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Abstract
Lasting protection has long been a goal for malaria vaccines. The major surface antigen on
Plasmodium falciparum sporozoites, the circumsporozoite protein (PfCSP), has been an
attractive target for vaccine development and most protective antibodies studied to date interact with the central NANP repeat region of PfCSP. However, it remains unclear what structural
and functional characteristics correlate with better protection by one antibody over another.
Binding to the junctional region between the N-terminal domain and central NANP repeats has
been proposed to result in superior protection: this region initiates with the only NPDP
sequence followed immediately by NANP. Here, we isolated antibodies in Kymab mice immunized with full-length recombinant PfCSP and two protective antibodies were selected for further study with reactivity against the junctional region. X-ray and EM structures of two
monoclonal antibodies, mAb667 and mAb668, shed light on their differential affinity and specificity for the junctional region. Importantly, these antibodies also bind to the NANP repeat region
with equal or better affinity. A comparison with an NANP-only binding antibody (mAb317)
revealed roughly similar but statistically distinct levels of protection against sporozoite challenge in mouse liver burden models, suggesting that junctional antibody protection might relate
to the ability to also cross-react with the NANP repeat region. Our findings indicate that additional efforts are necessary to isolate a true junctional antibody with no or much reduced affinity
to the NANP region to elucidate the role of the junctional epitope in protection.
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Protective antibodies to PfCSP junctional epitope

Author summary
The circumsporozoite protein (CSP) of Plasmodium falciparum malaria has been the
foundation for the design of transmission blocking malaria vaccines. To date, the most
promising CSP-based vaccine candidate is RTS,S, which consists of the central repeating
NANP amino-acid sequence and the C-terminal domain of CSP fused to hepatitis B surface antigen that assembles into virus-like particles. Potential shortcomings of RTS,S
includes the lack of other potential CSP epitopes such as the junctional epitope, which is
located between the N-terminal domain of CSP and the start of the NANP repeat region.
Here, we elicited antibodies against full-length CSP and screened for junctional epitope
binding. We then used an array of biophysical techniques to elucidate the nature of the
binding and tested the level of two protective antibodies in a mouse challenge model.
Although the antibodies were able to bind both junctional and NANP epitopes, the in
vivo data showed distinct levels of protection between themselves and also to an NANPonly binder. Our data suggest that their protection ability may be related to the strong
cross-reactivity with NANP epitopes. Since all reported junctional antibodies to date have
dual-specificity, we suggest that a true junctional binder with no or very low NANP affinity, if one can be found, is essential to evaluate the contribution of the junctional epitope
to protection.

Introduction
Malaria is a vector-borne parasitic disease that led to 435,000 deaths in 2017, mainly caused by
infection with Plasmodium falciparum (Pf) [1]. Although malaria can be a treatable disease
with effective detection and timely management, it remains a major public health threat [1].
One of the reasons that malaria is difficult to control is because of its complex life cycle in two
host organisms. Female Anopheles mosquitoes transmit Pf to humans via sporozoites that are
transferred during acquisition of a blood meal. Once deposited in the skin, sporozoites migrate
into the blood stream and target the human liver, develop and appear in the blood as merozoites where they are responsible for the symptomatic stage of the life cycle, and eventually progress to the gametocyte sexual stage, which can be transmitted back to the mosquito. Vector
control and case management have met with some success, but insecticide resistance is currently thwarting further progress [2]. Vaccine development on the other hand has focused on
eliciting an immune response against P. falciparum sporozoites so as to prevent infection and
thus transition to the symptomatic stage of malaria. Vaccine efforts against different targets
from the erythrocytic stage of P. falciparum and also from gametocytes for transmission-blocking purpose are also being actively investigated [3]. Alternatively, delivery of antigens via
attachment to liposomes is also being pursued for multivalent display of, for example, HIV-1
envelop trimers, where ease of production and ability to attach different antigens make these
flexible platforms for antigen delivery, representing strategies yet to be explored for malaria
[4–7]. Currently, the most advanced vaccine candidate is a recombinant protein based on the
central NANP repeats and C-terminal region of the Pf circumsporozoite protein (GlaxoSmithKline RTS,S/AS01 vaccine) [8]. The RTS,S vaccine has completed Phase 3 clinical trials
and support from the European Medicine Agency (EMA) and World Health Organization
(WHO) has led to very recent implementation (April 23, 2019) of a large-scale pilot program
for the vaccine in children under two in Malawi and shortly thereafter in Ghana and Kenya [9,
10]. Other approaches, such as radiation-attenuated, irradiated sporozoite vaccines (Sanaria
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PfSPZ vaccine), are in earlier stages of development [11]. PfCSP is GPI-anchored on the sporozoite surface and plays a critical role in sporozoite development, motility and hepatocyte invasion [12, 13]. Protective antibodies from vaccine candidates and from natural infection all
target the central repeat region of PfCSP [14–18]. Typically, a single NPDP sequence starts the
repeat region followed by NANP. Three of four NVDP repeats then alternate with NANP and
a final NVDP is inserted in the middle of the NANP repeats, the number of which depends on
the P. falciparum strain (e.g. 38 NANP repeats for the 3D7 strain) [19, 20]. RTS, S contains 19
NANP repeats and no NPDP or NVDP sequences [8]. Multiple copies of the antibodies are
able to bind to the repeat region of a single PfCSP molecule, which suggests that cross-linking
of B-cell receptors (BCR) may lead to a stronger BCR signal [21–25]. R21 is another form of
RTS,S consisting of a single CSP-HBsAg fusion protein in a virus-like particle but with a
greater density of CSP epitopes. R21 is reported to be more immunogenic and is in Phase1/2a
clinical trials [26].
Recently, junctional antibodies have been isolated that are very effective in inhibiting infection in different mouse models [16, 17]. However, these antibodies appear to bind both to the
NPDP (junctional epitope) and to the NANP repeats. Crystal structures have been determined
for two of these antibodies, MGG4 and CIS43, in complex with the junctional peptide, but the
mechanism of their elicitation that results in dual specificity remains poorly understood. Here,
we report on crystal structures and negative-stain electron microscopy reconstructions for two
highly protective antibodies, mAb667 and mAb668, which were obtained from immunization
of Kymab transgenic mice containing human antibody genes with recombinant PfCSP [27],
followed by antibody discovery using Atreca’s Immune Repertoire Capture technology. These
antibodies display dual-specificity for the junctional peptide and the NANP repeats. We determined the contribution of individual amino acids to binding using mutational and molecular
dynamics (MD) studies, providing further insights into the antibody specificity. Overall, these
antibodies rely mainly on the first NANP repeat for junctional epitope binding, while allowing
some promiscuous interactions with the flanking NPDP and NVDP repeats. Our data necessitate a reevaluation of the definition for a junctional epitope antibody; specifically, we propose
that true junctional binders should be classified based on high specificity to NPDP or to the
NVDP repeats and inability to bind to the NANP repeat region.

Results
Generation of mAb667 and mAb668
Kymab mice that are transgenic for the non-rearranged human antibody germline repertoire
[27], were immunized with full-length recombinant CSP (rCSP) from Gennova Biopharmaceuticals Ltd (Pune, India) [28]. To determine whether the antibody responses were directed
to native Pf antigens, sera from immunized mice were tested by an Indirect Immunofluorescence Assay (IFA) against whole Pf sporozoites. mAbs were derived from the immunized mice
[27] using Atreca’s Immune Repertoire Capture (IRC) technology. The antibody repertoire
was then further characterized by obtaining sequences of paired antibody genes from individual mice and analysis of the B-cell lineage sequences by IRC. A total of 2588 high quality antibody pairs were identified and assigned to clusters of putative lineages (S1 Fig). From each of
the 37 lineages that received the highest scores, 48 selected antibody sequences were produced
via gene synthesis and recombinant expression as fully human IgG1 antibodies and screened
for binding to rCSP by ELISA. Of the nine ELISA-positive lineages (15 antibodies), antibodies
from seven lineages bound to whole sporozoites by IFA, but only mAb667 and mAb668 demonstrated significant anti-malaria activity (S1 Table).
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Fig 1. Binding studies to assess dual specificity for the junctional and NANP epitopes. (A). Biolayer Interferometry (BLI) was used to measure the kinetics of binding
for Fab317, Fab667 and Fab668 to either the NPNANPNANPNANPNA (NANP) peptide or the KQPADGNPDPNANPNV (junctional) peptide. Binding curves are
shown in light purple (wider lines) and fits are shown in dark purple (thinner lines). As the fits to the data are very good, the binding curves and fits overlap. (B) Alanine
scan for the junctional peptide using BLI. The binding response (amplitude) is normalized to the wild-type junctional peptide. Binding is shown as a gradient from dark
purple (native binding) to white (no binding).
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.ppat.1008373.g001

