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H2 formation from the E2–E4 states of
nitrogenase†

Hao Jiang and Ulf Ryde *

Nitrogenase is the only enzyme that can cleave the strong triple bond in N2, making nitrogen available

for biological lifeforms. The active site is a MoFe7S9C cluster (the FeMo cluster) that binds eight

electrons and protons during one catalytic cycle, giving rise to eight intermediate states E0–E7. It is

experimentally known that N2 binds to the E4 state and that H2 is a compulsory byproduct of the

reaction. However, formation of H2 is also an unproductive side reaction that should be avoided,

especially in the early steps of the reaction mechanism (E2 and E3). Here, we study the formation of H2

for various structural interpretations of the E2–E4 states using combined quantum mechanical and

molecular mechanical (QM/MM) calculations and four different density-functional theory methods. We

find large differences in the predictions of the different methods. B3LYP strongly favours protonation of

the central carbide ion and H2 cannot form from such structures. On the other hand, with TPSS, r2SCAN

and TPSSh, H2 formation is strongly exothermic for all structures and En and therefore need strict kinetic

control to be avoided. For the E2 state, the kinetic barriers for the low-energy structures are high

enough to avoid H2 formation. However, for both the E3 and E4 states, all three methods predict that

the best structure has two hydride ions bridging the same pair of Fe ions (Fe2 and Fe6) and these two

ions can combine to form H2 with an activation barrier of only 29–57 kJ mol!1, corresponding to rates

of 7 " 102 to 5 " 107 s!1, i.e. much faster than the turnover rate of the enzyme (1–5 s!1). We have also

studied H-atom movements within the FeMo cluster, showing that the various protonation states can

quite freely be interconverted (activation barriers of 12–69 kJ mol!1).

Introduction
Nitrogenase (EC 1.18/19.6.1) is the only enzyme that can cleave
the strong triple bond in N2, making atmospheric nitrogen avail-
able to plant life.1–4 Crystallographic studies have shown that the
most active type of nitrogenase contains a MoFe7S9C(homocitrate)
cofactor in the active site, called the FeMo cluster.5–9

Nitrogenase catalyses the chemical reaction3,4

N2 + 8e! + 8H+ + 16ATP - 2NH3 + H2 + 16ADP + 16Pi
(1)

showing that eight electrons and protons are needed to convert
N2 to two molecules of ammonia. Consequently, the reaction is
typically described by eight intermediates E0–E7, differing in
the number of added electrons and protons.10 It has been
shown that the enzyme needs to be loaded by four electrons
and protons (i.e. to E4) before N2 can bind.3,4 It is currently

believed that the binding of N2 is promoted by the dissociation
of H2, which is formed by reductive elimination of two hydride
ions that bridge two Fe ions each.11–15 This explains why H2 is a
compulsory byproduct in the reaction mechanism (cf. eqn (1)).

In spite of numerous spectroscopic, kinetic, biochemical
and computational studies,1–9,16,17 many details of the reaction
mechanism of nitrogenase are still unknown.4,17 An important
reason for this is that different density-functional theory
(DFT) methods give widely different predictions of the relative
stability of various models of the active site of nitrogenase,
e.g. different protonation states of the En states.17–20

The structure of the resting E0 state is well-known from
accurate crystal structures, and combined quantum mechan-
ical and molecular mechanical (QM/MM) calculations.4,5,21–23

Moreover, quantum refinement has shown that this state does
not contain any extra protons.20 For the singly reduced and
protonated E1 state, DFT studies and EXAFS measurements
indicate that one of the m2 bridging sulfide ions, S2B (atom
names are shown in Fig. 1), is protonated.20,24–26 However,
spectroscopic studies of Fe-nitrogenase (in which the Mo ions
is replaced by Fe), indicate that it instead should contain a
dissociable hydride ions,27 although this is not supported by
recent QM/MM calculations.28
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For the E2 state, the results with different DFT methods start
to differ.20 Calculations with the pure meta generalised gradi-
ent approximation (mGGA) functional TPSS29 suggest that the
best structure involves a proton on S2B and a hydride ion
bridging the Fe2 and Fe6 ions.19 Other mGGA or hybrid
functionals with a low amount of Hartree–Fock (HF) exchange
(r2SCAN30 and TPSSh31) suggest a similar structure, but with
the protonated S2B ion dissociated from one of the Fe ions.32 A
structure with both S2B and S5A protonated is also competitive
with TPSSh.33 The hybrid B3LYP functional (with 20% HF
exchange)34–36 suggests instead that the central carbide ion is
doubly protonated. Likewise, for the E3 state B3LYP suggests a
structure with a triply protonated carbide ions, whereas the
other functionals suggest a structure with S2B protonated and
dissociated from one Fe ion, and two hydride ions both brid-
ging between the Fe2 and Fe6 ions.32 Other structures with a
terminal hydride ion or a bound H2 molecule have also been
proposed.37

For the key E4 intermediate, many different structures have
been suggested.17 ENDOR experiments show that E4 should
contain two bridging hydride ions12,13,15 and based on this and
computational studies, Hoffman and coworkers have suggested
a structure in which S2B and S5A are protonated and there are
two hydride ions bridging the Fe2/6 and the Fe3/7 pairs of ions,

with all H atoms pointing towards the same face of the FeMo
cluster.38 We made a systematic search of structures with two
bridging hydride ions and showed that a structure with the
protons and the hydride ions at the same positions is most
stable, but three of them were pointing towards to other faces
of the FeMo cluster.39 On the other hand, Bjornsson and
coworkers have advocated for structures in which the two
hydride ions both bridge Fe2/6, S2B is protonated and disso-
ciated from one Fe and the second proton is on S5A.40 A
thorough study of many of these structures indicated that with
TPSS, the Hoffman and Bjornsson-type structures are nearly
degenerate, whereas the latter are most stable with r2SCAN and
TPSSh.32 A structure with a triply protonated carbide ion and
the fourth proton on S2B is by far best by B3LYP (and compe-
titive with TPSSh).41,42 It has also been suggested that S2B may
fully dissociate from the FeMo cluster,43–46 inspired by crystal-
lographic studies showing lability of this ligand.8,47,48

Recently, we studied the binding of N2 to the E0–E4 states of
nitrogenase and showed that only the TPSS29 functional gave
binding energies in accordance with experiments (i.e. a favour-
able binding to E3 and E4), but not to E0–E2.

32 The other tested
functionals gave too weak binding to E3 or E4. Other studies
have suggested stronger binding of N2, but this depends on
how the binding energy is defined and how the entropy loss of
the N2 ligand is treated.40,49–51

A related question is the formation and dissociation of H2

from the FeMo cluster. This is a very important reaction. If H2

forms from the E2 and E3 states of nitrogenase, the enzyme goes
back to the E0 and E1 states, respectively, and two electrons and
protons have been lost on an unproductive side reaction.4,33 On
the other hand, formation of H2 is desirable for the E4 state, but
only if it is directly coupled to the binding of N2.

Khadka and coworkers have studied H2 evolution from the E2
state with mediated bioelectrocatalysis and DFT calculations.52

The experiments showed that the rate-limiting step for H2 for-
mation is hydride protonation. The calculations were performed
with a minimal QM model of the active site in a continuum
solvent. They were started from a structure with S2B protonated
and a hydride ion bridging Fe2 and Fe6. A free-energy barrier of
only 29 kJ mol!1 was obtained.

Thorhallsson and Bjornsson have studied the formation of
H2 from the E2 state of nitrogenase by QM/MM calculations.33

They found activation barriers of 86–95 kJ mol!1 from a
structure with S2B dissociated from one of the Fe ions, depend-
ing on the protonation state of the nearby His-195 residue.
Interestingly, the barrier was much lower (48 kJ mol!1) when
calculated with a small QM-cluster model, indicating that the
surrounding protein counteracts this side reaction.

Here, we extend these investigations by studying the formation
and dissociation of H2 from the FeMo cluster in the E2–E4 states.
The aim of this investigation is three-fold: The first is to study the
H2-formation reaction for many different structures: combining
either two hydride ions or one proton and one hydride ion, and
studying reactions for different positions in the cluster, e.g. both
terminal and bridging hydride ions, located on different Fe ions or
on the same Fe ion. The second is to study how easily different

Fig. 1 (a) The FeMo cluster of nitrogenase, showing also the atom names.
(b) The QM system used in the calculations, showing the names of the
surrounding residues.
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protonation states can be interconverted. This may answer the
question whether the enzyme can avoid the formation of H2 by
posing the proton and hydride ions far from each other. The third
is to compare the results of four different DFT functionals. We
know that the enzyme needs to avoid the loss of H2 from the E2
and E3 states, whereas H2 formation is necessary for the E4 state,
but only in conjunction with the binding of N2. If the H2 formation
is too facile for the E2 and E3 states, it is an indication of problems
with the DFT method used or that the proper structure is still
not found.

Methods
The protein

The calculations were based on the 1.0 Å crystal structure of Mo
nitrogenase from Azotobacter vinelandii (PDB code 3U7Q).5 The
setup of the protein is identical to that of our previous
studies.18,32,39,53 The entire heterotetramer was included in
the calculations and the quantum mechanical (QM) calcula-
tions were concentrated on the FeMo clusters in the C subunit
because there is a buried imidazole molecule rather close to the
active site (B11 Å) in the A subunit. The two P clusters and the
FeMo cluster in subunit A were modelled by MM in the fully
reduced and resting states, respectively, using a QM charge
model.53 The protonation states of all residues were the same
as before,53 and the homocitrate ligand was modelled in the
singly protonated state with a proton shared between the hydroxyl
group (O7 that coordinates to Mo) and the O1 carboxylate
atom.23,53 The protein was solvated in a sphere with a radius of
65 Å around the geometrical centre of the protein. Cl! and Na+

ions were added to an ionic strength of 0.2 M.54 The final system
contained 133915 atoms. For the protein, we used the Amber
ff14SB force field55 and water molecules were described by the
TIP3P model.56 The metal sites were treated by a non-bonded
model57 and charges were obtained with the restrained electro-
static potential method.58

The FeMo cluster was modelled by MoFe7S9C(homocitrate)-
(CH3S)(imidazole), where the two last groups are models of
Cys-275 and His-442. In addition, all groups that form hydrogen
bonds to the FeMo cluster were also included in the QM model,
viz. Arg-96, Gln-191 and His-195 (sidechains), Ser-278 and
Arg-359 (both backbone and sidechain, including the CA and
C and O atoms from Arg-277), Gly-356, Gly-357 and Leu-358
(backbone, including the CA and C and O atoms from Ile-355),
as well as two water molecules. Finally, the sidechain of Glu-380
was included because it forms hydrogen bonds to Gln191 and
His-442, as well as the sidechains of Val-70 and Phe-381 because
they are close to S2B, Fe2 and Fe6, i.e. the expected reactive
site. The QM system contained 191–193 atoms depending on
the En state and is shown in Fig. 1. The net charge of QM region
was !4 e.

QM calculations

All QM calculations were performed with the Turbomole soft-
ware (versions 7.5 and 7.6).59 All structures were studied with

the TPSS,29 r2SCAN,30 TPSSh31 and B3LYP34–36 functionals,
whereas reactions were primarily studied with the TPSS and
TPSSh functionals. TPSS and r2SCAN are mGGA functionals,
whereas TPSSh and B3LYP are hybrid functionals with 10 and
20% HF exchange, respectively. TPSS has been used in most of
our previous studies of nitrogenase20,39,53,60 and gives the best
N2 binding energies.32 r2SCAN and TPSSh have been shown to
give accurate structures of nitrogenase models.61 All calculations
involved the def2-SV(P) basis set.62 The calculations were sped up
by expanding the Coulomb interactions in an auxiliary basis set,
the resolution-of-identity (RI) approximation.63,64 Empirical dis-
persion corrections were included with the DFT-D4 approach,65

as implemented in Turbomole.
In this investigation we study the E0–E4 states of the FeMo

cluster. The resting E0 state has the formal MoIIIFeII3Fe
III
4 oxidation

state21,23,66 and is a quartet state according to experiments.4 The
other four states were obtained by successively adding one electron
and one proton to the previous state. Several positions of the
added protons were tested, based on previous investigations,32 as
will be discussed below. E2 was studied in the quartet spin state
and E4 in the doublet state, in agreement with experiments1–4,67–69

For E1 and E3, no experimental data are available and we assumed
the quintet and triplet states, respectively (previous studies have
shown that different spin states are close in energy).19,20

The electronic structure of all QM calculations was obtained
with the broken-symmetry (BS) approach:70 Each of the seven
Fe ions was modelled in the high-spin state, with either a
surplus of a (four Fe ions) or b (three Fe ions) spin. Such a state
can be selected in 35 different ways.71 The various BS states were
obtained either by swapping the coordinates of the Fe ions72 or
with the fragment approach by Szilagyi and Winslow.73 The BS
states are named by listing the numbers of the three Fe ions with
minority spin, e.g. BS-235. The selection of the BS states was based
on our previous experience with the similar systems.19,20,32,39,71,74

For the H2 dissociation energies (DEH2
), H2 was optimised in

a conductor-like screeningmodel (COSMO)75,76 continuum solvent
with a dielectric constant of 80. These calculations employed the
default optimised COSMO atomic radius for H (1.30 Å) and a water
solvent radius of 1.3 Å.77 The COSMO solvation energy of H2 is
small, 1–3 kJ mol!1, making this energy correction insignificant.

QM/MM calculations

QM/MM calculations were performed with the COMQUM

software.78,79 In this approach, the protein and solvent are split
into three subsystems: system 1 (the QM region) was relaxed by
QM methods. System 2 was kept fixed at the original coordi-
nates (equilibrated crystal structure), to avoid the risk that
different calculations end up in different local minima.

In the QM calculations, system 1 was represented by a
wavefunction, whereas all the other atoms were represented
by an array of partial point charges, one for each atom, taken
from the MM setup. Thereby, the polarisation of the QM system
by the surroundings is included in a self-consistent manner.
When there is a bond between systems 1 and 2 (a junction), the
hydrogen link-atom approach was employed: The QM system
was capped with hydrogen atoms, the positions of which are
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linearly related to the corresponding carbon atoms (carbon link
atoms, CL) in the full system.78,80 All atoms were included in
the point-charge model, except the CL atoms.81 ComQum
employs a subtractive scheme with van der Waals link-atom
corrections.82 No cut-off is used for the QM and QM–MM
interactions. The geometry optimisations were continued until
the energy change between two iterations was less than
2.6 J mol!1 (10!6 a.u.) and the maximum norm of the Cartesian
gradients was below 10!3 a.u. Approximate transition states for
the formation of H2 were obtained by performing relaxed scans
of H–H distances.

Result and discussion
We have studied the formation of H2 in nitrogenase. This is not
possible until the E2 state when two protons have accumulated
on the cluster. Therefore, we have studied the E2–E4 states. The
results at each reduction level are discussed in separate
sections. We also study proton transfers within the FeMo
cluster, connecting the various protonated structures.

H2 formation in the E2 state

We first studied the formation and dissociation of H2 from the
E2 state. As discussed in the Introduction, different DFT functionals
give different predictions of what is the most stable structure
(protonation) of the E2 state. Based on previous investigations,19,32

we have studied H2 formation and proton transfers within seven
structural candidates for the E2 state. These and some additional
low-energy structural candidates are shown in Fig. 2. Relative
energies calculated with four DFT functionals are shown in Table 1.

With the TPSS functional, the most stable structures have
one proton bound to S2B (which bridges Fe2 and Fe6, cf. Fig. 1)
and one hydride ion also bridging Fe2 and Fe6. There are four
structural isomers of this structure depending on the direction
of the two H atoms. The best one has the hydride ion on the
same side of S2B as S3B (called Fe2/6(3)) and the proton on S2B
also points towards S3A (called S2B(3)). This is structure B33 in
Fig. 2 (‘‘B’’ because both S2B and the hydride ion bridge Fe2
and Fe6). The other three isomers are called B35, B53 and B55,
depending on whether the proton on S2B points towards S3A or

S5A (first number) and whether the hydride ion is on the
same side of S2B as S3A or S5A (second number). They are
4–33 kJ mol!1 less stable than the B33 structure with TPSS.

For the B33 structure, the proton and the hydride ion are
both on the same side of the cluster, with a distance of 2.32–
2.33 Å in the optimised structures, and therefore the formation
of H2 from these two atoms is quite straight forward. The
transition state is late, at a H–H distance of 1.0–1.1 Å, and
the barrier is 86–91 kJ mol!1 (calculated with TPSS or TPSSh).
For the B55 structure, the hydride ion and the proton are also
on the same side of the cluster, at a distance of 2.21–2.23 Å.
However, for this structure, the activation energy for H2 for-
mation is lower, 51–55 kJ mol!1.

For the other two structures (B35 and B53), the proton and the
hydride ion are on different sides of the cluster, with initial
distances of 3.4–3.5 Å. Therefore, the reaction has to be performed
in two steps. For example, B35 could first be isomerised to B33 by a
rotation of the proton on S2B to the other side and then the
transfer of the proton to the Fe2/6 hydride ion (which we have
already studied). The rotation has a barrier of 55–62 kJ mol!1.

With TPSSh and r2SCAN, the best structure still has a proton
on S2B and a hydride ion bridging Fe2/6, but S2B has disso-
ciated from Fe2, but not from Fe6. This structure is called H6 in
Fig. 2, indicating that S2B is half-dissociated, still binding to
Fe6. The corresponding structure with S2B dissociated from Fe6
instead (H2 in Fig. 2) is 71–97 kJ mol!1 higher in energy. With
TPSS, B33 is 13 kJ mol!1 more stable than H6, whereas the
opposite is true with r2SCAN and TPSSh by 41 and 14 kJ mol!1,
respectively.

For the H6 structure, the two H atoms are also on the same
side of the cluster, with a distance of 2.43–2.48 Å. However, the
activation barrier for H2 formation is quite high, 79 kJ mol!1

with TPSS and 104 kJ mol!1 with TPSSh. The transition state
has a H–H distance of 1.0–1.1 Å. For this structure, we also
studied how easily the proton on the half-dissociated S2B ion
may rotate 3601 around the Fe6–S2B axis. We found two local
minima. The lowest is that shown in Fig. 2, with the proton
pointing between the hydride ion and S1B. In the second, which
is 2–3 kJ mol!1 less stable, it instead points towards S3B. The two
minima are separated by barriers of only 12–17 kJ mol!1. Thus,
the rotation of this proton is essentially free and it is enough to
study the most stable structure.

Moreover, we studied the formation of H6 from B33 by
cleavage of the S2B–Fe2 bond. This cleavage turned out to be
quite facile, with a barrier of 35–39 kJ mol!1. Similar reactions
could also be used twice to move hydride ion in the B-type
structures.

With B3LYP, the most stable structure instead has a doubly
protonated central carbide ion. This structure is called C2 (two
protons on the carbide ion). It is 88 kJ mol!1 more stable
than the H6 state with B3LYP, whereas the opposite is true by
66–155 kJ mol!1 with the other functionals. We tried to form H2

in the C2 structure using the B3LYP functional. Interestingly,
even if the two protons on the carbide ion are quite close
(1.71 Å), no reaction could be obtained; instead the energy
increased monotonically to over 200 kJ mol!1 when the H–H

Fig. 2 The eight considered E2 structures, showing the structure obtained
with TPSS (B3LYP for C2). The labels are explained in the text. H–H
distances in Å are marked in the figures.
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distance was decreased. We also tried to move the Fe2/6
hydride ion in the H6S structure to the central carbide ion.
However, the barrier for such a movement was quite high,
106 kJ mol!1 with B3LYP. The product, which has protons on
the carbide ion and on S2B (which rebound to Fe2 during the
reaction) is 57 kJ mol!1 more stable than the reactant and
therefore only 32 kJ mol!1 less stable than the C2 structure (i.e.
the second-best structure with B3LYP; called C1 in Table 1).

Finally, we considered also H2 formation from a structure
with a hydride ion on Fe5 and a proton on S2B(3) (called T53,
highlighting the terminal hydride ion). This structure is 16–
25 kJ mol!1 less stable than the best one for TPSS, r2SCAN and
TPSSh (but 115 kJ mol!1 with B3LYP). The distance between the
two H atoms is 5.82 Å. Therefore, the hydride ion on Fe5, first
has to move from the exo position (trans to C), to an endo
position, where it almost bridges to Fe4. The barrier for this is
quite low, only 32 kJ mol!1, and the intermediate is only
13 kJ mol!1 less stable than the starting T53 structure. However,
the reaction from this intermediate with a H–H distance of 3.6 Å
has a barrier of 160 kJ mol!1, making the reaction prohibitive.

In all product structures of these reactions, the formed H2

molecule has dissociated from the FeMo cluster. The structure
of the cluster in these product states is similar because S2B
binds back to Fe2 for the H6 structure, forming a normal E0

structure. However, H2 resides in different positions in the
second coordination sphere. The most stable structure is the
one starting from H6. In this structure, H2 is 3.8 Å from Fe2 and
it interacts weakly with His-195, Arg-277 and Ser-278 (cf. Fig. 3).
This structure is 105–109 kJ mol!1 more stable than the best E2

structure with the TPSS, r2SCAN and TPSSh functionals, but it
is 6 kJ mol!1 less stable than the C2 structure with B3LYP. This
shows that formation of H2 is strongly downhill with the former
three functionals.

Another way to quantify this is to calculate the energy
difference between a certain structure and the E0 state plus
H2 in water solution (optimised with the COSMO continuum-
solvation model). This H2 dissociation energy (DEH2

) is given

for all structures in Table 1. It can be seen that formation and
dissociation of H2 are strongly favourable for all structures con-
sidered, by 100–255 kJ mol!1 for TPSS, r2SCAN and TPSSh. For
B3LYP, the energies are lower, and for the most stable C2 state, the
H2 dissociation energy is actually unfavourable by 13 kJ mol!1. Yet,
H2 dissociation would be further enhanced by translational and
rotational entropy of the released H2 molecule (typically estimated
to 17–45 kJ mol!1).40,51,83,84 For the three structures with H2

already formed and located in the second coordination sphere,
DEH2

is smaller and actually unfavourable by 5–6 kJ mol!1 for the
best structure with all four functionals (but again this will be
reversed by the entropy term).

H2 dissociation from the E3 state

Next, we studied H2 formation from the E3 state. As was
discussed in the Introduction, the best E3 structure with TPSS,
r2SCAN and TPSSh has S2B protonated and dissociated from
Fe2, but still binding to Fe6, and two hydride ions both
bridging Fe2 and Fe6 (called structure S6, because the two
hydride ions bind to the same pair of Fe ions and S2B binds to

Table 1 Structures and reactions within the E2 state, listing the structure (Struct), the positions of the two added H atoms (H1 and H2), the BS state, the
H–H distance (Å), the relative energy (DE), the H2 dissociation energy (DEH2

) relative the E0 state and H2 in a COSMO solvent, and the activation energy for
H2 formation (DE‡; all energies in kJ mol!1)

Struct. H1 H2 BS

TPSS r2SCAN TPSSh B3LYP

H–H DE DEH2
DE‡ DE DEH2

H–H DE DEH2
DE‡ DE DEH2

B55 S2B(5) Fe2/6(5) 235 2.23 33 !133 51 63 !166 2.21 42 !146 59 171 !158
B53 S2B(5) Fe2/6(3) 235 3.41 4 !104 46 !150 3.45 21 !125 62 152 !139
B33 S2B(3) Fe2/6(3) 235 2.32 0 !100 86 41 !145 2.33 14 !119 91 142a !130
B35 S2B(3) Fe2/6(5) 235 3.47 17 !117 17 !120 3.55 9 !114 133 !120
T53 S2B(3) Fe5 235 5.82 19 !119 160 25 !129 5.82 16 !120 115 !102
H6 S2B(H6) Fe2/6 235 2.43 13 !113 79 0 !104 2.48 0 !104 104 88a !75
H2 S2B(H2) Fe2/6 235 3.66 75 !175 80 !183 3.78 71 !175 186 !173
C2 C2367 C3457 345 1.87 155b !255 113 !217 1.77 35 !139 0c 13
C1 S2B(3) C2456 346 3.90 32 !18

E0 + H2 from B55 235 0.75 !57 !43 !60 !44 0.75 !65 !40 !32 !43
E0 + H2 from B33 235 0.75 !44 !56 !40 !64 0.76 !48 !57 !9 !66
E0 + H2 from H6S 235 0.76 !105 5 !109 5 0.76 !109 5 !82 6

a BS-346. b BS-235. c DE‡ 4 220 kJ mol!1.

Fig. 3 The best E2 structure with H2 in the second coordination
sphere. The H–H bond length and distances to the nearest residues are
marked (in Å).
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Fe6; cf. Fig. 4). A structure with the proton on S2B pointing to
another direction (towards S3B rather than S1B) is only
2–9 kJ mol!1 less stable and since the results in the previous
section indicated that the proton on the half-dissociated S2B
may rotate quite freely around the Fe6–S2B axis, this structure
is not further discussed. A structure with the proton and the
hydride ions at the same positions, but with S2B binding to Fe2
instead (S2) is 52–85 kJ mol!1 less stable than S6.

On the other hand, with B3LYP, a structure with a triply
protonated carbide ion, is 195 kJ mol!1 better (C3 in Fig. 4).
With TPSS and r2SCAN, C3 is 141–189 kJ mol!1 less stable than
S6, but with TPSSh, the difference is only 4 kJ mol!1. We have
studied several other E3 structures, of two different types. One is
related to Hoffman’s suggestion for the E4 state (i.e. with protons
on S2B and S5A and hydride ions bridging Fe2/6 and Fe3/7), but
missing one of the H atoms for E3.

38 They are named according to
the direction of the four H atoms (towards, S3A, S2B or S5A), given
by a number in the order S2B–Fe2/6–Fe3/7–S5A and with an
underscore marking the missing H atom, e.g. 35_2, (cf. Fig. 4).
The second type has a proton on S2B(3) (which bridges Fe2/6), a
terminal hydride on Fe5 and either another terminal hydride on
Fe4 (called 345) or a hydride ion bridging Fe2/6, pointing either
towards S3A or S5A (called 335 or 355, respectively; cf. Fig. 4). The
best structures of these two types are 21–46 and 44–58 kJ mol!1

less stable than the S6 structure (35_3 and 355 best), respectively,
with TPSS, r2SCAN and TPSSh, but 178 kJ mol!1 worse than C3
with B3LYP (35_2 best).

For all functionals, formation of H2 is strongly exothermic,
by 59–107 kJ mol!1 for the best structures (i.e. leading to H2 and
E1 with S2B protonated; least for TPSS andmost for TPSSh, DEH2

in Table 2). The only exception is B3LYP, for which the C3
structure is 49 kJ mol!1 more stable than E1 + H2, i.e. an energy
that is larger than the entropy gain from H2 dissociation.

We studied H2 formation for seven different structures.
Interestingly, the activation barrier for the reactions depends
mainly on what types of H atoms are involved. Connecting two
Fe-bound hydride ions give small barriers. The two hydride ions
in the S6 structure (at a H–H distance of 1.90 Å) can be connected
with an activation energy of only 57 (TPSS) or 29 (TPSSh) kJ mol!1.
The reason for the large difference between the two functionals is
that the reaction is much more exothermic with TPSSh than with
TPSS (42 and 5 kJ mol!1), because the product state contains S2B
dissociated from Fe2 (and H2 bound to Fe2). The transition state is
later for TPSS (the H–H distances are 1.1 and 1.3 Å, respectively).
Likewise, the barrier to connect the two Fe2/6 and Fe3/7 bridging
hydride ions in the 352_ structure, at an initial distance of 2.02 Å,
is only 34–39 kJ mol!1.

More complicated reactions involving two hydride ions also
give relatively low barriers. The Fe2/6 and Fe5 hydride ions in
the 335 structure are initially at a distance of 3.91–3.99 Å.
However, they can form H2 by first moving the Fe2/6 hydride ion
also to Fe5 (in the endo position) (i.e. almost bridging to Fe4) and
then connect the two hydride ions. The first step has a barrier of 46–
55 kJ mol!1, whereas the second step is facile with a barrier of only
30–31 kJ mol!1. Likewise, the two terminal hydride ions on Fe4 and
Fe5 in the 345 structure, initially 5.9 Å apart, can be connected via
an intermediate with the Fe5 hydride ion moved to S5A and a net
barrier of 52 kJ mol!1 with TPSS and only 29 kJ mol!1 for TPSSh (in
both cases for the first step).

On the other hand, reactions involving a proton and a
hydride ion have appreciably higher activation energies. The
proton on S2B and the hydride ion bridging Fe2/6 in the 55_2
structure are initially at a distance of 2.26–2.27 Å. They can
form H2 via an activation barrier of 75 (TPSS) to 115 kJ mol!1

(TPSSh). Likewise, the same two H atoms in the 335 structure
(on the other side of the cluster), with an initial distance of
2.43–2.47 Å, can be connected with a barrier of 101–110 kJ mol!1.
The same applies to the proton on S2B and the closest Fe2/6
hydride ion in the S6 structure (initially 2.92–2.94 Å apart). They
can be connected passing a barrier of 118 (TPSS) or 86 kJ mol!1

(TPSSh).
However, we failed to find any reaction of the two closes

protons on the central carbide in the C3 structure with both
B3LYP and TPSSh. Although the two protons are only 1.76 Å
apart at the start, the reaction was monotonously uphill to over
200 kJ mol!1.

We also studied some proton-transfer reactions within the
cluster. For example, the Fe hydride ion bridging Fe3/7 could be
moved to S5A in the 352_ structure (forming the 35_2 structure)
with a barrier of 53 (TPSS) or 26 kJ mol!1 (TPSSh). Again, the
reason for the lower barrier with TPSSh is that the reaction is
more exothermic with that functional.

Among the product structures, the one started from the 345
structure was most stable, because it resulted in a E1 structure with
a proton on S2B(3) and H2 in the second coordination sphere. It
was 61–114 kJ mol!1 more stable than the best E3 state with the
TPSS, r2SCAN and TPSSh functionals, but 42 kJ mol!1 less stable
than the C3 structure with B3LYP. Three structures had H2

coordinated to the cluster (either to Fe2 or Fe7), but these
Fig. 4 The eleven considered E3 structures, showing the structure
obtained with TPSS (B3LYP for C3). The labels are explained in the text.
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structures were at least 70–73 kJ mol!1 less stable than the best
structure with H2 dissociated. It should be noted, however, that we
have not made any systematic investigation of H2-bound (or H2-
dissociated) structures.

H2 dissociation from the E4 state

Finally, we studied H2 formation for the E4 state. We studied
24 reactions, starting from 14 different structures, described in
Table 3 and in Fig. 5. Most of the structures are of two different
types. The first have two protons on S2B and S5A and two
hydride ions bridging Fe2/6 and Fe3/7, as suggested by Hoff-
man and coworkers.38 As for the E3 structures, they are named
according to the direction of the four H atoms (towards S3A,
S2B or S5A), given by a number in the order S2B–Fe2/6–Fe3/7–
S5A, e.g. 5522 (cf. Fig. 5). We also studied two structures with
S2B dissociated from Fe2 (3323H6 and 3523H6) The second
group is related to the S2 and S6 structures for E3. They also
have protons on S2B and S5A, and two hydride ions, but both
hydride ions bridge Fe2 and Fe6, and S2B has dissociated from
either Fe2 (S6) or Fe6 (S2). Both structures have two local
minima depending on the direction of the proton on S2B (cf.
Table 3). In addition, we studied two differing structures: 3H
has a proton on S2B and three hydride ions on Fe5, Fe6 and
bridging Fe2/6. C3 has three protons on the central carbide and
one on S2B.

The relative stabilities of the various E4 states were discussed
in a previous study,32 showing that S61 is most stable with TPSS,
TPSSh and r2SCAN, but C3 with B3LYP (which is 233 kJ mol!1

more stable than S61 with this functional, whereas C3 is 192,

146 and 1 kJ mol!1 less stable than S61 with TPSS, TPSSh and
r2SCAN, respectively). However, with TPSS, several Hoffman-
type structures are competitive, in particular 3323, which is only
3 kJ mol!1 less stable than S61 (27 and 11 kJ mol!1 less stable
with r2SCAN and TPSSh).

With the TPSS, TPSSh and r2SCAN functionals, all studied E4

structures are less stable than the best E2 structure and H2 in a
COSMO solvent (i.e. DEH2

in Table 3) by at least 72, 103 and
95 kJ mol!1, respectively. On the other hand, the C3 structure is
3 kJ mol!1 more stable than the dissociated state with B3LYP.
Thus, we can again conclude that formation and dissociation
of H2 from the FeMo cluster is highly thermodynamically
favourable and should be kinetically controlled. Therefore, we
performed a thorough investigation of the formation of H2

from all pairs of H atoms on the same face of the FeMo cluster
in 14 different starting structures.

The barriers of all 24 studied reactions are collected in
Table 3. The reactions can be divided into five groups. The
smallest barrier, 15–25 kJ mol!1, is found for the reaction of
two hydride ions bound to the same Fe6 ion, one terminal and
the other bridging to Fe2 in the 3H structure. This gives an initial
H–H distance of 2.30–2.40 Å. Likewise, reactions from the S61
and S64 structures, where the two hydride ions both bridge Fe2
and Fe6 also give quite small barriers of 34–47 kJ mol!1. In the
starting structure, the two hydride ions are only 1.74–1.87 Å apart.

Five reactions have barriers of 59–72 kJ mol!1 with TPSS and
48–81 kJ mol!1 with TPSSh. They all involve reactions between
a proton on S2B and hydride ion bridging Fe2 and Fe6. They
have initial H–H distances of 2.24–2.37 Å, irrespectively of

Table 2 Structures and reactions within the E3 state, listing the structure (Struct), the positions of the three added H atoms (H1, H2 and H3), the BS state,
the H–H distance (Å), the relative energy (DE), the H2 dissociation energy (DEH2

) relative the E1 state and H2 in a COSMO solvent, and the activation energy
for H2 formation (DE‡; all energies in kJ mol!1). For the 335 and S6 structures, two reactions were studied, connecting either a hydride ion and a proton
(HP) or two hydride ions (HH; the two H atoms involved in the reactions are marked in bold face). The lower part of the table shows the products after the
H2-formation reactions, labelled after the starting E3 structure and reaction

Struct. H1 H2 H3 BS

TPSS r2SCAN TPSSh B3LYP

H–H DE DEH2
DE‡ DE DEH2

H–H DE DEH2
DE‡ DE DEH2

352_ S2B(3) Fe2/6(5) Fe3/7(2) 147 2.02 57 !116 39 77 !169 2.03 62 !170 34 265 !216
35_2 S2B(3) Fe2/6(5) S5A(2) 147 4.29 55 !115 136 56 !148 4.26 32 !139 124 178 !129
35_3 S2B(3) Fe2/6(5) S5A(3) 147 3.47 46 !105 45 !137 3.50 21 !128 187 !138
55_2 S2B(5) Fe2/6(5) S5A(2) 147 2.26 74 !133 75 77 !168 2.27 51 !158 115 212 !163
55_3 S2B(5) Fe2/6(5) S5A(3) 147 2.26 63 !122 65 !156 2.26 40 !147 206 !157
345 S2B(3) Fe4 Fe5 147 5.86 68 !127 52 58 !150 5.91 58 !165 29 248 !199
335 HP S2B(3) Fe2/6(3) Fe5 147 2.43 61 !120 101 69 !161 2.47 56 !163 110 258 !209
HH Fe2/6(3) Fe5 3.99 55 3.91 46
355 S2B(3) Fe2/6(5) Fe5 147 5.61 55 !115 58 !150 5.65 44 !152 242 !193
S2 S2B(H2) Fe2/6(3) Fe2/6(5) 147 1.94 59 !118 67 !158 1.93 52 !159 263 !214
S6 HP S2B(H6) Fe2/6(3) Fe2/6(5) 147 1.90 0 !72 118 0 !91 1.90 0 !107 86 195 !146
HH S2B(H6) Fe2/6(3) 2.94 !59 57 2.92 29
C3 C2367 C2456 C3457 147 1.84 189 !248 141 !233 1.80 4a !111 0 49b

Product states = E1 + H2
352_ S2B(3) H2 on Fe7 147 0.85 77 !136 139 104 !195 0.84 74 !181 187 233 !184
55_2 S5A(2) H2 dissociated 147 0.76 31 !90 92 12 !103 0.76 !1 !107 113 151 !102
345 S2B(3) H2 dissociated 147 0.77 !61 2 0 !109 18 0.76 !114 6 0 42 7
335 HP Fe5 H2 dissociated 147 0.76 !25 !34 37 !55 !36 0.76 !46 !61 68 134 !85
335 HH S2B(3) H2 dissociated 147 0.76 !49 !11 13 !97 5 0.76 !101 !6 13 56 !7
S6 HP Fe2,6(5) H2 on Fe2c 147 0.79 49 !108 110 28 !119 0.78 34 !142 148 222 !173
S6 HH S2B(H6) H2 on Fe2d 147 0.76 9 !68 70 !38 !54 0.77 !42 !65 71 115 !67

a BS-136. b Barrier 4250 kJ mol!1. c S2B dissociated from Fe2. d Protonated S2B dissociated from Fe2.
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whether the two H atoms are on the same side as S5A or S3A.
The analogous reaction involving the Fe2/6 hydride and a
proton on a half-dissociated S2B give a slightly higher barrier
of 76–77 kJ mol!1 and 88 kJ mol!1, respectively. Two reactions
also involve the proton on S2B but the hydride ion bridging Fe3
and Fe7. They have slightly larger initial H–H distances, 2.77–
3.09 Å and they give slightly larger barriers of 78–81 kJ mol!1

with TPSS, but lower barriers with TPSSh, 67–72 kJ mol!1.
There are four reactions that involve the proton on S5A and

the hydride ion bridging Fe3/7. They have initial H–H distances

of 2.48–2.55 Å, but the barriers are appreciably larger, 98–
105 kJ mol!1 (except two barriers with TPSSh, 74–77 kJ mol!1).
Thus, the barriers depend more on the involved H atoms than
on the initial H–H distances.

Finally, seven reactions involve two hydride ions on different
Fe ions. Four of them involve hydrides on the Fe2/6 and Fe3/7
pairs, having initial H–H distances of 2.04–2.13 Å. They give
barriers of 75–85 kJ mol!1 with TPSS and 43–60 kJ mol!1 with
TPSSh. Two involve hydrides in the same positions, but with
S2B dissociated from Fe2. This gives longer initial distances

Table 3 Structures and reactions within the E4 state, listing the structure (Struct), the positions of the four added H atoms (H1, H2, H3 and H4), the BS
state, the H–H distance (Å), the relative energy (DE), the H2 dissociation energy (DEH2

) relative the E0 state and H2 in a COSMO solvent, and the activation
energy for H2 formation (DE‡; all energies in kJ mol!1). The two H atoms involved in the reaction are marked in bold face. The lower part of the table
shows the products after the H2-formation reactions, labelled after the starting E3 structure and reaction

Structure H1 H2 H3 H4

TPSS r2SCAN TPSSh B3LYP

BS H–H DE DEH2
DE‡ BS DE DEH2

BS H–H DE DEH2
DE‡ BS DE DEH2

3H S2B(3) Fe2/6(3) Fe5 Fe6 14 4.02 40 !112 75 14 125 !228 147 3.90 112 !207 72 147 333 !330
Fe2/6(3) Fe6 2.40 25 2.30 15

S2B(3) Fe2/6(3) 2.39 59 2.39 57
3322 S2B(3) Fe2/6(3) Fe3/7(2) S5A(2) 14 2.36 15 !87 70 147 52 !156 147 2.57 39 !134 80 147 292 !289

Fe3/7(2) S5A(2) 2.55 101 2.48 105
3323 S2B(3) Fe2/6(3) Fe3/7(2) S5A(3) 14 2.37 3 !75 72 135 27 !131 135 2.45 11 !107 81 135 233 !230
3323H6 S2B(H6S) Fe2/6(3) Fe3/7(2) S5A(3) 147 2.37 39 !111 76 147 44 !147 147 2.36 49 !145 88 147 313 !311

Fe2/6(3) Fe3/7(2) 3.24 92 3.09 56
3522 S2B(3) Fe2/6(5) Fe3/7(2) S5A(2) 14 2.04 24 !96 75 14 76 !179 14 2.09 48 !143 53 147 266 !264

Fe3/7(2) S5A(2) 2.48 99 2.51 74
3523 S2B(3) Fe2/6(5) Fe3/7(2) S5A(3) 14 2.08 14 !86 80 147 25 !129 135 2.26 18 !113 43 346 192 !189
3523H6 S2B(H6S) Fe2/6(5) Fe3/7(2) S5A(3) 147 2.36 39 !111 77 147 44 !147 147 2.35 49 !145 88 147 293 !291

Fe2/6(5) Fe3/7(2) 3.16 91 3.09 56
5322 S2B(5) Fe2/6(3) Fe3/7(2) S5A(2) 14 2.53 22 !93 98 147 59 !162 147 2.56 48 !143 102 147 305 !303

S2B(5) Fe3/7(2) 2.96 81 2.97 72
5323 S2B(5) Fe2/6(3) Fe3/7(2) S5A(3) 14 2.77 11 !83 78 147 45 !148 147 3.09 37 !132 67 147 296 !293
5522 S2B(5) Fe2/6(5) Fe3/7(2) S5A(2) 14 2.24 41 !112 61 147 59 !162 147 2.32 51 !147 49 147 305 !303

Fe2/6(5) Fe3/7(2) 2.09 85 2.17 60
Fe3/7(2) S5A(2) 2.51 102 2.51 77

5523 S2B(5) Fe2/6(5) Fe3/7(2) S5A(3) 14 2.25 30 !101 63 147 43 !146 147 2.32 40 !136 48 147 296 !294
Fe2/6(5) Fe3/7(2) 2.13 84 2.19 46

S2 S2B(H2) Fe2/6(3) Fe2/6(5) S5A(3) 147 1.88 54 !126 147 79 !182 147 1.86 56 !152 147 293 !290
S64 S2B(H64) Fe2/6(3) Fe2/6(5) S5A(3) 147 1.85 1 !72 47 147 29 !132 147 1.87 18 !113 38 147 257 !254
S61 S2B(H61) Fe2/6(3) Fe2/6(5) S5A(3) 147 1.82 0 !72 42 346 0 !103 157 1.74 0 !95 34 347 229 !226
C3 S2B(3) C2367 C2456 C3457 234 1.83 192 !263 346 146 !249 234 1.83 1 !97 234 0 3
C1 S2B(H6) Fe2/6 C2367 S5A(3) 346 158 !156

Product states
3H Fe2/6–5 S2B(3) Fe5 146 0.76 !34 !38 147 !56 !48 147 0.76 !56 !40 147 113 !111
3H Fe2/6–6 Fe5 Fe6 H2 on Fe6 14 0.87 80 !152 147 131 !234 147 0.85 132 !227 147 423 !420
3322 Fe3/7 S5A(2) 147 0.76 !46 !26 !31 !73 0.76 !32 !64 228 !225
3322 S2B(3) Fe2/6(3) 147 0.76 !28 !43 !44 !59 0.76 !54 !41 183 !181
3323 Fe3/7 S5A(3) 147 0.76 !60 !11 !47 !57 0.76 !44 !51 217 !214
3522 S2B(3) S5A(2) 147 0.76 21 !93 11 !114 0.76 !11 !84 151 !148
3522 S2B(3) Fe2/6(5) 147 0.75 !6 !66 !28 !75 0.75 !34 !61 179 !177
3523 S2B(3) S5A(3) 146 0.75 5 !77 !9 !94 0.76 !24 !71 142 !139
5322 S5A(2) Fe2/6(3) 235 0.76 41 !112 58 !162 0.75 48 !143 267 !265
5322 S2B(5) Fe2/6(3) 147 0.76 !16 !56 !30 !73 0.76 !41 !54 198 !196
5323 S5A(3) Fe2/6(3) 146 0.76 47 !119 147 56 !159 147 0.76 36 !132 147 246 !243
5522 Fe3/7 S5A(2) 147 0.76 1 !73 35 !138 0.75 30 !125 298 !295
5522 S2B(5) S5A(2) 147 0.76 41 !112 29 !132 0.77 8 !103 187 !185
5522 S2B(5) Fe2/6(5) 147 0.75 7 !79 !12 !91 0.75 !29 !66 195 !192
5523 Fe3/7 S5A(3) 147 0.76 !10 !61 20 !123 0.75 18 !113 288 !285
5523 S2B(5) S5A(3) 146 0.76 21 !93 8 !111 0.76 !6 !89 147 131 !129
3323H6 Fe3/7(2) S5A(3) 147 0.75 !34 !38 !44 !59 0.76 !41 !55 220 !217
3323H6 S2B(5) S5A(3) 147 0.76 30 !101 17 !121 0.77 !4 !91 178 !176
3523 Fe3/7(2) S5A(3) 147 0.75 !67 !5 !44 !59 0.76 !41 !55 255 !252
3523H6 S2B(5) S5A(3) 147 0.76 39 !110 17 !121 0.76 !2 !94 172 !170
S64 S2B(H6M) S5A(3) H2 on Fe2 147 0.94 40 !112 12 !116 0.80 12 !107 346 109 !106
S61 S2B(H6S) S5A(3) H2 on Fe2 147 0.83 26 !98 9 !113 0.79 !5 !91 84 !82

Paper PCCP

 T
hi

s a
rti

cl
e 

is
 li

ce
ns

ed
 u

nd
er

 a
 C

re
at

iv
e 

C
om

m
on

s A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n 

3.
0 

U
np

or
te

d 
Li

ce
nc

e.

View Article Online



1372 |  Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys., 2024, 26, 1364–1375 This journal is © the Owner Societies 2024

(3.16–3.24 Å) and higher barriers with TPSS (91–92 kJ mol!1),
but not with TPSSh (56 kJ mol!1). The seventh reaction involves
hydride ions on Fe2/6 and Fe5 in the 3H complex. In this case, the
initial H–H distance is much larger, 4.02 Å. This gives a more
complicated reaction, in which the Fe2/6 hydride ion first moves to
Fe5, via a Fe5/6 bridging position (with a barrier of 72–75 kJ mol!1)
and then the two hydride ions on the Fe5 ion (with a H–H distance
of 2.20 Å) connect with a barrier of 49–58 kJ mol!1 relative to the
starting structure.

We also tried to connect the closest protons on the central
carbide in the C3 structure. However, as for the corresponding E2
and E3 states, this was not be possible – the energy rose
monotonically to 4170 kJ mol!1. On the other hand, it was
possible to move the Fe3/7 hydride ion in 3523H6 structure to
the central carbide ion. The barrier was only 47 kJ mol!1 when
studied with B3LYP and the product (with protons also on
S2B(H6), Fe2/6 and S5A(5)) was 33 kJ mol!1 more stable than
the reactant (and therefore the second-best B3LYP structure),
although it is still 158 kJ mol!1 less stable than the C3 structure.
The corresponding reaction with TPSSh was not possible, mainly
owing to the low stability of the product, but also to the fact that
it was started from the 3523 structure with S2B still bridging and
therefore the hydride on Fe2/6 was partly in the way for the
movement of the Fe3/7 hydride ion.

In addition, we tried to convert the S61 structure to the 3323
structure. This requires two steps. First, one of the Fe2/6

hydrides needs to move to Fe3/7. This can be done with a
barrier of 54–69 kJ mol!1. Then, S2B should bind back to Fe2,
which can be done with a minimal barrier of 5–7 kJ mol!1.

As a result of the study of the H2-formation reactions, we
obtained 24 different product structures. Most of them have H2

in the second coordination sphere of the FeMo cluster. The best
structure with TPSS has a proton on S5A and a hydride bridging
Fe3 and Fe7. With B3LYP, the best structure has two protons on
S2B and S5A. With r2SCAN and TPSSh, a structure with a proton
on S2B and a terminal hydride ion on Fe5 is best. This is quite
different from what was observed for the E2 state without H2,
indicating that the second-sphere H2 molecule has a significant
influence on the relative energies and reflecting that we have not
performed any systematic investigation of this type of complexes.
This is also confirmed by the fact that none of the structures is
more stable than the fully dissociated E2 + H2 state (DEH2

is !5 to
!111 kJ mol!1 for the best structures with the four DFT
methods). In four of the product structures, H2 coordinates
side-on to Fe2 or Fe6. These structures have appreciably larger
H–H bond lengths than the other structures (0.80–0.94 Å, com-
pared to 0.75–0.76 Å). The best structure has H2 bound to Fe2,
S2B protonated and bound only to Fe6, and S5A protonated.
However, this structure is 24–93 kJ mol!1 less stable than be best
structure with H2 in the second sphere.

Conclusions
We have studied the formation of H2 in the E2–E4 states of Mo-
nitrogenase. Even if there are quite some variations between the
individual structures and the DFT functionals employed, there
are some general trends. The lowest barrier for H2 formation is
obtained when combining two hydride ions, one terminal on Fe6
and one bridging Fe2/6, 15–25 kJ mol!1. Combining two hydride
ions both bridging Fe2/6 also give low barriers, 29–57 kJ mol!1.
Combining hydride ions bridging Fe2/6 and Fe3/7, give higher
barriers with TPSS, 75–85 kJ mol!1, except in the E3 state
(39 kJ mol!1). With TPSSh, those barriers are lower,
34–60 kJ mol!1. The reaction between a proton and a hydride
ion gives similar barriers. With TPSS, combining a proton on S2B
and a hydride ion bridging Fe2/6 typically gives lower barriers
than combining two hydride ions on Fe2/6 and Fe3/7 or a proton
on S5A and a hydride ion bridging Fe3/7. With TPSSh, barriers for
two hydride ions are lower and there are smaller differences
between the two proton–hydride reactions. Instead, there is some
difference between whether the S2B proton and the Fe2/6 hydride
ion are on the same side as S5A (lower barrier) or as S3A (higher
barrier). For both functionals, it seems that the proton–hydride
reactions give a lower barrier as the number of added electrons
and protons increase (i.e. E2 4 E3 4 E4). In general, TPSSh gives
lower barriers than TPSS (by 9 kJ mol!1 on average), but for
proton–hydride reactions, the opposite is often true.

We have also studied some other reactions, moving around
the H atoms within the FeMo cluster. In agreement with
previous studies of proton transfers in the FeMo cluster during
the later (E4–E8) steps of the reaction mechanism,60 we find

Fig. 5 The 15 considered E4 structures, showing the structures obtained
with TPSS (B3LYP for C3). The labels are explained in the text.
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that individual barriers are rather small, 5–69 kJ mol!1. The
calculations show that a proton on S2B can rotate rather
freely, either moving from the S2B(3) to the S2B(5) side
(55–62 kJ mol!1) when S2B is bridging Fe2/6 or rotating around
the Fe6–S2B (12–17 kJ mol!1) axis when it is dissociated from
Fe6. The dissociation of S2B from Fe2 also has a low barrier
(35–39 kJ mol!1). In fact, it is also possible to move a Fe3/7
hydride ion to S5A (26–53 kJ mol!1) or to move a bridging
hydride ion from Fe2/6 to Fe3/7 (54–69 kJ mol!1). A hydride ion
can move to the central carbide with B3LYP (47 kJ mol!1), but
only in the E4 state and if the starting structure is appropriate.
This shows that the various isomers of the En states can
interconvert rather freely. Therefore, it is unlikely that the
FeMo cluster may avoid unwanted side reactions by placing
the H atoms on different faces of the FeMo cluster. Likewise, it
seems impossible to avoid the most stable structures for each
En state, i.e. to stabilise metastable states by kinetic pathways
and barriers.

Finally, we discuss the implications of the current calculations
on the reaction mechanism of nitrogenase. From a functional
point of view, it is clear that the enzyme should avoid the
formation of H2 before N2 binds, i.e. at least for the E2 and E3
states. For the E2 state, B33 is the most stable structure with TPSS.
Formation of H2 from this state has an activation barrier of
86–91 kJ mol!1. This corresponds to a rate of 0.0008–0.0072 s!1

(3–26 h!1; using classical transition-state theory with a pre-
exponential factor of 6.2 " 1012 s!1), which is smaller than the
turnover rate of the enzyme 1–5 s!1.2,85 Thus, the protein should
be able to avoid this side reaction if the electron flow is proper, but
the rate constant is somewhat smaller than what has been
estimated from kinetic measurements, 0.2 s!1,85 corresponding
to 77 kJ mol!1. For the B55 structure, the activation energy for H2

formation is lower, 51–55 kJ mol!1. However, this structure is
33–42 kJ mol!1 less stable than the best state with TPSS or TPSSh,
giving net barriers of 84–97 kJ mol!1, corresponding to rates of
0.2–65 h!1, still much lower than the turnover rate. For the H6
structure, which is the most stable structure with TPSSh and
r2SCAN, the activation barrier for H2 formation is quite high, 79–
104 kJ mol!1. This corresponds to rates of 0.13–5" 10!6 s!1 (0.02–
460 h!1), which are less than the turnover rate of the enzyme. For
the best structure with B3LYP, C2, no H2 formation could be
obtained. Thus, we can conclude that H2 formation does not seem
to be any serious problem at the E2 level of the protein.

