation which leads to the toxic fibrils and oligomers14–16. Hence, understanding the interactions 
between Aβ peptide and GM1 cluster is essential in the therapeutic context of AD17.

To clarify the interaction between Aβ peptide and GM1 cluster, experimental studies revealed structural char-
acteristics of Aβ peptide on GM1 cluster using artificial GM1 enviroments (e.g., micells and liposomes)18–22. 
These studies showed that Aβ peptides form helical structures at the hydrophobic environment provided by lipid 
hydrocarbon chains of GM1 micells18,19,22. A further study indicated that Aβ-Aβ interactions coupled with the 
formation of Thioflavin T-reactive β-structures are promoted where the Aβ density is high in GM1 micells20. A 
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computational study of Aβ42 and GM1 containing lipid bilayer supports the exhibition of β-structures23. Besides 
these experimental studies18–20, K. Ikeda et al. showed that α-to-β transition is caused by changing the ratio of 
Aβ over GM1 using liposomes21. In this transition, only helical structures exist at lower Aβ densities, and aggre-
gated β-structures increase more than monomeric helical structures at higher Aβ densities. A series of studies18–22 
indicate that α-to-β transition on GM1 cluster is a part of the pathological aggregation pathways, and emphasize 
the importance of lipid hydrocarbon chains. However, the effect of GM1-glycan cluster on Aβ conformations is 
poorly understood. Interactions between GM1-glycan cluster and Aβ peptide play an important role in the earli-
est stage of the Aβ aggregation process on GM1 clusters.

Recently, an artificial GM1-glycan cluster based on a metal-ligand complex has been proposed to character-
ize the GM1-glycan recognition of Aβ40 by nuclear magnetic resonance (NMR) analyses24. The metal-ligand 
complex consists of 24 bent ligands and 12 palladium ions, and provides a stable scaffold for well-defined 
GM1-glycan cluster25,26. The GM1-glycan cluster lacking in lipid ceramide moieties is a useful tool to charac-
terize the effects of GM1-glycan moieties on amyloidgenic proteins. This previous study suggested that Aβ40 
recognizes the GM1-glycan cluster using its N-terminal side24. The N-terminal side recognizes various types of 
glycan environments, such as GM1 micells27,28, heparin29,30, and microglia cells31. However, the N-terminal side 
selectivity of these glycan environments can not be explained by simple glycan multivalent interactions with Aβ 
peptides. It motivates us to investigate interactions between the GM1-glycan cluster and Aβ peptide at atomic 
level. Especially, an important question regarding the pathological context of AD is which conformations of 
Aβ peptide are adopted to recognize the GM1-glycan cluster. The conformational information of Aβ peptide 
bound to GM1-glycan cluster is poteintially important for logical designing of drug materials and self-assembled 
supramolecules.

Complementarily to experiments, molecular dynamics (MD) simulations have been utilized to character-
ize molecular systems related to AD22,23,32–37. In our previous study, to elucidate the interactions between Aβ 
peptide and the GM1-glycan cluster, we first modeled the GM1-glycan cluster and investigated its structural 
characteristics using all-atom MD simulations38. Here, we report results of further MD simulations of Aβ40 on 
the GM1-glycan cluster. In addition, we performed MD simulations of monomeric Aβ40 to compare the confor-
mational ensemble of monomeric Aβ40 and that of Aβ40 on the GM1-glycan cluster. This comparison helped us 
to characterize the conformational ensemble of Aβ40 on the GM1-glycan cluster. In this study, MD simulations 
demonstrate the adhesion of Aβ40 to the GM1-glycan cluster. Our results explain the reason of the N-terminal 
side selectivity for the GM1-glycan cluster recognition at atomic level. Furthermore, we found that the helix 
formation of Aβ40 in association with the GM1-glycan cluster recognition, and proposed the mechanism of this 
conformational change. These results provide physicochemical insights for understanding the earliest stage of the 
pathological aggregation process on GM1 cluster.

Results and Discussion
All-atom MD simulations of Aβ40 on the GM1-glycan cluster and monomeric Aβ40 were performed with 
nine different initial structures and velocities for 1.5 μs. An initial conformation of Aβ peptide for binding 
to the GM1-glycan cluster was extracted from the last trajectory of a 100 ns MD simulation (see Fig. 1a). The 
GM1-glycan cluster is composed of 24 ligands with GM1-glycan and 12 palladium ions (see Fig. 1b). An initial 
conformation for the GM1-glycan cluster was extracted from the last trajectory of a 250 ns MD simulation of our 

Figure 1. (a) An initial conformation of Aβ40 for binding to the GM1-glycan. (b) Structures of ligand with 
GM1-glycan and palladium ion. Ligand was introduced to connect to Glc of GM1-glycan instead of the lipid 
ceramide moiety24. (c) An initial position of Aβ40 and an artificial GM1-glycan cluster.
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previous study38. Aβ peptide was placed at a position of 55 Å from the center of mass of the GM1-glycan cluster in 
each initial structure (Fig. 1c). Aβ40 on the GM1-glycan cluster and monomeric Aβ40 were solvated with water 
molecules. The number of water molecules were 31083–31103 and 12998–13020 for Aβ40 on the GM1-glycan 
cluster and monomeric Aβ40, respectively. Temperature was set to 300 K, which is the experimental condition24.