Binding affinity of Fabs 667, 668 and 317 to the junctional epitope
Here, we analyzed the binding specificity of Fabs 667, 668 and 317 for junctional (KQPAD
GNPDPNANPNV) and NANP peptides (NPNA)3 using Biolayer Interferometry (BLI) (Fig
1A, S2 Table). Fab317 was isolated from a phase 2a RTS,S clinical trial and our previous affinity
measurements indicated that it binds only NANP and not NVDP repeats, therefore, indicating
that Fab317 is highly specific for NANP repeats [14]. All Fabs bound the NANP peptide with
high affinity (Kd’s from 25 to 170 nM), with Fab317 having the best binding as reflected by the
lowest Kd. Only Fab668 bound the junctional peptide in the nM range, but with a Kd (206
nM) approximately 4-fold lower than to the NANP repeats (Kd = 56 nM) (Fig 1A, S2 Table).
Fab667 displayed very weak binding to the junctional peptide. After inspection of the binding
profiles and careful analysis of the residuals for each fitted model, Fab667 binding to the junctional peptide was best fit with a biphasic model (Kd1 = 12 μM, Kd2 = 4.6 μM). Regardless of
the binding model, it is clear that Fab 668 binds the junctional peptide in the nanomolar
range, Fab667 in the micromolar range, while Fab317 does not bind the junctional peptide
at all.
To further define binding specificity, an alanine scan was performed on a slightly shorter
junctional peptide 5DGNPDPNANPNV16 (n.b. we determined that 1KQPA4 was not
involved in binding, see below) using BLI (Fig 1B). The low response unit (RU) of 0.37 for
Fab667 compared to 4.72 for Fab668 at a single concentration confirmed the low affinity of
Fab667 for the junctional peptide. Furthermore, this residual binding was completely dependent on the NANP repeat that is present within the junctional peptide, as mutation of any
NANP residue to Ala (or to Lys for Ala substitution) abolished or substantially reduced binding. Only A12K and N13A mutations of those tested were disruptive to Fab668 binding,
indicating that the NANP repeat was also important for Fab668 junctional peptide binding
(Fig 1B).
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Fig 2. Structural analysis of binding of junctional and NANP repeat peptides to protective antibodies. Overview of the antibody paratopes for (A) Fab667 and (B)
Fab668. The light and heavy chains are colored white and dark grey respectively. The peptide is shown as a red tube. Details of the paratopes and peptide conformation
are shown for (C) Fab667 and (D) Fab668. Here the peptide is shown in the stick configuration (yellow carbons) and the residues are numbered. The CDR loops are
colored according to their identity (H1: green, H2: blue, H3: red, L1: light green, L2: light blue and L3: pink). The tip of CDR H3 of Fab667 is disordered (HGly100C) and
is connected to the rest of CDR H3 by a dotted red line. (E) Comparison of Fab667 and Fab668 interactions with CSP peptides in previously published Fab structures
(Fab317 (PDB code 6AXL), Fab311 (6AXK) [14], MGG4 (6BQB) [16], CIS43 (6B5O, 6B5L) and CIS42 (6B5T) [17], Fab1210 (6D01) and Fab1450 (6D11) [23], Fab580gl
(6AZM) and Fab663 (5BK0) [15]). Paratopes are shown as a yellow surface with the heavy chain in black and light chain in grey. The overall conformations of each
peptide and relative orientations are shown as red lines with their N- and C-termini indicated. Underlined Fab labels indicate structures in complex with junctional
peptides.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.ppat.1008373.g002

Crystal structures for Fab667 in complex with (NPNA)3 and Fab668 in
complex with the junctional peptide (Junc)
Crystal structures were determined for Fab667 in complex with the (NPNA)3 peptide and for
Fab668 in complex with the 1KQPADGNPDPNANP14 peptide to investigate the structural
basis for junctional peptide binding (Fig 2A–2D, S3 Table). All peptides used for crystallization
studies had N-terminal acetyl and C-terminal amide protection groups. Electron density for
the first two NPNA repeats (Ac-NPNANPNA) are present in the Fab667 crystal structure
(S2A Fig). In the Fab668 crystal structure, no electron density was found for the first five residues, but interpretable electron density was observed for NPDP and NANP as well as Gly6
(6GNPDPNANP14-NH2) (S2B Fig). Both Fabs bound the peptides in conformations and relative dispositions that are distinct from those observed in previous X-ray structures (Fig 2E).
Instead of binding in a groove parallel to the heavy chain (HC)—light chain (LC) interface for
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many of these antibodies (Fabs1450, 580gl, 1210, 311) with some exceptions (Fabs 317, CIS42,
CIS43), the peptides in complex with Fabs 667 and 668 are fully extended and bind perpendicular to the HC-LC interface (Fig 2E).
The buried surface area (BSA) for the Fab668-Junc complex is 516 Å2 on the Fab and 464
Å2 on the peptide. Similarly, for the Fab667-(NPNA)3 complex, the BSA is 501 Å2 on the Fab
and 453 Å2 on the peptide. The overall conformation of the two peptides is identical for the
central NANP repeat when bound to the two antibodies (S2C Fig), which is perhaps not surprising, since both antibodies originate from the same germline genes [VH1-3� 01 and Vλ2–
23� 02, IgBlast [29]]. This analysis suggests that Fab668 binds to the NANP epitopes in a similar
manner as Fab667. No type I β-turns were observed as in other antibody complexes with CSP
repeat peptides [14, 15, 17, 23]; however, an Asn pseudo 310 turn is present for the NAN
sequence in the center of the peptide (residues 3–5 and 11–13 for the Fab667 and Fab668 complexes, respectively); the first Asni side chain hydrogen bonds with the backbone amide nitrogen of Asni+2 in a similar hydrogen bond interaction, but in a different register, to the more
commonly observed NPN-type Asn pseudo 310 turn [14, 16, 24] (S2C Fig).
Approximately 80% of the total BSA on the peptide comes from only 6 amino acids
1
( NPNANP6) in the Fab667-(NPNA)3 crystal structure. Likewise, over 90% of the peptide BSA
is contributed by only 7 residues (8PDPNANP14) in the Fab668-Junc structure (S3 Fig).
Hence, the NANP repeat appears to be essential for binding for both antibodies, which is corroborated by the results from the alanine scan of the junctional peptide (Fig 1B). Further evidence for this conclusion is gained from the molecular interactions of the NANP repeat with
Fab668, where Asn13 engages in three hydrogen bonds with HAsn52 and the backbone amide
of HGly96 and carbonyl of HCys98, while Asn11 makes two hydrogen bonds with the backbone
carbonyls of HCys98 and HSer100 in addition to the intra-peptide hydrogen bond in the NANlike pseudo 310 turn (S4A Fig). Both asparagine residues flank Ala12, whose side chain protrudes into the paratope and makes van der Waals and CH/π interactions with HTyr100G and
L
Tyr91 (S4B Fig). Almost identical interactions are observed with Fab667 for 3NAN5 in the
(NPNA)3 peptide, except for hydrogens bonds to the first Asn (S4C and S4D Fig).
Both Fab667 and Fab668 display slightly longer than average CDR H3 lengths (19 and 17
residues, respectively). However, CDR H3 of Fab667 is not completely ordered and no density
is observed for HGly100C at its tip (Fig 2C, dotted line). Fab668 contains a disulfide bond
between HCys98 and HCys100C, which likely stabilizes the CDR H3 loop and its interaction with
the peptide (Fig 2D). Fab668 CDR H3 is further stabilized by van der Waals interactions
between HCys98, HTyr100F and HTyr100G (S4B Fig) that may in part explain the 3-fold higher
affinity of Fab668.

