Chapter 11
3D Motifs

Jerome P. Nilmeier, Elaine C. Meng, Benjamin J. Polacco
and Patricia C. Babbitt

Abstract Three-dimensional (3D) motifs are patterns of local structure associated
with function, typically based on residues in binding or catalytic sites. Protein
structures of unknown function can be annotated by comparing them to known 3D
motifs. Many methods have been developed for identifying 3D motifs and for
searching structures for their occurrence. Approaches vary in the type and amount
of input evidence, how the motifs are described and matched, whether the results
include a measure of statistical significance, and how the motifs relate to function.
Compared to algorithm development, less progress has been made in providing
publicly searchable databases of 3D motifs that are both functionally specific and
cover a broad range of functions. A roadblock has been the difficulty of generating
detailed structure-function classifications; instead, automated, large-scale studies
have relied upon pre-existing classifications of either structure or function.
Complementary to 3D motif methods are approaches focused on molecular surface
descriptions, global structure (fold) comparisons, predicting interactions with other
macromolecules, and identifying physiological substrates by docking databases of
small molecules.
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11.1 Background: Functional Annotation

The genomic approach to biology has resulted not only in copious amounts of new
sequence and structure data, but also the prospect of obtaining a complete “parts
list” for many organisms. However, a parts list is of little use without some
understanding of what each part does. Even with entire genome sequences in hand,
not all genes have been identified, and among identified genes, significant numbers
have not been annotated with any function. The amount of sequence data far
outweighs the available structures, so to a large extent, the assignment of functions,
or functional annotation, has been performed by large-scale sequence searching. In
many cases, the function of an unknown sequence is inferred, or fransferred,
through similarity to a sequence with a known function.
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11.1.1 What Is Function?

Function can be described at many levels and from many perspectives (Radivojac
et al. 2013). Objective classifications of function are needed for training and testing
any method of functional annotation. The Gene Ontology (GO) system (Ashburner
etal. 2000) is a hierarchical set of functional descriptors ranging from broad to specific
in each of three categories: biological process, cellular component, and molecular
function. For the specific molecular functions of enzymes, GO embeds the Enzyme
Commission (EC) system (International Union of Biochemistry and Molecular
Biology: Nomenclature Committee and Webb 1992) which is also hierarchical:
catalysed reactions are described with four integers, where the first number refers to a
broad class of reactions and the last number refers to a specific substrate. GO also
includes molecular function terms for stable binding relationships (where binding is
not functionally associated with membrane transport or catalytic activity). The KEGG
annotation (Kanehisa and Goto 2000; Ogata et al. 1999), while used mostly for
studying reaction pathways, can also be used to annotate enzyme function.

Other methods for classifying proteins, while less directly related to function, can
be used to infer relationships related to function. These include Structural
Classification of Proteins (SCOP) (Murzin et al. 1995; Conte et al. 2000; Andreeva
et al. 2004, 2008) and Class, Architecture, Topology, and Homologous superfamily
(CATH) (Orengo et al. 1997, 1999, 2003). Both methods are hierarchical classifi-
cations of protein substructures such as folds (Richardson 1981) or domains (Chothia
and Lesk 1986; Rost 1997), that can be “mixed and matched” evolutionarily (Chothia
et al. 2003). In SCOP, domains are classified into families, superfamilies, folds, and
classes. Folds are, in general, only indirectly related to function (Babbitt and Gerlt
1997; Todd et al. 2001), but they can be very informative for many cases. The use of
fold similarity for annotation transfer is discussed in Chap. 9.

The GO and EC annotations for functional annotation cover nearly all reactions
found in biochemical systems. They do not, however, include details on enzymatic
mechanism, or the role of the protein in the reaction (Babbitt 2003). Two enzymes
that catalyze the same overall reaction would have the same EC number, even if
their structures and catalytic intermediates are very different. Additionally, many
enzymes are evolutionarily related because they share an intermediate step in the
overall reaction, that is, a common partial reaction. The EC and GO naming
systems do not account for such similarities in any practical way, and yet such
similarities are a defining feature for many protein superfamilies, with the enolase
superfamily as the most notable example. Figure 11.1 illustrates the variety of
reactions associated with the enolase superfamily.

11.1.2 Genomics and Functional Annotation

The progress in the genomics community in assigning functional annotations
through sequence-based methods is impressive. Given that function is related
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Fig. 11.1 Illustration of the common partial reaction in the enolase superfamily. The extraor-
dinary diversity of reactions shown in these enzymes share one step in common, which is the
initial abstraction of a proton (indicated in red). Abbreviations are MR mandelate racemase, GlucD
glucarate dehydratase, MLE muconate lactonizing enzyme, ff-MAL [ methylaspartate ammonia
lyase, OSBS O-succinylbenzoate synthase

indirectly to sequence through a protein structure, however, it makes sense to
consider methods that incorporate protein structure more directly in the inference of
function.

Sequence alignment methods such as BLAST (Altschul et al. 1990) and
CLUSTALW (Larkin et al. 2007; Thompson et al. 1994) have enjoyed wide suc-
cess in inferring function when sequence similarity is greater than 40-60% (Tian
and Skolnick 2003; Devos and Valencia 2001; Rost 2002). More sophisticated
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methods, including Hidden Markov Model (HMM) methods (Krogh et al. 1994;
Sjolander et al. 1996), and ancestry-based methods such as the Evolutionary Trace
(Lichtarge et al. 1996), INTREPID (Sankararaman and Sjolander 2008), Phylofacts
(Glanville et al. 2007; Krishnamurthy et al. 2006), Bayesian Monte Carlo inference
from phylogenetic trees (Tseng and Liang 2006) and EFICAz (Arakaki et al. 2009;
Tian et al. 2004) combine sequence alignment procedures and machine learning
techniques to specifically assign function to a sequence.

11.1.3 The Need for Structure-Based Methods

Protein structures, however, may reveal important similarities or possible evolu-
tionary relationships that are not evident from their sequences alone. The natural
analogue to a global sequence alignment is a global structure alignment. Methods
like LGA (Zemla 2003), PINTS (Stark and Russell 2003) and CE (Shindyalov and
Bourne 1998, 2001) can accomplish this alignment in various ways and sometimes
reveal more significant relationships in the alignments.

