
Structural 
Bioinformatics

Davide Baù 
Staff Scientist
Genome Biology Group (CNAG)
Structural Genomics Group (CRG)

dbau@pcb.ub.cat



Proteins



Summary
Protein structural levels

Image credits: http://
iitb.vlab.co.in/

Primary Secondary Tertiary Quaternary

http://iitb.vlab.co.in/?sub=41&brch=118&sim=412&cnt=1
http://iitb.vlab.co.in/?sub=41&brch=118&sim=412&cnt=1
http://iitb.vlab.co.in/?sub=41&brch=118&sim=412&cnt=1
http://iitb.vlab.co.in/?sub=41&brch=118&sim=412&cnt=1


Take home message

Protein types
Fibrous

Membrane
Globular

Biochemical function
Activity depends on the 3D 

structure

Evolution conserve
Structure is more conserved 

than sequence



Nucleic acids
DNA and RNA



Take home message

DNA and RNA
Polymers of nucleotide units

Nucleotides
Nucleobase (G,C,A,T - U) 

+ sugar +phosphate

DNA
Store the genetic information

RNA
Implicated in various 
biological processes



The nuclear organization of DNA 
Chromosome Chromatin fibre Nucleosome

Adapted from Richard E. Ballermann, 2012



Complex genome organization
Cavalli, G. & Misteli, Nat Struct Mol Biol 20, 290–299 (2013)
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R E V I E W

From chromatin to chromatin domains. The high degree of struc-
tural and functional organization of genomic chromatin extends to 
the subchromosomal level. Recent years have seen the generation of 
detailed maps of the distribution of various chromatin-binding pro-
teins, histone marks and DNA methylation in different species and 
cell types. Perhaps one of the most interesting observations from these 
efforts is that chromosome territories are not generated by homo-
geneous folding of the underlying chromatin but instead comprise 
discrete chromatin domains (Fig. 1). The domain size depends on 
the chromosomal region, the cell type and the species, spanning few 
tens of kilobases to several megabases (averaging ~100 kb in flies and 
~1 Mb in humans)10–16.

Various studies report somewhat different classifications of chro-
matin types, mostly depending on the parameters used in the compu-
tational analysis, but the general consensus is that there are only a few 
types of repressive chromatin. The repressive domains are Polycomb-
bound euchromatin, heterochromatin and a chromatin state that has 
no strong enrichment for any of the specific factors or marks used 
for mapping11,12,14. In contrast, there are various types of active or 
open chromatin, and it has proven more difficult to rigorously classify 
them, probably because the classification depends on the number of 
factors that are used for mapping. However, at least four types of open 

chromatin can be distinguished with some certainty, encompassing 
‘enhancers’, ‘promoters’, ‘transcribed regions’ and ‘regions bound by 
chromatin insulator proteins’15.

An important feature of chromatin domains is that not all genes 
within the domain have the same transcriptional response. Some open 
chromatin domains may contain nontranscribed genes and some 
repressive domains may encompass transcribed regions, suggesting 
that chromatin domains can accommodate a certain degree of indi-
vidual gene regulatory freedom16,17. Nevertheless, the overall gestalt 
of a given chromatin domain exerts its influence, as demonstrated by 
the fact that insertion of transgenes in different chromatin domains 
affects expression of a reporter gene. Therefore, domains build more 
or less favorable chromatin environments for gene expression but do 
not fully determine gene activity17.

Topologically associated domains. Recent investigations of the  
3D folding of the fly, mouse and human genomes generalized the 
concept of chromatin domains and revealed that domains, as 
mapped by epigenome profiling, correspond to physical genome 
domains18–21. These topologically associated domains are character-
ized by sharp boundaries that correspond to binding sites for CTCF 
and other chromatin insulator–binding proteins as well as to active 

Figure 1 A global view of the cell nucleus. 
Chromatin domain folding is determined by 
transcriptional activity of genome regions. 
Boundaries form at the interface of active and 
inactive parts of the genome. Higher-order domains 
of similar activity status cluster to form chromatin 
domains, which assemble into chromosome 
territories. Repressive regions of chromosomes 
tend to contact other repressive regions on the 
same chromosome arm, whereas active domains 
are more exposed on the outside of chromosome 
territories and have a higher chance of contacting 
active domains on the other chromosome arm 
and on other chromosomes19,20, giving rise to 
topological ‘superdomains’ composed of multiple, 
functionally similar genome domains. The location 
of territories is constrained by their association with 
the nuclear periphery, transcription hubs, nuclear 
bodies and centromere clusters.

Genome organization undergoes dramatic changes during differentiation and development. Effects of genome organization are particularly prominent in embryonic 
stem (ES) cells. The genome landscape of ES cells is unique in that it is characterized by an abundance of active chromatin marks and reduced levels of repres-
sive ones117,118. ES cells have less compacted heterochromatin domains, and their centromeric regions are decondensed117,119,120. DNase hypersensitivity 
analysis suggests globally more accessible and open chromatin. The altered chromatin architecture is accompanied by a loss of binding of several architectural 
chromatin proteins, including heterochromatin protein HP1 and high-mobility group (HMG) proteins117, and increased amounts of chromatin remodelers and 
modifiers121,122. As ES cells differentiate, many of ES cell–specific chromatin hallmarks rapidly disappear. Roughly the reverse processes occur during reprogram-
ming of differentiated cells into induced pluripotent stem cells123. These observations point to a model in which chromatin structure is essential in establishing 
pluripotency by maintaining the genome in an open, readily accessible state, allowing for maximum plasticity.