Molecular dynamics simulations show the importance of the NANP for
binding
To dissect the molecular mechanism for binding the junctional peptide, we performed in
aggregate 1.5 μs of MD simulations per complex using the Fab668 crystal structure in which
we modelled in five possible epitope registers of the junctional peptide containing one or two
repeats that could potentially bind Fab668 [1NPDPNANP8, 1NANPNVDP8, 1NVDPNANP8
and 1NANPNANP8 (residues 1–4 and 5–8 for the first and second repeat, respectively), and
1
PADGNPDP8 that includes the first repeat-like sequence (n.b. we did not perform such an
analysis for Fab 667 as it does not bind the junctional peptide). These epitopes contain either
pure NANP repeats, or NANP interspersed with NPDP or NVDP, and the last 4 amino acids
of the N-terminal domain of PfCSP (PADG) linked to NPDP. NPDPNANP is the observed
epitope in the crystal structure of the Fab668-junctional peptide complex and, as expected, has
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the lowest root mean square fluctuation (RMSF) calculated from MD simulations. This effect
may also arise from the conformational restriction imposed on Asn1 by Pro2, which is not
present in the other peptides. Interestingly, the 1NPDP4 repeat has a much higher RMSF compared to the 5NANP8 repeat within the same peptide (Fig 3A). Such a trend is also present in
the other peptides (Fig 3A), which indicates that the binding of the first repeat may not contribute as much to the total binding as the binding of the second repeat. Fab668 prefers NANP
for its second repeat, as substituting NANP for NVDP increases the RMSF for individual
amino acids up to 1 Å each. Relative Gibbs free energy contributions to binding as estimated
by the molecular mechanics / generalized Born solvent accessibility approach (MM/GBSA)
yield further insights into the molecular mechanism of binding (Fig 3B). Considering these
different peptide sequences, differences in amino-acid sequence occur at all positions except
for position 5 (Asn5) and position 8 (Pro8). At position 1, Asn1 or Pro1 can both be accommodated, neither of which contributes to the overall free energy of binding. Positions 2 and 3 contribute more but less than positions 4 to 8, with Asn3 being slightly preferred more than Asp3.
Position 4 prefers Pro4 since it has a 2.5-fold larger contribution to the overall free energy compared to Gly4 (-5 kcal/mol versus -2 kcal/mol), which indicates that Fab668 disfavors binding
to the 1PADGNPDP8 sequence and likely needs two repeat-like sequences instead of the
1
PADG4 sequence followed by NPDP at the immediate junction with the PfCSP N-terminal
domain. This notion is also corroborated by the higher RMSF observed for this peptide and
the weakest total Gibbs free energy for binding of -50 kcal/mol versus -76 kcal/mol for the
NANPNANP peptide (Fig 3). A slightly larger contribution is observed for Val6 and Pro6 in
position 6 as compared to the standard Ala6 in the NANP repeat, likely due to increased van
der Waals or CH/π interactions. However, the most drastic change is observed in position 7
for substitution of Asn7 to Asp7. The latter does not contribute to favorable binding free
energy, which is likely a manifestation of the negatively charged Asp7 that prefers an out-ofpocket orientation (S5A Fig), whereas the uncharged Asn7 is stabilized within the pocket by
ND2 hydrogen bonds to HAsn52 OD1 and HGly96 O (S5 Fig). Absence of this hydrogen bond
network or the uncompensated negative charge of Asp7 then appears to contribute to weaker
binding of NVDP relative to NANP.
We therefore investigated the role of protonation of Asp7 in NVDP binding. Although Asp7
should be deprotonated at neutral pH, if we protonate it in MD simulations (which could
occur if completely buried in the antibody-antigen interface), binding stabilization similar to
Asn7 is observed (S5 Fig). Therefore, constant-pH replica exchange MD (CpH-REMD), where
discrete protonation states are sampled throughout the simulation, was employed to determine
the pH-dependent distribution of NVDP conformations. Starting from an in-pocket conformation in which Asp7 is initially protonated, CpH-REMD was run with replica exchange in
the pH dimension over pH 1 to 10, to enhance sampling, until convergence was observed in
six independent simulations. The pKa of Asp7 was determined to be 6.1 from the CpH-REMD
(S6 Fig). At physiological pH 7.4, the protonated NVDP conformation (~6%) contributes only
weakly to binding. NVDP is therefore unlikely to bind to the NANP binding site on the
Fab667 and Fab668 paratopes.

Negative stain electron microscopy (nsEM) and multi-angle light scattering
analysis for Fab667 and Fab668 in complex with rsCSP reveals binding
stoichiometry
Antibody binding to full-length CSP was approximated using a recombinant shortened construct (termed rsCSP, containing 19 NANP, 3 NVDP and 1 NPDP repeats), which has been
shown to be a good mimic for CSP with its larger number of repeats (38 NANP, 4 NVDP and
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Fig 3. Molecular dynamics simulations to dissect the mechanism of Fab668 binding. Molecular dynamics (MD) simulations were undertaken to dissect binding to a
variety of possible repeat epitopes for Fab668. (A) Root mean square fluctuations (RMSF) from 1.2 μs aggregate runs were calculated for each of the modeled peptideFab668 structures and plotted (NANPNANP: green, NVDPNANP: orange, NPDPNANP: blue, NANPNVDP: pink and PADGNPDP: lime, see also the graph legend in B).
(B) Using the molecular mechanics / generalized Born solvent accessibility (MM/GBSA) approach, free energy contributions were calculated for each peptide and plotted
as a function of amino-acid position (color code as in panel A).
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.ppat.1008373.g003
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Fig 4. Negative-stain electron microscopy of rsCSP complexes. nsEM was used to assess the stoichiometry of the
Fab667 and Fab668 complexes to rsCSP. 2D class averages and 3D reconstructions are shown for (A) Fab667-rsCSP
and (B) Fab668-rsCSP complexes. Fab667-peptide (green) and Fab668 (cyan) were docked into their respective nsEM
maps. The class averages and the 3D reconstructions both exhibit a lower apparent stoichiometry of Fabs bound in the
Fab667 complex compared to the Fab668 complex.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.ppat.1008373.g004

1 NPDP repeats; 3D7 strain) [24]. Overall, reference-free 2D class averages were obtained with
varying stoichiometries for both Fab667 and Fab668 in complex with rsCSP, which made 3D
reconstructions difficult to converge (Fig 4, S7 Fig). However, the stoichiometry for the
Fab667-rsCSP complex was on average lower (3 Fabs/complex) compared to the Fab668rsCSP complex (5 Fabs/complex) that may reflect the lack of binding to the junctional region,
which would reduce the number of available epitopes (Fig 4).
To further investigate these differences in stoichiometry, multi-angle light scattering was
used to approximate the molecular mass of the two complexes (S8 Fig). The Fab667-rsCSP and
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Fab668-rsCSP complexes exhibited a total mass of about 290 ± 40 kDa and 480 ± 50 kDa,
respectively. To calculate the number of Fabs per rsCSP, the molecular mass of rsCSP (33 kDa)
was subtracted from the total mass and divided by the molecular mass of a Fab (50 kDa). On
average, five Fab667 and nine Fab668 were bound to rsCSP, both of which were close to what
was observed by nsEM. A possible explanation could be that some of the Fabs were eclipsed in
the views observed in the 2D class averages or that the other regions are not ordered and thus
unobserved. The former has been observed previously with the Fab311-rsCSP complex where
we only observed 9 bound Fab311 by nsEM versus 11 by cryo-EM [14, 24]. Nonetheless,
Fab668 had a higher stoichiometry of binding to rsCSP than Fab667.

mAb667 and mAb668 inhibit sporozoite infection in vivo
Reduction in liver-stage burden was then tested in a dose-dependent manner after injecting
mice intravenously (IV) with monoclonal antibodies 667 (mAb667: 10 μg, 30 μg, 100 μg,
300 μg, 600 μg) and 668 (mAb668:10 μg, 30 μg, 100 μg, 300 μg) (Fig 5A and 5B). Five mice
were used per mAb concentration and the mice were then challenged after 2 hours with 2x103
chimeric sporozoites that stably express luciferase (P. berghei sporozoites expressing full-length
P. falciparum CSP). Mice were injected with 100μl of D-luciferin 42 hours post-challenge and
bioluminescence was measured using the IVIS spectrum. Both antibodies are potent, especially
at high concentrations (300 and 600 μg/mouse) with >90% reduction in liver burden load as
compared to naïve infected mice (Fig 5). mAb317 was used as a control for each experiment,
since this anti-NANP antibody did not bind to the junctional region as shown by Biolayer
Interferometry (BLI) (Fig 1). All antibodies are capable of strongly inhibiting liver stage development and exhibit only slight differences (although still statistically significant especially at
higher doses) in their protective capacity (317 > 667 > 668) (Fig 5, S4 Table), which suggest
that protection for mAb667 and mAb668 originates from their ability to also bind to the
NANP repeat region.