Other approaches use combinations of sequence and structural information, such
as SOIPPA (Xie and Bourne 2008, 2009; Ren et al. 2010), DISCERN
(Sankararaman et al. 2010), and PevoSOAR (Tseng et al. 2009), and can provide
improvements to sequence based methods alone. Additionally, methods like the
FFF approach that are essentially structural in nature benefit from addition of
sequence information (Cammer et al. 2003). The success of any of these global
similarity-based techniques depends largely on the ability to distinguish conser-
vation patterns that correspond to the actual functional or catalytic portions of a
protein sequence or structure.

Related proteins may have diverged so far that global sequence or structure
alignments are challenging. Conversely, proteins with highly similar folds can
perform different functions (Babbitt and Gerlt 1997; Todd et al. 2001). This
observation points to the need for a more fundamental definition of a structural unit,
or 3D motif which more specifically defines the functional aspects of a given
protein structure.

Structural genomics efforts have long recognized the fact that structural data is
much more informative than sequence data alone. This data is used not only for
annotation, but for homology modelling and in silico drug design. On principal
driving idea behind this effort is to crystallize structures that are underrepresented in
sequence space, so that more sequences can be more directly represented in
structural forms (Berman et al. 2000; Baker and Sali 2001). The number of
structures in the PDB from these initiatives has continued to grow at an increasing
rate, and many target structures were previously completely unannotated, or
annotated incorrectly using automated sequence-based methods.

Functional assignment to these proteins remains as a frontier challenge for
structural genomics, and 3D motif-based methods are likely to play a prominent
role for proteins where current methods fall short.
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11.2 3D Motif Matching Techniques

11.2.1 What Is a 3D Motif?

3D motifs are spatial patterns of points based on a few residues (generally under a
dozen) associated with some protein function or classification of interest. They are
sometimes called active site templates, since the residues may contribute to a
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Fig. 11.2 Example of a catalytic template constructed from a Catalytic Site Atlas (CSA) entry,
which has a corresponding EC number along with a list of residues that comprise the site. Each
residue has a centroid associated with it, which is labelled in parentheses and shown as spheres in
(a) and (b). Cofactors, ions, and residues can often have either a single centroid or many centroids
associated with them (see Fig. 11.3). In this example, Co coordinates are used as the residue
centroids, but centroids may be computed in other ways. For this templating approach, a graphical
representation of the template is used, with nodes associated with the centroid identity, and edges
defined by the interatomic distances. The template is stored as a distance matrix, shown in (b). The
image was created with UCSF Chimera (Pettersen et al. 2004) (http://www.cgl.ucsf.edu/chimera)
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binding or catalytic pocket, or structural templates. The positions of one or a few
atoms per residue are used, and the points are labelled with additional information,
such as atom and residue type, used in matching. The residues are often strictly
positioned in space but not necessarily in sequence. Figure 11.2 describes a typical
binding site found in the Catalytic Site Atlas (CSA), and one way to represent it in a
reduced form. In this example, the Co atoms are used as pseudoatoms, but many
approaches use atomic coordinates from the sidechains, or a centroid using clusters
of atoms in the pseudoatom positions as well (Oldfield 2002), as is the case for the
templates in Fig. 11.3.

3D motifs represent highly conserved patterns of local structure. Often the
residues are conserved to sub-angstrom resolution, and the absence of one residue
in the motif can completely eliminate its function. The remainder of the protein,
however, can often vary substantially. Ideally, a 3D motif will describe exactly
these function-critical structural components and serve as a sensitive and specific
signature of the function.

Since such a motif can often be the only evolutionary constraint, many different
structures can be present with the same motif, and there is no restriction on the
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Fig. 11.3 Active site residues from members of the enolase superfamily, illustrating aspects of
motif representation and specificity. The superimposed side chains of two basic and three acidic
residues are shown from each of the following: mandelate racemase (yellow, PDB 2mnr), enolase
(salmon, PDB 4enl), and methylaspartate ammonia lyase (blue, PDB lkcz). Balls indicate
alpha-carbon (Co) and side chain centroid locations. Single-letter codes near the alpha-carbons
indicate residue types: H for histidine, K for lysine, D for aspartic acid, and E for glutamic acid.
While the acidic residues at the two lower left positions are highly conserved in type and
conformation, variations in the sites include: / differing (albeit similar) residue types at the other
three positions; 2 different side chain conformations, exemplified by the two lysines on the right; 3
different locations in primary sequence, where the basic residue on the upper left is C-terminal to
the others in enolase but N-terminal in the sequences of the other two proteins. Using side chain
centroids rather than the positions of functional atoms generally allows for more variety in
backbone conformations, assuming the sidechain positions are well conserved across templates
(Todd et al. 2002). The image was created with UCSF Chimera (Pettersen et al. 2004) (http://
www.cgl.ucsf.edu/chimera)
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Fig. 11.4 Two serine proteases superimposed at their catalytic triads reveals the close similarity
of residues in the active sites despite different overall folds. a Ribbon diagrams of trypsin (blue/
light blue, PDB 1sgt) and proteinase K, a homolog of subtilisin, (red/salmon, PDB 2pkc) show that
the two proteins have different folds with no corresponding secondary structure elements, yet their
catalytic triads (displayed in stick representation) overlap. They are considered to have no common
ancestor. b The sidechains of the catalytic triads are shown enlarged to display the similar
orientations of the catalytic triad residues (1sgt: Asp102, His57, Ser195; and 2pke: Asp39, His69,
Ser224). The similarity of the catalytic triad in these non-homologous structures demonstrates the
ability of 3D motifs to detect similar functions in a pair of proteins where homology-based
methods will fail. The image was created with UCSF Chimera (Pettersen et al. 2004) (http://www.
cgl.ucsf.edu/chimera)

location or relative order of residues in the sequence. Figure 11.4 shows a case of
convergent evolution in the serine protease Asp-His-Ser catalytic triad. While the
catalytic triad is highly conserved structurally, the remaining structural elements
display noticeable variations. This particular catalytic triad was, historically, the
first to be thought of as a ‘motif’ based on these observations. Variations in
structure relative to a motif are even more pronounced in other more recent
examples, including the disulfide oxidoreductase site shown in Fig. 11.5, which is
taken from an example of a Fuzzy Functional Form (FFF) template (Fetrow and
Skolnick 1998; Di Gennaro et al. 2001).
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Fig. 11.5 The FFF motif for the disulfide oxidoreductase active site is found in many proteins.
Ilustrated are T4 glutaredoxin, laaz, chain A (left), human thioredoxin, 4trx (middle) and proline
disulfide isomerase, 1dsb, chain A. The three key residues which define this FFF are two cysteines
(red side chains) and a proline (cyan side chain). The active site structure of these proteins is
conserved, although the rest of the protein structures exhibit some differences. Using these three
key residues, the active site signature for each protein was identified (fragments shown as blue
ribbons in each protein). Global sequence alignment, produced using ClustalW, of these three
proteins shows the location of the key residues (red and cyan, underlined) and the active site
signature fragments (blue) within the whole sequence. The alignment illustrates the lack of overall
sequence similarity between the three proteins, even though the active site structure itself is highly
conserved