In mouse embryogenesis, the maternal and paternal pronuclei are not symmetric: the paternal pronucleus lacks typical heterochromatin marks but contains 
Polycomb proteins that are absent from the maternal heterochromatin124. In Drosophila melanogaster, the cell cycle slows down as differentiation processes 
unfold during developmental progression. This is accompanied by a general decrease in nuclear volume, a progressive condensation of chromatin and a decrease 
in chromatin motion33. A strong reduction of Polycomb-dependent chromatin motion, concomitant with an increase in the residence time of Polycomb proteins on 
their target chromatin, parallels developmental progression, suggesting that a decrease in chromatin dynamics is required to stabilize gene silencing33, a process 
reminiscent of what happens during ES cell differentiation. More direct evidence for a role of three-dimensional chromosome organization in the developmental 
regulation of gene expression comes from studies in Caenorhabditis elegans, where movement of tissue-specific genes in the nuclear interior that is developmen-
tally programmed and is dependent on histone methyltransferases MET-2 and SET-35 has been described82,125.
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BOX 1 Three-dimensional genome organization during differentiation and development 



Take home message

Chromatin = DNA + (histone) proteins
+ other biomolecules

The genome is well organized and 
hierarchically packaged

Histone modifications affect 
chromatin structure  and activity

3C-like data measure the frequency of 
interaction between distant loci



Databases, alignments and 
structure classification



Known structures



The Protein Data Bank
http://www.pdb.org





Yearly growth of total structures
http://www.pdb.org



Yearly growth of total structures
http://www.pdb.org



PDB format
http://www.pdb.org



PDB format
http://www.pdb.org



PDB search
http://www.pdb.org



PDB search
http://www.pdb.org
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PDB search
http://www.pdb.org



PDB search
http://www.pdb.org



PDB search
http://www.pdb.org



PDB search
http://www.pdb.org



PDB advanced search
http://www.pdb.org



Alignments

As in any other bioinformatics problem…
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Data collection

Analysis of the results 

Optimization

the overlay assay and affinity purification data (Supplementary
Information).

Optimization

With the scoring function in hand, the positions of the proteins are
determined by optimization of the scoring function (Supplementary
Information), resulting in structures that are consistent with the data
(Fig. 1). The optimization starts with a random configuration of the
constituent proteins’ beads, and then iteratively moves them so as to
minimize violations of the restraints (Fig. 8). In essence, the restraints
cooperate to slowly ‘pull together’ the proteins into a good-scoring
configuration. We use standard methods of conjugate gradients and
molecular dynamics with simulated annealing (Supplementary
Information). These methods allow the evolving structure some
‘breathing room’ to explore the scoring function landscape, min-
imizing the likelihood of getting caught in local scoring function
minima (Fig. 8a). To comprehensively sample structures consistent
with the data, independent optimizations of randomly generated
initial configurations were performed until an ensemble of 1,000

structures satisfying the input restraints was obtained (approxi-
mately 200,000 trials were required, running for approximately
30 days on 200 CPUs) (Fig. 8b).

Ensemble interpretation

We analysed the ensemble of 1,000 structures that satisfy the input
data (Fig. 8b) in terms of protein positions, contacts and configura-
tion (Figs 9 and 10).
Protein positions. These 1,000 structures were first superposed
(Fig. 9a) (Supplementary Information). Next, the superposed struc-
tures were converted into the probability of any volume element
being occupied by a given protein (that is, the ‘localization probabi-
lity’) (Fig. 9b). The spread around the maximum localization prob-
ability of each protein describes how precisely its position was
defined by the input data. The positions that have a single narrow
maximum in their probability distribution in the ensemble are deter-
mined most precisely. When multiple maxima are present in the
distribution at the precision of interest, the input restraints are insuf-
ficient to define the single native state of that protein (or there are
multiple native states).

The actual localization probabilities yielded single pronounced
maxima for almost all proteins, demonstrating that the input
restraints define one predominant structure. The average standard
deviation for the distance between neighbouring protein centroids is
5 nm; the precision of the larger, centrally positioned proteins seems
to be higher than that of the anchor domains of some FG nucleopor-
ins. This level of precision defines a region smaller than the diameters
of many nucleoporins. Thus, our map is sufficient to determine the
relative positions of proteins in the NPC; we do not interpret features
smaller than this precision. On the basis of the localization probabi-
lities (Fig. 9b), we also define the volume most likely occupied by each
protein, termed the ‘localization volume’ (Figs 9c and 10a). The
localization volumes of the proteins overlap only to a small degree,
such that only 10% of the NPC volume is assigned to two or more
proteins, again underscoring how well the position of each nucleo-
porin is resolved. On the basis of our current data, we are not able to
distinguish between the two possible mirror-symmetric structures;
here, we present one of them.
Protein contacts. The proximities of any two proteins in the struc-
ture can be measured by their relative ‘contact frequency’, which is
defined by how often the two proteins contact each other in the
ensemble (Fig. 10b). Contacts are highly conserved among the
ensemble structures, despite some variability; 32 protein pairs have
a contact frequency higher than 65%. Of all the 435 contact frequen-
cies, 7% are high (65–100%) and 73% are low (0–25%); this again
demonstrates that the structure is well defined, as an ensemble of
varied structures would yield mainly medium contact frequencies.
Notably, few high-contact frequencies are seen between proteins of
the same type, indicating that the NPC is held together primarily by
heterotypic interactions.