Discussion
The acquisition of structural information on the humoral immune response to sporozoite CSP
is relatively new. Only recently have structures of anti-PfCSP antibodies been determined in
complex with their respective epitopes [14–17, 23, 24]. These antibodies in general bind differently to the central region that includes the junctional and NANP repeats in PfCSP, and also
display different levels of protection. Dual-specific binding to both the NANP epitope and the
junctional epitope (NPDP repeat) has also been proposed to correlate with better protection
[16, 17, 25]. Here, we studied two antibodies, mAb667 and mAb668, which have different propensities for binding the junctional epitope. Binding affinity studies with Fabs showed that
only mAb668 binds well to the junctional region, while mAb667 is a very weak binder to that
region. However, both antibodies bind well to the (NPNA)3 peptide. Alanine scan binding
affinity studies and MD simulations further indicate that binding to the junctional peptide
mostly relies on the NANP repeat that follows the only NPDP sequence in the junctional
region of PfCSP. Thus, both mAb667 and mAb668 antibodies likely evolved mainly against
the NANP repeat sequence. This notion agrees with the analysis done by Tan et al., where
mutating the NANP repeat in a 19-mer junctional peptide (KQPADGNPDPNANPNVDPN)
to AAAA abrogated binding for all antibodies tested (20). Further evidence comes from the
Fab668-Junc crystal structure in which the NANP repeat has 2.5-fold more buried surface area
(BSA) (268 Å2) compared to the NPDP repeat (102 Å2) within the same peptide. The NPDP
binding pocket is shallow and promiscuous towards repeats with slightly varying sequence. It
seems unlikely that these (and perhaps some other) antibodies have evolved specifically to
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Fig 5. In vivo mice protection studies. Total flux (photons/second) of parasite liver burden load as measured by bioluminescence of luciferase-expressing transgenic P.
berghei sporozoites after passive transfer of antibody in C57Bl/6 mice (5 mice per antibody concentration) and percent reduction of liver burden load as compared to
naïve infected mice are plotted. (A) mAb317 (yellow to red colors) and mAb668 (yellow to blue colors) at four different antibody concentrations (300, 100, 30, 10 μg/
mouse). (B) mAb317 (yellow to red colors) and mAb667 (pink to purple colors) at 5 different antibody concentrations (600, 300, 100, 30 and 10 μg/mouse). Mean and
standard deviation are shown for the total flux of each mice group, while the plotted error was obtained by propagation of standard deviations for liver burden
reduction. The Mann-Whitney U test was used to determine statistical significance compared to the naïve infected mice group (not significant (ns), � < 0.05 and �� <
0.01).
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.ppat.1008373.g005

bind only NPDP or NVDP repeats, given the small fraction that they represent within the
abundance of NANP repeats: 2.3% for NPDP repeats and 9.3% for NVDP repeats (calculated
using the number of repeat units present in the 3D7 strain of P. falciparum) and that they are
always followed by an NANP repeat. Furthermore, we previously showed that mAb311 is also
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able to bind the junctional (NPDP) epitope and to the NVDP repeats [24], although this antibody was elicited by the RTS,S vaccine, which is devoid of NPDP or NVDP. However, it is
notable that the RTS,S vaccine contains an MMAPDP sequence prior to the NANP repeats [8],
which raises the question of whether this region might mimic the NPDP repeat. Whether junctional region binding is fortuitous or not, it is possible that binding close to Region 1 of the Nterminal domain may prevent the proteolytic cleavage of CSP that is necessary for hepatocyte
invasion and, therefore, this characteristic may be advantageous for protection [17, 30]. However, our data suggest that some dual-specific antibodies are similarly or even less protective at
higher doses as NANP-only antibodies, such as mAb317, in mice liver burden load experiments. Hence, eliciting dual-specific focused immune responses may not yield higher protection levels. Differentiating the contribution of the junctional epitope to protection has proved
to be difficult, in part because we lack a mono-specific junctional antibody. Characteristics of
such an optimal antibody would be high specificity against the NPDP and/or NVDP with little
to no affinity to the NANP region. Immunizations with particles displaying the junctional peptide or with recombinant CSP lacking most of the NANP repeats may be required to obtain a
true junctional binder. Future studies are essential to ascertain which attributes and epitopes
are bona fide correlates of protection and, hence, which can aid in design of the most effective
immunogens.

Methods
Mouse immunizations and sample collection
Kymab mice (a mix of 10-week old males and females) that are transgenic for the nonrearranged human antibody germline repertoire [27], were immunized three times at 3-week
intervals using 20 μg of PfCSP formulated in Montanide ISA720 adjuvant, 30/70% v/v. Recombinant PfCSP (rCSP) was obtained from Gennova Biopharmaceuticals Ltd (Pune, India) and
was produced as described previously [28]. The first two immunizations were administered IP
using PfCSP formulated in Montanide ISA 720 adjuvant and the last immunization was performed IV with unadjuvanted CSP to allow for subsequent plasmablast collection. Sera were
collected from whole blood on Days 0, 14, 28 and 49 (terminal bleed) and were used to monitor titers by ELISA. In addition to exsanguination, splenocytes were collected at time of sacrifice (Day 49). All immunizations, cell sorting and sequencing were done at Kymab Ltd. (UK).

Splenocyte collection, plasmablast sorting, sequencing, and IRC
Single cell suspensions were prepared from the spleens of CSP-immunized mice and were
sorted to identify plasmablasts/plasma single cells (CD138high, IgM-, IgD-, IgA-, CD3-). Atreca’s IRC technology was used to obtain full-length, natively paired, heavy and light chain variable region sequences from isolated plasmablasts. Cell lysis, reverse transcription, PCR,
barcode assignment, sequence assembly, V(D)J assignment, and identification of mutations
were performed as described previously [31, 32] with the following modifications: biotinylated
Oligo(dT) was used for reverse transcription, cDNA was extracted using Streptavidin C1
beads (Life Technologies), PCR primers against mouse gamma, kappa, and lambda constant
region sequences replaced human constant region primers, DNA concentrations were determined using qPCR (KAPA SYBR FAST qPCR Kit, Kapa Biosystems), and a minimum coverage of ten reads was required from each chain assembly to be included in the sequence
repertoires. V(D)J assignment and mutation identification was performed using an implementation of SoDA [33].
Paired heavy and light chain sequences within each CSP-immunized mouse plasmablast
repertoire were assigned to the same cluster if the heavy chain V-gene, CDRH3 length, light
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chain V-gene, and CDRL3 length were identical. Sequences were further separated into putative lineages based on the degree of identity of the CDRH3 and CDRL3 sequences. Lineages
were scored based on plasmablast cell frequency in the origin repertoire (score proportional to
abundance), the degree of somatic hypermutation (SHM) in the complete heavy and light
chain variable regions (score proportional to degree of SHM), and apparent convergent selection across animals (higher score for similar lineages observed in >1 mouse plasmablast repertoire that would have been considered the same lineage if the sequences originated in the same
mouse). One, two, or three paired heavy and light chain sequences were selected for expression
and screening from the lineages that received the highest scores.

Vector construction and recombinant monoclonal antibody expression
DNA sequences for paired heavy chain (HC) and light chain (LC) IgG variable regions
obtained through IRC technology (above) were synthesized and subcloned into expression
vector pLEV123 (LakePharma, Inc.); HC variable region sequences were fused to the signal
peptide MDPKGSLSWRILLFLSLAFELSYG, and human IgG1 constant regions. The LC variable region sequences were fused to the signal peptide MSVPTQVLGLLLLWLTDARC for the
lambda LC, or METDTLLLWVLLLWVPGSTG for the kappa LC followed by the compatible
human kappa or lambda LC constant regions.
HEK293 cells (ATCC) were seeded in shake flasks one day before transfection and grown
using serum-free chemically defined media. The DNA expression plasmids were scaled up and
transiently transfected into 10–30 ml of suspension HEK293 cells using LakePharma’s standard operating procedure for transient transfection. After 20 hours, cultures were fed and production continued for 5 days. Cells were sampled to obtain the viabilities and viable cell
counts, and titers were measured (Octet QKe, ForteBio). On day 5, cells were sampled to
obtain the viabilities and viable cell counts, and titers were measured (Octet QKe, ForteBio)
before harvesting the cell cultures.
The conditioned media from HEK293 cells expressing antibody were harvested from the
transient transfection production run by centrifugation. The supernatant was run over a Protein A column and eluted with a low pH buffer. Filtration using a 0.2 μm membrane filter was
performed before aliquoting. After purification and filtration, the protein concentration was
calculated from the OD280 and the extinction coefficient. Antibodies were formulated in
HEPES buffer (200 mM HEPES-KOH, 100 mM NaCl, 50 mM NaOAc, pH 7.) CE-SDS analysis
was performed (LabChip GXII, Perkin Elmer) to ensure antibody quality.