Formation of GM1-glycan cluster bound to Aβ40. First, the formation of GM1-glycan cluster bound 
to Aβ40 must be confirmed in this study. We therefore calculated time series of the distance between centers 
of mass of Aβ peptide and the GM1-glycan cluster in each different trajectory (see Fig. 2a). To calculate the 
centers of mass, non-hydrogen atoms were considered. This figure shows that Aβ40 binds to the GM1-glycan 
cluster at ~30 Å after ~300 ns in each MD simulation. Figure 2b shows time series of average number of 
GM1-glycans bound to Aβ peptide. These were calculated by using different cutoff distances, 3.5 and 5.0 Å 
(Fig. 2b). We regarded GM1-glycan as being bound to Aβ when a minimum distance between non-hydrogen 
atoms of the GM1-glycan and those of Aβ was less than the cutoff distance. Figure 2b shows that multiple 
GM1-glycans gradually bind to Aβ peptide and the average numbers converge in both cutoff distances after 
~500 ns MD simulations. This result indicates that multiple GM1-glycans are used to capture Aβ peptide. It cor-
responds to glycan-protein multivalent interactions. Thus, we considered to be equilibrated the conformation 
of GM1-glycan cluster bound to Aβ after ~500 ns simulation. Hereafter, we calculated all quantities from the last 
750 ns of each MD simulation.

Importance of HHQ (13-15) regime for the GM1-glycan cluster recognition. To analyze the glycan 
cluster recognition site of Aβ40, we calculated boxplots of minimum distance between each amino acid residue 
and the GM1-glycan cluster (see Fig. 3a). Non-hydrogen atoms were used on the calculation of minimum 

Figure 2. (a) Time series of distance between centers of mass of Aβ40 and the GM1-glycan cluster in each 
different trajectory. (b) Time series of average number of GM1-glycans bound to Aβ40 with different cutoff 
distances, 3.5 and 5.0 Å. Dark color and light color mean average value and sample standard deviation at each 
time, respectively.

Figure 3. (a) Boxplots of minimum distance between each amino acid residue of Aβ40 and the GM1-glycan 
cluster. (b) The average values of the number of hydrogen bonds NHB (upper figure), electrostatic interaction 
energy EELEC (middle figure), and van der Waals (VDW) interaction energy EVDW (lower figure) between each 
amino acid residue and the GM1-glycan cluster.
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distances. This figure shows that the HHQ (13–15) regime closely interacts with the GM1-glycan cluster com-
pared to the other amino acids. It is consistent with the experimental result that Aβ40 recognizes the GM1-glycan 
cluster by its N-terminal side24. Previous computational study also reported the importance of the HH (13-14) 
regime39. Interestingly, previous experimental works indicated that the HHQ regime recognizes the other glycan 
environments, e.g., GM1 micells27,28, heparin29,30, and microglia cells31. These results imply that Aβ peptide rec-
ognizes the glycan environments in a similar manner. To investigate interactions between the HHQ regime and 
GM1-glycan in more detail, we calculated the average values of the number of hydrogen bonds, electrostatic 
interaction energy, and van der Waals (VDW) interaction energy between each amino acid residue and the 
GM1-glycan cluster (see Fig. 3b). A hydrogen bond was regarded as being formed when XAD < 3.5 Å and 
θAHD > 135° (XAD is the distance between accepter (A) and donor (D) heavy atoms and θAHD is A-H-D angle) was 
satisfied. This figure indicates that the electrostatic interaction energies of charged residues contributes largely 
with hydrogen bonds; however, VDW interaction energies correlates with the approach of the HHQ regime more 
than electrostatic interaction energies. The matrix of average minimum distance between each amino acid residue 
and each sugar residue including Ligand is shown in Fig. 4a. A value of average minimum distance between an 
amino acid residue and a sugar residue was defined by ∑ = x N/i

N
i1  where xi is the minimum distance at the i-th 

frame of the  subsampled MD trajectories, and N is the frame number of the subsampled MD trajectories. In this 
figure, each amino acid residue except the HHQ regime tends to be closer to the outer layer sugar residues, Neu, 
Gal’, and GalNAc. On the other hand, the HHQ regime is close to the inner layer sugar residues (Gal and Glc) as 
well as the outer layer sugar residues. Why only the HHQ regime can be non-specifically close to sugar residues? 
A typical snapshot of the HHQ regime and GM1-glycan was shown in Fig. 4b. In this snapshot, it can be seen that 
imidazole group of His13 and His14 are stacked with rings of Gal and Glc. Actually, several studies have reported 
that the ring of galactose interacts with hydrophobic or aromatic side-chains of amino acids40–42. Thus, we con-
cluded that the HHQ (13–15) regime mainly recognizes the GM1-glycan cluster by stacking with rings of sugar 
residues. Its stacking interactions allow that the HHQ regime non-specifically interacts with sugar residues. 
Moreover, this non-specific recognition mechanism of HHQ regime against sugar residues can explain the reason 
why the HHQ regime widely recognizes glycan environments, such as GM1 micells27,28, heparin29,30, and micro-
glia cells31.