11.2.2 Historical Development of Motif Matching Methods

Early ideas about catalytic motifs were based on observation, and were not algo-
rithmic in nature. The most widely studied motif is the Ser-His-Asp catalytic triad
mentioned above, first recognized in serine proteases (Blow et al. 1969; Wright
et al. 1969) and later in other hydrolases such as esterases and lipases. The catalytic
triad occurs in different folds, and thus it encompasses cases of both divergent and
convergent evolution (Fig. 11.4). Early discoveries of the catalytic triad found it
present in entirely different folds of subtilisins, (Fischer et al. 1994). The Thornton
group, studying triads in detail, formulated a more careful description of the site,
based on the observation that only the relative positions of serine and aspartate
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oxygens and the histidine ring were preserved across many examples (Wallace et al.
1996).

During this time, the concept of a 3D motif began to emerge in an algorithmic
context, which is generally described as template matching or motif matching.

Artymiuk et al. (1994) appear to be the first to apply such a procedure, which
they called ASSAM, to enzymatic site detection. Their work used the subgraph
isomorphism procedure, which is a graph theoretic method for finding a motif
graph in a larger structure graph. The method, originally proposed by Ullmann
(1976), is described in Sect. 11.2.1. Later work by Artymiuk et al. expanded the
approach beyond catalytic sites to other structural applications, such as the iden-
tification of tertiary structures (Mitchell et al. 1990; Spriggs et al. 2003). In this
work, many careful choices were made with regard to which atoms to use as part of
the template, and particular attention was paid to reliable detection of residue triads,
given the importance of catalytic triads as an archetypal motif.

During this period, Kleywegt also developed a site-matching procedure origi-
nally designed to identify patterns in distance matrices determined by Nuclear
Overhauser Effect (Radivojac et al.) measurements (Kleywegt et al. 1989). Later
Kleywegt introduced a program called DEJAVU that detects protein motifs
(Kleywegt and Jones 1997). A technique based on DEJAVU was later generalized
to identify enzymatic sites with a method called SPASM, along with a comple-
mentary approach, known as RIGOR (Kleywegt 1999), used to search a list of
motifs for similarity to a given structure. Early work with this method focused on
triad motifs as well. A notable example from the Kleywegt study (Kleywegt 1999)
was the discovery of a family of glucanases.

A related set of approaches to the template matching problem uses a procedure
known as geometric hashing (Wolfson and Rigoutsos 1997; Brakoulias and
Jackson 2004). The main difference between the geometric hashing procedure and
graph-based procedures is that geometric hashing uses a Cartesian grid (with a
suitable coordinate system) to bin similar coordinates. It is used widely in image
processing, and has been successfully adapted to structural approaches. It is
dependent on the frame of reference, however, and additional overhead is required
to accomplish optimal translations and rotations for comparison. The Thornton
group proposed a template-matching procedure, named TESS (Wallace et al. 1997),
built on such an approach. A later iteration, known as JESS (Barker and Thornton
2003), incorporated recursive ideas and threshold constraints to improve searching
procedures. More recently, the Kavraki group developed a series of procedures built
on a match augmentation method, MASH, that iteratively grows a template match
from pairwise matches obtained through geometric hashing (Chen et al. 2007a).
Later developments from this group include the addition of residue hash matching,
the LabelHash algorithm (Moll et al. 2010; Moll and Kavraki 2008), along with
impressive optimizations at the hardware and software level to improve perfor-
mance. Other geometric hashing approaches include SitesBase (Gold and Jackson
2006a, b), and GIRAF (Kinjo and Nakamura 2007).
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Success of template-matching methods, within the Thornton group and else-
where, led to the important recognition that a high quality curated database of
enzymatic sites was needed. This recognition led directly to the development of the
Catalytic Site Atlas (CSA) (Porter et al. 2004), which is a manually curated table of
enzymes and binding site residues, as well as tabulated Enzyme Commission
(EC) numbers (Bairoch 1994). The CSA is somewhat limited in coverage, however,
and the scale of such a database will always be strictly limited by the capacity of
expert manual curators. As a result, many approaches have been developed which
attempt to automatically locate structural features that may be used as templates.
These approaches include physics-based approaches (Halgren 2007, 2009) and
statistical modelling of measures (Liang et al. 2003; Brylinski and Skolnick 2008;
Skolnick and Brylinski 2009). Methods that consider protein dynamics (Yang and
Bahar 2005; Glazer et al. 2008) represent a promising direction as computational
capabilities improve (see also Chap. 12).

Other valuable resources related to this effort, including the MACIE database
(Holliday et al. 2007), and the ProFunc server (Laskowski et al. 2005), as well as
metaservers like ProKnow (Whisstock and Lesk 2003), resulted from the success
and utility of structure-based approaches to understanding function. Table 11.1 lists
some of the database resources that have resulted from efforts in this field.

The Babbitt and Gerlt groups have gone beyond matching of catalytic residues
and matched enzymes by their chemical mechanism. They established the concept
of a mechanistically diverse superfamily, where the similarity among members is
governed by the conservation of partial reactions within the protein family, rather
than by sequence or structure conservation alone (Galperin et al. 1998; Gerlt and
Babbitt 2001; Gerlt et al. 2012). This approach is in contrast to a sequence-based
approach, which relies on global sequence similarity with the expectation that
conservation patterns can point to residues of functional interest. It also presents an
alternative to the Enzyme Commission (EC) classification scheme (Webb 1992),
which builds a hierarchy based on the substrate reaction chemistry. This alternative
approach to classification, with its emphasis on binding site architecture and con-
servation of partial reactivity, led to the development of the Structure-Function
Linkage Database SFLD (Pegg et al. 2005, 2006). These ideas led to the larger
Enzyme Function Initiative (Gerlt et al. 2011), which has the goal of large-scale
enzyme characterization and classification based on experimental and computa-
tional work (Gerlt et al. 2012; Kalyanaraman et al. 2008; Song et al. 2007).
Template-matching procedures using superfamily template libraries were applied
(Meng et al. 2004), and led to a procedure known as GASPS and the database
GASPSdb. GASPS is designed to develop new template libraries based on any
classification of structures into those with and without a function (or other property)
of interest (Polacco and Babbitt 2006).
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Table 11.1 Servers and other web resources for 3D motif searching and comparison