Our calculated activation barrier for the H6 structure of E2

is similar to that reported by Thorhallsson and Bjornsson,
86 kJ mol!1, with TPSSh.33 On the other hand, our barrier for
the B55 structure (51 kJ mol!1) is somewhat larger than that
reported by Khadka and coworkers, 29 kJ mol!1.52 This might be
caused by the difference in DFTmethods (TPSS and BP86) but pure
GGA functionals often give similar results for nitrogenasemodels.18

It is more likely that the reason for the difference is that Khadka
and coworkers used QM-cluster calculations, whereas we have
performed QM/MM calculations. In fact, Thorhallsson and Bjorns-
son reported much lower activation energies with cluster models
than QM/MM,33 indicating that the surrounding enzyme disfavours
the H2 formation.

For the E3 state, the results are more problematic. The S6
structure, which is preferred with the TPSS, r2SCAN and TPSSh
functionals, has two hydride ions both bridging Fe2/6, and the
barrier of H2 formation from these two hydrides is small 29–
57 kJ mol!1, corresponding to 7 " 102 to 5 " 107 s!1, much
faster than the turnover of the enzyme. We see no way for the
enzyme to avoid this problematic side reaction with the current
results. Either the TPSS, r2SCAN and TPSSh methods give
gravely unreliable results or we have not yet found the proper
lowest-energy structure or BS state for E3. Alternatively, the
B3LYP results are trusted, which indicates that C3 structure is
most stable. In our calculations, no H2 formation is observed
from this structure. On the other hand, B3LYP gives very weak
N2 binding in the E4,

32 which has led Siegbahn to suggest that
four additional reductions are needed before N2 may bind,46,83

something that does not find any experimental support.13

For the E4 state, the situation is similar: The best structure
with TPSS, r2SCAN and TPSSh is S61, with two hydride ions both
bridging Fe2/6. These can be connected with a barrier of only 34–
47 kJ mol!1, corresponding to rates of 5 " 104–7 " 106 s!1, i.e.
much faster than the turnover rate of the enzyme. However, with
TPSS, the Hoffman-type structures are competitive in stability, in
particular 3323, which is only 3 kJ mol!1 less stable than S61.
From this structure, H2 formation has a higher barrier of 72–
81 kJ mol!1, i.e. similar to the turnover rate of the enzyme. There
are other Hoffman-type of complexes with lower barriers (down
to 61 kJ mol!1 with TPSS and 46 kJ mol!1 with TPSSh), but they
are too unstable compared to the best structure so that the net
barrier (counted from the best structure) becomes prohibitively
high. Finally, the C3 structure is best with B3LYP and competitive
with TPSSh, but no H2 formation could be obtained from this
structure. In conclusion, H2 formation from the best E4 struc-
tures is possible. In this case, it is unclear whether this reaction
should take place before or after binding of N2, i.e. if it should be
avoided or not. The results are in accordance with a recent steady-
state kinetic model of nitrogenase, indicating that the rate of H2

formation is much higher from the E4 state than from E2.
85 In

future studies, we will study the binding of N2 to E4 structures
with H2 and whether the binding of N2 can be enhanced by the
concerted formation or dissociation of H2.
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N2 binding to the E0–E4 states of nitrogenase†

Hao Jiang and Ulf Ryde *

Nitrogenase is the only enzyme that can convert N2 into NH3. The reaction requires the addition of eight

electrons and protons to the enzyme and the mechanism is normally described by nine states, E0–E8,

differing in the number of added electrons. Experimentally, it is known that three or four electrons need

to be added before the enzyme can bind N2. We have used combined quantum mechanical and mole-

cular mechanics methods to study the binding of N2 to the E0–E4 states of nitrogenase, using four

different density functional theory (DFT) methods. We test many different structures for the E2–E4 states

and study binding both to the Fe2 and Fe6 ions of the active-site FeMo cluster. Unfortunately, the results

depend quite strongly on the DFT methods. The TPSS method gives the strongest bonding and prefers N2

binding to Fe6. It is the only method that reproduces the experimental observation of unfavourable

binding to the E0–E2 states and favourable binding to E3 and E4. The other three methods give weaker

binding, preferably to Fe2. B3LYP strongly favours structures with the central carbide ion triply protonated.

The other three methods suggest that states with the S2B ligand dissociated from either Fe2 or Fe6 are

competitive for the E2–E4 states. Moreover, such structures with two hydride ions both bridging Fe2 and

Fe6 are the best models for E4 and also for the N2-bound E3 and E4 states. However, for E4, other struc-

tures are often close in energy, e.g. structures with one of the hydride ions bridging instead Fe3 and Fe7.

Finally, we find no support for the suggestion that reductive elimination of H2 from the two bridging

hydride ions in the E4 state would enhance the binding of N2.

Introduction
Nitrogenase (EC 1.18/19.6.1) is the only enzyme that can cleave
the triple bond in molecular N2,

1–4 thereby making nitrogen
available for biological lifeforms. X-ray crystallographic studies
have shown that nitrogenase contains a complicated MoFe7S9C
(homocitrate) cluster in the active site, called the FeMo cluster
(Fig. 1).5–9 Alternative nitrogenases exist, in which the Mo ion
is replaced by V or Fe, but they have lower activities.10,11 The
nitrogenase reaction is demanding, requiring eight electrons
and 16 ATP molecules for each N2 molecule processed:3,4

N2 þ 8e! þ 8Hþ þ 16 ATP ! 2 NH3 þH2 þ 16 ADPþ 16 Pi

ð1Þ

Nitrogenase has been extensively studied by spectroscopic,
biochemical and kinetic methods.1–9,12 The reaction is normally
described by the Lowe–Thorneley cycle,13 which involves nine
intermediates, E0–E8, differing in the number of added elec-
trons and protons. The E0 resting state has been thoroughly
characterised by crystallography, spectroscopic and compu-

tational studies.4,7,14–16 The E1 state has been studied by X-ray
absorption and Mössbauer spectroscopy17,18 and most likely
contains a proton on the S2B µ2 bridging sulfide ion (see
Fig. 1b for atom names).19 The E2 state is known to involve two
conformers, of which at least one contains an iron-bound
hydride ion.20–23 The E4 state has been characterised by EPR
and ENDOR spectroscopy, and has been shown to contain two
hydride ions that bridge between two Fe ions of the FeMo
cluster.24–26 It has been shown that N2 binds to the E3 and E4
states, but not the E0–E2 states.1,25,27–30 In connection with the
binding of N2, H2 is released by reductive elimination, i.e. by
the formation of H2 from two hydride ions.25,26,31,32 Then, N2 is
successively reduced and protonated to two molecules of NH3.
Mutational studies have indicated that the Fe2–Fe3–Fe6–Fe7
face of the FeMo cluster is the primary site for N2 reduction and
that Fe2 or Fe6 are the most likely binding sites of N2.

33,34

Nitrogenase has also been extensively studied by compu-
tational methods, using density functional theory (DFT).35

However, such studies are complicated by the fact that there
are very many possibilities for the binding of up to four
protons to the cluster, that different DFT method give widely
different relative energies of the various protonation states and
that the electronic structure is complicated (there are 35 poss-
ible broken-symmetry states).35–38

Several DFT studies have been devoted to the binding of N2

to the FeMo cluster in different En states.
35 Early investigations

†Electronic supplementary information (ESI) available. See DOI: https://doi.org/
10.1039/d3dt00648d

Department of Theoretical Chemistry, Lund University, Chemical Centre, P. O. Box
124, SE-221 00 Lund, Sweden. E-mail: Ulf.Ryde@teokem.lu.se; Fax: +46-46 2228648;
Tel: +46-46 2224502
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suffered from incomplete knowledge of the composition of the
cluster, its net charge and the sequence of proton and N2

binding.39–42 However, also later studies have led to disparate
suggestions. Blöchl, Kästner and coworkers suggested that N2

binds to Fe7 after dissociation of S5A from this ion (atom
names are shown in Fig. 1).43,44

Other groups have also suggested that such half-dis-
sociation of the µ2-bridging sulfide ions may enhance N2

binding, but mainly for S2B and N2 binding to Fe2 or Fe6, 45–47

and crystallographic studies have indicated that S2B may
sometimes be replaced by other ligands,8,48,49 indicating that
sulfide lability may be mechanistically relevant.50,51 In particu-
lar, Bjornsson and coworkers showed that N2 may bind to Fe2
or Fe6 in E4 with favourable binding energies of 56 or 43 kJ
mol−1, respectively.52 They did not find any binding of N2 to
the E0 and E1 states, and a less favourable binding (29 kJ
mol−1) to the E2 state. Recently, they have published a more
thorough study, reporting unfavourable N2-binding energies to
E0, E1 and E2 (by 69, 41 and 8 kJ mol−1), but a slightly favour-

able binding energy to E4, 17 kJ mol−1.53 They emphasize the
importance of two doubly occupied 3d orbitals on the Fe ion
binding N2, which can donate electron density into the N2 π*
orbitals.

Hoffman and coworkers have suggested that reductive elim-
ination of H2 from the E4 state of nitrogenase is necessary for
the binding of N2.

54,55 Based on ENDOR experiments and DFT
calculations, they suggested a structure of the E4 state with two
protons on S2B and S5A (both remaining bound to both Fe
ions) and two hydride ions bridging Fe2/6 and Fe3/7, all
located on the same face of the FeMo cluster. In such a struc-
ture, H2 may form from the two hydride ions and N2 can bind
to this state with the concurrent release of H2. DFT calcu-
lations suggested a favourable binding free energy of 13 kJ
mol−1 and metadynamics simulations indicated that for-
mation of H2 is endergonic by 20 kJ mol−1, with a barrier of
49 kJ mol−1 from the E4 ground state.

Dance has presented several studies of N2 binding to
nitrogenase.56–58 He showed that side-on binding of N2 is less
favourable than end-on binding and that N2 bridging between
two Fe ions is unfavourable. The early studies suggested prefer-
able binding to Fe6. However, recently he suggested that first a
promotional, but unreactive, N2 binds to Fe2 in the exo-posi-
tion and then a second reactive N2 binds in the endo-position
of Fe6.59 He reported favourable binding energies of up to
38 kJ mol−1. The binding is somewhat enhanced in structures
with a bound H2 molecule (up to 59 kJ mol−1). In all struc-
tures, S2B remains bound to both Fe2 and Fe6.

On the other hand, Siegbahn argued that N2 binding to
the E0–E4 states is endergonic.60,61 Therefore, he suggested
that nitrogenase needs to be reduced by four additional
electrons before it can bind N2, i.e. that the E0–E3 states are
outside the catalytic cycle and the E4 state becomes the E0
state in his catalytic cycle. Thereby, the cluster reaches a
state with two Fe(I) ions and five Fe(II), which enhances
binding of N2. In his first study, N2 was suggested to bind
bridging between Fe4 and Fe6 in a reaction that is endergo-
nic by 13 kJ mol−1, but in a later study, he suggested that
S2B dissociates from the cluster and N2 binds to Fe4 with a
slightly less endergonic free energy of 10 kJ mol−1. The
binding energy strongly depends on the amount of Hartree–
Fock exchange in the functional.

Apparently, there is no consensus in how N2 binds to the
FeMo cluster and this is partly caused by the disagreement
regarding the structure of the E4 state and the large differences
in the structures and energies obtained with different DFT
functionals. Therefore, we here study the binding of N2 to
nitrogenase with four different DFT methods. We study the
binding of N2 to the five E0–E4 states and see how well
different DFT functionals reproduce the experimental obser-
vation the N2 binds only to the E3 and E4 states.1,25,28–30 For
the E0–E2 states, there is reasonable consensus regarding the
preferred protonation states.18,19,35,37,62,63 For the E3 and E4
states, we enhance previous studies of the preferred protona-
tion state,35,37,38,52,64–67 in particular with structures where S2B
has dissociated from either Fe2 or Fe6.

Fig. 1 Structure of the FeMo cluster in the E0 state. (a) Illustrates the
QM system used in all calculations, as well as the names of the nearby
residues; (b) shows the FeMo cluster with atom names indicated. H, C,
N, O, S, Fe and Mo atoms are shown in green, grey, blue, red, yellow,
orange and cyan, respectively. All figures show the same orientation and
colouring scheme.
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Methods
The protein

The calculations are based on the 1.0 Å crystal structure of Mo
nitrogenase from Azotobacter vinelandii (PDB code 3U7Q).7 The
setup of the protein is identical to that of our previous
studies.38,66,68,69 The entire heterotetramer was considered in
the calculations and the quantum mechanical (QM) calcu-
lations were concentrated on the FeMo clusters in the C
subunit because there is a buried imidazole molecule from the
solvent rather close to the active site (∼11 Å) in the A subunit.
The two P clusters and the FeMo cluster in subunit A were
modelled by MM in the fully reduced and resting states,
respectively, using a QM charge model.68 The protonation
states of all residues were the same as before,68 and the homo-
citrate ligand was modelled in the singly protonated state with
a proton shared between the hydroxyl group (O7 that coordi-
nates to Mo) and the O1 carboxylate atom.16,68 The protein was
solvated in a sphere with a radius of 65 Å around the geometri-
cal centre of the protein. Cl− and Na+ ions were added to an
ionic strength of 0.2 M.70 The final system contained 133 915
atoms. For the protein, we used the Amber ff14SB force field71

and water molecules were described by the TIP3P model.72

The metal sites68,73 were treated by a non-bonded model74 and
charges were obtained with the restrained electrostatic poten-
tial method.75

QM calculations

All QM calculations were performed with the Turbomole soft-
ware (versions 7.5 and 7.6).76 All structures were studied with
the TPSS,77 r2SCAN,78 TPSSh79 and B3LYP80–82 functionals.
The former two are meta generalised gradient approximation
(GGA) functionals, whereas the other two are hybrid func-
tionals with 10 and 20% Hartree–Fock exchange, respectively.
r2SCAN and TPSSh have been shown to give very accurate struc-
tures of nitrogenase models.83 We employed the def2-SV(P)
basis set.84 Previous studies have shown that increasing the
basis set to def2-TZVPD changes the relative energies by up to
11–20 kJ mol−1.37,66,69,73 Test calculations for the best struc-
tures in this study, shown in Table S1 in the ESI,† confirm that
this is also the case for the current structures (mean signed
and unsigned changes of 2 and 6 kJ mol−1), except in a few
structures, in which the electronic structure changes exten-
sively (Table S2†). However, for N2-binding energies, the larger
basis set gives more unfavourable binding energies by 9–21 kJ
mol−1 (average 15 kJ mol−1; cf. Table S3†), probably reflecting
that the binding with the smaller basis set is enhanced by the
basis-set superposition error. The calculations were sped up by
expanding the Coulomb interactions in an auxiliary basis set,
the resolution-of-identity (RI) approximation.85,86 Empirical
dispersion corrections were included with the DFT-D4
approach,87 as implemented in Turbomole.

The FeMo cluster was modelled by MoFe7S9C(homocitrate)
(CH3S)(imidazole), where the two last groups are models of
Cys-275 and His-442. In addition, all groups that form hydro-
gen bonds to the FeMo cluster were also included in the QM

model, viz. Arg-96, Gln-191 and His-195 (sidechains), Ser-278
(both sidechain and backbone, including some atoms from
Arg-359), Gly-356, Gly-357 and Leu-358 (backbone), as well as
two water molecules. Finally, the sidechain of Glu-380 was
included because it forms hydrogen bonds to Gln191 and His-
442, as well as the sidechains of Val-70 and Phe-381 because
they are close to S2B, Fe2 and Fe6, i.e. the expected binding
site of N2. The QM system involved 189–195 atoms (depending
on the En state and whether N2 was included or not) and is
shown in Fig. 1a. The net charge of QM region was always −4e.
His-195 was always neutral and protonated on the NE2 atom,
because this state has been found to be most stable in our pre-
vious studies.37,68,88

In this investigation we study the E0–E4 states of the FeMo
cluster with or without N2. The resting E0 state has the formal
MoIIIFeII3 Fe

III
4 oxidation state14,16,89 and is a quartet state

according to EPR experiments.1–4 The other four states were
obtained by successively adding one electron and one proton
to the previous state. Several positions of the added protons
were tested, based on previous
investigations,18,19,35,37,38,52,62–67 as will be discussed below. E0
and E2 were studied in the quartet spin state and E4 in the
doublet state, in agreement with experiments.1–4,22,23,90 For E1
and E3, no experimental data are available and we assumed
the quintet and triplet states (previous studies have shown
that different spin states are close in energy).37,63

The electronic structure of all QM calculations was obtained
with the broken-symmetry (BS) approach:36 each of the seven
Fe ions was modelled in the high-spin state, with either a
surplus of α (four Fe ions) or β (three Fe ions) spin. Such a
state can be selected in 35 different ways.69 The various BS
states were obtained either by swapping the coordinates of the
Fe ions91 or with the fragment approach by Szilagyi and
Winslow.92 The various BS states are named by listing the
number in the Noodleman nomenclature (BS1–10),36 followed
by the numbers of the three Fe ions with minority spin. The
selection of the BS states was based on our previous experience
with the similar systems.37,63,66 For E0–E2, we tested mainly the
BS7-235 state. The E3 structures were studied mainly in the
BS10-147 state. For E4, an initial investigation was performed
in the BS10-147 and BS-14 states. For the best four (without
N2) or six (with N2) structures, we tested eight additional BS
states (BS7-235, BS7-247, BS7-346, BS2-234, BS6-157, BS8-347,
BS10-127 and BS10-135) with all four functionals.

We study the binding of N2 to nitrogenase. We will discuss
three types of structures, viz. without any N2 molecule (En),
with N2 bound directly to either Fe2 or Fe6 (denoted En–N2),
i.e. in the first coordination sphere with a Fe–N distance of
typically 1.8–2.0 Å, but occasionally longer (especially with
B3LYP), up to 2.5 Å (but with the N2 molecule directed towards
the Fe ion), or with N2 unbound, but residing in the second
coordination sphere of the Fe ion (denoted En + N2). Naturally,
the latter structures are less well defined, but stable structures
were typically found with a Fe–N distance of ∼3.7 Å from Fe6
and ∼2.8 Å from Fe2. The N2 molecule is no longer directed
towards the Fe ion but forms weak dispersive interactions with
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the surrounding residues. If no local minimum was found for
either En–N2 or En + N2 (i.e. if the geometry optimisation con-
verged to the other type), we obtained a structure with the Fe–
N distance restrained to 1.9, 3.7 or 2.8 Å, for En–N, or second-
sphere bonding to Fe6 and Fe2, respectively. Based on previous
mutational and computational studies,1–4,56–58 we study only
binding to Fe2 or Fe6, and only end-on binding in the exo
position (i.e. trans to the central carbide ion).

There are several ways to calculate N2 binding energies. We
use three different definitions in this article. First, we define
the N2 binding energy, ΔEN2

, as the QM/MM energy difference
between the N2-bound structure and the best (i.e. the structure
with the lowest QM/MM energy) optimised structure without
N2 at this En level (denoted En(best)), and a free N2 molecule
optimised in a conductor-like screening model (COSMO)93,94

continuum solvent with a dielectric constant of 80, the default
optimised COSMO atomic radius for N (1.83 Å) and a water
solvent radius of 1.3 Å:95

ΔEN2 ¼ EQM=MMðEn–N2Þ ! EQM=MMðEnðbestÞÞ ! ECOSMOðN2Þ
ð2Þ

It should be noted that the COSMO solvation free energy of
N2 is only 2 kJ mol−1, so it does not matter much whether it is
calculated in vacuum or in the continuum solvent. This seems
to be the definition used by Siegbahn60,61 and by Bjornsson
and coworkers in their latest study.53

Second, we define the direct N2 binding energy (ΔEdb) as
the difference in energy between the same type of structure
(i.e. the same En and protonation state; denoted En + N2(same))
with N2 in the second or first coordination sphere:

ΔEdb ¼ EQM=MMðEn–N2Þ ! EQM=MMðEn þ N2ðsameÞÞ ð3Þ

This is the definition used by Dance.59 We have also fol-
lowed such binding reactions by starting from the second-
sphere structure and adding a restraint on the Fe–N distance,
which is successively decreased to a typical bonding distance
(∼1.9 Å) and finally removing the restraints. The resulting
potential-energy surfaces also give approximate activation
energies for the binding, which are reported.

A third way to define binding energies, intermediate
between the other two, is to use the same type of complex
without N2 bound (i.e. the same En and protonation state;
denoted En(same)) and free N2 as the reference:

ΔEbn ¼ EQM=MMðEn–N2Þ ! EQM=MMðEnðsameÞÞ ! ECOSMOðN2Þ
ð4Þ

This seems to be the definition used by Bjornsson and co-
workers in their first study52 and called single-step N2 binding
energy in their second study.53 In all three cases, a negative
binding energy indicates a favourable binding.

QM/MM calculations

QM/MM calculations were performed with the ComQum
software.96,97 In this approach, the protein and solvent are
split into two subsystems: system 1 (the QM region) was

relaxed by QM methods, whereas system 2 contained the
remaining part of the protein and the solvent, and it was kept
fixed at the original coordinates (equilibrated crystal structure,
to avoid the risk that different calculations end up in different
local minima).

In the QM calculations, system 1 was represented by a wave-
function, whereas all the other atoms were represented by an
array of partial point charges, one for each atom, taken from
the MM setup. Thereby, the polarisation of the QM system by
the surroundings is included in a self-consistent manner
(electrostatic embedding). When there is a bond between
systems 1 and 2 (a junction), the hydrogen link-atom approach
was employed: the QM system was capped with hydrogen
atoms, the positions of which are linearly related to the corres-
ponding carbon atoms (carbon link atoms, CL) in the full
system.96,98 All atoms were included in the point-charge
model, except the CL atoms.99 ComQum employs a subtractive
scheme with van der Waals link-atom corrections.100 No cut-
off is used for any of the QM or MM interactions. The geome-
try optimisations were continued until the energy change
between two iterations was less than 2.6 J mol−1 (10−6 a.u.)
and the maximum norm of the Cartesian gradients was below
10−3 a.u. Approximate transition states for the binding N2 were
obtained by first optimising free N2 at a distance of 2.5–4 Å
from Fe2 or Fe6 and then performing a relaxed scan of Fe–N
distances until a bound state was found.

Results and discussion
We have studied the binding of N2 to the FeMo cluster in nitro-
genase. We will discuss the results for different En states in
separate sections.

N2 binding to the E0 and E1 states

We first studied the binding of N2 to the resting E0 state of
nitrogenase (using BS7-235;69 shown in Fig. 1b). As expected,
no N2-bound state was found with any of the four DFT
methods. Bonded structures could be obtained by restraining
the Fe–N distance of 1.90 Å. However, the binding energy for
such restrained structures is unfavourable, more for the
binding to Fe2 than to Fe6, e.g. ΔEN2

= 44 and 34 kJ mol−1 for
TPSS (cf. Table 1). With the other three functionals, the ener-
gies are slightly more unfavourable, 44–61 kJ mol−1 for Fe6
and 49–69 kJ mol−1 for Fe2, with the trend B3LYP < TPSSh <
r2SCAN.

For the E1 state, we added the proton to S2B in agreement
with previous QM/MM35,37 and experimental studies.18,19 We
assumed that the proton points towards S3A and that the
FeMo cluster remains in the BS7-235 state.35,37,69

In this case, a state with N2 bound end-on to both Fe2 and
Fe6 could be found with TPSS (Fig. 2). They have both a Fe–N
distance of 1.92 Å (cf. Table 1). However, the ΔEN2

binding
energies are still unfavourable, by 26 and 33 kJ mol−1 for Fe6
and Fe2, respectively. A state with N2 in the second coordi-
nation sphere of Fe6 (with a Fe6–N distance of 3.68 Å, Fig. 2)
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has ΔEN2
= 2 kJ mol−1, showing that we could also have used

such a structure as the reference state. In this structure N2

resides in a cavity between homocitrate, His-195, Gln-191 and
Val-70, forming weak interactions with in particular the latter
two residues (N⋯H distances of 2.4–4.2 Å). The activation
energy for the binding of N2 to Fe6 from this second-sphere
structure is only 32 kJ mol−1.

Around Fe2, a second-sphere structure with a Fe2–N dis-
tance of 2.84 Å can be found, but it is 31 kJ mol−1 less favour-
able (ΔEN2

= 33 kJ mol−1; Fig. 2). On the other hand, binding
from this structure to Fe2 has an activation energy of only 9 kJ
mol−1. In this structure, N2 interacts weakly with Ser-278
(2.1 Å), Arg-277 (2.6 Å), Phe-381 (2.7 Å) and His-195 (2.8 Å).

With the other three functionals, no structure with N2

bound to Fe6 was found. However, structures with N2 bound to
Fe2 were found for TPSSh and r2SCAN, but not with B3LYP.
They have Fe2–N distances of 1.97 and 2.01 Å, and ΔEN2

unfavourable binding energies of 41 and 50 kJ mol−1 for
r2SCAN and TPSSh, respectively. Restraining the Fe–N distance
to 1.90 Å, we obtain a ΔEN2

binding energy for B3LYP of 81 kJ
mol−1. For Fe6, such restrained structures give ΔEN2

= 59–74 kJ
mol−1. For B3LYP, binding to Fe6 is stronger, whereas for the
other two functionals binding to Fe2 is stronger. Thus, we can
conclude that all four functionals suggest that N2 binding to
the E0 and E1 states is unfavourable, in agreement with
experiments.1,25,28–30 For E1, the bond strengths are in the
order TPSS > r2SCAN > TPSSh > B3LYP, showing a decreasing
trend with respect to the amount of HF exchange in the func-
tional (10% for TPSSh and 20% with B3LYP).

N2 binding to the E2 state

Next, we considered the binding of N2 to the E2 state. We first
studied ten structures for the unligated E2 state with the H
atoms on S2B, S5A, Fe5, the central carbide or bridging Fe2
and Fe6 (denoted Fe2/6). In some structures, the protonated
S2B group had dissociated from either Fe2 or Fe6. The struc-
tures are described in Table 2 and are shown in Fig. 3. Most of
them were included also in our previous study63 and we use
the naming convention from that study (explained in detail in
Table 2): Structures starting with a “B” have a hydride ion b ̲rid-
ging Fe2 and Fe6, and S2B is protonated and also b ̲ridging Fe2
and Fe6. The two numbers indicate the direction of the proton
on S2B and the hydride ion (in this order), viz. pointing
towards S3A(3) or towards S5A(5). Structures starting with “H”
has the proton and the hydride in the same positions, but S2B
has dissociated from either Fe2 or Fe6, but not the other Fe
ion (it is half-dissociated ). The number indicates which Fe ion
it still binds to, and the final letter indicates whether the
proton on S2B points towards Fe, S or Mo. Structures starting
with “N” have no bridging hydride ion, but instead protons on
S2B and S5A. The numbers indicate the direction of the two
protons in this order (for that on S5A, either towards S2B or
S5A). The T53 structure has a terminal hydride ion on Fe5 and
a proton on S2B, directed towards S3A. The C2 structure had a
doubly protonated central carbide ion.

Table 1 Structures of the E0 and E1 states with N2 in the second coordination sphere (+N2) or bound (–N2) to either Fe2 or Fe6. For each structure
and each of the four DFT methods, the Fe–N bond length (in Å; bold face indicates a restrained distance), the relative energy (ΔE in kJ mol−1, within
the same column and section) and the ΔEN2

binding energy (eqn (2) in kJ mol−1). Fe–NTS and ΔETS are the bond length and activation energy for the
transition state for the binding of N2. All structures were studied in the BS7-235 state. All E1 structures were protonated on S2B, with the proton
directed towards S3A

En Struct.

TPSS r2SCAN TPSSh B3LYP

Fe–N ΔE ΔEN2
Fe–NTS ΔETS Fe–N ΔE ΔEN2

Fe–N ΔE ΔEN2
Fe–N ΔE ΔEN2

E0 Fe2 + N2 2.79 27.6 28.6 39.4 35.8 31.6 33.3 37.7 35.1
Fe6 + N2 3.31 0.0 1.0 0.0 −3.6 0.0 1.6 0.0 −2.5
Fe2–N2 1.90 42.6 43.5 1.90 69.0 65.4 1.90 60.0 61.6 1.90 49.5 46.9
Fe6–N2 1.90 33.4 34.3 1.90 60.9 57.3 1.90 56.0 57.7 1.90 44.0 41.5

E1 Fe2 + N2 2.84 31.0 32.8 2.4 39.7 2.86 39.1 37.4 2.81 32.0 35.4 2.83 39.0 39.1
Fe6 + N2 3.68 0.0 1.9 2.0 32.4 3.63 0.0 −1.7 3.64 0.0 3.4 3.63 0.0 0.1
Fe2–N2 1.92 31.1 32.9 1.97 42.9 41.2 2.01 46.4 49.9 1.90 80.8 80.9
Fe6–N2 1.92 24.1 26.0 1.90 60.3 58.6 1.90 58.6 62.1 1.90 73.7 73.9

Fig. 2 The best E1 structures, obtained with TPSS: E1 without N2, Fe2–
N2 and Fe6–N2 with N2 coordinating to Fe, as well as Fe2 + N2 and Fe6
+ N2 with N2 in the second coordination sphere, showing also nearby
residues.
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The relative stabilities of these structures are also shown in
Table 2. It can be seen that with the TPSS functional, the B33
structure (with H atoms on S2B and bridging Fe2/6; Fig. 3) is
most stable, 13 kJ mol−1 better than the half-dissociated H6S
structure (with H atoms in the same positions, but with S2B
dissociated from Fe2; Fig. 3). With the other three functionals,

the situation is opposite by 14–55 kJ mol−1 (in both cases,
some other structures are intermediate in energy). However,
with B3LYP, the structure with the central carbide ion doubly
protonated (C2; Fig. 3) is 88 kJ mol−1 more stable, whereas this
structure is disfavoured by 35–158 kJ mol−1 with the other
functionals. Such structures are strongly distorted.

Next, we studied the binding of N2 to the best of these
structures. The results are collected in Table 3. With the TPSS
functional, N2 was found to bind to both Fe2 and Fe6 for all
types of structures. The most favourable structure has N2

bound to Fe6 and S2B bound to Fe2 but dissociated from Fe6
(Fig. 4). Such a structure naturally forms from the H2F struc-
ture, but it arose also from the B33 and B35 structures,
because S2B automatically dissociated from Fe6 during the
binding of N2 (the three structures are isoenergetic within
0.5 kJ mol−1 and we describe the best, Fe6–B35, in the follow-
ing). It has a Fe6–N bond length of 1.81 Å and a favourable
ΔEN2

of −11 kJ mol−1. The corresponding structure with N2

bound to Fe2 and S2B bound only to Fe6 is 7 kJ mol−1 less
stable (H6S; again it arose also from B33 or B35 by spon-
taneous S2B dissociation from Fe2; Fig. 4). The Fe2–N bond
length is 1.85 Å and ΔEN2

is −5 kJ mol−1. Structures with S2B
still bridging both Fe2 and Fe6 are 52–67 kJ mol−1 less stable
when N2 binds to Fe6 and 64–78 kJ mol−1 less stable when N2

binds to Fe2, in both cases following the order N33 < T53 <
N52. Structures with N2 binding in the second sphere can be
found for all structures, except H6S and H2F, but they are
30–78 kJ mol−1 less stable than the best bound N2-bound
structure. The activation energy for N2 binding is rather small
for all structures, 5–46 kJ mol−1, and barrierless in three cases.

With the other three DFT functionals, N2 does not bind to
Fe6 for the N33 and N52 structures, and it does not bind to
Fe2 for the T53 structure (very weakly for B3LYP with a Fe2–N
distance of 2.42 Å). In fact, most B3LYP structures with N2

binding to Fe2 have very long Fe2–N distances, 2.28–2.53 Å
(1.98–2.15 Å, 2.01–2.02 Å and 1.85–1.95 Å for the corres-
ponding structures with TPSSh, r2SCAN and TPSS, respect-
ively). As with TPSS, S2B dissociates from the Fe ion binding
N2 for the B33 and B35 structures, giving structures virtually
identical to those started from the half-dissociated H6S or H2F
structures. The same happens for N2 binding to Fe6 in the T53
structure with all three functionals and for N2 binding to Fe2
in the N33 and N52 structures with r2SCAN and TPSSh. With

Fig. 3 The ten E2 structures without N2 bound. The positions of the
added H atoms are described in Table 2 and the labels are explained in
the text.

Table 2 The ten structures studied for the E2 state without N2. The
names are the same as in our previous study of this state.63 ΔE is the
relative energy for each DFT method (kJ mol−1). The H1 and H2 columns
describe which atom is protonated and the direction of the proton. S2B
(3) or S2B(5) means that S2B is protonated with the proton directed
towards the S3A or S5A atoms. Fe2/6(5) means that the H atom bridges
Fe2 and Fe6 on the same side of S2B as S5A. C2367 and C3457 means
that the central carbide is protonated with the proton pointing to the
Fe2–Fe3–Fe6–Fe7 or Fe3–Fe4–Fe5–Fe7 face. S2B(H6S) means that S2B
is protonated and is dissociated from Fe2, but remains bound to Fe6,
with the proton directed towards S1B. Likewise, S2B(H2F) means that
S2B is protonated and is dissociated from Fe6, but remains bound to
Fe2, with the proton directed towards Fe1. The structures were studied
in the BS7-235 state, unless otherwise stated

Structure H1 H2

ΔE (kJ mol−1)

TPSS r2SCAN TPSSh B3LYP

B33 S2B(3) Fe2/6(3) 0.0 41.0 14.5 55.0
B35 S2B(3) Fe2/6(5) 17.0 16.7 9.5 44.5
B53 S2B(5) Fe2/6(3) 4.4 46.0 20.6 63.9
B55 S2B(5) Fe2/6(5) 32.7 62.6 42.3 82.8
H6S S2B(H6S) Fe2/6 13.3 0.0 0.0 0.0a

H2F S2B(H2F) Fe2/6 75.3 79.6 70.8 97.4
N33 S2B(3) S5A(3) 26.4 54.6 24.5 27.0
N52 S2B(5) S5A(2) 45.7 77.1 45.8 44.5
T53 S2B(3) Fe5 19.0 24.9 16.0 26.8
C2b C2367 C3457 157.7 113.1 35.1 −88.5
a Studied in the BS7-346 state. b Studied in the BS8-345 state.

Fig. 4 The best E2 structures with N2 bound, Fe6-H2F, Fe2-H6S and
Fe2–C2. The first two were optimised with TPSS, whereas Fe2–C2 was
optimised with B3LYP.
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the latter two functionals, the most favourable structure is Fe2-
H6S (which arises also from B33 and N35). This structure is 20
and 19 kJ mol−1 more stable than the corresponding structure
with N2 bound to Fe6 (Fe6-H2F/B33/B35; which was most
stable with TPSS), respectively. ΔEN2

of the best structure is
unfavourable by 9–15 kJ mol−1. Second-sphere N2 binding is
found to both Fe2 and Fe6 for all structures except H6S and
H2F. The best is Fe6 + B35, but the corresponding Fe2 struc-
ture is only 2–4 kJ mol−1 less stable. They are 5–9 kJ mol−1 less
stable the best first-sphere N2-bound structure.

With B3LYP, the structure with N2 binding to Fe2 in the C2
structure is by far most stable, 105 kJ mol−1 more stable than
the Fe2-H6S (or B33 or B35) structure (Fig. 4). However, the
ΔEN2

binding energy is unfavourable by 22 kJ mol−1.
It is notable that for several structures, the direct N2

binding energy ΔEdb is favourable for all four methods, by up
to 76, 53, 56 and 10 kJ mol−1 for TPSS, r2SCAN, TPSSh and
B3LYP, respectively. However, this mainly reflects problems with
the definition of ΔEdb. For r2SCAN and TPSSh, the strongly
favourable ΔEdb energies comes from the B33 structure, which
reorganises to a H6S structure when N2 binds (by dissociation of
S2B from one of the Fe ions). If we instead use the (restrained)
H6S structure as the reference, ΔEdb becomes much less favour-
able, −11 and −18 kJ mol−1. For TPSS, favourable ΔEdb are also
obtained for structures in which S2B is already half-dissociated,
for which no minimum with N2 in the second coordination
sphere is found. The large difference between ΔEdb and ΔEN2

is
caused by the unfavourable energies of all structures with N2 in
the second coordination sphere. In reality, the binding takes
place to the most stable E2 structure without N2 and forms the
most stable E2–N2 structure (unless kinetic barriers are large).
Therefore, ΔEN2

of the best E2–N2 structure should be the most
relevant binding energy and we will not discuss ΔEdb for the
other En states (it is still included in the tables).

N2 binding to the E3 state

Next, we turn to the E3 state. This state is less thoroughly
studied than the other states.37 However, the results from the
E2 and E4 states give some clues of possible protonation states
also for E3.

18,19,35,37,38,52,54,62–67 We have optimised 16 different
structures without N2. The protonation states and the nomen-
clature are described in Table 4 and the structures are shown
in Fig. 5. Two types of structures were studied. One is based on
the suggestions by Hoffman and coworkers54 that E4 has
protons on S2B and S5A, as well as two hydride ions bridging
Fe2/6 and Fe3/7. Each H atom can attain two conformations,
e.g. directed towards S3A or S5A for the one on S2B (but the
hydride ion on Fe3/7 was always on the S2B side of S5A). This
gives eight possibilities for E4 and we studied six variants of
these with either the H atom on Fe3/7 or S5A is deleted for E3.
They are denoted in the same way as for E4 below, i.e. with four
numbers showing the conformation of the H atoms on S2B,
Fe2/6, Fe3/7 and S5A in this order, using underscore to indicate
a vacancy, e.g. 332_. Two variants of the 35_3 structure were also
studied with S2B dissociated from either Fe2 or Fe6, but still
binding to Fe6 (H6S) or to Fe2 (H2F; the final letter reflect the
direction of the proton on S2B, towards S or Fe). The second
type of structures is based on the suggestion by Bjornsson and
coworkers that two hydride ions may both bridge Fe2/6,
especially if S2B is protonated and has dissociated from either
Fe2 or Fe6.62 The names of these structures start with a “S” (the
hydride ions bind the same pair of Fe ions). Four such struc-
tures were studied, depending on the direction of the proton on
S2B (S2F, S2S, S6M and S6S, indicating that the proton points
towards Fe, S or Mo). In addition, a structure with the central
carbide ion triply protonated (C3) and three structures with
hydride ions terminally bound on one or two Fe ions were
studied (345, 335 and 355; explained in Table 4).37

Table 4 The 16 structures studied for the E3 state without N2. ΔE is the relative energy for each DFT method (kJ mol−1). The H1, H2 and H3
columns describe which atom is protonated and the direction of the proton in the same way as was described in the legend of Table 2. The struc-
tures were studied in the BS10-147 state, unless otherwise stated

Structure H1 H2 H3

ΔE (kJ mol−1)

TPSS r2SCAN TPSSh B3LYP

352_ S2B(3) Fe2/6(5) Fe3/7(2) 43.5 77.5 62.4 86.7
35_2 S2B(3) Fe2/6(5) S5A(2) 42.1 56.1 31.7 0.0
35_3 S2B(3) Fe2/6(5) S5A(3) 32.2 45.1 20.9 9.3
H2F S2B(H2F) Fe2/6 S5A(3) 101.1 109.3 81.8 70.4
H6S S2B(H6S) Fe2/6 S5A(3) 57.0 64.8 50.8 31.0
552_ S2B(5) Fe2/6(5) Fe3/7(2) 58.8 94.3 79.4 104.0
55_2 S2B(5) Fe2/6(5) S5A(2) 60.5 76.5 51.1 34.2
55_3 S2B(5) Fe2/6(5) S5A(3) 49.9 64.7 39.9 28.0
345 S2B(3) Fe4 Fe5 54.1 58.1 58.0 70.1
335 S2B(3) Fe2/6(3) Fe5 47.7 69.3 55.6 80.2
355 S2B(3) Fe2/6(5) Fe5 42.1 58.4 44.3 64.1
S2F S2B(H2F) Fe2/6 Fe2/6 45.3 66.9 51.8 84.7
S2S S2B(H2S) Fe2/6 Fe2/6 49.7 69.6 56.7 88.9
S6M S2B(H6M) Fe2/6 Fe2/6 1.3a 1.8 9.1 28.1
S6S S2B(H6S) Fe2/6 Fe2/6 0.0 0.0 0.0 16.7
C3 C2367 C2456 C3457 175.8 141.1 3.6b −177.9
a Studied in the BS-14 state. b Studied in the BS10-136 state.
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The relative stabilities of these structures are shown in
Table 4. It can be seen that with TPSS, r2SCAN and TPSSh, the
S6S structure is most stable, i.e. with two Fe2/6 hydride ions
and S2B protonated and binding only to Fe6 (Fig. 5). The S6M
structure with the proton on S2B pointing in a different direc-
tion is close in energy (1–9 kJ mol−1). The third-best state is
35_3 (H atoms on S2B(3), Fe2/6(5) and S5A(3); Fig. 5), which is
32, 45 and 21 kJ mol−1 less stable with the three functionals,
respectively. With B3LYP, instead the C3 structure is best (with
a triply protonated carbide ion; Fig. 5), 178 and 195 kJ mol−1

more stable than the 35_2 and S6S structures. The C3 structure
is only 4 kJ mol−1 less stable than S6S with TPSSh, whereas it
is 176 and 141 kJ mol−1 less stable with TPSS and r2SCAN, con-
firming the previous observation38 that the stability of struc-
tures with the central carbide protonated depends strongly on
the amount of HF exchange in the functional. Interestingly, no
functional indicates that the half-dissociated variants of 35_3
(H2F and H6M) are more stable than non-dissociated variant.

For the most stable and interesting structures, we then
studied binding of N2 (results in Table 5). All tested structures
gave stable N2-bound states at both Fe ions, except Fe6-35_2.
With r2SCAN, no 345 structure with N2 bound to Fe2 or Fe6
was found. For the 355, 35_2, 35_3 and 352_ structures with
N2 binding to Fe2, S2B dissociated from Fe2. With TPSS, the
most stable structure was S2S with N2 bound to Fe6 (Fig. 6). It
gave a Fe–N bond length of 1.80 Å. ΔEN2

is favourable by 46 kJ
mol−1. The other three structures with two hydrides bridging

Fe2/6 (S2F, S6M and S6S) are rather close in energy (14–23 kJ
mol−1 less stable), whereas the other structures are appreciably
worse (at least 66 kJ mol−1 less stable than Fe6-S2S).

With r2SCAN and TPSSh, instead the two S6M and S6S
structures with N2 bound to Fe2 (Fig. 6) are most stable and
degenerate within 1 kJ mol−1. They have Fe–N bond lengths of
1.84 Å, but unfavourable ΔEN2

= 9 or 3 kJ mol−1, respectively.
The Fe6-S2S structure is 21–30 kJ mol−1 less stable and the
Fe2-35_3 structure (with S2B dissociated from Fe2; Fig. 6) is 28
(TPSSh) or 48 (r2SCAN) kJ mol−1 worse.

With B3LYP, the situation is similar: Fe2-35_3 and Fe6-S2S
are 9 and 27 kJ mol−1 less stable than Fe2-S6S, the latter with a
Fe–N bond length of 1.88 Å. However, the C3 structures are by
far the most stable, by 180 and 164 kJ mol−1 for N2 bound to
Fe2 and Fe6, respectively (Fig. 6). For the latter two, ΔEN2

is
unfavourable by 28–44 kJ mol−1.

Structures with N2 in the second coordination sphere of the
Fe6 ion were found for most structures, but not for the C3
structure or for any of the structures with two Fe2/6 hydride
ions. With N2 in the second coordination sphere of Fe2, only
three structures were found, 345, 355 and 35_2. These struc-
tures are much less stable than the N2-bound structures with
TPSS, r2SCAN and TPSSh (by at least 76, 39 and 26 kJ mol−1).
However, with B3LYP, they are slightly more stable than the
corresponding N2 bound structures (by up to 15 kJ mol−1), but
they are still much less stable than the N2-bound C3 structures
(for which no second-sphere structures are found; by 165 kJ
mol−1). Activation barriers for the binding of N2 from the
second coordination sphere are low, 4–35 kJ mol−1, and many
of the reactions are barrierless (cf. Table 5).

N2 binding to the E4 state

Finally, we studied also the E4 state using 20 different struc-
tures, described in Table 6 and shown in Fig. 7. The naming of
the structures follows the same philosophy as for the E3 struc-
tures and in analogy with these, we investigated mainly two
types of structures. The first is structures with protons on S2B
and S5A and two hydride ions bridging Fe2/6 and Fe3/7, as
suggested by Hoffman and coworkers.54 We studied eight such
structures with the H atoms pointing in different directions,66

as is described in Table 6 and Fig. 7. The 5522 structure is the
one advocated by Hoffman and coworkers,54 whereas the 3323
structure was lowest in energy in our previous study.66 We also
studied four variants of these with the protonated S2B group
dissociated from either Fe2 or Fe6 (H6 or H2). Second, we
studied six structures with two protons still on S2B and S5A,
but both hydride ions bridging Fe2/6 and with S2B dissociated
from either Fe2 or Fe6 (S2F, S2S, S6M, S6S, S6M2 and S6S2,
named the same way as for the E3 structures, as is described in
Table 6 and shown in Fig. 7; the two structures with a final “2”
have the proton on S5A pointing towards S2B rather than
towards S3A). Finally, we studied one structure with a proton
on S2B and hydride ions on Fe5, Fe6 and bridging Fe2/6
(called 3H)37 and one structure with a proton on S2B and the
central carbide ion triply protonated (C3).37

Fig. 5 The 16 E3 structures without N2 bound. The positions of the
added H atoms are described in Table 4 and the nomenclature is
explained in the text.
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The relative stability of the various E4 states without any N2

are shown in Table 6. The S6S structure (with two hydride ions
bridging Fe2/6 and the protonated S2B dissociated from Fe2;
Fig. 7) is most stable with TPSS, r2SCAN and TPSSh. However,
with TPSS, eight structures are within 15 kJ mol−1. Three of
these, S6M, 3323 and 3523 (Fig. 7), are within 25–29 and
11–18 kJ mol−1 of S6S for r2SCAN and TPSSh, respectively.
Changing the proton on S5A in the S6S structure so that it
points towards S2B instead of S3A decreases the stability by
9–13 kJ mol−1. Likewise, dissociating S2B from either Fe2 or
Fe6 in the 3323 or 3523 structures also makes the structures
less stable. With B3LYP, instead the structure with a triply pro-
tonated carbide ion (C3; Fig. 7) is by far the best, 192 and
229 kJ mol−1 more stable than 3523 and S6S, respectively.
With TPSSh, the C3 structure is only 1 kJ mol−1 less stable
than S6S, whereas it is 146–192 kJ mol−1 less stable than the
best structure for the other two functionals. Thus, the E4 state
remains a challenge for computational methods in that several

structures are close in energy and the preferred structure
depends strongly on the DFT functional.

For the best structures, we studied the binding of N2. The
results are shown in Table 7. N2-bound structures were found
for all structures studied and both Fe ions, except Fe6-3323H2
and Fe6-5522 with B3LYP. For all four functionals, S2B dis-
sociates spontaneously from Fe2 when N2 binds to this ion for
all structures with the Fe2/6 hydride on the S3A side (with
B3LYP also the 3322 and 3522 structures). In principle, such
half-dissociation of S2B should remove the dependency on the
conformations of the H atoms on S2B and Fe2/6. However, in
practice there are still distinct local minima for both H atoms
(for example, the hydride bridging Fe2/6 can still bend
towards S3A or towards S5A, although S2B is no longer in
between the two conformations), but the barriers between
them are most likely appreciably lower. S2B does not dissociate
spontaneously when N2 binds to Fe6, but half-dissociated
structures with N2 bound are typically lower in energy for the
cases we have tested.

With TPSS, the S2S structure with N2 bound to Fe6 is most
stable (Fig. 8). It gives a Fe6–N distance of 1.79 Å and a favour-
able ΔEN2

binding energy of −51 kJ mol−1. The S6S and 3523
structures with N2 binding to Fe2 are 9 and 32 kJ mol−1 less
stable, respectively (Fig. 8). With r2SCAN, instead Fe2-S6S is
most stable, with Fe–N = 1.79 Å and ΔEN2

= −44 kJ mol−1. The
Fe6-S2S structure is 11 kJ mol−1 less stable. With TPSSh, the
same structures are also among the best ones and degenerate
within 0.2 kJ mol−1. However, the Fe6–C3 structure (Fig. 8) is
actually 1 kJ mol−1 more stable. It has Fe–N bond length of
1.83 Å and ΔEN2

= −27 kJ mol−1. With B3LYP, the Fe2–C3 struc-

Fig. 6 The best E3 structures with N2 bound, Fe6-S2S, Fe2-S6M, Fe2-
35_3 and Fe2–C3. The first three structures were optimised with TPSS,
whereas Fe2–C3 was optimised with B3LYP.

Table 6 The 20 structures studied for the E4 state without N2. ΔE is the relative energy for each DFT method (kJ mol−1). The H1, H2, H3 and H4
columns describe positions and directions of the four H atoms. The nomenclature is the same as in Table 2. The structures were studied in the
BS10-147 state, unless otherwise stated.

H1 H2 H3 H4

ΔE

TPSS r2SCAN TPSSh B3LYP

3H S2B(3) Fe2/6(3) Fe5 Fe6 40.3a 125.0 112.0 141.2
3322 S2B(3) Fe2/6(3) Fe3/7(2) S5A(2) 15.1 52.5 38.6 100.5
3323 S2B(3) Fe2/6(3) Fe3/7(2) S5A(3) 3.2a 27.4b 11.3b 41.5b

3323H2 S2B(H2F) Fe2/6(3) Fe3/7(2) S5A(3) 118.0a 79.3 102.6 202.9
3323H6 S2B(H6S) Fe2/6(3) Fe3/7(2) S5A(3) 39.0 43.5 49.2 121.6
3522 S2B(3) Fe2/6(5) Fe3/7(2) S5A(2) 24.0 76.2a 48.0a 74.7
3523 S2B(3) Fe2/6(5) Fe3/7(2) S5A(3) 14.0a 25.4 17.9b 0.0c

3523H2 S2B(H2F) Fe2/6(5) Fe3/7(2) S5A(3) 114.9 203.0
3523H6 S2B(H6S) Fe2/6(5) Fe3/7(2) S5A(3) 39.3 43.7 49.2 101.8
5322 S2B(5) Fe2/6(3) Fe3/7(2) S5A(2) 21.7a 59.0 48.1 113.9
5323 S2B(5) Fe2/6(3) Fe3/7(2) S5A(3) 11.1a 45.0 37.0 104.1
5522 S2B(5) Fe2/6(5) Fe3/7(2) S5A(2) 40.6a 59.0 51.3 113.8
5523 S2B(5) Fe2/6(5) Fe3/7(2) S5A(3) 29.7a 43.2 40.4 104.7
S2F S2B(H2F) Fe2/6(3) Fe2/6(5) S5A(3) 54.1 78.7 56.2 101.3
S2S S2B(H2S) Fe2/6(3) Fe2/6(5) S5A(3) 54.8 76.4 56.4 108.2
S6M S2B(H6M) Fe2/6(3) Fe2/6(5) S5A(3) 0.6 28.5 18.1 65.5
S6S S2B(H6S) Fe2/6(3) Fe2/6(5) S5A(3) 0.0 0.0c 0.0d 37.0e

S6M2 S2B(H6M) Fe2/6(3) Fe2/6(5) S5A(2) 10.1 39.8 25.5 76.4
S6S2 S2B(H6S) Fe2/6(3) Fe2/6(5) S5A(2) 9.4 38.3 29.6 64.5
C3 S2B(3) C2367 C2456 C3457 191.7 f 145.9c 1.3 f −191.5 f

a Studied in the BS-14 state. b Studied in the BS10-135 state. c Studied in the BS7-346 state. d Studied in the BS6-157 state. e Studied in the BS8-347
state. f Studied in the BS2-234 state.
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ture is the most stable, 46 kJ mol−1 better than Fe6–C3 and
225 kJ mol−1 better than Fe2-S6S. It has a Fe–N bond length of
2.18 Å and the ΔEN2

binding energy is −13 kJ mol−1.
With TPSS, we could find structures with N2 residing in the

second coordination sphere of Fe2 or Fe6 for all the Hoffman-
type and 3H structures, but not for the structures with S2B
half-dissociated or the C3 structures. With the other func-
tionals, the same applied for N2 binding in the second sphere
of Fe6, but for Fe2, second-sphere structures were found only
for 3H, 5322 and 5323 (also 3322 and 3323 with r2SCAN and
TPSSh). The Fe6-3323 structure is the best for TPSS and TPSSh,
whereas Fe6-3523 is best with r2SCAN, and Fe6-3522 is best for
B3LYP. In all cases, the structures with N2 in the second
sphere are appreciably less stable than those with N2 binding
in the first sphere, by at least 59, 50, 51 and 274 kJ mol−1 for
TPSS, r2SCAN, TPSSh and B3LYP, respectively. Therefore, the
barriers for N2 binding to Fe2 are all low, below 14 kJ mol−1

and often barrierless. For the binding to Fe6, the barriers are
higher, 15–39 kJ mol−1, but 79 kJ mol−1 for the 3H structure.