Major conformations of GM1-glycans bound to the HHQ segment. We investigated major con-
formations of GM1-glycans bound to the HHQ segment using the dihedral angle principal component analysis 
(dPCA). Figure S1 of Supplementary Information (SI) shows scatter plots as a function of the first two eigenvec-
tors PC1 and PC2 and the second and third eigenvectors PC2 and PC3 in the cases of only GM1-gycan and the 
HHQ segment bound to the GM1-glycan. Each eigenvector was calculated from the data set of our previous MD 
simulations38. We considered that GM1-glycan bound to the HHQ regime when minimum distance between 
the GM1-glycan and the HHQ regime is less than 5.0 Å since Fig. 3a shows that most samples of GM1-glycans 
bound to the HHQ regime are within 5.0 Å. From this figure, although six major clusters are observed as in that 
of the previous MD simulations in the case of only GM1-glycan, clusters 5 and 6 have lower densities in the case 
of HHQ segment bound to GM1-glycan. Figure S2 of SI shows conformations of each cluster and the end-to-end 
distances. Clusters 5 and 6 have shorter end-to-end distances than those of the other clusters, due to the bending 
conformations. Therefore, we consider that the bending conformations of clusters 5 and 6 inhibit to interact with 
histidine residues by stacking interactions.

Figure 4. (a) Matrix of average minimum distance between each amino acid residue and each sugar residue 
including Ligand. (b) A typical snapshot of the HHQ segment and GM1-glycan. Silver colored molecule 
contains the other GM1-glycans, Ligands, and palladium ions.
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Pathological Helix formation of Aβ40 on the GM1-glycan cluster. Helix formation is the initial 
stage of the pathological aggregation process on GM1 cluster. We then calculated the helix propensities in each 
amino acid residue using DSSP (Define Secondary Structure of Proteins) algorithm43 (see Fig. 5a). This calcula-
tion was carried out in the cases of Aβ40 on GM1-glycan cluster and monomeric one. We estimated the average 
values and standard errors from correlated time series by using Jackknife method44. This figure shows that the 
GM1-glycan cluster environment significantly stabilizes helix structures at residues 31–37 compared to that of 
monomeric one. Whereas, the helix formation of the HHQ regime is destabilized on the GM1-glycan cluster. 
A typical snapshot of Aβ peptide that formed a helix structure at residues 31–37 is shown in Fig. 5b. Figure S3 
of SI shows the two dimensional free energy landscape F(d, c) as a function of helix content c and the distance 
d between centers of mass of Aβ peptide and the GM1-glycan cluster. Values of the helix content distributes up 
to ~30% at ~30 Å in this figure. A previous experimental CD study demonstrated that residues 31–36 of Aβ 
peptide form helical structures and the helix content is ~23% at hydrophilic/hydrophobic interfaces of GM1 
micells18. A recent study combined NMR and MD simulations also showed the helix formation at residues 31–36 
on GM1 micells22. Besides the helix formation, a previous computational study showed that Aβ peptide binds to 
GM1-glycan moieties rather than lipid ceramide moieties of GM1 cluster at first23. Therefore, these results sug-
gest that the pathological helix formation of Aβ40 initially can be triggered by GM1-glycan moieties in the Aβ 
aggregation process.

Binding Lys28 to Neu plays a key role in the pathological helix formation. The question that 
attracts our physicochemical interests is how these helix structures are notably stabilized on the GM1-glycan 
cluster. To understand this molecular mechanism, we calculated matrices of average Cα distance and contact in 
each residue pair in the cases of Aβ40 on the GM1-glycan cluster and monomeric one in water, and matrix differ-
ences between the two cases (see Fig. 6). A Cα contact was regarded as being formed when the distance between 
Cα atoms was less than 8.0 Å. Each difference between the i-th residue and the j-th residue was defined by simple 
subtraction of average values, = 〈 〉 − 〈 〉β− −i j x xDifference ( , ) ij ij

Awith glycan only , where x corresponds to Cα distance 
(in Å) or contact (1 or 0), 〈 〉−xij

with glycan  and 〈 〉β−xij
Aonly  denote the average values between the i-th residue and the 

j-th residue in the cases of Aβ40 on GM1-glycan cluster and monomeric one, respectively. This figure shows that 
the Cα distance between residues 38–40 and residues 27–32 increases, and simultaneously the number of Cα 
contacts between residues 37–40 and residues 30–33 decreases on the GM1-glycan cluster. Propensities of each 
secondary structure except the helix structure are shown in Fig. 7. On the GM1 glycan cluster, propensities of 
turn, bend, and β-sheet structures mainly decrease instead of stabilizing helix structures in the C-terminal side. 
The destabilization of these secondary structures is involved with the change of the Cα distance, because the 
increasing of the Cα distance between residues 38–40 and residues 27–33 leads to decrease the number of Cα 
contacts between residues 37–40 and residues 30–33. In regard to the HHQ regime, coil and bend structures are 
stabilized on the GM1-glycan cluster. It implies that the GM1-glycan cluster is a preferable environment for the 
HHQ regime than water solvents. Furthermore, we calculated matrices of cross-correlation Cij between helix 
formation and binding to the GM1-glycan cluster in each amino acid residue using different cutoff distances, 3.5 
and 5.0 Å (see Fig. 8). All frames of subsampled MD trajectories are used for the cross-correlation calculations. 
This figure shows that not only the HHQ regime, but also the binding of residues 26–29 strongly correlate with 
the helix formation on the GM1-glycan cluster. Here, note that positively charged Lys28 forms salt bridges with 