Purification of recombinant proteins and preparation of complexes
Fabs and recombinant-shortened CSP (rsCSP) were produced as described previously [14, 34].
Samples for negative-stain EM (nsEM) were prepared by incubating Fabs and rsCSP overnight
at a 10:1 molar ratio at 4˚ C and performing size-exclusion chromatography (GE Healthcare
Superdex 200 16/60) the following day in Tris Buffered Saline (TBS: 50 mM Tris-HCl pH 8.0,
137 mM NaCl, 3.6 mM KCl). Samples for crystallography were prepared by mixing purified
Fab in TBS at 11 mg/mL with peptide at a 1:5 molar ratio and incubating overnight at 4˚ C.

Affinity measurements
Junctional versus NANP binding was determined using Biolayer Interferometry (BLI, Octet
Red, Pall ForteBio). Biotinylated peptides, Biotin-linker-KQPADGNPDPNANPNV-NH2
(Junc) and Biotin-linker-NPNANPNANPNANPNA-NH2 (NPNA)4, were ordered from Innopep Inc. Peptides were diluted to 10 μg/mL in Kinetics buffer (Dulbecco’s PBS containing
0.002% Tween20 and 0.01% BSA) and captured on streptavidin sensors (Pall ForteBio, cat No
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18–5019). The loaded sensors were dipped into solutions containing serial dilutions of Fab in
Kinetics buffer (Fab317-(NPNA)4: 125 nM, 250 nM, 500 nM, 1000 nM; Fab317-Junc: 2000
nM, 4000 nM, 8000 nM; Fab667-(NPNA)4: 125 nM, 250 nM, 500 nM, 1000 nM; Fab667-Junc:
2000 nM, 4000 nM, 8000 nM; Fab668-(NPNA)4: 125 nM, 250 nM, 500 nM, 1000 nM; Fab668Junc: 125 nM, 250 nM, 500 nM, 1000 nM). Fresh streptavidin sensors were used for each peptide-antibody interaction. In order to assess non-specific binding, each experiment included
negative controls, in which unloaded sensors were dipped into antibody solution. Octet assays
were carried out at 25˚C and the data analyzed using the Octet Red Data Analysis software version 9.0.
Alanine scans were performed in BLI experiments (Octet QK384, Pall ForteBio) to determine the binding ability of mAbs 667 and 668 to CSP peptides ordered from Cambridge Peptides Ltd. A set of peptides was designed as an alanine scan for the DGNPDPNANPNV
sequence. CSP peptides were diluted to 20 μg/mL in running buffer (1X HBS-EP + Buffer:
Technova, cat. No. H8022). The biotinylated peptides were captured on the streptavidin sensors (Pall ForteBio, cat No 18–5019) and then the sensors were dipped into the antibody solutions at 30 μg/mL. Binding signals were double referenced using a well reference and a sensor
reference. Data were analyzed using the Octet QK384 Data Analysis software version 8.2. A
limit of detection of binding was determined specifically for each mAb and was used to differentiate non-binding and binding events for each peptide-antibody interaction.

X-ray crystallography
The Ac-NPNANPNANPNA-NH2 [(NPNA)3] and Ac-KQPADGNPDPNANP-NH2 (Junc)
peptides were ordered from Innopep Inc. at 98% purity. The Fab667-(NPNA)3 and Fab668Junc complexes were crystallized from solutions containing Fab667 or Fab668 at 11 mg/mL in
TBS buffer with a 5:1 molar ratio of peptide to Fab. All crystallization trials were performed
using our high-throughput CrystalMation system (Rigaku, Carlsbad, CA) at TSRI. Crystals
were grown using sitting-drop vapor diffusion (200 μl drop size) with a well solution containing 20% glycerol and 24% PEG1500 for the Fab667-(NPNA)3 complex, and 0.1 M HEPESKOH (pH 6.96), 8% ethylene glycol, 16% PEG10000 for the Fab668-Junc complex. Crystals
were grown at 293 K and typically appeared within 6 days. Fab667-(NPNA)3 crystals were
cryo-cooled without additional cryoprotection, while Fab668-Junc crystals were cryoprotected
by soaking in a well solution supplemented with 20% ethylene glycol. X-ray diffraction data
were collected at SSRL BL12-2. S3 Table summarizes the data collection and processing statistics. The diffraction data were indexed, integrated, and scaled using the HKL-2000 package
[35]. Since Fab668-Junc crystallized in space group P1, we merged two 360˚ datasets collected
from different positions on the same crystal to improve the multiplicity of the data. The structures were solved by molecular replacement using PHASER [36] with a homology model [PIGSPro [37]] for either Fab667 or Fab668 as a search model. After refinement of the Fab using
phenix.refine [38] combined with additional manual building cycles in Coot [39], clear Fo-Fc
density was observed in the Fab-combining site for the peptide. The peptide was manually
built into the difference density Fo-Fc map, followed by additional rounds of refinement of the
complex in phenix.refine [38] using TLS and manual building cycles in Coot [39]. BSAs were
calculated with the program MS [40] using a 1.7-Å) probe radius and standard van der Waals
radii. Structures were validated using MolProbity [41].

Molecular dynamics simulation
Fab-peptide complexes for the simulation were prepared from the crystal structure of
Fab668-GNPDPNANP. The Gly in the peptide was removed to result in an 8-mer peptide and

PLOS Pathogens | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.ppat.1008373 March 9, 2020

14 / 22

PLOS PATHOGENS

Protective antibodies to PfCSP junctional epitope

the termini were capped with N-terminal acetyl (ACE) and C-terminal N-methyl amide
(NME) groups. The 8-mer peptide was mutated in silico to obtain NANPNANP,
NVDPNANP, NANPNVDP, and PADGNPDP complexes with Fab668. The models were processed in Maestro (Schrodinger) where the Protein Preparation Wizard was used to build
missing side-chains and model charge states of ionizable residues at neutral pH. An additional
complex with protonated Asp7 of NANPNVDP was also prepared. Hydrogens and counter
ions were added and the models were solvated in a cubic box of TIP4P-EW water [42] and
150mM KCl with a 10 Å buffer in AMBERtools [43].
AMBER16 [43] was used for energy minimization, heating, and equilibration steps, using
the CPU code for minimization and heating and GPU code for equilibration. Systems were
minimized by 1000 steps of hydrogen-only minimization, 2000 steps of solvent minimization,
2000 steps of ligand minimization, 2000 steps of side-chain minimization, and 5000 steps of
all-atom minimization. Systems were heated from 0 K to 300 K linearly over 200 ps with 2 fs
time-steps and 10.0 kcal/mol/Å position restraints on Fab and peptide. Temperature was
maintained by the Langevin thermostat. Constant pressure equilibration with an 8 Å nonbonded cut-off was performed with 300 ps of protein and peptide restraints followed by 500ps
without restraints in triplicate. A 10 Å cut-off for non-bonded interactions with particle mesh
Ewald was used for a final 10 ns of equilibration for 10 independent runs of each triplicate.
Production simulations were performed for 30 replicates of each complex on GPU enabled
AMBER16 for 40 ns each (1.2 μs aggregate).
The energies of peptide binding to Fab were estimated by the molecular mechanics / generalized Born solvent accessibility (MM/GBSA) approach [44]. Energies were averaged over
3000 frames at 10 ps intervals aggregated from the last 1ns of 30 independent simulations of
each complex in explicit solvent. Relative free energy differences were calculated from the
molecular mechanical contributions between Fab and peptide and solvation energy components from generalized Born implicit solvent models. Physiological salt concentration of 0.15
M was used in the generalized Born model. Entropic contributions were not considered due to
their large error and expected similarity between peptide variants. Energy calculations and
decompositions were performed within Ambertools [43, 44].
For the simulation with the NANPNVDP peptide, constant pH replica exchange molecular
dynamics (CpH-REMD) simulations in explicit solvent were run using CPU code implemented in AMBER16 [45]. Asp7 in NVDP and Asp99 in CDR H3, which are in proximity
to each other and have the highest estimated pKa’s of Asp in the equilibrated Fab668NANPNVDP complex, 4.8 and 4.9 respectively from PROPKA [46] as well as all Histidines,
were allowed to be titratable during the simulation. Simulations commenced from an NVDP
conformation with protonated Asp7 similar to the bound NANP conformation taken from 3
of the 30 independent runs of conventional MD with Asp7 constantly protonated, as described
above. Six independent cpH-REMD simulations were performed with NVT at 300 K using the
Langevin thermostat and a collision frequency of 5.0 ps-1. Simulations were run until protonated fractions converged, which occurred within 50 ns, and an additional 25 ns were performed to calculate pKa and the distribution of NVDP conformations. In this method, explicit
solvent MD was run for 400 fs between protonation state change attempts using Generalized
Born implicit solvent at 0.15 M salt. Metropolis Monte Carlo criteria, incorporating the simulation’s pH and the calculated free energy of changing protonation state, was used for acceptance of the protonation state change. Solvent was relaxed for 200 fs after a successful titration.
Following relaxation, replica exchange along the pH coordinate was attempted to enhance
sampling. Ten total constant pH simulations between pH 1 and 10 were run for each independent replica exchange set. Cphstats in AMBER16 was used to reconstruct trajectories for each
pH and to calculate protonation fractions. Cpptraj in AMBER16 [43] was used to determine
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the Asp7 pairwise distances to the Fab668 pocket and in-house Python scripts were used to calculate populations on the Asp7-Fab668 distance coordinates.