Discussion
The prime results in this investigation are the binding ener-
gies. Unfortunately, they depend on the DFT functional and on
how it is defined. We argue that it is most reasonable to use
the QM/MM energy of the best structure of the same En state
and free N2 in a water-like continuum solvent as the reference
(ΔEN2

). For most functionals, this gives binding energies of the
most stable N2-bound structures that become increasingly
negative (favourable) when going from E0 to E4 (employing
restraints to obtain a bound state if no such state is found): 34,
26, −11, −46 and −51 kJ mol−1 for TPSS, 57, 41, 15, 9 and
−44 kJ mol−1 for r2SCAN, 58, 50, 9, 3 and −27 kJ mol−1 for
TPSSh, and 41, 74, 22, 28 and −6 kJ mol−1 for B3LYP (some-
what less regular). As mentioned in the Method section, it is
likely that the def2-SV(P) basis set give ΔEN2

binding energies
that are ∼14 kJ mol−1 too negative (too favourable, cf.
Table S3†), so we will in the following discussion add 14 kJ
mol−1 to the ΔEN2

energies.
As mentioned in the Introduction, Bjornsson and co-

workers report more favourable binding energies, based on
TPSSh calculations, −29 kJ mol−1 for E2 (Fe6-H2S) and −43 or
−56 kJ mol−1 for E4 (Fe2–H6 or Fe6–H2).52 The reason for this
is mainly that he uses another definition for the binding
energy (ΔEbn in eqn (4)). With this definition, we obtain ΔEbn
= −43 kJ mol−1 for E2-Fe6-H2S and −82 kJ mol−1 for E4-Fe6-H2S
(because the H2S is not the best structure neither for E2 nor
for E4). Likewise, Dance obtains more favourable binding
energies59 than we do because he uses the ΔEdb definition in
eqn (3). Moreover, all his E4 structures involve a bound H2

molecule, i.e. a type of structures not included in our
investigation.

It should be noted that binding energies discussed so far
are pure (electronic) energies. To compare with experimental
results, we need to use free energies, i.e. to add enthalpic and
entropic corrections. In particular, N2 loses translational and
rotational entropy upon binding. Unfortunately, there is no
consensus in the size of this entropic penalty. Bjornsson and
coworkers, as well as Siegbahn, use DFT frequency calculations
to estimate an entropic penalty of 41–45 kJ mol−1.52,60,61 On
the other hand, Dance argues that the relevant dissociated
state is N2 at a diffusible position inside the protein, where it
has already lost most of its translational and rotational
entropy. Therefore, he suggests a much smaller entropic
penalty of ∼17 kJ mol−1.58

With the entropy correction of Bjornsson and Siegbahn,
together with the basis-set correction, none of the DFT
methods give favourable N2 binding for any of the En states,
although for E4 with TPSS, ΔEN2

is only slightly positive (∼6 kJ
mol−1). With Dance’s entropy penalty (and the basis-set correc-
tion), TPSS suggests that N2 cannot bind to E0–E2, but that it
binds to E3 and E4, in accordance with the experimental
data.1,25,28–30 B3LYP and TPSSh still give no favourable N2

binding to any En state (although that to E4 for TPSSh is only
slightly positive, by 4 kJ mol−1). For r2SCAN, ΔEN2

is favourable
to E4 (by 13 kJ mol−1) and unfavourable to the other states.

Fig. 7 The 20 E4 structures without N2 bound. The positions of the
added H atoms are described in Table 6 and the nomenclature is
explained in the text.
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These results can be interpreted in several ways. One
interpretation is that TPSS is the only DFT method that gives
reasonable binding energies. This is the most direct interpret-
ation of the results, but it is weakened by the fact that TPSSh
and r2SCAN give better geometries of the FeMo cluster83 and
that TPSS typically does not give the most accurate energies,
neither for main-group molecules,101 nor for nitrogenase-type
reactions102,103 (but for hydrogenase models, TPSS has been
shown to give more accurate results than B3LYP104,105).

As already discussed, there are different definitions of the
binding energy. ΔEN2

has the advantage of using well-defined
states and the most stable structures for both the bound and
unbound states. However, it is sensitive to that we really find
the best possible structures, as well as spin and BS state of the
two structures, which is a formidable task. The direct binding
energy, ΔEdb in eqn (3) is typically more favourable (negative)
than ΔEN2

, mainly because it is not based on the most stable
structure for the unbound state. Unfortunately, owing to the
non-polar nature of N2, the unbound complexes are weak and
therefore rather poorly defined and quite often the binding is
barrierless, so that no unbound structure of the same type is
found. Then ΔEdb is undefined or has to be based on a struc-
ture with a restrained Fe–N distance. Our calculations are
based on the philosophy that the relevant states involved in
the reaction mechanism are those with the lowest energies
(less stable state should have minor populations under normal
conditions, unless they are strongly kinetically favoured).
However, if we consider the best bound state and use
restrained structures when no unbound state is found, we get
ΔEdb energies of 33, 24, −34, −74 and −81 kJ mol−1 for TPSS,
61, 4, −7, −48 and −47 kJ mol−1 for r2SCAN, 56, 14, −13, −19
and −30 kJ mol−1 for TPSSh and 44, 74, 10, 0 and −13 kJ
mol−1 for B3LYP for the E0–E4 states. Thus, with the basis-set
and entropy corrections, no state is bound for B3LYP and
TPSSh, E3 and E4 are bound with TPSS, whereas whether E2 is
bound with TPSS, E3 and E4 are bound with r2SCAN depends
on the size of the entropy correction (i.e. bound with Dance’s
penalty, but not with that of Bjornsson or Siegbahn).

A third interpretation is that N2 actually does not bind
directly to E4 (or E3). In fact, it has been suggested that for-
mation of H2 by reductive elimination is a necessary requisite
for the binding of N2.

54,55 In particular, H2 should be formed
by a reaction between the two hydride ions in E4 and it has
been suggested that thereby a reactive state of E2 is formedTa
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Fig. 8 The best E4 structures with N2 bound, Fe6-S2S, Fe2-S6S, Fe2-
3523 and Fe2–C3. The first three structures were optimised with TPSS,
whereas Fe2–C3 was optimised with B3LYP.
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with two protonated sulfide ions, i.e. a state in which the FeMo
cluster is formally two steps more reduced than the most
stable E2 state with one proton and one hydride ion (if H on
sulfide is considered as a proton and H on Fe as a hydride ion,
the two states would formally be FeII5 Fe

III
2 H2

+ and
FeII3 Fe

III
4 H+H−). However, Dance has argued that this is not sup-

ported by QM calculations, showing only minor differences
between H atoms on S or Fe35,106 and calculations of redox
potentials support the latter view.107 The results in Table 2
shows that the best structure with two protons on sulfide ions
(N33) is 11–55 kJ mol−1 less stable than the most stable E2

structures with the four DFT methods. Moreover, neither N33
nor the N25 structure shows any enhanced N2 binding ener-
gies (Table 3), irrespectively if using the ΔEN2

(40–67 kJ mol−1,
compared to −11 kJ mol−1 for Fe6–B33, B35 and H2F with
TPSS) or the ΔEdb definition (−6 to +11 kJ mol−1, compared to
−29 to −76 kJ mol−1 Fe6–B33, B35 and H2F with TPSS; quali-
tatively similar results are obtained also with the other func-
tionals). In a future study, we will study the dissociation of H2

from the various En states, whether N2 may bind concomitantly
with the dissociation of H2 from E4 or if a bound H2 molecule
may enhance the binding of N2.

A fourth possible interpretation of the poor binding with
hybrid DFT functionals has been given by Siegbahn, who has
suggested that the FeMo cluster needs to be reduced by four
more electrons before N2 may bind favourably.60,61 This is an
interesting suggestion, but the need of such additional
reduction steps is not supported by experimental data.3,4

Our results are quite similar to those found in other
studies. For example, the recent study by Pang and Bjornsson
reports N2 binding energies (calculated with the r2SCAN func-
tional) of 69, 41, 8 and −17 kJ mol−1 to the E0, E1, E2 and E4
states, respectively,53 which are similar to our results 57, 41, 15
and −44 kJ mol−1. Our suggestions of the most stable states
with or without N2 bound also reasonably agree, but we find a
smaller energy difference (still with the r2SCAN functional)
between the best H6S or S6S structures for the E2 and E4 states
without N2 and alternative structures B35 (17 kJ mol−1) or
3523/3323 (25–27 compared to 70–73 kJ mol−1) and also a pre-
ference for N2 binding to Fe2 rather than Fe6. The differences
are understandable considering the differences in details of
the calculations and the many possible BS states and confor-
mations for the added protons.

Conclusions
In this work, we have studied the binding of N2 to the E0–E4

states of Mo-nitrogenase with four different DFT methods.
This has given a number of interesting and useful results.

• We provide further information about the stability of
various structures of the E3 and E4 states. We show that S6M
and S6S states (with two hydride ions both bridging Fe2/6 and
with a protonated S2B ligand dissociated from Fe2) are the
best models for the E3 state with the TPSS, TPSSh and r2SCAN
functionals, but with B3LYP a triply deprotonated carbide ion

is much more stable (and this state is only 4 kJ mol−1 less
stable than the best by TPSSh). For the E4 state, the situation is
slightly more complicated. Because several structures have
comparable energies: With the TPSS, TPSSh and r2SCAN func-
tionals, the S6S structure is most stable, but the 3323 and 3523
structures are within 3–27 kJ mol−1. The C3 structure is best
for B3LYP and degenerate with S6S for TPSSh.

• Binding of N2 is observed for the E2–E4 states. It binds
end-on in the exo position (i.e. trans to the central carbide) to
either Fe2 or Fe6. Typical Fe–N bond lengths are 1.80–1.98 Å.

• Half-dissociation of S2B enhances the binding of N2,
especially to Fe2. As observed before for the E2 state,

63 the pre-
ference for half-dissociation is lower with the TPSS functional,
than with the other functionals.

• TPSS consistently favours binding of N2 to Fe6, whereas
the other three functionals mostly prefer binding to Fe2.

• The binding free energy depends on the DFT functional,
the entropy correction and on how the binding is defined.
With the large entropy correction of Bjornsson and Siegbahn
(41–45 kJ mol−1), no functional gives favourable binding to any
En state. Using the QM/MM energy of the best structure of the
same En state and free N2 in a water-like continuum solvent as
the reference (ΔEN2

) and Dance’s lower entropy penalty (17 kJ
mol−1), TPSS gives favourable binding to the E3 and E4 states
and r2SCAN only to E4. B3LYP and TPSSh still give no favour-
able N2 binding to any En state.

Thus, our results show that computational results for the
N2 binding to the FeMo cluster strongly depends on the DFT
method employed, with hybrid functionals giving a weaker
binding, favouring binding to Fe2 and protonation of the
central carbide. However, it is likely that structures with the
S2B ligand dissociated from either Fe2 or Fe6, as well as struc-
tures with two hydride ions both bridging Fe2 and Fe6 are
involved in the reaction mechanism. On the other hand, we
find no support to the suggestion that reductive elimination of
the two hydride ions in E4 would enhance the binding of N2.
Clearly, further studies of the dissociation of H2 from the
FeMo cluster and how it affects the binding of N2 are needed.
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Thermodynamically Favourable States in the Reaction of
Nitrogenase without Dissociation of any Sulfide Ligand
Hao Jiang[a] and Ulf Ryde*[a]

Abstract: We have used combined quantum mechanical and
molecular mechanical (QM/MM) calculations to study the
reaction mechanism of nitrogenase, assuming that none of
the sulfide ligands dissociates. To avoid the problem that
there is no consensus regarding the structure and protona-
tion of the E4 state, we start from a state where N2 is bound
to the cluster and is protonated to N2H2, after dissociation of
H2. We show that the reaction follows an alternating
mechanism with HNNH (possibly protonated to HNNH2) and
H2NNH2 as intermediates and the two NH3 products dissociate
at the E7 and E8 levels. For all intermediates, coordination to

Fe6 is preferred, but for the E4 and E8 intermediates, binding
to Fe2 is competitive. For the E4, E5 and E7 intermediates we
find that the substrate may abstract a proton from the
hydroxy group of the homocitrate ligand of the FeMo cluster,
thereby forming HNNH2, H2NNH2 and NH3 intermediates. This
may explain why homocitrate is a mandatory component of
nitrogenase. All steps in the suggested reaction mechanism
are thermodynamically favourable compared to protonation
of the nearby His-195 group and in all cases, protonation of
the NE2 atom of the latter group is preferred.

Introduction

Nitrogen is an essential element of all lifeforms, being a
component of all amino acids and nucleic acids. Although the
atmosphere of Earth contains 78% of N2, nitrogen is still a
limiting element for plant growth and a prominent component
of fertilizers. The reason for this is the strong triple bond in N2,
which makes it chemically inert.[1,2] Industrially, N2 is converted
to ammonia through the Haber–Bosch process, which requires
high temperature and pressure.[2] Only a single group of
enzymes can cleave the N!N bond in N2, the nitrogenases (EC
1.18/19.6.1), which work at ambient temperature and
pressure.[1,3,4]

Crystallographic studies have shown that the most active
type of nitrogenase contains a MoFe7S9C(homocitrate) cluster
(the FeMo cluster) in the active site, connected to the protein
by a histidine and a cysteine residue at the opposite ends of
the cluster (Figure 1).[5–9] There also exist alternative nitro-
genases with the Mo ion replaced with either vanadium or iron,
which have lower activities towards N2.[10]

The nitrogenases catalyse the reaction

N2 þ 8 e! þ 8 Hþ þ 16 ATP ! 2NH3

þH2 þ 16 ADPþ 16 Pi
(1)

The mechanism is normally discussed in terms of nine
intermediates E0–E8, differing in the number of added electrons
and protons, according to the Lowe–Thorneley scheme.[11]

Thorough biochemical, kinetic and spectroscopic studies have
indicated that the resting E0 state needs to be reduced to the E4
state before N2 may bind.[1,3,4,12–17] It has also been suggested
that H2 formation through reductive elimination is a prereq-
uisite for the binding of N2, explaining why H2 is a compulsory
byproduct in the reaction. It is normally assumed that N2 is
directly reduced and protonated to N2H2 upon binding to the
enzyme.[1,18]

It has long been debated whether the nitrogenases follow a
sequential or alternating reaction mechanism. In the sequential
mechanism, the first three protons bind to the same N atom of
N2, which then dissociates as NH3 from the E5 intermediate,
before the second N atom starts to be protonated. This
mechanism was originally suggested by Chatt and has gained
support from inorganic model complexes.[19–23] In the alternat-
ing mechanism, the protons are instead added alternatively to
the two N atoms, so that HNNH and H2NNH2 (hydrazine) are
intermediates and the first NH3 product does not dissociate
until the E7 state. It is supported by the fact that nitrogenase
can use hydrazine as a substrate and that hydrazine is released
upon acid or base hydrolysis of the enzyme during
turnover.[1,3,24,25] Moreover, it has been shown that N2, N2H2,
CH3NH2 and N2H4 all react via a common intermediate.[1,26]

The nitrogenases have been thoroughly studied also by
computational methods.[1,13,35–42,27!34] Unfortunately, these stud-
ies have given very diverging and disparate suggestions. In fact,

[a] H. Jiang, U. Ryde
Department of Theoretical Chemistry
Lund University
Chemical Centre, P. O. Box 124, 221 00 Lund (Sweden)
E-mail: Ulf.Ryde@teokem.lu.se
Supporting information for this article is available on the WWW under
https://doi.org/10.1002/chem.202103933
Part of the Chemistry Europe joint Special Collection on Quantum Bioinor-
ganic Chemistry.
© 2022 The Authors. Chemistry - A European Journal published by Wiley-
VCH GmbH. This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution Non-Commercial License, which permits use, dis-
tribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is
properly cited and is not used for commercial purposes.

Chemistry—A European Journal

www.chemeurj.org

Research Article
doi.org/10.1002/chem.202103933

Chem. Eur. J. 2022, 28, e202103933 (1 of 18) © 2022 The Authors. Chemistry - A European Journal published by Wiley-VCH GmbH



there is not even any consensus about the structure of the key
E4 intermediate. Important reasons for this are that different
density-functional theory (DFT) methods give very different
predictions of the relative stability of various intermediates,
with differences of 600 kJ/mol[43] and that there are very many

possibilities for the structures and electronic states of the
intermediates.[44,45]

Hoffman and coworkers have suggested a structure of the
E4 intermediate with two hydride ions bridging the Fe2 and Fe6
ions, as well as the Fe3 and Fe7 ions, and with two protons on

Figure 1. Structure of the FeMo cluster (with trans-HNNH bound to Fe6), illustrating also the QM system used in all calculations, as well as the names of the
nearby residues (a). (b) shows only the FeMo cluster with atom names indicated.
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the S2B and the S5A sulfides, all positioned on the same face of
the FeMo cluster[15,46] (the name of the various Fe and sulfide
ions are shown in Figure 1b). They have shown that this
structure is lower in energy than a few other structures and that
it may bind N2 after reductive elimination of the two hydride
ions, leaving the cluster in a doubly reduced state.[15,41,47,48]

On the other hand, Siegbahn has suggested that the FeMo
cluster needs to be reduced by four electrons from the resting
state before the true E0 state is reached, which involves a triply
protonated central carbide and a strongly distorted cluster.[49]

Then, this state is reduced by another four electrons to reach
the E4 state, from which H2 dissociates and N2 binds, bridging
two Fe ions. It is successively protonated in a manner that is a
mixture of the alternating and sequential mechanism, involving
NNH2, HNNH2, H2NNH2, but also HNNH3. The first NH3 dissociates
at the E7 level.

Dance has presented a mechanism in which E4 contains two
terminal hydride ions on Fe2 and Fe6, and two protons on S2B
and S3B. N2 then binds side-on to Fe6, without any dissociation
of H2 and is alternatively protonated to H2NNH2, at which level
the N!N bond is cleaved, forming two NH2 fragments on Fe2
and Fe6.[27,50,51]

On the other hand, Nørskov and coworkers have suggested
a mechanism in which the E0 state is doubly protonated and a
sulfide ligand dissociates from the cluster during the reaction
mechanism.[37] This forms a binding site, where N2 binds in an
end-on fashion, bridging two Fe ions and it is then sequentially
protonated on the outer N atom. The dissociation of the sulfide
ion was inspired by several crystallographic studies of both Mo
and V nitrogenase, showing that the S2B group can be replaced
by several other ligands, for example CO, OH! and Se.[8,52–56]

Recently, we studied a similar mechanism, involving dissoci-
ation of S2B.[57] We used a larger and more realistic model
system, which was studied with the combined quantum
mechanical and molecular mechanics (QM/MM) approach. Our
study indicated that the conversion of N2H2 to two NH3

molecules is thermodynamically favourable, but it follows a
mainly alternating pathway (although the first intermediate
involved a bridging NNH2 group, which is normally connected
to a sequential mechanism).

Naturally, such studies do not prove that the nitrogenase
mechanism actually involves a dissociated S2B group. To that
end, it must be shown that the replacement of S2B by N2 is
energetically favourable, which has been questioned by
Dance.[58] Moreover, it should be shown that a reaction without
replacement of S2B is not possible or at least is less favourable.
Here, we make an investigation of the latter reactions, that is,
the formation of ammonia from bound N2 for Mo nitrogenase
without dissociation of S2B. We show that also such a reaction
is possible and thermodynamic favourable, following an
alternating mechanism.

Methods

The protein

The calculations were based on the 1.0-Å crystal structure of Mo
nitrogenase from Azotobacter vinelandii (PDB code 3U7Q).[7] The
setup of the protein is identical to that of our previous
studies.[43,59–61] The entire heterotetramer was considered in the
calculations, because the various subunits are entangled with-
out any natural way to separate them. The quantum mechanical
(QM) calculations were concentrated on the FeMo clusters in
the C subunit because there is a buried imidazole molecule
from the solvent rather close to the active site (~11 Å) in the A
subunit. The two P-clusters and the FeMo cluster in subunit A
were modelled by MM in the fully reduced and resting states,
respectively, using a QM charge model.[59]

The protonation states of all residues were the same as
before:[59] All Arg, Lys, Asp and Glu residues were assumed to be
charged, except Glu-153, 440 and 231D (a letter “D” after the
residue number indicates that it belongs to that subunit; if no
letter is given, it belongs to subunit C; subunits A and B are
identical to the C and D residues). Cys residues coordinating to
Fe ions were assumed to be deprotonated. His-274, 451, 297D,
359D and 519D were assumed to be protonated on the ND1
atom, His-31, 196, 285, 383, 90D, 185D, 363D and 457D were
presumed to be protonated on both the ND1 and NE2 atoms
(and therefore positively charged), whereas the remaining 14
His residues were modelled with a proton on the NE2 atom.
The homocitrate ligand was modelled in the singly protonated
state with a proton shared between the hydroxy group (which
coordinates to Mo) and the O1 carboxylate atom. This
protonation state was found to be the most stable one in an
extensive QM/MM, molecular dynamics and quantum-refine-
ment study[59] and this protonation state is also supported by
another QM/MM study.[62]

The protein was solvated in a sphere with a radius of 65 Å
around the geometrical centre of the protein. 160 Cl! and 182
Na+ ions were added at random positions (but not inside the
protein[59]) to neutralise the protein and give an ionic strength
of 0.2 M.[63] The final system contained 133 915 atoms. The
added protons, counter ions and water molecules were
optimised by a simulated annealing calculation (up to 370 K),
followed by a minimisation, keeping the other atoms fixed at
the crystal-structure positions.[59]

All MM calculations were performed with the Amber
software.[64] For the protein, we used the Amber ff14SB force
field[65] and water molecules were described by the TIP3P
model.[66] For the metal sites, the MM parameters were the
same as in our previous investigation.[59] The metal sites[45,59]

were treated by a non-bonded model[67] and charges were
obtained with the restrained electrostatic potential method,
obtained at the TPSS/def2-SV(P) level of theory[68,69] and
sampled with the Merz–Kollman scheme.[70]

The FeMo cluster was modelled by MoFe7S9C-
(homocitrate)(CH3S) (imidazole), where the two last groups are
models of Cys-275 and His-442. In addition, all groups that form
hydrogen bonds to the FeMo cluster were also included in the
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QM model, viz. Arg-96, Gln-191 and His-195 (sidechains), Ser-
278 and Arg-359 (both backbone and sidechain, including the
C� and C and O atoms from Arg-277), Gly-356, Gly-357 and
Leu-358 (backbone, including the C� and C and O atoms from
Ile-355), as well as two water molecules. Finally, Phe-381 and
Val-70 were also included because they are close to the putative
N2 binding site and therefore may affect the binding of the
substrate. The QM system involved 183–190 atoms in total
(depending on the number of added protons and N atoms) and
is shown in Figure 1a. The net charge of QM region was !3.

QM calculations

All QM calculations were performed with the Turbomole
software (version 7.5).[71] All structures were studied with both
the TPSS[68] and B3LYP[72–74] functionals with def2-SV(P) basis
set.[69] The most stable states were examined also with the
larger def2-TZVPD basis set. The calculations were sped up by
expanding the Coulomb interactions in an auxiliary basis set,
the resolution-of-identity (RI) approximation.[75,76] Empirical dis-
persion corrections were included with the DFT-D4 approach,[77]

as implemented in Turbomole. All minima were fully optimized
without any restraints. Transition states (for N!N cleavage and
NH3 dissociation) were determined as the highest point on the
potential energy surface along the reaction coordinates, which
were scanned with a step of 0.1 Å near the transition states.

Experiments have shown that the ground spin state of E4 is
a doublet,[1,78] and we used this state for E4 models. For the
other En states, we used mainly the doublet or triplet states, but
for the most interesting structures, we checked which of the
two or three lowest spin states has the most favourable energy
at the TPSS and B3LYP/def2-SV(P) levels of theory.

The electronic structure of all QM calculations was obtained
with the broken-symmetry (BS) approach:[79] Each of the seven
Fe ions were modelled in the high-spin state, with either a
surplus of � (four Fe ions) or � (three Fe ions) spin. Such a state

can be selected in 35 different ways 7!
3! 4!

! "
.[60] The various BS

states were obtained either by swapping the coordinates of the
Fe ions[80] or with the fragment approach by Szilagyi and
Winslow.[81] The various BS states are named by listing the
number in the Noodleman nomenclature (BS1—10),[79] followed
by the numbers of the three Fe ions with minority spin
(however, in the tables, only the latter three numbers are
given). Most structures were studied in the BS10-147 state, i. e.
with � spin on Fe1, Fe4 and Fe7, because it was found to be
lowest in both this and in our previous study.[57] However,
sometimes the calculations converged to other states (espe-
cially BS7-235). For twelve of the most stable structures, the
relative stabilities of all 35 states were examined (with
structures fully optimised for each BS state). Moreover, for all
structures within 20 kJ/mol of the most stable structure at each
En level, the BS7-235 state was also studied.

As have been discussed before,[43,60] TPSS/def2-SV(P) calcu-
lations give geometries that reproduce the crystal structure of
the resting state of nitrogenase excellently with average and

maximum deviations of 0.05 and 0.09 Å for the metal–metal
distances, and 0.02 and 0.06 Å for metal—ligand distances, and
a root-mean-squared-deviation (RMSD) of 0.06 Å for the metals
and the first-sphere ligands. This is similar to the results
obtained with the TPSSh[62] approach and appreciably better
than with the B3LYP/def2-SV(P) method, which gives average
and maximum deviations of 0.08 and 0.12 Å for the metal–
metal and 0.04 and 0.11 Å metal–ligand distances, respectively
and a RMSD of 0.08 Å. Therefore, we discuss primarily the TPSS/
def2-SV(P) results.

QM/MM calculations

QM/MM calculations were performed with the ComQum
software.[82,83] In this approach, the protein and solvent are split
into three subsystems: System 1 (the QM region) was relaxed by
QM methods. System 2 contained all residues and water
molecules with at least one atom within 6 Å of any atom in
system 1 and it was optionally relaxed by MM. It included
residues 49, 59–74, 92, 95–98, 189–199, 226–231, 234, 235, 253–
255, 273–282, 300, 353–355, 358–364, 377–383, 385, 386, 401
422–427, 438, 440–444, 450 and 451 from subunit C and
residues 93, 97, 98, 101 and 105 from subunit D, in total 94
residues and 39 water molecules). Finally, system 3 contained
the remaining part of the protein and the solvent, and it was
kept fixed at the original coordinates (equilibrated crystal
structure to avoid the risk that different calculations end up in
different local minima). The total system was spherical and non-
periodic with 133 915 atoms. Most calculations were performed
without relaxing system 2, but for the most interesting
structures, calculations with relaxed surroundings were also
performed. The effect of the relaxed surroundings are described
in the Supporting Information.

In the QM calculations, system 1 was represented by a
wavefunction, whereas all the other atoms were represented by
an array of partial point charges, one for each atom, taken from
the MM setup. Thereby, the polarisation of the QM system by
the surroundings is included in a self-consistent manner
(electrostatic embedding). When there is a bond between
systems 1 and 2 (a junction), the hydrogen link-atom approach
was employed: The QM system was capped with hydrogen
atoms (hydrogen link atoms, HL), the positions of which are
linearly related to the corresponding carbon atoms (carbon link
atoms, CL) in the full system.[82,84] All atoms were included in the
point-charge model, except the CL atoms.[85]

The total QM/MM energy in ComQum is calculated as[82,83]

EQM=MM ¼ EHLQM1þptch23 þ ECLMM123;q1¼0 ! EHLMM1;q1¼0 (2)

in which EHLQM1þptch23 is the QM energy of the QM system
truncated by HL atoms and embedded in the set of point
charges modelling systems 2 and 3 (but excluding the self-
energy of the point charges). EHLMM1;q1¼0 is the MM energy of the
QM system, still truncated by HL atoms, but without any
electrostatic interactions. Finally, ECLMM123;q1¼0 is the classical
energy of all atoms in the system with CL atoms and with the
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charges of the QM region set to zero (to avoid double-counting
of the electrostatic interactions). Thus, ComQum employs a
subtractive scheme with van der Waals link-atom corrections.[86]

No cut-off is used for any of the interactions in the three energy
terms in Equation (3).

The geometry optimisations were continued until the
energy change between two iterations was less than 2.6 J/mol
(10!6 a.u.) and the maximum norm of the Cartesian gradients
was below 10!3 a.u.

QM/MM calculations give comparable energies only if they
contain exactly the same number of electrons and atoms of
each element in both the QM and MM systems. Therefore, we
compare only structures within the same En level. On the other
hand, it means that we can study proton transfers within the
QM system, for example from the homocitrate ligand or from
His-195 to the substrate. For each transition from En to En+1, an
electron and a proton is added to the QM system, and we
compare the energies of structures with this proton in different
positions.

Result and Discussion

In this investigation, we study the later part of the reaction
mechanism of nitrogenase, assuming that the S2B ligand does
not dissociate. We describe in separate sections states at
different oxidation levels, from E4 to E8.

N2-bound E4 structures

We start with the N2-bound E4 state. As in our previous study of
the reaction mechanism with a dissociated S2B ligand,[57] we
avoid the problem there is no consensus regarding the
protonation of the E4 state[27,38,43,59,61,87–89] by starting from a state
where N2 has already bound to the cluster and is protonated to
N2H2. The immediate protonation of the substrate upon binding
is normally assumed,[1,18] although it has not been experimen-
tally observed. Mutations and other studies have shown that
the substrate most likely bind either the Fe2 or Fe6 ions of the
FeMo cluster[1,90,91] and this is also supported by a systematic
scan of all possible N2H2 binding positions.[45] Therefore, we look
for the best structure with N2H2 bound to either Fe2 or Fe6, or

to both. In the latter case, the substrate may bind on two
different sides of the bridging S2B ligand and we call these
structures Fe2/6(3) and Fe2/6(5), depending on whether it is on
the same side as S3A or S5A. Likewise, when N2H2 binds only to
Fe2, the non-bonding N atom point either to the S3A or S5A
sides of the cluster, which will be called Fe2(3) or Fe2(5) (and
similar for binding to Fe6). We have considered three isomers of
N2H2, viz. NNH2, cis-HNNH or trans-HNNH (the latter two are
abbreviated cHNNH or tHNNH in the following). Moreover, we
have tested three protonation states of His-195: with protons
on either ND1 (HID) or NE2 (HIE) or on both (HIP; but this adds
an extra proton to the system and was therefore studied for the
next higher En level). The results are collected in Table 1 and are
shown Figure S1.

It can be seen that in nearly all structures, the HIE
protonation state was more favourable than HID protonation by
21–132 kJ/mol. The only exception was the Fe2/6(3)-cHNNH
state with B3LYP. All structures were studied in the BS10-147
state, but sometimes it shifted to the BS7-235 state (the spin on
Fe6 is often small and may change sign; the latter state was
also studied for all low-energy structures). However, BS10-147
was always 9–37 kJ/mol lower in energy than BS7-235 when
both states were found, except for the Fe6-cHNNH(3) state, for
which BS7-235 was 1 kJ/mol more stable at both the TPSS and
B3LYP levels).

The most favourable structure has trans-HNNH end-on
bound to Fe6 (Figure 2a). The Fe6-N distance is 1.91 Å and the
N!N bond length is 1.26 Å, which is slightly longer than in
isolated trans-HNNH, optimised with the same level of theory,
1.25 Å. The Mulliken spin populations are (in absolute terms)
3.2–2.7 e on the seven Fe ions, except Fe6, which has only 1.6 e
(cf. Table S1 in the Supporting Information). Mo has a
population of !0.3 e. This structure is stabilised by a hydrogen
bond from the HN group bound to Fe6 to the alcohol O7 atom
of homocitrate (which coordinates to Mo), with a H···O distance
of 1.95 Å (cf. Figure 2a). The other N atom of the substrate
receives a hydrogen bond from the HE1 atom of Gln-191 (the
HE1···N distance is 2.17 Å) and the other H atom of the substrate
is directed towards S2B, with a H···S distance of 2.29 Å, but the
N-H···S angle is only 124°. S2B receives another hydrogen bond
from the HE2 atom of His-195 (2.13 Å, with a more ideal
geometry). The corresponding structure in the quartet state is
30 kJ/mol less stable with the TPSS functional, but 7 kJ/mol

Figure 2. The best E4 structures: (a) Fe6-tHNNH, (b) Fe6-HNNH2 and (c) Fe2-tHNNH(3), all with the HIE state of His-195.
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more stable with the B3LYP. A full investigation of all 35 BS
states, collected in Table S2, shows that the BS10-147 state is
indeed the most stable BS state, 10–67 kJ/mol more stable than
the other BS states (BS7-235 second lowest).

A structure with NNH2 bound end-on to Fe6 is only 4 kJ/mol
less stable with TPSS (also with the larger def2-TZVPD basis set
and 3 kJ/mol with relaxed surroundings) and it is actually 6 kJ/
mol more stable with B3LYP. In this structure, the substrate has
abstracted the alcohol proton from homocitrate, giving HNNH2

(Figure 2b). It has a Fe6-N distance of 1.85 Å and a N!N bond
length of 1.29 Å (1.21 Å in neutral NNH2 and 1.23 Å in HNNH2

+

optimised with the same method). It is stabilised by hydrogen
bonds from the Fe6-bound NH group to the alcohol O7 atom of
homocitrate (H···O7=1.72 Å), from the NH2 to one of the
carboxylic groups of homocitrate (H···O1=1.67 Å) and from the
other atom of NH2 group to S2B (H···S2B=2.31 Å; Figure 2b).
The S2B atom also receives a hydrogen bond from His-195
(HE2···S2B=2.12 Å) and the O1 atom of homocitrate receives
another hydrogen bond from Gln-191 (HE1···O1=1.93 Å). This

structure has also a low spin population on Fe6 (1.8 e). Again, a
full investigation of all 35 BS states showed that BS10-147 is the
most favourable BS (Table S2), although it is only 4 kJ/mol more
stable than BS10-135 (14 kJ/mol more stable than BS7-235).

A structure with trans-HNNH binding to Fe2, directed to the
S3A side (Figure 2c), is 20 kJ/mol less stable than Fe6-tHNNH
structure (22 kJ/mol with the larger basis set, 34 kJ/mol with
relaxed surroundings and 5 kJ/mol with B3LYP). The Fe2-N
distance is 1.95 Å and the N!N bond length is 1.25 Å. The two
H atoms of the substrate point towards S2B (H···S2B=2.72 Å)
and S1A (H···S1A=2.19 Å), but the N!H···S angles are far from
straight (83° and 131°, respectively). The Fe spin population on
Fe2 (2.1 e) is only slightly less than on the other Fe ions (3.2–2.4
e in absolute terms). A full investigation of all 35 BS (Table S2)
shows that BS10-147 indeed is the most stable state. The
structure with the substrate directed to the S5A side is 41 kJ/
mol less stable.

Other structures studied are appreciably less stable. Struc-
tures with cis-HNNH bound side-on to Fe2 and Fe6 are 161–

Table 1. Energies (in kJ/mol), N!N and Fe!N distances (in Å) of the various structures of the E4 states. All states were studied in the S= 1=2 state unless
otherwise stated. His is the protonation state of His-195. The BS state is identified by the Fe ions with minority spin (e.g. 147=BS10-147). Up to four
different energies are listed: TPSS-D4/def2-SV(P) (TP), B3LYP-D4/def2-SV(P) (B3), TPSS-D4/def2-TZVPD (TZ), all based on TPSS-D4/def2-SV(P) structures
obtained with fixed surroundings, as well as TPSS-D4/def2-SV(P) with relaxed surroundings (Rlx). When multiple Fe!N distances are given, Fe2 comes before
Fe6.

Structure His BS TP B3 TZ Rlx N-N Fe-N

Fe2-cHNNH(3) HID 147 139 126 1.26 1.92
HIE 147 35 21 55 28 1.26 1.92

Fe2-cHNNH(5) HIE 147 91 75 1.25 1.92
235 124 97 1.25 1.98

Fe6-cHNNH(3) HID 147 182 186 1.26 1.91
HIE 147 55 54 1.25 1.91

235 54 52 1.26 1.86
Fe6-cHNNH(5) HID 147 133 125 1.25 1.95

HIE 147 48 37 58 78 1.26 1.92
Fe2/6-cHNNH(3) HID 147 227 222 1.31 1.88,1.90

HIE 147 206 239 1.38 1.97,1.90
Fe2/6-cHNNH(5) HID 147 220 229 1.30 1.92,1.88

HIE 147 161 199 1.35 1.98,1.89
Fe2/6-cHNNH[a] HIE 147 204 237 1.36 1.91,1.88,2.05
Fe2/6-cHNNH[b] HIE 147 152 139 1.36 1.94,1.93,1.95
Fe2-tHNNH(3) HID 147 108 94 1.26 1.94

HIE 147 20 5 22 34 1.25 1.95
235 51 30 1.25 2.01

Fe2-tHNNH(5) HID 147 176 94 1.25 1.95
HIE 147 61 48 1.25 1.93

Fe6-tHNNH HID 147 86 86 1.26 1.91
HIE 147 0 0 0 0 1.26 1.91

235 10 10 1.26 1.87
S=3/2 147 30 !7 1.26 1.94

Fe2-NNH2(3) HID 147 194 192 1.27 1.83
HIE 147 66 42 1.26 1.89

Fe2-NNH2(5) HID 147 222 211 1.25 1.91
HIE 147 99 82 1.25 1.89

235 129 119 1.25 1.91
Fe2/6-NNH2(3)[c] HID 235 244 275 1.32 1.83,1.77

HIE 235 113 166 1.38 1.82,1.79
Fe2/6-NNH2(5)[c] HID 147 255 217 1.30 1.85,1.80

HIE 147 108 195 1.36 1.80,1.77
Fe6-HNNH2 HID 147 87 75 1.29 1.85

HIE 147 4 -6 4 3 1.29 1.85
235 18 3 1.29 1.84

[a] S2B has dissociated from Fe6; One atom of N2 bridges Fe2/6, the other binds to Fe6. [b] S2B has dissociated from Fe2; One atom of N2 bridges Fe2/6, the
other binds to Fe2. [c] S2B has dissociated from Fe6.
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239 kJ/mol less stable than Fe6-tHNNH, structures with cis-
HNNH bound end-on to either Fe2 or Fe6 are 35–182 kJ/mol
less stable and structures with NNH2 bound to Fe2 are 66–
255 kJ/mol less stable.

We also considered structures with S2B dissociated from
either Fe2 or Fe6 (but still bound to the other ion), because
such structures have been suggested to be competitive by
other authors.[35,42,48,58] However, with our methods, such
structures were always high in energy, by 108–255 kJ/mol for
structures with NNH2 bridging Fe2 and Fe6 with the terminal N
atom and by 152–204 kJ/mol for structures with cis-HNNH
bridging Fe2 and Fe6.

The present results are somewhat different from those
obtained in our previous study of the binding of N2H2 to the
FeMo cluster.[45] In that study, we found that the structure with
trans-HNNH bound to Fe2 was 10 kJ/mol more stable than the
Fe6-tHNNH state and 9 kJ/mol more stable than the Fe6-HNNH2

state (19 and 3 kJ/mol with the larger def2-TZVPD basis set).
The difference is most likely connected to the larger QM system
used in the present study (models of Val-70, Gln-191 and Phe-
381, all situated around the binding site, were not included in
the previous study). The present results should be more
reliable.

The results also differ from those obtained with a
dissociated S2B ligand (and a rotated conformation of Gln-
191),[57] for which a structure with NNH2 bridging Fe2 and Fe6
was found to be most favourable. Such structures were at least
108 kJ/mol less stable than Fe6-tHNNH in this study and led to
half-dissociation of S2B. Clearly, the active site with a bridging
S2B group is so crowded that it disfavours structures with N2H2

simultaneously bridging Fe2 and Fe6.
Bjornsson and coworkers studied structures with trans-

HNNH bound to the FeMo cluster in the E4 state.[42] They also
found that binding to Fe6 was more favourable than to Fe2, in
agreement with our results, but the difference was larger, 69 kJ/
mol. In their models, S5A was protonated and one of the
protons on HNNH was abstracted from homocitrate.

E5 structures

Next, we added an electron and a proton to the FeMo cluster
(i. e. to the QM system) to obtain structures at the E5 level. They
were studied in the triplet state with BS10-147. The structures
are described in Table 2 and the best are shown in Figures 3
and S2. As for the E4 structures, HIE structures were always
more stable than the corresponding HID structures, by 16–
173 kJ/mol.

The most favourable state has H2NNH2 (hydrazine) bound to
Fe6, where the extra proton is abstracted from the hydroxy
group of homocitrate (Figure 3a). The Fe6-N distance is 2.09 Å
and the N!N bond length is 1.43 Å, which is the same as for
isolated hydrazine, optimised at the same level of theory. The
non-coordinating NH2 group is directed to the S3A side of the
cluster. The two H atoms of the Fe-bound NH2 group forms
hydrogen bonds to O7 of homocitrate (H···O7=1.94 Å) and S3B
(H···S3B=2.73 Å). The other two H atoms of hydrazine point
towards O1 of homocitrate (H···O1=2.66 Å) and S2B (H···S2B=
2.34 Å). The spin density on Fe6 is 2.1 e (Table S3). The singlet
state was 16 kJ/mol more stable than the triplet state with
TPSS, but 38 kJ/mol less stable with B3LYP. The quintet was 4–
33 kJ/mol less stable than the triplet. A full investigation of all
BS states (Table S2) showed that BS7-235 is actually 9 kJ/mol
lower in energy than BS10-147. In fact, nine different BS states
were found within 11 kJ/mol of the lowest state. There are
several structures with similar energies with slight variations in
the hydrogen-bond lengths and the relative conformations of
the two NH2 groups. For example, a structure with the non-
bonded NH2 group directed towards S5A is only 1 kJ/mol less
stable (6 kJ/mol more stable by B3LYP, but 38 kJ/mol less stable
with relaxed surroundings).

Other structures are appreciably less stable. The second-
best structure had HNNH3 bound end-on to Fe6 with the NH
group and with the NH3 group directed toward S5A (Figure 3b;
again with a proton abstracted from homocitrate). It is 54–
68 kJ/mol less stable than the Fe6-H2NNH2 structure at the

Figure 3. The best E5 structures: (a) Fe6-H2NNH2(3) and (b) Fe6-HNNH3(5) both with the HIE state of His-195.
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various levels of theory. A similar structure with the NH3 group
directed towards S3A is 10–18 kJ/mol less stable. A structure
with HNNH2 bound end-on to Fe6 with the NH group (i. e.
without the proton transfer from homocitrate) is 66–84 kJ/mol
less stable than the Fe6-H2NNH2 structure. A structure with
HNNH2 bound to Fe2 with the NH2 group directed towards S3A
is 54–94 kJ/mol less stable than the best structure. The structure
with the NH2 group pointing in the opposite direction is 50 kJ/
mol less stable. Structures with NNH3 bound to Fe2 are 184–
196 kJ/mol less stable than the best Fe6-HNNH3 structure.

We also studied a number of structures with HNNH2 or
NNH3 bridging Fe2 and Fe6 on either side of S2B, but all of
them were high in energy (182–471 kJ/mol less favourable than
Fe6-HNNH3). Moreover, we studied structures with a proton on
His-195, instead of on the substrate, giving the HIP state. These
structures were at least 233–430 kJ/mol higher than Fe6-
H2NNH2-HIE, with Fe6-HNNH2 lowest, 6 kJ/mol lower than Fe6-

tHNNH. This may illustrate a possible path for the transfer of
protons to the substrate and it is apparently strongly downhill.

For the best Fe6-HNNH3 structure, we tested to cleave the
N!N bond. However, this reaction turned out to prohibitive
with an activation barrier of 119 kJ/mol and a reaction energy
of 78 kJ/mol to a product with NH bound to Fe6 and NH3

dissociated from the cluster, but forming hydrogen bonds to
O1 of homocitrate, S2B and S3B. This indicates that nitrogenase
does not follow a sequential reaction mechanism. On the other
hand, the N!N bond can be cleaved in Fe2-NNH3, with a barrier
of 49 kJ/mol, but the reactant and the Fe2-N product are 196
and 149 kJ/mol less stable than the Fe6-H2NNH2 structure,
showing that they are not expected to form during the reaction
mechanism.

Table 2. Energies (in kJ/mol), N!N and Fe!N distances (in Å) of the various structures of the E5 states. All states were studied in the S=1 state unless
otherwise stated. The entries are the same as in Table 1.

Structure His BS TP B3 TZ Rlx N-N Fe-N

Fe2-HNNH2(3) HID 147 209 209 1.37 1.92
HIE 147 80 76 94 54 1.36 1.94

Fe2-HNNH2(5) HID 147 272 186 1.34 1.95
HIE 147 131 126 1.35 1.94

Fe6-HNNH2 HID 147 205 152 1.38 1.39
HIE 147 75 82 84 66 1.38 1.88

S=0 147 86 123 1.39 1.59
S=2 147 122 115 1.38 1.88

Fe2/6-HNNH2(3) HID 147 320 303 1.42 1.98,1.90
HIE 147 247 250 1.45 1.95,2.00

Fe2/6-HNNH2(5) HID 147 305 324 1.44 2.08,1.90
HIE 147 248 291 1.45 2.06,1.93

Fe2/6-H2NNH(3) HID 167 272 298 1.44 1.93,1.98
HIE 147 223 217 1.45 2.02,1.98

Fe2/6-H2NNH(5) HID 147 337 366 1.43 1.90,2.04
HIE 147 182 193 1.45 2.00,2.02

Fe6-H2NNH2(3) HID 147 130 129 1.43 2.10
HIE 147 0 0 0 0 1.43 2.09

235 !9 !3 1.43 2.08
S=0 147 !16 38 1.43 2.11

235 15 37 1.43 2.06
S=2 147 33 4 1.43 2.09

Fe6-H2NNH2(5) HID 147 128 121 1.43 2.14
HIE 147 1 !6 !1 38 1.43 2.13

235 0 !1 1.43 2.15
Fe2-NNH3 HID 147 344 334 1.45 1.86

HIE 147 196 184 1.44 1.84
Fe2/6-NNH3(5) HID 147 407 471 1.46 1.92,1.91

HIE 147 301 367 1.47 1.93,1.91
Fe6-HNNH3(3) HID 147 215 213 1.43 1.93

HIE 147 80 75 87 72 1.43 1.92
Fe6-HNNH3(5) HID 147 151 148 1.44 1.93

HIE 147 67 65 68 54 1.44 1.93
Fe2-cHNNH(5) HIP 147 333 344 1.25 1.91
Fe6-cHNNH(3) HIP 147 300 290 1.27 1.91
Fe6-cHNNH(5) HIP 147 279 273 1.27 1.88
Fe2-tHNNH(3) HIP 147 259 76 1.28 1.99
Fe2-tHNNH(5) HIP 147 295 322 1.25 1.93
Fe6-tHNNH HIP 147 239 236 1.25 1.89
Fe2-NNH2(3) HIP 147 323 353 1.32 1.90
Fe2-NNH2(5) HIP 147 353 363 1.26 1.88
Fe2/6-NNH2(3) HIP 147 379 265 1.42 1.82,1.89
Fe2/6-NNH2(5) HIP 147 430 417 1.30 1.85,1.81
Fe6-HNNH2 HIP 147 233 170 1.30 1.87

Chemistry—A European Journal 
Research Article
doi.org/10.1002/chem.202103933

Chem. Eur. J. 2022, 28, e202103933 (8 of 18) © 2022 The Authors. Chemistry - A European Journal published by Wiley-VCH GmbH



E6 structures

Adding a proton and an electron to the previous structures
gives intermediates at the E6 level. These were studied primarily
in the doublet BS10-147 state. The results are collected in

Table 3 and the best structures are shown in Figures 4 and S3.
As for the E4 and E5 structures, HIE protonation was found also
to be 1–138 kJ/mol more favourable than HID, except for Fe2/
6(3)-H2NNH2 with TPSS (2 kJ/mol), where His-195 accepts a
hydrogen bond from H2NNH2 in the HID state.

Table 3. Energies (in kJ/mol), N!N and Fe!N distances (in Å) of the various structures of the E6 states. All states were studied in the S=1/2 state unless
otherwise stated. The entries are the same as in Table 1.

Structure His BS TP B3 TZ Rlx N-N Fe-N

Fe2-H2NNH2(3) HID 147 163 163 1.43 2.10
HIE 147 33 29 31 28 1.43 2.12

157 17 1.43 2.11
Fe2-H2NNH2(5) HID 147 163 161 1.42 2.10

HIE 147 60 55 1.42 2.06
Fe6-H2NNH2(3) HID 147 83 84 1.45 2.10

HIE 147 0 0 0 0 1.45 2.10
235 51 9 1.45 2.05

[a] 147 43 !38 1.43 2.27
S=3/2 147 16 !53 1.45 2.12

Fe6-H2NNH2(5) HID 147 93 87 1.45 2.15
HIE 147 2 !33 19 9 1.45 2.15

235 17 !18 1.45 2.09
Fe2/6-H2NNH2(3) HID 235 245 213 1.46 2.10,1.99

HIE 235 247 1.46 2.15,1.98
Fe2/6-H2NNH2(5) HID 147 226 76 1.47 2.12,2.02

HIE 147 201 1.45 2.36,2.06
Fe2-HNNH3(3) HID 147 232 177 1.44 2.09

HIE 147 109 82 1.45 2.07
Fe2-HNNH3(5) HID 147 282 246 1.44 2.13

HIE 147 150 108 1.44 2.09
Fe6-HNNH3(3) HID 147 243 197 1.44 2.02

HIE 147 105 108 1.44 2.02
Fe6-HNNH3(5) HID 147 200 204 1.44 2.11

HIE 147 119 122 1.44 2.11
Fe2/6-NH(3)+NH3 HID 147 220 179 1.81,1.88

HIE 147 117 194 1.87,1.90
Fe2/6-NH(5)+NH3 HID 147 309 286 1.91,1.87

HIE 147 265 285 1.92,1.87
Fe6-H2NNH3(5) HID 147 110 116 1.44 2.11

HIE 147 28 31 29 43 1.44 2.11
Fe2-HNNH2(5) HIP 147 342 345 1.37 1.96
Fe2/6-HNNH2(3) HIP 147 478 547 1.45 1.95,2.01
Fe2/6-HNNH2(5) HIP 147 445 501 1.46 1.97,1.99
Fe6-HNNH2 HIP 147 285 249 1.42 1.89
Fe6-H2NNH2(3) HIP 147 156 167 1.44 2.09
Fe6-H2NNH2(5) HIP 147 164 169 1.45 2.15
Fe2-NNH3 HIP 147 409 409 1.45 2.05
Fe2/6-NNH3(5) HIP 147 502 537 1.47 1.91,1.91

235 469 533 1.46 1.91,1.92
Fe6-HNNH3(5) HIP 147 254 267 1.45 1.99

[a] A structure with a H!N!N!H torsion of 98–99°.

Figure 4. The best E6 structures: (a) Fe6-H2NNH2(3), (b) Fe6-H2NNH2(5) and (c) Fe2-H2NNH2(3), all with the HIE state of His-195.
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The best structure at the TPSS level has H2NNH2 bound end-
on to Fe6, with the non-coordinating NH2 group pointing
towards S3A (thus, the new proton in the E6 state is added to
homocitrate and not the substrate; Figure 4a). It has a Fe6-N
distance of 2.10 Å and a N!N bond length of 1.45 Å, which is
slightly longer than for the E5 structures and the same molecule
optimised in vacuum, 1.43 Å. The Fe ions have spin populations
of 2.2–3.2 e, but 2.0 e on Fe2 and 1.4 e on Fe6 (Table S4). The
spin on Mo is minor and slightly positive, 0.1 e. It is stabilised by
a hydrogen bond from the Fe6-bound NH2 group to the
hydroxy O7 atom of homocitrate (H···O7=2.25 Å) and by a
hydrogen bond from the other NH2 group to S2B (H···S2B=
2.31 Å). The other H atom of the latter NH2 group points in the
direction of S1B, but the distance is long, 3.02 Å. It is also 2.94 Å
from O1 of homocitrate. The fourth H atom of the substrate is
2.73 Å from S3B, but the geometry is far from ideal. It is also
close to a methyl group of Val-70 (1.83 Å H!H distance). The
quartet state was 16 kJ/mol less stable at the TPSS level, but
53 kJ/mol more stable with B3LYP. An investigation of all BS
states (Table S2) showed that BS10-147 is most stable, 6 kJ/mol
better than BS10-135. With B3LYP, a structure in which the two
NH2 groups are twisted with respect to each other (H!N!N!H
torsion of 99°), as in the structure for the free hydrazine, is
38 kJ/mol more stable than the structure in Figure 4a, but at
the TPSS level, the other structure is 43 kJ/mol more stable.

The corresponding structure with the non-coordinating NH2

group pointing towards S5A (Figure 4b) is only 2–19 kJ/mol less
stable with TPSS but 33 kJ/mol more stable B3LYP. It is
stabilised by a hydrogen bond to the O1 atom of homocitrate
(H···O1=2.04 Å), whereas the other H atoms interact with S2B,
S3B and S1B as for the other conformation (H···S distances of
2.35, 3.13 and 2.79 Å). With B3LYP, this structure is further
stabilised by 62 kJ/mol when studied in the BS7-235 state,
whereas with TPSS the BS10-147 state is 48 kJ/mol more stable.

The corresponding structure with hydrazine bound end-on
to Fe2 (Figure 4c) is 17–33 kJ/mol less stable. The two H atoms
of the NH2 group bound to Fe2 form hydrogen bonds to SG of
Cys275 (H···SG=2.43 Å) and S2B (H···S2B=2.84 Å). The other
two H atoms interact with ND1 of His-195 and S1A (H···ND1=
2.53 and H···S1A=3.15 Å), but with poor geometries. A full
investigation of all BS states (Table S2) showed that this
structure is most stable in the BS6-157 state, which is 16 kJ/mol
more stable than the BS10-147 state. End-on bound HNNH3

structures are 105–282 kJ/mol less stable, whereas side-on (Fe2/
6) structures are 117–309 kJ/mol less stable and those with
HNNH3 dissociate to NH and NH3.