We can improve our determination of contacts by considering not
only the contact frequencies but also the composite data (Fig. 10c).
More specifically, we define two proteins to be ‘adjacent’ if their
relative contact frequency is larger than 65% or if they appear in
the maximal spanning tree of any composite graph whose edge
weights correspond to contact frequencies (as explained in Fig.
10c). If two proteins are adjacent, they are more likely to interact
with each other in the native NPC structure than when they are not
adjacent36. In total, 51 types of adjacencies were found (Fig. 10d). A
particularly large number of adjacencies are observed for Nic96 and
Nup82, which both appear in two copies per symmetry unit, as well as
for the core proteins Nup192 and Nup188. Whereas the latter two
proteins bridge the bulk of the NPC to the membrane proteins and
also provide anchor sites for FG nucleoporins, Nic96 bridges major
ring structures of the NPC and also serves as an anchor site for FG
nucleoporins37. Most FG nucleoporins are peripherally located and
therefore show only a few adjacencies.
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Figure 8 | Calculation of the NPC bead structure by satisfaction of spatial
restraints. a, Representation of the optimization process as it progresses
from an initial random configuration to an optimal structure. The graph
shows the relationship between the score (a measure of the consistency
between the configuration and the input data) and the average contact
similarity. The contact similarity quantifies how similar two configurations
are in terms of the number and types of their protein contacts; a contact
between two proteins occurs if the distance between their closest beads is
less than 1.4 times the sum of the bead radii (Supplementary Information).
The average contact similarity at a given score is determined from the
contact similarities between the lowest scoring configuration and a sample of
100 configurations with the given score. Error bars indicate standard
deviation. Representative configurations at various stages of the
optimization process from left (very large scores) to right (with a score of 0)
are shown above the graph; a score of 0 indicates that all input restraints have
been satisfied. As the score approaches zero, the contact similarity increases,
showing that there is only a single cluster of closely related configurations
that satisfy the input data. b, Distribution of configuration scores. The
presence of configurations with the score close to 0 demonstrates that our
sampling procedure finds configurations consistent with the input data.
These configurations satisfy all the input restraints within the experimental
error.
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Representation
and scoring



Structures
Representation

All atoms and coordinates

Secondary Structure Accessible surface (and others)

v1v2v3

Vector representation

Ωi

di

Dihedral space or distance space

Cα

Reduced atom representation



Raw scores
Scoring

Secondary Structure (H,B,C) Accessible surface (B,A [%])

Ωi

di

         Angles or distances

Aminoacid substitutions Root Mean Square Deviation



The Root Mean Square Deviation

Number of atoms

3D coordinates of
atom i in the first model

3D coordinates of
atom i in the second model



Significance of an alignment (score)
Scoring 

Empirical: Analytic:

Karlin and Altschul, 1990 PNAS 87, pp2264

P(S>x) = 1 - exp(-Kmne-λe)

Probability that the optimal alignment of two random 
sequences/structures of the same length and 
composition as the aligned sequences/structures have 
at least as good a score as the evaluated alignment.



Global dynamic programming alignment
Optimizer

Backtracking to get the best alignment

Sequences    Best Alignments
---------    ----------------------
GCATGCU      GCATG-CU      GCA-TGCU      GCAT-GCU
GATTACA      G-ATTACA      G-ATTACA      G-ATTACA

Needleman and Wunsch (1970) J. Mol Biol, 3 pp443

match = 1       mismatch = -1      gap = -1

Needleman-Wunsch

G C A T G C U

0 -1 -2 -3 -4 -5 -6 -7

G -1 1 0 -1 -2 -3 -4 -5

A -2 0 0 1 0 -1 -2 -3

T -3 -1 -1 0 2 1 0 -1

T -4 -2 -2 -1 1 1 0 -1

A -5 -3 -3 -1 0 0 0 -1

C -6 -4 -2 -2 -1 -1 1 0

A -7 -5 -3 -1 -1 -1 0 0



Local dynamic programming alignment
Optimizer

Smith and Waterman (1981) J. Mol Biol, 147 pp195

match = 2       mismatch = -1      gap = -1

Smith-Waterman

A C A C A C T A

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

A 0 2 1 2 1 2 1 0 2

G 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1

C 0 0 3 2 3 2 3 2 1

A 0 2 2 5 4 5 4 3 4

C 0 1 4 4 7 6 7 6 5

A 0 2 3 6 6 9 8 7 8

C 0 1 4 5 8 8 11 10 9

A 0 2 3 6 7 10 10 10 12

Backtracking to get the best alignment

Sequences    Best Alignment
---------    ----------------------
ACACACTA      A-CACACTA
AGCACACA      AGCACAC-A 



Global vs local alignment
Optimizer 

Global alignment

Local alignment



Multiple alignment
Optimizer 

Pairwise alignments

6 pairwise comparisons
then cluster analysis

Multiple alignments

Align the most
similar pair

B
D

A
C

A
B
C
D

 - similarity +

B
D
A
C

Example: 4 sequences A, B, C, D Following the tree from step 1

B 
D
A
C

New gap in A-C to optimize
its alignment with B-D

Align B-D with A-C



Coverage vs Accuracy

Same RMSD ~ 2.5Å

Coverage ~90% Cα Coverage ~75% Cα



Structural alignment



Vector Alignment Search Tool (VAST)
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/Structure/VAST/vast.shtml