Server name and citation

Server URL

Description of resource

Motif database description

Catalytic site atlas (CSA) (Furnham et al.
2014)

http://www.ebi.ac.uk/thornton-srv/databases/
CSA/

Basic interface to motif database (CSA)

Co and CP functional atom motifs for 147
well-characterized enzyme families. Database
freely available for download

ProFunc (Laskowski et al. 2005)

http://www.ebi.ac.uk/thornton-srv/databases/
profunc/

Multi-search including motif search with
JESS: whole structure query vs. motif
database, fragment query versus whole chains

CSA motifs, 13,057 ligand-binding and 1200
DNA-binding modes from PDB. Motifs
contain both sidechain and backbone atoms

Catalytic site identification (Kirshner et al.
2013)

http://catsid.llnl.gov/

Finds matches to motifs with user defined
target and/or protein databank. Uses subgraph
isomorphism and machine learning

2244 motifs, including modified CSA and
enolase superfamily templates. User can also
search for unannotated structures by EC
number

Uppsala Software Factory (Kleywegt 1999)

http://xray.bmc.uu.se/usf/

Software is available for download. SPASM
compares a query motif to a database of
targets. RIGOR compares a query structure to
a database of motifs

RIGOR database contains 73,164 motifs from
PDB. 57,719 motifs have residue type labels.
The remaining are unlabelled (engineerable)

ProKnow (Pal and Eisenberg 2005)

http://proknow.mbi.ucla.edu/

Multi-search, including RIGOR motif
searches. GO annotations included in output

10,230 motifs with GO annotations from their
source structures, 7819 if electronic
annotations are excluded

GASPSdb (Polacco and Babbitt 2006)

http://gaspsdb.rbvi.ucsf.edu/

Browse database of 3D motifs representing
SCOP families and superfamilies

Motifs have Ca and side chain coordinates.
RIGOR-formatted database files are available
for download

funClust (Ausiello et al. 2008)

http://pdbfun.uniroma2.it/funclust/

Uses Query3D to identify motifs shared by
groups of 3-20 structures

User supplied structures for consensus motif

pdbFun (Ausiello et al. 2005b)

http://pdbfun.uniroma2.it/

Compares specified probe and target residue
sets using Query3D

>12 M individual residues. Subsets are
defined with Boolean descriptors
combinations

ProBIS (Konc and Janezi¢ 2012)

http://probis.cmm.ki.si/

Detects similar binding sites using a clique
detection algorithm (ProBIS)

Database contains pre-calculated matches for
non-redundant (95%) pdb

The LabelHash server (Moll et al. 2011)

http://labelhash.kavrakilab.org/

Compares motifs with PDB or user structures
using LabelHash algorithm

17 predefined motifs derived from CSA. User
defined motifs are allowed

WebFEATURE (Liang et al. 2003; Buturovic
et al. 2014)

http://feature.stanford.edu/webfeature/

(continued)
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Server name and citation

Server URL

Uses radially symmetric patterns as motifs

Motifs are derived from PROSITE v20.81,
and are available for individual download

PAR-3D (Goyal et al. 2007)

http://sunserver.cdfd.org.in:8080/protease/
PAR_3D/access.html

Compares query to motifs expressed as
distance and angle ranges

Ca and CP motifs for 6 protease classes and
10 glycolytic enzymes. Metal chelating sites
have sidechain centroids as well

PDBSiteScan (Ivanisenko et al. 2004)

http://wwwmgs.bionet.nsc.ru/mgs/gnw/
pdbsitescan/

Compares query to all or a subset of motifs in
the PDBSite database

36,273 backbone-atom motifs from SITE
annotations. Also includes interfaces with
DNA, RNA, or other proteins

PINTS (Stark and Russell 2003)

http://www.russelllab.org/cgi-bin/tools/pints.
pl

Compares query structure to motif database,
query motif to PDB, or two proteins to each
other

Ligand-binding and SITE-annotated motifs
consisting of side chain points from polar
residues

SuMo (Jambon et al. 2005)

http://sumo-pbil.ibcp.fr/

Compares query structure, chain, or ligand-
binding site to database

Database contains 34,210 ligand-binding
sites, and also whole structures. Motifs are
built from functional groups

S-BLEST (Schmitt et al.) (Mooney et al.
2005)

http://www.sblest.org/

Queries residue-centred patterns against
nr-PDB. Returns best-matching chains and
annotations

Searches for similarity to uploaded structure
only

SiteEngine (Shulman-Peleg et al. 2005)

http://bioinfo3d.cs.tau.ac.il/SiteEngine/

Compares the binding site of a ligand-bound
structure to the entire surface region of
another structure

Linux executable for non-commercial use
only

Nestor3D (Nebel et al. 2007)

http://staffnet.kingston.ac.uk/ ~ ku33185/
Nestor3D.html

Generates a consensus motif with input
structures and structure alignments

User supplies input structures for comparison.
Software is available for download

11.3 Algorithmic Approaches to Motif Matching

The historical development of motif matching methods and current methods sug-
gest the following categorization of these methods.
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11.3.1 Methods Using 3D Motifs

Many elements can make up the definition of a motif, but the majority of
approaches consider a motif as a constellation of labelled points derived directly
from an important subset of atomic coordinates of a structure or set of structures.
A side chain centroid, for example, is simply a pseudoatom at the average position
of the atoms in the side chain. Up to a few points are used per residue in the motif,
and the points are labelled with additional information such as atom type, residue
type, or physicochemical characteristics.

