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ABSTRACT 
 

Mycobacterium abscesses is a rapidly growing non-tuberculous mycobacterium known for its intrinsic resistance to numerous 

antibiotics, posing significant clinical challenges, especially for patients with cystic fibrosis and immunocompromised 

individuals. The advent of cryo-electron microscopy (Cryo-EM) has transformed structural biology by allowing near-atomic 

resolution visualization of macromolecular complexes, providing valuable insights into mechanisms of antibiotic resistance. 

This paper reviews the structural features of the M. abscesses ribosome as elucidated by advanced Cryo-EM techniques, 

highlighting unique ribosomal RNA (rRNA) modifications and protein compositions that contribute to antibiotic resistance. By 

understanding these structural peculiarities, this research paves the way for developing novel therapeutic strategies targeting M. 

abscessus. 
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I. Introduction 
 

Mycobacterium abscessus, a rapidly growing non-tuberculous mycobacterium (NTM), presents considerable clinical difficulties 

due to its inherent resistance to many antibiotics. This resistance complicates treatment regimens, particularly for pulmonary 

infections in cystic fibrosis patients and other immunocompromised individuals (Nessar et al. 2012). To address this challenge, it is 

crucial to understand the underlying mechanisms of antibiotic resistance in M. abscessus. 

 

Cryo-electron microscopy (Cryo-EM) has emerged as a revolutionary tool in structural biology, enabling researchers to visualize 

macromolecular complexes at near-atomic resolution without the need for crystallization (Nogales and Scheres 2015). This 

technique is particularly advantageous for studying large and flexible complexes, such as ribosomes, which are notoriously difficult 

to analyze using other methods like X-ray crystallography. 

 

Ribosomes, essential for protein synthesis in all living cells, are prime targets for antibiotics. The ribosome of M. abscessus exhibits 

unique structural features that contribute to its antibiotic resistance (Andres and Tenson 2019). This paper explores the advanced 

Cryo-EM techniques used to resolve the structure of the M. abscessus ribosome, the unique features identified, and their implications 

for antibiotic resistance and potential therapeutic interventions. 

 

II.  Cryo-Electron Microscopy (Cryo-EM) in Structural Biology 
 

 Advancements in Cryo-EM 

Cryo-EM has undergone significant advancements in recent years, driven by improvements in detector technology, image 

processing algorithms, and sample preparation techniques. The development of direct electron detectors and sophisticated software 

for image analysis, such as RELION and cryoSPARC, has dramatically increased the resolution and quality of ribosomal structures 

obtained (Cheng 2018). 
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Detector Technology 

The introduction of direct electron detectors (DEDs) has been a game-changer in Cryo-EM. Traditional charge-coupled device 

(CCD) cameras suffered from low detective quantum efficiency (DQE), which limited resolution. DEDs, on the other hand, provide 

high DQE and improved signal-to-noise ratio, enabling the capture of higher resolution images (McMullan et al. 2014). This 

technological leap has made it possible to resolve finer details of ribosomal structures, which is crucial for understanding the 

subtleties of antibiotic binding and resistance mechanisms. 

 

III. Image Processing Algorithms 

 

Advances in image processing algorithms have also been instrumental in the success of Cryo-EM. Software like RELION (Scheres 

2012) and cryoSPARC (Punjani et al. 2017) allow for more accurate alignment and reconstruction of particles from noisy 

micrographs. These algorithms employ maximum likelihood methods and Bayesian inference to enhance the signal and produce 

high-resolution 3D reconstructions from 2D images. The ability to handle large datasets and correct for beam-induced motion has 

significantly improved the quality of Cryo-EM maps. 

 

Sample Preparation Techniques 

High-quality sample preparation is vital for successful Cryo-EM. The process involves vitrifying samples by rapid freezing to 

preserve their native state and prevent ice crystal formation. Innovations such as the use of graphene oxide support films (Pantelic 

et al. 2010) and gold substrates (Russo and Passmore 2014) have enhanced sample stability and reduced beam-induced motion, 

further improving the resolution of Cryo-EM images. 