Gibrat JF et al. (1996) Curr Opin Struct Biol 3 pp377

Cα

Vectorial representation of secondary structure elements

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/Structure/VAST/vast.shtml
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/Structure/VAST/vast.shtml


Incremental combinatorial extension (CE)
http://source.rcsb.org/jfatcatserver/ceHome.jsp

Shindyalov IN, amd Bourne PE. (1998) Protein Eng. 9 pp739

di

8 residues peptides

Cα



Matching molecular models obtained from theory 
(MAMMOTH)

http://ub.cbm.uam.es/software/mammoth.php

Ortiz AR, (2002) Protein Sci. 11 pp2606 

v1v2v3

7 residues peptides

URMS instead of RMSD

http://ub.cbm.uam.es/software/mammoth.php
http://ub.cbm.uam.es/software/mammoth.php


Structural alignment in the PDB



Structural alignment in the PDB



Classification of the structural space



SCOPe2.05 database
http://scop.berkeley.edu/statistics/ver=2.05

Murzin A. G.,el at. (1995). J. Mol. Biol. 247, 536-540.

Class Number of 
folds

Number of 
superfamilies

Number of 
families

All alpha proteins 286 509 1037

All beta proteins 176 359 931

Alpha and beta proteins (a/b) 148 245 965

Alpha and beta proteins (a+b) 381 558 1301

Multi-domain proteins 68 68 109

Membrane and cell surface 
proteins 57 113 153

Small proteins 92 132 260

Total 1208 1984 4756

Clear classification of structures in:
•CLASS 
•FOLD
•SUPER-FAMILY
•FAMILY

http://scop.berkeley.edu/statistics/ver=2.05
http://scop.berkeley.edu/statistics/ver=2.05


SCOP2 database
http://scop2.mrc-lmb.cam.ac.uk/

Nucl. Acids Res. (1 January 2014)42 (D1): D310-D314.

SCOP2SCOP

Class

Fold

Super-Family

Family

Protein

Species



SCOP2 database
http://scop2.mrc-lmb.cam.ac.uk/

Nucl. Acids Res. (1 January 2014)42 (D1): D310-D314.

http://scop2.mrc-lmb.cam.ac.uk
http://scop2.mrc-lmb.cam.ac.uk


CATH4 database
http://www.cathdb.info/

Orengo, C.A., et al. (1997)  Structure. 5. 1093-1108.

Class: SS composition (mostly alpha, mostly beta, 
mixed alpha/beta or few secondary structures)

Architecture: overall shape SSe orientations in 3D 
space but ignores the connectivity between them

Topology (fold family): fold groups depending on both 
the overall shape and connectivity of the SSe

Homologous superfamily: groups together 
homologous protein domains



PFAM
http://pfam.xfam.org/

Pfam domains:



Utility of protein structure models, despite errors

D. Baker & A. Sali. Science 294, 93, 2001.



Take home message

Protein and Nucleic acids structures 
are stored in publicly available 

databases

Proteins are aligned by sequence 
and by structure

Structural alignments might identify 
distant homologs that cannot be 

recognized by sequence comparison

There are several databases that 
classify protein structures



Introduction to 
structure 

determination

Davide Baù 
Staff Scientist
Genome Biology Group (CNAG)
Structural Genomics Group (CRG)

dbau@pcb.ub.cat



Data groups

Laws of physics

Statistical rules
Experimental
observations



Structure prediction vs determination
protein prediction .vs. protein determination
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Data collection

Analysis of the results 

Optimization

the overlay assay and affinity purification data (Supplementary
Information).

Optimization

With the scoring function in hand, the positions of the proteins are
determined by optimization of the scoring function (Supplementary
Information), resulting in structures that are consistent with the data
(Fig. 1). The optimization starts with a random configuration of the
constituent proteins’ beads, and then iteratively moves them so as to
minimize violations of the restraints (Fig. 8). In essence, the restraints
cooperate to slowly ‘pull together’ the proteins into a good-scoring
configuration. We use standard methods of conjugate gradients and
molecular dynamics with simulated annealing (Supplementary
Information). These methods allow the evolving structure some
‘breathing room’ to explore the scoring function landscape, min-
imizing the likelihood of getting caught in local scoring function
minima (Fig. 8a). To comprehensively sample structures consistent
with the data, independent optimizations of randomly generated
initial configurations were performed until an ensemble of 1,000

structures satisfying the input restraints was obtained (approxi-
mately 200,000 trials were required, running for approximately
30 days on 200 CPUs) (Fig. 8b).

Ensemble interpretation

We analysed the ensemble of 1,000 structures that satisfy the input
data (Fig. 8b) in terms of protein positions, contacts and configura-
tion (Figs 9 and 10).
Protein positions. These 1,000 structures were first superposed
(Fig. 9a) (Supplementary Information). Next, the superposed struc-
tures were converted into the probability of any volume element
being occupied by a given protein (that is, the ‘localization probabi-
lity’) (Fig. 9b). The spread around the maximum localization prob-
ability of each protein describes how precisely its position was
defined by the input data. The positions that have a single narrow
maximum in their probability distribution in the ensemble are deter-
mined most precisely. When multiple maxima are present in the
distribution at the precision of interest, the input restraints are insuf-
ficient to define the single native state of that protein (or there are
multiple native states).