Searching can be computationally intensive, especially considering that thou-
sands of structures may be compared to thousands of motifs; 3D motif searching
has relied on the development of efficient algorithms, often involving one or more
of the following:

¢ Geometric hashing. Hashing is a broad term for reducing complex data to a
simpler form that can be compared more rapidly. In its most basic form, a
geometric hash can be a lookup table of Cartesian coordinate points (Fischer
et al. 1994) and pseudoatom identities as well as many other properties,
including distances, angles, and other residue features (Shulman-Peleg et al.
2004). In general, hash comparisons are very fast, especially compared to the
time required to align the coordinates (Pennec and Ayache 1998). Hashing or
preprocessing the data takes time, but only needs to be done once per structure
and can greatly speed up comparisons.

e Graph Theoretic Methods. A graph consists of vertices (Kaminski et al. 2001)
and edges (lines that connect pairs of vertices). A molecular structure or 3D
motif can be treated as a labelled graph. Figure 11.2 shows how a catalytic site
might be represented as a group of labelled vertices with interatomic distances
used as edges. Subgraph isomorphism algorithms look for the occurrence of a
subgraph (the 3D motif) in a larger graph (the structure). While the subgraph
isomorphism is formally treated as a method for identical matches, many
modifications to this basic approach are used for imperfect matches, including a
variety of distance tolerances, as well as allowances for substitutions (Nilmeier
et al. 2013). Clique detection (Schmitt et al. 2002) is essentially a similar
algorithm, but the graph in this case describes the geometries of both structures
together. A vertex in the graph represents a pair of atoms or pseudoatoms, one
from structure A and one from structure B (where “structure” could be a 3D
motif). Only atoms with matching types are allowed to pair. Two vertices are
connected by an edge if the distance between the two atoms in A matches the
distance between the two atoms in B within a specified tolerance. A clique is a
graph in which every vertex is connected to every other vertex. Thus, clique
detection identifies a set of atoms from A with internal distances completely
consistent with those among a paired set of atoms from B.
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11.3.2 Efficiency Considerations for 3D Motifs

Motif matching algorithms can be very fast for perfect matches. A challenge in the
design of these algorithms, however, is that the extension to imperfect matches can
lead to exponential scaling—sometimes referred to as nonpolynomial (Larkin et al.
2007) scaling—with respect to template and structure size, with concomitant losses
in speed and efficiency.

To address this challenge variations of branch and bound approaches are used.
These approaches leverage combinations of breadth-first and depth-first searches,
and usually build a series of partial templates for comparison. In template matching
algorithms, a breadth-first search typically refers to a method whereby a partially
constructed template with few vertices and a ‘breadth’ of candidate edges are
compared for fitness. The best candidates are then selected for the next iteration.
Alternatively, a depth-first search builds a ‘deeper’ partial template with many
vertices and fewer edges before iterating to the next comparison step. While
described graphically, these ideas can be used in the geometric hashing compar-
isons as well.

During the buildup procedure, the list of candidates in the search is usually
pruned using a heuristic similarity cutoff that can be highly specific to the algo-
rithms and templates that are used. This buildup procedure is discussed in some of
the isomorphism searches (Nilmeier et al. 2013), and in variants of the geometric
hashing technique (Chen et al. 2007b).

Care must be applied in determining these cutoffs, especially in the
time-intensive search portions. If the similarity cutoffs are relaxed, false positives
may be obtained. More importantly, however, the scaling can rapidly become
unmanageable, since each list is carried into the next iteration. On the other hand, if
the cutoffs are too strict, then good matches are discarded. In addition to the pruning
criterion, other measures are applied to restrict the search space. For example, in
graph comparison algorithms the default description of the resulting graph would
contain all distances, resulting in a large, fully connected (clique) structure graph.
Nearly all of these edges are unnecessary when comparing the graphs, so careful
construction of the graphs beforehand will vastly improve performance.

Application of similarity thresholds can be a nontrivial effort, and very specific
to the templates under consideration. Consider the residues in the lower right hand
corner of Fig. 11.3. The active site residues are represented as Ca and side chain
centroids (Oldfield 2002). In this case, centroid position is highly conserved, but the
Ca position is not, and the residue identity is also different (Asp —> Glu). The
choice of which constraints to apply and which to relax in this case would require
detailed knowledge about the significant elements involved (in this case, the proton
abstraction residue).
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11.3.3 Methods with Nonstandard Motif Information

It is not always straightforward to differentiate between methods that use ‘standard’
3D motifs from methods that incorporate additional information. For example,
many techniques have multiple stages. In these techniques, a fast template matching
algorithm is used to generate an initial candidate list, followed by a more complex
scoring procedure to refine results (Laskowski et al. 2005; Kirshner et al. 2013;
Nilmeier et al. 2013). While the second stage scoring procedure may incorporate
more complex representations of the catalytic site, the core search algorithm uses
the classic definition of a motif.

Other methods, however, incorporate a fundamentally different definition of a
motif in the primary search machinery. For example, hybrid point-surface and
single-point-centred descriptions of local structure do not fall under our working
definition of a 3D motif approaches, but they do share many similarities. Methods
primarily based on surface descriptions are covered in Chap. 10.

¢ Single-Point-Centred Descriptions. The program FEATURE (Bagley and
Altman 1995) describes local structure as a set of properties in concentric shells
emanating from a single point. The properties include descriptors of atoms,
functional groups, residues, secondary structure, and simple biophysical char-
acteristics. Because values are summed over spherical shells, however, direc-
tional information is lost. Both the WebFEATURE server (Liang et al. 2003;
Buturovic et al. 2014) and the Structure-Based Local Environment Search Tool
S-BLEST web server (Mooney et al. 2005; Peters et al. 2006) use FEATURE
templates, and each provide their own results, along with enhanced annotations
(Table 11.1).

e Hybrid (Point-Surface) Descriptions. Cavbase (Schmitt et al. 2002; Kuhn
et al. 2000) and SiteEngine (Shulman-Peleg et al. 2004) describe binding sites as
collections of pseudoatoms and their associated surface patches. The pseu-
doatoms represent surface-exposed functional groups of various types, such as a
hydrogen bond donor or acceptor. Comparisons involve finding geometrically
and physicochemically consistent sets of pseudoatoms, superimposing structures
based on those matches, and then scoring based on surface patch overlap and
physicochemical similarity. Surface points typically far outnumber the pseu-
doatoms, so scoring is relatively computationally demanding. The SiteEngine
web server (Shulman-Peleg et al. 2005) performs pairwise comparisons but not
database searches(Table 11.1). Other surface-based methods include eF-site
(Kinoshita and Nakamura 2003), SuMo (Jambon et al. 2003), SiteEngine
(Shulman-Peleg et al. 2004), and Query3D (Ausiello et al. 2005a)
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11.3.4 Interpretation of Results

The previous sections have discussed the technical challenge of finding a given
motif in a structure. However, there are still questions that must be answered when
applying these methods. What can be said about the function of the structure if a
positive match is found? What constitutes a positive match, and how reliable is it?