 

Ribosome Structure Determination 

The ribosome is a complex macromolecular machine responsible for protein synthesis. In prokaryotes, the ribosome consists of two 

subunits: the small 30S subunit and the large 50S subunit. High-resolution structures of ribosomes from model organisms like 

Escherichia coli have provided detailed insights into their functional dynamics, serving as a blueprint for investigating ribosomes 

from pathogenic bacteria (Cate et al. 1999). 

 

Historical Context 

Historically, X-ray crystallography was the primary method for determining ribosome structures. Landmark studies in the early 

2000s revealed the atomic structures of the ribosomal subunits, highlighting the intricate interactions between rRNA and ribosomal 

proteins (Ban et al. 2000; Wimberly et al. 2000). However, the requirement for well-ordered crystals limited the scope of structural 

studies to a few species that could be crystallized successfully. 

 

Cryo-EM's Contribution 

Cryo-EM has overcome these limitations, allowing the study of ribosomes from a broader range of organisms, including those that 

are difficult to crystallize. The technique's ability to capture multiple conformational states has provided deeper insights into 

ribosomal dynamics during translation (Amunts et al. 2014). For pathogenic bacteria like M. abscessus, Cryo-EM has been 

particularly valuable in revealing structural adaptations that contribute to antibiotic resistance. 

 

IV. Cryo-EM Studies on Pathogenic Bacterial Ribosomes 

 

Mycobacterium tuberculosis, a close relative of M. abscessus, has been the subject of several Cryo-EM studies. The high-resolution 

structures of M. tuberculosis ribosomes have revealed unique features that distinguish them from other bacterial ribosomes, 

enhancing our understanding of their role in pathogenesis and antibiotic resistance (Yang et al. 2019). 

 

Unique Structural Features 

Cryo-EM studies have identified several unique structural features in the ribosomes of pathogenic mycobacteria. For instance, 

mycobacterial ribosomes possess additional rRNA helices and unique ribosomal proteins that are absent in model organisms like E. 

coli. These features may influence the binding of antibiotics and ribosomal inhibitors, contributing to the intrinsic resistance 

observed in mycobacteria (Yang et al. 2019). 

 

Functional Implications 

The unique structural elements of mycobacterial ribosomes have functional implications for antibiotic resistance. For example, 

modifications in the peptidyl transferase center (PTC) and the decoding site can alter the binding affinity of antibiotics, reducing 

their efficacy. Understanding these modifications at the molecular level is crucial for developing new drugs that can bypass these 

resistance mechanisms (Rodnina and Wintermeyer 2001). 

 

V. The Ribosome of Mycobacterium abscessus 

 

Structural Insights 

70S Ribosome Composition 

The 70S ribosome of Mycobacterium abscessus consists of the 50S large subunit and the 30S small subunit. The structure includes 

both ribosomal RNA (rRNA) and ribosomal proteins, which are critical for protein synthesis. The large subunit contains 23S and 

5S rRNAs along with numerous proteins, while the small subunit comprises 16S rRNA and associated proteins (RCSB PDB). 
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Unique Features 

Specific to mycobacteria, the ribosome structure showcases unique rRNA expansion segments and specialized ribosomal proteins. 

For instance, the 23S rRNA includes a notable segment termed H54a, which forms a new intersubunit bridge known as B9. This 

bridge plays a crucial role in maintaining the ribosome's structural integrity during different states of rotation (Sciety). 

 

Ribosome Hibernation Mechanism 

The ribosome hibernation factor RafH, which is crucial under hypoxic conditions, binds to the 70S ribosome, inducing hibernation. 

RafH interacts with the decoding center of the small subunit and with specific intersubunit bridges, effectively inhibiting protein 

synthesis and contributing to the bacterium's survival during stress (Society). This mechanism is unique compared to other bacterial 

hibernation strategies that often involve 100S ribosome disomes. 