We have also studied the same structures as for E5, but with
HIP and an extra electron. They were all high in energy, 156–
547 kJ/mol less stable than the best Fe6-H2NNH2 structure,
showing that proton transfer from His-195 is strongly favour-
able. In several of this type of structures, the substrate
automatically abstracts a proton from His-195, forming HID
states instead (which are less stable than the HIE structures, as
has already been discussed).

E7 structures

After adding yet another proton and electron, we reach the E7-
level intermediates. They were studied in the triplet BS10-147
state. The structures are listed in Table 4 and the most stable
structures are shown in Figures 5 and S4. As usual, the HID
structures were less stable than the corresponding HIE
structures by 3–176 kJ/mol.

Only a few structures were obtained with H2NNH3 bound to
the FeMo cluster. They had a N!N distance of 1.42–1.43 Å. The
most stable one had H2NNH3 bound end-on to Fe6, with the
NH3 directed towards the S5A side (Figure 5a), but binding to
Fe2 was only 4 kJ/mol less favourable with TPSS (30 kJ/mol by
B3LYP). An investigation of all BS states (Table S2) showed that
this complex is most stable in the BS2-234 state, which is
actually 36 kJ/mol more stable than the BS10-147 state. The
N!N bond can readily be cleaved in this structure with an
activation barrier of only 32 kJ/mol and an exothermic reaction
energy of !154 kJ/mol. The product has NH2 bound end-on to
Fe6 and NH3 dissociated, but hydrogen bonded to the cluster
(Figure 5b). The two H atoms of NH2 form hydrogen bonds to
O1 of homocitrate (H···O1=2.47 Å) and S2B (H···S2B=2.53 Å).
The dissociated NH3 molecule forms hydrogen bonds to NH2

(H···N=2.06 Å) and O2 of homocitrate (H···O2=2.23 Å), whereas
the third H atom does not form any favourable interaction, but
instead is quite close to a methyl group of Val-70 (2.03 Å H!H
distance). A structure with H2NNH3 dissociated from the Fe ions,
but still hydrogen-bonded to the cluster is 83 kJ/mol more
stable than the bound Fe6-H2NNH3 structure (Figure 5c). When
it is dissociated, it is appreciably harder to cleave the N!N bond
– the calculated barrier is 91 kJ/mol.

Structures with a cleaved N!N bond and both NH2 and NH3

coordinated to the cluster are up to 84 kJ/mol more stable than
the bound Fe6-H2NNH3 structure, but 21 kJ/mol less stable than
the structure with NH3 dissociated. The best one has NH2

bridging Fe2 and Fe6 on the side facing S5A, whereas NH3

binds to Fe6 (Figure 5d). The two Fe–NH2 distances are 1.93 and
1.95 Å, whereas the Fe6—NH3 distance is 2.27 Å. S2B has moved
considerably, but it still binds to Fe2 and Fe6, and it receives a
hydrogen bond from His-195 (HE2···S2B=2.36 Å). NH3 forms a
hydrogen bond to O1 of homocitrate (H···O1=2.00 Å), whereas
the second H atom points towards S2B (H···S2B=2.65 Å). The
third H atom does not form any favourable interactions. The
two H atoms of NH2 point towards S3A and S2B (H···S3A=3.21
and H···S2B=2.63 Å). The spin populations on Fe2 and Fe6 are
relatively low, 2.1 and 2.2 e, respectively, but that on Fe7 is
even lower, 1.5 e (Table S5). NH3 may dissociate from this
structure, but the activation barrier is rather high, 78 kJ/mol.

There are several other structures with comparable energies
(cf. Table 4), for example with NH2 bridging Fe2 and Fe6 on
either side of S2B and with NH3 either on Fe2 or Fe6. The
relative energies sometimes differ rather much between TPSS
and B3LYP.

As for the other En states, we tested also structures with HIP
protonated, but all these were at least 183 kJ/mol less stable.
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E5–E8 structures with only one N atom

We studied also structures with only a single N atom, i. e. after
N!N bond cleavage and dissociation of a NH3 product. These
were studied at four levels of oxidation and protonation (E5–E8),
even if the results in the previous subsections indicate that only
the E7 and E8 states are involved in the reaction mechanism.
The results are collected in Table 5 and the best structures are
shown in Figures 6, 7 and S5.

The best E5 structure has N bound end-on to Fe6 with a
Fe!N distance of 1.60 Å (Figure 6a). The N atom receives a
hydrogen bond from HE1 of Gln-191 (2.55 Å, but this hydrogen
also forms a hydrogen bond to O1 of homocitrate with a H···O1
distance of 2.40 Å). We tested also the singlet and quartet states
for this structure. The latter was 38 kJ/mol less stable at the
TPSS level (33 kJ/mol with B3LYP). However, the singlet was
39 kJ/mol more stable with TPSS, but 11 kJ/mol less stable with
B3LYP. A structure with NH bound to Fe6 (with the proton

abstracted from homocitrate) is only 2 kJ/mol less stable (38 kJ/
mol by B3LYP), but it is 14 kJ/mol more stable with the larger
basis set and 9 kJ/mol more stable if the surroundings are
relaxed.

The corresponding structure with N bound end-on to Fe2
(Figure 6b) is also 2 kJ/mol less stable (35 kJ/mol with B3LYP),
but 1 kJ/mol more stable with the larger basis set, 41 kJ/mol
more stable if the surroundings are relaxed. It has an even
shorter Fe2–N bond length of 1.54 Å. The N atom does not
receive any polar hydrogen bond, but it is 2.00 Å from a HB
atom of Ser-278. The corresponding structures with N bridging
Fe2 and Fe6 are 30 kJ/mol (on the S3A side) and 57 kJ/mol (S5A
side) less stable. In both cases, S2B moves to a position where it
interacts with more Fe ions than Fe2 and Fe6. Moreover, N
receives the hydrogen bond from His-195 (instead of S2B; 2.44
and 2.50 Å, respectively). The corresponding HID structures are
78–126 kJ/mol less stable. Interestingly, for the three most
stable structures BS7-235 was found to be 5–37 kJ/mol more

Table 4. Energies (in kJ/mol), N!N and Fe!N distances (in Å) of the various structures of the E7 states. All states were studied in the S=1 state unless
otherwise stated. The entries are the same as in Table 1. Fe!N distances of NH2 precede those of NH3.

Structure His BS TP B3 TZ Rlx N-N Fe-N

Fe2-H2NNH3(3) HID 147 277 297 1.42 2.14
HIE 147 137 162 1.43 2.05

Fe2-H2NNH3(5) HID 147 248 256 1.43 2.17
HIE 147 143 159 1.43 2.14

Fe6-H2NNH3(3) HID 147 193 216 1.43 2.28
Fe6-H2NNH3(5) HID 147 217 237 1.43 2.26

HIE 147 133 !12 28 132 1.43 2.38
234 97 1.42 2.43

H2NNH3 dissociated HIE 147 50 1.44
Fe2-NH2(3)-Fe6-NH3 HID 147 94 109 1.84,2.06

HIE 147 61 68 1.88,2.08
Fe6-NH2(3)-Fe2-NH3 HID 147 76 147 1.98,1.91

HIE 147 73 57 2.06,1.92
Fe6-NH2(5)-Fe2-NH3 HID 147 85 154 2.01,1.91

HIE 147 88 126 2.03,1.93
Fe2/6-NH2(3)-Fe2-NH3 HID 147 104 166 1.93,1.95,2.01

HIE 147 0 110 1.93,1.95,2.00
Fe2/6-NH2(3)-Fe6-NH3 HID 147 61 86 1.94,1.97,2.09

HIE 147 36 51 1.96,2.02,2.27
Fe2/6-NH2(5)-Fe2-NH3 HID 147 107 188 1.95,1.94,2.05

HIE 147 26 38 1.93,1.96,2.05
Fe2/6-NH2(5)-Fe6-NH3 HID 147 83 105 1.93,1.97,2.24

HIE 147 0 0 0 0 1.93,1.95,2.27
14 !50 1.92,1.94,2.09

S=0 147 !31 37 1.92,1.95,2.16
S=2 147 20 97 1.92,1.95,2.21

Fe2/6-NH3(3)-Fe2-NH2 HID 147 110 85 2.57,2.03,1.89
HIE 147 83 75 2.70,2.03,1.88

Fe2/6-NH3(3)-Fe6-NH2 HIE 147 132 145 2.45,2.13,2.02
Fe2/6-NH3(5)-Fe2-NH2 HID 147 135 169 2.04,2.95,2.00

HIE 147 43 !7 2.02,2.95,1.98
Fe2/6-NH3(5)-Fe6-NH2 HID 147 198 231 2.86,2.04,2.01

HIE 147 136 200 2.64,2.01,2.02
Fe6-NH2+NH3 HIE 147 !21 1.89
Fe2-H2NNH2(3) HIP 147 210 224 1.45 2.16
Fe2-H2NNH2(5) HIP 147 240 252 1.42 2.08
Fe6-H2NNH2(3) HIP 147 183 202 1.45 2.09
Fe6-H2NNH2(5) HIP 147 191 206 1.46 2.15
Fe2/6-H2NNH2(3) HIP 235 424 426 1.46 2.12,1.99
Fe2/6-H2NNH2(5) HIP 147 374 205 1.48 2.15,2.03
Fe2-HNNH3(5) HIP 147 368 229 1.43 2.14
Fe6-HNNH3(3) HIP 147 292 313 1.44 2.02
Fe6-HNNH3(5) HIP 147 307 326 1.44 2.10
Fe6-H2NNH3(5) HIP 147 217 239 1.44 2.10
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stable than the BS10-147 state. However, the Fe6-N structure
was still the best structure.

The most stable E6 structure has NH2 bound end-on to Fe6
with the extra proton on the substrate abstracted from
homocitrate (Figure 6c). It has a Fe6–N bond length of 1.85 Å
and the H atoms of NH2 point toward O1 and O7 of homocitrate
(H···O1=2.01 Å, H···O7=2.17 Å) and S2B (H···S2B=2.59 Å). The
spin population on Fe6 (2.0 e) is slightly lower than that on Fe2
(2.1 e; Table S6). This structure is 126 kJ/mol more stable (63–
90 kJ/mol with B3LYP, the larger basis set or relaxed surround-
ings) than a structure with NH binding end-on to Fe6 (Fe6–N
bond length of 1.73 Å). The corresponding HID structures are
51–221 kJ/mol higher in energy. Structures with HIP are 305–
373 kJ/mol higher in energy, showing that proton transfer from
His-195 is favourable.

The most stable E7 structure has NH3 bound end-on to Fe6
(with a proton abstracted from homocitrate). The Fe6–N bond
length is 2.06 Å (Figure 6d). One of the three H atoms forms
hydrogen bonds to both O1 and O7 of homocitrate (H···O1=
2.01 and H···O7=2.03 Å). The other two are rather close to S2B
(H···S2B=2.76 and 2.86 Å), but also to S1B and S3B (H···S1B=

2.96 Å and H···S3B=3.09 Å). The spin population of Fe6 is 2.1 e
(Table S6). NH3 cannot dissociate from this structure (the energy
keeps rising by more than 120 kJ/mol when the Fe6–N bond is
elongated). A full investigation of all BS states (Table S2)
showed that BS6-156 is actually lowest, but the BS10-147 state
is only 8 kJ/mol higher in energy and there are five BS states
within 10 kJ/mol of BS6-156.

This Fe6-NH3 structure is 99–113 kJ/mol more stable than a
structure with NH2 bound to Fe6 (and a proton on homocitrate).
The structure with NH2 bound to Fe2 is 95–119 kJ/mol less
stable. Structures with NH2 bridging Fe2 and Fe6 are 191–
350 kJ/mol higher in energy than the best structure. Structures
with HID are ~90 kJ/mol less stable than the corresponding HIE
structures. Structures with HIP are 281–418 kJ/mol less stable,
again indicating that proton transfer from His-195 is strongly
favourable.

Finally, we studied also E8 states. Again, the most stable
structure has NH3 bound to Fe6 with a Fe!N distance of 2.13 Å
(Figure 7a). NH3 forms a hydrogen bond to O1 of homocitrate
with a H!O distance of 1.93 Å. One of the other H atoms is
2.68 Å from S2B, but the last atom does not form any

Figure 5. The best E7 structures: (a) Fe6-H2NNH3(5), (b) Fe6-NH2+NH3, (c) H2NNH3 dissociated and (d) Fe2/6-NH2(5)-Fe6-NH3, all with the HIE state of His-195.

Chemistry—A European Journal 
Research Article
doi.org/10.1002/chem.202103933

Chem. Eur. J. 2022, 28, e202103933 (12 of 18) © 2022 The Authors. Chemistry - A European Journal published by Wiley-VCH GmbH



favourable interactions. The Fe spin populations are 2.2–3.2 e,
but 2.0 e on Fe6 (Table S6). The structure was studied in the

doublet state and the corresponding quartet state is 23 kJ/mol
less stable with TPSS, but 35 kJ/mol more stable with B3LYP. A

Table 5. Energies (in kJ/mol), N!N and Fe!N distances (in Å) of the various structures of the E5-E8 states with a single N atom. All states were studied in the
S=1 (E5 or E7) or S= 1=2 (E6 or E8) state unless otherwise stated. The entries are the same as in Table 1.

State Structure His BS TP B3 TZ Rlx Fe-N

E5 Fe2-N HID 147 124 157 1.53
HIE 147 2 35 !1 !41 1.54

235 !5 87 1.52
Fe6-N HID 147 126 126 1.60

HIE 147 0 0 0 0 1.60
235 !37 !13 1.52

S=0 147 !39 11 1.52
S=2 147 38 33 1.60

Fe2/6-N(3) HID 147 155 309 1.69,1.79
235 134 256 1.71,1.72

HIE 147 57 23 1.69,1.81
Fe2/6-N(5) HID 43 111 302

HIE 127 30 199
14 64 !64

Fe6-NH HID 147 117 16 1.77
HIE 147 2 38 !14 !9 1.72

235 !17 28 1.62
E6 Fe2-NH HID 147 226 199 1.85

HIE 147 132 118 139 69 1.83
Fe6-NH HID 147 204 196 1.89

HIE 147 126 90 131 69 1.79
S=3/2 147 154 133 1.77

Fe2/6-NH(3) HID 147 239 328 1.80,1.87
HIE 147 129 107 149 79 1.84,1.86

S=3/2 147 124 167 1.86,1.87
Fe2/6-NH(5) HID 147 250 302 1.85,1.90

HIE 147 138 188 175 116 1.85,1.89
Fe6-NH2 HID 147 86 113 1.86

HIE 147 0 0 0 0 1.85
235 26 !48 1.84

Fe6-N HIP 147 305 273 1.53
Fe2/6-N(3) HIP 147 373 288 1.72,1.85
Fe6-NH HIP 147 319 296 1.78

E7 Fe2-NH2 HID 147 207 201 1.89
HIE 147 117 107 119 95 1.87

Fe6-NH2 HID 147 200 195 1.86
HIE 147 112 109 113 99 1.85

S=0 147 118 150 1.87
S=2 147 149 101 1.85

Fe2/6-NH2(3) HID 147 242 213 1.97,1.96
HIE 147 224 240 1.98,2.03

Fe2/6-NH2(5) HID 147 281 350 1.94,1.95
HIE 147 191 263 1.92,1.94

Fe6-NH3 HID 147 89 85 2.06
HIE 147 0 0 0 0 2.06

156 !8 2.09
S=0 147 !13 47 2.08
S=2 147 33 !37 2.06

Fe6-NH HIP 147 418 394 1.82
Fe6-NH2 HIP 147 283 281

E8 Fe2-NH3 HID 147 126 128 2.06
HIE 147 11 8 14 !28 2.06

235 35 !2 2.13
Fe6-NH3 HID 147 88 81 2.12

HIE 147 0 0 0 0 2.13
235 17 12 2.07

S=3/2 147 23 !35 2.20
Fe2/6-NH3(3) HID 147 326 336 2.09,2.51

HIE 147 324 301 2.11,2.34
Fe2/6-NH3(5) HID 147 273 2.10,3.14
NH4 dissociated HID 147 88 74 3.04

HIE 147 !2 6 1 !32 3.03
235 17 !20 3.09

Fe6-NH2 HIP 147 292 228 1.88
Fe6-NH3 HIP 147 152 146 2.06
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full investigation of all possible BS states (Table S2) showed that
the BS10-147 state is best, but there are four other BS states
within 10 kJ/mol. NH3 can dissociate from this structure with a
barrier of 42 kJ/mol. The dissociation energy of NH3 (compared
to the quartet BS7-235 E0 state and NH3 in a water-like
continuum solvent with a dielectric constant of 80) is 16 kJ/mol
(!20 kJ/mol with B3LYP), which can easily be overcome by the

gain in translational and rotational entropy of the released NH3

ligand, ~60 kJ/mol).[92,93]

A structure, in which NH3 has abstracted the proton from
O7 of homocitrate, forming NH4

+, is actually 2 kJ/mol more
stable than the Fe6-NH3 structure. NH4

+ has dissociated from
Fe6 and the four H atoms form hydrogen bonds to O1 of

Figure 6. The best structures with only one N atom: (a) E5-Fe6-N, (b) E5-Fe2-N, (c) E6-Fe6-NH2, (d) E7-Fe6-NH3, all with the HIE state of His-195.

Figure 7. The E8 structures: (a) Fe6-NH3, (b) NH4 dissociated and (c) Fe2-NH3, all with the HIE state of His-195.
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homocitrate (H···O1=1.43 Å), S2B (H···S2B=2.80 Å), S1B
(H···S1B=2.19 Å) and S3B (H···S3B=2.56 Å; Figure 7b).

A structure with NH3 bound to Fe2 is 8–11 kJ/mol less stable
than the Fe6-NH3 structure (but 28 kJ/mol more stable with
relaxed surroundings). It has a slightly shorter Fe!N bond
(2.06 Å; cf. Figure 7c). Two of the H atoms of NH3 points
approximately towards SG of Cys-275 and S2B (H···SG=2.75 Å
and H···S2B=2.89 Å). A full investigation of all BS states showed
that BS10-147 indeed is the most stable state, but only 2 kJ/mol
more stable than the BS6-157 state. We also tried to find
structures with NH3 bridging Fe2 and Fe6, but they were at
least 326 kJ/mol less stable. Structures with HID were 81–
120 kJ/mol less stable than the corresponding HIE structures.
Structures with HIP were 152–292 kJ/mol less stable, showing
that proton transfer from His-195 is strongly favourable.

Conclusions

In this investigation, we have studied possible reaction
intermediates of nitrogenase, assuming that the S2B remains
bound to the FeMo cluster. To avoid the problem that the
structure of the E4 intermediate is not known and that different
DFT functionals give very different relative stabilities of various
protonation states,[43,44] we started our study after H2 has
dissociated and N2 has bound to the cluster and has become
doubly protonated to N2H2,[1,18] so that no protons remain
bound to the cluster. Based on the accumulated experimental
evidence,[1,90,91] as well a systematic study of the binding of N2H2

to the FeMo cluster,[45] and in agreement with most previous
computational studies,[27] we have assumed that N2H2 binds
either to Fe2 or Fe6.

Our study has led to the following conclusions:
* For the E4 state, Fe6-tHNNH, Fe2-tHNNH and Fe6-HNNH2

structures are all competitive (within 5 kJ/mol with at least
one of the four levels of theory included in Table 1).

* For the E5 state, Fe6-H2NNH2 is lowest in energy. Fe6-NNH3 is
54–68 kJ/mol higher and the N!N bond in cannot be
cleaved.

* For the E6 state, Fe6-H2NNH2 structure is lowest in energy,
28–43 kJ/mol lower than Fe6-H2NNH3. Cleavage of N!N in
the latter has a barrier of 95 kJ/mol.

* The N!N bond in the H2NNH3 E7 complexes can easily be
cleaved, the reaction is exothermic and NH3 moves sponta-
neously into the second coordination sphere of the cluster,
whereas NH2 binds with similar affinities to both Fe2 and Fe6.
However, the most stable structure is obtained if NH2

abstracts the hydroxy proton from homocitrate, forming NH3

bound to Fe6, which cannot dissociate at this level of
reduction.

* In the E8 state, NH3 binds preferably to Fe6 (binding to Fe2 is
8–11 kJ/mol higher in energy). It can readily dissociate from
the FeMo cluster.
Based on these results, we suggest the reaction mechanism

in Figure 8. In this mechanism, the substrate binds to Fe6. In
the E5 state, it is protonated to H2NNH2, whereas in E6, the
proton is added to homocitrate, so that the ligand remains
H2NNH2. In the E7 state, the substrate is protonated to H2NNH3,
in which the N!N bond is readily cleaved and NH3 automatically
dissociates. The resulting NH2 group remains bound to Fe6 and
is protonated to NH3. In the E8 state, NH3 dissociates and the
resting E0 state is formed.

It has been much discussed whether the reaction mecha-
nism of nitrogenase follows a sequential or alternating reaction
mechanism.[1] Our results suggest that the enzyme follows an
alternating mechanism, with HNNH and H2NNH2 as intermedi-
ates (although the former may be protonated by homocitrate
to HNNH2). Moreover, the N!N bond is cleaved in the E7 state
and that the NH3 products dissociate at the E7 and E8 levels, in
accordance with an alternating mechanism.

Between the various En levels in Figure 8, we have assumed
that an electron and a proton are delivered to the FeMo cluster.
The electrons are provided by the Fe protein, via the P-
cluster.[1,4] The protons ultimately come from the solvent. Dance

Figure 8. Suggested reaction mechanism for nitrogenase, assuming that S2B remains bound to the cluster.
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has investigated different proton paths from the solvent to the
FeMo cluster. He suggested that protons are transferred from
the surface via a chain of water molecules to a water molecule
close to homocitrate and the S3B atom.[94–97] He has also studied
how the proton may be transferred within the FeMo cluster,
starting on the S3B atom and ultimately ending up close to the
substrate-binding sites.[96] His-195 may also provide protons to
the substrate, as has often been assumed.[38,49] In fact, our
calculations show that such a transfer (via the HIP state of His-
195) is always downhill. However, this gives the HID state of
His-195, which is nearly always unfavourable. Moreover, Dance
has shown that rotation of the sidechain of His-195 is unlikely
in the protein.[94,98] Therefore, His-195 can probably not provide
more than one proton to the substrate (at the most).

However, it should be remembered that QM studies of
nitrogenase are extremely complicated. Our survey of the most
stable structures at the various E4–E8 levels have indicated that
several structures often have quite similar energies and that
here are many conformations of the bound intermediates,
depending on the direction of the non-coordinated N-group,
the H!N!N!H dihedral angle and the formation of hydrogen
bonds and other polar interactions. Moreover, sometimes other
BS states than BS10-147 are most stable and a full BS
investigation of every structure is currently too demanding. This
makes it harder to settle the most stable structures and it
cannot be excluded that we might have overlooked some low-
energy structures.

For all states, we have optimised structures with both TPSS
and B3LYP. In general, the two methods give relative energies
that agree reasonably. However, in some cases, differences
>50 kJ/mol are observed, without any significant differences in
the geometry. This is often observed for the various spins states
(B3LYP typically prefers higher spin states than TPSS, as
expected). However occasionally, such differences also occur for
structures with differences only in the hydrogen-bond pattern
or coordination mode, making interpretation of the results
harder.

For the most interesting states, we have also recalculated
energies with the larger def2-TZVPD basis set. As in our
previous studies,[43,59–61] this has typically only a minor effect on
the energies, <20 kJ/mol. However, calculations with relaxed
surroundings occasionally have larger effects, up to 26 kJ/mol,
which may indicate that the structure need to relax more than
is allowed in the rather large QM system or problems with local
minima in the surroundings. However, a more detailed study of
the relaxation of the surroundings (in the Supporting Informa-
tion) indicates that the large energy differences are connected
to major movements of water molecules and other groups far
from the substrate-binding site, suggesting that it reflects more
occurrences of multiple local minima, rather than important
relaxation of the surroundings.

For many of the En states, we have observed that a transfer
of the hydroxy proton of homocitrate to the N2-intermediate is
favourable. This indicates homocitrate may constitute a proton
buffer, which can be used to stabilise certain intermediates of
the reaction, especially H2NNH2 and NH3. This provides an
attractive explanation why homocitrate is mandatory for the

function of nitrogenase.[88,99] Bjornsson and coworkers have also
suggested that the hydroxy proton of homocitrate is employed
to form trans-HNNH from N2 in the E4 intermediate, although
the reaction was uphill.[42]

For all En levels, binding of the intermediates to Fe6 seems
to be preferred and therefore we have suggested such binding
in the mechanism in Figure 8. This site has more hydrogen-
bond possibilities (besides sulfide ions), involving His-195, Gln-
191 and the homocitrate ligand. It can also employ the
suggested proton buffer of homocitrate and it is also closer to
the end of the suggested proton-transfer path, involving a
chain of water molecules, ending close to homocitrate and
S3B.[94–97] However, for the E4 and E8 states, binding of the N2-
intermediates to Fe2 are competitive. Moreover, it has been
suggested that a likely N2-binding channel ends at Fe2.[27]

We have previously studied the reaction mechanism of
nitrogenase, assuming that S2B dissociates from the FeMo
cluster, opening up for an obvious binding site of the
substrate.[57] This gave rise to a mainly alternating reaction
mechanism, in which the substrate and the intermediates
bound in a bridging mode (with one or both N atoms) between
Fe2 and Fe6. In the present study, bridging intermediates were
always found to be much less stable than end-on intermediates,
except for E7 structures with both NH2 and NH3. The reason for
this is that the FeMo cluster is too crowded if both the substrate
and S2B bridges Fe2 and Fe6. In fact, it is often observed that
S2B moves to other positions or reacts with the substrate or
other sulfide ions in such high-energy structures with a bridging
substrate. Thus, it seems clear that bridging substrate structures
are unlikely when S2B remains bound.

In conclusion, this study shows that the second part of the
nitrogenase reaction (after binding of N2) is possible also if the
S2B ligand has not dissociated. Such a reaction follows an
alternating mechanism with the substrate and intermediates
binding to Fe6. It has also pointed out an important role for the
homocitrate ligand as a proton buffer. In future studies, we
study the binding of N2 and dissociation of H2 to the E4 state of
the cluster.
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Proton Transfer Pathways in Nitrogenase with and without
Dissociated S2B

Hao Jiang, Oskar K. G. Svensson, Lili Cao, and Ulf Ryde*

Abstract: Nitrogenase is the only enzyme that can convert N2 to NH3. Crystallographic structures have indicated that one
of the sulfide ligands of the active-site FeMo cluster, S2B, can be replaced by an inhibitor, like CO and OH!, and it has
been suggested that it may be displaced also during the normal reaction. We have investigated possible proton transfer
pathways within the FeMo cluster during the conversion of N2H2 to two molecules of NH3, assuming that the protons
enter the cluster at the S3B, S4B or S5A sulfide ions and are then transferred to the substrate. We use combined
quantum mechanical and molecular mechanical (QM/MM) calculations with the TPSS and B3LYP functionals. The
calculations indicate that the barriers for these reactions are reasonable if the S2B ligand remains bound to the cluster,
but they become prohibitively high if S2B has dissociated. This suggests that it is unlikely that S2B reversibly dissociates
during the normal reaction cycle.

*OUSPEVDUJPO

Nitrogenase (EC 1.18/19.6.1) is the only group of enzymes
that can cleave the strong triple bond in N2, making nitrogen
available for biological lifeforms. It is found in some groups
of bacteria and archaebacteria, but many higher plants live
in symbiosis with such organisms. Crystal structures of the
most active form of nitrogenase show that the active site
consists of a MoFe7S9C(homocitrate) cluster (the FeMo
cluster, shown in Figure 1).[1–5] It is connected to the protein
by a cysteine ligand to one of the Fe ions and a histidine
ligand to the Mo ion. There also exist alternative nitro-
genases with the Mo ion replaced with either vanadium or
iron, which have lower activities towards N2.[6]

Nitrogenase catalyses the reaction:

N2 þ 8e! þ 8Hþ þ 16ATP !
2NH3 þH2 þ 16ADPþ 16Pi

(1)

Thus, it requires eight electrons and protons, and
consumes 16 molecules of ATP. H2 is a mandatory by-
product. The reaction is often described by the Lowe–
Thorneley scheme,[7] which contains nine states E0 to E8,
differing in the number of added electrons and protons.
Thorough biochemical, kinetic, structural and spectroscopic
studies have suggested that the enzyme typically needs to be
loaded with four electrons and protons before the N2

substrate can bind, through reductive elimination of H2.[8–16]

The substrate probably binds to the Fe2 or Fe6 ions (atom
names are shown in Figure 1).[12,17]

Several crystallographic studies have shown that one of
the sulfide ligands, S2B, which bridges the Fe2 and Fe6 ions,
can be replaced by inhibitors, like CO and OH!.[4,18] The
process is reversible and a putative storage site for the
dissociated SH! ion has been identified. Therefore, it has
been suggested that S2B may dissociate also during the
normal reaction mechanism, opening up an obvious binding
site for the substrate.[19,20] In fact, a recent crystal structure
was suggested to show such replacement of S2B (and also
the S3A and S5A sulfide ions) by N2,[21] although the
interpretation has been disputed.[22,23] Nitrogenase has also
been extensively investigated by computational methods,[24]

but so far no consensus has been reached regarding the
reaction mechanism or even of the structure and protona-
tion of the crucial E4 state.[24–31]

Between each En level, one electron and one proton are
delivered to the FeMo cluster. The electrons are provided
by the Fe protein via the P-cluster,[11,12] and they can move

<�> )� +JBOH
 0� ,� (� 4WFOTTPO
 %S� -� $BP
 1SPG� 6� 3ZEF
5IFPSFUJDBM $IFNJTUSZ
 -VOE 6OJWFSTJUZ
 $IFNJDBM $FOUSF
1� 0� #PY ���
 ����� -VOE 	4XFEFO

&�NBJM� 6MG�3ZEF!UFPLFN�MV�TFM

Û ���� 5IF "VUIPST� "OHFXBOEUF $IFNJF *OUFSOBUJPOBM &EJUJPO
QVCMJTIFE CZ 8JMFZ�7$) (NC)� 5IJT JT BO PQFO BDDFTT BSUJDMF VOEFS
UIF UFSNT PG UIF $SFBUJWF $PNNPOT "UUSJCVUJPO /PO�$PNNFSDJBM
-JDFOTF
 XIJDI QFSNJUT VTF
 EJTUSJCVUJPO BOE SFQSPEVDUJPO JO BOZ
NFEJVN
 QSPWJEFE UIF PSJHJOBM XPSL JT QSPQFSMZ DJUFE BOE JT OPU VTFE
GPS DPNNFSDJBM QVSQPTFT�

'JHVSF �� 5IF 'F.P DMVTUFS XJUI BUPN OBNFT JOEJDBUFE� "MM TUSVDUVSFT
JO UIF GJHVSFT VTF UIF TBNF QFSTQFDUJWF�

Angewandte
Chemie3FTFBSDI "SUJDMFT
XXX�BOHFXBOEUF�PSH

)PX UP DJUF� "OHFX� $IFN� *OU� &E� ����
 ��
 F���������
*OUFSOBUJPOBM &EJUJPO� EPJ�PSH���������BOJF����������
(FSNBO &EJUJPO� EPJ�PSH���������BOHF����������

"OHFX� $IFN� *OU� &E� ����
 ��
 F��������� 	� PG �
 Û ���� 5IF "VUIPST� "OHFXBOEUF $IFNJF *OUFSOBUJPOBM &EJUJPO QVCMJTIFE CZ 8JMFZ�7$) (NC)



freely within the FeMo cluster. However, movements of the
protons are more restricted. They should ultimately come
from the bulk solvent. His-195 forms a hydrogen bond to the
S2B sulfide ion and it has therefore often been assumed to
provide protons to the substrate.[27,32] However, to donate
more than one proton to the substrate, the sidechain of His-
195 must rotate and calculations by Dance have indicated
that such rotations are unlikely in the protein.[33,34]

Therefore, he investigated alternative proton pathways
from the solvent to the FeMo cluster and found that there is
a conserved chain of water molecules from the surface that
ends with a water molecule close to the S3B atom of the
FeMo cluster.[33,35–37] He suggested that protons are delivered
to the FeMo cluster on the S3B atom and that they are then
transferred to the substrate via various Fe and sulfide ions in
the cluster. He identified six local minima for the binding of
a proton on S3B and showed that the proton may move
between these with barriers of 10–60 kJmol!1.[33,38] Based on
this finding, he also studied possible proton transfers within
the FeMo cluster, starting from the S3B atom and ending up
at the substrate-binding site at Fe6 and Fe2.[33,36,38] However,
he studied mainly the first four steps of the reaction
mechanism (E0 to E4) and partly with an outdated model of
the FeMo cluster.

Recently, we have studied putative reaction mechanisms
of nitrogenase, starting from bound and protonated N2H2

and going to two NH3 molecules, with either S2B bound to
or dissociated from the cluster.[20,39] In both cases, reasonable
pathways could be identified, following mainly alternating
mechanisms (i.e. the two N atoms are protonated alter-
natively and the products do not dissociate before the E6

intermediate). Therefore, the calculations could not discrim-
inate between the two scenarios. Moreover, between each
En state, protons were simply added to every possible site on
the substrates, assuming that they can freely move around in
the FeMo cluster. Therefore, the studies mainly determined
the thermodynamically most stable protonation state and
binding conformation of the substrate at each En level.

In this study, we go one step further and study proton-
transfer reactions within the FeMo cluster, from the sulfide
ions closest to the end of the water chain and to the
substrate. In this case, we observe a significant effect of the
S2B ligand.

3FTVMUT BOE %JTDVTTJPO

We have studied possible proton transfers within the FeMo
cluster for the E5–E8 states both when S2B has dissociated
and when it remains bound to the cluster. Following the
investigations by Dance,[33,36,38] we assume that the protons
are delivered to the cluster via the proton wire ending close
to S3B.[33,35–37] However, looking at the most accurate crystal
structure of nitrogenase (3U7Q[3]), the last water molecule
in the chain (HOH-519) is close to three sulfide ions, S3B
(4.05 Å), S5A (4.03 Å) and S4B (3.77 Å). Therefore, we
considered all three ions as possible entry sites for the
proton.

First, we studied possible proton-transfer paths at the E5

level and with S2B dissociated. We started from the best E4

structure in our previous investigation,[20] i.e. with NNH2

bridging Fe2 and Fe6. To this structure, we added an
electron and a proton that initially was placed on either
S5A, S3B or S4B. The results are shown in Figure 2. It
turned out that protonation of S5A is 97 and 69 kJmol!1

more favourable than protonation of S4B and S3B. The
proton on each sulfide ion can point in several different
directions that represent different local minima. For exam-
ple, the proton on S5A can point either towards S2B or S3A
(the two conformations are called S5A(2) or S5A(3) in
Figure 2. The latter is 16 kJmol!1 more stable.

Then, we tried to find a proton-transfer pathway from
the three sulfide ions to the NNH2 ligand. The proton can
first be transferred from S5A to Fe7 with a barrier of
48 kJmol!1. During this reaction the most stable broken-
symmetry (BS) state changes from BS10-147 to BS7-235.
Similar changes are found throughout the reaction mecha-
nism and in the figures only the energy of the lowest BS
state is indicated. A proton on S4B can easily be transferred
to Fe7 with a barrier of only 3 kJmol!1. Next, the proton on
Fe7 changes its conformation to point towards Fe2 with a
barrier of 68 kJmol!1. Then, it is transferred to Fe6
(11 kJmol!1 barrier) and to Fe2 (11 kJmol!1 barrier), before
it can be transferred to the substrate with a barrier of
40 kJmol!1. This results in a HNNH2 state with only the NH
group bridging Fe2 and Fe6. It is 16 kJmol!1 more stable
than the starting S5A structure, but it needs to be
reorganised by a barrier of 30 kJmol!1 before it reaches the
most stable HNNH2 structure with also the NH2 group
coordinating to Fe6, 55 kJmol!1 more stable than the initial
state with the proton on S5A.

Unfortunately, even if none of the individual barriers is
prohibitively high, the early part of proton-transfer path is
uphill and the highest net barrier (calculated from S5A(3))
is actually 114 kJmol!1. This is too high, compared to the net
reaction rate of nitrogenase, $5 s!1, [12,26] corresponding to a
barrier of $70 kJmol!1. Owing to this prohibitively large
barrier, we looked for alternative paths. Several of these are
included in Figure 2 and paths with net barriers of 107 or
109 kJmol!1 can be found, leading to an alternative HNNH2

product with a slightly different orientation, 4 kJmol!1 less
stable than the one of the other path. We also tested
different variants of the method and the model (e.g. adding
an extra proton on S5A). The results of these calculations
are described in the Supporting Information. For the E5

intermediates, it turned out that more reasonable barriers
could be obtained for calculations with the B3LYP func-
tional, giving a maximum barrier of 80 kJmol!1.

Next, we added an electron and a proton to the HNNH2

structure to study proton transfers for the E6 state. In this
case, protonation of S5A was 67 and 78 kJmol!1 more
favourable than protonation of S3B and S4B. As can be
seen in Figure 3, the proton can be transferred from S5A to
Fe7 and, after some changes in the conformation, to Fe6 and
finally to the ligand, forming H2NNH2 (hydrazine). The
individual barriers are 13–55 kJmol!1. However, because all
intermediate states are higher in energy than the initial
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protonation of S5A, the net barrier is 138 kJmol!1, which is
prohibitively large. An alternative path involving protona-
tion of S3B has a slightly larger net barrier of 140 kJmol!1.
Unfortunately, the barrier becomes even higher with
B3LYP, 162 kJmol!1.

Next, we added an electron and a proton to the H2NNH2

structure, to study possible proton transfers for the E7 state.
As for the E5 and E6 states, protonation of S5A was 67 and
83 kJmol!1 more stable than the S3B and S4B states.

Figure 4 shows that the proton on S5A can be transferred to
Fe7 and, after some reorientations, to Fe6 and finally to
H2NNH2. However, the barriers for latter step is prohibitive,
153 or 213 kJmol!1 relative to S5A(3) and the resulting
H2NNH3 states (bound to Fe2 or Fe6) are 135 or
166 kJmol!1 less stable than the starting S5A(3) state.
However, if the N!N bond is cleaved, a state with NH2

bridging between Fe2 and Fe6 and with NH3 coordinated to
Fe6 is 188 kJmol!1 more stable than the best starting state.

'JHVSF �� 3FBDUJPO BOE BDUJWBUJPO FOFSHJFT
 BT XFMM BT TUSVDUVSFT GPS QSPUPO USBOTGFST JO UIF &� TUBUF XJUIPVU 4�# CPVOE UP UIF DMVTUFS
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 4�#
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Yet, to reach that state, barriers of 182–222 kJmol!1 need to
be passed. The B3LYP method also gives high barriers, at
least 215 kJmol!1.

Finally, we studied proton transfers within the E8 state,
starting from NH2 bridging Fe2 and Fe6 (i.e. after dissocia-
tion of one NH3 molecule). As usual, protonation of S5A(3)
was 72 and 60 kJmol!1 more favourable than protonation of
S4B and S3B. The results in Figure 5 show that the proton
on S5A can be transferred to Fe7 and, after some rotations,
further to Fe6, before it reaches NH2, forming the NH3

product. The individual barriers are rather small, 3–
51 kJmol!1, but most of the steps are upwards, leading to a
net barrier of 77 kJmol!1 for the transfer of the proton from
Fe7 to Fe6. An alternative path involving S3B has a net
barrier of 102 kJmol!1. At the B3LYP level, the net barriers
are higher, at least 128 kJmol!1, because Fe-bound hydride

ions are strongly disfavoured, compared to sulfur-bound
protons.

We have also performed similar calculations for struc-
tures with S2B remaining bound to the FeMo cluster. In that
case, the binding site of the substrate is less clear. In our
previous studies, we found that binding to Fe2 or Fe6 is
thermodynamically most favourable for the E4 state,[20,40] in
agreement with mutation studies.[12] For the E5 state, binding
of H2NNH2 to Fe6 is at least 54 kJmol!1 more stable than
any state binding to Fe2.[39] When binding to Fe6, the
substrate can form hydrogen bonds to His-195, Gln-191 and
the homocitrate ligand. Moreover, homocitrate may con-
stitute a proton buffer, by donating a proton to the
substrate, thereby stabilising certain protonation states, in
particular H2NNH2 and NH3. Consequently, we considered
only states with the substrate bound to Fe6.

'JHVSF �� 3FBDUJPO BOE BDUJWBUJPO FOFSHJFT
 BT XFMM BT TUSVDUVSFT GPS QSPUPO USBOTGFST JO UIF &� TUBUF XJUIPVU 4�# CPVOE UP UIF DMVTUFS� &OFSHJFT JO
CMBDL BOE SFE JOEJDBUF UIBU #4������ BOE #4����� TUBUFT BSF NPTU TUBCMF
 SFTQFDUJWFMZ�
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CMBDL BOE SFE JOEJDBUF UIBU #4������ BOE #4����� TUBUFT BSF NPTU TUBCMF
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First, we studied the E5 state. We started from the Fe6-
HNNH2 structure, which was our most favourable E4

structure[39] and aimed for the Fe6-H2NNH2 structure, which
was the most stable E5 structure. In both cases, the substrate
has abstracted a proton from homocitrate. The suggested
proton-transfer path is shown in Figure 6. As usual, proto-
nation of S5A is more favourable than protonation of S4B
or S3B by 70 and 32 kJmol!1, respectively.

The proton on S5A or S4B can be transferred to Fe7
(with barriers of 2 or 43 kJmol!1), then to S3B (35 kJmol!1

barrier) and after a change in conformation (28 kJmol!1

barrier), the proton can be transferred to the substrate
(30 kJmol!1 barrier). The resulting H2NNH2 intermediate is
123 kJmol!1 more stable than the starting S5A(3) structure.
Figure 6 also shows some alternative paths, involving Fe6
and other product states. The highest barrier along the
entire proton-transfer reaction path is 83 kJmol!1 (for the
rotation of the proton at S3B). This is slightly higher than
the turnover rate of the enzyme. However, considering the

approximations involved in the calculations (approximate
transition states, no entropies, no tunnelling) and the known
DFT-functional sensitivity of energetic result for
nitrogenase,[30] the result is acceptable.

Next, we studied the transfer of a proton in the E6 state.
Since the most stable intermediate of both the E5 and E6

states have H2NNH2 bound to Fe6, we expected the proton
to end up on the alcohol oxygen of homocitrate. The results
are shown in Figure 7. As usual, protonation of S5A was
more favourable than protonation of S4B or S3B (by 59 and
43 kJmol!1, respectively). From S5A or S4B, the proton can
be transferred to Fe7 (barriers of 12 or 52 kJmol!1), then to
S3B (34 kJmol!1) and it many then change its conformation
to point towards Fe6 (26 kJmol!1 barrier).

From this conformation, there are several possible paths.
First, it can be transferred directly to homocitrate, passing a
barrier of 56 kJmol!1 and giving the most stable product,
which is 54 kJmol!1 more stable than the starting S5A(3)
state. However, the maximum net barrier (for the last
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proton transfer) is prohibitively high, 98 kJmol!1. Second,
the proton can be transferred to the substrate, giving
H2NNH3 with the homocitrate still deprotonated. It has a
lower barrier of 36 kJmol!1, but the product is 18 kJmol!1

less stable than the H2NNH2 isomer. Third, the proton may
be transferred to Fe6 with a barrier of only 4 kJmol!1 and
then to S2B with a barrier of 7 kJmol!1. Finally it can be
transferred to the substrate (again forming H2NNH3) with a
barrier of 71 kJmol!1. Thus, this third pathway has a slightly
lower barrier than the second path, and both are dominated
by the net barrier of forming S3B(6) from S3B(7), which is
84 kJmol!1 above S5A(3). However, Fe6 can also be
reached via Fe7 with a slightly lower net barrier of
78 kJmol!1.

Interestingly, the N!N bond in H2NNH3 can be cleaved
with a barrier of 65 kJmol!1, forming a product with NH3

dissociated from the FeMo cluster and NH2 coordinated to
Fe6 (and homocitrate still deprotonated). This state is only
4 kJmol!1 less stable than the H2NNH2 isomer (with
homocitrate protonated). According to the activation bar-
riers, this is actually the preferred path for the E6 state, since
the barrier forming the H2NNH2 product is 14 kJmol!1

higher than that forming the NH3+NH2 product. Thus, we
can conclude that this reaction is possible with a maximum
barrier of 78 kJmol!1.

Next, we considered proton-transfer reactions for the E7

state. We started from two different structures, viz. with
either H2NNH2 or NH2 bound to Fe6. According to the
previous paragraph, the latter should be the proper starting
state, but since hydrazine (H2NNH2 is a known substrate of
the enzyme, the former reaction should also be possible and
was therefore also tested.

Possible proton-transfer reactions from the sulfide ions
to H2NNH2 are shown in Figure 8. Protonation of S5A is 57
and 29 kJmol!1 more stable than protonation on S4B and
S3B. The proton on S5A or S4B can first be transferred to
Fe7 with barriers of 16 or 38 kJmol!1. The proton can then
be transferred to S3B with a barrier of 60 kJmol!1. This
proton can rotate to point towards Fe6 with a barrier of only
11 kJmol!1, leading to a stabilisation by 46 kJmol!1. Then,

the proton can be transferred successively to Fe6, S2B and
finally to the substrate, passing barriers of 20, 24 and
31 kJmol!1, with reaction energies of !5, !24 and
!19 kJmol!1. The product is the H2NNH3 intermediate, but
it does not directly coordinate to the cluster. Therefore, the
barrier for the cleavage of the N!N is rather high,
91 kJmol!1. The net barrier of the reaction (for the isomer-
isation of the S3B-protonated state) is 86 kJmol!1. However,
there is also an alternative path, involving another con-
formation of the proton on Fe7 (Fe7(2), i.e. with the proton
pointing towards Fe2) and with no proton transfer to S3B,
giving a lower net barrier of 74 kJmol!1 (also shown in
Figure 8).

Then, we studied the protonation of NH2 to NH3 in the
E7 state (in this case, the substrate has abstracted the
hydroxyl proton from homocitrate). The results in Figure 9
show that protonation of S5A is 68 and 34 kJmol!1 more
favourable than protonation of S4B and S3B. The proton
can be transferred to Fe7 with a barrier of 57 kJmol!1. After
a rotation of the proton (15 kJmol!1 barrier), it can be
transferred to S3B with a barrier of 28 kJmol!1. After
another rotation (with a barrier of 18 kJmol!1), the proton
can be transferred to NH2, passing a barrier of only
6 kJmol!1. This step is strongly exothermic (229 kJmol!1).
The net barrier of the full reaction (compared to the state
protonated on S5A) is 73 kJmol!1, for the rotation of the
proton on S3B.

Finally, we studied the transfer of a proton from the
sulfide ions to NH3 in the E8 state (again, with a proton
abstracted from homocitrate). The results in Figure 10 show
that it is 51 or 47 kJmol!1 more favourable to have the
proton on S5A than on S4B or S3B. The proton can be
transferred to Fe7 with a barrier of 2–47 kJmol!1. After a
rotation (29 kJmol!1 barrier), it can be transferred to Fe6
(34 kJmol!1 barrier) and then to S2B (with a barrier of
11 kJmol!1) before it can move to NH3 with a barrier of
49 kJmol!1. The product is NH4

+, which dissociates from
Fe6. The highest effective barrier of the reaction (relative to
protonated S5A) is 69 kJmol!1 for the transfer of the proton
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from Fe7(2) to Fe6. There are several other possible paths
with slightly higher barriers shown in Figure 10.

$PODMVTJPO

In this investigation, we have studied proton transfers within
the FeMo cluster, assuming that the proton enters on either
S3B, S4B or S5A, and is then transported to the substrate
via the sulfide and Fe ions. Interestingly, we find that the
net barriers for the proton transfers are in general higher
when S2B has dissociated from the cluster than if S2B
remains bound. In fact, in the former case, the maximum
barriers are prohibitively large (107–213 kJmol!1) for the
E5–E7 levels. When S2B remains bound, the maximum
barriers are lower, 69–83 kJmol!1. We have checked that the
barriers cannot be lowered by relaxing the surrounding of
the QM system or by using another DFT method. Thus, our
results provide a strong argument against the dissociation of
S2B.

For all En levels, protonation of S5A is always 29–
98 kJmol!1 more favourable than protonation of S4B and
S3B. States with Fe7 and Fe2 are also 16–74 kJmol!1 less
stable. This shows that even if the proton initially is
delivered to S3B, as Dance suggested, it would rapidly be
transferred to S5A, which is thermodynamically more stable
and the barriers for such a transfer is typically not higher
than those involving a transfer towards the substrate.

However, a problem with the stable S5A protonation is
that it becomes a thermodynamic sink for the reactions,
increasing the effective barriers for the proton-transfer
reactions. The individual barriers for the proton-transfer
and proton-rotation reactions are typically 6–67 kJmol!1 for
the seven paths in Figures 2–10. The highest individual
barrier is typically observed for the first step of the path (i.e.
moving the proton from S5A to Fe7) or the last step
(moving the proton to the substrate). This corresponds to
rates that are faster than the net reaction rate of nitro-
genase. However, if the barriers are compared to the S5A
state, the maximum effective barriers increase to 69–
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83 kJmol!1 (with S2B bound), which are higher than the
experimental reaction rate. The reason for this may be that
proton tunnelling has not been considered, that the
transition states are approximate, that no entropy and
thermal effects are considered and that TPSS may not give
accurate results for such reactions. However, an alternative
explanation may be that S5A actually is always protonated
throughout the reaction mechanism of nitrogenase. We have
tested such reactions for one state and found that the
barriers are indeed reduced by 16 kJmol!1 (discussed in the
Supporting Information).

Dance also studied proton-transfer reactions within the
FeMo cluster.[33,35–37] However, he never studied transfers to
or from S5A and therefore did not observe its high stability.
Consequently, he underestimated the barriers. S3B is in the
middle of our reaction mechanisms, 29–69 kJmol!1 above
the S5A(3) state. The barriers backwards to S5A are always
lower than those forwards towards the substrate.

When S2B is bound, the energies of the various
intermediates and transition state vary by only 4–20 kJmol!1

between the E5 to E8 states (cf. Table S3), except for the last
step. Two competing pathways are observed, either via
S3B(7) and S3B(6) or via Fe7(2). Most pathways involve the
transfer of the proton from S2B to the substrate.

When S2B has dissociated, the variation in the energies
is larger and the barriers are higher. The same two pathways
are observed but the proton needs to be transferred directly
from Fe6 to the substrate (because S2B has dissociated).
Figure 11 compares the energies with and without S2B.
They are similar in the early steps but differ at the end.
When S2B is present, it is normally used for the final
transfer of the proton to the substrate. When it is not

present, the final proton transfer to the substrate is often
problematic, in three cases leading to prohibitively large
barriers. This explains why the proton transfers are signifi-
cantly higher if S2B has dissociated than if S2B is still bound
to the cluster.

We have tried to gain further understanding how the
surrounding protein affects the proton transfers by dividing
the total QM/MM energy into components from MM and
from the point-charge model, indicating the importance of
steric and electrostatic effects from the surrounding protein
and solvent, outside the QM system. The MM energy
correction is quite small (!11 to 15 kJmol!1), with a
distribution that is only slightly biased to positive values
(average 2 kJmol!1). It often increases slightly as the proton
approaches the substrate.

On the other hand, the point-charge model has a quite
large influence on the relative reaction energies, by !18 to
84 kJmol!1. It is positive for most intermediates and
transition states (average 28 kJmol!1), indicating that proto-
nation of S5A is more favoured by the electrostatics of the
surrounding than the other protonation states.
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ABSTRACT: Nitrogenase is the only enzyme that can cleave the triple
bond in N2, making nitrogen available for all lifeforms. Previous
computational studies have given widely diverging results regarding the
reaction mechanism of the enzyme. For example, some recent studies
have suggested that one of the μ2-bridging sulfide ligands (S2B) may
dissociate from one of the Fe ions when protonated in the doubly
reduced and protonated E2 state, whereas other studies indicated that
such half-dissociated states are unfavorable. We have examined how the
relative energies of 26 structures of the E2 state depend on details of
combined quantum mechanical and molecular mechanical (QM/MM)
calculations. We show that the selection of the broken-symmetry state,
the basis set, relativistic e!ects, the size of the QM system, relaxation of
the surroundings, and the conformations of the bound protons may a!ect the relative energies of the various structures by up to 12,
22, 9, 20, 37, and 33 kJ/mol, respectively. However, they do not change the preferred type of structures. On the other hand, the
choice of the DFT functional strongly a!ects the preferences. The hybrid B3LYP functional strongly prefers doubly protonation of
the central carbide ion, but such a structure is not consistent with experimental EPR data. Other functionals suggest structures with a
hydride ion, in agreement with the experiments, and show that the ion bridges between Fe2 and Fe6. Moreover, there are two
structures of the same type that are degenerate within 1−5 kJ/mol, in agreement with the observation of two EPR signals. However,
the pure generalized gradient approximation (GGA) functional TPSS favors structures with a protonated S2B also bridging Fe2 and
Fe6, whereas r2SCAN (meta-GGA) and TPSSh (hybrid) prefer structures with S2B dissociated from Fe2 (but remaining bound to
Fe6). The energy di!erence between the two types of structure is so small (7−18 kJ/mol) that both types need to be considered in
future investigations of the mechanism of nitrogenase.