Negative stain electron microscopy
The rsCSP-Fab667 and rsCSP-Fab668 complexes were diluted to 0.01mg/ml using 1X TBS pH
7.4 and deposited on glow discharged carbon-coated copper-mesh grids. 2% uranyl formate
was used to negatively stain the complexes for 50 seconds. Grids were transferred to a Thermo
Fisher Tecnai Spirit T12 (120 keV) equipped with a TVIPS CMOS 4k x 4k camera for data collection. The Leginon software [47] was used for automated data collection and resulting
images were stored in the Appion database [48]. All images were collected at 52,000 x magnification, a defocus value of -1.5 um, a dose of 25e-/Å2, and a pixel size of 2.05.
A tilted dataset was collected for rsCSP-Fab667 and rsCSP-Fab668 complexes by changing
the stage angle to 0˚, -10˚, -20˚, -30˚, -40˚, and -50˚, resulting in 251 and 505 images, respectively. Particles were picked using DogPicker [49] and stacked with a box size of 160 or 192
pixels. Micrographs were CTF corrected using GCTF [50] and particles were extracted. The
particle stack was imported into cryoSparc2 [51], where rounds of reference-free 2D classifications, initial model-free 3D classifications and 3D refinements were performed. 3D refinements did not have symmetry imposed. Crystal structures of Fab667 and 668 were fit to their
respective nsEM maps using UCSF Chimera [52].

Field flow fractionation coupled to multi-angle light scattering
50ug of each previously SEC purified rsCSP-Fab667 and rsCSP-Fab668 complexes were loaded
onto a short channel fast field fractionation (FFF) unit on the Eclipse Dualtec system (Wyatt
Technologies). This unit was paired to an Agilent 1260 Infinity II Liquid Chromatography system (Agilent Technologies) with a MiniDawn Treos multi-angle light scattering detector and
an Optilab T-reX refractive index (RI) detector (Wyatt Technologies). The molecular masses
and radii of hydration of the two complexes were calculated in the ASTRA V software (Wyatt
Technologies) with the resulting UV280, light scattering, and refractive index data. The value
for the change in refractive index over change in concentration (dn/dc) was 0.185.

In vivo assessment of liver burden load
Transgenic P. berghei sporozoites that now express P falciparum CSP on their surface were produced in A. stephensi mosquitos that fed on parasite-infected mice. Between days 20–23, after
feeding, the salivary glands of mosquitoes were dissected and disrupted in HBSS medium and
sporozoites were isolated and counted in a hemocytometer. Six- to eight-week-old female
C57Bl/6 mice were purchased from Charles River Laboratories (Frederick, MD) and maintained in the animal facility at the Johns Hopkins University, Bloomberg School of Public
Health. Mice were injected IV with the indicated immunoglobulin in 200 μl and 2h later challenged with 2000 transgenic P. berghei sporozoites expressing P falciparum CSP and GFP-Luc.
After 42 h, mice were injected with 100 μl of D-luciferin (30 mg/ml), anesthetized with isoflurane, and the parasite liver load was measured by bioluminescence on an IVIS Spectrum imager.
The results were expressed as total flux (photons/second). Fold reduction was measured as the
ratio of the total flux in naïve infected mice versus mice with passive transferred antibodies.

Ethics statement
The liver burden assay was carried out in strict accordance with the recommendations in the
Guide for the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals of the National Institutes of Health. The
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protocol was approved by the Animal Care and Use Committee of the Johns Hopkins University (protocol number MO18H419).
The immunizations of Kymab mice in this study were carried out under a Project License
(PPL80/2432) issued by the UK Government Home Office under Animal (Scientific Procedures) Act (A(SP)A), 1986, incorporating Directive 2010/63/EU of the European Parliament
and with the approval of the Sanger Institute Animal Welfare and Ethical Review Body. The
Institute complied with the Code of Practice issued by the UK Government which complies
with the A(SP)A. The Institute has a PHS assurance F16-00128 (WTSI).

Supporting information
S1 Table. Summary of seven Kymab-Atreca anti-CSP mAbs: in vitro and in vivo assays.
(DOCX)
S2 Table. Affinity measurements. Binding of Fabs with selected peptides using Biolayer Interferometry. Binding data of the junctional peptide with Fab667 were fitted to a biphasic binding
model. Reported errors are fitting errors.
(DOCX)
S3 Table. Data collection and refinement statistics for Fab667-(NPNA)3 and Fab668-Junc
crystal structures.
(DOCX)
S4 Table. Statistical analysis of the in vivo protection data.
(DOCX)
S1 Fig. Antibody lineage selection data. A total of 13 IgG sequence repertoires were generated by individual sequencing of 2588 plasmablasts from 7 HK Kymice and 6 HL Kymice
(108–343 heavy and light chain pairs per mouse). A total of 1321 antibody lineages were
detected with these sequence repertoires (see Methods). Lineages were binned according to
the number of plasmablasts in each lineage expressed as a percent of the total plasmablasts
sequenced from the relevant animal (percent of repertoire). Among these lineages, 45 were
selected (green) and 1–3 specific antibody sequences were chosen per selected lineage for
recombinant expression (see Methods). For the selection criterion regarding apparent convergence across animals, lineages that showed convergent features with selected lineages, but
were not themselves selected, are shown in blue. Most of the largest percentage lineages were
chosen for expression and testing with some smaller lineages chosen mostly based on apparent
convergent features with lineages in other animals.
(TIF)
S2 Fig. Electron density and conformation of the bound peptide. 2Fo-Fc (blue) and composite
omit 2Fo-Fc (green) electron density map for the peptide (yellow carbons) bound to (A) Fab667
and (B) Fab668. The 2Fo-Fc density is contoured at 1.6σ (dark blue) and 0.8σ (cyan), while the
omit 2Fo-Fc density is contoured at 0.8σ. The Fab is shown in cartoon representation with the
heavy and light chains colored black and white respectively. (C) Overlay of the 667-bound peptide
(cyan carbons and labels) and the 668-bound peptide (yellow carbons, orange labels). The peptides
align well around the centrally located NANP repeat, which is numbered in the figure. The NAN
sequence of this repeat adopts an Asn pseudo 310 turn as observed previously for NPN sequences.
(TIF)
S3 Fig. Buried surface area (BSA) analysis of the bound peptide on Fab 667 and Fab 668.
The BSA (Å2) for each amino acid (main-chain + side-chain) for the peptides bound to (A)
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Fab667 and (B) Fab 668. Residues are numbered using the same numbering scheme as in Fig 3
and S1 Fig.
(TIF)
S4 Fig. Interactions of NANP in the Junc and (NPNA)3 peptides with Fab668 and Fab667.
(A) Hydrogen bond network for Asn11 and Asn13 of the junctional peptide with Fab668. The
CDR loops are colored red for H3, blue for H2 and green for H1. The peptide is shown in stick
configuration (yellow carbons). Hydrogen bonds are shown as black dashes. (B) Hydrophobic
interactions for Ala12 of the same peptide with Fab668. Distances are shown as black dashes
and are labeled. CDR L3 is colored pink. (C) Hydrogen bond network for Asn3 and Asn5 of
the NANP peptide with Fab667. The CDR loops are colored red for H3, blue for H2 and green
for H1. The peptide is shown in stick configuration (yellow carbons). Hydrogen bonds are
shown as black dashes. (D) Hydrophobic interactions for Ala4 of the same peptide with
Fab667. CH/π interactions and distances are shown as black dashes and labeled. CDR L3 is colored pink.
(TIF)
S5 Fig. Protonation-dependent conformations of Asp7 (in NANPNVDP) and Asn7 (in
NANPNANP). (A) Deprotonated (charged) Asp7 samples an out-of-pocket orientation. The
deprotonated (charged) Asp7 side-chain conformation samples a wide distribution as represented by the distance between Asp7 Oδ2 and Gly96 O as well as between Asp7 Cγ and Asn52
Cγ. Snapshots of the deprotonated Asp7 simulation are shown. (B) Asn7 favors an in-pocket
conformation as illustrated by its distribution along the Asn7 Nδ2 –Gly96 O distance coordinate. Representative frames of the protonated Asn7 simulation are shown. (C) Protonated
(uncharged) Asp7 also prefers an in-pocket conformation.
(TIF)
S6 Fig. pKa of Asp7 (in NANPNVDP) from constant pH replica exchange MD. Asp7 pH
titration curve from ensemble averaged protonation fractions for 10 sampled pH values over
which replica exchange was employed. Six independent sets of replica exchange over 10 constant pH simulations of 25ns each were used. The titration curve can be fit with a pKa of 6.1
and a Hill coefficient of 0.98.
(TIF)
S7 Fig. Negative-stain electron microscopy Fourier Shell Correlations. FSC curves are
shown for (A) Fab667-rsCSP and (B) Fab668-rsCSP. The resolution for 3D reconstructions is
18 Å for Fab667-rsCSP and 17 Å for Fab668-rsCSP, as determined by the FSC 0.5 criterion.
(TIF)
S8 Fig. Field flow fractionation coupled to multi-angle light scattering to approximate the
molecular mass for selected rsCSP complexes. (A) Fab667-rsCSP and (B) Fab668-rsCSP
complexes. The chromatogram is shown in black and the molecular mass estimation is shown
in red. The shoulder on the right of the main peak was not used to approximate the reported
molecular mass.
(TIF)
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Binter, Tossapol Pholcharee.
Methodology: David Oyen, Jonathan L. Torres, Phillip C. Aoto, Yevel Flores-Garcia, Špela
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Liang, Franck Lemiale, Emily Locke, Allan Bradley, C. Richter King, Daniel Emerling, Paul
Kellam, Fidel Zavala, Andrew B. Ward, Ian A. Wilson.