Figure 5. (a) Helix propensities in each amino acid residue assigned by the DSSP algorithm44. The Jackknife 
method45 was used for estimating the average values and standard errors from correlated time series. (b) A 
typical snapshot of Aβ40 with a helix structure formed in residues 31–37. Green colored molecule is the GM1-
glycan cluster.
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negatively charged Neu and C-terminus. Hence, we inferred that binding Lys28 to Neu of GM1-glycans triggers 
to increase the Cα distance between residues 37–40 and residues 24–30 by inhibiting a salt bridge between Lys28 
and C-terminus. Actually, side-chain distance between Lys28 and C-terminus increases on the GM1 glycan clus-
ter compared to that of monomeric Aβ40 (see Fig. S4 of SI). A schematic figure of this helix formation mechanism 
is shown in Fig. 9. Moreover, a typical MD trajectory, in which Aβ40 forms a helix structure at the C-terminal 
side, is shown in Movie 1. In fact, Supplementary Movie 1 of SI indicates that the approaching of Lys28 (red 
colored residue) to Neu (green colored residue) leads to the keeping of C-terminus (blue colored residue) away, 
and Aβ forms a helix structure at C-terminal side. This movie supports our hypothesis of the helix formation 
mechanism.

From the above results, we propose the helix formation mechanism as follows in two steps: (1) salt bridge 
formation between Lys28 and Neu by binding Aβ40 to GM1-glycans inhibits to form a salt bridge between Lys28 
and C-terminus and (2) the helix structures are stabilized instead of turn, bend, and β-sheet structures because 

Figure 6. Matrices of average Cα distance and contact in each residue pair in the cases of Aβ40 on the GM1-
glycan cluster and monomeric Aβ40, and these matrix differences.

Figure 7. Propensities of each secondary structure except the helix structure in each amino acid residue 
assigned by the DSSP algorithm44. The average values and standard errors were estimated by the Jackknife 
method45.
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of increasing the Cα distance between residues 38–40 and residues 27–32. In fact, a previous MD study showed 
that helix structures have lower energy compared to random coil structures on a simple polypeptide in water sol-
vent45. The helix formation mechanism supports the initiation of the pathological folding by binding GM1-glycan 
moieties of GM1 cluster. It will be helpful information to understand the pathological aggregation of intrinsically 
disordered Aβ peptide.

Conclusions
In this study, to clarify the interactions between Aβ peptide and GM1-glycan cluster, we performed all-atom MD 
simulations of Aβ40 on a recently developed artificial GM1-glycan cluster24. GM1-glycan cluster without the lipid 
hydrocarbon chains facilitates the characterization of interactions between Aβ40 and multiple GM1-glycans. 
Additionally, We carried out all-atom MD simulations of monomeric Aβ40 in water to compare conformations 
of Aβ40 on the GM1-glycan cluster and those of monomeric one.

We successfully observed the adhesion of Aβ40 to the GM1-glycan cluster in all of the MD simulations. 
From analyses of these MD trajectories, we revealed that Aβ40 mainly recognizes four major conformations of 
GM1-glycans by its HHQ (13-15) segment. This result is consistent with the previous NMR study of the GM1-glycan 
cluster24. The GM1-glycan recognition mechanism of the HHQ segment is explained by non-specific stacking inter-
actions between side chains of histidine residues and rings of sugar residues, in which the HHQ regime forms coil 

Figure 8. Matrices of cross-correlation Cij between helix formation and binding to the GM1-glycan cluster in 
each amino acid residue with different cutoff distances, 3.5 and 5.0 Å. These values were calculated from all of 
the subsampled MD trajectories. White color means that residues correspond to the abscissa did not form helix 
structures during all MD simulations.

Figure 9. A schematic figure of the helix formation mechanism of Aβ40 at residues 31–37 on the GM1-glycan 
cluster.
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and bend structures. It implies that the GM1-glycan cluster is preferable environment for the HHQ regime than 
water solvents. This interaction manner is different from that of simple glycan multivalent interactions with pro-
teins. The non-specific interaction mechanism can apply to explain not only the GM1-glycan cluster recognition, 
but also the other glycan recognitions such as GM1 micells27,28, heparin29,30, and microglia cells31.

Furthermore, we found that Aβ40 exhibits helix structures in residues 31–37 and the helix content distrib-
uted up to ~30% on the GM1-glycan cluster. A previous experimental study indicated that Aβ40 forms helix 
structures in residues 31–36 and that the helix content is ~23% at the hydrophilic/hydrophobic environments of 
GM1 micells18. The helix formation is the initial stage of the pathological aggregation pathway. In addition, a pre-
vious computational study demonstrated that Aβ peptide first encounters GM1-glycan moieties of GM1 cluster. 
Thus, our results suggest the GM1-glycan moieties initially trigger the pathological helix formation rather than 
the lipid hydrocarbon chain moieties. The helix formation mechanism is proposed as two steps: (1) salt bridge 
formation between Lys28 and Neu by binding Aβ to GM1-glycans inhibits to form a salt bridge between Lys28 
and C-terminus and (2) helix structures are stabilized instead of turn, bend, and β-sheet structures in C-terminal 
side because of increasing the Cα distance between residues 37–40 and residues 24–30. This helix formation 
mechanism supports binding of Aβ40 to the GM1-glycan moieties initially induces the conformational change 
responsible for the toxic aggregation.