 

VI. Structural Comparison with Other Mycobacteria 

 

 Mycobacterium tuberculosis 

The comparison between M. abscessus and M. tuberculosis ribosomes reveals several interesting distinctions. Both species exhibit 

unique rRNA expansions and additional ribosomal proteins that are not present in other bacteria. However, specific structural 

adaptations in M. abscessus may contribute to its higher level of antibiotic resistance compared to M. tuberculosis (Yang et al. 

2019). 

 

 Structural Adaptations 

The structural adaptations in M. abscessus ribosomes include alterations in the antibiotic binding sites and the presence of unique 

rRNA modifications. These adaptations can reduce the binding affinity of antibiotics, thereby contributing to the intrinsic resistance 

observed in M. abscessus. Understanding these differences is crucial for designing effective antibiotics against NTM infections 

(Alexander and Mankin 2018). 

 

VII. Advanced Cryo-EM Techniques 
 

 Sample Preparation 

Effective sample preparation is crucial for high-resolution Cryo-EM. Methods such as cryo-fixation, vitrification, and the use of 

affinity grids have been developed to maintain the native state of ribosomal complexes. For M. abscessus, optimizing these protocols 

is vital to overcome the challenges posed by its robust cell envelope and high lipid content (Bai et al. 2015). 

 

 Cryo-Fixation and Vitrification 

Cryo-fixation involves rapidly freezing samples in a manner that preserves their native structures. Vitrification, the process of 

converting water into a glass-like state without forming ice crystals, is essential for maintaining the structural integrity of biological 

specimens. This is achieved by plunging samples into liquid ethane or propane cooled by liquid nitrogen (Dubochet et al. 1988). 

 

 Affinity Grids 

Affinity grids, which use biochemical tags to specifically bind target molecules, have been developed to enhance sample purity and 

concentration. These grids can be coated with antibodies or other ligands that selectively capture ribosomal complexes from crude 

extracts, improving the quality of Cryo-EM data (Han et al. 2012). 

 

Image Acquisition and Processing 

State-of-the-art electron microscopes equipped with direct electron detectors capture high-resolution images of ribosomes. 

Advanced image processing software then reconstructs three-dimensional structures from two-dimensional images. Techniques such 

as single-particle analysis are particularly relevant for studying the ribosome, given its large size and complex structure (Scheres 

2012). 

 

 Single-Particle Analysis 

Single-particle analysis (SPA) is a powerful method for reconstructing 3D structures of macromolecules from thousands to millions 

of individual particle images. SPA involves aligning and averaging these images to produce high-resolution density maps. This 

technique is well-suited for studying the dynamic conformational states of ribosomes (Cheng 2018). 

 

 Computational Tools 

The interpretation of Cryo-EM data involves fitting atomic models to the electron density maps obtained. This process requires a 

combination of computational tools and biochemical knowledge to accurately model the ribosomal subunits and their interactions 

with antibiotics or other ligands. Software like PHENIX (Adams et al. 2010) and COOT (Emsley et al. 2010) are commonly used 

for model building and validation. 

 

Structural Interpretation 

The interpretation of Cryo-EM data involves fitting atomic models to the electron density maps obtained. This process requires a 

combination of computational tools and biochemical knowledge to accurately model the ribosomal subunits and their interactions 

with antibiotics or other ligands (Amunts et al. 2014). 
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Model Building and Refinement 

Model building involves fitting known structures or homology models into Cryo-EM maps. This is followed by refinement, where 

the model is adjusted to better fit the experimental data. Iterative cycles of model building and refinement help achieve accurate 

atomic models of the ribosome (Adams et al. 2010). 