References
1.

World Health Organization. World malaria report 2018. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2018.

2.

Hemingway J, Ranson H, Magill A, Kolaczinski J, Fornadel C, Gimnig J, et al. Averting a malaria disaster: will insecticide resistance derail malaria control? Lancet. 2016; 387(10029):1785–8. https://doi.org/
10.1016/S0140-6736(15)00417-1 PMID: 26880124

3.

Julien JP, Wardemann H. Antibodies against Plasmodium falciparum malaria at the molecular level.
Nat Rev Immunol. 2019; 19(12):761–75. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41577-019-0209-5 PMID: 31462718

4.

Dennison SM, Sutherland LL, Jaeger FH, Anasti KM, Parks R, Stewart S, et al. Induction of antibodies
in rhesus macaques that recognize a fusion-intermediate conformation of HIV-1 gp41. PLoS One.
2011; 6(11):e27824. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0027824 PMID: 22140469

5.

Dubrovskaya V, Tran K, Ozorowski G, Guenaga J, Wilson R, Bale S, et al. Vaccination with glycanmodified HIV NFL envelope trimer-liposomes elicits broadly neutralizing antibodies to multiple sites of
vulnerability. Immunity. 2019; 51(5):915–29. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.immuni.2019.10.008 PMID:
31732167

6.

Hanson MC, Abraham W, Crespo MP, Chen SH, Liu H, Szeto GL, et al. Liposomal vaccines incorporating molecular adjuvants and intrastructural T-cell help promote the immunogenicity of HIV membraneproximal external region peptides. Vaccine. 2015; 33(7):861–8. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.vaccine.2014.
12.045 PMID: 25559188

7.

Tokatlian T, Kulp DW, Mutafyan AA, Jones CA, Menis S, Georgeson E, et al. Enhancing humoral
responses against HIV envelope trimers via nanoparticle delivery with stabilized synthetic liposomes.
Sci Rep. 2018; 8(1):16527. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-018-34853-2 PMID: 30410003

8.

De Wilde M, Cohen J. U.S. Patent US6169171B1 (2001).

PLOS Pathogens | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.ppat.1008373 March 9, 2020

19 / 22

PLOS PATHOGENS

Protective antibodies to PfCSP junctional epitope

9.

RTSS Clinical Trials Partnership. Efficacy and safety of RTS,S/AS01 malaria vaccine with or without a
booster dose in infants and children in Africa: final results of a phase 3, individually randomised, controlled trial. Lancet. 2015; 386(9988):31–45. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(15)60721-8 PMID:
25913272

10.

World Health Organization. Malaria vaccine: WHO position paper. Geneva: World Health Organization, 2016.

11.

Epstein JE, Paolino KM, Richie TL, Sedegah M, Singer A, Ruben AJ, et al. Protection against Plasmodium falciparum malaria by PfSPZ Vaccine. JCI Insight. 2017; 2(1):e89154. https://doi.org/10.1172/jci.
insight.89154 PMID: 28097230

12.

Nussenzweig V, Nussenzweig RS. Circumsporozoite proteins of malaria parasites. Cell. 1985; 42
(2):401–3. https://doi.org/10.1016/0092-8674(85)90093-5 PMID: 2411417

13.

Plassmeyer ML, Reiter K, Shimp RL Jr., Kotova S, Smith PD, Hurt DE, et al. Structure of the Plasmodium falciparum circumsporozoite protein, a leading malaria vaccine candidate. J Biol Chem. 2009; 284
(39):26951–63. https://doi.org/10.1074/jbc.M109.013706 PMID: 19633296

14.

Oyen D, Torres JL, Wille-Reece U, Ockenhouse CF, Emerling D, Glanville J, et al. Structural basis for
antibody recognition of the NANP repeats in Plasmodium falciparum circumsporozoite protein. Proc
Natl Acad Sci U S A. 2017; 114(48):E10438–E45. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1715812114 PMID:
29138320

15.

Triller G, Scally SW, Costa G, Pissarev M, Kreschel C, Bosch A, et al. Natural parasite exposure
induces protective human anti-malarial antibodies. Immunity. 2017; 47(6):1197–209 e10. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.immuni.2017.11.007 PMID: 29195810

16.

Tan J, Sack BK, Oyen D, Zenklusen I, Piccoli L, Barbieri S, et al. A public antibody lineage that potently
inhibits malaria infection through dual binding to the circumsporozoite protein. Nat Med. 2018; 24:401–
7. https://doi.org/10.1038/nm.4513 PMID: 29554084

17.

Kisalu NK, Idris AH, Weidle C, Flores-Garcia Y, Flynn BJ, Sack BK, et al. A human monoclonal antibody
prevents malaria infection by targeting a new site of vulnerability on the parasite. Nat Med. 2018;
24:408–16. https://doi.org/10.1038/nm.4512 PMID: 29554083

18.

Zavala F, Tam JP, Hollingdale MR, Cochrane AH, Quakyi I, Nussenzweig RS, et al. Rationale for development of a synthetic vaccine against Plasmodium falciparum malaria. Science. 1985; 228
(4706):1436–40. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.2409595 PMID: 2409595

19.

Dame JB, Williams JL, McCutchan TF, Weber JL, Wirtz RA, Hockmeyer WT, et al. Structure of the
gene encoding the immunodominant surface antigen on the sporozoite of the human malaria parasite
Plasmodium falciparum. Science. 1984; 225(4662):593–9. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.6204383
PMID: 6204383

20.

Bowman NM, Congdon S, Mvalo T, Patel JC, Escamilla V, Emch M, et al. Comparative population
structure of Plasmodium falciparum circumsporozoite protein NANP repeat lengths in Lilongwe, Malawi.
Sci Rep. 2013; 3:1990. https://doi.org/10.1038/srep01990 PMID: 23771124

21.

Fisher CR, Sutton HJ, Kaczmarski JA, McNamara HA, Clifton B, Mitchell J, et al. T-dependent B cell
responses to Plasmodium induce antibodies that form a high-avidity multivalent complex with the circumsporozoite protein. PLoS Pathog. 2017; 13(7):e1006469. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.ppat.
1006469 PMID: 28759640

22.

Murugan R, Buchauer L, Triller G, Kreschel C, Costa G, Pidelaserra Marti G, et al. Clonal selection
drives protective memory B cell responses in controlled human malaria infection. Sci Immunol. 2018; 3
(20):eaap8029. https://doi.org/10.1126/sciimmunol.aap8029 PMID: 29453292

23.

Imkeller K, Scally SW, Bosch A, Marti GP, Costa G, Triller G, et al. Antihomotypic affinity maturation
improves human B cell responses against a repetitive epitope. Science. 2018; 360(6395):1358–62.
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aar5304 PMID: 29880723

24.

Oyen D, Torres JL, Cottrell CA, Richter King C, Wilson IA, Ward AB. Cryo-EM structure of P. falciparum
circumsporozoite protein with a vaccine-elicited antibody is stabilized by somatically mutated inter-Fab
contacts. Sci Adv. 2018; 4(10):eaau8529. https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.aau8529 PMID: 30324137

25.