The actual localization probabilities yielded single pronounced
maxima for almost all proteins, demonstrating that the input
restraints define one predominant structure. The average standard
deviation for the distance between neighbouring protein centroids is
5 nm; the precision of the larger, centrally positioned proteins seems
to be higher than that of the anchor domains of some FG nucleopor-
ins. This level of precision defines a region smaller than the diameters
of many nucleoporins. Thus, our map is sufficient to determine the
relative positions of proteins in the NPC; we do not interpret features
smaller than this precision. On the basis of the localization probabi-
lities (Fig. 9b), we also define the volume most likely occupied by each
protein, termed the ‘localization volume’ (Figs 9c and 10a). The
localization volumes of the proteins overlap only to a small degree,
such that only 10% of the NPC volume is assigned to two or more
proteins, again underscoring how well the position of each nucleo-
porin is resolved. On the basis of our current data, we are not able to
distinguish between the two possible mirror-symmetric structures;
here, we present one of them.
Protein contacts. The proximities of any two proteins in the struc-
ture can be measured by their relative ‘contact frequency’, which is
defined by how often the two proteins contact each other in the
ensemble (Fig. 10b). Contacts are highly conserved among the
ensemble structures, despite some variability; 32 protein pairs have
a contact frequency higher than 65%. Of all the 435 contact frequen-
cies, 7% are high (65–100%) and 73% are low (0–25%); this again
demonstrates that the structure is well defined, as an ensemble of
varied structures would yield mainly medium contact frequencies.
Notably, few high-contact frequencies are seen between proteins of
the same type, indicating that the NPC is held together primarily by
heterotypic interactions.

We can improve our determination of contacts by considering not
only the contact frequencies but also the composite data (Fig. 10c).
More specifically, we define two proteins to be ‘adjacent’ if their
relative contact frequency is larger than 65% or if they appear in
the maximal spanning tree of any composite graph whose edge
weights correspond to contact frequencies (as explained in Fig.
10c). If two proteins are adjacent, they are more likely to interact
with each other in the native NPC structure than when they are not
adjacent36. In total, 51 types of adjacencies were found (Fig. 10d). A
particularly large number of adjacencies are observed for Nic96 and
Nup82, which both appear in two copies per symmetry unit, as well as
for the core proteins Nup192 and Nup188. Whereas the latter two
proteins bridge the bulk of the NPC to the membrane proteins and
also provide anchor sites for FG nucleoporins, Nic96 bridges major
ring structures of the NPC and also serves as an anchor site for FG
nucleoporins37. Most FG nucleoporins are peripherally located and
therefore show only a few adjacencies.
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Figure 8 | Calculation of the NPC bead structure by satisfaction of spatial
restraints. a, Representation of the optimization process as it progresses
from an initial random configuration to an optimal structure. The graph
shows the relationship between the score (a measure of the consistency
between the configuration and the input data) and the average contact
similarity. The contact similarity quantifies how similar two configurations
are in terms of the number and types of their protein contacts; a contact
between two proteins occurs if the distance between their closest beads is
less than 1.4 times the sum of the bead radii (Supplementary Information).
The average contact similarity at a given score is determined from the
contact similarities between the lowest scoring configuration and a sample of
100 configurations with the given score. Error bars indicate standard
deviation. Representative configurations at various stages of the
optimization process from left (very large scores) to right (with a score of 0)
are shown above the graph; a score of 0 indicates that all input restraints have
been satisfied. As the score approaches zero, the contact similarity increases,
showing that there is only a single cluster of closely related configurations
that satisfy the input data. b, Distribution of configuration scores. The
presence of configurations with the score close to 0 demonstrates that our
sampling procedure finds configurations consistent with the input data.
These configurations satisfy all the input restraints within the experimental
error.
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Representation
and scoring

The four stages of integrative modeling



Energy landscape

1

3

2

Local
minima

Global 
minimum

Energetically
cheap



1

3

2

Local
minima

Global 
minimum

Energetically
expensive

Energy landscape



The simulating annealing procedure

Temperature

Movements

+

-



Data collection

Analysis of the results 

Optimization

the overlay assay and affinity purification data (Supplementary
Information).

Optimization

With the scoring function in hand, the positions of the proteins are
determined by optimization of the scoring function (Supplementary
Information), resulting in structures that are consistent with the data
(Fig. 1). The optimization starts with a random configuration of the
constituent proteins’ beads, and then iteratively moves them so as to
minimize violations of the restraints (Fig. 8). In essence, the restraints
cooperate to slowly ‘pull together’ the proteins into a good-scoring
configuration. We use standard methods of conjugate gradients and
molecular dynamics with simulated annealing (Supplementary
Information). These methods allow the evolving structure some
‘breathing room’ to explore the scoring function landscape, min-
imizing the likelihood of getting caught in local scoring function
minima (Fig. 8a). To comprehensively sample structures consistent
with the data, independent optimizations of randomly generated
initial configurations were performed until an ensemble of 1,000

structures satisfying the input restraints was obtained (approxi-
mately 200,000 trials were required, running for approximately
30 days on 200 CPUs) (Fig. 8b).