■ INTRODUCTION
Nitrogenases (EC 1.18/19.6.1) are the only group of enzymes
that can cleave the inert triple bond in N2, making atmospheric
nitrogen available for all lifeforms.1−3 Crystal structures have
shown that the active site of Mo-nitrogenase is a complicated
MoFe7S9C(homocitrate) cluster (the FeMo cluster), which is
bound to the protein with one His and one Cys residue
(Figure 1).4−8 Alternative nitrogenases also exist with the Mo
ion replaced with either vanadium or iron, but they have lower
activities toward N2.9
The nitrogenase reaction requires 16 ATP molecules to

convert one N2 molecule to two NH3 molecules:1−3

+ + +
+ + +

+N 8e 8H 16ATP

2NH H 16ADP 16P
2

3 2 i (1)

In addition, H2 seems to be a mandatory byproduct. The
reaction consumes eight electrons and protons. It is normally
assumed that each reduction of the cluster leads to the uptake
of one proton. Therefore, the reaction is normally described by
eight intermediates, E0−E7, di!ering in the number of added
electrons and protons.10 Extensive biochemical, kinetic, and

spectroscopic studies have indicated that the enzyme needs to
be reduced four times (from E0 to E4) before N2 can bind
through reductive elimination of H2.1,2,11−17 Electron nuclear
double resonance (ENDOR) experiments suggest that the E4
state contains two hydride ions that bridge a pair of Fe ions
each.2,14,15
Nitrogenase has also been extensively studied by computa-

tional methods.18 Unfortunately, they have suggested very
disparate reaction mechanisms. In fact, they do not even agree
on the structure of the key E4 state.3,18−26 Structures have been
suggested with the central carbide ion triply protonated or
various combinations of protonated sulfide and iron ions (both
bridging and terminal). Even for structures with two bridging
hydride ions, the suggested models di!er in what iron ions are
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involved (typically Fe2/Fe6, Fe3/Fe7, or Fe 4/Fe5, but
possibly the same pair for both hydrides; atom names are
indicated in Figure 1b), the position of the hydride ion relative
to the μ2-bridging sulfide ions, and whether the latter remains
bound or not. An important reason for this discrepancy is that
di!erent DFT method give relative energies of di!erent
protonation states that can di!er by over 600 kJ/mol,
depending mainly on the amount of Hartree−Fock exchange
in the method.23
A way to sort out these problems is to study simpler states

with a lower number of possibilities. Most computational18,27
and experimental28,29 studies agree that the E1 state involves
the protonation of the S2B μ2-bridging sulfide ligand of the
FeMo cluster (but a recent experimental study of Fe-
nitrogenase instead suggested a hydride ion30).
However, for the E2 state, the predictions of di!erent DFT

methods start to diverge. Pure generalized gradient approx-

imation (GGA) functionals suggest that the second proton
binds to a Fe ion.27 Thereby, it formally forms a hydride ion
and brings the oxidation state of the cluster back to that of the
resting E0 state, explaining why the same source of the
electrons can be used for all En states.31 Experimentally, the E2
state has been studied by electron paramagnetic resonance
(EPR) spectroscopy.32−34 Two signals are observed, which
have been interpreted as structures that both contain a hydride
ion bound to one or two Fe ions. The two structures are nearly
degenerate (within 4−8 kJ/mol) and isomerization between
them involves some structural relaxation of the surroundings of
the FeMo cluster.
Recently, several groups have suggested that the protonated

S2B ligand may dissociate from one of its two Fe ions (Fe2 or
Fe6).26,35−37 In particular, Thorhallsson and Bjornsson (T&B)
performed a study of the E2 state of the FeMo cluster with the
TPSSh functional.38 They compared the relative energies of 18

Figure 1. (a) Structure of the FeMo cluster (B33 structure), also illustrating the QM system used in the calculations, as well as nearby residues. (b)
The FeMo cluster with atom names indicated.
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di!erent states, involving protonation of either the three μ2
bridging sulfide ions, the Fe ions, or the central carbide. With a
QM/MM model, the most favorable structures had either the
two protons on S2B and S5A, or a bridging hydride between
Fe2 and Fe6 and a proton on S2B, which had dissociated from
Fe2.
These results are quite di!erent from what we obtained from

a systematic study of ∼40 di!erent protonation states of E2, all
with a proton on S2B:27 With the TPSS functional, states with
a bridging hydride ion between Fe2 and Fe6 (with the
protonated S2B ligand still binding to both Fe2 and Fe6) were
most stable and the two states with the hydride ion on either
side of S2B di!ered by only 2 kJ/mol. However, a state with a
terminal hydride ion on Fe5 was only 3 kJ/mol less stable. On
the other hand, states with the second proton on S5A
(pointing either toward S2B or S3A) were 30 and 37 kJ/mol
less stable. No states with the protonated S2B dissociated from
either Fe2 or Fe6 were observed, but they were not
systematically explored.
Since half-dissociated S2B states have repeatedly been

suggested to be involved in the reaction mechanism of
nitrogenase,26,35−37 it is important to sort out whether these
discrepancies in the computational predictions are caused by
the QM model used, the DFT method or by other details in
the calculations. Therefore, we here perform a systematic study
of 26 di!erent E2 structures at di!erent levels of theory.

■ METHODS
The Protein. The calculations were based on the 1.0-Å crystal

structure of Mo nitrogenase from Azotobacter vinelandii (PDB code
3U7Q).6 The setup of the protein is identical with that of our
previous studies.22−24,39 The entire heterotetramer was considered in
the calculations, and the quantum mechanical (QM) calculations were
concentrated on the FeMo clusters in the C subunit, because there is
a buried imidazole molecule from the solvent rather close to the active
site (∼11 Å) in the A subunit. The two P clusters and the FeMo
cluster in subunit A were modeled by MM in the fully reduced and
resting states, respectively, using a QM charge model.22 The
protonation states of all residues were the same as before,22 and the
homocitrate ligand was modeled in the singly protonated state with a
proton shared between the hydroxyl group (O7 that coordinates to
Mo) and the O1 carboxylate atom22,40 (all structures give two H−O
distances of ∼1.1 and ∼1.4 Å; sometimes the proton is closer O1,
sometimes O7, and when both structures can be found, they are
typically degenerate within a few kJ/mol22,27). The protein was
solvated in a sphere with a radius of 65 Å around the geometrical
center of the protein. Cl− and Na+ ions were added to an ionic
strength of 0.2 M.41 The final system contained 133 915 atoms. For
the protein, we used the Amber !14SB force field,42 and water
molecules were described by the TIP3P model.43 The metal sites22,44
were treated by a nonbonded model,45 and charges were obtained
with the restrained electrostatic potential method.46

The FeMo cluster was modeled by MoFe7S9C(homocitrate)-
(CH3S)(imidazole), where the two last groups are models of Cys-275
and His-442. In addition, all groups that form hydrogen bonds to the
FeMo cluster were also included in the QM model, viz. Arg-96, Gln-

Figure 2. Sixteen of the 26 structures of the E2 state investigated in this work (all 26 structures are shown in Figure S2 in the Supporting
Information).
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191 and His-195 (side chains), Ser-278 and Arg-359 (both backbone
and side chain, including the CA and C and O atoms from Arg-277),
Gly-356, Gly-357 and Leu-358 (backbone, including the CA and C
and O atoms from Ile-355), as well as two water molecules. Finally,
the side chain of Glu-380 was included because it forms hydrogen
bonds to Gln191 and His-442, as well as the side chains of Val-70 and
Phe-381 because they are close to S2B, Fe2 and Fe6, i.e., the prime
binding sites of the two added protons or hydride ions. The QM
system involved 191 atoms and is shown in Figure 1a. The net charge
of QM region was −4 e. In one set of calculations, we instead used the
same QM model as T&B,38 which contains 144 atoms and is shown
in Figure S1 in the Supporting Information (the net charge is still −4
e).
QM Calculations. All QM calculations were performed with the

Turbomole software (version 7.5).47 All structures were studied with
the TPSS,48 TPSSh,49 B3LYP,50−52 and r2SCAN53 functionals with
the def2-SV(P) basis set.54 In one set of calculations, we instead used
the def2-TZVPD basis set.55 The calculations were sped up by
expanding the Coulomb interactions in an auxiliary basis set, the
resolution-of-identity (RI) approximation.56,57 Empirical dispersion
corrections were included with the DFT-D4 approach,58 as
implemented in Turbomole.

This investigation concentrates on the E2 state of the FeMo cluster.
Thus, we added two electrons and two protons to the resting E0 state,
which is at the formal MoIIIFe3IIFe4III oxidation state.12,20,40,59 It was
studied in the quartet spin state, in agreement with experiments.32−34

Twenty-six di!erent positions of the added protons were tested, as
will be discussed below.

The electronic structure of all QM calculations was obtained with
the broken-symmetry (BS) approach:60 Each of the seven Fe ions was
modeled in the high-spin state, with either a surplus of α (four Fe
ions) or β (three Fe ions) spin. Such a state can be selected in 35
di!erent ways.39 The various BS states were obtained either by
swapping the coordinates of the Fe ions61 or with the fragment
approach by Szilagyi and Winslow.62 The various BS states are named
by listing the number in the Noodleman nomenclature (BS1−10),60
followed by the numbers of the three Fe ions with minority spin.
QM/MM Calculations. QM/MM calculations were performed

with the ComQum software.63,64 In this approach, the protein and
solvent are split into three subsystems: System 1 (the QM region) was
relaxed by QM methods. System 2 contained all residues and water
molecules with at least one atom within 6 Å of any atom in system 1
and it was optionally relaxed by MM. It included residues 59, 61, 62,
65−74, 92, 95−98, 191−199, 226−231, 234, 235, 253−255, 273−
282, 300, 353−355, 358−364, 377−383, 385, 386, 401 422−427,
438, 440−444, 450, and 450 from subunit C and residues 97, 98, 101,
and 105 from subunit D, in total 1488 atoms from 87 residues and 35
water molecules). Finally, system 3 contained the remaining part of
the protein and the solvent, and it was kept fixed at the original
coordinates (equilibrated crystal structure, to avoid the risk that
di!erent calculations end up in di!erent local minima).

In the QM calculations, system 1 was represented by a wave
function, whereas all the other atoms were represented by an array of
partial point charges, one for each atom, taken from the MM setup.
Thereby, the polarization of the QM system by the surroundings is
included in a self-consistent manner (electrostatic embedding). When
there is a bond between systems 1 and 2 (a junction), the hydrogen
link-atom approach was employed: The QM system was capped with
hydrogen atoms, the positions of which are linearly related to the
corresponding carbon atoms (carbon link atoms, CL) in the full
system.63,65 All atoms were included in the point-charge model,
except the CL atoms.66 ComQum employs a subtractive scheme with
van der Waals link-atom corrections.67 No cuto! is used for the QM
and QM−MM interactions. However, for the optional MM
optimization of system 2, a 30-Å cuto! for the nonbonded
interactions had to be used. The geometry optimizations were
continued until the energy change between two iterations was less
than 2.6 J/mol (10−6 a.u.) and the maximum norm of the Cartesian
gradients was below 10−3 a.u.

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Relative Energies of Di!erent Protonation States at

the TPSS − BS7−235 Level. In this investigation, we have
examined 26 di!erent possible structures for the E2 state,
di!ering in the positions of the two added protons. We
examined six types of structures (illustrated in Figure 2):

1. With a hydride ion bridging the Fe2 and Fe6 ions and
the second proton on S2B, which is also bridging Fe2
and Fe6. The proton on S2B can point in two directions,
viz. toward either S3A or S5A, called B3 and B5.
Likewise, the hydride ion can be on either side of S2B
(viz. on the same side as either S3A or S5A), giving the
second number in our structure code, e.g., B35. The four
conformations are shown in Figure 2. T&B called this
type of structures bH(2,6)-CBS(S2B) and considered
only three of the four conformations (not B53).

2. With a hydride ion bridging the Fe2 and Fe6 ions and a
protonated S2B that is binding only to either Fe2 or Fe6.
Thus, S2B is half-dissociated and the structures are
called H2 and H6, depending on which Fe ion S2B still
binds to. A second letter indicates whether the proton
points toward Fe1, Mo, or a sulfide ion (F, M, or S; e.g.,
H2F). The four structures are shown in Figure 2. T&B
called these structures bH(2,6)-OBS(2) or bH(2,6)-
OBS(6) for H2S and H6S and considered only three of
the four conformations (not H2S).

3. With two terminal hydride ions, one on Fe2 and the
other on Fe6 (called D26 and shown in Figure 2). The
hydride ions always bind trans to the central carbide ion.

4. With a terminal hydride ion on either Fe2 (T2) or Fe6
(T6) and a protonated and bridging S2B. Again, the
proton on S2B can point in two directions, viz. toward
either S3A or S5A, giving the second number in our
structure code, e.g., T23, cf. Figure 2.

5. With no hydride ions, but instead the two protons on
either S2B, S3A, or S5A. Each proton can point in two
directions, viz. toward the other two of these three μ2
sulfide ions. The structures are named with a N (no
hydride) followed by two pairs of numbers, the first
indicating which sulfide is protonated and the second
indicating the direction of that proton, e.g., N2532,
indicating that S2B has a proton pointing toward S5A
and S3A has the other proton pointing toward S2B (four
examples are shown in Figure 2). T&B called these
structures noH−CBS(S2B,S3B) and similar. They
considered only four out of the 12 possible combina-
tions and conformations.

6. With the two protons on the central carbide ion (C2).
We considered only the state with the two protons
directed toward the Fe2−Fe3−Fe6−Fe7 and Fe3−Fe4−
Fe5−Fe7 faces of the cluster (shown in Figure 2), which
was most favorable in our previous study.27

We have not studied states with S2B fully dissociated,
because it is hard to accurately compare the energies of states
with and without S2B, owing to uncertainties in the
protonation state of S2B and the FeMo cluster, as well as
the location of S2B after dissociation.
We first studied the 26 structures with TPSS-D4 and the BS-

235 state. The results are shown in Table 1. It can be seen that
the most stable structure is B33, i.e., with a bridging hydride
between Fe2 and Fe6 on the side facing S3A and with the
other proton on S2B (remaining bound to both Fe2 and Fe6),
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also pointing toward S3A. The structure with the S2B proton
pointing in the opposite direction (B53) is only 4 kJ/mol less
stable. Structures with the hydride bridge on the other side of
S2B are 12 kJ/mol less stable than B33 if the S2B proton
points toward S3B (B35), whereas if the S2B proton points in
the opposite direction (B55), the structure is 33 kJ/mol less
stable.
We tested four structures with a half-dissociated protonated

S2B ligand. The two structures with S2B dissociated from Fe6
are strongly unfavorable, 75−84 kJ/mol less stable than the
B33 structure. However, the two structures with S2B
dissociated from Fe2 are more stable, only 13−15 kJ/mol
less stable than our best structure.
The structure with two terminal hydride ions on Fe2 and

Fe6 (D26), as well as one structure with a terminal hydride ion
on Fe2 (T23) are also competitive, 13 and 17 kJ/mol less
stable than B33, respectively. However, the other structures
with a terminal hydride on Fe2 or Fe6 are less stable, 26−46
kJ/mol worse than B33.
The 12 structures with both protons on the μ2 bridging

sulfide ions (S2B, S5A, or S3A) are unfavorable. The best is
N2353 (with S2B and S5A protonated, both protons pointing
toward S3A), 25 kJ/mol less stable than B33. Structures with
S2B and S3A protonated are worse, and those with S3A and
S5A are worst, 71−80 kJ/mol less stable than B33, indicating
that the preference of protonation follow the order S2B > S5A
> S3A.

Finally, we also tested the C2 structure with a doubly
protonated carbide ion. However, with TPSS it is strongly
unfavorable, 139 kJ/mol higher in energy than B33.
These results are quite similar to what was found in our

previous study,27 e.g., that the structure with a Fe2/6 bridging
hydride and S2B protonated are most stable, better than
structures with a terminal hydride or two protonated sulfide
groups. However, the relative energies di!er by up to 12 kJ/
mol, owing to di!erences in the QM model and the BS state.
Table 1 includes also the results from T&B.38 It can be seen

that the results diverge quite strongly from ours (by up to 40
kJ/mol). They reported three structures that are lowest in
energy and nearly degenerate (within 1.4 kJ/mol), viz. one
structure with S2B and S5A protonated (in our nomenclature
N2353) and two structures with a bridging hydride ion and a
protonated half-dissociated S2B (H6M and H6S). In our
calculations these structures are 13−25 kJ/mol less stable than
the best B33 structure. Likewise, T&B reported that the
structures with both the hydride ion and S2B bridging Fe2 and
Fe6 (they studied B33, B35, and B55) are 19−37 kJ/mol less
stable than the N2354 structure. Naturally, such qualitative
di!erences are alarming, considering that both studies use
similar QM/MM methods. In the following sections, we
examine possible reasons for this discrepancy.

E!ect of the BS States. T&B tested four di!erent BS
states for their structures, viz. the three BS7 states (BS7−235,
BS7−247, and BS7−346) and the BS10−147 state.38 Still,
energies for all four states are reported only for five structures,
whereas only one state is reported for ten of the 24 structures
studied. We decided to do a full BS investigation of all 35 BS
states for one structure of each of the six types of structures
mentioned above (and also for one of each of the three
combinations of protonation of either S2B, S3A, and S5A, as
well as for all four structures with half-dissociated S2B). For
the other three structures of the same type, we investigated at
least the BS7−235, BS7−247, BS7−346, and BS10−147 states
and possibly additional states that were found to be low in
energy for similar structures in the full investigation. In total
437 BS states were obtained with the TPSS-D4 functional for
the 26 structures. The relative energies and Mulliken spin
populations of the metal ions are listed in Table S1.
Table 2 shows the relative energies of the best BS state for

the 26 di!erent structures (second column). It can be seen that
in most cases the change in relative energies is quite small, up
14 kJ/mol (20 kJ/mol for C2). Table 2 also shows the
optimum BS state (third column). For 20 of the structures, it is
one of the three BS7 states (but BS7−235 in only five cases).
BS6−157 is most stable for the two half-dissociated H2F and
H2S structures, whereas the BS2−234, BS8−347, BS10−127,
and BS10−147 states are most stable for one structure each
(D26, T65, N2532, and C2, respectively). In general, there are
several BS states within 7 kJ/mol of the best one.
Most importantly, it can be seen from Table 2 that the BS-

state investigation does not solve the discrepancy between our
results and those of T&B: The B-type structures with both the
hydride ion and the protonated S2B bridging Fe2 and Fe6 are
lowest in energy, with B35 best, 5, 8, and 23 kJ/mol below
B33, B53, and B55. D26 (with two terminal hydrides) is 15 kJ/
mol less stable than B35. The two structures with S2B
dissociated from Fe2 (H6M and H6S) are 18−20 kJ/mol
higher in energy than B35, whereas the two structures with
S2B dissociated from Fe6 are appreciably less stable (74−84
kJ/mol). The best structure with one terminal hydride ion

Table 1. Relative Energies (kJ/mol) of the 26 Structures,
Calculated with TPSS and the BS7-235 Statea

Structure TPSS TPSSh38

B33 0.0 19.4
B35 12.2 20.1
B53 4.2
B55 32.9 37.5
H2F 75.1 35.0
H2S 83.9
H6M 15.2 0.3
H6S 13.2 1.4
D26 13.3 37.3
T23 17.4 25.0
T25 46.2 33.0
T63 25.7 28.2
T65 37.2 35.3
N2352 35.5
N2353 25.1 0.0
N2552 46.2
N2553 33.6 14.1
N2332 58.1
N2335 53.5
N2532 72.7 68.7
N2535 63.7
N3252 79.6
N3253 72.6 48.4
N3552 76.7
N3553 70.5
C2 138.8

aThe third column shows the corresponding results from the T&B
article (relative QM/MM energies with His-195 protonated on NE2
from Table S2), obtained with TPSSh.38.
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(T23) is 23 kJ/mol less favorable than B35, and the best
structure with no hydride ion (N2353) is 18 kJ/mol less
favorable. The C2 structure is strongly disfavored. Thus, the
BS states cannot explain the di!erence between our and the
T&B results.
Table S1 also shows the TPSS spin populations on the

metals. It can be seen that the largest Fe spin (in absolute
terms) is 2.7−3.5 e (3.2 e on average). The average sorted spin
populations decrease by ∼0.2 for the following four Fe ions,
2.9, 2.7, 2.6, and 2.4 e, still representing high-spin Fe. However,
one or two of the Fe ions often have an appreciably lower spin
population, as frequently observed for the FeMo cluster when
hydride ions or other ligands coordinate to Fe:18,27,44,68 75% of
the studied structures and BS states have one Fe ion with a
spin population below 2 e and 37% have two such Fe ions (2%
have three).
For the best BS state of each structure, Fe1 always has the

largest spin population. The half-dissociated structures and C2
have no Fe ion with a low spin (the lowest one is 2.2−2.8 e).
For the other structures, Fe6 has a low spin population (0.2−
1.8 e), except when S3A and S5A are both protonated (then
instead Fe7 has a low spin population of 0.7−1.5 e).
Sometimes, Fe7 (especially when S2B and S5A protonated),
Fe5 (0.2 e for three structures with S2B and S3A protonated),
or Fe2 (1.5−1.6 e for B53, T23, and T25) also have low spin

populations. The spin population on Mo is small and negative,
−0.2 e on average for the best BS states.

E!ect of the Basis Sets, Relativistic E!ect, and the
Model Size. Next, we studied how the basis sets a!ect the
results. We calculated single-point energies for all 26 structures
with the much larger def2-TZVPD basis set. The results in the
fourth (TZ) column in Table 2 show that the basis set has a
relatively small e!ect on the relative energies (as has also been
observed before27,69); they change by up to 22 kJ/mol (−3 kJ/
mol on average). The e!ect is largest for the complexes with
two protonated sulfide ions, whereas those with a bridging
sulfide ion change by less than 8 kJ/mol. The B53, B35, and
B33 structures are still most stable and nearly degenerate (with
5 kJ/mol). However, the D26 and T23 structures are only 11
kJ/mol less stable, whereas the best half-dissociated structures
(H6M and H6S) are 20−24 kJ/mol higher in energy.
Likewise, relativistic e!ects (estimated from the mass−

velocity and Darwin terms) change the results by up to 12 kJ/
mol (2 kJ/mol on average). The same three states (B33, B35,
and B53) are still most stable, within 9 kJ/mol, but D26 is also
within this range and the H6M and H6S half-dissociated
structures are only 13−14 kJ/mol worse.
T&B used a smaller QM model than the one used in our

study (144 atoms, compared to 191 atoms; cf. Figures 1 and
S1). In particular, their model is missing the backbone of

Table 2. Relative Energies (kJ/mol) of the 26 Di!erent Structures, Calculated with Di!erent Methodsa

TPSS B3LYP TPSSh r2SCAN

Structure SV TZ r.e. T&B Relax SV SV SV
B33 5.1 235 5.3 0.0 11.7 25.4 119.7 10.8 157 31.7 247
B35 0.0 247 1.2 5.0 0.0 0.0 117.8 6.8 147 16.4 235
B53 8.4 346 0.0 8.5 17.4 4.8 136.1 24.2 346 34.3 247
B55 22.6 247 20.2 29.0 23.2 24.1 138.0 26.7 147 39.5 235
H2F 74.4 157 72.2 71.9 80.8 56.4 196.9 71.2 235 78.6 346
H2S 83.5 157 78.8 82.8 83.8 66.6 198.7 78.4 135 82.3 346
H6M 20.3 235 23.8 14.5 20.3 44.0 82.8 2.7 235 1.3 235
H6S 18.3 235 20.2 12.7 19.3 43.4 80.7 0.0 235 0.0 235
D26 15.3 234 10.6 6.6 16.1 38.6 181.4 45.3 235 44.5 235
T23 22.5 235 11.3 13.9 23.9 24.9 123.8 31.3 346 42.9 157
T25 39.8 247 27.3 37.7 40.8 32.6 138.1 41.7 346 50.6 157
T63 29.1 247 38.2 25.6 34.7 33.9 130.6 30.2 235 48.4 235
T65 41.9 347 35.9 39.1 45.6 35.7 134.4 41.0 235 58.1 235
N2352 29.9 247 16.6 30.3 39.0 31.6 99.8 21.5 247 52.7 247
N2353 18.2 346 26.1 16.8 30.0 19.3 86.6 14.2 346 46.6 147
N2552 48.0 247 33.7 51.6 63.2 42.8 113.6 38.8 346 59.2 346
N2553 29.7 346 37.6 31.8 40.6 44.3 95.8 22.1 247 49.0 346
N2332 57.9 247 36.4 66.1 66.7 61.8 115.9 50.0 247 68.7 235
N2335 49.8 346 43.5 58.0 62.1 86.6 74.0 27.8 235 60.0 147
N2532 71.8 127 121.2 79.2 114.0 97.8 124.3 45.0 235 76.2 235
N2535 61.6 346 56.8 72.5 71.4 63.5 104.0 47.4 346 69.1 346
N3252 84.6 235 65.4 86.3 98.8 90.6 150.9 82.3 346 96.1 346
N3253 75.1 346 63.4 81.6 84.6 82.3 129.3 66.5 247 84.7 346
N3552 75.8 346 60.2 84.6 86.5 80.9 132.1 64.9 247 86.8 346
N3553 61.7 346 47.6 71.2 73.0 65.0 122.6 56.1 346 75.6 346
C2 143.8 147 153.6 155.7 164.3 146.4 0.0 (-27.2)b 27.6 147 107.9 147

b

aFour di!erent DFT methods were used, TPSS, B3LYP, TPSSh, and r2SCAN. All results were obtained with the def2-SV(P) basis set (SV), except
those in the TZ column, which used the def2-TZVPD basis sets. In the r.e. column, relativistic e!ects were included. The “T&B” column shows the
results with the smaller QM system used by T&B (still with TPSS). The “Relax” column shows the results obtained with the surrounding protein
and water (within 6 Å of the QM system) allowed to relax by MM (also with TPSS). For TPSS, TPSSh, and r2SCAN, an investigation of the best
BS state was performed and the best BS state is given after the energy, described by the three Fe ions with minority spin. The TZ, r.e., T&B, Relax,
and B3LYP results were obtained for the same BS state as for TPSS. The most stable state for each method is marked in bold face. bFor BS8−345.
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residues 355−359, which forms four hydrogen bonds to S3A,
and two water molecules, which both form hydrogen bonds to
S5A. To investigate the e!ect of this smaller QM model, we
optimized the 26 protonation states also with their 144-atom
model (still with the TPSS-D4 method and with the best BS
state for the larger QM model). This had a rather small e!ect
on the relative energies of the structures, 1−20 kJ/mol. In
particular, all structures with no hydride ions are destabilized
by 9−15 kJ/mol kJ/mol. However, the ordering of the relative
stability of the structures is not changed. B35 is most stable,
12−19 kJ/mol more stable than B33, D26, B53, and H6S.
Thus, the size of the QM model cannot explain the
discrepancy between our and the T&B results.
Relaxation of the Surrounding Protein. T&B allowed

1001 atoms surroundings the FeMo cluster to relax during the
geometry optimization, whereas we by default keep all atoms
outside the QM system fixed at the crystal structure (to avoid
di!erent states converge to di!erent local minima of the
surroundings). Even if most groups close to the S2B ligand are
included in the QM system, it is possible that the surroundings
may relax if S2B dissociates from one of the Fe ions, favoring
such half-dissociated structures, especially as EPR experiments
have indicated that some structural relaxation of the
surroundings are involved in the conversion of the two
observed E2 states.34 Therefore, we also run one set of
calculations in which all residues with any atom within 6 Å of
the QM system are relaxed by a MM optimization in every
QM/MM geometry optimization step (1488 atoms). The
results of these calculations are also included in Table 2
(column Relax).
It can be seen that this had a slightly larger e!ect on the

relative energies, up to 37 kJ/mol. The two structures with S2B
dissociated from Fe6 (H2F and H2S) are favored by 17−18
kJ/mol, but the two structures with S2B dissociated from Fe2
(H6M and H6S), as well as the D26 structure (with two
hydride ion) are disfavored by 23−25 kJ/mol. Consequently,
B35 is still the best structure, 5 kJ/mol better than B53,
whereas N2353 is the third-best structure, 19 kJ/mol less
stable than B35. The best half-dissociated structure, H6S, is 44
kJ/mol less stable than B35.
The movements of the surroundings are modest, with root-

mean-squared movements of less 0.4 Å for the protein residues
and somewhat larger for some water molecules (up to 0.7 Å).
The movements are similar for all structures.
E!ect of the DFT Method. Previous studies have shown

alarming di!erences between relative energies of nitrogenase
FeMo cluster isomers calculated with di!erent DFT
methods.23,27 T&B also studied a few of their structures with
both the TPSSh and the TPSS functionals38 and found quite
large di!erences for the relative energies calculated with the
two methods (up to 59 kJ/mol). Therefore, we reoptimized all
our 26 structures also with the r2SCAN, TPSSh, and B3LYP
functionals. The first is a meta-GGA functional that has been
recommended for nitrogenase models,70 whereas the other two
are hybrid functionals with 10 and 20% Hartree−Fock
exchange, respectively. T&B used mainly TPSSh in their
study. The results are also included in Table 2.
It can be seen that the DFT functional indeed has a strong

influence on what E2 structure is preferred. B3LYP strongly
prefers the C2 state, as was also previously observed.27 B3LYP
also disfavors all states with Fe-bound hydride ions.
TPSSh has a smaller e!ect on the relative energies, up to 30

kJ/mol (besides the C2 structure, which is stabilized by 116

kJ/mol). It also somewhat disfavors structures with hydride
ions and favors the half-dissociated structures, especially those
for which S2B has dissociated from Fe2. Consequently, H6S
becomes the best structure, 3 kJ/mol more stable than H6M
and 7 kJ/mol more stable than the nondissociated B35
structure. The best structure with two protonated sulfide ions
is N2353, 14 kJ/mol less stable than H6M. C2 is strongly
stabilized, but it is still 28 kJ/mol less stable than H6S.
These results are based on the best BS state according to a

restricted scan of a few of the best BS for TPSS (at least the
BS7−235, BS7−247, BS7−346, and BS10−147 states and
typically a few more states; a full investigation was performed
on H6S; relative energies and Mulliken metal spin populations
are shown in Table S2). The best BS state agrees with that
suggested by T&B for seven of the 15 overlapping structures
and they involve either the BS7 states or BS10−147 for all
except two structures (BS6−157 for B33 and BS10−135 for
HS2).
The Mulliken spin populations calculated by TPSSh are in

general larger and more even than those obtained with TPSS.
The average absolute values of the sorted spin populations are
3.6, 3.5, 3.4, 3.3, 3.2, 2.9, and 2.6 e, i.e., 0.4−1.2 e larger than
for the corresponding TPSS spin populations. No structure has
two Fe ions with a low (<2 e) spin population, but 15% of the
structures have one Fe ion with a spin population less than 2 e.
However, among the best BS states, only one structure (B33)
has a Fe spin population of 2.0 e; for the other structures, the
lowest Fe population is 2.4−3.3 e. Thus, with TPSSh, a low
spin population typically indicates convergence to a suboptimal
wave function or BS. Our TPSSh spin populations are typically
∼0.2 e larger than those reported by T&B,38 reflecting
di!erences in the QM model, the basis sets, and other details
of the calculations. The di!erence is never larger than 0.5 e.
The Mo spin population for the best BS state is −0.2 to −0.7 e
(average −0.4 e) with a single exception (B33 has a positive
population of 0.5 e).
The results obtained with the r2SCAN functional are similar.

Compared to TPSSh, the half-dissociate structures, as well as
D26 (with two terminal hydrides), are stabilized relative to the
other states. Consequently, the two half-dissociated H6S and
H6M structures (which are essentially degenerate) are most
stable, followed by B35, which is 16 kJ/mol less stable. The
best structures with terminal hydrides (T23 and D26) are 43−
44 kJ/mol less stable, and the best structure with two
protonated sulfide ions (N2353) is 47 kJ/mol less stable than
H6S.
As with TPSSh, we made a limited investigation of the most

stable BS state with r2SCAN (shown in Table S3). There are
some variations compared to TPSS and TPSSh, but mainly
within the BS7 and BS10−147 states. However, T23 and T25
are most stable in the BS6−157 state.
The Fe spin populations of r2SCAN are very similar to those

of TPSSh with an average di!erence of only 0.04 e. However,
the spin population on Mo for the best BS state varies much
more than for the other two methods. It is positive (0.4−0.9 e)
for three structures, and it is −1.4 to −1.6 e for seven of the
structures with two protonated sulfide ions.
Considering that at the TPSS level, relaxation of the

surroundings had a quite large e!ect on the relative energies
and destabilized the best half-dissociated structures by ∼25 kJ/
mol, we also ran QM/MM geometry optimizations with
relaxed surroundings with the TPSSh and r2SCAN functionals
for the eight best structures. The results in Table S4 show that
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in this case, relaxation of the surrounding has rather small
e!ects, up to 10 kJ/mol, except that B35 is selectively
destabilized by both methods (by 19−33 kJ/mol). Thus, the
half-dissociated structures remain most favorable.

■ CONCLUSIONS
In this study, we have tried to explain the discrepancy between
the results obtained by our group27 and those obtained by
T&B38 regarding the relative energies of the E2 state of
nitrogenase and, in particular, the importance of half-
dissociated states with the S2B ligand dissociated from either
Fe2 or Fe6. Our results show that the BS state, the basis set,
relativistic e!ects, the size of the QM model, and the relaxation
of the surrounding have some influence on the relative
stabilities (by up to 12, 22, 9, 20, and 37 kJ/mol, respectively).
Our calculations also emphasize the importance of studying all
conformations of the added protons, which may change the
relative energies by up to 33 kJ/mol. However, neither of these
variations changes the relative ordering of the di!erent types of
structures. Instead the di!erence between the two studies is
caused by the use of di!erent DFT methods:

• TPSS favors structures with both the hydride and S2B
bridging Fe2 and Fe6 (B35, B33, and B53), which are
15−18 kJ/mol better than structures with a half-
dissociated S2B (H6S), with two terminal hydride ions
(D26) or with no hydride ions (N2353).

• B3LYP strongly favors the C2 structure with a doubly
protonated carbide ion, which is 101 kJ/mol more stable
than N2335. It strongly disfavors all structures with Fe-
bound hydride ions.

• TPSSh also shows similar tendencies, but to a smaller
extent (owing to the smaller amount of Hartree−Fock
exchange). It also favors the half-dissociated structure so
that H6S and H6M becomes 7 kJ/mol more stable than
B35. This shows that the Hartree−Fock exchange
weakens the Fe−S and Fe−H bonds.

• r2SCAN selectively favors the half-dissociated structures
and C2 (but the latter much less than the hybrid
functionals). Therefore, H6S and H6M become 16 kJ/
mol more stable than B35.

From Table 2, it can be seen that eight E2 structures (B35,
B33, B53, H6M, H6S, D26, N2353, and C2) are competitive
in terms of energies (within 20 kJ/mol at least with some DFT
method). However, two of them (C2 and N2353) do not
contain iron-bound hydride ions and are therefore not
compatible with the EPR data.33,34 This calls in doubt the
B3LYP calculations, which strongly prefer the C2 structure.
The relative energies of the remaining five structures obtained
with TPSS, TPSSh, and r2SCAN are shown in Figure 3. It can
be seen that the D26 structure is not preferred with any
method and is relatively high in energy. The other structures
all have a hydride ion bridging Fe2 and Fe6, showing that E2
most likely contains such a bridging hydride ion. The low-
energy structures are of two types: either with S2B also
bridging Fe2 and Fe6 (B33, B35, and B53) or with S2B
dissociated from Fe2 (H6M and H6S). Within these groups,
the structures di!er only in the direction of the proton on S2B
and (for B-type structures) which side of S2B the hydride ion
is. All three methods agree that there are at least one more low-
energy structure of the same type within 1−5 kJ/mol, in
agreement with the observation of two nearly degenerate
structures in the EPR experiments.33,34 Thus, the only

disagreement is that TPSS points out the nondissociated S2B
as the best, whereas TPSSh and r2SCAN prefer the half-
dissociated structures, with energy di!erence of 7−18 kJ/mol
toward the other structure.
A natural question is then which DFT functional to trust.

Recent studies have indicated that r2SCAN, TPSSh, and
B3LYP* (with 15% Hartree−Fock exchange) give the best
structures of Fe2 and FeMo models.70 On the other hand,
another study indicated that pure GGA functionals, like PBE
and PW91, gave the best results for structures and energies
involving the binding of H2 and N2 to small transition-metal
models with relation to nitrogenase.71 Yet, further studies on
the latter systems with dispersion-corrected DFT functionals
indicated that pure GGA functionals give better structures,
whereas hybrid functionals give more reliable energetic
results.72 Consequently, further investigation are required to
decide which DFT functional gives the most reliable results for
nitrogenase models. However, considering the small energy
di!erence between the two types of structures with most
methods, it is clear that both types need to be considered in
investigations of the mechanism of nitrogenase.
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Putative reaction mechanism of nitrogenase with a
half-dissociated S2B ligand†

Hao Jiang and Ulf Ryde *

We have studied whether dissociation of the S2B sulfide ligand from one of its two coordinating Fe

ions may affect the later parts of the reaction mechanism of nitrogenase. Such dissociation has been

shown to be favourable for the E2–E4 states in the reaction mechanism, but previous studies have

assumed that S2B either remains bridging or has fully dissociated from the active-site FeMo cluster.

We employ combined quantum mechanical and molecular mechanical (QM/MM) calculations with

two density-functional theory methods, r2SCAN and TPSSh. To make dissociation of S2B possible, we

have added a proton to this group throughout the reaction. We study the reaction starting from the

E4 state with N2H2 bound to the cluster. Our results indicate that half-dissociation of S2B is unfavour-

able in most steps of the reaction mechanism. We observe favourable half-dissociation of S2B only

when NH or NH2 is bound to the cluster, bridging Fe2 and Fe6. However, the former state is most

likely not involved in the reaction mechanism and the latter state is only an intermittent intermediate

of the E7 state. Therefore, half-dissociation of S2B seems to play only a minor role in the later parts

of the reaction mechanism of nitrogenase. Our suggested mechanism with a protonated S2B is alter-

nating (the two N atoms of the substrate is protonated in an alternating manner) and the substrate

prefers to bind to Fe2, in contrast to the preferred binding to Fe6 observed when S2B is unproto-

nated and bridging Fe2 and Fe6.

Introduction
Nitrogenase (EC 1.18/19.6.1) is the only enzyme that can
cleave the triple bond in N2, by converting it to
ammonia.1–4 Nitrogenase is produced by a few groups of
bacteria but several higher plants live in symbiosis with
such bacteria, e.g. legumes, rice and alder. Crystallographic
studies have shown that the most common and active form
of nitrogenase is a homodimer of heterodimers.5–9 It con-
tains two unusual iron–sulfur clusters, the P-cluster
(Fe8S7Cys6), which is used for electron transfer, and the
FeMo cluster, which is the catalytic centre. The latter con-
sists of a MoFe8S9C(homocitrate) cluster, which is connected
to the protein by one His ligand to Mo and a Cys ligand to
a Fe ion at the other end of the cluster (cf. Fig. 1a). There
also exist alternative isoenzymes in which the Mo ion is
replaced by V or Fe, but they have a lower activity.10 During
catalysis, electrons are delivered to nitrogenase by the Fe
protein, which contains a Fe4S4 cluster.3,4

Nitrogenase catalyses the reaction3,4

N2 þ 8e! þ 8Hþ þ 16ATP ! 2NH3 þH2 þ 16ADPþ 16Pi ð1Þ

Thus, eight electrons and protons are needed to form two
molecules of NH3 from N2. Consequently, the reaction mecha-
nism is typically described by nine states, E0–E8, differing in the
number of added electrons and protons.11 Despite intensive bio-
chemical, kinetic, spectroscopic and computational
investigations,1–9,12,13 many details of the nitrogenase reaction
mechanism are still controversial, partly because of technical pro-
blems to isolate pure samples of the various reaction intermedi-
ates En. It is known that N2 binds mainly to the E4 state and that
N2 binding is coupled to the compulsory formation of H2, in a
reductive elimination reaction.14–18 E4 has been shown to contain
two hydride ions bridging two pairs of Fe ions,15,16,18 but the
detailed structure of the E4 state is highly controversial.

19–28

The later part of the reaction mechanism, i.e. after N2

binding has also been much discussed.3 In particular, it has
been debated whether nitrogenase follows a distal or an alter-
nating mechanism, i.e. whether the protons are first added to
one N atom, so that NH3 dissociates already in the E5 state,
before the second N atom is protonated, or whether protons
are added alternatively to the two N atoms, so that HNNH and
H2NNH2 are intermediates and the first NH3 molecule does

†Electronic supplementary information (ESI) available. See DOI: https://doi.org/
10.1039/d4dt00937a

Department of Computational Chemistry, Lund University, Chemical Centre,
P. O. Box 124, SE-221 00 Lund, Sweden. E-mail: Ulf.Ryde@compchem.lu.se;
Tel: +46-46 2224502
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not dissociate until the E7 state. A distal mechanism is sup-
ported by inorganic nitrogenase model complexes,29–33 but
also by some computational and crystallographic studies of
nitrogenase.25,34 An alternating mechanism is supported by
the fact that H2NNH2 is a substrate of nitrogenase and can
also be released from the enzyme by acid or base treatment
during turnover.1,3,35,36 It has also been shown that N2, N2H2,
CH3N2H and N2H4 all react via a common intermediate.37

Several computational studies have suggested reaction mecha-
nisms that are alternating, at least during the end of the reac-
tion (i.e. involving H2NNH2 as an intermediate).13,38,39

Our group has presented several studies of the later part of
the nitrogenase reaction mechanism. We have performed an

exhaustive search of possible binding sites and binding modes
of N2H2 to the FeMo cluster in the E4 state.40 The study
showed that the most favourable binding sites were Fe2 and
Fe6 (atom numbers are shown in Fig. 1b). trans-HNNH bound
to Fe2 was most stable, but structures with the same molecule
bound to Fe6, cis-HNNH bound to Fe2, or HNNH2 bound to
Fe6 (with the additional proton abstracted from homocitrate)
were all competitive within 12 kJ mol−1. With a somewhat
larger quantum-mechanical (QM) model, including also Val-70
and Phe-381, which may restrict the binding of the substrate,
the preferences change somewhat in favour of trans-HNNH or
HNNH2 binding to Fe6.39 That study also considered the com-
plete reaction mechanism and suggested an alternating

Fig. 1 The FeMo cluster in nitrogenase (trans(2;1A)-S2B(26;3) structure). (a) Illustrates the QM system used in all calculations, as well as the names
of the nearby residues, (b) shows only the FeMo cluster with atom names indicated.
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mechanism and that the homocitrate ligand may provide a
proton buffer that may stabilise intermediates like H2NNH2

and NH3 already at the E5 and E7 states, respectively. Based on
suggestions from crystal structures of inhibited nitrogenase,
we also investigated the corresponding reactions when S2B has
dissociated from the FeMo cluster, providing a natural binding
site for the substrate.38 The results suggested that N2H2 binds
as NNH2 bridging Fe2 and Fe6 (i.e. an intermediate connected
to a distal mechanism), but that the mechanism the becomes
alternating, with H2NNH2 bound at the E6 state and NH3 for-
mation in the E7 state. Both mechanism seemed to be equally
feasible, but a study of proton-transfer reactions in the cluster
indicated that the proton transfer to the substrate is easier if
S2B remains bound.41

Several recent studies have suggested that S2B may dis-
sociate only from one of the two Fe ions, forming unhooked or
half-dissociated structures.21,42–44 In fact, such structures seem
to be among the most likely candidates for the E2–E4 states of
Mo-nitrogenase.22,44,45 The question then naturally arises
whether such structures are competitive also for the later part
of the nitrogenase reaction, i.e. after binding of N2. The aim of
the present study is to investigate this possibility using com-
bined QM and molecular mechanics (QM/MM) calculations.

Methods
The protein

The calculations were based on the 1.0 Å crystal structure of
Mo nitrogenase from Azotobacter vinelandii (PDB code 3U7Q).5

The setup of the protein is identical to that of our previous
studies.20,22,46–48 The entire heterotetramer was included in
the calculations and the QM calculations were concentrated on
the FeMo clusters in the C subunit because there is a buried
imidazole molecule rather close to the active site (∼11 Å) in
the A subunit. The two P clusters and the FeMo cluster in
subunit A were modelled by molecular mechanics (MM) in the
fully reduced and resting states, respectively, using a QM
charge model.47 The protonation states of all residues were the
same as before,47 and the homocitrate ligand was modelled in
the singly protonated state with a proton shared between the
hydroxyl group (O7 that coordinates to Mo) and the O1 carbox-
ylate atom.47,49 The protein was solvated in a sphere with a
radius of 65 Å around the geometrical centre of the protein.
Cl− and Na+ ions were added to yield an ionic strength of 0.2
M.50 The final system contained 133 915 atoms. For the
protein, we used the Amber ff14SB force field51 and water
molecules were described by the TIP3P model.52 The metal
sites were treated by a non-bonded model53 and charges were
obtained with the restrained electrostatic potential method.54

In the QM calculations, the FeMo cluster was modelled by
MoFe7S9C(homocitrate)(CH3S)(imidazole), where the two last
groups are models of Cys-275 and His-442. In addition, all
groups that form hydrogen bonds to the FeMo cluster were
also included, viz. Arg-96, Gln-191 and His-195 (sidechains),
Ser-278 and Arg-359 (both backbone and sidechain, including

the CA and C and O atoms from Arg-277), Gly-356, Gly-357 and
Leu-358 (backbone, including the CA and C and O atoms from
Ile-355), as well as two water molecules. Finally, the sidechain
of Glu-380 was included because it forms hydrogen bonds to
Gln191 and His-442, as well as the sidechains of Val-70 and
Phe-381 because they are close to S2B, Fe2 and Fe6, i.e. the
expected reactive site. The QM system contained 192–197
atoms depending on the En state and the bound substrate. It is
shown in Fig. 1a. The net charge of QM region was −3e.

QM calculations

All QM calculations were performed with the Turbomole soft-
ware (versions 7.5 and 7.6).55 All structures were studied with
the r2SCAN56 density functional theory (DFT) method. To
investigate the functional dependence, most structures were
also studied with the TPSSh57 functional. r2SCAN is a meta
generalised gradient approximation functional, whereas TPSSh
is a hybrid functional with 10% Hartree–Fock exchange. Both
functionals have been shown to give accurate structures of
nitrogenase models.58 All calculations involved the def2-SV(P)
basis set.59 The calculations were sped up by expanding the
Coulomb interactions in an auxiliary basis set, the resolution-
of-identity (RI) approximation.60,61 Empirical dispersion cor-
rections were included with the DFT-D4 approach,62 as
implemented in Turbomole.

In this investigation we study the later part of the reaction
mechanism of nitrogenase, starting after the binding and pro-
tonation of the substrate to N2H2 in the E4 state. Like in our
previous two studies,38,39 we do this to avoid the problem that
the nature of the E4 state is highly controversial, with a very
large number of possible locations of the added four H atoms
(protons or hydride ions), and extremely large discrepancy in
the prediction of various DFT methods.13,20–23,46 The current
consensus is that N2 binds to the FeMo cluster together with
reductive elimination of H2.

4 The remaining two protons are
then used to protonate N2 to N2H2. As a consequence, the
N2H2-bound E4 state is in the same formal oxidation state as
the resting E0 state, viz. the MoIIIFeII3 Fe

III
4 oxidation state.49,63,64

The aim of the present study is to investigate whether dis-
sociation of S2B from either Fe2 or Fe6 may facilitate the con-
version of N2H2 to two NH3 molecules. Previous studies have
shown that such half-dissociation of S2B is energetically
favourable only if S2B is protonated.21,43,44 Therefore, we
added an extra proton to S2B in all the current models.
Consequently, the charge of the models is one step less nega-
tive than previously studied models.

The electronic structure in all QM calculations was
obtained with the broken-symmetry (BS) approach:65 Each of
the seven Fe ions was modelled in the high-spin state, with
either a surplus of α (four Fe ions) or β (three Fe ions) spin.
Such a state can be selected in 35 different ways.65,66 The
various BS states were obtained either by swapping the coordi-
nates of the Fe ions67 or with the fragment approach by
Szilagyi and Winslow.68 The BS states are named by listing the
numbers of the three Fe ions with minority spin, e.g. BS-235.
At each En-level, we first optimised all possible structures with
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one BS state (typically BS-235 or BS-147). For the most stable
structure, a full investigation of all 35 BS was performed and if
this was a different state, the best structures are reoptimised
with that state. A similar procedure was performed with the
spin state, which is also unknown for these intermediates.

QM/MM calculations

QM/MM calculations were performed with the ComQum
software.69,70 In this approach, the protein and solvent are
split into two subsystems: system 1 (the QM region) was
relaxed by QM methods. System 2 was kept fixed at the original
coordinates (equilibrated crystal structure), to avoid the risk
that different calculations end up in different local minima.

In the QM calculations, system 1 was represented by a wave-
function, whereas all the other atoms were represented by an
array of partial point charges, one for each atom, taken from
the MM setup (electrostatic embedding). Thereby, the polaris-
ation of the QM system by the surroundings is included in a
self-consistent manner. When there is a bond between systems
1 and 2 (a junction), the hydrogen link-atom approach was
employed: the QM system was capped with hydrogen atoms,
the positions of which are linearly related to the corresponding
carbon atoms (carbon link atoms, CL) in the full system.69,71

All atoms were included in the point-charge model, except the
CL atoms.72 ComQum employs a subtractive scheme with van
der Waals link-atom corrections.73 No cut-off is used for the
QM and QM–MM interactions. The geometry optimisations
were continued until the energy change between two iterations
was less than 2.6 J mol−1 (10−6 a.u.) and the maximum norm
of the Cartesian gradients was below 10−3 a.u.

In most structures where S2B binds to both Fe2 and Fe6,
one Fe–S distance is ∼2.3 Å and the other 0.1–0.3 Å longer.
Thereby, S2B is in between the two Fe ions and both Fe–Fe–
S2B angles are less than 90°. When S2B dissociates from one
of the Fe ions, the substrate typically bridges Fe2 and Fe6
(with one or two N atoms) and one Fe–S2B distance increases
to >3.4 Å and one Fe–Fe–S2B angle is larger than 90°. However,
in some cases, the substrate binds only to one Fe ion and S2B
to the other ion (often, but not always, receiving a hydrogen
bond from the substrate). In those cases, it is less obvious
whether S2B has dissociated or not. We used a cutoff of Fe–
S2B > 2.9 Å to define a dissociated structure (no structure has
a Fe–S2B bond length between 2.81 and 3.04 Å; likewise, there
is a gap between 0.52 and 0.86 Å for the absolute difference
between the two Fe–S2B distances). Mayer bond orders74 (cal-
culated with the Multiwfn package75) for the Fe–S interactions
are correlated to the Fe–S distances (correlation coefficient
−0.87) and show similar trends; a cutoff at 0.2 can be used to
define bonds.

Results and discussion
In this investigation, we have studied possible paths for the
second half of the mechanism of nitrogenase, allowing the
S2B ligand to dissociate from one Fe ion. The results are com-

pared to our previous studies where S2B was either binding to
both Fe2 and Fe6,39 or was completely dissociated.38 As in the
previous studies, we start from a E4 state, where H2 has disso-
ciated, N2 is bound and is protonated to N2H2. This is done to
avoid the severe problems that different DFT method give
widely different predictions regarding the most stable protona-
tion states of E4 and the strength of the binding of N2.

22,46

For each new En state, we add one electron and a proton to
the FeMo cluster. The electrons are provided by the Fe protein
via the P-cluster.2,3 Protons come ultimately from water solvent
and two possible proton channels have been suggested,
ending either at His-195 or at a water molecule close to S3B,
S4B and S5A.76–79 It has suggested that His-195 can only
provide a single proton, because rotation of the imidazole
group is restricted in the protein.76,80 Several groups have
studied proton transfers within the FeMo cluster and have
shown that the individual steps in general are facile,76,78,81

although sometimes certain protonation states may act as
thermodynamic sinks making the net barriers somewhat
high.41 However, Siegbahn has suggested that the barriers are
strongly lowered by the employment of surrounding water
molecules.28,82 Therefore, we have not explicitly studied proton
transfers within the FeMo cluster in this study. Instead we con-
centrate on determining the thermodynamically most stable
structures at each En level and the cleavage of the N–N bond.
We discuss the various En states in separate sections.

E4 state

We started with the E4 state with N2H2 bound. We tested four
different isomers of N2H2, viz. NNH2, cis-HNNH, trans-HNNH
and HNNH2 (in the latter case, the third proton was taken
from homocitrate, which is nearby when the ligand binds to
Fe6). We studied binding of N2H2 only to Fe2 and Fe6, because
these two Fe ions have been pointed out by experimental
studies3,83,84 and it has also been shown to be the preferred
binding sites by a systematic DFT search.40 We studied both
end-on and side-on binding, to one Fe ion as well as to both
Fe ions. If relevant, we allowed the non-coordinating N atom
or the protons to point in different directions. We use the fol-
lowing nomenclature: the four isomers are called NNH2, cis,
trans or HNNH2, respectively, which is followed by the binding
site in brackets and indicating only the number of the Fe
atom. 2 and 6 means that it binds to only Fe2 or Fe6, whereas
26 means that it bridges Fe2 and Fe6. Two numbers with a
comma between means that both N atoms bind to Fe, e.g.
(26,2), indicating that one N atom bridges Fe2 and Fe6,
whereas the other binds only to Fe2. A number or an atom
after a semicolon indicates the direction of the non-coordinat-
ing atoms, where 3 and 5 indicate S3A and S5A, respectively.