Several issues must be considered when deciding what a positive match means.
The ideal case is when the motif perfectly defines the residues for a particular
annotated function. In these cases, the interpretation of the match is straightforward:
the structure has the annotated function that the matching motif has. Developing a
motif library with these desirable properties is a challenge in itself, and is discussed
in Sect. 11.3. This simple mapping of function from a motif to the structure is not
always straightforward, as motifs may be only indirectly associated with a specific
function. For example, if a motif is derived from a SCOP superfamily, a match may
only imply some function which is commonly found in the SCOP structure.

Any given motif-to-structure comparison is an NP-hard challenge, and even an
efficient procedure may still yield several different candidate matches. Additionally,
motif libraries can number on the order of thousands, while the PDB has tens of
thousands of structures. A comparison of the full set of possibilities can quickly
lead to an intractable problem unless sensible cutoffs to candidate matches are
applied during the evaluation steps.

It is even more important to be able to report a manageable list of matches that
can be easily interpreted and understood by users. This list will likely contain trivial
matches of nearly exact motifs found in proteins with very similar global structure.
The more interesting matches in the list should include somewhat distant but still
plausible relationships; possibly with residue substitutions, or noticeable differences
in global structures.

Basic measures of structural similarity are usually the starting point for scoring.
The root mean square deviation, or RMSD, is one very common measure. It has
many limitations, however. Most notably, it is not a useful measure when com-
paring matches to motifs of different sizes. Many other nuances begin to become
apparent, including substitution allowances as well as subtle geometric relation-
ships that may not be properly represented by the reduced geometric form of the
motif.

To account for these issues and provide a better ranking of hits, some groups
apply a multistage method. The fast, coarse search method will generate a large
candidate list that is then subjected to a more rigorous scoring procedure.
Sometimes the scoring procedure is intended to have a direct statistical interpre-
tation, much like a p-value or other probabilistic score (Barker and Thornton 2003;
Nilmeier et al. 2013; Kirshner et al. 2013). The determination of the cutoff score,
which indicates whether the candidate is a positive match, can often be heuristic.
There are, however, classic machine learning techniques that can be applied to
determine appropriate cutoffs.
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The ability of a procedure to identify true positives, measured by the true pos-
itive rate (TPR) or sensitivity, while also minimizing the false positive rate (FPR) is
usually the measure of performance of many of these techniques. One technique
that is used frequently is the Receiver Operating Characteristic (Bairoch), which is
simply a plot of these values as the cutoff is adjusted, in which the Area Under the
Curve (AUC) indicates a quality measure of the prediction procedure. This is only
one of many techniques to identify good cutoff values, but is widely used in the
motif matching literature and elsewhere.

Another approach to interpretation is to take the predictions of multiple methods
into consideration. This can often prove to be more useful than relying on any one
particular method. Some servers provide predictions from multiple sources, leaving
the final determination to the user. Notable examples include the ProKnow server
(Pal and Eisenberg 2005) and ProFunc (Laskowski et al. 2005) servers, and are
listed in Table 11.1. These servers are also discussed in detail in Chap. 13.

Finally, common sense must be applied. Many confounding factors will still
present themselves, even in the most carefully constructed procedures. For exam-
ple, a motif may be correctly located in a structure, but there is no actual binding
cavity to accommodate the substrate. It is prudent, if not essential, to inspect
matches visually and to evaluate them using biologically relevant criteria when
inferring the function from a match. Many of the most useful servers and software
have some visualization process as an integral part of the procedure for studying
matches, simply because expert evaluation of the matches is still the best way to
determine if algorithms are working as expected.

11.4 Methods for Deriving Motifs

Most of the effort in motif matching approaches is invested in locating a motif in a
protein structure. This challenge, however, assumes that the motif is available as a
ground truth. Sometimes the methods allow the user to supply a motif, while other
methods use a library of motifs. How, then, are these motifs generated in the first
place?

Ideally, for motif discovery, the set of positive examples should be as diverse as
possible while retaining the common feature, and the negative examples should be
as similar as possible to the positive examples while lacking that feature. In prac-
tice, the positive and negative sets may not be ideal, and part or all of a derived 3D
motif could still reflect common ancestry or coincidence rather than shared
function.

Others treat motif discovery or generation of motif libraries essentially as the
primary goal of their method.
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11.4.1 Literature Search and Manual Curation

Perhaps the most reliable approach to motif discovery is to mine the published
literature for experimental evidence. For 3D motifs, the focus is on residues that
provide a specific binding or catalytic capability.

The Catalytic Site Atlas (CSA) (Table 11.1) contains several hundred families of
enzymes, each comprised of a structure with catalytic residue annotations from the
literature (Barker and Thornton 2003; Porter et al. 2004; Torrance et al. 2005). The
atlas library also includes structures related through sequence homology.
Representative structural templates (3D motifs) are based on side-chain functional
atoms, alpha carbons (Ca) and beta carbons (Cp). In all, more than 2200 unique
motifs were generated, whose function is verified through literature values, which
often include experimental verification of the function.

The generation of this dataset was a fundamental advance in the field. Other
servers rely on this dataset, including multiservers like ProFunc, (Laskowski et al.
2005), and groups who have curated or modified this Atlas and incorporated it in
their own servers (Moll et al. 2011; Kirshner et al. 2013; Nilmeier et al. 2013).

11.4.2 Annotated Sites in PDB Structures

Another approach is to use the annotations given to the crystallographic structures
in the PDB. In practice, this means looking at the SITE records of a given protein
databank file, or at residues around molecules labelled as LIGAND. Sometimes
even the residues around nonspecific heteroatoms (HET) or analysis of the residues
of macromolecular interfaces can give some clue as to what portions of a protein
may be involved in catalysis. This is not always informative, as these annotations
are not guaranteed to point to the catalytic site of the protein of interest. It is often a
very good starting point, however, and can provide new hypothesis for motifs.