Our MD simulations provide the physicochemical information of interactions between Aβ40 and the 
GM1-glycan cluster. It will help to design drug materials for AD and self-assembled supramolecules at atomic 
level. Particularly, it may be one of potential strategies to develop an inhibitor to prevent the adhesion of the HHQ 
(13–15) segment of Aβ40 to GM1-glycan surfaces in human brain. The structural insights obtained from MD 
simulations contribute to understanding of the pathological glycan recognition and aggregation of Aβ peptide.

Methods
Molecular dynamics (MD) simulations. All-atom MD simulations of Aβ40 on the GM1-glycan clus-
ter and monomeric Aβ40 were performed by the AMBER16 program package46. To avoid the initial condition 
dependency, MD simulations with nine different initial structures and velocities were carried out in both cases. 
We employed the GLYCAM 06 force field for the GM1-glycan part47, the general AMBER force field (GAFF) for 
the Ligand part48, the AMBER ff14SB for the Aβ peptide49, and the TIP3P model for the water molecules50. For 
the Pd2+-ligand coordination interaction, the 12–6 Lennard-Jones (LJ) non-bonded model was employed51, and 
a harmonic restraint with force constant of 10 kcal/(mol⋅Å2) was applied to the Pd2+-N distance as in our previous 
work38. Nitrate counterions (NO3) of the GM-glycan cluster system were neglected to simplify the computational 
model. To neutralize both systems, three hydronium ions were added. We first performed energy minimizations 
by using the steepest descent method and conjugate gradient method. After that, we performed heating MD 
simulations for 20 ps from 0 K to 300 K. Then, 2 ns MD simulations in NPT ensemble were performed at 1 atm. 
Pressure was controlled using the  Berendsen barostat with a pressure relaxation time of 1.0 ps. Temperature was 
controlled by using the Langevin thermostat with a collision frequency of 5.0 ps−1. Production MD simulations of 
Aβ40 on the GM1-glycan cluster and monomeric Aβ40 in NVT ensemble were performed for 1.5 μs. Electrostatic 
interactions were treated by the particle-mesh Ewald (PME) method52. The non-bonded cutoff distance was set 
to 12 Å. To perform MD simulations with 2.0 fs timestep, the SHAKE algorithm was used for all bonds involving 
hydrogen atoms53. For analysis, the MD trajectory data were subsampled every 200 ps interval.

Two dimensional free energy landscape. Two dimentinal free energy landscape as a function of helix 
content c and the distance d between centers of mass of Aβ peptide and the GM1-glycan cluster was defined by

= − −F d c k T P d c F( , ) log ( , ) (1)B min

where kB is the Boltzmann constant, T is the simulation temperature, and P(d, c) is a probability distribution as a 
function of d and c. Fmin is the minimum value of −kBT logP(d, c).

Helix content. To directly compare helix contents obtained from circlar dichoism (CD) experiments to 
results from our MD simulations, we calculated the helix content c by using a calculated mean residue ellipticity 
[θcalc] at 222 nm. The unit of mean residue ellipticity is deg⋅cm2/dmol. It was derived by Khandogin and Brooks, 
and has been applied to model peptides of Aβ37. The helix content c was given by

θ θ
θ θ

=
−
−

×c [ ] [ ]
[ ] [ ]

100,
(2)

calc coil

hel coil

where [θ]coil is the mean residue ellipticity of a complete random coil which corresponds to the value of 640, and 
[θ]hel is the mean residue ellipticity of a complete helix structure: [θ]hel = 42500(1 − 3/N), where N is the number 
of residues54,55. The calculated mean residue ellipticity [θcalc] at 222 nm, which depends on the total number and 
length of helix formed residues, is given by

∑θ
θ

= −
=N

n k[ ] [ ] ( ),
(3)i

N

icalc
hel

1

hel

where Nhel is the number of helix formed fragment in the peptide, ni is the number of helix formed residues in 
the i-th helix formed fragment, and k is a minimum number of helix formed residues required to produce the 
CD signal, which was set to the value of 354,56. Here, the number of helix formed residues ni was obtained by the 
DSSP algorithm43.
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Dihedral angle principal component analysis (dPCA). We applied dPCA to GM1-glycans to character-
ize major conformations of GM1-glycan. This method was developed to describe rugged free energy landscapes 
of protein folding57. In the basic PCA, we can reduce the dimensionality of a high dimensional data set by using 
the covariance matrix as

σ = 〈 − 〈 〉 − 〈 〉 〉q q q q( )( ) , (4)ij i i j j

where q1, …, qN are values of the data set. Its N eigenvectors and eigenvalues are obtained by diagonalizing the 
covariant matrix. The eigenvectors and eigenvalues correspond to the collective modes of the data set and their 
amplitude, respectively. Hence, we can describe major collective modes by using some larger eigenvectors. The 
i-th principal component μi of the data set is given by the inner product:

μ = − 〈 〉v q q( ) (5)i i
T

where νi is the eigenvector which corresponds to the i-th largest eigenvalue. In the dPCA method, we used the data set 
of sine/cosine-transformed dihedral angles to avoid the problem arising from the circularity of dihedral angle. In this 
study, we used dihedral angles of the glycosidic linkage instead of the peptide backbone as q2n = sinφn and q2n−1 = cosφn, 
where φ is dihedral angle of glycosidic linkage, n = 1, …, 2N, and N is the number of glycosidic linkages.