In addition, we considered structures with the S2B ligand
bridging Fe2 and Fe6 or binding only to one of the two Fe
ions. In variance to the previous study,39 we assumed that S2B
is singly protonated, allowing it to dissociate from either Fe2
or Fe6. When it still bound to both ions, we tried to force it to
dissociate from one of the Fe ions. Moreover, we also studied
cases where the proton on S2B pointed in different directions,
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typically towards S3A or S5A. The nomenclature is S2B with
the coordinating Fe ions in brackets (2, 6, or 26) and with the
direction indicated after a semicolon with numbers 3 or 5, or
an atom.

We tested 61 different structures and managed to obtain 53
of them. They are listed in Table 1. It can be seen that the
most stable structure is trans(2;1A)-S2B(26;3), i.e. with trans-
HNNH binding to Fe2 with the non-bonding NH group point-

ing towards S1A (with a S–H hydrogen-bonding distance of
2.2 Å), and with S2B coordinating to both Fe2 and Fe6, with
the proton pointing towards S3A. It is most stable in the
quartet BS-235 state and it is shown in Fig. 2. Cleaving the
Fe2–S2B bond is strongly unfavourable, so the best structure
does not have any half-dissociated S2B group. Moving the
proton on S2B to the opposite side, trans(2;1A)-S2B(26;5) (also
in Fig. 2), changes the energy by only 3–4 kJ mol−1. The corres-
ponding structures with HNNH binding instead to Fe6 are
only 6 kJ mol−1 less stable with the r2SCAN functional, but
12–13 kJ mol−1 with TPSSh (trans(6;3B)-S2B(26;3) and
trans(6;3B)-S2B(26;5) in Fig. 2). In this case, the non-coordinat-

Table 1 Relative energies (kJ mol−1) of the various structures optimised
for the E4 state. All structures are in the quartet BS-235 state unless
otherwise noted

Structure r2SCAN TPSSh

HNNH2(6;HCA)-S2B(26;3) 45 39
HNNH2(6;HCA)-S2B(26;5) 38 57
NNH2(26)-S2B(2;Fe1) 21 31
NNH2(26)-S2B(2;5) 34 39
NNH2(26)-S2B(6;3B) 18 24
NNH2(26)-S2B(6;1B) 18 40
NNH2(2;1A)-S2B(26;3) 15 6
NNH2(2;1A)-S2B(26;5) 25 33
NNH2(2;2A)-S2B(6;3) 60 57
NNH2(2;2A)-S2B(26;5) 76 71
NNH2(6;1B)-S2B(2;Fe1) 80 96
NNH2(6;2B)-S2B(2;4A) 91
NNH2(6;HCA)-S2B(26,3) 56 57
NNH2(6;3)-S2B(26;5) 66 74
cis(26;3)-S2B(2;Fe1) 114 111
cis(26;3)-S2B(2;5) 129 139
cis(26,2;3)-S2B(6;N) 41 45
cis(26,2;5)-S2B(6;Mo) 34a 52
cis(26,2;5)-S2B(6;3) 27a 45
cis(26,6;3)-S2B(2;Fe1) 88 90
cis(26,6;3)-S2B(2;5) 102 104
cis(26,6;5)-S2B(2;Fe1) 71 73
cis(26,6;5)-S2B(2;3) 90 95
cis(26,6;5)-S2B(2;5) 78 81
cis(2,6)-S2B(2;Fe1) 103b 108
cis(2,6)-S2B(2;5) 84a 109
cis(2,6)-S2B(6;Mo) 92a 112
cis(2,2)-S2B(6;3B) 81 99
cis(2,2)-S2B(6;3) 76 94
cis(2;1A)-S2B(26;3) 9 11
cis(2;1A)-S2B(26;5) 14 16
cis(2;2A)-S2B(26;3) 61 64
cis(2;2A)-S2B(26;5) 60 52
cis(6,6;5)-S2B(2;2A) 130
cis(6,6)-S2B(2;Fe1) 130
cis(6;1B)-S2B(26;3) 29 34
cis(6;1B)-S2B(26;5) 30 37
cis(6;3B)-S2B(26;3) 40 47
cis(6;3B)-S2B(26;5) 39 46
trans(26;5)-S2B(2;Cys) 83b 86
trans(26;5)-S2B(2;N) 94 99
trans(26,2;5)-S2B(6;3B) 41 35
trans(26,2;5)-S2B(6;N) 33 28
trans(26;3)-S2B(2;Cys) 47 57
trans(2;1A)-S2B(26;3) 0 0
trans(2;1A)-S2B(26;5) 3 4
trans(2;2A)-S2B(6;3) 34 39
trans(2;2A)-S2B(26;5) 41 44
trans(6;1B)-S2B(26;3) 17 22
trans(6;1B)-S2B(26;5) 23 27
trans(6;3B)-S2B(26;3) 6 12
trans(6;3B)-S2B(26;5) 6 13

aQuartet BS-147 state. bDoublet BS-147 state.
Fig. 2 The best E4 structures with relative energies in kJ mol−1 indi-
cated (r2SCAN/TPSSh).
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ing N atom of HNNH forms a hydrogen bond to S3B (2.6 Å).
On the other hand, structures with HNNH pointing in the
opposite direction are appreciably less stable, by 34–44 kJ
mol−1 when HNNH binds to Fe2 and 17–27 kJ mol−1 when it
binds to Fe6. The non-coordinating N atom still forms hydro-
gen bonds to the cluster (2.4 Å to S2A or 2.5 Å to S1B), but Val-
70 and Ser-278 are strongly restricting its movement.

Structures with cis-HNNH binding to Fe2 (e.g. cis(2;1A)-S2B
(26;3) in Fig. 2) are also competitive, 9–16 kJ mol−1 less stable
than the best one, and still with S2B binding to both Fe2 and
Fe6. The non-bonding N atom is still pointing towards S1A,
but no hydrogen bond can form for the cis-isomer of the
ligand. The opposite orientation of HNNH is much less stable,
owing to steric interactions with Val-70 and Ser-278. Likewise,
cis-HNNH binding to Fe6 is quite unfavourable, 29–46 kJ
mol−1 less stable than the best structure.

A structure with NNH2 binding to Fe2 is also competitive,
NNH2(2;1A)-S2B(26,3) in Fig. 2, especially with TPSSh, being
6–15 kJ mol−1 less stable than the best structure. The non-
bonding N atom forms a hydrogen bond to S1A (2.3 Å) and
S2B binds to both Fe2 and Fe6. Structures with the substrate
pointing instead towards S2A (2.3 Å hydrogen-bonding dis-
tance) is ∼50 kJ mol−1 less stable.

The best structure with a half-dissociated S2B ligand is
NNH2(26)-S2B(6;3B) in Fig. 2 with r2SCAN, i.e. with NNH2 brid-
ging Fe2 and Fe6, and with one of the H atoms forming a
hydrogen bond to S2B (2.14 Å H–S distance). S2B is dissociated
from Fe2, but binds to Fe6. Its proton is pointing towards S3B
(2.9 Å distance). The structure with the proton on S2B pointing
in the opposite direction (towards S3B) is essentially degener-
ate, 18 kJ mol−1 less stable than the best trans(2;1A)-S2B(26;3)
structure. With TPSSh, the latter structure is most stable by
16 kJ mol−1, 24 kJ mol−1 less stable than the best structure.

These results are quite similar to what has been observed
in our previous studies: trans-HNNH binding to either Fe2 and
Fe6 is nearly degenerate when S2B remains bound and brid-
ging NNH2 most stable without S2B.38–40 The largest difference
is that the HNNH2 structures are not competitive, being
38–57 kJ mol−1 less stable than the best structures. The reason
may be the extra proton on S2B, which makes the hydrogen
bond between the substrate and S2B less favourable (2.42 Å,
compared to 2.24 Å in our previous study40) and also orients
the substrate so that the hydrogen bond to homocitrate is
worse (1.97 Å, compared to 1.69 Å (ref. 40)). However, the most
important conclusion is that there is no advantage of S2B dis-
sociation in the N2H2-bond E4 state.

E5 state

Next, we added one proton and one electron to consider the E5

state. We studied four variants of the substrate, HNNH2,
NNH3, H2NNH2 (hydrazine) and HNNH3. In the latter two
cases, the substrate has abstracted a proton from homocitrate.
As for E4, we studied both end-on and side-on binding, to Fe2,
Fe6 or both. Likewise, we considered structures with S2B
bound to only Fe2 or Fe6, or to both. The structures are named
as in the previous section and the results are listed in Table 2.

We tried to optimise 45 structures and 39 of them were
obtained. The best (HNNH2(2;1A)-S2B(26;3)) has HNNH2

bound to Fe2, with the non-coordinating NH2 group pointing
towards S1A, forming a hydrogen bond with a H–S1A distance
of 2.22 Å. The structure is most stable in the quintet BS-235
state and is shown in Fig. 3. The other H atom of the NH2

group points towards the backbone NH group of Ser-278 in a
perpendicular manner (2.18 Å H–N distance). S2B binds both
Fe2 and Fe6, with the proton on the S3A side. Dissociating S2B
from Fe2 is strongly unfavourable. Moving the proton to the
other side gives a structure that is 7–8 kJ mol−1 less stable
(HNNH2(2;1A)-S2B(26;5) in Fig. 3). On the other hand, rotating
the substrate around the Fe2–N bond so that the NH2 group
instead forms a hydrogen bond to S2A (2.37 Å), gives a struc-
ture that is 45 kJ mol−1 less stable and S2B dissociates from
Fe2. Likewise, structures with HNNH2 binding to Fe6 are quite
unfavourable (by 32–55 kJ mol−1).

Table 2 Relative energies (kJ mol−1) of the various structures optimised
for the E5 state. All structures are in the quintet BS-235 state unless
otherwise noted

Structure r2SCAN TPSSh

H2NNH2(6;1B)-S2B(26;3) 11 29
H2NNH2(6;1B)-S2B(26;5) 11 24
H2NNH2(6;2B)-S2B(26;3) 9 20
H2NNH2(6;2B)-S2B(26;5) 14 32

H2NNH(26,6)-S2B(2;Cys) 90 82
H2NNH(26,6)-S2B(2;2A) 96 91
H2NNH(2,6)-S2B(6;3B) 113 120
H2NNH(2,6)-S2B(6;1B) 117
H2NNH(2;2B)-S2B(6;3B) 79 93
H2NNH(2,2)-S2B(6;1B) 40 51
HNNH2(6,2)-S2B(2;Cys) 109 112
HNNH2(6,2)-S2B(2;N) 121 114
HNNH2(2,2)-S2B(6;3B) 47 42
HNNH2(2,2)-S2B(6;1B) 37 49
HNNH2(2;2A)-S2B(6;3B) 36 43
HNNH2(2;2A)-S2B(6;1B) 28 35
HNNH2(2;Cys)-S2B(6;1B) 9a 15b

HNNH2(2;1A)-S2B(26;3) 0 0
HNNH2(2;1A)-S2B(26;5) 7 8
HNNH2(2;2A)-S2B(6;1B) 45
HNNH2(2;2A)-S2B(26;5) 67 68
HNNH2(6,6)-S2B(2;Cys) 139 146
HNNH2(6;2B)-S2B(26;3) 47 53
HNNH2(6;2B)-S2B(26;5) 32 55
HNNH3(6;1B)-S2B(26;3) 82 93
HNNH3(6;1B)-S2B(26;5) 76 88
HNNH3(6;3B)-S2B(26;3) 80 80
HNNH3(6;3B)-S2B(26;5) 67 75
NNH3(26)-S2B(2;1A) 140 139
NNH3(26)-S2B(2;2A) 131 134
NNH3(26)-S2B(6;3B) 59 79
NNH3(26)-S2B(6;1B) 53 76
NNH3(2;1A)-S2B(26;3) 137 131
NNH3(2)-S2B(26;5) 143 137
NNH3(6;2B)-S2B(2;2A) 218 243
NNH3(6;1B)-S2B(26;3) 197 214
NNH3(6;1B)-S2B(26;5) 186 197
NNH3(6;3B)-S2B(26;3) 180 190
NNH3(6;3B)-S2B(26;5) 185 191

a BS-247 state. b BS-147 state.
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With r2SCAN, structures with H2NNH2 bound to Fe6 are
competitive, only 8–14 kJ mol−1 less stable than HNNH2(2;1A)-
S2B(26;3). The best is H2NNH2(6;2B)-S2B(26;3) in Fig. 3, in
which one proton on the binding NH2 group points to the
alcohol oxygen of homocitrate (2.11 Å), whereas the two
protons of the non-bonding NH2 group point towards S2B
(2.36 Å) and an acetate oxygen of homocitrate (3.13 Å) but with
far from optimal hydrogen-bond geometries (explaining why
the various conformations have similar energies). With TPSSh,
these structures are 20–32 kJ mol−1 less stable than the best
structure.

The best structure with S2B half-dissociated is HNNH2(2;
Cys)-S2B(6;1B) in Fig. 3, i.e. with HNNH2 binding end-on to
Fe2, the non-bonding NH2 group forming a hydrogen bond to
SG of Cys-275 (2.77 Å) and the proton of the bonding NH
group pointing towards S2B (2.55 Å). S2B binds only to Fe6
with the proton pointing towards S1B. It is only 9–15 kJ mol−1

less stable than the best structure.
Structures with HNNH3 binding to Fe6 are quite unfavour-

able, 67–93 kJ mol−1 less stable than the best structure. They
all have S2B binding to both Fe2 and Fe6. Structures with
NNH3 are strongly unfavourable by 131–243 kJ mol−1. The only
exception are two structures with the unprotonated N atom
bridging Fe2 and Fe6, S2B binding only to Fe6 and the proton
on S2B pointing either two S1B or S3B. They are 53–59
(r2SCAN) or 76–79 kJ mol−1 less stable than the best structure.

Fig. 3 The best E5 structures with relative energies in kJ mol−1 indicated (r2SCAN/TPSSh).

Table 3 Relative energies (kJ mol−1) of the various structures optimised
for the E6 state with an intact N–N. bond. All structures are in the
quartet BS-235 state unless otherwise noted

Structure r2SCAN TPSSh

H2NNH2(2,6)-S2B(2;Cys) 133a 131
H2NNH2(2,6)-S2B(6;3B) 161 148
H2NNH2(2,6)-S2B(6;1B) 173 160
H2NNH2(2;1A)-S2B(6;3B) 118 107
H2NNH2(2;1A)-S2B(26;3) 3 −1
H2NNH2(2;1A)-S2B(26;5) 17 9
H2NNH2(2;2A)-S2B(26;3) 33 27
H2NNH2(2;2A)-S2B(26;5) 25 20
H2NNH2(6;HCA)-S2B(2;2A) 47 52
H2NNH2(6;1B)-S2B(26;3) 13 13
H2NNH2(6;1B)-S2B(26;5) 11 11
H2NNH2(6;3B)-S2B(26;3) 0 0
H2NNH2(6;3B)-S2B(26;5) 1 2
H2NNH3(6;3B)-S2B(26;3) 24 21
H2NNH3(6;3B)-S2B(26;5) 25 23
HNNH3(2;1A)-S2B(26;3) 63 58
HNNH3(2;1A)-S2B(26;5) 71 67
HNNH3(2;2A)-S2B(26;3) 113 103
HNNH3(2;2A)-S2B(26;5) 118 108
HNNH3(6;1B)-S2B(26;3) 95 97
HNNH3(6;1B)-S2B(26;5) 97 100
HNNH3(6;3B)-S2B(26;3) 102 107
HNNH3(6;3B)-S2B(26;5) 103 101
NH3 + NH2(6)-S2B(26,3) 85 93
NH3 + NH(26)-S2B(6,3) 49 −10
a BS-147 state.
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E6 state

We next studied the E6 state by adding another electron and
proton to the E5 state. We considered three variants of the sub-
strate: H2NNH2, HNNH3 or H2NNH3 (in the latter case with
one proton abstracted from homocitrate). In total, 26 struc-
tures were tested and 24 of these were obtained. They are
described in Table 3.

The best structure with r2SCAN, H2NNH2(6;3B)-S2B(26;3) in
Fig. 4, has H2NNH2 bound end-on to Fe2. The two H atoms of
the non-coordinating NH2 group point towards S2B and S3B
with distances of 2.53 and 2.83 Å, respectively. One of the H

atoms of the coordinating NH2 group points towards the
alcohol and acetate O atoms of homocitrate with distances of
2.28 and 2.27 Å, but the two O atoms are also involved in an
internal hydrogen bond (1.42 Å) and a hydrogen bond to the
sidechain NH2 group of Gln-191. S2B bridges Fe2 and Fe6, and
the proton points towards S3A. The structure is most stable in
the quartet BS-235 state. The structure with the proton on S2B
pointing in the opposite direction (H2NNH2(6;3B)-S2B(26;5) in
Fig. 4) is only 1–2 kJ mol−1 less stable.

A structure with the non-bonding NH2 group of the sub-
strate pointing in the opposite direction (H2NNH2(6;1B); with
the H atoms pointing towards S2B and S1B with distances of

Fig. 4 The best E6 structures with relative energies in kJ mol−1 indicated (r2SCAN/TPSSh; * indicates a distinct reference state).
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2.48 and 2.97 Å) is 11–13 kJ mol−1 less stable (e.g.
H2NNH2(6;1B)-S2B(26;5) in Fig. 4). Still a third conformation,
with the non-bonding NH2 group pointing towards homoci-
trate, which leads to dissociation of S2B from Fe6 (H2NNH2(6;
HCA)-S2B(2;2A)), is 47–52 kJ mol−1 less stable than the best
structure and is the most stable structure with a half-disso-
ciated S2B.

Structures with H2NNH2 binding to Fe2 are strongly com-
petitive. The best is H2NNH2(2;1A)-S2B(26;3) in Fig. 4, i.e. with
one H atom of the non-coordinating NH2 group forming a
hydrogen bond to S1A at a distance of 2.32 Å. Both the H
atoms of the coordinating NH2 group point towards S2B, but
with poor hydrogen-bond geometries and distances of 2.61
and 3.00 Å. S2B binds to both Fe2 and Fe6, but with quite
different distances of 2.77 and 2.30 Å. This structure is only
3 kJ mol−1 less stable than the best structure. With TPSSh, it is
actually 1 kJ mol−1 better. In both cases, it is most stable in
the quartet BS-235 state. This probably the most relevant
isomer for the E6 state, considering that the best structures of
the E4 and E5 states had the substrate bound to Fe2. The
corresponding S2B(26;3) structure is 10-14 kJ mol−1 less stable.
Several other conformations of the substrate and the proton
on S2B were also tested and they are 4–30 kJ mol−1 less stable.
We also tested some structures with H2NNH2 bridging Fe2 and
Fe6 and with S2B binding to only one of the Fe ions. However,
they were all unfavourable by 131–173 kJ mol−1.

Two structures with H2NNH3 bound to Fe6 were optimised.
They were 21–25 kJ mol−1 less stable than the best one, indi-
cating that proton transfer from homocitrate is slightly uphill.

Eight structures with HNNH3 binding to either Fe2 or Fe6
were also tested, but they were all unfavourable by 58–118 kJ
mol−1. This shows that hydrazine is the most stable isomer of
the substrate at the E6 state. Again, structures with S2B half-
dissociated seem to be of minor relevance.

We have tried to cleave the N–N bond in the two best struc-
tures (H2NNH2(2;1A)-S2B(26;3) and H2NNH2(2;1A)-S2B(26;3)).
However, the reaction is quite prohibitive with barriers of
90–128 kJ mol−1 and the product is higher in energy than the
starting structures.

For completeness, we also evaluated E6 structures after dis-
sociation of NH3, i.e. structures with only NH bound to the
FeMo cluster. Two structures with NH2 bound to Fe6, after
abstraction of the proton from homocitrate were also con-
sidered. The results are gathered in Table 4.

The most stable state has NH bridging the Fe2 and Fe6
ions, and S2B binding only to Fe6 with the proton pointing
towards S1B (NH(26)-S2B(6;1B) in Fig. 4). A structure with the
proton pointing instead towards S3B is only 4–5 kJ mol−1 less
stable (NH(26)-S2B(6;3B) in Fig. 4). Structures with S2B
binding only to Fe2 are 37–44 kJ mol−1 less stable, whereas
structures with NH binding only to Fe2 or Fe6 are 120–205 kJ
mol−1 less stable. The two structures with NH2 binding to Fe6
are 79–91 kJ mol−1 less stable. Thus, structures with S2B half-
dissociated are important when NH binds to the cluster.
However, compared to the structures with an intact N–N bond,
the HN structures are 31–46 kJ mol−1 less stable (adding the

energy of an isolated NH3 molecule in a water-like continuum
solvent).

E7 state

Next, we added an electron and a proton to reach state E7. We
studied first the H2NNH3 form of the substrate. The results are
gathered in Table 5. The most stable structure has H2NNH3

bound end-on to Fe2 with the non-bonded NH3 group forming
a hydrogen bond to S1A (1.92 Å) and with another of the H
atoms pointing transversely to the backbone N atom of Ser-278
(1.90 Å). S2B bridges Fe2 and Fe6 with the proton on the S3A
side (H2NNH3(2;1A)-S2B(26;3) in Fig. 5). It is most stable in the
triplet BS-147 state. A structure with the S2B proton on the
other side is 10 kJ mol−1 less stable. Structures with the non-
bonding NH3 group pointing in the other direction, forming
hydrogen bonds to S2A and S2B (2.13 and 2.16 Å) and with
one of the NH2 protons forming a hydrogen bond to SG of Cys-
275 (2.68 Å) are 26–43 kJ mol−1 less stable.

Table 4 Relative energies (kJ mol−1) of the various structures optimised
for the E6 state with NH3 dissociated. All structures are in the quartet
BS-235 state unless otherwise noted

Structure r2SCAN TPSSh

NH2(6)-S2B(26;3) 86 79
NH2(6)-S2B(26;5) 87a 82
NH(26)-S2B(2;Cys) 40 37
NH(26)-S2B(2;5A) 44 41
NH(26)-S2B(6;3B) 5 4
NH(26)-S2B(6;1B) 0 0
NH(2;1A)-S2B(26;3) 120 99
NH(2;1A)-S2B(26;5) 127 108
NH(2)-S2B(6;HCA) 160 136
NH(6;1B)-S2B(2;Cys) 205 201
NH(6;3A)-S2B(2;Cys) 192 189
NH(6;3A)-S2B(26;3) 130a 130
NH(6;3A)-S2B(26;5) 142a 130

a BS-147 state.

Table 5 Relative energies (kJ mol−1) of the various structures optimised
for the E7 state with an intact N–N. bond. All structures are in the triplet
BS-147 state unless otherwise noted

Structure r2SCAN TPSSh

H2NNH3(2;1A)-S2B(26;3) 173 149
H2NNH3(2;1A)-S2B(26;5) 183 158
H2NNH3(2;2A)-S2B(26;3) 199 177
H2NNH3(2;2A)-S2B(26;5) 214 192
H2NNH3(6;1B-diss)-S2B(26;3) 168 154
H2NNH3(6;1B-diss)-S2B(26;5) 160a 158
H2NNH3(6;3B)-S2B(26;3) 177a 177
H2NNH3(6;3B)-S2B(26;5) 178 183

NH2(2;1A) + NH3(26)-S2B(6;HCA) 83b 71
NH2(26) + NH3(6;HCA)-S2B(2;Cys) 23b 14
NH2(26) + NH3(6;HCA)-S2B(2;N) 23b 24
NH2(26) + NH3(2;Cys)-S2B(6;1B) 0c 0c

NH2(26) + NH3(diss)-S2B(6;1B) 29b

NH2(2;NH3) + NH3(diss)-S2B(6;HCA) 58c 44b

a BS-235 state. b BS-346 state. c BS-156 state.
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Structures with H2NNH3 bound end-on to Fe6 are only
4–5 kJ mol−1 less stable with r2SCAN, but 28–34 kJ mol−1 less
stable with TPSSh. In the best structure (H2NNH3(6;3B)-S2B
(26;3) in Fig. 5), the non-bonding NH3 group forms hydrogen
bonds to S3B and S2B (2.21 and 2.27 Å). S2B still bridges Fe2
and Fe6, with the proton on the S3A side. If the NH3 group is
moved to the other side, the ligand actually dissociates, giving
a structure that is actually 9 kJ mol−1 more stable than the best
state with r2SCAN but 6 kJ mol−1 less stable with TPSSh.

From the H2NNH3(2;1A)-S2B(26;3) structure, the N–N bond
can easily be cleaved with an activation energy of only 41–50 kJ
mol−1. Therefore, we studied several product (NH2 + NH3)
structures. In the best structure (NH2(26) + NH3(2;1A)-S2B

(6;1B) in Fig. 5), NH2 bridges Fe2 and Fe6, whereas NH3 binds
to Fe2, forming a hydrogen bond to S1A (2.67 Å). S2B binds
only to Fe6, with the proton pointing towards S1B (3.29 Å). It is
most stable in the triplet BS-156 state. This structure is
149–173 kJ mol−1 more stable than the best H2NNH3 structure.
Structures with NH3 instead binding to Fe6 is only 14–23 kJ
mol−1 less stable.

NH3 can dissociate from the FeMo cluster with an acti-
vation energy of only 32 kJ mol−1. Therefore, we also studied
structures without NH3 (i.e. dissociated and excluded from the
calculations). The results are shown in Table 6. The most
stable structure has NH3 bound to Fe6, i.e. with a proton
abstracted from homocitrate (NH3(6;HCA)-S2B(26;3) in Fig. 5).

Fig. 5 The E7 structures with relative energies in kJ mol−1 indicated (r2SCAN/TPSSh; * indicates another reference state).
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One of the protons forms a hydrogen bond to the alcohol O
atom of homocitrate (2.23 Å), whereas another is directed
towards S2B (2.81 Å). The latter atom bridges Fe2 and Fe6 with
the proton on the S3A side. It is most stable in the quintet
BS-235 state. A structure with the S2B proton on the other side
is 2–3 kJ mol−1 less stable (NH3(6;HCA)-S2B(26;5) in Fig. 5).

Structures with NH2 bridging Fe2 and Fe6 are at least
19–24 kJ mol−1 less stable. They have S2B binding to only one
Fe ion, preferably Fe6. Structures with NH2 binding to either
Fe2 or Fe6 (with S2B bridging Fe2 and Fe6) are at least 66–79
or 76–79 kJ mol−1 less stable than the NH3(6;HCA)-S2B(26;3)
structure.

E8 state

Finally, we studied the E8 state with NH3 bound to the FeMo
cluster. The results are collected in Table 7. Four structures are
essentially degenerate (within 5 kJ mol−1). Two have NH3

bound to Fe6 with one of the protons forming a hydrogen
bond to the acetate group of homocitrate (1.87–1.90 Å) and
S2B bridging Fe2 and Fe6 with the proton either on the S3A or
S5A side (NH3(6)-S2B(26;3) and NH3(6)-S2B(26;5) in Fig. 6).
The other two have NH3 bound to Fe2 with the three protons
approximately in the directions of SG of Cys-275, S1A and S2A
(all distances are 3.0–3.2 Å) and S2B bridging Fe2 and Fe6 with
the proton either on the S3A or S5A side (NH3(2)-S2B(26;3) and

NH3(2)-S2B(26;5) in Fig. 6). Structures with S2B binding only
to Fe6 and NH3 to Fe2 are 16–26 kJ mol−1 less stable.
Structures with NH4, where the proton has been abstracted
from homocitrate, are 11–13 (r2SCAN) or 21–22 kJ mol−1

(TPSSh) less stable and in these NH4 has dissociated from the
cluster (and S2B bridges Fe2 and Fe6). All structures are most
stable in the quartet BS-235 state.

Conclusions
We have investigated whether structures with S2B dissociated
from either Fe2 or Fe6 may be involved in the second half of
the reaction mechanism of nitrogenase. As mentioned in the
Introduction, we have previously studied this part of the reac-
tion mechanism assuming either that S2B binds both to Fe2
and Fe6 or that it is fully dissociated from the FeMo
cluster.38,39 However, recent studies have indicated that for the
E2–E4 states, structures with S2B dissociated from either Fe2 or
Fe6 are more stable than structures with a bridging S2B.22,44,45

Therefore, it is of great interest to know how this finding
affects the second half of the reaction mechanism. To make
such a half-dissociation possible, we have added one extra
proton on S2B, compared to the previous studies. Moreover,
we employ two DFT functionals, r2SCAN and TPSSh, which in
previous studies have supported and favoured half-dissociation
of S2B,22,44,45 but also giving accurate results for the FeMo
cluster of nitrogenase.58

Interestingly, we see little advantage of half-dissociation of
S2B. For the E4 and E5 states, such structures are at least 16–24
and 9–15 kJ mol−1 less stable than the best structures with a
bridging S2B, respectively. For the E6 state, structures with a
half-dissociated S2B are disfavoured by 47–52 kJ mol−1.
However, with NH3 dissociated, the best E6 structure has S2B
bound only to Fe6, because the NH ligand takes the Fe2–Fe6
bridging position. On the other hand, our results indicate that
such structures are not involved in the mechanism. The situ-
ation is similar for the E7 state: With an intact N–N bond, only
structures with a bridging S2B ligand is found, whereas after
cleavage of N–N bond, NH2 prefers to bridge between Fe2 and
Fe6, forcing S2B to dissociate from Fe2 in the most stable
state. However, the substrate may also extract a proton from
homocitrate, giving NH3, which prefers to bind to Fe6 and
then S2B goes back to a bridging position. In the E8 state, NH3

may bind either to Fe2 or Fe6, but S2B prefers a bridging posi-
tion by at least 16 kJ mol−1.

Fig. 7 shows our suggested reaction mechanism for nitro-
genase with an extra proton on S2B. It contains only a single
half-dissociated structure, NH2(26) + NH3(2;1A)-S2B(6;1B), and
only intermittently during the E7 state. Therefore, we conclude
that half-dissociation of S2B needs to be considered in the
reaction mechanism of nitrogenase but seems to be of minor
importance during the second half-reaction. The reason for
this may be that there are no states with a bridging hydride
ion in the second half-reaction.

Table 6 Relative energies (kJ mol−1) of the various structures optimised
for the E7 state with NH3 dissociated. All structures are in the quintet
BS-235 state unless otherwise noted

Structure r2SCAN TPSSh

NH2(26)-S2B(2;Cys) 47 35
NH2(26)-S2B(2;N) 54 42
NH2(26)-S2B(6;3B) 24 26
NH2(26)-S2B(6;1B) 26 19
NH2(2)-S2B(26;3) 78a 66
NH2(2)-S2B(26;5) 75a 66
NH2(2;2A)-S2B(6;3B) 217
NH2(6;1B)-S2B(26;3) 77 79
NH2(6;1B)-S2B(26;5) 76 80
NH3(6;HCA)-S2B(26;3) 0 0
NH3(6;HCA)-S2B(26;5) 2 3

a BS-147 state.

Table 7 Relative energies (kJ mol−1) of the various structures optimised
for the E8 state. All structures are in the quartet BS-235 state

Structure r2SCAN TPSSh

NH3(2)-S2B(26;3) 0.6 0
NH3(2)-S2B(26;5) 3 3
NH3(2)-S2B(6;3B) 26 a

NH3(2)-S2B(6;1B) 16 a

NH3(6)-S2B(26;3) 0.0 5
NH3(6)-S2B(26;5) 0.1 5
NH4(diss)-S2B(26;3) 13 22
NH4(diss)-S2B(26;5) 11 21

a Converged to another structure.

Paper Dalton Transactions

11510 | Dalton Trans., 2024, 53, 11500–11513 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2024

 T
hi

s a
rti

cl
e 

is
 li

ce
ns

ed
 u

nd
er

 a
 C

re
at

iv
e 

C
om

m
on

s A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
Li

ce
nc

e.

View Article Online



In this study we have compared the results of two DFT func-
tionals, r2SCAN and TPSSh. The two functionals give similar
results for both structures and relative energies. For example,
mean absolute deviation of the relative energies calculated
with the two methods in Tables 1–7 are 5–10 kJ mol−1 and for
the most stable structures in Fig. 2–6, the maximum difference

in the relative energies is 1–11 kJ mol−1. The only exception is
when different BS states are involved; then the difference can
increase up to 25 kJ mol−1 (for example H2NNH3(2;1A)-S2B
(26;3) in Fig. 5). Thus, the two functionals give quite similar
results although one of them is a meta generalised gradient
approximation functional, whereas TPSSh is a hybrid func-

Fig. 7 Suggested reaction mechanism for nitrogenase, assuming that the S2B ligand is protonated.

Fig. 6 The best E8 structures with relative energies in kJ mol−1 indicated (r2SCAN/TPSSh).
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tional with 10% Hartree–Fock exchange. The two functionals
were selected because they give accurate structures of nitrogen-
ase models58 but they also give a stronger preference of half-
dissociated structures, e.g. compared to pure generalised gradi-
ent approximation functionals like TPSS.45

Finally, we note that the suggested reaction mechanism is
alternating, i.e. the protons are added alternating to the two N
atoms of the substrate, so that HNNH and H2NNH2 are inter-
mediates in the mechanism and that NH3 does not dissociate
until the E7 state. This is in agreement with our previously
suggested mechanism with S2B bridging or dissociated from
the cluster.38,39 On the other hand, the substrate binds prefer-
ably to Fe2, which is in contrast to the previously suggested
mechanism with a bridging S2B,39 where the substrate bound
preferably to Fe6. The difference seems to come from the pro-
tonation of S2B. The protonation state of S2B remains to be
settled, but the previous mechanism with unprotonated S2B
has the advantage that it employs homocitrate as a proton
buffer, which explains why this group is needed for the nitro-
genase reaction.4,85
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Abstract: We have calculated redox potentials of the two metal clusters in Mo-nitrogenase with
quantum mechanical (QM) calculations. We employ an approach calibrated for iron–sulfur clusters
with 1–4 Fe ions, involving QM-cluster calculations in continuum solvent and large QM systems
(400–500 atoms), based on structures from combined QM and molecular mechanics (QM/MM)
geometry optimisations. Calculations on the P-cluster show that we can reproduce the experimental
redox potentials within 0.33 V. This is similar to the accuracy obtained for the smaller clusters,
although two of the redox reactions involve also proton transfer. The calculated P1+/PN redox
potential is nearly the same independently of whether P1+ is protonated or deprotonated, explaining
why redox titrations do not show any pH dependence. For the FeMo cluster, the calculations clearly
show that the formal oxidation state of the cluster in the resting E0 state is MoIIIFeII

3 FeIII
4 , in agreement

with previous experimental studies and QM calculations. Moreover, the redox potentials of the first
five E0–E4 states are nearly constant, as is expected if the electrons are delivered by the same site (the
P-cluster). However, the redox potentials are insensitive to the formal oxidation states of the Fe ion
(i.e., whether the added protons bind to sulfide or Fe ions). Finally, we show that the later (E4–E8)
states of the reaction mechanism have redox potential that are more positive (i.e., more exothermic)
than that of the E0/E1 couple.

Keywords: nitrogenase; redox potential; formal oxidation states; FeMo cluster; P-cluster

1. Introduction
Gaseous nitrogen (N2) is the main component of our atmosphere, but nitrogen is still a

limiting element for plant life and a major ingredient in synthetic fertilisers. The reason for
this is that the triple bond in N≡N is extremely strong and inert, making N2 unavailable for
most plants [1–3]. Industrially, N2 is converted to NH3 by the Born–Haber process, which
was invited in the early 20th century and is considered as a major cause of the human
population explosion [1]. It requires high temperature and pressure.

N2 + 8 e− + 8 H+ + 16 ATP → 2 NH3 + H2 + 16 ADP + 16 Pi (1)

However, a few bacteria and archaea can perform the same conversion at ambi-
ent temperature and pressure. This is accomplished by the enzyme nitrogenase (EC
1.18/19.6.1) [2,4–10]. The reaction is still quite demanding, requiring 16 molecules of ATP,
eight electrons and eight protons [2,4,5]: X-ray crystallographic studies have shown that
nitrogenase contains two unusual iron–sulfur clusters [6–10]. The P-cluster, Fe8S7Cys6, is
essentially two merged [4Fe–4S] clusters with a central sulfide ligand coordinating to six
iron ions (Figure 1a). It is employed for electron transfer from the Fe-protein, which do-
nates the electrons, to the active site. The latter is the FeMo cluster, which is a complicated
MoFe7S9C(homocitrate) cluster, with a central carbide ion (Figure 1b) and connected to
the protein by one cysteine and one histidine residue at the opposite ends of the trigonal

Molecules 2023, 28, 65. https://doi.org/10.3390/molecules28010065 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/molecules
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prismatic cluster. There exist also alternative nitrogenases, in which the Mo ion is replaced
by V or Fe [11].
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Figure 1. The cores of (a) the P-cluster (PN state) and (b) the FeMo cluster (E0 state) with atom
names indicated.

Nitrogenase has been extensively studied by both experimental [2–5,12–17] and com-
putational methods [18–22]. The reaction is normally described by the Lowe–Thorneley
cycle [23], in which eight intermediates are recognised, E0–E8, based on the number of
added electrons and protons. It has been shown that the resting E0 state needs to be reduced
by three or four electrons before the N2 substrate can bind [2,3]. It is believed that the
binding is facilitated by the reductive elimination of H2 from the cluster, explaining why
H2 is a compulsory byproduct of the reaction. However, many details of the reaction are
still unknown and many conflicting mechanisms have been suggested [3,18].

The Lowe–Thorneley cycle emphasizes the importance of electron and proton transfer
in the reaction cycle of nitrogenase. The driving force of electron transfer is the redox
potential. Unfortunately, it is hard to measure redox potentials of the FeMo cluster in
nitrogenase because the reaction cannot be arrested at certain En states [24]. The only
certain redox potential is between the resting E0 state and a one-electron oxidised state,
which is outside the Lowe–Thorneley cycle (we will denote it E−1), −0.042 V [5,24–26]. For
the reduction of the resting state, a redox potential of −0.45 to −0.49 V have been reported,
but they may represent a mixture of reduced states [24,25,27–29].

Redox potentials can also be calculated by computational methods. However, the
accuracy is limited. For redox sites of the same type in variants of the same protein (i.e., from
different organisms or mutations), calculations based on the Poisson–Boltzmann equation
or similar methods may give mean errors of 0.03–0.11 V for relative redox potentials [30–38].
For absolute potentials and sites of different types, quantum mechanical (QM) calculations
are needed and the accuracy is appreciably worse. Typical errors are 0.2–0.6 V [30–34] and
a prediction of the potential of the FeMo cluster had an error of 1.3 V, leading to incorrect
identification of the central carbide ion [39]. Even all-atom QM molecular dynamics and
free-energy calculations did not give an accuracy better than 0.26 V [40].

Recently, we performed a comparison and calibration of various combined QM and
molecular mechanics (QM/MM) methods to estimate redox potentials of 13 iron–sulfur
clusters with 1–4 Fe ions [41]. We showed that the best results were obtained by QM-cluster
calculations in a continuum solvent with a high dielectric constant, using a large QM
model (~300 atoms), based on QM/MM structures. With such an approach, we obtained a
mean absolute error of 0.17 V, after removal of a systematic error of 0.62 V. The maximum
error among the 13 studied potentials was 0.44 V. However, even if the accuracy is rather
mediocre, it is enough to make useful predictions, e.g., what redox couple is employed by
the [4Fe–4S] ferredoxins.
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In this study, we employ this calibrated approach to study redox potentials in nitroge-
nase. We study four issues: First, we examine whether the computational method works
also for the more complicated P- and FeMo clusters in nitrogenase, with redox potentials
that also involve proton transfer. Second, we obtain an independent check of the redox
state and charge state of the FeMo cluster. Third, we examine the recent suggestion that the
E0–E4 states should operate at a nearly constant potential, employing only a single redox
couple [42,43]. Fourth, we study the redox potentials of different reaction mechanisms after
the binding of the substrate (i.e., for the E4–E8 states).

2. Result and Discussion
2.1. Redox Potentials of the P-Cluster

We started the investigation with testing our methodology [41] on the P-cluster to see
if the results are reliable also for the large iron–sulfur clusters in nitrogenase and for redox
reactions involving protonation of the clusters. The P-cluster (Figure 1a) contains eight Fe
ions and the resting PN state has been shown to be the fully reduced FeII

8 state [44–46]. Three
additional states have been experimentally observed, oxidised by 1–3 electrons [44–46].
They are denoted P1+–P3+. Only the first two states are believed to be involved in the
catalytic mechanism, although there are some evidence that also the P2+ state may be
used [46–49]. Crystallographic studies have shown that in the PN state, the cluster is
essentially two [4Fe–4S] clusters merged by the S1 sulfide ion that coordinates to six Fe
ions (cf. Figure 1a). In the P2+ state, Ser-188D becomes deprotonated and coordinates to
Fe6 [48,50,51]. Likewise, the backbone N atom of Cys-88 (the sidechain of which is one of
the ligands to the P-cluster) also becomes deprotonated and coordinates to Fe5 [48,50,51].
This leads to cleavage of the Fe5–S1 and Fe6–S1 bonds. The same structure is expected
for the P3+ state. The structure of the P1+ state is more uncertain, because redox titrations
indicated that only the P2+/P1+ redox-couple is pH-dependent, whereas no evidence was
found for a coupled electron- and proton-transfer for the P1+/PN couple [52,53]. However,
a recent crystal structure was interpreted to contain deprotonated Ser-188D and protonated
Cys-88, although it is probably a mixture of the P1+ and the P2+ states [54–56].

Six states of the P-cluster were considered in this study as are described in Table 1.
Each state was first QM/MM optimised with the small QM system and then subjected to a
single-point energy calculation with the large QM system in a COSMO continuum solvent
with a dielectric constant of 80. The QM/MM structures and the best BS states were taken
from our previous publication [55]. The calculated redox potentials are listed in Table 2
and they are compared to experimentally measured redox potentials [5] in order to gauge
the accuracy of the method when applied to the P-clusters of the nitrogenase. For the P1+

state, we tested three different protonation states.

Table 1. The various states studied for the P-cluster. The table lists an abbreviation (Abb.) for each
state, the protonation status for Cys-88 and Ser-188D (P = protonated, D = deprotonated), the spin
state (S), the BS state (specifying Fe ions with minority spin) and the net charge of the QM systems
(ch; same for both for QM/MM and for the redox calculations).

State Abb. Cys-88 Ser-188 S BS ch

reduced PNH2 P P 0 1247 −4
one-electron oxidised P1+H2 P P 1/2 1247 −3

P1+H P D 1/2 1247 −4
P1+ D D 1/2 1247 −5

two-electron oxidised P2+ D D 4 358 −4
three-electron oxidised P3+ D D 7/2 358 −3
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Table 2. Redox potentials of five redox couples for the P-cluster in V. Eo
calc is the raw redox potentials

from the COSMO calculations, Eo
corr are calculated redox potentials corrected by the mean signed error

(MSE = −0.62 V) from our previous study [41] (i.e., Eo
corr = Eo

calc + 0.62 V), Eo
exp is the experimental

redox potentials [5,24,25,45] and Eo
err is the error for the various calculations. Results with Eo

err < 0.44 V
are marked in bold face.

Redox Couple Eo
calc Eo

corr Eo
exp Eo

err

PNH2 → P1+H2 −0.62 0.00 −0.309 0.31
PNH2 → P1+H −0.60 0.02 −0.309 0.33

P1+H → P2+ −0.48 0.14 <−0.224 a <0.36
P1+ → P2+ −1.69 −1.07 <−0.348 a <0.72
P2+ → P3+ −0.58 0.04 0.09 −0.05

a The measured redox potential for the P2+/P1+ couple is pH dependent, decreasing from −0.224 V at pH 6.0 to
−0.348 V at pH 8.5 (cf. the text) [52].

It can be seen that the redox couples P2+ → P3+ and PNH2 → P1+H give errors of 0.05
and 0.33 V, respectively, compared to experimental potentials. These are within the range of
errors observed in our previous study (maximum error 0.44 V) [41]. This is quite satisfying,
especially considering that one of the considered redox potentials for the P-cluster involves
coupled redox and protonation reaction, whereas the calibration study involved only pure
redox reactions. This gives us confidence to apply the method also to the FeMo cluster.

For the P1+/PN redox potential, the calculated result is essentially independent on
whether we include the proton transfer or not in the calculations (the PNH2 → P1+H2
and PNH2 → P1+H give calculated redox potentials that differ by only 0.02 V). This is
in agreement with the experimental observation that the P1+/PN redox potential is pH-
independent [52,53] and may solve the enigma why redox titrations did not observe
any pH-dependence although crystal structures indicate that a deprotonation should be
involved in this redox reaction [54–56].

For the P1+H → P2+ transition, the comparison with experimental results is somewhat
harder, because the measured redox potential changes with pH, from −0.224 V at pH 6.0
to −0.348 V at pH 8.5 [52]. This has been interpreted to reflect the deprotonation of the
backbone amide group of Cys-88: At very low pH, it is protonated in both the P1+ and P2+

states, whereas at high pH, it is deprotonated in both redox states. At intermediate pH
(i.e., in the measured range), it is protonated in the P1+ state and deprotonated in the P2+

state [52]. Our calculations confirm these suggestions: We obtain a more positive poten-
tial for the P2+/P1+H couple (Eo

corr = 0.1 V) than for the P2+/P1+ couple (Eo
corr = −1.1 V).

However, the restricted pH range of the measured potentials makes it hard to make a more
detailed judgement of the calculated potentials. The experiments indicate that the redox
potential of the pure P1+H → P2+ transition is larger than −0.224 V, indicating an error
of less than 0.36 V for our calculated potential. Likewise, the redox potential of the pure
P1+ → P2+ transition is more negative than −0.348 V, indicating an error of less than 0.72 V.
Thus, our calculations confirm the experimental observation that the P1+ → P2+ transition
involves a proton transfer [52,53], but we cannot obtain any detailed estimate of the error
for this redox couple.

2.2. Accuracy of the Redox Potential of the FeMo Cluster and Oxidation Level of the Cluster
As mentioned above, only two experimental redox potentials have been reported

for the FeMo cluster [24,25]. A potential of −0.042 V has been measured between the
resting state and a one-electron oxidised state [26,45] (not involved in the normal reaction
mechanism). Redox potentials for more reduced states are harder to measure, because
reduction starts substrate or proton reduction. No firm measurement is available, but the
potential between the resting state and a steady-state reduced state (which my represent
more than one reduced state) has been estimated in four studies between −0.45 and
−0.49 V [24,25,27–29]. In two cases, another potential of −0.30 to −0.32 V was also reported,
but it may come from the P-cluster [24].
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For the FeMo cluster, we wanted to study two related questions, viz. whether we can
reproduce these potentials with our QM calculations, within the accuracy of the method,
and whether we can identify the correct redox couple of the FeMo cluster. Recent Mössbauer,
anomalous dispersion and QM investigations have suggested that the resting E0 state of
the FeMo cluster is in the MoIIIFeII

3 FeIII
4 oxidation state [13,42,57,58]. However, this gives a

large net negative charge of the cluster and its direct ligands (−5 e), which is only partly
neutralised by two nearby arginine residues. Moreover, protonation energies of various
groups of the FeMo cluster are unexpectedly large [59,60]. Therefore, an independent
confirmation of the oxidation-state assignment is desirable.

To this end, twelve states of the FeMo cluster were considered, described in Table 3.
We studied the resting E0 state, together with the one-electron oxidised and one-electron
reduced states. For the latter, we considered both a structure with no protons added and
a state with a proton added on the S2B µ2 bridging sulfide ion, as has been suggested by
several QM investigations [18,59] and is also supported by experimental studies [61,62]. For
the standard oxidation-state assignment (MoIIIFeII

3 FeIII
4 for E0), these states are denoted E0,

E−1, E1 and E1H. In addition, we considered two alternative charge states, either with two
more or two electrons less (experimentally the resting state is a quartet [2,3], i.e., with an
odd number of electrons, so electrons need to be added or removed in pairs). These states
are called A0, A−1, A1 and A1H when two electrons were added (i.e., giving MoIIIFeII

5 FeIII
2

for the A0 state) and R0, R−1, R1 and R1H when two electrons were removed (i.e., giving
MoIIIFeII

1 FeIII
6 for the R0 state; note that R1 = E−1 and A−1 = E1). The calculated redox

potentials are listed in Table 4.

Table 3. States studied for the resting, one-electron reduced or one-electron oxidised states of the
FeMo cluster. The table lists the protonation status of the S2B atom (P = protonated, D = deprotonated),
the spin state (S), the BS state (specifying Fe ions with minority spin), and the net charge of the QM
systems (ch; same for both for QM/MM and for the redox calculations).

State S2B S BS ch

R−1 D 1 235 0
R0 D 3/2 235 −1
R1 D 2 235 −2

R1H P 2 235 −1
E−1 D 1 235 −2
E0 D 3/2 235 −3
E1 D 2 235 −4

E1H P 2 235 −3
A−1 D 2 235 −4
A0 D 3/2 235 −5
A1 D 2 235 −6

A1H P 2 235 −5

It can be seen that with the standard charge state (MoIIIFeII
3 FeIII

4 for E0), our calculations
reproduce the two experimental redox potentials with errors of 0.17 and 0.19 V, i.e., well
within the error range observed in our previous study (maximum error 0.44 V) [41] and
also for the P-cluster. However, the good results are observed only if it is assumed that the
reduction of E0 is accompanied by the uptake of by a proton (i.e., E0 → E1H; for E0 → E1,
the error is 0.6 V), showing that the calculations confirm that a proton transfer is involved
in the redox reaction.

If we instead consider a FeMo cluster with two electrons less (i.e., with a MoIIIFeII
1 FeIII

6
assignment for the resting state, here called R0), the calculated potentials reproduce the
experimental redox potentials worse: The R−1 → R0 transition gives and error of 2.0 V,
much larger than the maximum error in our previous study [41], whereas R0 → R1H gives
an error of 0.43 V.
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Table 4. Redox potentials for various redox couples of the FeMo cluster in V. Eo
calc is the raw redox

potentials, Eo
corr = Eo

calc + 0.62 V (the MSE in our previous study [41]), Eo
exp is the experimental redox

potentials (for the E0/E1 couple, we used −0.47 V, which is in the middle of the range of reported
values) [5,24,25,27–29] and Eo

err is the error for the various calculations. Results with Eo
err < 0.44 V are

marked in bold face.

Transition Eo
calc Eo

corr Eo
exp Eo

err

R−1 → R0 1.31 1.93 −0.042 1.98
R0 → R1 0.42 1.04 (−0.47) 1.51

R0 → R1H −0.66 −0.04 −0.47 0.43
E−1 → E0 −0.49 0.13 −0.042 0.17
E0 → E1 −1.69 −1.07 (−0.47) −0.60

E0 → E1H −1.28 −0.66 −0.47 −0.19
A−1 → A0 −6.88 −6.29 −0.042 −6.21
A0 → A1 −3.46 −2.84 (−0.47) −2.37

A0 → A1H −1.57 −0.95 −0.47 −0.48

Likewise, if we instead add two extra electrons (MoIIIFeII
5 FeIII

2 for the resting state),
we get a very large error (over 6 V) for the A−1 → A0 potential. For the A0 → A1H
transition, the error is smaller, −0.48 V, but it is still somewhat larger than the maximum
error observed in our calibration study. Thus, our calculations confirm that MoIIIFeII

3 FeIII
4

is the proper redox assignment for E0. Apparently, the E−1/E0 redox potential is more
sensitive to the involved redox couple than the E0/E1H potential. The calculations also
confirm that the E1 state is protonated.

2.3. Redox Potentials of the E0–E4 States of the FeMo Cluster
Next, we studied also the E0–E4 states of the FeMo cluster from Lowe–Thorneley

reaction cycle. The aim was to examine the suggestion that all the E0–E4 states should have
similar redox potentials, because they use only two formal redox states, MoIIIFeII

3 FeIII
4 and

MoIIIFeII
4 FeIII

3 [42,43]. This is suggested to be accomplished by the added protons, which
bind to Fe ions in the E2 and E4 states, thereby formally becoming hydride ions and chang-
ing the oxidation state of the Fe ions by two. Thus, the five states E0–E4 would formally be
FeII

3 FeIII
4 , FeII

4 FeIII
3 H+, FeII

3 FeIII
4 H+H−, FeII

4 FeIII
3 H+

2 H− and FeII
3 FeIII

4 H+
2 H−

2 (leaving out Mo,
which always is in the +III state).

We used mainly structures from previous studies [59,63–67] and included a few al-
ternative structures for each state (except for E0 and E1H, for which there is a reasonable
consensus), to see if we can discriminate between different possibilities using the redox
potentials. The various structures are described in Table 5 (they are also shown in Figure S3)
and the calculated redox potentials are listed in Table 6. We use the redox potential of the
E0/E1H couple as a reference (∆Eo

calc = Eo
calc − ∆Eo

calc(E0/E1H)) to judge if all transitions
have similar redox potentials.