Ensemble interpretation

We analysed the ensemble of 1,000 structures that satisfy the input
data (Fig. 8b) in terms of protein positions, contacts and configura-
tion (Figs 9 and 10).
Protein positions. These 1,000 structures were first superposed
(Fig. 9a) (Supplementary Information). Next, the superposed struc-
tures were converted into the probability of any volume element
being occupied by a given protein (that is, the ‘localization probabi-
lity’) (Fig. 9b). The spread around the maximum localization prob-
ability of each protein describes how precisely its position was
defined by the input data. The positions that have a single narrow
maximum in their probability distribution in the ensemble are deter-
mined most precisely. When multiple maxima are present in the
distribution at the precision of interest, the input restraints are insuf-
ficient to define the single native state of that protein (or there are
multiple native states).

The actual localization probabilities yielded single pronounced
maxima for almost all proteins, demonstrating that the input
restraints define one predominant structure. The average standard
deviation for the distance between neighbouring protein centroids is
5 nm; the precision of the larger, centrally positioned proteins seems
to be higher than that of the anchor domains of some FG nucleopor-
ins. This level of precision defines a region smaller than the diameters
of many nucleoporins. Thus, our map is sufficient to determine the
relative positions of proteins in the NPC; we do not interpret features
smaller than this precision. On the basis of the localization probabi-
lities (Fig. 9b), we also define the volume most likely occupied by each
protein, termed the ‘localization volume’ (Figs 9c and 10a). The
localization volumes of the proteins overlap only to a small degree,
such that only 10% of the NPC volume is assigned to two or more
proteins, again underscoring how well the position of each nucleo-
porin is resolved. On the basis of our current data, we are not able to
distinguish between the two possible mirror-symmetric structures;
here, we present one of them.
Protein contacts. The proximities of any two proteins in the struc-
ture can be measured by their relative ‘contact frequency’, which is
defined by how often the two proteins contact each other in the
ensemble (Fig. 10b). Contacts are highly conserved among the
ensemble structures, despite some variability; 32 protein pairs have
a contact frequency higher than 65%. Of all the 435 contact frequen-
cies, 7% are high (65–100%) and 73% are low (0–25%); this again
demonstrates that the structure is well defined, as an ensemble of
varied structures would yield mainly medium contact frequencies.
Notably, few high-contact frequencies are seen between proteins of
the same type, indicating that the NPC is held together primarily by
heterotypic interactions.

We can improve our determination of contacts by considering not
only the contact frequencies but also the composite data (Fig. 10c).
More specifically, we define two proteins to be ‘adjacent’ if their
relative contact frequency is larger than 65% or if they appear in
the maximal spanning tree of any composite graph whose edge
weights correspond to contact frequencies (as explained in Fig.
10c). If two proteins are adjacent, they are more likely to interact
with each other in the native NPC structure than when they are not
adjacent36. In total, 51 types of adjacencies were found (Fig. 10d). A
particularly large number of adjacencies are observed for Nic96 and
Nup82, which both appear in two copies per symmetry unit, as well as
for the core proteins Nup192 and Nup188. Whereas the latter two
proteins bridge the bulk of the NPC to the membrane proteins and
also provide anchor sites for FG nucleoporins, Nic96 bridges major
ring structures of the NPC and also serves as an anchor site for FG
nucleoporins37. Most FG nucleoporins are peripherally located and
therefore show only a few adjacencies.
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Figure 8 | Calculation of the NPC bead structure by satisfaction of spatial
restraints. a, Representation of the optimization process as it progresses
from an initial random configuration to an optimal structure. The graph
shows the relationship between the score (a measure of the consistency
between the configuration and the input data) and the average contact
similarity. The contact similarity quantifies how similar two configurations
are in terms of the number and types of their protein contacts; a contact
between two proteins occurs if the distance between their closest beads is
less than 1.4 times the sum of the bead radii (Supplementary Information).
The average contact similarity at a given score is determined from the
contact similarities between the lowest scoring configuration and a sample of
100 configurations with the given score. Error bars indicate standard
deviation. Representative configurations at various stages of the
optimization process from left (very large scores) to right (with a score of 0)
are shown above the graph; a score of 0 indicates that all input restraints have
been satisfied. As the score approaches zero, the contact similarity increases,
showing that there is only a single cluster of closely related configurations
that satisfy the input data. b, Distribution of configuration scores. The
presence of configurations with the score close to 0 demonstrates that our
sampling procedure finds configurations consistent with the input data.
These configurations satisfy all the input restraints within the experimental
error.
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cluster. GM12878 models were locally consistent; only one fragment  
(reverse 21) of these models did not have a consistent local conforma-
tion (that is, not superimposable within 150 nm for more than 75% 
of the models). In K562 cells, as many as 82% of the fragments were 
consistent across the models. This analysis shows that even in the 
more variable K562 models most of the region contains conserved 
local features, and that the diversity is the result of variable position-
ing of only a small minority of fragments (18%).

