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            Abstract
General anaesthetics have enjoyed long and widespread use but their molecular mechanism of action remains poorly understood. There is good evidence that their principal targets are pentameric ligand-gated ion channels1,2 (pLGICs) such as inhibitory GABAA (Î³-aminobutyric acid) receptors and excitatory nicotinic acetylcholine receptors, which are respectively potentiated and inhibited by general anaesthetics. The bacterial homologue from Gloeobacter violaceus3 (GLIC), whose X-ray structure was recently solved4,5, is also sensitive to clinical concentrations of general anaesthetics6. Here we describe the crystal structures of the complexes propofol/GLIC and desflurane/GLIC. These reveal a common general-anaesthetic binding site, which pre-exists in the apo-structure in the upper part of the transmembrane domain of each protomer. Both molecules establish van der Waals interactions with the protein; propofol binds at the entrance of the cavity whereas the smaller, more flexible, desflurane binds deeper inside. Mutations of some amino acids lining the binding site profoundly alter the ionic response of GLIC to protons, and affect its general-anaesthetic pharmacology. Molecular dynamics simulations, performed on the wild type (WT) and two GLIC mutants, highlight differences in mobility of propofol in its binding site and help to explain these effects. These data provide a novel structural framework for the design of general anaesthetics and of allosteric modulators of brain pLGICs.
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                    Figure 1: 
                        Propofol and desflurane binding sites.
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Figure 2: 
                        Residues of the binding site.
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Figure 3: 
                        Electrophysiological characterization of binding-site residues.
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Figure 4: 
                        Molecular dynamics simulation of propofol bound to GLIC.
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The molecular mechanism of action of general anaesthetics is poorly understood, although there is some evidence that the principal protein targets are pentameric ligand-gated ion channel (pLGICs). The X-ray crystal structures of two common anaesthetics, propofol and desflurane, bound to a bacterial homolog of the pLGIC family have now been determined. The structures reveal that the two anaesthetics bind in the same site â€” in the upper part of the transmembrane domain of the channel â€” although desflurane binds deeper inside the ligand-binding cavity. It may be possible to use these structures to design new allosteric modulators that inhibit or potentiate pLGICs at the anaesthetic-binding site.

show all

    

    
    

    
        
            
                
                    
                        
                            Advertisement

                            
    
        
            
                [image: Advertisement]
        

    


                        

                    

                

            

            

            

        

    






    
        
            
                Explore content

                	
                                
                                    Research articles
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    News
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Opinion
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Research Analysis
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Careers
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Books & Culture
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Podcasts
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Videos
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Current issue
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Browse issues
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Collections
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Subjects
                                
                            


                	
                            Follow us on Facebook
                            
                        
	
                            Follow us on Twitter
                            
                        
	
                            
                                Subscribe
                            
                        
	
                            Sign up for alerts
                            
                        
	
                            
                                RSS feed
                            
                        


            

        
    
    
        
            
                
                    About the journal

                    	
                                
                                    Journal Staff
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    About the Editors
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Journal Information
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Our publishing models
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Editorial Values Statement
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Journal Metrics
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Awards
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Contact
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Editorial policies
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    History of Nature
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Send a news tip
                                
                            


                

            
        

        
            
                
                    Publish with us

                    	
                                
                                    For Authors
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    For Referees
                                
                            
	
                                
                                    Language editing services
                                
                            
	
                                Submit manuscript
                                
                            


                

            
        
    



    
        Search

        
            Search articles by subject, keyword or author
            
                
                    
                

                
                    
                        Show results from
                        All journals
This journal


                    

                    
                        Search
                    

                


            

        


        
            
                Advanced search
            
        


        Quick links

        	Explore articles by subject
	Find a job
	Guide to authors
	Editorial policies


    





        
    
        
            

            
                
                    Nature (Nature)
                
                
    
    
        ISSN 1476-4687 (online)
    
    


                
    
    
        ISSN 0028-0836 (print)
    
    

            

        

    




    
        
    nature.com sitemap

    
        
            
                About Nature Portfolio

                	About us
	Press releases
	Press office
	Contact us


            


            
                Discover content

                	Journals A-Z
	Articles by subject
	protocols.io
	Nature Index


            


            
                Publishing policies

                	Nature portfolio policies
	Open access


            


            
                Author & Researcher services

                	Reprints & permissions
	Research data
	Language editing
	Scientific editing
	Nature Masterclasses
	Research Solutions


            


            
                Libraries & institutions

                	Librarian service & tools
	Librarian portal
	Open research
	Recommend to library


            


            
                Advertising & partnerships

                	Advertising
	Partnerships & Services
	Media kits
                    
	Branded
                        content


            


            
                Professional development

                	Nature Careers
	Nature 
                        Conferences


            


            
                Regional websites

                	Nature Africa
	Nature China
	Nature India
	Nature Italy
	Nature Japan
	Nature Middle East


            


        

    

    
        	Privacy
                Policy
	Use
                of cookies
	
                Your privacy choices/Manage cookies
                
            
	Legal
                notice
	Accessibility
                statement
	Terms & Conditions
	Your US state privacy rights


    





        
    
        [image: Springer Nature]
    
    © 2024 Springer Nature Limited




    

    
    
    







    

    



    
    

        

    
        
            


Close
    



        

            
                
                    [image: Nature Briefing]
                    Sign up for the Nature Briefing newsletter â€” what matters in science, free to your inbox daily.

                

                
                    
                        
                        

                        
                        
                        
                        

                        Email address

                        
                            
                            
                            
                            Sign up
                        


                        
                            
                            I agree my information will be processed in accordance with the Nature and Springer Nature Limited Privacy Policy.
                        

                    

                

            


        


    

    
    

        

    
        
            

Close
    



        
            Get the most important science stories of the day, free in your inbox.
            Sign up for Nature Briefing
            
        


    









    [image: ]







[image: ]