Several databases of 3D motifs have been generated using only information from
each source structure individually. For example, binding site motifs can be col-
lected by taking residues within a cutoff distance of ligands, nucleic acids, or even
other protein chains. The PINTS (Patterns in Non-homologous Tertiary Structures)
server (Stark and Russell 2003) derives its database from binding sites defined as
residues within three angstroms of a ligand as well as motifs annotated in the PDB
as a SITE record (Russell 1998), along with careful statistical models (Stark et al.
2003, 2004) that estimate the statistical significance of matches. The PDBSite
database (Ivanisenko et al. 2005) (Table 11.1) includes SITE records, along with
interfacial reaction sites with other proteins, RNA, and DNA. Residues with at least
three atoms within five angstroms of the other chain are included in an interaction
site. The search machinery is called PDBSiteScan (Ivanisenko et al. 2004)
(Table 11.1). The pdbFun web server (Ausiello et al. 2005b) uses sites defined as
residues within 3.5 angstroms of a ligand (Ausiello et al. 2005a).
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11.4.3 Mining for Emergent Properties

When groups of structures are studied, local structural features shared among
proteins may be taken as a 3D motif. The process of identifying these common
features may be described as the mining step. It is helpful to separately identify the
grouping methods as either undirected or directed. In general, undirected (unsu-
pervised) mining methods do not specifically use labels or annotations in the
grouping step, while directed (supervised) mining methods tend to use labelled
structures. Each approach will be discussed in the following sections.

In some cases investigators provide a mining toolset for the user. The technology
is focused on mining the pattern or motif from a group, rather than in how the
groups are defined. The applications of these methods are, in general, directed
mining approaches. At the heart of these techniques is a search for a clique that is
common to the grouping that can be interpreted as a functionally important motif.
Methods such as the common structural cliques method (Milik et al. 2003), the
maximum common clique (ProBIS) algorithm (Konc and Janezi¢ 2010), as well as
the Detection of REcurring Sidechain PATterns (DRESPAT), (Kar et al. 2012) are
all designed to locate maximal cliques among sets of structures.

In other cases, the approaches for determining a motif are more dependent on the
nature of the groupings: these are discussed in the next sections.

11.4.3.1 Undirected Mining

Undirected mining refers to finding common patterns in unannotated, or unlabelled
structures. The undirected mining approaches have elements of what is usually
considered unsupervised learning. For example, many of these approaches make
all-to-all similarity comparisons (Russell 1998), which has some analogy to the
notion of a distance matrix as seen in traditional clustering methods. Structures
with sufficiently similar measures are grouped as a cluster. Other methods count
motifs that appear with relatively high frequency (Oldfield 2002), and consider the
structures having those motifs as a grouping.

Mining techniques apply to both unlabelled and labelled groupings, as well as
cases where the distinction between unlabelled and labelled is not always
straightforward. For example, a study that used groups of structures with similarity
to sites with hypothesized function (Ausiello et al. 2007) was able to detect and
propose new motifs. The reference structures were based on sequence similarity,
proximity to a co-crystallized ligand, or contact with a cavity, but did not have a
specific functional annotation.
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11.4.3.2 Directed Mining

In directed mining, the focus is on the use of labelled examples to suggest geo-
metric features (residues) that are common, both within the labelled dataset and
other structures that may be deemed similar to the labelled dataset. Directed mining
may also be considered to be more of a targeted search for motifs and themes within
a given group.

In general, only positive examples are used for motif discovery. Positive
examples are those structures whose labels indicate a positive membership in the
functional set. The motif discovery process is then to find what essential features
define that set. The use of negative examples is not as frequent in the motif
discovery process. It does, however, appear in the validation of the models. One
notable exception to this approach is the GASPS method (Polacco and Babbitt
2006), which uses both positive and negative examples in the motif discovery
process, and is discussed in the next section.

It is often more practical to develop motifs from crystallographic structures
where the ligand is present. Studies of this sort tend to be more specific to the ligand
types of interest. For example, one of the early approaches was developed for
adenine mononucleotide sites, based on the fact that there were over 100 structures
available for comparison at the time (Kobayashi and Go 1997). A high similarity
was found between structures of different folds, which is a hallmark of a good
motif. Later, after many more structures had become available, a similar approach
was used to generate consensus binding-site motifs (Nebel et al. 2007), and the
study was expanded to study mono-, di-, and tri-phosphate complexes as well,
resulting in 13 high quality motifs. The same group developed motifs specifically
for porphyrin-binding sites (Nebel 2006). Another study used phosphate groups as
the ligand in protein-nucleotide complexes, and applied a clique detection algorithm
to discover motifs (Brakoulias and Jackson 2004).

Other methods use more standard template-matching programs, but on smaller
motifs, with emergent motifs built from the smaller ones. The funClust server
(Ausiello et al. 2008) (Table 11.1) identifies 3D motifs shared by up to 20 input
structures. The structures are then filtered by sequence identity and other geometric
filters, and the comparison is made with Query3D (Ausiello et al. 2005a). Another
method, the PAR-3D (Protein Active site Residues using 3-Dimensional structural
motifs) server (Goyal et al. 2007) (Table 11.1) compares a structure to motifs for
proteases, glycolysis enzymes, and metalloenzyme sites with only three or four
residues (Goyal and Mande 2008) that are common to the broadly defined func-
tions. The motifs returned are given as allowed ranges of interatomic distances to
the library of motifs. Another approach, termed Geometric Sieving, starts with an
existing motif or list of putatively important residues (Chen et al. 2007b), and
develops candidate motifs by comparing them to a representative sample of
structures. It is assumed that the low-RMSD tail in a distribution represents true
positives.
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11.4.3.3 Directed Mining with Positive and Negative Examples

In most of the approaches listed above, only sets with known positives are used to
discover the emergent features of a binding-site. Sometimes, however, it is
important to know not just consensus features of a catalytic site, but the essential
features. For this more subtle delineation, negative examples are needed to more
precisely define what is an outlier.

For example, a simple mutation from Asp to Glu in a set of binding site residues
may still preserve function, while a mutation from Asp to Asn may remove function
completely if the residue needs to be protonated at some point in the catalysis. If,
however, the residue only needs to be polar, then the Asp to Asn mutation might
still be allowable.

These types of differences may not be easily seen by consensus methods, but
some very carefully chosen negative examples can reveal these more subtle dif-
ferences. The use of negative training examples is well understood in machine
learning approaches with linear models. Here, the goal is to discover geometric
features, rather than to apply a fitting procedure to determine parameters for a linear
model. This presents a fundamentally different optimization problem.