Models reproduce known long-range interactions
We determined whether the 3D models reflected the known long-
range interactions involving the -globin genes (Fig. 4). We used the 
selected cluster of models to calculate the average distance between 
the restriction fragment containing the -globin genes and other 
restriction fragments in ENm008 in both GM12878 and K562 cells. 
Restriction fragments containing the enhancer (HS40) and -globin 
genes were closely juxtaposed in K562 cells (159.1  13.3 nm). In 
contrast, HS40 was the only fragment that was located farther from 
the -globin genes in the inactive GM12878 cells (228.2  17.3 nm)  
than in K562 cells; all other fragments in GM12878 cells were 
located closer to the -globin genes (Fig. 4c). These observations 
are consistent with previous 3C experiments showing that strong inter-
action between HS40 and the -globin genes is evident only when 
the genes are expressed.

Validation by fluorescence in situ hybridization
We used an independent method, fluorescence in situ hybridization 
(FISH), to validate a particular aspect of our 3D models for the ENm008 
region. For small genomic domains such as the one studied here, deter-
mining the spatial positions of individual restriction fragments within 
the domain by FISH is not straightforward given the resolution of 
light microscopy, which is limited to ~200 nm. However, the models 
of the ENm008 domain predict that the locus is in a more extended 
conformation in K562 cells than in GM12878 cells, which would lead 
to a greater average 2D interphase distance between the ends of the 
500-kb locus. Prior work has demonstrated that this distance is large 
enough to be measured by interphase mapping with FISH41.

We found that in GM12878 these loci were on average 318.8  17.0 nm  
apart, whereas in K562 cells they were 391.9  23.4 nm apart.  
These differences, which are statistically significant (P < 0.011), 
show that in K562 cells the locus is in a more extended conforma-
tion, consistent with the models generated by IMP, in which the 2D 
distances (that is, without considering the orientation of the model) 
were 198.9  0.7 nm and 434.6  1.4 nm for GM12878 and K562 
models, respectively (Fig. 4d,e).

Formation of chromatin globules
A noteworthy feature observed in both cell lines was the formation 
of compact chromatin clusters, which we termed chromatin globules. 
In GM12878 cells, the ENm008 region forms a single chromatin 
 globule, whereas in K562 cells, the locus forms two chromatin globules 
(Fig. 4a,b and Supplementary Videos 1 and 2). This large-scale 
 difference in conformation between the two cell lines is also evidenced 
by the contact-map differences between GM12878 and K562 models 
(Fig. 5a). The heat map shows that most distances in GM12878 are 
smaller than in K562 cells, consistent with the formation of a single 
compact chromatin globule. However, also consistent with the 5C data, 
the -globin genes and the distant regulatory elements are closer in 
space in K562 cells than in GM12878 cells (red areas in Fig. 5a).

To explore whether these globules have some degree of internal 
organization, we determined the locations of genes and putative regu-
latory elements within the chromatin globules. We measured the radial 
positions of active genes, gene promoters, HSs, sites bound by CTCF 
and sites marked with trimethylated histone H3 Lys4 (H3K4me3) by 
calculating the average distance between each corresponding restric-
tion fragment and the geometrical center of the globules. Notably, we 
found that in the IMP models from both cell types, active genes and 
gene promoters are enriched near the center of the globule, whereas 
inactive genes and restriction fragments that do not contain genes are 
more peripheral (Fig. 5b). In contrast, HSs, CTCF-bound sites and 
sites marked by H3K4me3 are not preferentially located in the center, 
but are found throughout the globules.

In GM12878 cells, we visually identified nine loops ranging from 
about 20 to 70 kb long, with an average length of ~50 kb, an average 
distance between anchors of 102.8  5.1 nm and an average path 
length of 547.9  96.9 nm (Fig. 5c). In K562 cells, the locus forms two 
chromatin globules (five loops and two loops, respectively) ranging 
from about 30 to 70 kb, with an average length of ~60 kb, an average 
distance between anchors of 231.2  129.2 nm (190.6  43.5 nm not 
considering loop 6 connecting the two globular domains) and an aver-
age path length of 600.1  90.2 nm. Because our experiments covered 
only the ENm008 region, we were not able to determine whether the 
second chromatin globule observed in K562 cells contained additional 
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Figure 4 3D models of the ENm008 ENCODE region containing the 
-globin locus. (a) 3D structure of the GM12878 models represented 

by the centroid of cluster 1. The 3D model is colored as in its linear 
representation (Fig. 1a). Regulatory elements are represented as spheres 
colored red (HS40), orange (other HSs) and green (CTCF). (b) 3D 
structure of the K562 models represented by the centroid of cluster 2. 
Data are represented as in panel a. (c) Distances between the -globin 
genes (restriction fragments 31 and 32) and other restriction fragments 
in ENm008. The plot shows the distribution and s.d. of the mean of 
distances for GM12878 models in cluster 1 (blue) and K562 models in 
cluster 2 (red). (d) Average distances (and their s.e.m.) between a pair 
of loci located on either end of the ENm008 domain, as determined 
by FISH with two fosmid probes (see Online Methods) and from a 2D 
representation of the IMP-generated models in both cell lines.  
(e) Example images obtained with FISH of GM12878 and K562 cell lines. 
The images show smaller distances between the probes in GM12878 than 
in K562 cell lines.
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cluster. GM12878 models were locally consistent; only one fragment  
(reverse 21) of these models did not have a consistent local conforma-
tion (that is, not superimposable within 150 nm for more than 75% 
of the models). In K562 cells, as many as 82% of the fragments were 
consistent across the models. This analysis shows that even in the 
more variable K562 models most of the region contains conserved 
local features, and that the diversity is the result of variable position-
ing of only a small minority of fragments (18%).