Cross-correlation between helix forming and binding to the GM1-glycan cluster in each amino 
acid residue. To examine the correlation between helix formation and binding to the GM1-glycan cluster in 
each amino acid residue, we defined a cross-correlation function Cij by

=
〈 〉

〈 〉〈 〉
C

X Y

X Y
,

(6)
ij

i j

i j
2 2

where Xi and Yj are indicater functions for helix formation of the i-th residue and the binding of the j-th residue 
to the GM1-glycan cluster

=





X 1 (Helix formation)
0 (The others) (7)i

and

=





.
‐

Y 1 (Bound)
0 (No bound) (8)j

Here, we regarded each amino acid residue as being bound to the GM1-glycan cluster when a minimum dis-
tance between non-hydrogen atoms of the GM1-glycan and those of each amino acid residue was less than cutoff 
distance. The range of the cross-correlation function Cij is [0, 1].

References
 1. Sipe, J. D. Amyloidosis. Annu. Rev. Biochem. 1, 947–975 (1992).
 2. Chiti, F. & Dobson, C. M. Protein Misfolding, Functional Amyloid, and Human Disease. Annu. Rev. Biochem. 75, 333–366 (2006).
 3. Zhang, S. et al. The Alzheimer’s Peptide Aβ Adopts a Collapsed Coil Structure in Water. J. Struct. Biol. 130, 130–141 (2000).
 4. Haass, C. & Selkoe, D. J. Soluble protein oligomers in neurodegeneration: lessons from the Alzheimer’s amyloid β-peptide. Nat. Rev. 

Mol. Cell Biol. 8, 101–112 (2007).
 5. Shankar, G. M. et al. Amyloid-β protein dimers isolated directly from Alzheimer’s brains impair synaptic plasticity and memory. 

Nat. Med. 14, 837–842 (2008).
 6. Mao, Y. et al. Surface-induced phase separation of a sphingomyelin/cholesterol/ganglioside GM1-planar bilayer on mica surfaces 

and microdomain molecular conformation that accelerates Aβ oligomerization. Biochim. Biophys. Acta. 1798, 1090–1099 (2010).
 7. Kakio, A., Nishimoto, S., Yanagisawa, K., Kozutsumi, Y. & Matsuzaki, K. Interactions of Amyloid β-Protein with Various 

Gangliosides in Raft-Like Membranes: Importance of GM1 Ganglioside-Bound Form as an Endogenous Seed for Alzheimer 
Amyloid. Biochemistry. 41, 7385–7390 (2002).

 8. Fantini, J., Yahi, N. & Garmy, N. Cholesterol accelerates the binding of Alzheimer’s β-amyloid peptide to ganglioside GM1 through 
a universal hydrogen-bond-dependent sterol tuning of glycolipid conformation. Front. Physiol. 4, 120 (2013).

 9. Bucciantini, M., Rigacci, S. & Stefani, M. Amyloid Aggregation: Role of Biological Membranes and the Aggregate-Membrane 
System. J. Phys. Chem. Lett. 5, 517–527 (2014).

 10. Straub, J. E. & Thirumalai, D. Membrane–Protein Interactions Are Key to Understanding Amyloid Formation. J. Phys. Chem. Lett. 
5, 633–635 (2014).

 11. Taylor, M. E. & Drickamer, K. Introduction to Glycobiology. (Oxford University Press, New York, 2003).
 12. Dwek, R. A. Glycobiology: Toward Understanding the Function of Sugars. Chem. Rev. 96, 683–720 (1996).
 13. Hayashi, H. et al. A Seed for Alzheimer Amyloid in the Brain. J. Neurosci. 24, 4894–4902 (2004).
 14. Yanagisawa, K., Odaka, A., Suzuki, N. & Ihara, Y. GM1 ganglioside–bound amyloid β–protein (Aβ): A possible form of preamyloid 

in Alzheimer’s disease. Nat. Med. 1, 1062–1066 (1995).
 15. Matsuzaki, K., Kato, K. & Yanagisawa, K. Abeta polymerization through interaction with membrane gangliosides. Biochim. Biophys. 

Acta. 1801, 868–877 (2010).
 16. Choo-Smith, L. P. & Surewicz, W. K. The interaction between Alzheimer amyloid β(1–40) peptide and ganglioside GM1-containing 

membranes. FEBS Lett. 402, 95–98 (1997).
 17. Kamiya, Y., Yagi-Utsumi, M., Yagi, H. & Kato, K. Structural and molecular basis of carbohydrate-protein interaction systems as 

potential therapeutic targets. Curr. Pharm. Des. 17, 1672–1684 (2011).
 18. Yagi-Utsumi, M. et al. Up-and-down topological mode of amyloid beta-peptide lying on hydrophilic/hydrophobic interface of 

ganglioside clusters. Glycoconjugate J. 26, 999–1006 (2009).

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-43117-6


1 0Scientific RepoRts |          (2019) 9:6853  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-43117-6

www.nature.com/scientificreportswww.nature.com/scientificreports/

 19. Yagi-Utsumi, M., Kameda, T., Yamaguchi, Y. & Kato, K. NMR characterization of the interactions between lyso-GM1 aqueous 
micelles and amyloid β. FEBS Lett. 584, 831–836 (2010).

 20. Yagi-Utsumi, M., Matsuo, K., Yanagisawa, K., Gekko, K. & Kato, K. Spectroscopic Characterization of Intermolecular Interaction of 
Amyloid β Promoted on GM1 Micelles. Int. J. Alzheimers Dis. 2011, 925073 (2010).

