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Ultrastable gold substrates (Fig. 1a), which are composed entirely of gold, reduce the average movement
of cryogeninc specimen under electron irradiation by about 50-fold during a typical exposure in the
bright field transmission electron microscope [1]. This reduces the motion-induced blurring of electron
micrographs and improves the image quality. We demonstrate the use of these ultrastable gold substrates
in high-resolution structure determination by single particle electron cryomicroscopy (cryo-EM). We
show examples of high-resolution structure determination for several specimens. Apoferritin is a
particularly challenging protein structure for single particle cryo-EM because sub-nanometer resolution
is required in each particle image to successfully assign projection angles and thus calculate a 3D
density [2]. We compare structures of apoferritin calculated from images collected under the same
conditions on conventional and ultrastable gold substrates (Fig. 1b). These demonstrate that for small
and challenging proteins, the improved image quality on ultrastable substrates can make the difference
between success and failure in solving a structure. We also show 3D reconstructed density maps for the
eukaryotic 80S ribosome (Fig. 1d) [3], and the hepatitis B viral capsid [4]. Each show improved
resolution on gold substrates as compared to traditional amorphous carbon based supports. In particular,
ribosome density maps, calculated from several hundred micrographs collected using ultrastable
substrates, show sub-3A features without the use of per-particle motion correction algorithms (Fig. 1d).
The vast majority of electron radiation induced motion on conventional amorphous carbon substrates is
in the direction perpendicular to the plane of the specimen support. We demonstrate this by measuring
the movement of substrates using movie collection with the current generation of high-speed direct
electron detectors. This entails that when the specimen is tilted, the projected component of movement
in the image plane increases with the sine of the tilt angle. This vertical movement accounts for much of
the degradation of image quality at high tilt angles. 3D electron tomography uses a series of low-dose
images to at known tilt angles to determine the 3D structure of an individual specimen. Knowledge of
how the particles are displaced in three dimensions during irradiation allows revision of tomogram
acquisition strategies to minimize the in-plane components of movement and thus improve image
quality on all substrates. Further, using ultrastable gold substrates for the collection of electron
tomograms reduces specimen movement, particularly at high tilt angles, and thus improves the
resolution of density maps calculated from 3D tomograms. We use tomograms collected on both
conventional and ultrastable gold supports under the same conditions to demonstrate a 20%
improvement in the resolution of sub-tomogram averages collected on ultrastable substrates.

Specimens prepared for imaging on ultrastable gold substrates are made using standard cryo-prepration
techniques and imaged using typical low-dose electron microscopy methods. Since the foils are made
from a polycrystalline metal, there are some differences in imaging from traditional amorphous carbon
foils. We discuss the practical aspects of preparing specimens and collecting optimal data using these
substrates and point out common mistakes that can lead to degradation in image quality. The results
herein demonstrate that reduced specimen movement improves the image quality in each micrograph
and tomogram, and thus increases the resolution of 3D reconstructed density maps of biological
specimen [5].

https://doi.org/10.1017/51431927616006589 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1431927616006589

Microsc. Microanal. 22 (Suppl 3), 2016 1149

References:

[1] Russo, C. J. and Passmore, L.A. Science 346, 1377-1380 (2014).

[2] Henderson, R. and McMullan, G. Microscopy 62, 43-50 (2013).

[3] Bai. et al. eLife 2, 00416 (2013)

[4] Bottcher et al. Nature 386, 88-91 (1997)

[5] The authors thank S. Scotcher, A. Fowle, J. Firman, M. Kyte and H. Andrews for fabrication of
custom machines; K. Vinothkumar for hepatitis B specimen; J. Grimmett, T. Darling, G. McMullan, S.
Chen and C. Saava for technical assistance, J. Lowe, S. Scheres, R.A. Crowther, and R. Henderson for
helpful discussions. This work was supported by a Leverhulme Trust Early Career Fellowship to C. J.
Russo, the European Research Council (FP7/2007-2013)/ERC grant agreement no 261151, MRC (UK)
grant U105192715 (L.A.P.) and U105184332 (V. Ramakrishnan), a Wellcome Trust Senior Investigator
award to V. Ramakrishnan (WT096570); T. A. M. Bharat was supported by FEBS and EMBO (ALTF 3-
2013) long-term fellowships.

a & b

Tomogram fiducial particles (%)

| | | | | | |

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14
Residual displacement (A)

Figure 1. Optical micrograph (a) of an ultrastable gold support; bar is 20 pm. Apoferritin density maps
(b) using conventional carbon (grey) and ultrastable (gold) supports. Nano-gold fiducial particles were
tracked in electron tomograms; the residual in-plane displacement was measured for the fiducial particle
at each tilt angle and subtracted from the position of a motionless particle. Panel ¢ shows a histogram of
these residual motions for tomograms on gold (gold bars) vs. carbon (black bars). The residual
movement is halved on the gold substrates (5.3 vs. 2.6 A RMS displacement). Panel d shows atomic
model and density map for a G-C base pair within the 80S ribosome from data on a gold substrate.
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