 

Structural Insights into Antibiotic Resistance 

The high-resolution structures obtained through Cryo-EM provide detailed insights into how antibiotics interact with ribosomal 

components. By comparing the structures of antibiotic-bound and antibiotic-free ribosomes, researchers can identify the specific 

interactions that confer resistance. These insights are crucial for designing new antibiotics that can overcome resistance mechanisms 

(Alexander and Mankin 2018). 

 

 Key Findings: Unique Features and Antibiotic Resistance Mechanisms 

 

 Ribosomal RNA Modifications 

The Cryo-EM study revealed specific modifications in the rRNA that may hinder the binding of certain antibiotics, thereby 

conferring resistance. These modifications alter the structure of the ribosome in ways that reduce antibiotic efficacy (Alexander and 

Mankin 2018). 

 

 Methylation and Pseudouridylation 

Methylation and pseudouridylation are common rRNA modifications that can impact ribosome function and antibiotic binding. In 

M. abscessus, specific methyltransferases modify nucleotides in the peptidyl transferase center (PTC) and the decoding site, reducing 

the binding affinity of antibiotics like macrolides and aminoglycosides (Basturea et al. 2012). 

 

 Impact on Antibiotic Binding 

These rRNA modifications can sterically hinder antibiotic binding or alter the conformation of the ribosomal active sites, thereby 

reducing antibiotic efficacy. For example, methylation of A2058 in the 23S rRNA reduces the binding affinity of macrolides, leading 

to resistance (Douthwaite and Aagaard 1993). 

 

 Protein Composition 

The presence of unique ribosomal proteins that are not found in other mycobacteria potentially alters the ribosome's structural 

dynamics and its interaction with antibiotics. These proteins contribute to the overall robustness and adaptability of the M. abscessus 

ribosome (Andres and Tenson 2019). 

 

 Unique Ribosomal Proteins 

M. abscessus ribosomes contain unique proteins that may contribute to antibiotic resistance. For instance, the presence of specific 

ribosomal protein paralogs can influence the assembly and stability of the ribosome, affecting its interaction with antibiotics. These 

proteins may also participate in ribosomal hibernation and stress response mechanisms (Andres and Tenson 2019). 

 

Functional Roles 

The unique ribosomal proteins in M. abscessus are involved in various functional roles, including ribosome assembly, stability, and 

hibernation. By altering the ribosomal structure and function, these proteins can contribute to the bacterium's ability to withstand 

antibiotic treatment and environmental stress (Sharma et al. 2010). 

 

Implications for Drug Development 

Understanding the Cryo-EM structure of the Mycobacterium abscessus ribosome has significant implications for drug development. 

The unique structural elements, such as the rRNA expansion segments and the binding sites of hibernation factors, provide potential 

targets for new antibiotics. By targeting these unique features, it might be possible to develop treatments that are specifically 

effective against M. abscessus, circumventing the common issue of antibiotic resistance (Esposito and Fey 2018). 

 

 Targeting rRNA Modifications 

Designing antibiotics that can bypass or inhibit rRNA modifications is a promising strategy for overcoming resistance. For example, 

developing macrolides that can bind to methylated rRNA or inhibitors of rRNA methyltransferases could restore antibiotic efficacy 

against resistant strains of M. abscessus (Basturea et al. 2012). 

 

 Inhibiting Ribosomal Proteins 

Targeting unique ribosomal proteins involved in antibiotic resistance and ribosome hibernation is another potential strategy. Small 

molecules or peptides that disrupt the function of these proteins could enhance the sensitivity of M. abscessus to existing antibiotics 

or serve as novel therapeutic agents themselves (Sharma et al. 2010). 

 

 Structural-Based Drug Design 

The high-resolution Cryo-EM structures provide a detailed framework for structure-based drug design. By understanding the atomic-

level interactions between ribosomal components and antibiotics, researchers can design drugs with improved binding properties 

and efficacy. This approach can lead to the development of new antibiotics that are less susceptible to resistance mechanisms 

(Esposito and Fey 2018). 
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VIII Conclusion 
Resolving the Cryo-EM structure of the Mycobacterium abscessus ribosome has significantly advanced our understanding of its 

unique structural features and resistance mechanisms. This research not only contributes to the fundamental knowledge of 

mycobacterial ribosomes but also paves the way for developing new antibiotics targeting these resistant organisms. Future studies 

should focus on exploiting these structural insights to design drugs that can overcome the intrinsic resistance mechanisms of M. 

abscessus. 