 21. Ikeda, K., Yamaguchi, T., Fukunaga, S., Hoshino, M. & Matsuzaki, K. Mechanism of Amyloid -Protein Aggregation Mediated by 
GM1 Ganglioside Clusters. Biochemistry. 50, 6433–6440 (2011).

 22. Itoh, S. G., Yagi-Utsumi, M., Kato, K. & Okumura, H. Effects of a Hydrophilic/Hydrophobic Interface on Amyloid-β Peptides 
Studied by Molecular Dynamics Simulations and NMR Experiments. J. Phys. Chem. B 123, 160–169 (2019).

 23. Hoshino, T., Mahmood, M. I., Mori, K. & Matsuzaki, K. Binding and Aggregation Mechanism of Amyloid β-Peptides onto the GM1 
Ganglioside-Containing Lipid Membrane. J. Phys. Chem. B 117, 8085–8094 (2013).

 24. Sato, S. et al. A Self-Assembled Spherical Complex Displaying a Gangliosidic Glycan Cluster Capable of Interacting with 
Amyloidogenic Proteins. Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. 54, 8435–8439 (2015).

 25. Tominaga, M. et al. Finite, spherical coordination networks that self-organize from 36 small components. Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. 43, 
5621–5625 (2004).

 26. Kamiya, N., Tominaga, M., Sato, S. & Fujita, M. Saccharide-Coated M12L24 Molecular Spheres That Form Aggregates by Multi-
interaction with Proteins. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 129, 3816–3817 (2007).

 27. Williamson, M. P., Suzuki, Y., Bourne, N. T. & Asakura, T. Binding of amyloid beta-peptide to ganglioside micelles is dependent on 
histidine-13. Biochemistry. 397, 483–490 (2006).

 28. Ariga, T. et al. Characterization of High-Affinity Binding between Gangliosides and Amyloid β-Protein. Arch. Biochem. Biophys. 
388, 225–230 (2001).

 29. McLaurin, J. & Fraser, P. E. Effect of amino-acid substitutions on Alzheimer’s amyloid-β peptide-glycosaminoglycan interactions. 
Eur. J. Biochem. 267, 6353–6361 (2000).

 30. Brunden, K. R., Richter-Cook, N. J., Chaturvedi, N. & Frederickson, R. C. pH-dependent binding of synthetic beta-amyloid peptides 
to glycosaminoglycans. J. Neurochem. 61, 2147–2154 (1993).

 31. Giulian, D. et al. The HHQK Domain of β-Amyloid Provides a Structural Basis for the Immunopathology of Alzheimer’s Disease. J. 
Biol. Chem. 273, 29719–29726 (1998).

 32. Itoh, S. G. & Okumura, H. Oligomer Formation of Amyloid-β(29–42) from Its Monomers Using the Hamiltonian Replica-
Permutation Molecular Dynamics Simulation. J. Phys. Chem. B 120, 6555–6561 (2016).

 33. Okumura, H. & Itoh, S. G. Structural and fluctuational difference between two ends of Aβ amyloid fibril: MD simulations predict 
only one end has open conformations. Sci. Rep. 6, 38422 (2016).

 34. Nishikawa, N., Sakae, Y., Gouda, T., Tsujimura, Y. & Okamoto, Y. Two major stable structures of amyloid-forming peptides: 
amorphous aggregates and amyloid fibrils. Mol. Simul. 43, 1370–1376 (2017).

 35. Strodel, B., Lee, J. W. L., Whittleston, C. S. & Wales, D. J. Transmembrane Structures for Alzheimer’s Aβ1–42 Oligomers. J. Am. 
Chem. Soc. 132, 13300–13312 (2010).

 36. Lockhart, C., Kim, S. & Klimov, D. K. Explicit Solvent Molecular Dynamics Simulations of Aβ Peptide Interacting with Ibuprofen 
Ligands. J. Phys. Chem. B 116, 12922–12932 (2012).

 37. Khandogin, J. & Brooks, C. L. III. Linking folding with aggregation in Alzheimer’s β-amyloid peptides. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 
104, 16880–16885 (2007).

 38. Tachi, Y., Okamoto, Y. & Okumura, H. Conformational properties of an artificial GM1 glycan cluster based on a metal-ligand 
complex. J. Chem. Phys. 149, 135101 (2018).

 39. Yahi, N. & Fantini, J. Deciphering the Glycolipid Code of Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s Amyloid Proteins Allowed the Creation of a 
Universal Ganglioside-Binding Peptide. Plos one 9, e104751 (2014).

 40. Sujatha, M. S. & Balaji, P. V. Identification of common structural features of binding sites in galactose-specific proteins. Proteins 55, 
44–65 (2004).

 41. Sujatha, M. S., Sasidhar, Y. U. & Balaji, P. V. Insights into the role of the aromatic residue in galactose-binding sites: MP2/6- 
311G++** study on galactose- and glucose-aromatic residue analogue complexes. Biochemistry. 44, 8554–8562 (2005).

 42. Chen, C. P., Song, S. C., Gilboa-Garber, N., Chang, K. S. S. & Wu, A. M. Studies on the binding site of the galactose-specific 
agglutinin PA-IL from Pseudomonas aeruginosa. Glycobiology. 8, 7–16 (1998).

 43. Kabsch, W. & Sander, C. Dictionary of protein secondary structure: pattern recognition of hydrogen-bonded and geometrical 
features. Biopolymers. 22, 2577–2637 (1983).