Cockburn IA, Seder RA. Malaria prevention: from immunological concepts to effective vaccines and
protective antibodies. Nat Immunol. 2018; 19(11):1199–211. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41590-018-02286 PMID: 30333613

26.

Collins KA, Snaith R, Cottingham MG, Gilbert SC, Hill AVS. Enhancing protective immunity to malaria
with a highly immunogenic virus-like particle vaccine. Sci Rep. 2017; 7:46621. https://doi.org/10.1038/
srep46621 PMID: 28422178

27.

Lee EC, Liang Q, Ali H, Bayliss L, Beasley A, Bloomfield-Gerdes T, et al. Complete humanization of the
mouse immunoglobulin loci enables efficient therapeutic antibody discovery. Nat Biotechnol. 2014; 32
(4):356–63. https://doi.org/10.1038/nbt.2825 PMID: 24633243

PLOS Pathogens | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.ppat.1008373 March 9, 2020

20 / 22

PLOS PATHOGENS

Protective antibodies to PfCSP junctional epitope

28.

Kastenmuller K, Espinosa DA, Trager L, Stoyanov C, Salazar AM, Pokalwar S, et al. Full-length Plasmodium falciparum circumsporozoite protein administered with long-chain poly(I.C) or the Toll-like
receptor 4 agonist glucopyranosyl lipid adjuvant-stable emulsion elicits potent antibody and CD4+ T cell
immunity and protection in mice. Infect Immun. 2013; 81(3):789–800. https://doi.org/10.1128/IAI.
01108-12 PMID: 23275094

29.

Ye J, Ma N, Madden TL, Ostell JM. IgBLAST: an immunoglobulin variable domain sequence analysis
tool. Nucleic Acids Res. 2013; 41(Web Server issue):W34–40. https://doi.org/10.1093/nar/gkt382
PMID: 23671333

30.

Espinosa DA, Gutierrez GM, Rojas-Lopez M, Noe AR, Shi L, Tse SW, et al. Proteolytic cleavage of the
Plasmodium falciparum circumsporozoite protein is a target of protective antibodies. J Infect Dis. 2015;
212(7):1111–9. https://doi.org/10.1093/infdis/jiv154 PMID: 25762791

31.

Tan YC, Kongpachith S, Blum LK, Ju CH, Lahey LJ, Lu DR, et al. Barcode-enabled sequencing of plasmablast antibody repertoires in rheumatoid arthritis. Arthritis Rheumatol. 2014; 66(10):2706–15. https://
doi.org/10.1002/art.38754 PMID: 24965753

32.

Tan YC, Blum LK, Kongpachith S, Ju CH, Cai X, Lindstrom TM, et al. High-throughput sequencing of
natively paired antibody chains provides evidence for original antigenic sin shaping the antibody
response to influenza vaccination. Clin Immunol. 2014; 151(1):55–65. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.clim.
2013.12.008 PMID: 24525048

33.

Volpe JM, Cowell LG, Kepler TB. SoDA: implementation of a 3D alignment algorithm for inference of
antigen receptor recombinations. Bioinformatics. 2006; 22(4):438–44. https://doi.org/10.1093/
bioinformatics/btk004 PMID: 16357034

34.

Schwenk R, DeBot M, Porter M, Nikki J, Rein L, Spaccapelo R, et al. IgG2 antibodies against a clinical
grade Plasmodium falciparum CSP vaccine antigen associate with protection against transgenic sporozoite challenge in mice. PLoS One. 2014; 9(10):e111020. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.
0111020 PMID: 25343487

35.

Otwinowski Z, Minor W. Processing of X-ray diffraction data collected in oscillation mode. Methods
Enzymol. 1997; 276:307–26.

36.

McCoy AJ, Grosse-Kunstleve RW, Adams PD, Winn MD, Storoni LC, Read RJ. Phaser crystallographic
software. J Appl Crystallogr. 2007; 40(Pt 4):658–74. https://doi.org/10.1107/S0021889807021206
PMID: 19461840

37.

Lepore R, Olimpieri PP, Messih MA, Tramontano A. PIGSPro: prediction of immunoGlobulin structures
v2. Nucleic Acids Res. 2017; 45:W17–W23. https://doi.org/10.1093/nar/gkx334 PMID: 28472367

38.

Adams PD, Afonine PV, Bunkoczi G, Chen VB, Davis IW, Echols N, et al. PHENIX: a comprehensive
Python-based system for macromolecular structure solution. Acta Crystallogr D Biol Crystallogr. 2010;
66(Pt 2):213–21. https://doi.org/10.1107/S0907444909052925 PMID: 20124702

39.

Emsley P, Lohkamp B, Scott WG, Cowtan K. Features and development of Coot. Acta Crystallogr D
Biol Crystallogr. 2010; 66(Pt 4):486–501. https://doi.org/10.1107/S0907444910007493 PMID:
20383002

40.

Connolly ML. The molecular surface package. J Mol Graph. 1993; 11(2):139–41. https://doi.org/10.
1016/0263-7855(93)87010-3 PMID: 8347567

41.

Chen VB, Arendall WB 3rd, Headd JJ, Keedy DA, Immormino RM, Kapral GJ, et al. MolProbity: allatom structure validation for macromolecular crystallography. Acta Crystallogr D Biol Crystallogr. 2010;
66(Pt 1):12–21. https://doi.org/10.1107/S0907444909042073 PMID: 20057044

42.

Horn HW, Swope WC, Pitera JW, Madura JD, Dick TJ, Hura GL, et al. Development of an improved
four-site water model for biomolecular simulations: TIP4P-Ew. J Chem Phys. 2004; 120(20):9665–78.
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.1683075 PMID: 15267980

43.

Case D.A., Betz R.M., Cerutti D.S., Cheatham I T.E., Darden T.A., Duke R.E., et al. AMBER. In: 2016,
editor.: University of California, San Francisco; 2016.

44.

Miller BR 3rd, McGee TD Jr., Swails JM, Homeyer N, Gohlke H, Roitberg AE. MMPBSA.py: an efficient
program for end-state free energy calculations. J Chem Theory Comput. 2012; 8(9):3314–21. https://
doi.org/10.1021/ct300418h PMID: 26605738

45.

Swails JM, York DM, Roitberg AE. Constant pH replica exchange molecular dynamics in explicit solvent
using discrete protonation states: implementation, testing, and validation. J Chem Theory Comput.
2014; 10(3):1341–52. https://doi.org/10.1021/ct401042b PMID: 24803862

46.

Olsson MH, Sondergaard CR, Rostkowski M, Jensen JH. PROPKA3: consistent treatment of internal
and surface residues in empirical pKa predictions. J Chem Theory Comput. 2011; 7(2):525–37. https://
doi.org/10.1021/ct100578z PMID: 26596171

PLOS Pathogens | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.ppat.1008373 March 9, 2020

21 / 22

PLOS PATHOGENS

Protective antibodies to PfCSP junctional epitope

47.

Suloway C, Pulokas J, Fellmann D, Cheng A, Guerra F, Quispe J, et al. Automated molecular microscopy: the new Leginon system. J Struct Biol. 2005; 151(1):41–60. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsb.2005.03.
010 PMID: 15890530

48.

Lander GC, Stagg SM, Voss NR, Cheng A, Fellmann D, Pulokas J, et al. Appion: an integrated, database-driven pipeline to facilitate EM image processing. J Struct Biol. 2009; 166(1):95–102. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.jsb.2009.01.002 PMID: 19263523

49.

Voss NR, Yoshioka CK, Radermacher M, Potter CS, Carragher B. DoG Picker and TiltPicker: software
tools to facilitate particle selection in single particle electron microscopy. J Struct Biol. 2009; 166
(2):205–13. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsb.2009.01.004 PMID: 19374019

50.

Zhang K. Gctf: Real-time CTF determination and correction. J Struct Biol. 2016; 193(1):1–12. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.jsb.2015.11.003 PMID: 26592709

51.

Punjani A, Rubinstein JL, Fleet DJ, Brubaker MA. cryoSPARC: algorithms for rapid unsupervised cryoEM structure determination. Nat Methods. 2017; 14(3):290–6. https://doi.org/10.1038/nmeth.4169
PMID: 28165473

52.

Pettersen EF, Goddard TD, Huang CC, Couch GS, Greenblatt DM, Meng EC, et al. UCSF Chimera—a
visualization system for exploratory research and analysis. J Comput Chem. 2004; 25(13):1605–12.
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcc.20084 PMID: 15264254

PLOS Pathogens | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.ppat.1008373 March 9, 2020

22 / 22