Models reproduce known long-range interactions
We determined whether the 3D models reflected the known long-
range interactions involving the -globin genes (Fig. 4). We used the 
selected cluster of models to calculate the average distance between 
the restriction fragment containing the -globin genes and other 
restriction fragments in ENm008 in both GM12878 and K562 cells. 
Restriction fragments containing the enhancer (HS40) and -globin 
genes were closely juxtaposed in K562 cells (159.1  13.3 nm). In 
contrast, HS40 was the only fragment that was located farther from 
the -globin genes in the inactive GM12878 cells (228.2  17.3 nm)  
than in K562 cells; all other fragments in GM12878 cells were 
located closer to the -globin genes (Fig. 4c). These observations 
are consistent with previous 3C experiments showing that strong inter-
action between HS40 and the -globin genes is evident only when 
the genes are expressed.

Validation by fluorescence in situ hybridization
We used an independent method, fluorescence in situ hybridization 
(FISH), to validate a particular aspect of our 3D models for the ENm008 
region. For small genomic domains such as the one studied here, deter-
mining the spatial positions of individual restriction fragments within 
the domain by FISH is not straightforward given the resolution of 
light microscopy, which is limited to ~200 nm. However, the models 
of the ENm008 domain predict that the locus is in a more extended 
conformation in K562 cells than in GM12878 cells, which would lead 
to a greater average 2D interphase distance between the ends of the 
500-kb locus. Prior work has demonstrated that this distance is large 
enough to be measured by interphase mapping with FISH41.

We found that in GM12878 these loci were on average 318.8  17.0 nm  
apart, whereas in K562 cells they were 391.9  23.4 nm apart.  
These differences, which are statistically significant (P < 0.011), 
show that in K562 cells the locus is in a more extended conforma-
tion, consistent with the models generated by IMP, in which the 2D 
distances (that is, without considering the orientation of the model) 
were 198.9  0.7 nm and 434.6  1.4 nm for GM12878 and K562 
models, respectively (Fig. 4d,e).

Formation of chromatin globules
A noteworthy feature observed in both cell lines was the formation 
of compact chromatin clusters, which we termed chromatin globules. 
In GM12878 cells, the ENm008 region forms a single chromatin 
 globule, whereas in K562 cells, the locus forms two chromatin globules 
(Fig. 4a,b and Supplementary Videos 1 and 2). This large-scale 
 difference in conformation between the two cell lines is also evidenced 
by the contact-map differences between GM12878 and K562 models 
(Fig. 5a). The heat map shows that most distances in GM12878 are 
smaller than in K562 cells, consistent with the formation of a single 
compact chromatin globule. However, also consistent with the 5C data, 
the -globin genes and the distant regulatory elements are closer in 
space in K562 cells than in GM12878 cells (red areas in Fig. 5a).

To explore whether these globules have some degree of internal 
organization, we determined the locations of genes and putative regu-
latory elements within the chromatin globules. We measured the radial 
positions of active genes, gene promoters, HSs, sites bound by CTCF 
and sites marked with trimethylated histone H3 Lys4 (H3K4me3) by 
calculating the average distance between each corresponding restric-
tion fragment and the geometrical center of the globules. Notably, we 
found that in the IMP models from both cell types, active genes and 
gene promoters are enriched near the center of the globule, whereas 
inactive genes and restriction fragments that do not contain genes are 
more peripheral (Fig. 5b). In contrast, HSs, CTCF-bound sites and 
sites marked by H3K4me3 are not preferentially located in the center, 
but are found throughout the globules.

In GM12878 cells, we visually identified nine loops ranging from 
about 20 to 70 kb long, with an average length of ~50 kb, an average 
distance between anchors of 102.8  5.1 nm and an average path 
length of 547.9  96.9 nm (Fig. 5c). In K562 cells, the locus forms two 
chromatin globules (five loops and two loops, respectively) ranging 
from about 30 to 70 kb, with an average length of ~60 kb, an average 
distance between anchors of 231.2  129.2 nm (190.6  43.5 nm not 
considering loop 6 connecting the two globular domains) and an aver-
age path length of 600.1  90.2 nm. Because our experiments covered 
only the ENm008 region, we were not able to determine whether the 
second chromatin globule observed in K562 cells contained additional 
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Figure 4 3D models of the ENm008 ENCODE region containing the 
-globin locus. (a) 3D structure of the GM12878 models represented 

by the centroid of cluster 1. The 3D model is colored as in its linear 
representation (Fig. 1a). Regulatory elements are represented as spheres 
colored red (HS40), orange (other HSs) and green (CTCF). (b) 3D 
structure of the K562 models represented by the centroid of cluster 2. 
Data are represented as in panel a. (c) Distances between the -globin 
genes (restriction fragments 31 and 32) and other restriction fragments 
in ENm008. The plot shows the distribution and s.d. of the mean of 
distances for GM12878 models in cluster 1 (blue) and K562 models in 
cluster 2 (red). (d) Average distances (and their s.e.m.) between a pair 
of loci located on either end of the ENm008 domain, as determined 
by FISH with two fosmid probes (see Online Methods) and from a 2D 
representation of the IMP-generated models in both cell lines.  
(e) Example images obtained with FISH of GM12878 and K562 cell lines. 
The images show smaller distances between the probes in GM12878 than 
in K562 cell lines.
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