 44. Miller, R. G. The jackknife-a review. Biometrika. 61, 1–15 (1974).
 45. Takano, M., Yamato, T., Higo, J., Suyama, A. & Nagayama, K. Molecular dynamics of a 15-residue poly(l-alanine) in water: Helix 

formation and energetics. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 21, 605–612 (1999).
 46. Case, D. A. et al. AMBER 2016 (University of California, San Francisco, CA, 2016).
 47. Kirschner, K. N. et al. GLYCAM06: a generalizable biomolecular force field. Carbohydrates. J. Comput. Chem. 2008, 622–655 (2008).
 48. Wang, J., Wolf, R. M., Caldwell, R. M., Kollman, P. A. & Case, D. A. Development and testing of a general amber force field. J. 

Comput. Chem. 25, 1157–1174 (2004).
 49. Maier, J. A. et al. ff14SB: Improving the Accuracy of Protein Side Chain and Backbone Parameters from ff99SB. J. Chem. Theory 

Comput. 11, 3696–3713 (2015).
 50. Jorgensen, W. L., Chandrasekhar, J., Madura, J. D., Impey, R. W. & Klein, M. L. Comparison of simple potential functions for 

simulating liquid water. J. Chem. Phys. 79, 926–935 (1983).
 51. Li, P. & Merz, K. M. Jr. Taking into Account the Ion-Induced Dipole Interaction in the Nonbonded Model of Ions. J. Chem. Theory 

Comput. 10, 289–297 (2014).
 52. Darden, T., Darrin, Y. & Pedersen, L. Particle mesh Ewald: An N·log(N) method for Ewald sums in large systems. J. Chem. Phys. 98, 

10089–10092 (1993).
 53. Ryckaert, J. P., Ciccotti, G. & Berendsen, H. J. C. Numerical integration of the cartesian equations of motion of a system with 

constraints: molecular dynamics of n-alkanes. J. Comp. Phys. 23, 327–341 (1977).
 54. Myers, J. K., Pace, C. N. & Scholtz, J. M. A direct comparison of helix propensity in proteins and peptides. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 

94, 2833–2837 (1997).
 55. Rohl, C. A., Chakrabartty, A. & Baldwin, R. L. Helix propagation and N-cap propensities of the amino acids measured. Protein Sci. 

5, 2623–2637 (1996).
 56. Hirst, J. D. & Brooks, C. L. III. Helicity, circular dichroism and molecular dynamics of proteins. J. Mol. Biol. 243, 173–178 (1994).
 57. Mu, Y., Nguyen, P. H. & Stock, G. Energy landscape of a small peptide revealed by dihedral angle principal component analysis. 

Proteins 58, 45–52 (2005).

Acknowledgements
This work was supported by the JSPS Grant-in-Aid for Scientific Research on Innovative Areas (JP25102009 and 
JP16H00790).

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-43117-6


1 1Scientific RepoRts |          (2019) 9:6853  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-43117-6

www.nature.com/scientificreportswww.nature.com/scientificreports/

Author Contributions
Y.T. modeled initial conditions, carried out MD simulations, analyzed the results, and wrote the manuscript. Y.T., 
Y.O. and H.O. designed the research, discussed the results, and reviewed the manuscript.

Additional Information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-43117-6.
Competing Interests: The authors declare no competing interests.
Publisher’s note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Cre-
ative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not per-
mitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the 
copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
 
© The Author(s) 2019

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-43117-6
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-43117-6
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Conformational Change of Amyloid-β 40 in Association with Binding to GM1-Glycan Cluster
	Results and Discussion
	Formation of GM1-glycan cluster bound to Aβ40. 
	Importance of HHQ (13-15) regime for the GM1-glycan cluster recognition. 
	Major conformations of GM1-glycans bound to the HHQ segment. 
	Pathological Helix formation of Aβ40 on the GM1-glycan cluster. 
	Binding Lys28 to Neu plays a key role in the pathological helix formation. 

	Conclusions
	Methods
	Molecular dynamics (MD) simulations. 
	Two dimensional free energy landscape. 
	Helix content. 
	Dihedral angle principal component analysis (dPCA). 
	Cross-correlation between helix forming and binding to the GM1-glycan cluster in each amino acid residue. 

	Acknowledgements
	Figure 1 (a) An initial conformation of Aβ40 for binding to the GM1-glycan.
	Figure 2 (a) Time series of distance between centers of mass of Aβ40 and the GM1-glycan cluster in each different trajectory.
	Figure 3 (a) Boxplots of minimum distance between each amino acid residue of Aβ40 and the GM1-glycan cluster.
	Figure 4 (a) Matrix of average minimum distance between each amino acid residue and each sugar residue including Ligand.
	Figure 5 (a) Helix propensities in each amino acid residue assigned by the DSSP algorithm44.
	Figure 6 Matrices of average Cα distance and contact in each residue pair in the cases of Aβ40 on the GM1-glycan cluster and monomeric Aβ40, and these matrix differences.
	Figure 7 Propensities of each secondary structure except the helix structure in each amino acid residue assigned by the DSSP algorithm44.
	Figure 8 Matrices of cross-correlation Cij between helix formation and binding to the GM1-glycan cluster in each amino acid residue with different cutoff distances, 3.
	Figure 9 A schematic figure of the helix formation mechanism of Aβ40 at residues 31–37 on the GM1-glycan cluster.