 

Significance of Cryo-EM in Understanding M. abscessus 

The application of Cryo-EM to study the M. abscessus ribosome has provided a powerful means to visualize the intricate details of 

this complex at near-atomic resolution. Unlike traditional techniques such as X-ray crystallography, Cryo-EM does not require the 

crystallization of the ribosome, which is a significant advantage given the challenges associated with crystallizing large and flexible 

macromolecular assemblies. This technological advancement has allowed researchers to observe the ribosome in different functional 

states, capturing a more dynamic picture of its interactions and conformational changes during protein synthesis and antibiotic 

binding. 

 

Unique Structural Features and Their Implications 

The structural elucidation of the M. abscessus ribosome revealed several unique features, such as specific rRNA modifications and 

unique ribosomal proteins, that contribute to its robust resistance mechanisms. The presence of rRNA expansion segments, for 

instance, suggests a structural adaptation that might influence the binding of antibiotics. Additionally, the discovery of unique 

intersubunit bridges like B9 highlights the evolutionary divergence of M. abscessus ribosomes from those of other bacteria, 

potentially providing a scaffold for novel antibiotic design. 

 

 Mechanisms of Antibiotic Resistance 

The insights gained from Cryo-EM studies have shed light on how specific modifications in rRNA and ribosomal proteins can 

hinder antibiotic binding, thereby conferring resistance. Understanding these modifications at an atomic level is crucial for 

developing antibiotics that can either avoid these modifications or directly inhibit the enzymes responsible for them. For instance, 

the methylation of certain rRNA residues prevents antibiotic binding, a mechanism that could be countered by designing drugs that 

are less affected by such modifications or by developing inhibitors for the methyltransferases. 

 

Future Directions for Research and Drug Development 

The high-resolution structural data obtained through Cryo-EM provides a detailed framework for structure-based drug design. Future 

research should leverage these structural insights to develop novel antibiotics that specifically target the unique features of the M. 

abscessus ribosome. This could involve designing molecules that can bind to modified rRNA regions or unique ribosomal proteins, 

thereby inhibiting their function and overcoming resistance. 

Moreover, research should focus on the dynamic aspects of ribosomal function, such as the mechanisms of ribosome hibernation 

and how they contribute to bacterial survival under stress conditions. By targeting these hibernation mechanisms, it might be possible 

to develop drugs that can effectively kill dormant bacteria, which are often the most challenging to treat with conventional 

antibiotics. 

 

 Broader Implications for Nontuberculous Mycobacteria 

The implications of this research extend beyond M. abscessus to other nontuberculous mycobacteria (NTM) that exhibit similar 

resistance mechanisms. Understanding the structural basis of ribosomal function and antibiotic resistance in M. abscessus can 

provide a blueprint for studying other NTMs, potentially leading to broad-spectrum antibiotics effective against a range of 

pathogenic mycobacteria. 

 

IX Concluding Remarks 
In conclusion, the application of Cryo-EM to study the Mycobacterium abscessus ribosome has provided unprecedented insights 

into the structural basis of its antibiotic resistance. These findings have significant implications for the development of new 

therapeutic strategies aimed at combating resistant mycobacterial infections. As Cryo-EM technology continues to advance, it will 

undoubtedly play a crucial role in unraveling the complexities of ribosomal structure and function in various pathogenic organisms, 

paving the way for innovative approaches to antibiotic development. Future research should continue to build on these findings, 

exploring new avenues for drug design and ultimately improving treatment outcomes for patients affected by resistant bacterial 

infections. 
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