One very successful approach to this problem is GASPS (Genetic Algorithm
Search for Patterns in Structures), which finds patterns of residues that best separate
the two groups (Polacco and Babbitt 2006). No prior residues list is required, and
how the positive/negative groups are defined is independent of the method. The
underlying search tool is SPASM (Kleywegt 1999), with residues represented by
alpha-carbons and side chain centroids and only identical residue types allowed to
match. To limit the search space, GASPS considers only the 100 most conserved
residues in a structure chain, based on an automatically constructed sequence
alignment. An initial candidate motif is constructed by picking one residue ran-
domly and then choosing four more, also randomly except in the vicinity of the
first. Each of 50 initial candidates is scored on how well it separates the positive and
negative structures in terms of best match RMSD values. In each round of the
genetic algorithm, the 16 highest-scoring motifs are used as the parents of 36 new
motifs, and the top-scoring motif after 50 rounds is declared the winner. Motifs are
allowed to contain from three to ten residues. Sensitive and specific motifs were
obtained for diverse superfamilies (Babbitt and Gerlt 2000) and serine proteases.
Most of the residues in the motifs were functionally important, but in some cases,
residues with no known functional role were found to be equally predictive
(Polacco and Babbitt 2006).

The GASPSdb database (Table 11.1) allows browsing and downloading 3D
motifs previously generated by GASPS for SCOP families and superfamilies.
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11.5 Molecular Docking for Functional Annotation

Ultimately, the ligand specificity and catalytic capabilities of a protein depend on
the arrangement of atoms in its binding or active site(s). The use of 3D motifs can
be seen as informatics approaches that are informed by the chemistry of the protein.
These methods are limited in that they can only associate function to known motifs.
There are many cases, however, where a high resolution target structure is available
(either experimentally or through homology modelling), but there is no identifiable
motif in the structure. For these cases, a more fundamental physical approach can
fill in gaps in knowledge that the informatics approaches do not provide.

A computational method known as ligand docking can provide a different
perspective on the problem of functional annotation (Jacobson et al. 2014). This
technique (also mentioned in Chap. 10) uses molecular mechanics forcefields to
directly estimate ligand protein energetics and complementarities. The field of
docking is vast, and we list only a few examples for reference (Meng et al. 1992;
Wang et al. 2003). As the name suggests, the molecule is ‘docked’ into the target
protein, and the quality of the resulting pose is evaluated for fitness. Figure 11.6
illustrates a typical workflow that uses docking as a method for functional
assignments. In general, the target is held rigid, but more recent approaches also
allow for sidechain flexibility (Sherman et al. 2006). Since it is based on molecular
interaction energies, this technique can conceivably predict molecular binding
modes that are novel, but still physically reasonable.

Traditionally, database docking, or in silico screening has been applied to the
lead discovery phase of drug design pipelines. As such, the technique is highly
automated, and designed to dock large libraries of small molecules to selected
targets (on the order of a million of compounds or more in some cases). While most
ligand docking studies are focused on finding inhibitors to the target, the functional
annotation effort seeks to find the native metabolite that is catalysed in the target.
Many of the technical challenges in ligand docking are common to both goals,
however, such as the need to distinguish true positives from false positives, or
decoys (Huang et al. 2006). These studies highlight the need not only for high
quality poses, but also for scoring procedures that will properly rank ligand
affinities. Metabolite docking can be distinct from inhibitor docking, most notably
due to the fact that most metabolites are highly charged (Song et al. 2007).

Despite these challenges, this approach has received considerable attention
(Favia et al. 2008; Kalyanaraman et al. 2005; Macchiarulo et al. 2004; Paul et al.
2004; Tyagi and Pleiss 2006; Jacobson et al. 2014) In particular, studies of
alpha-beta barrel enzymes (Song et al. 2007) and amidohydrolases (Hermann et al.
2007) have firmly established the capabilities of docking approaches as a supple-
ment to approaches using sequence- and motif-based comparative approaches.

As these approaches have progressed, an emergent challenge for functional
annotation is to not only generate comparative affinities for a particular target, but
also to be able to compare affinities across targets. While inhibitor design is usually
focused on a single target, the goal of functional annotation is to characterize entire
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Fig. 11.6 Structure-based virtual metabolite docking protocol for enzyme activity prediction.
When no structure has been experimentally determined for a protein sequence, a model can be
built using a variety of comparative modelling methods, if sequence identity is approximately 30%
or more. Whether using a structure of a model, it is critical that active site metal ions and cofactors
are present, and that catalytic residues are positioned appropriately for catalysis. Virtual
metabolites libraries can be constructed and ‘docked’ against the putative active sites of structures
or models using computational tools more commonly used in structure-based drug design (e.g.,
Glide or DOCK). The docking scoring functions can be used to rank the ligands according to their
estimated relative binding affinities. Top-scoring metabolites are typically inspected for plausibility
and then selected for in vitro testing. (This Figure was reprinted from Jacobson et al. (2014) with
permission from Elsevier License #3624901501981)

synthetic pathways or proteomes in an automated fashion. Studying target groups
for entire synthetic pathways provides a much larger perspective, as the molecules
are related by a chain of incremental modifications, and the targets are often
expressed from the same ‘genome neighborhood’. Applying these additional
guidelines for self consistency, while also using homology modelling to construct
missing targets, can allow for elucidation of complete pathways that were
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previously unknown (Zhao et al. 2013), with potential applications to synthetic
biology and other efforts that have not traditionally relied on structure-based
techniques (Jacobson et al. 2014).

While molecular recognition techniques are significantly more computationally
demanding than 3D motif matching, docking has the potential to extrapolate to
functions not associated with previously characterized structures, and represents a
frontier direction in the field for the most challenging of catalytic sites.

11.6 Discussion and Conclusions

The question of how best to describe the function of a protein with a meaningful
language remains. While fold-based methods and ligand-based methods have been
shown to be very useful, the use of a 3D motif as a signature for protein function
has offered new perspectives on catalytic sites, and could ultimately form the
foundation of a functional annotation language. Challenges remain on how to
identify these motifs, and even with knowledge of the substrate and many exam-
ples, it can be nontrivial to identify the ideal 3D motif that uniquely and completely
defines function for a given enzyme.

What, then, is the most natural classification of protein function, if we choose 3D
motifs as a basis for classification? In enzymes, individual residues or functional
groups play different roles in the course of a reaction: substrate recognition,
catalysis of a particular step in the reaction, stabilization of an intermediate, or some
combination of these. As proteins evolve to perform new functions, they can make
use of existing pieces of catalytic machinery that carry out a common partial
reaction (Babbitt and Gerlt 2000; Bartlett et al. 2003). This explains in part why
members of a homologous but diverse group of enzymes often make use of the
same configuration of a small number of amino acids, despite catalysing different
overall reactions. It may well be that these subunits (which are 3D motifs) will form
the basic building blocks of all enzymes, and a functional classification scheme
should include these basic units in its language.
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