Table 5. Structures studied for the E0–E8 states of the FeMo cluster. The table lists the protonated
atoms or the added substrate, the spin state (S), the BS state (specifying the Fe ions with minority spin),
and the net charge of the QM systems (ch; same for both for QM/MM and for the redox calculations).

State Protonated Atoms/Substrate S BS ch

E0 – 3/2 235 −3
E1H S2B(3) 2 235 −3
E2H2 S2B(3), Fe2/6(5) 3/2 247 −3
E2H2

′ S2B (dissoc from Fe2), Fe2/6(5) 3/2 247 −3
E2H2” S2B(3), S5A(3) 3/2 247 −3
E3H3 S2B(3), Fe2/6(5), Fe3/7(2) 1 14 −3
E3H3

′ S2B(3), Fe2/6(5), Fe5 1 14 −3
E4H4 S2B(3), Fe2/6(3), Fe3/7(2), S5A(3) 1/2 14 −3
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Table 5. Cont.

State Protonated Atoms/Substrate S BS ch

E4H4
′ S2B(3), Fe2/6(5), Fe3/7(2), S5A(3) 1/2 14 −3

E4H4” S2B(5), Fe2/6(5), Fe3/7(2), S5A(2) 1/2 14 −3
E4H4”′ S2B(3), Fe2/6(3), Fe6, Fe5 1/2 14 −3

With S2B still bound
E4N2H2 HNNH2 (proton from HCA) 1/2 147 −3
E5N2H3 H2NNH2 (proton from HCA) 1 147 −3
E6N2H4 NH2 + NH3 (proton from HCA) 1/2 147 −3
E6NH NH2 (proton from HCA) 1/2 147 −3
E7NH2 NH3 (proton from HCA) 1 147 −3
E8NH3 NH3 1/2 147 −3

With S2B dissociated
E4N2H2

′ NNH2 1/2 147 −1
E5N2H3

′ HNNH2 1 147 −1
E6N2H4

′ H2NNH2 1/2 147 −1
E7N2H5

′ NH2 + NH3 0 147 −1
E7NH2

′ NH2 1 147 −1
E8NH3

′ NH3 1/2 147 −1

Table 6. Calculated redox potentials for the E0–E8 states of the FeMo cluster. The last column (∆Eo
calc)

reports the difference in the calculated redox potential compared to that of the E0 → E1H transition.
Redox potentials for the most favourable structures of the first four transitions are shown in bold face.

Transition Eo
calc ∆Eo

calc

E0 → E1H −1.28 0.00
E1H → E2H2 −1.20 0.08
E1H → E2H2

′ −1.45 −0.17
E1H → E2H2” −1.29 0.00
E2H2 → E3H3 −1.47 −0.19
E2H2 → E3H3

′ −1.81 −0.53
E3H3 → E4H4 −0.87 0.41
E3H3 → E4H4

′ −1.10 0.18
E3H3 → E4H4” −1.34 −0.06
E3H3 → E4H4”′ −1.49 −0.21

With S2B
E4N2H2 → E5N2H3 −0.15 1.13
E5N2H3 → E6N2H4 −0.87 0.41

E6NH → E7NH2 0.74 2.02
E7NH2 → E8NH3 −0.71 0.57

Without S2B
E4N2H2

′ → E5N2H3
′ −0.31 0.97

E5N2H3
′ → E6N2H4

′ −1.07 0.20
E6N2H4

′ → E7N2H5
′ 1.37 2.65

E7NH2
′ → E8NH3

′ −1.09 0.19

In our previous studies, we found that with the TPSS functional, the best E2H2 struc-
ture has a proton on S2B and a hydride ion bridging Fe2 and Fe6 [59,64]. It can be seen
that the estimated redox potential for the E1H → E2H2 transition is similar to that of the
E0 → E1H transition, only 0.08 V less negative. This confirms the conjecture that the FeMo
cluster in the early En states should have a constant redox potential.

If we instead use another structure for the E2H2 state with the extra two protons
bound to S2B and as a hydride ion bridging Fe2 and Fe6, but with S2B dissociated from
Fe2 (but not from Fe6; called E2H2

′), the redox potential for the E1H → E2H2
′ transition

decreases by 0.25 V. This simply reflects that with TPSS-D4/def2-SV(P) and the 399-atom
redox model, the E2H2

′ structure is 0.25 eV (24 kJ/mol) less stable than the E2H2 structure.
For the 184-atom QM/MM model, the difference is 15 kJ/mol. In our previous study, we
showed that the relative stability of the structures with the protonated S2B group bridging
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Fe2 and Fe6 or dissociated from one of the two iron ions depends on what DFT functional is
used [64]. For example, with the TPSSh functional, the E2H2

′ structure is instead 11 kJ/mol
more stable. Consequently, the redox potentials will also depend on the QM method used,
with differences of ~0.3 V.

If we instead use a structure for the E2H2 state with the two protons on S2B and
S5A (E2H2”), the calculated redox potential is 0.08 V more negative than with the most
stable E2H2 state. Again, this reflects that this protonation state is 9 kJ/mol less stable.
However, it also shows that the formal oxidation states in the FeMo cluster have only a
minor influence on the redox potential. The E2H2” state involves two protons on sulfide
groups and therefore represents a doubly reduced formal FeII

5 FeIII
2 H+

2 state in contrast to the
FeII

3 FeIII
4 H+H− state for E2H2 and E2H2

′. This shows that as long as the various protonation
states have similar relative energies, they will also have similar redox potentials, showing
that there is no major difference between different formal oxidation states of the Fe ions.
This is in line with suggestions by Dance, who has pointed out that it is misleading to make
a sharp contrast between protons on sulfides and hydride ions on Fe ions, because there is
only a small difference in the charge populations on the H atom [18].

For the E3H3 state, we used a structure with the third proton bridging Fe3 and Fe7 (in
addition a proton on S2B and a hydride ion bridging Fe2 and Fe6). The estimated redox
potential for the E2H2 → E3H3 transition is 0.19 V more negative than that of the E0 → E1H
transition. This is well within the maximum error in our calibration study 0.44 V [41], and
therefore still in agreement with the expectation that the electrons can be donated to the
FeMo cluster at a constant redox potential. We tested also another structure, taken from
our previous systematic study [59], in which the third proton bound to Fe5 instead (E3H3

′).
It gave a 0.35 V more negative redox potential (i.e., further away from that of the E0 → E1H
transition), reflecting that this structure is less stable. Interestingly, we found in contrast to
our previous study that the broken-symmetry BS-14 state was more favourable for both
these structures with the large QM model used in the redox calculations (but only for the
best structure with the smaller QM/MM-optimised model).

For the E3H3 → E4H4 transition, our estimated redox potential is 0.41 V more positive
than that of the E0 → E1H transition. This is within the maximum error in our calibration
study [41], but considering that the redox potential of the E2H2/E3H3 couple was a bit to
negative and this redox potential is a bit too positive, it might indicate that we have not
yet found the best structure for the E3 state. For E4H4, we employed the best structure
in our previous investigation of this state [63], viz. a structure with two protons on S2B
and S5A and two hydride ions bridging Fe2/6 and Fe3/7. There are several possible
conformations of such a structure. The best one has all H atoms pointing towards S3A,
except the Fe3/7 hydride, which points towards S2B (all structures are shown in Figure S3).
If we instead use a structure with the Fe2/6 hydride on the other side of S2B, i.e., the same
face as the Fe2/6 hydride, the redox potential becomes 0.23 V more negative, reflecting
that such a structure is 22 kJ/mol less stable. If we instead use the structure suggested by
Hoffman and coworkers [2,21], i.e., with all four H atoms on the same face of the cluster
(i.e., the two protons on S2B and S5A pointing in the opposite direction compared to E4H4
and E4H4

′ structures), the redox potential becomes even more negative by 0.24 V. Likewise,
if we use the best structure in our first investigation of the E4H4 state [59] (with H atoms on
S2B, Fe2/6, Fe5 and Fe6), the redox potential becomes 0.15 V even more negative, reflecting
that this structure is 59 kJ/mol less stable than the best state.

In conclusion, we find that for all four calculated redox potentials for the E0–E4 states
are similar, within 0.41 V, i.e., within the accuracy of our method. This confirm the expecta-
tion that the redox potentials should be similar [42,43] so that they can accept electrons from
the same source. However, the results are very sensitive to which structures are employed
and which QM method and broken-symmetry state is used. On the other hand, we show
that the formal oxidation states of the Fe ions (the number of protons on sulfide ions or
hydride ions on Fe) is less important for the redox potentials, contrary to the suggestion
that the redox potential depends on the formal oxidation state of the Fe ions [43,68].
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2.4. Redox Potentials of the E4–E8 States of the FeMo Cluster
Finally, we studied also redox potentials of the FeMo cluster in the later part of the

reaction, after binding of N2 and its protonation to N2H2. In previous studies, we have
suggested thermodynamically stable structures for the E4N2H2 to E8NH3 states, either
with S2B bound or dissociated from the cluster [65–67]. We use these structures also in this
study. They are described in Table 5 and are shown in Figure S3. In Table 6, the calculated
redox potentials for both scenarios are presented.

It can be seen that both with and without S2B, the calculated redox potentials are
all less negative than that for the E0/E1H couple, by 0.2–2.65 V. This reflects that once
N2H2 has been formed, the following reactions are quite facile. Electrons tend to move
towards sites with a more positive redox potential. Therefore, redox potentials that are
more positive than those of the E0/E1H couple indicate that the electron transfer is more
exothermic than in the E0 → E1 step. Thus, the electron transfers of the E4–E8 steps of
the nitrogenase reaction are more downhill than those of the E0–E4 reactions. However,
it might also indicate that the assumption that the bound N2 directly is protonated may
be incorrect. In fact, the first protonation of N2 is the hardest step in the reduction of N2
to ammonia [69], and it is possible that it requires further reduction of the FeMo cluster
before it is feasible (this part of the reaction was not studied in our previous studies). Our
results indicate that this should be further studied.

The relative sizes of the four redox potentials for the E4–E8 states are also rather
independent on whether S2B remains bound or is dissociated: The potentials of the first
and third steps E4 → E5 and E6 → E7 are most positive, especially the latter, whereas the
redox potentials of the other two steps are closer to that of the E0/E1H couple. For the four
reductions with S2B still bound, our calculated redox potentials are 1.13, 0.41, 2.02 and
0.57 V, whereas with S2B dissociated, the four calculated redox potentials are 0.97, 0.20,
2.65 and 0.19 V (i.e., with a somewhat larger variation). The similarity of the trends for
the two sets of potentials is conspicuous considering that the N–N bond is cleaved in the
E5N2H3 → E6N2H4 transition with S2B bound, but in the E6N2H4 → E7N2H5 transition
when S2B has dissociated.

In conclusion, our results show that later part of the reaction mechanism of Mo-
nitrogenase give redox reactions that are more exothermic than that of the E0/E1H redox
couple. Thus, we see no evidence that a stronger driving force is needed for the reaction, as
has been suggested by Siegbahn [22]. Moreover, there is no large difference between the
mechanisms with S2B bound or dissociated.

3. Methods
3.1. The Protein

The calculations were based on the 1.0-Å crystal structure of Mo nitrogenase from
Azotobacter vinelandii (PDB code 3U7Q) [8]. The setup of the protein is identical to that of our
previous studies [60,63,69,70]. The entire heterotetramer was considered in the calculations
and the quantum mechanical (QM) calculations were concentrated on the FeMo clusters in
the C subunit because there is a buried imidazole molecule from the solvent rather close
to the active site (~11 Å) in the A subunit. The metal clusters not involved in the QM
calculations were modelled by MM in the fully reduced and E0 resting states, respectively,
using a QM charge model [70]. The protonation states of all residues were the same as
before [70], and the homocitrate ligand was modelled in the singly protonated state with
a proton shared between the hydroxyl group (O7 that coordinates to Mo) and the O1
carboxylate atom [57,70]. The protein was solvated in a sphere with a radius of 65 Å around
the geometrical centre of the protein. Cl− and Na+ ions were added to an ionic strength of
0.2 M [71]. The final system contained 133 915 atoms. For the protein, we used the Amber
ff14SB force field [72] and water molecules were described by the TIP3P model [73]. The
metal sites [70,74] were treated by a non-bonded model [75] and charges were obtained
with the restrained electrostatic potential method [76].
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3.2. QM Calculations
All QM calculations were performed with the Turbomole software (version 7.5) [77].

All calculations were performed with the TPSS [78] functional with the def2-SV(P) basis
set [79], a combination that gave the best relative redox potentials in our previous study
(lowest mean absolute deviation and maximum error, after removal of the mean signed
error; B3LYP or larger basis sets gave more than twice as large mean absolute deviations
and maximum errors, but a slightly smaller mean signed error) [41]. The calculations were
sped up by expanding the Coulomb interactions in an auxiliary basis set, the resolution-of-
identity (RI) approximation [80,81]. Empirical dispersion corrections were included with
the DFT-D4 approach [82], as implemented in Turbomole. QM calculations were performed
on both the FeMo cluster and the P-cluster, and two different sizes of the QM systems
were employed, one smaller for QM/MM geometry optimisations and one larger for the
redox-potential calculations.

In the QM/MM geometry optimisations, the P-cluster was modelled as Fe8S7Cys6,
with the five of the Cys ligands modelled by CH3S− , whereas Cys–88 was modelled by
CH3CONHCH2CH2S−, because the backbone amide group is deprotonated and coor-
dinates to Fe5 in some the more oxidised states. Likewise, Ser-188D (i.e., belonging to
subunit D, rather than C for all the other numbered residues) was included in the model
as CH3OH because it is deprototated and coordinates to Fe6 in the oxidised states. The
model contained 64 atoms for the fully protonated state and it is shown in Figure S1a in
the Supporting Information. All QM/MM structures of the P-cluster were taken from our
previous study [55].

The FeMo cluster was modelled by MoFe7S9C(homocitrate)(CH3S) (imidazole) in the
QM/MM calculations, where the two last groups are models of Cys-275 and His-442. In
addition, all groups that form hydrogen bonds to the FeMo cluster were also included in
the QM model, viz. Arg-96, Gln-191 and His-195 (sidechains), Ser-278 and Arg-359 (both
backbone and sidechain, including the CA and C and O atoms from Arg-277), Gly-356,
Gly-357 and Leu-358 (backbone, including the CA and C and O atoms from Ile-355), as well
as two water molecules. Finally, the sidechains of Glu-380, Val-70 and Phe-381 were also
included. This QM system involved 191 atoms and is shown in Figure S1b.

For the redox-potential calculations, we used the largest QM system suggested in our
previous investigation [41]. It included all functional groups in the proteins with any atom
within 3.5 Å of a minimal QM system, consisting of all metal and sulfide ions together with
all direct ligands (Cys, His and homocitrate). These QM systems were set up using our
local program for BigQM calculations (changepdb) [83]. They contained ~400 atoms for the
FeMo cluster and ~500 atoms for the P-cluster, and are shown in Figure S2. The calculations
were based on the QM/MM-optimised structures.

In the redox calculations, the QM system was immersed into a continuum solvent,
employing the conductor-like screening model (COSMO) [84,85] implemented in Turbo-
mole. The default optimised COSMO atomic radii and a water solvent radius of 1.3 Å
were employed to construct the solvent-accessible surface cavity [86], whereas a radius of
2.0 Å was used for Fe and Mo [87]. Structures for the QM + COSMO calculations were
taken directly from the QM/MM calculations without further optimisation. The dielectric
constant was 80, which gave the best redox potentials in our previous study [41].

Redox potentials (E/) were calculated according to

E/ = E(ox) − E(red) − c (2)

where E(ox) and E(red) are the energies of the oxidised and reduced states, and c is a
correction factor (4.28 eV) to place the potentials on the scale of the standard hydrogen
electrode [88]. The actual value of this factor has been much discussed and values between
4.05–4.44 eV have been suggested [88,89]. To avoid this problem, we use the method
calibrated in our previous study to 13 different iron–sulfur clusters [41]. Therefore, we
subtract from the c constant the mean signed error (MSE) obtained in this calibration study,
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MSE = −0.62 V or we subtract the calculated potential of the E0 → E1 transition from the
redox potentials of the other states.

In some cases, it is known or assumed that the cluster takes up a proton during or
after the electron transfer. In those cases, it was assumed that the proton comes from an
imidazole molecule, studied with the same QM method in a COSMO continuum solvation
solvent with the dielectric constant of water (80). Thus, we assume that the proton comes
from a group with a pKa close to 7 (6.95). This changes the calculated redox potentials
by −12.47 V.

The electronic structure of all QM systems was obtained with the broken-symmetry
(BS) approach [90]: Each of the seven or eight Fe ions was modelled in the high-spin state,
with either a surplus of α or β spin. Such a state can be selected in many different ways,
giving rise to different BS states, which are specified by giving the number of the Fe ions
with minority spin (the numbering of the Fe ions is shown in Figure 1) [55,60]. The various
BS states were obtained either by swapping the coordinates of the Fe ions [91] or with the
fragment approach by Szilagyi and Winslow [92].

3.3. QM/MM Calculations
QM/MM calculations were performed with the COMQUM software [93,94]. In this

approach, the protein and solvent are split into two subsystems: System 1 (the QM region)
was relaxed by QM methods. System 2 contained the remaining part of the protein and the
solvent, and it was kept fixed at the original coordinates (equilibrated crystal structure [70],
to avoid the risk that different calculations end up in different local minima).

In the QM calculations, system 1 was represented by a wavefunction, whereas all
the other atoms were represented by an array of partial point charges, one for each atom,
taken from the MM setup. Thereby, the polarisation of the QM system by the surroundings
is included in a self-consistent manner (electrostatic embedding). When there is a bond
between systems 1 and 2 (a junction), the hydrogen link-atom approach was employed:
The QM system was capped with hydrogen atoms, the positions of which are linearly
related to the corresponding carbon atoms (carbon link atoms, CL) in the full system [93,95].
All atoms were included in the point-charge model, except the CL atoms [96]. ComQum
employs a subtractive scheme with van der Waals link-atom corrections [97]. No cut-off is
used for the QM and QM–MM interactions. The geometry optimisations were continued
until the energy change between two iterations was less than 2.6 J/mol (10−6 a.u.) and the
maximum norm of the Cartesian gradients was below 10−3 a.u.

4. Conclusions
In this study, we have investigated what information we can get from calculated redox

potentials of the two metal clusters in Mo-nitrogenase. We employ our calibrated approach
to calculate redox potentials for iron–sulfur clusters involving QM-cluster calculations in
a continuum solvent with large QM models (400–500 atoms), based on structures from
QM/MM optimisations [41]. We obtain several interesting results:

The calculations on the P-cluster show that our method gives approximately the same
accuracy as for the simple iron–sulfur clusters with 1–4 Fe ions, with a maximum error of
0.33 V (0.44 V in our previous study [41]). This shows that the calculations are accurate also
for the larger P-cluster and for redox reactions that include proton transfers.

The calculations confirm that the P1+ → P2+ transition involves a proton transfer (i.e.,
P1+H → P2+), as is also suggested by electrochemical and crystallographic
studies [8,48,50,51,54–56].

The calculations show that the P1+H2/PNH2 and P1+H/PNH2 redox couples give
very similar redox potentials, which may explain the experimental enigma that redox
titrations do not show any pH dependence of the P1+/PN redox potential [52,53], although
crystal structures indicate that also the PN → P1+ transition should involve a proton
transfer [54–56].
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For the FeMo-cluster, the calculations unambiguously identify MoIIIFeII
3 FeIII

4 as the
proper formal oxidation state for the resting E0 state of the protein. This provides an
independent confirmation of this oxidation state, also suggested by previous experimental
and QM studies [13,42,57,58].

The calculations agree with experiments only if it is assumed that a proton is taken up
together with the electron in the E0 → E1 reaction.

The calculations confirm that the E0 to E4H4 states all have similar redox potentials
(within 0.41 V, i.e., lower than the estimated maximum error of the method), as expected
for a site that should receive electrons from the same donor.

However, there is no major difference in the redox potentials between structures
with protons on the µ2-bridging sulfide ions or hydride ions on the Fe ions (for E2H2 the
difference is only 0.08 V). This shows that there is only minor differences between hydrogen
atoms bound to S or Fe ions, as previously has been advocated by Dance [18] and that the
formal oxidation states of the Fe ions are no good indicators of the redox potentials.

The redox potentials of the later steps of the reaction mechanism (E4N2H2 to E8) are
more positive than that of the resting state (E0/E1H), showing that the reactions are more
exothermic. The trends in the potentials do not change if S2B remains bound to the cluster
or if it dissociates. This shows that there is no need of a significantly more negative potential
for the Fe protein than measured.

The calculated redox potentials strongly depend on the structures used (the positions
of the added protons), the broken-symmetry states and the QM method employed.

Thus, our calculations show that quite strong predictions can be provided by redox-
potential calculations, even if the accuracy is rather poor compared to experimental mea-
surements (a maximum error of 0.44 V), provided that the calculations are calibrated so
that the expected errors are known. Such calculations can also identify possible problems
in suggested reaction mechanisms. Our calculations also allow us to identify what redox
reactions involve coupled electron and proton transfer, which is crucial to identify the
detailed reaction mechanism of nitrogenase. Moreover, we have been able to explain the
enigma why the P1+/PN redox potential is not pH dependent [52,53], although the crystal
structures show that the a deprotonation reaction is involved [54–56].

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https:
//www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/molecules28010065/s1, Figure S1: Structures of the P-cluster and
the FeMo cluster, illustrating the QM systems used in the QM/MM geometry optimisations, as well
as the names of the nearby residues; Figure S2: Models used for the redox calculations of the P-cluster
and the FeMo cluster; Figure S3: Structures used for the E0–E8 states of the FeMo cluster.
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ABSTRACT: Nitrogenase is the only enzyme that can cleave the
strong triple bond in N2, making nitrogen available for biological life.
There are three isozymes of nitrogenase, di!ering in the composition of
the active site, viz., Mo, V, and Fe-nitrogenase. Recently, the first crystal
structure of Fe-nitrogenase was presented. We have performed the first
combined quantum mechanical and molecular mechanical (QM/MM)
study of Fe-nitrogenase. We show with QM/MM and quantum-
refinement calculations that the homocitrate ligand is most likely
protonated on the alcohol oxygen in the resting E0 state. The most
stable broken-symmetry (BS) states are the same as for Mo-nitrogenase,
i.e., the three Noodleman BS7-type states (with a surplus of β spin on
the eighth Fe ion), which maximize the number of nearby
antiferromagnetically coupled Fe−Fe pairs. For the E1 state, we find that protonation of the S2B μ2 belt sulfide ion is most
favorable, 14−117 kJ/mol more stable than structures with a Fe-bound hydride ion (the best has a hydride ion on the Fe2 ion)
calculated with four di!erent density-functional theory methods. This is similar to what was found for Mo-nitrogenase, but it does
not explain the recent EPR observation that the E1 state of Fe-nitrogenase should contain a photolyzable hydride ion. For the E1
state, many BS states are close in energy, and the preferred BS state di!ers depending on the position of the extra proton and which
density functional is used.

■ INTRODUCTION
Nitrogen is crucial in sustaining life on Earth, being a
component of all amino acids and nucleic acids. Although
N2 constitutes 78% of the Earth’s atmosphere, nitrogen
remains a limiting factor for plant growth and is a main
component in artificial fertilizers.1 The reason is that plants
cannot metabolize N2 because it involves a strong and inert
triple bond. The industrial conversion of nitrogen to ammonia
occurs through the energy-intensive Haber−Bosch process,
which involves high temperatures and pressures and accounts
for almost 2% of the world’s total energy consumption.2
Nitrogenase (EC 1.18/19.6.1) is the only enzyme that can

cleave the N−N bond in N2 and convert it to ammonia. It
functions under ambient temperature and pressure. Nitro-
genase exists in three forms: Mo-nitrogenase, V-nitrogenase,
and Fe-only nitrogenase. Mo-nitrogenase is the most prevalent
form, with the highest N2-reducing activity.1,3−9

Crystal structures of Mo-nitrogenase have been known since
199210,11 and of V-nitrogenase since 2017.12 However, the first
crystal structure of Fe-only nitrogenase was published this
year,13 and a cryogenic electron microscopy structure has also
been presented.14 The studies have shown that all nitrogenases
involve two proteins: the Fe protein and the Mo/V/FeFe
protein. Electrons are supplied by the Fe protein, which also
binds two ATP molecules. This binding triggers docking to the
other protein and facilitates electron transfer. Hydrolysis of the

ATP molecules induces the dissociation of Fe protein, thereby
enabling further electron transfers. The MoFe protein is a α2β2

heterotetramer, whereas the VFe and FeFe proteins are α2β2γ2
heterohexamers, with one extra subunit. These proteins
contain an Fe8S7Cys6 cluster called the P-cluster, which is
used for electron transfer. In addition, they contain the active
site, which is slightly di!erent for the three types of
nitrogenases. Mo-nitrogenase contains a catalytic MoFe7S9C-
(homocitrate) cluster, known as the FeMo cluster, V-
nitrogenase contains a VFe7S8C(CO3)(homocitrate) cluster
(FeV cluster), whereas Fe-only nitrogenase contains a
Fe8S9C(homocitrate) cluster (the FeFe cluster, as shown in
Figure 1a). In all three cases, the active-site cluster is
coordinated to the protein via a cysteine and a histidine
residue.10,11,15−17

The nitrogenases catalyze the reaction
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although all three enzymes under normal N2 pressure produce
more H2 and therefore consume more electrons, protons, and
ATP molecules. The mechanism is commonly described by the
Lowe−Thorneley scheme, which involves nine intermediates
denoted as E0 to E8. These intermediates di!er in the number
of electrons and protons accumulated. Thorough biochemical,
kinetic, and spectroscopic studies have demonstrated the
necessity of reducing the E0 state to the E4 state before
nitrogen binding can occur.1,4−7,9,18

It is generally believed that the three types of nitrogenases
follow similar reaction mechanisms.19,20 However, recently, an
EPR study of the one-electron reduced E1 state in Fe-
nitrogenase (the E1 state is EPR active in this enzyme, in
contrast to Mo-nitrogenase) suggested that it contains a Fe-
bound hydride ion (based on the fact that the ligand is
photolyzable) rather than a sulfur-bound proton.21 This is in
contrast to Mo-nitrogenase, for which EXAFS measurements
and combined quantum mechanical (QM) and molecular
mechanical (MM) calculations have indicated that the E1
intermediate involves a protonated μ2 belt sulfide, probably
S2B (atom names are shown in Figure 1a).22 This also agrees
with previous QM and QM/MM studies, pointing out S2B as

the energetically most favorable protonation site in the E1
state.23,24
Therefore, it is of great interest to examine whether there is

an intrinsic di!erence in the protonation preferences of Mo-
and Fe-nitrogenase in the E1 state. The recent crystal structure
of Fe-nitrogenase makes such an investigation possible. In this
article, we set up the first QM/MM calculations of Fe-
nitrogenase, determining the proper protonation states of
homocitrate and His-180, as well as the broken-symmetry (BS)
state of the resting E0 state. Then, we evaluated the
protonation preferences of the E1 state and discussed the
implications of the findings.

■ METHODS
Protein. All calculations were based on the recent crystal structure

of Fe-only nitrogenase from Azotobacter vinelandii (PDB code
8BOQ), with a resolution of 1.55 Å.13 The calculations encompassed
the entire α2β2γ2 heterohexamer as the subunits are intertwined.
Likewise, two Mg2+ ions were retained because they are deeply buried
in the protein, stabilizing the subunit interface. All crystal-water
molecules were also kept, except eight that overlapped with each other
or with protein atoms: HOH-223, 878, 976, 1086, 1122, 1173, 1255,
and 1268.

The crystal structure is a mixture of the resting state (E0) and a
turnover state in which the S2B ion is replaced by a light atom,
modeled by O in the PDB file.13 The two states have almost equal

Figure 1. (a) FeFe cluster, (b) P cluster, and (c) Mg site in nitrogenase, also showing the atom names and the models used to calculate charges for
the MM force field.
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occupancy (0.5/0.5 in subunit A and 0.4/0.6 in subunit D). Gln-176
also shows two conformations. In one (connected to the resting
state), it points away from the FeFe cluster. In the other, it forms a
hydrogen bond to His-180 (2.8 Å) and to the light atom, replacing
S2B (2.5 Å). The OE1 atom in the resting-state conformation of Gln-
176 is replaced by a stronger density, which is interpreted as the
storage position of the replaced S2B. In our QM/MM calculations, we
studied only the resting-state conformation so the extra O atom was
deleted as well as the corresponding conformation of Gln-176 and the
storage conformation of S2B.

The protonation states of all of the residues were determined
through a thorough analysis of the hydrogen-bond pattern and the
solvent accessibility. It was checked by the PROPKA25 and Maestro26
software. All Arg, Lys, Asp, and Glu residues were assumed to be
charged, with the exceptions of Asp-78, Glu-62B, 245B, Lys-22, 55,
83, 339, 361, and 398B (residues without any letter after the residue
number belong to subunit A, whereas those belonging to subunits B
or C end with that letter; subunits D, E, and F were treated identically
to subunits A, B, and C, respectively, and are not explicitly
mentioned). Cys residues coordinating to Fe ions were considered
deprotonated. A thorough manual investigation of all of the His
residues gave the following protonation assignment: His-3, 4, 18, 248,
345, 364, 426, 452, 69B, 221B, and 41C were assumed to be
protonated on the ND1 atom, His-181, 342, 140B, and 190B were
presumed to be protonated on both the ND1 and NE2 atoms (and
therefore positively charged), whereas the remaining 20 His residues
were modeled with a proton on the NE2 atom. Furthermore, residue
His-452D was flipped (i.e., the C and N atoms in the imidazole ring
were exchanged). Protons were added by Maestro software,
optimizing the hydrogen-bond network.
Molecular Dynamics Simulations. All molecular dynamics

(MD) simulations were performed with the Amber22 software.27
For the protein, we used the Amber !14SB force field,28 and water
molecules were described by the TIP3P model.29 For the metal sites,
restrained electrostatic potential charges were employed, using
electrostatic potentials calculated at the TPSS/def2-SV(P) level of
theory30,31 and sampled with the Merz−Kollman scheme,32 although
at a higher-than-default point density (∼2000/atom).33 The charge
calculations were performed on a minimal model of the E0 resting
state for the FeFe cluster, [Fe8S7(CH3S)6]4− for the P-cluster (in the
fully reduced state) and [Mg(CH3COO)2(H2O)4] for the Mg site, all
shown in Figure 1. The charges are listed in Tables S1−S8. The metal
sites were treated by a nonbonded model,34 and the positions of all
heavy atoms were strongly restrained toward the crystal structure in
the MD simulations (like all other heavy atoms in the protein; see
below).

For the MD simulations, the protein was solvated in a periodic
rectangular box of explicit water molecules, extending at least 10 Å
from the solute using the leap program in the Amber suite. 234 Cl−
ions and 310 Na+ ions were added to neutralize the protein and
obtain an ionic strength of 0.2 M.35 The ions were added by replacing
random water molecules with the leap program in Amber software.
However, some of them then end up inside the protein. This was
avoided by using local software, ensuring that all of the counterions
were in the solvent. The final system contained 251 429 atoms.

After the solvation, we performed 1000 cycles of minimization.
This was followed by 1 ns constant-volume equilibration. Finally, the
system was subjected to a 10 ns simulated annealing with a
temperature of up to 373 K at constant pressure, followed by 1000
cycles of minimization. In all these calculations, the heavy atoms of
the protein and the oxygen atoms of crystal-water molecules were
restrained toward the crystal structure with a force constant of 10,000
kcal/mol/Å2.

The temperature was kept constant at 300 K using Langevin
dynamics, with a collision frequency of 2 ps−1.36 The pressure was
kept constant at 1 atm using Berendsen’s weak-coupling isotropic
algorithm with a relaxation time of 1 ps.37 Long-range electrostatics
were handled by particle-mesh Ewald summation38 with a fourth-
order B spline interpolation and a tolerance of 10−5. The cuto! radius
for Lennard-Jones interactions was set to 8 Å. All bonds involving

hydrogen atoms were constrained to their equilibrium values using
the SHAKE algorithm (except in the constant-volume simulations),39
allowing for a time step of 2 fs during the simulations. The final
structure was used for QM/MM calculations.

In addition, we set up eight MD simulations of the protein in
di!erent protonation states of homocitrate, His-180, and the FeFe
cluster. In these, no restraints toward the crystal structure were used
in the final steps. For the metal sites, we used restraint for all metal−
ligand bonds with the average distance in the two subunits of the
crystal structure as the target (but for the FeFe cluster, distances from
the QM/MM calculations with the various protonation states were
used) and a force constant of 50 kcal/mol/Å2. This ensures that the
metal sites are kept intact, with a structure close to the crystal
structure, but it also allows for some dynamics and avoids problems
with water molecules that are often encountered with a bonded
potential.34 The Fe, S, and carbide ions of the FeFe and P-clusters
were restrained to the crystal structure with a force constant of 1000
kcal/mol/Å2.

The same simulations were performed as for the equilibration of
the crystal structure (but with a force constant of 1000 kcal/mol/Å2),
except for the final two steps, which were replaced by a 1 ns
equilibration, and a 100 ns production simulation in which no
restraints were applied (except for the Fe, S and carbide ions). 1000
snapshots were collected during the production simulation.

QM/MM Calculations. QM/MM calculations were performed
with the COMQUM software.40,41 In this approach, the protein and
solvent were split into three subsystems: system 1 (the QM region)
was relaxed by the QM methods. System 2 contained all residues or
water molecules with any atom within 6 Å of any atom in system 1. It
was optionally relaxed by a MM minimization in each cycle of the
QM/MM optimization, using updated charges for the QM system.
System 3 contained the remaining part of the protein and the solvent,
and it was kept fixed at the original coordinates (equilibrated crystal
structure to reduce the risk that di!erent calculations end up at
di!erent local minima).

In the QM calculations, system 1 was represented by a wave
function, whereas all the other atoms were represented by an array of
partial point charges, one for each atom, taken from the MM setup.
Thereby, the polarization of the QM system by the surroundings is
included in a self-consistent manner (electrostatic embedding). When
there is a bond between systems 1 and 2 (a junction), the hydrogen
link-atom approach was employed: the QM system was capped with
hydrogen atoms (hydrogen link atoms, HL), the positions of which
are linearly related to the corresponding carbon atoms (carbon link
atoms, CL) in the full system.41,42 All atoms were included in the
point-charge model, except the CL atoms.34

The total QM/MM energy in ComQum was calculated as40,41

E E E Eq qQM/MM QM1 ptch23
HL

MM123, 0
CL

MM1, 0
HL

1 1
= ++ = = (2)

where EQM1 ptch23
HL

+ is the QM energy of the QM system truncated by
HL atoms and embedded in the set of point charges modeling systems
2 and 3 (but excluding the self-energy of the point charges). E qMM1, 0

HL
1=

is the MM energy of the QM system, still truncated by HL atoms but
without any electrostatic interactions. Finally, E qMM123, 0

CL
1=

is the
classical energy of all atoms with CL atoms and with the charges of
the QM region set to zero (to avoid double-counting of the
electrostatic interactions). Thus, ComQum employs a subtractive
scheme with electrostatic embedding and van der Waals link-atom
corrections.43 No cuto! is used for any of the interactions in the three
energy terms in eq 2.

The QM calculations for QM/MM were performed using the
Turbomole software (version 7.7).44 We employed four density
functional theory (DFT) methods, TPSSh,45 r2SCAN,46 B3LYP,47−49

and TPSS.31 The former two were selected because they have been
shown to give the best structures for nitrogenase models.50 B3LYP
gave the best results in two recent calibration studies on simple
nitrogenase model systems with one or two Fe ions,51,52 whereas
TPSS has been used in most of our previous studies.23,53,54 The
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calculations involved either the def2-SV(P)30 basis set for all atoms or
the def2-TZVP30 basis set for the FeFe cluster (including the added
proton), homocitrate, Cys-257 and His-423, and the def2-SV(P) basis
set for other groups. To enhance computational e#ciency, Coulomb
interactions were expanded in an auxiliary basis set by using the
resolution-of-identity (RI) approximation.55,56 Empirical dispersion
corrections were applied using DFT-D4,57 as implemented in
Turbomole.

Two sizes of the QM system were used. In the minimal model, the
FeFe cluster was represented by Fe8S9C(homocitrate)(CH3S)-
(methylimidazole) (56 atoms, see Figure 1a), where the last two
groups model Cys-257 and His-423, taken from the A subunit of the
protein (the two P clusters and the FeFe cluster in subunit D were
modeled by MM in the fully reduced and the E0 resting states). In the
large model, we added all groups that form steric or hydrogen-bond
interactions with the FeFe cluster: Val-57, Lys-83, Gln-176, His-180,
and Phe-362 (side chains), four water molecules, the whole Ser-260
(except the O atom, but including CH3CO− from the previous
residue), as well as the backbone from Pro-335 to Lys-339, including
the full side chain of the latter residue (187 atoms in total, as shown in
Figure S1). Following experiment data,58 we used the oxidation state-
assignment Fe4III Fe4II and a singlet spin state, S = 059 for the resting E0
state and a doublet state for the E1 state.21

Four di!erent protonation states of homocitrate were tested: fully
deprotonated (0H; net charge −4), with one proton either on the
alcohol (1Ha) or on the O2 carboxylate atom (1Hc; both with a −3
net charge), or with protons on both of these groups (2H; net charge
−2). These protonation states are shown in Figure 2. They give net
charges for the large QM region of −5 to −3.

The electronic structure in all QM calculations was described using
the BS approach.60 Each of the eight Fe ions was modeled in the high-
spin state, and these spins were then coupled antiferromagnetically to
a singlet (E0) or doublet (E1) state. This means that the eight Fe ions
should have either a surplus of α (four Fe ions) or β (four Fe ions)
spin. Such a state can be selected in 70 di!erent ways. The various BS
states were obtained either by swapping the coordinates of the Fe
ions61 or with the fragment approach by Szilagyi and Winslow.62 The
various BS states are denoted simply by giving the number of the four
Fe ions with β spin (Fe ion numbers are shown in Figure 1a), e.g., BS-
2358, as shown in Figure 3.
Quantum Refinement. In crystallographic refinement, the goal is

to find the model (coordinates, B-factors, and occupancies) that best
explains the observed structure factors. This is done by minimizing
the di!erence between the experimentally obtained structure factors

and those calculated from the current model. Due to the limited
resolution obtained in protein crystallography, it is often necessary to
supplement the refinement target function with empirical restraints
that encode chemical knowledge. These restraints are obtained from
either high-resolution crystallography of small molecules or quantum
chemical calculations. In terms of computational chemistry, this is a
MM force field. The refinement target then becomes a pseudoenergy
function of the form

E w E Etot A Xray MM= + (3)

where EXray is a crystallographic goodness-of-fit criterion (typically a
least-squares or a likelihood function), EMM is the empirical restraints,
and wA

63 is a weight factor determining the relative importance of the
two terms.

This approach works well when restraints of high accuracy are
available, which is the case for amino acid residues and nucleic acids.
However, for cofactors, substrates, inhibitors, and metal sites34 (which
often are found in the most interesting part of the structure), less
experimental information is available and the restraints are therefore
less accurate. One solution to this problem is to use more accurate
QM calculations for a small but interesting part of the structure
(system 1), i.e., an approach similar to QM/MM calculations.40,41
This leads to a refinement target of the form

E w E E E w Etot A Xray MM MM1 QM QM1= + + (4)

where index 1 indicates calculations only of system 1. This represents
the energy function of the quantum refinement. As crystallographic
force fields are of a statistical nature, whereas the QM calculations are
in energy units, another scaling factor, wQM, needs to be introduced to
put the restraints on a similar level. We recently implemented64 eq 4
in the cctbx65 layer of the crystallographic refinement software
phenix.ref ine,66 utilizing the free QM software ORCA 5.0.467,68 to
calculate EQM1.

In this study, we have used this new version of quantum refinement
to study the protonation state of the homocitrate ligand in the crystal
structure of Fe-nitrogenase (8BOQ).13 Coordinates, occupancies, B-
factors, and structure factors were obtained from this structure. We
used the minimal QM model in Figure 1a for the QM calculations
with the TPSS-D4/def2-SV(P) method30,31,57 in the singlet state and
BS state 2358 (obtained with the Flipspin approach in ORCA).
Depending on the protonation state of the homocitrate ligand (see
Figure 2), the net charge of the QM system was either −7 (0H), −6
(1Ha and 1Hc), or −5 (2H). The occupancy of S2B was set to 1.00,
while the oxygen atom replacing S2B in the other conformation was
discarded. Gln-176 was modeled with dual conformations as in the
PDB file. Protonation of system 1 was done with phenix.ready_set.
Restraint files for the nonstandard ligands (homocitrate, the P-cluster,
and the FeFe cluster) were generated using phenix.elbow.69 Three
macrocycles of combined coordinate and standard individual B-factor
refinement in phenix.ref ine were performed, in which only Cys-257,
His-423, homocitrate, and the FeFe cluster were allowed to move,
after which the real-space Z-scores based on the di!erence maps
(RSZD), the real-space R factors (RSR), and the real-space
correlation coe#cients (RSCCs) for homocitrate were calculated by

Figure 2. Four considered protonation states of homocitrate, 2H,
1Ha, 1Hc, and 0H. Atom numbers are also shown. Nonpolar H atoms
are omitted. Charge of homocitrate is −2, −3, −3, and −4,
respectively, in these four protonation states.

Figure 3. Energetically lowest BS state for the resting E0 state,
showing the local spin surplus on each Fe ion.
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the use of EDSTATS.70 We tested di!erent values of the wA weight
factor in eq 4 and selected a value for which the structures were
significantly a!ected by both the crystallographic and QM data, wA =
1.0, cf. Table S9.

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
We here present the first QM/MM study of Fe-nitrogenase,
based on the recent crystal structure.13 We determine the most
stable BS states for the resting state and the proper protonation
states for the homocitrate ligand and for the catalytic His-180
residue. In addition, we have studied the protonation of the
one-electron reduced E1 state.
BS States of the E0 Resting State. We started by

investigating which is the most stable BS state of the FeFe
cluster in the resting E0 state. The cluster contains eight Fe
ions, all of which have a high-spin configuration. However, the
spins couple antiferromagnetically to a singlet state.71 Thus,
four of the Fe ions have a surplus of α spin, and the other four
have a surplus of β spin. Four Fe ions can be selected out of

eight in 70 di!erent ways ( )8
4 4

!
!· ! , twice as many as for Mo- and

V-nitrogenase. However, for the resting state, with an equal
number of Fe(II) and Fe(III) ions, there is no distinction
between the α and β electrons, and therefore, only 35 states are
distinct (i.e., state 1234 is equivalent to the 5678 state, and so
on; this was confirmed by explicit calculations, cf. Table S10).
In the following, we present the results only for states with a
surplus of β spin on Fe8. The relative energies of all these
states were studied using the minimal 56-atom QM model
(Figure 1a) with two DFT functionals: TPSSh and r2SCAN.
The relative energies are presented in Table 1. It can be seen

that the results with the two functionals are quite consistent,
with mean signed and mean absolute di!erences (MAD) for
the relative energies of only 2 and 4 kJ/mol. Three states are
lowest in energy and almost degenerate (within 3−4 kJ/mol):
BS-2358, 3468, and 2478 (the numbers denote the Fe ions
with β spin; atom numbering shown in Figure 1a). These
correspond to the three BS7 in the Noodleman nomenclature
for the MoFe cluster,13 with the extra Fe8 ion having a surplus

Table 1. Relative Energy (ΔE in kJ/mol), Average (av), and Maximum (max) Metal−Metal and Meta−Ligand Distance
Deviation from the Crystal Structure for the Various BS States of the Resting Statea

BS N r2SCAN TPSSh

ΔE metal−metal metal−ligand ΔE metal−metal metal−ligand

av max bond av max bond av max bond av max bond
1238 3 91.9 0.096 0.220 Fe5−Fe8 0.065 0.202 Fe8−S4B 96.7 0.081 0.177 Fe5−Fe8 0.061 0.131 Fe5−S4B
1248 3 81.1 0.103 0.179 Fe1−Fe4 0.067 0.199 Fe8−S4B 84.4 0.102 0.250 Fe5−Fe8 0.061 0.154 Fe8−S4B
1258 10 19.3 0.059 0.130 Fe6−Fe8 0.061 0.168 Fe8−S4B 20.4 0.065 0.136 Fe6−Fe8 0.059 0.148 Fe8−S4B
1268 9 49.7 0.104 0.216 Fe5−Fe7 0.065 0.149 Fe8−S1B 50.3 0.109 0.221 Fe5−Fe7 0.062 0.142 Fe5−S4B
1278 10 21.5 0.053 0.134 Fe5−Fe8 0.060 0.156 Fe8−S4B 22.7 0.060 0.161 Fe5−Fe8 0.057 0.139 Fe8−S4B
1348 3 87.4 0.097 0.206 Fe6−Fe8 0.061 0.176 Fe8−S1B 74.5 0.083 0.237 Fe5−Fe8 0.060 0.153 Fe5−S4B
1358 10 27.9 0.052 0.129 Fe6−Fe8 0.064 0.174 Fe8−S4B 27.0 0.057 0.131 Fe6−Fe8 0.061 0.155 Fe8−S4B
1368 10 26.5 0.057 0.146 Fe6−Fe8 0.064 0.145 Fe8−S1B 26.8 0.064 0.161 Fe5−Fe8 0.062 0.132 Fe8−S4B
1378 2 52.6 0.096 0.236 Fe2−Fe4 0.065 0.167 Fe8−S4B 49.2 0.098 0.237 Fe2−Fe4 0.063 0.150 Fe8−S4B
1458 3 43.0 0.110 0.222 Fe2−Fe3 0.063 0.179 Fe8−S4B 41.1 0.114 0.222 Fe2−Fe3 0.062 0.164 Fe8−S4B
1468 10 23.4 0.068 0.151 Fe5−Fe8 0.062 0.146 Fe8−S1B 22.8 0.079 0.175 Fe5−Fe8 0.060 0.128 Fe8−S4B
1478 10 28.6 0.054 0.138 Fe5−Fe8 0.059 0.158 Fe8−S4B 26.6 0.064 0.158 Fe5−Fe8 0.057 0.140 Fe8−S4B
1568 6 47.8 0.100 0.244 Fe6−Fe8 0.068 0.165 Fe8−S4B 57.3 0.102 0.241 Fe6−Fe8 0.066 0.148 Fe8−S4B
1578 6 53.9 0.102 0.200 Fe6−Fe8 0.068 0.197 Fe8−S4B 63.8 0.100 0.190 Fe6−Fe8 0.066 0.178 Fe8−S4B
1678 6 58,0 0.097 0.235 Fe6−Fe8 0.065 0.173 Fe4−C 66.7 0.098 0.235 Fe6−Fe8 0.062 0.156 Fe4−C
2348 2 59.4 0.099 0.201 Fe5−Fe8 0.059 0.184 Fe8−S4B 81.9 0.090 0.240 Fe5−Fe8 0.056 0.170 Fe8−S4B
2358 7 0.8 0.040 0.119 Fe5−Fe8 0.049 0.169 Fe8−S4B 0.0 0.042 0.122 Fe5−Fe8 0.047 0.152 Fe8−S4B
2368 8 29.3 0.072 0.167 Fe5−Fe8 0.062 0.155 Fe8−S1B 28.7 0.074 0.175 Fe5−Fe8 0.058 0.137 Fe8−S4B
2378 8 15.6 0.088 0.162 Fe2−Fe3 0.061 0.168 Fe8−S4B 20.8 0.089 0.165 Fe2−Fe3 0.057 0.152 Fe8−S4B
2458 8 25.8 0.070 0.142 Fe2−Fe4 0.063 0.182 Fe8−S4B 23.2 0.069 0.139 Fe2−Fe4 0.059 0.163 Fe8−S4B
2468 8 33.6 0.070 0.142 Fe6−Fe8 0.062 0.140 Fe8−S1B 32.0 0.070 0.147 Fe7−Fe8 0.058 0.134 Fe8−S4B
2478 7 3.9 0.033 0.088 Fe6−Fe8 0.051 0.152 Fe8−S4B 2.2 0.034 0.101 Fe5−Fe8 0.048 0.135 Fe8−S4B
2568 5 55.5 0.099 0.235 Fe1−Fe3 0.068 0.158 Fe8−S4B 61.2 0.096 0.211 Fe6−Fe8 0.065 0.144 Fe3−S4A
2578 4 45.0 0.079 0.197 Fe5−Fe8 0.058 0.173 Fe8−S4B 37.9 0.081 0.194 Fe5−Fe8 0.056 0.158 Fe8−S4B
2678 5 61.7 0.085 0.248 Fe5−Fe8 0.066 0.172 Fe8−S1B 57.2 0.090 0.248 Fe5−Fe8 0.063 0.163 Fe8−S1B
3458 8 28.9 0.055 0.138 Fe6−Fe8 0.061 0.168 Fe8−S4B 27.8 0.056 0.139 Fe6−Fe8 0.057 0.150 Fe8−S4B
3468 7 0.0 0.042 0.158 Fe6−Fe8 0.049 0.144 Fe8−S1B 2.6 0.042 0.139 Fe6−Fe8 0.045 0.114 Fe8−S4B
3478 8 28.9 0.062 0.129 Fe6−Fe8 0.058 0.151 Fe8−S4B 27.6 0.062 0.133 Fe6−Fe8 0.054 0.135 Fe8−S4B
3568 4 40.6 0.077 0.179 Fe6−Fe8 0.062 0.173 Fe8−S4B 50.5 0.080 0.171 Fe6−Fe8 0.060 0.163 Fe4−S4A
3578 5 57.1 0.099 0.227 Fe7−Fe8 0.071 0.194 Fe8−S4B 63.2 0.100 0.225 Fe7−Fe8 0.067 0.177 Fe8−S4B
3678 5 52.6 0.085 0.220 Fe5−Fe8 0.067 0.160 Fe8−S4B 58.4 0.082 0.237 Fe5−Fe8 0.063 0.144 Fe8−S1B
4568 5 62.4 0.103 0.259 Fe1−Fe3 0.068 0.177 Fe8−S4B 70.5 0.104 0.266 Fe1−Fe3 0.064 0.160 Fe8−S4B
4578 5 73.7 0.093 0.218 Fe6−Fe8 0.070 0.192 Fe8−S4B 79.8 0.089 0.225 Fe6−Fe8 0.065 0.173 Fe8−S4B
4678 4 61.6 0.077 0.198 Fe6−Fe8 0.057 0.159 Fe8−S1B 59.5 0.066 0.195 Fe6−Fe8 0.051 0.144 Fe8−S1B
5678 1 121.4 0.097 0.215 Fe1−Fe2 0.074 0.186 Fe8−S4B 122.6 0.091 0.206 Fe1−Fe2 0.072 0.170 Fe8−S4B

aBond lists the bond that gives the maximum deviation. N is the type of the BS state in Noodleman’s nomenclature.
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of β spin. As can be seen from the schematic picture in Figure
3, these are the spin configurations that give the largest number
of antiferromagnetically coupled pairs of nearby Fe ions
(always for the Fe2−Fe6, Fe3−Fe7, and Fe4−Fe5 pairs,
connecting the two Fe4S4 subclusters and two of the three pairs
within each subcluster, Fe1−Fe2/3/4 and Fe8−Fe5/6/7). The
fourth-best state is 16−20 kJ/mol less stable than the best
state, BS-2378 with r2SCAN or BS-1258 with TPSSh. The
ordering of the states follows approximately the Noodleman
nomenclature13 with the order BS7 < BS10 ≈ BS8 < BS9 ≈
BS4 < BS6 ≈ BS5 < BS3 < BS1, with an ambiguity only for the
BS2 state, which is similar to BS3 for TPSSh but similar to BS5
with r2SCAN. This order is rather di!erent from what was
observed for the E0 state of Mo-nitrogenase: BS7 < BS6 < BS2
< BS8 < BS4 ≈ BS10 < BS9 < BS5 < BS3 < BS1.53
Fe spin populations are shown in Table S10. They are (in

absolute terms) 3.4−3.8 e with TPSSh and 3.3−3.9 e for
r2SCAN, with little variation among the eight Fe ions, besides
that, Fe8 (which has six rather than four ligands) always has
the highest spin population, by 0.2−0.3 e.
The various BS states give slightly di!erent geometries of the

FeFe cluster. Therefore, we can compare which of the BS
states reproduces the crystal structure best in terms of the
short Fe−Fe and Fe−ligand distances. The results in Table 1
show that the three BS7 states also reproduce the structure
best, with mean absolute deviations of 0.03−0.04 and 0.05 Å
for the Fe−Fe and Fe−ligand distances.
Based on these findings, we rather arbitrarily decided to

make further studies of the E0 state with the BS-2358 state
(BS-235), which has been argued to be the proper BS state for
the E0 of Mo-nitrogenase.72
Protonation State of Homocitrate and His-180. Next,

we studied the protonation of the resting E0 state using QM/
MM calculations. This was done with the larger 186-atom QM
region, as shown in Figure S1. We investigated four di!erent
protonation states for HCA (shown in Figure 2) and three
di!erent protonation states for His-180. We also tested to
protonate S2B.
In the crystal structure, all oxygen atoms of homocitrate are

involved in hydrogen bonds with water molecules or with the
surrounding residues. O1 receives hydrogen bonds from the
NZ atom Lys-361 and NE2 of Gln-176 (in both of its

conformations), whereas O2 forms two hydrogen bonds to
water molecules (which form hydrogen bonds to other water
molecules), and it is 2.99−3.17 Å from SG of Cys-52. O3
receives a hydrogen bond from the backbone N atom of Lys-
406 and forms hydrogen bonds to two water molecules. O4
forms hydrogen bonds to three water molecules. O5 is an Fe
ligand (the Fe−O distance is 2.08 or 2.36 Å in the two
subunits) and forms a hydrogen bond to a water molecule,
whereas O6 forms hydrogen bonds to two water molecules.
Finally, the alcohol atom O7 is also a Fe ligand (2.09 or 2.17 Å
distance), and it is 2.69−2.70 Å from the O1 atom. The NE2
atom of His-180 forms a hydrogen bond with the OE1 atom of
Gln-176 in one of its two conformations (both have
occupancies of 0.5). It is 3.33−3.45 Å from S2B which is
also half-occupied and 3.54−3.62 Å from the alternative O
atom. The ND1 atom forms a hydrogen bond with a water
molecule, which forms hydrogen bonds to the OG of Ser-176
and the OH of Tyr-262 (which both can be either donors or
acceptors).
In the MD equilibration of the protein for the QM/MM

calculations, the O atom replacing S2B was deleted, together
with the corresponding alternative conformation of Gln-176
and the storage position of S2B. After the equilibration, all
water molecules donate hydrogen bonds to the carboxylate
oxygen atoms of homocitrate (which were modeled unproto-
nated), giving H···O distances of 1.70−1.91 Å. The other
hydrogen bonds also fall in the same range, except that
between O1 and HE2 of Gln-175, which is 2.25 Å (all in the A
subunit, used for the QM/MM calculations; 1.67−1.97 and
2.41 Å; and 2.06 Å to Lys in the D subunit). Adding a proton
on the alcoholic O7 has no impact on the surroundings as it
points toward O1 and does not interact with anything else in
the surroundings. Likewise, a proton added to O2 does not
interfere with the two water molecules forming hydrogen
bonds to it. However, protonation of the ND1 of His-180
would require the imidazole group to rotate or a change in the
hydrogen-bond network involving a water molecule, Ser-176
and Tyr-262.
The relative QM/MM energies of the various protonation

states are presented in Figure 4. It can be seen that the two
DFT methods give very similar results with a MAD of only 2
kJ/mol. Of course, energies are comparable only for structures

Figure 4. Relative energies (kJ/mol) of the various protonation states tested for Fe-nitrogenase in the E0 state.
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with the same number of protons. Therefore, the data must be
divided into three groups with one, two, or three protons that
are moved around.
The first group involves only two structures, with no extra

proton on homocitrate (0H) and with the proton on His-180
either on ND1 (called HID) or on NE2 (HIE). It can be seen
that the latter state is most stable, ∼99 kJ/mol.
In the second group, involving six structures, an extra proton

is put either on His-180 (called HIP) on S2B or on
homocitrate, on either the O2 carboxylate atom (called
1Hc), or on the O7 alcohol atom (called 1Ha). The results
show that the HIE state is always ∼82 kJ/mol more stable than
the HID state. Moreover, protonation of the homocitrate
alcohol atom is 202, 247, and 150 kJ/mol more favorable than
protonating the carboxylate atom, His-180 or S2B. Thus, the
1Ha + HIE structure is by far the most stable structure in this
group.
Finally, we also tested adding a third proton to the

structures, which could either go to His-180 or to homocitrate
(2H), giving four tested structures. The results show that it is
more favorable to protonate His-180 than homocitrate.
Moreover, HIE is still ∼67 kJ/mol more stable than HID
and 1Ha is ∼190 kJ/mol more stable than 1Hc. Consequently,
the 1Ha + HIP structure is the most stable for this protonation
level.
The relative energies give no indication of which of the three

groups is most favorable, i.e., how many protons the structure
should contain. However, we can again compare the optimized
structures with the crystal structure. This is done in Table 2,

from which it can be seen that the 1Ha + HID and 1Ha + HIE
structures reproduce the crystal structure best, with MADs of
0.04 and 0.05 Å for the Fe−Fe and Fe−ligand distances. The
third-best structure is 1Ha + HIP, showing that the structure of
the FeFe cluster is insensitive to the protonation of His-180,
but that homocitrate is most likely singly protonated on the O7
alcohol atom (1Ha).
The Fe−O7 distance is 2.13−2.15 Å when it is protonated

in the QM/MM structures (2.32−2.35 Å when O2 is also
protonated), but 1.90−1.93 (0H) or 1.98−1.99 Å (H1c) when
it is deprotonated. The Fe−O5 distance is 2.14−2.22 Å in the
various structures. As mentioned above, there is a large
variation in the distances in the two subunits of the crystal
structure (2.08−2.36 Å), but it is never close to the distance of
the deprotonated alcoholate ligand.
To further strengthen this important conclusion, we also

performed quantum refinement of the E0 state of Fe-
nitrogenase with the four protonation states of homocitrate.
The results of these refinements are shown in Table 3. It can
be seen that all three crystallographic quality measures (RSZD,
RSR, and RSCC) for homocitrate are best for the 1Ha
protonation state, in agreement with the QM/MM data. This
is also confirmed by the electron-density di!erence maps
around the homocitrate ligand for the four quantum
refinements, as shown in Figure S2. The di!erence in the
Fe−O bond lengths to the two O atoms of homocitrate
between the quantum-refined structure and a structure
optimized without any restraints to the crystal structures
(i.e., a QM/MM structure with the MM force field used by

Table 2. Relative Energy (ΔE in kJ/mol), Average (av), and Maximum (max) Metal−Metal and Meta−Ligand Distance
Deviations from the Crystal Structure for the QM/MM Structures of the Various Protonation States of the E0 Resting Statea

r2SCAN TPSSh

ΔE metal−metal metal−ligand ΔE metal−metal metal−ligand

av max bond av max bond av max bond av max bond
0H + HID 98.0 0.065 0.25 Fe5−Fe8 0.061 0.30 Fe8−O1 98.7 0.058 0.20 Fe5−Fe8 0.060 0.29 Fe8−O1
0H + HIE 0.0 0.062 0.22 Fe5−Fe8 0.060 0.30 Fe8−O1 0.0 0.058 0.19 Fe7−Fe8 0.058 0.29 Fe8−O1
0H + HIP 241.6 0.069 0.26 Fe5−Fe8 0.059 0.31 Fe8−O1 246.6 0.062 0.22 Fe5−Fe8 0.061 0.31 Fe8−O1
1Ha + HID 81.7 0.039 0.08 Fe6−Fe8 0.045 0.12 Fe8−S4B 82.8 0.038 0.07 Fe5−Fe8 0.048 0.14 Fe8−S4B
1Ha + HIE 0.0 0.040 0.09 Fe6−Fe8 0.045 0.12 Fe8−S4B 0.0 0.039 0.09 Fe6−Fe8 0.047 0.13 Fe8−S4B
1Hc + HID 280.7 0.054 0.18 Fe7−Fe8 0.056 0.23 Fe8−O1 284.4 0.050 0.15 Fe7−Fe8 0.056 0.22 Fe8−O1
1Hc + HIE 198.8 0.056 0.18 Fe7−Fe8 0.055 0.23 Fe8−O1 201.8 0.051 0.15 Fe7−Fe8 0.056 0.22 Fe8−O1
S2B + HIE 148.2 0.068 0.27 Fe5−Fe8 0.061 0.32 Fe8−O1 150.1 0.064 0.23 Fe5−Fe8 0.062 0.32 Fe8−O1
1Ha + HIP 0.0 0.044 0.13 Fe6−Fe8 0.046 0.12 Fe8−S4B 0.0 0.043 0.12 Fe6−Fe8 0.048 0.14 Fe8−S1B
1Hc + HIP 187.3 0.061 0.18 Fe7−Fe8 0.056 0.24 Fe8−O1 190.0 0.055 0.15 Fe7−Fe8 0.057 0.24 Fe8−O1
2H + HID 151.8 0.040 0.12 Fe6−Fe8 0.049 0.18 Fe8−S3B 152.5 0.039 0.123 Fe6−Fe8 0.052 0.15 Fe7−S3B
2H + HIE 86.1 0.041 0.13 Fe6−Fe8 0.051 0.14 Fe8−S3B 85.6 0.040 0.14 Fe6−Fe8 0.053 0.15 Fe7−S3B

aAll calculations were performed in the 2358 BS state. Bond shows the bond that gives the maximum deviation.

Table 3. Quality Measures and Fe−O Distances (d in Å) for the Four Quantum-Refined Structures with Varying Protonation
States of Homocitrate (cf. Figure 2)a

RSZD RSR RSCC ΔEstr (kJ/mol) ΣΔd (Å) d(Fe−O)QR d(Fe−O)QM

O5 O7 O5 O7
2H 1.1 0.046 0.962 35 0.08 2.22 2.21 2.23 2.28
1Ha 0.5 0.044 0.967 41 0.07 2.17 2.20 2.13 2.23
1Hc 1.7 0.050 0.955 54 0.08 2.23 2.13 2.22 2.06
0H 2.8 0.055 0.944 38 0.10 2.22 2.06 2.19 1.99

aThe quality measures are the real-space Z-scores based on the di!erence maps (RSZD), the real-space R factors (RSR), the real-space correlation
coe#cients (RSCC) for homocitrate, the strain energy of the QM region (ΔEstr), and the sum of the di!erence in the Fe−O bond lengths (ΣΔd)
to the homocitrate O5 (carboxylate) and O7 (alcohol) atoms in the quantum-refined structure [d(Fe−O)QR] and in a structure optimized by QM/
MM without any crystallographic information [d(Fe−O)QM]. The best results of each quality measure are marked in bold face.
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Phenix) is also the smallest for the 1Ha protonation state. In
particular, it can be seen that the Fe−O7 distance to the
alcohol atom in the quantum-refined structures is always
longer than the expected bond length if it is deprotonated,
1.99−2.06 Å. However, the strain energy (ΔEstr), i.e., the
di!erence in the QM energy of the QM region between the
quantum-refined structure and the structure optimized without
any crystallographic restraints, is lowest for the 2H protonation
state, but ΔEstr is comparable only for structures with the same
net charge, i.e., in this case only for 1Ha and 1Hc, for which
1Ha gives the better results. In conclusion, the quantum-
refinement calculations also quite conclusively point out 1Ha
as the protonation state observed in the crystal structure of Fe-
nitrogenase in the E0 state.
Finally, we also performed MD simulations of Fe-nitro-

genase with di!erent protonation states of homocitrate and
His-180. The hydrogen-bond pattern in these simulations is
shown in Tables S11−S16. In the preferred protonation state
(1Ha for homocitrate and His-180 protonated on NE2), the
proton on O7 of homocitrate forms an internal hydrogen bond
to O1 (like in the QM/MM and quantum-refined structures).
O1 also receives hydrogen bonds from the HZ atoms Lys-361,
from one of the HE2 atoms of Gln-176 and from water
molecules, with rather large variation between the two subunits
of the protein. O2 forms hydrogen bonds to 2−3 water

molecules. O3 and O4 receive a hydrogen bond from the
backbone N atom of Lys-406 and form hydrogen bonds to 2−
3 water molecules (they show similar patterns and thus rotate
during the MD simulation). O5 forms a hydrogen bond to a
water molecule, whereas O6 forms hydrogen bonds to two
water molecules. The HE2 atom of His-180 forms a hydrogen
bond to S2B in most snapshots (∼2.4 Å average distance). The
ND1 atom forms a hydrogen bond with a water molecule in
54−71 of the snapshots and occasionally with the backbone H
atom of the same residue.
When instead ND1 of His-180 is protonated, the HD1

proton donates hydrogen bonds to either the backbone O
atom or to a water molecule (observed in 46−51 and 30−40%
of the MD snapshots, respectively). The NE2 atom sometimes
receives a hydrogen bond from a water molecule. If both the
ND1 and NE2 atoms are protonated, the same hydrogen
bonds are observed, but with higher occurrences (72−87 and
34−64%).
If instead, O2 is protonated in homocitrate, the proton

forms occasional hydrogen bonds to a water molecule (23−
35% occurrences). The unprotonated O7 receives hydrogen
bonds from the HZ atoms of Lys-361 and occasionally from
water.
The assignment of the 1Ha protonation state for

homocitrate (i.e., singly protonated on the alcohol oxygen)

Figure 5. Relative energies (kJ/mol) of the various BS states of Fe-nitrogenase in the E1 state, protonated on S2B(3), using the minimal QM
region.

Figure 6. Relative energies (kJ/mol) of the various protonation states of Fe-nitrogenase in the E1 state using the large QM region and the BS-2468
state.
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agrees with a previous quantum-refinement study of Mo-
nitrogenase,54 as well as a comparison of the QM/MM and
crystal structures of this enzyme.73 Comparisons of vibrational
and CD spectra, as well as crystallographic structures of model
compounds and the extracted cofactor of Mo- and V-
nitrogenase, have given the same results.74−76

Protonation of the E1 State. Once we have settled the
proper protonation states of homocitrate and His-180 and the

BS state for E0, we can turn to the main subject of the present
investigation, viz., the protonation of the E1 state.
First, we tested again what BS state is most favorable (with

the extra proton on S2B). The results are shown in Figure 5
and Table S17. For E1, the 70 BS states are distinct, with mean
absolute deviations of 16−17 kJ/mol between states for which
the Fe ions with majority α and β spin have been swapped
(e.g., BS-1234 and BS-5678; for E0, the di!erence was in
general less than 1 kJ/mol). It can be seen that there is a larger

Figure 7. Best QM/MM structures of the E1 state of Fe-nitrogenase, protonated on (a) S2B(3), (b) S2B(5), (c) Fe2, (d) S3A(5), and (e) C3457,
all optimized with the r2SCAN functional (with the 1Ha state of homocitrate and the HIE state of His-180).
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di!erence between the r2SCAN and TPSSh functionals than
that for E0, with a MAD of 7 kJ/mol (4 kJ/mol for E0). With
r2SCAN, seven BS states give energies that are degenerate
within 9 kJ/mol, viz., BS-2467, 2356, 1247, 1246, 2468, 1256,
and 1268 (in this order). They belong to Noodleman’s BS4, 5,
8, 9, and 10 types but do not include the BS7 states that were
lowest for E0 (they are 13−20 kJ/mol less stable than the best
BS-2467 state). With TPSSh, the most stable BS state is 1268
(which is 4 kJ/mol more stable than the 2467 state), and the
same states are among the most stable ones (although the
ordering is di!erent), including also BS-1267 and 3468 (the
latter one of the BS7-type states).
Next, we calculated the relative energies of 50 di!erent

protonation states for the E1 state of the FeFe cluster with both
functionals (using BS-2468). This involved protonation of
Cys-257, His-180, homocitrate, the central carbide (with the
proton on the three di!erent faces of the cluster), sulfide ions
(at least two di!erent conformations of each), Fe ions, or
bridging two Fe ions (typically two di!erent conformations).23
The results are collected in Figure 6 and Table S18. With

both functionals, protonation of S2B is most favorable. We
tested two directions of this proton, and it turns out that it is
6−7 kJ/mol more favorable if the proton points toward S3A
(S2B(3)), rather than toward S5A (S2B(5)), cf. Figure 7a,b. In
this conformation, the added proton is rather close to Phe-361
(2.21 Å between the proton and CZ; however, the SB2−CZ
distance has only increased by 0.1 Å compared to the other
structures). Besides this, there is some discrepancy between
the two functionals. In general, TPSSh shows a tendency to
favor protonation of the central carbide and disfavor
protonation of one or two Fe ions. Consequently, with
r2SCAN, protonation of Fe2 (Figure 7c) is third best, 22 kJ/
mol less stable than S2B(3), and protonation of Fe6 and Fe4 is
among the nine best structures, whereas these structures rank
5, 11, and 15 with TPSSh. Instead, protonation of S3A(5)
(also a μ2 belt sulfide; Figure 7d) or the central hydride on the
Fe3/4/5/7 face (called C3457; Figure 7e) is the third and
fourth best structure, both 33 kJ/mol less stable than S2B(3).
These two structures rank four and seven with r2SCAN. Next
come several structures with μ3 cubane sulfide ions protonated,
especially S2A and S4A (both in the Fe1−4 subcluster). The
best structure with a bridging hydride ion is Fe2/6(5) with
both functionals, 63 or 75 kJ/mol less stable than the best
structure. The least favorable structures have the proton on
His-180, Cys-257, homocitrate, or bridging two Fe ions within
the same subcluster (most structures of the latter type were not
found).
We also repeated the complete BS investigation using the

large 188-atom model for both the S2B(3) and Fe2-protonated
structures and the r2SCAN, TPSSh, B3LYP, and TPSS
functionals. The results are shown in Tables S19−S22. The
MAD in the relative BS energies obtained with the large and
minimal models is 5−7 kJ/mol for the r2SCAN and TPSSh
functionals. With all four functionals, S2B(3) is more stable
than the Fe2 structure by 26, 32, 117, and 14 kJ/mol,
respectively, reflecting that iron-bound hydride ions are
increasingly disfavored as the amount of Hartree−Fock
exchange increases in the hybrid functionals. The most stable
BS state also varies among the four functionals, BS-2467, 1256,
2368, and 3468 for the S2B(3) structure, and BS-2458
(B3LYP) or 2358 (the other functionals) for the structure with
a hydride ion on Fe2. Many of the Fe2 structures reorganized
into other structures during the geometry optimization,

especially with B3LYP. There are many BS states with similar
energies, especially with the pure functionals and the S2B(3)
state (e.g., 9, 9, 2, and 5 states within 10 kJ/mol of the best one
for S2B(3) and 6, 2, 2, and 7 for Fe2 with the four functionals,
respectively).
Finally, we calculated the relative energies of five of the best

protonation states also with the larger def2-TZVP basis set
(full geometry optimizations) and with the surrounding
relaxed, with both the r2SCAN and TPSSh functionals. The
results are collected in Table 4. It can be seen that increasing

the basis set has a minor influence on the relative energies, by
up to 3 kJ/mol for r2SCAN and up to 11 kJ/mol with TPSSh.
However, this leads to slight changes in the ranking of the five
states with TPSSh (S2B(5) is now 1 kJ/mol more stable than
the S3B(3) structure and the Fe2, S3A(5) and C3457
structures become essentially degenerate). If the surrounding
protein and solvent are allowed to relax, similar restricted
changes in the relative energies are observed (but this time
larger for r2SCAN than for TPSSh, up to 12 and 5 kJ/mol,
respectively). With both functionals, the S2B(3) state is
stabilized compared to the other states, and with r2SCAN, also
the Fe2 and C3457 states. However, neither the basis set nor
the relaxation of the surroundings change the conclusion that
protonation of S2B is 26−37 kJ/mol more favorable than a
hydride ion on Fe2.
With Mo-nitrogenase,23 protonation of S2B(3) was found to

be most stable, 7 (TPSS) or 35 (B3LYP) kJ/mol more stable
than S2B(5). However, the most stable structure with a
hydride ion was on Fe4, which was 27 or 96 kJ/mol (TPSS and
B3LYP), less stable than that protonated on S2B(3). The Fe2
structure was 51 or 131 kJ/mol less stable than S2B(3).
Moreover, the best BS state for S2B(3) was BS7-346, followed
by the other two BS7 states, 24−33 kJ/mol higher in energy.
Thus, there are significant di!erences between Fe and Mo-
nitrogenases, especially regarding the preferred BS states.

■ CONCLUSIONS
In this study, we have set up the first QM/MM calculations of
Fe-nitrogenase. This involves determining the proper proto-
nation states of all residues and MD relaxation of the added
protons and the surrounding water molecules.
Then, we have examined all 70 BS states of the cluster in the

resting E0 state, showing that the relative stabilities of the states
are rather similar to those obtained for the FeMo cluster,

Table 4. Relative Energies (kJ/mol) of the Five Structures
in Figure 7 Calculated with Either r2SCAN or TPSSh and
the Larger def2-TZVP Basis Set (TZ) or with the Original
def2-SV(P) Basis Set (SV) and with the Surrounding
Protein and Water Molecules Relaxed (Relax)

DFT protonation BS SV TZ SV-relax
r2SCAN S2B(3) 2467 0 0 0

S2B(5) 2467 9 7 20
Fe2 2358 26 26 29
S3A(5) 2467 43 41 54
C3457 2468 61 64 62

TPSSh S2B(3) 1256 0 0 0
S2B(5) 1256 6 −1 12
Fe2 2358 32 30 37
S3A(5) 2468 42 31 46
C3457 1256 35 32 36
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although the order of the various BS states has some
conspicuous di!erences. However, the most stable BS states
are still of Noodleman’s BS7 type, together with a surplus of β
spin on the eighth Fe ion, viz., BS-2358, 2478, and 3468, which
are degenerate within 4 kJ/mol. These are the states that give
the largest number of antiferromagnetically coupled close Fe−
Fe pairs (Figure 3), and they also reproduce Fe−Fe and Fe−
ligand distances best compared to the crystal structure. For the
E0 state, there is no di!erence between α and β spins so there
are only 35 distinct BS states.
Next, we investigated the protonation states of homocitrate

and His-180. The relative QM/MM energies show that His-
180 strongly prefers protonation on NE2 rather than on ND1.
Moreover, homocitrate seems to be most stable when it is
singly protonated on the alcohol atom, O7 atom. This finding
is also supported by the quantum refinement of the crystal
structure. In both cases, the preferred protonation states are
the same as those found for Mo-nitrogenase.
Finally, we turned to the E1 state. For this state, the 70 BS

states are distinct, and many BS states are close in energy.
There are significant di!erences in the preferred BS states in
the E1 state compared to those observed for Mo-nitrogenase.
We optimized the structures of 50 di!erent protonation states.
The relative energies depend somewhat on what DFT method
is used, but with all four functionals tested, protonation of the
μ2 belt sulfide ion S2B is more favorable than the formation of
a Fe-bound hydride ion. A hydride bound terminally to Fe2 in
the exo position (trans to the carbide ion) is the best hydride-
bound structure, but it is 14, 26, 32, and 117 kJ/mol less stable
than the structure protonated on S2B with the TPSS, r2SCAN,
TPSSh, and B3LYP functionals, respectively. This does not
change if a larger basis set is used or if the surroundings are
relaxed during the geometry optimization. Thus, our results
indicate that the E1 state does not contain any Fe-bound
hydride ion, in agreement with what has been found for Mo-
nitrogenase,22−24 but contrary to a recent EPR results
suggesting that the E1 state of Fe-nitrogenase involves a
hydride ion.21 However, it should be noted that the
experimental evidence is only indirect: it is observed that the
EPR signal of the E1 state at 12 K is partly converted to
another signal if illuminated with 450 nm light, leading to a
∼70/30% equilibrium at long times. The conversion has a
kinetic isotope e!ect of 2.0−2.8. If the temperature is increased
to 145 K, then the structure relaxes back to the original state.
This is interpreted as a conversion between two hydride-bound
states, which the authors suggest to be Fe2/6 and Fe3/7
structures. Clearly, these two structures are high in energy in
our calculations, 63−96 kJ/mol less stable than the S2B(3)
structure. Undoubtedly, more investigations are needed to
settle the nature of the E1 state in Fe-nitrogenase.
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Nitrogenase is the only enzyme that can cleave the N2 
triple bond in nature, enabling nitrogen to be availa-
ble for biological life. This enzyme features a catalytic 
FeMo cluster and an electron-transfer P-cluster, as well 
as a [4Fe:4S] cluster in the Fe protein. The nitrogenase 
mechanism is not fully understood due to the com-
plicated structure of the enzyme and the challenge 
of capturing reaction intermediates experimentally. 
However, computational methods, especially com-

bined quantum-mechanics/molecular-mechanics (QM/
MM) method, offer valuable insights. These methods 
integrate quantum chemistry to handle the active re-
gions and molecular mechanics for the larger protein 
environment, providing a comprehensive model for 
studying nitrogenase. This thesis presents systematic 
QM/MM studies on nitrogenase, focusing on H2 for-
mation, N2 binding, S2B ligand half dissociation, redox 
potentials, and proton transfer processes.
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H2 formation from the E2–E4 states of
nitrogenase†

Hao Jiang and Ulf Ryde *

Nitrogenase is the only enzyme that can cleave the strong triple bond in N2, making nitrogen available

for biological lifeforms. The active site is a MoFe7S9C cluster (the FeMo cluster) that binds eight

electrons and protons during one catalytic cycle, giving rise to eight intermediate states E0–E7. It is

experimentally known that N2 binds to the E4 state and that H2 is a compulsory byproduct of the

reaction. However, formation of H2 is also an unproductive side reaction that should be avoided,

especially in the early steps of the reaction mechanism (E2 and E3). Here, we study the formation of H2

for various structural interpretations of the E2–E4 states using combined quantum mechanical and

molecular mechanical (QM/MM) calculations and four different density-functional theory methods. We

find large differences in the predictions of the different methods. B3LYP strongly favours protonation of

the central carbide ion and H2 cannot form from such structures. On the other hand, with TPSS, r2SCAN

and TPSSh, H2 formation is strongly exothermic for all structures and En and therefore need strict kinetic

control to be avoided. For the E2 state, the kinetic barriers for the low-energy structures are high

enough to avoid H2 formation. However, for both the E3 and E4 states, all three methods predict that

the best structure has two hydride ions bridging the same pair of Fe ions (Fe2 and Fe6) and these two

ions can combine to form H2 with an activation barrier of only 29–57 kJ mol!1, corresponding to rates

of 7 " 102 to 5 " 107 s!1, i.e. much faster than the turnover rate of the enzyme (1–5 s!1). We have also

studied H-atom movements within the FeMo cluster, showing that the various protonation states can

quite freely be interconverted (activation barriers of 12–69 kJ mol!1).

Introduction
Nitrogenase (EC 1.18/19.6.1) is the only enzyme that can cleave
the strong triple bond in N2, making atmospheric nitrogen avail-
able to plant life.1–4 Crystallographic studies have shown that the
most active type of nitrogenase contains a MoFe7S9C(homocitrate)
cofactor in the active site, called the FeMo cluster.5–9

Nitrogenase catalyses the chemical reaction3,4

N2 + 8e! + 8H+ + 16ATP - 2NH3 + H2 + 16ADP + 16Pi
(1)

showing that eight electrons and protons are needed to convert
N2 to two molecules of ammonia. Consequently, the reaction is
typically described by eight intermediates E0–E7, differing in
the number of added electrons and protons.10 It has been
shown that the enzyme needs to be loaded by four electrons
and protons (i.e. to E4) before N2 can bind.3,4 It is currently

believed that the binding of N2 is promoted by the dissociation
of H2, which is formed by reductive elimination of two hydride
ions that bridge two Fe ions each.11–15 This explains why H2 is a
compulsory byproduct in the reaction mechanism (cf. eqn (1)).

In spite of numerous spectroscopic, kinetic, biochemical
and computational studies,1–9,16,17 many details of the reaction
mechanism of nitrogenase are still unknown.4,17 An important
reason for this is that different density-functional theory
(DFT) methods give widely different predictions of the relative
stability of various models of the active site of nitrogenase,
e.g. different protonation states of the En states.17–20

The structure of the resting E0 state is well-known from
accurate crystal structures, and combined quantum mechan-
ical and molecular mechanical (QM/MM) calculations.4,5,21–23

Moreover, quantum refinement has shown that this state does
not contain any extra protons.20 For the singly reduced and
protonated E1 state, DFT studies and EXAFS measurements
indicate that one of the m2 bridging sulfide ions, S2B (atom
names are shown in Fig. 1), is protonated.20,24–26 However,
spectroscopic studies of Fe-nitrogenase (in which the Mo ions
is replaced by Fe), indicate that it instead should contain a
dissociable hydride ions,27 although this is not supported by
recent QM/MM calculations.28
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N2 binding to the E0–E4 states of nitrogenase†

Hao Jiang and Ulf Ryde *

Nitrogenase is the only enzyme that can convert N2 into NH3. The reaction requires the addition of eight

electrons and protons to the enzyme and the mechanism is normally described by nine states, E0–E8,

differing in the number of added electrons. Experimentally, it is known that three or four electrons need

to be added before the enzyme can bind N2. We have used combined quantum mechanical and mole-

cular mechanics methods to study the binding of N2 to the E0–E4 states of nitrogenase, using four

different density functional theory (DFT) methods. We test many different structures for the E2–E4 states

and study binding both to the Fe2 and Fe6 ions of the active-site FeMo cluster. Unfortunately, the results

depend quite strongly on the DFT methods. The TPSS method gives the strongest bonding and prefers N2

binding to Fe6. It is the only method that reproduces the experimental observation of unfavourable

binding to the E0–E2 states and favourable binding to E3 and E4. The other three methods give weaker

binding, preferably to Fe2. B3LYP strongly favours structures with the central carbide ion triply protonated.

The other three methods suggest that states with the S2B ligand dissociated from either Fe2 or Fe6 are

competitive for the E2–E4 states. Moreover, such structures with two hydride ions both bridging Fe2 and

Fe6 are the best models for E4 and also for the N2-bound E3 and E4 states. However, for E4, other struc-

tures are often close in energy, e.g. structures with one of the hydride ions bridging instead Fe3 and Fe7.

Finally, we find no support for the suggestion that reductive elimination of H2 from the two bridging

hydride ions in the E4 state would enhance the binding of N2.

Introduction
Nitrogenase (EC 1.18/19.6.1) is the only enzyme that can cleave
the triple bond in molecular N2,

1–4 thereby making nitrogen
available for biological lifeforms. X-ray crystallographic studies
have shown that nitrogenase contains a complicated MoFe7S9C
(homocitrate) cluster in the active site, called the FeMo cluster
(Fig. 1).5–9 Alternative nitrogenases exist, in which the Mo ion
is replaced by V or Fe, but they have lower activities.10,11 The
nitrogenase reaction is demanding, requiring eight electrons
and 16 ATP molecules for each N2 molecule processed:3,4

N2 þ 8e" þ 8Hþ þ 16 ATP ! 2 NH3 þH2 þ 16 ADPþ 16 Pi

ð1Þ

Nitrogenase has been extensively studied by spectroscopic,
biochemical and kinetic methods.1–9,12 The reaction is normally
described by the Lowe–Thorneley cycle,13 which involves nine
intermediates, E0–E8, differing in the number of added elec-
trons and protons. The E0 resting state has been thoroughly
characterised by crystallography, spectroscopic and compu-

tational studies.4,7,14–16 The E1 state has been studied by X-ray
absorption and Mössbauer spectroscopy17,18 and most likely
contains a proton on the S2B µ2 bridging sulfide ion (see
Fig. 1b for atom names).19 The E2 state is known to involve two
conformers, of which at least one contains an iron-bound
hydride ion.20–23 The E4 state has been characterised by EPR
and ENDOR spectroscopy, and has been shown to contain two
hydride ions that bridge between two Fe ions of the FeMo
cluster.24–26 It has been shown that N2 binds to the E3 and E4
states, but not the E0–E2 states.1,25,27–30 In connection with the
binding of N2, H2 is released by reductive elimination, i.e. by
the formation of H2 from two hydride ions.25,26,31,32 Then, N2 is
successively reduced and protonated to two molecules of NH3.
Mutational studies have indicated that the Fe2–Fe3–Fe6–Fe7
face of the FeMo cluster is the primary site for N2 reduction and
that Fe2 or Fe6 are the most likely binding sites of N2.

33,34

Nitrogenase has also been extensively studied by compu-
tational methods, using density functional theory (DFT).35

However, such studies are complicated by the fact that there
are very many possibilities for the binding of up to four
protons to the cluster, that different DFT method give widely
different relative energies of the various protonation states and
that the electronic structure is complicated (there are 35 poss-
ible broken-symmetry states).35–38

Several DFT studies have been devoted to the binding of N2

to the FeMo cluster in different En states.
35 Early investigations

†Electronic supplementary information (ESI) available. See DOI: https://doi.org/
10.1039/d3dt00648d
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Thermodynamically Favourable States in the Reaction of
Nitrogenase without Dissociation of any Sulfide Ligand
Hao Jiang[a] and Ulf Ryde*[a]

Abstract: We have used combined quantum mechanical and
molecular mechanical (QM/MM) calculations to study the
reaction mechanism of nitrogenase, assuming that none of
the sulfide ligands dissociates. To avoid the problem that
there is no consensus regarding the structure and protona-
tion of the E4 state, we start from a state where N2 is bound
to the cluster and is protonated to N2H2, after dissociation of
H2. We show that the reaction follows an alternating
mechanism with HNNH (possibly protonated to HNNH2) and
H2NNH2 as intermediates and the two NH3 products dissociate
at the E7 and E8 levels. For all intermediates, coordination to

Fe6 is preferred, but for the E4 and E8 intermediates, binding
to Fe2 is competitive. For the E4, E5 and E7 intermediates we
find that the substrate may abstract a proton from the
hydroxy group of the homocitrate ligand of the FeMo cluster,
thereby forming HNNH2, H2NNH2 and NH3 intermediates. This
may explain why homocitrate is a mandatory component of
nitrogenase. All steps in the suggested reaction mechanism
are thermodynamically favourable compared to protonation
of the nearby His-195 group and in all cases, protonation of
the NE2 atom of the latter group is preferred.

Introduction

Nitrogen is an essential element of all lifeforms, being a
component of all amino acids and nucleic acids. Although the
atmosphere of Earth contains 78% of N2, nitrogen is still a
limiting element for plant growth and a prominent component
of fertilizers. The reason for this is the strong triple bond in N2,
which makes it chemically inert.[1,2] Industrially, N2 is converted
to ammonia through the Haber–Bosch process, which requires
high temperature and pressure.[2] Only a single group of
enzymes can cleave the N!N bond in N2, the nitrogenases (EC
1.18/19.6.1), which work at ambient temperature and
pressure.[1,3,4]

Crystallographic studies have shown that the most active
type of nitrogenase contains a MoFe7S9C(homocitrate) cluster
(the FeMo cluster) in the active site, connected to the protein
by a histidine and a cysteine residue at the opposite ends of
the cluster (Figure 1).[5–9] There also exist alternative nitro-
genases with the Mo ion replaced with either vanadium or iron,
which have lower activities towards N2.[10]

The nitrogenases catalyse the reaction

N2 þ 8 e! þ 8 Hþ þ 16 ATP ! 2NH3

þH2 þ 16 ADPþ 16 Pi
(1)

The mechanism is normally discussed in terms of nine
intermediates E0–E8, differing in the number of added electrons
and protons, according to the Lowe–Thorneley scheme.[11]

Thorough biochemical, kinetic and spectroscopic studies have
indicated that the resting E0 state needs to be reduced to the E4
state before N2 may bind.[1,3,4,12–17] It has also been suggested
that H2 formation through reductive elimination is a prereq-
uisite for the binding of N2, explaining why H2 is a compulsory
byproduct in the reaction. It is normally assumed that N2 is
directly reduced and protonated to N2H2 upon binding to the
enzyme.[1,18]

It has long been debated whether the nitrogenases follow a
sequential or alternating reaction mechanism. In the sequential
mechanism, the first three protons bind to the same N atom of
N2, which then dissociates as NH3 from the E5 intermediate,
before the second N atom starts to be protonated. This
mechanism was originally suggested by Chatt and has gained
support from inorganic model complexes.[19–23] In the alternat-
ing mechanism, the protons are instead added alternatively to
the two N atoms, so that HNNH and H2NNH2 (hydrazine) are
intermediates and the first NH3 product does not dissociate
until the E7 state. It is supported by the fact that nitrogenase
can use hydrazine as a substrate and that hydrazine is released
upon acid or base hydrolysis of the enzyme during
turnover.[1,3,24,25] Moreover, it has been shown that N2, N2H2,
CH3NH2 and N2H4 all react via a common intermediate.[1,26]

The nitrogenases have been thoroughly studied also by
computational methods.[1,13,35–42,27!34] Unfortunately, these stud-
ies have given very diverging and disparate suggestions. In fact,
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Proton Transfer Pathways in Nitrogenase with and without
Dissociated S2B

Hao Jiang, Oskar K. G. Svensson, Lili Cao, and Ulf Ryde*

Abstract: Nitrogenase is the only enzyme that can convert N2 to NH3. Crystallographic structures have indicated that one
of the sulfide ligands of the active-site FeMo cluster, S2B, can be replaced by an inhibitor, like CO and OH!, and it has
been suggested that it may be displaced also during the normal reaction. We have investigated possible proton transfer
pathways within the FeMo cluster during the conversion of N2H2 to two molecules of NH3, assuming that the protons
enter the cluster at the S3B, S4B or S5A sulfide ions and are then transferred to the substrate. We use combined
quantum mechanical and molecular mechanical (QM/MM) calculations with the TPSS and B3LYP functionals. The
calculations indicate that the barriers for these reactions are reasonable if the S2B ligand remains bound to the cluster,
but they become prohibitively high if S2B has dissociated. This suggests that it is unlikely that S2B reversibly dissociates
during the normal reaction cycle.

*OUSPEVDUJPO

Nitrogenase (EC 1.18/19.6.1) is the only group of enzymes
that can cleave the strong triple bond in N2, making nitrogen
available for biological lifeforms. It is found in some groups
of bacteria and archaebacteria, but many higher plants live
in symbiosis with such organisms. Crystal structures of the
most active form of nitrogenase show that the active site
consists of a MoFe7S9C(homocitrate) cluster (the FeMo
cluster, shown in Figure 1).[1–5] It is connected to the protein
by a cysteine ligand to one of the Fe ions and a histidine
ligand to the Mo ion. There also exist alternative nitro-
genases with the Mo ion replaced with either vanadium or
iron, which have lower activities towards N2.[6]

Nitrogenase catalyses the reaction:

N2 þ 8e! þ 8Hþ þ 16ATP !
2NH3 þH2 þ 16ADPþ 16Pi

(1)

Thus, it requires eight electrons and protons, and
consumes 16 molecules of ATP. H2 is a mandatory by-
product. The reaction is often described by the Lowe–
Thorneley scheme,[7] which contains nine states E0 to E8,
differing in the number of added electrons and protons.
Thorough biochemical, kinetic, structural and spectroscopic
studies have suggested that the enzyme typically needs to be
loaded with four electrons and protons before the N2

substrate can bind, through reductive elimination of H2.[8–16]

The substrate probably binds to the Fe2 or Fe6 ions (atom
names are shown in Figure 1).[12,17]

Several crystallographic studies have shown that one of
the sulfide ligands, S2B, which bridges the Fe2 and Fe6 ions,
can be replaced by inhibitors, like CO and OH!.[4,18] The
process is reversible and a putative storage site for the
dissociated SH! ion has been identified. Therefore, it has
been suggested that S2B may dissociate also during the
normal reaction mechanism, opening up an obvious binding
site for the substrate.[19,20] In fact, a recent crystal structure
was suggested to show such replacement of S2B (and also
the S3A and S5A sulfide ions) by N2,[21] although the
interpretation has been disputed.[22,23] Nitrogenase has also
been extensively investigated by computational methods,[24]

but so far no consensus has been reached regarding the
reaction mechanism or even of the structure and protona-
tion of the crucial E4 state.[24–31]

Between each En level, one electron and one proton are
delivered to the FeMo cluster. The electrons are provided
by the Fe protein via the P-cluster,[11,12] and they can move
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ABSTRACT: Nitrogenase is the only enzyme that can cleave the triple
bond in N2, making nitrogen available for all lifeforms. Previous
computational studies have given widely diverging results regarding the
reaction mechanism of the enzyme. For example, some recent studies
have suggested that one of the μ2-bridging sulfide ligands (S2B) may
dissociate from one of the Fe ions when protonated in the doubly
reduced and protonated E2 state, whereas other studies indicated that
such half-dissociated states are unfavorable. We have examined how the
relative energies of 26 structures of the E2 state depend on details of
combined quantum mechanical and molecular mechanical (QM/MM)
calculations. We show that the selection of the broken-symmetry state,
the basis set, relativistic e!ects, the size of the QM system, relaxation of
the surroundings, and the conformations of the bound protons may a!ect the relative energies of the various structures by up to 12,
22, 9, 20, 37, and 33 kJ/mol, respectively. However, they do not change the preferred type of structures. On the other hand, the
choice of the DFT functional strongly a!ects the preferences. The hybrid B3LYP functional strongly prefers doubly protonation of
the central carbide ion, but such a structure is not consistent with experimental EPR data. Other functionals suggest structures with a
hydride ion, in agreement with the experiments, and show that the ion bridges between Fe2 and Fe6. Moreover, there are two
structures of the same type that are degenerate within 1−5 kJ/mol, in agreement with the observation of two EPR signals. However,
the pure generalized gradient approximation (GGA) functional TPSS favors structures with a protonated S2B also bridging Fe2 and
Fe6, whereas r2SCAN (meta-GGA) and TPSSh (hybrid) prefer structures with S2B dissociated from Fe2 (but remaining bound to
Fe6). The energy di!erence between the two types of structure is so small (7−18 kJ/mol) that both types need to be considered in
future investigations of the mechanism of nitrogenase.

■ INTRODUCTION
Nitrogenases (EC 1.18/19.6.1) are the only group of enzymes
that can cleave the inert triple bond in N2, making atmospheric
nitrogen available for all lifeforms.1−3 Crystal structures have
shown that the active site of Mo-nitrogenase is a complicated
MoFe7S9C(homocitrate) cluster (the FeMo cluster), which is
bound to the protein with one His and one Cys residue
(Figure 1).4−8 Alternative nitrogenases also exist with the Mo
ion replaced with either vanadium or iron, but they have lower
activities toward N2.9
The nitrogenase reaction requires 16 ATP molecules to

convert one N2 molecule to two NH3 molecules:1−3

+ + +
+ + +

+N 8e 8H 16ATP

2NH H 16ADP 16P
2

3 2 i (1)

In addition, H2 seems to be a mandatory byproduct. The
reaction consumes eight electrons and protons. It is normally
assumed that each reduction of the cluster leads to the uptake
of one proton. Therefore, the reaction is normally described by
eight intermediates, E0−E7, di!ering in the number of added
electrons and protons.10 Extensive biochemical, kinetic, and

spectroscopic studies have indicated that the enzyme needs to
be reduced four times (from E0 to E4) before N2 can bind
through reductive elimination of H2.1,2,11−17 Electron nuclear
double resonance (ENDOR) experiments suggest that the E4
state contains two hydride ions that bridge a pair of Fe ions
each.2,14,15
Nitrogenase has also been extensively studied by computa-

tional methods.18 Unfortunately, they have suggested very
disparate reaction mechanisms. In fact, they do not even agree
on the structure of the key E4 state.3,18−26 Structures have been
suggested with the central carbide ion triply protonated or
various combinations of protonated sulfide and iron ions (both
bridging and terminal). Even for structures with two bridging
hydride ions, the suggested models di!er in what iron ions are
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Putative reaction mechanism of nitrogenase with a
half-dissociated S2B ligand†

Hao Jiang and Ulf Ryde *

We have studied whether dissociation of the S2B sulfide ligand from one of its two coordinating Fe

ions may affect the later parts of the reaction mechanism of nitrogenase. Such dissociation has been

shown to be favourable for the E2–E4 states in the reaction mechanism, but previous studies have

assumed that S2B either remains bridging or has fully dissociated from the active-site FeMo cluster.

We employ combined quantum mechanical and molecular mechanical (QM/MM) calculations with

two density-functional theory methods, r2SCAN and TPSSh. To make dissociation of S2B possible, we

have added a proton to this group throughout the reaction. We study the reaction starting from the

E4 state with N2H2 bound to the cluster. Our results indicate that half-dissociation of S2B is unfavour-

able in most steps of the reaction mechanism. We observe favourable half-dissociation of S2B only

when NH or NH2 is bound to the cluster, bridging Fe2 and Fe6. However, the former state is most

likely not involved in the reaction mechanism and the latter state is only an intermittent intermediate

of the E7 state. Therefore, half-dissociation of S2B seems to play only a minor role in the later parts

of the reaction mechanism of nitrogenase. Our suggested mechanism with a protonated S2B is alter-

nating (the two N atoms of the substrate is protonated in an alternating manner) and the substrate

prefers to bind to Fe2, in contrast to the preferred binding to Fe6 observed when S2B is unproto-

nated and bridging Fe2 and Fe6.

Introduction
Nitrogenase (EC 1.18/19.6.1) is the only enzyme that can
cleave the triple bond in N2, by converting it to
ammonia.1–4 Nitrogenase is produced by a few groups of
bacteria but several higher plants live in symbiosis with
such bacteria, e.g. legumes, rice and alder. Crystallographic
studies have shown that the most common and active form
of nitrogenase is a homodimer of heterodimers.5–9 It con-
tains two unusual iron–sulfur clusters, the P-cluster
(Fe8S7Cys6), which is used for electron transfer, and the
FeMo cluster, which is the catalytic centre. The latter con-
sists of a MoFe8S9C(homocitrate) cluster, which is connected
to the protein by one His ligand to Mo and a Cys ligand to
a Fe ion at the other end of the cluster (cf. Fig. 1a). There
also exist alternative isoenzymes in which the Mo ion is
replaced by V or Fe, but they have a lower activity.10 During
catalysis, electrons are delivered to nitrogenase by the Fe
protein, which contains a Fe4S4 cluster.3,4

Nitrogenase catalyses the reaction3,4

N2 þ 8e" þ 8Hþ þ 16ATP ! 2NH3 þH2 þ 16ADPþ 16Pi ð1Þ

Thus, eight electrons and protons are needed to form two
molecules of NH3 from N2. Consequently, the reaction mecha-
nism is typically described by nine states, E0–E8, differing in the
number of added electrons and protons.11 Despite intensive bio-
chemical, kinetic, spectroscopic and computational
investigations,1–9,12,13 many details of the nitrogenase reaction
mechanism are still controversial, partly because of technical pro-
blems to isolate pure samples of the various reaction intermedi-
ates En. It is known that N2 binds mainly to the E4 state and that
N2 binding is coupled to the compulsory formation of H2, in a
reductive elimination reaction.14–18 E4 has been shown to contain
two hydride ions bridging two pairs of Fe ions,15,16,18 but the
detailed structure of the E4 state is highly controversial.

19–28

The later part of the reaction mechanism, i.e. after N2

binding has also been much discussed.3 In particular, it has
been debated whether nitrogenase follows a distal or an alter-
nating mechanism, i.e. whether the protons are first added to
one N atom, so that NH3 dissociates already in the E5 state,
before the second N atom is protonated, or whether protons
are added alternatively to the two N atoms, so that HNNH and
H2NNH2 are intermediates and the first NH3 molecule does

†Electronic supplementary information (ESI) available. See DOI: https://doi.org/
10.1039/d4dt00937a
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Quantum Mechanical Calculations of Redox Potentials of the
Metal Clusters in Nitrogenase
Hao Jiang , Oskar K. G. Svensson and Ulf Ryde *
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SE-221 00 Lund, Sweden
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Abstract: We have calculated redox potentials of the two metal clusters in Mo-nitrogenase with
quantum mechanical (QM) calculations. We employ an approach calibrated for iron–sulfur clusters
with 1–4 Fe ions, involving QM-cluster calculations in continuum solvent and large QM systems
(400–500 atoms), based on structures from combined QM and molecular mechanics (QM/MM)
geometry optimisations. Calculations on the P-cluster show that we can reproduce the experimental
redox potentials within 0.33 V. This is similar to the accuracy obtained for the smaller clusters,
although two of the redox reactions involve also proton transfer. The calculated P1+/PN redox
potential is nearly the same independently of whether P1+ is protonated or deprotonated, explaining
why redox titrations do not show any pH dependence. For the FeMo cluster, the calculations clearly
show that the formal oxidation state of the cluster in the resting E0 state is MoIIIFeII

3 FeIII
4 , in agreement

with previous experimental studies and QM calculations. Moreover, the redox potentials of the first
five E0–E4 states are nearly constant, as is expected if the electrons are delivered by the same site (the
P-cluster). However, the redox potentials are insensitive to the formal oxidation states of the Fe ion
(i.e., whether the added protons bind to sulfide or Fe ions). Finally, we show that the later (E4–E8)
states of the reaction mechanism have redox potential that are more positive (i.e., more exothermic)
than that of the E0/E1 couple.

Keywords: nitrogenase; redox potential; formal oxidation states; FeMo cluster; P-cluster

1. Introduction
Gaseous nitrogen (N2) is the main component of our atmosphere, but nitrogen is still a

limiting element for plant life and a major ingredient in synthetic fertilisers. The reason for
this is that the triple bond in N≡N is extremely strong and inert, making N2 unavailable for
most plants [1–3]. Industrially, N2 is converted to NH3 by the Born–Haber process, which
was invited in the early 20th century and is considered as a major cause of the human
population explosion [1]. It requires high temperature and pressure.

N2 + 8 e− + 8 H+ + 16 ATP → 2 NH3 + H2 + 16 ADP + 16 Pi (1)

However, a few bacteria and archaea can perform the same conversion at ambi-
ent temperature and pressure. This is accomplished by the enzyme nitrogenase (EC
1.18/19.6.1) [2,4–10]. The reaction is still quite demanding, requiring 16 molecules of ATP,
eight electrons and eight protons [2,4,5]: X-ray crystallographic studies have shown that
nitrogenase contains two unusual iron–sulfur clusters [6–10]. The P-cluster, Fe8S7Cys6, is
essentially two merged [4Fe–4S] clusters with a central sulfide ligand coordinating to six
iron ions (Figure 1a). It is employed for electron transfer from the Fe-protein, which do-
nates the electrons, to the active site. The latter is the FeMo cluster, which is a complicated
MoFe7S9C(homocitrate) cluster, with a central carbide ion (Figure 1b) and connected to
the protein by one cysteine and one histidine residue at the opposite ends of the trigonal
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ABSTRACT: Nitrogenase is the only enzyme that can cleave the
strong triple bond in N2, making nitrogen available for biological life.
There are three isozymes of nitrogenase, di!ering in the composition of
the active site, viz., Mo, V, and Fe-nitrogenase. Recently, the first crystal
structure of Fe-nitrogenase was presented. We have performed the first
combined quantum mechanical and molecular mechanical (QM/MM)
study of Fe-nitrogenase. We show with QM/MM and quantum-
refinement calculations that the homocitrate ligand is most likely
protonated on the alcohol oxygen in the resting E0 state. The most
stable broken-symmetry (BS) states are the same as for Mo-nitrogenase,
i.e., the three Noodleman BS7-type states (with a surplus of β spin on
the eighth Fe ion), which maximize the number of nearby
antiferromagnetically coupled Fe−Fe pairs. For the E1 state, we find that protonation of the S2B μ2 belt sulfide ion is most
favorable, 14−117 kJ/mol more stable than structures with a Fe-bound hydride ion (the best has a hydride ion on the Fe2 ion)
calculated with four di!erent density-functional theory methods. This is similar to what was found for Mo-nitrogenase, but it does
not explain the recent EPR observation that the E1 state of Fe-nitrogenase should contain a photolyzable hydride ion. For the E1
state, many BS states are close in energy, and the preferred BS state di!ers depending on the position of the extra proton and which
density functional is used.

■ INTRODUCTION
Nitrogen is crucial in sustaining life on Earth, being a
component of all amino acids and nucleic acids. Although
N2 constitutes 78% of the Earth’s atmosphere, nitrogen
remains a limiting factor for plant growth and is a main
component in artificial fertilizers.1 The reason is that plants
cannot metabolize N2 because it involves a strong and inert
triple bond. The industrial conversion of nitrogen to ammonia
occurs through the energy-intensive Haber−Bosch process,
which involves high temperatures and pressures and accounts
for almost 2% of the world’s total energy consumption.2
Nitrogenase (EC 1.18/19.6.1) is the only enzyme that can

cleave the N−N bond in N2 and convert it to ammonia. It
functions under ambient temperature and pressure. Nitro-
genase exists in three forms: Mo-nitrogenase, V-nitrogenase,
and Fe-only nitrogenase. Mo-nitrogenase is the most prevalent
form, with the highest N2-reducing activity.1,3−9

Crystal structures of Mo-nitrogenase have been known since
199210,11 and of V-nitrogenase since 2017.12 However, the first
crystal structure of Fe-only nitrogenase was published this
year,13 and a cryogenic electron microscopy structure has also
been presented.14 The studies have shown that all nitrogenases
involve two proteins: the Fe protein and the Mo/V/FeFe
protein. Electrons are supplied by the Fe protein, which also
binds two ATP molecules. This binding triggers docking to the
other protein and facilitates electron transfer. Hydrolysis of the

ATP molecules induces the dissociation of Fe protein, thereby
enabling further electron transfers. The MoFe protein is a α2β2

heterotetramer, whereas the VFe and FeFe proteins are α2β2γ2
heterohexamers, with one extra subunit. These proteins
contain an Fe8S7Cys6 cluster called the P-cluster, which is
used for electron transfer. In addition, they contain the active
site, which is slightly di!erent for the three types of
nitrogenases. Mo-nitrogenase contains a catalytic MoFe7S9C-
(homocitrate) cluster, known as the FeMo cluster, V-
nitrogenase contains a VFe7S8C(CO3)(homocitrate) cluster
(FeV cluster), whereas Fe-only nitrogenase contains a
Fe8S9C(homocitrate) cluster (the FeFe cluster, as shown in
Figure 1a). In all three cases, the active-site cluster is
coordinated to the protein via a cysteine and a histidine
residue.10,11,15−17

The nitrogenases catalyze the reaction
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