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Abstract 

The development of novel methods for highly efficient protein purification remains a research focus in the biotech‑
nology field because conventional purification approaches, including affinity purification, gel filtration, and ion-
exchange chromatography, require complex manipulation steps and are costly. Here, we describe a simple and rapid 
protein purification strategy in which the SUMO tag and Ulp1 protease are surface-displayed separately on Escherichia 
coli cells. After protein induction, the cells are harvested, resuspended in cleavage buffer, and incubated together for 
cleavage. In this approach, the surface-displayed Ulp1 cleaves the membrane-anchored SUMO fusion protein, result‑
ing in the release of the target protein from the C-terminal of SUMO into the solution. The bacterial cells harboring 
SUMO and Ulp1 on their surfaces can be easily removed by centrifugation. To evaluate the purification method, we 
used red fluorescent protein (mCherry). Purified mCherry protein (7.72 ± 1.05 mg from 1 L of bacterial culture) was 
obtained after only 30 min of incubation. The protein purity was higher than 80%, and could be further improved 
(> 90%) by simple ultrafiltration. This study offers a promising and simple strategy for the purification of recombinant 
protein in its native form that requires only cleavage and centrifugation steps.
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Introduction
Proteins are generally produced in heterologous systems 
because it is difficult to achieve satisfactory yields from 
natural sources. Efficient expression and purification of 
recombinant proteins remain fundamental issues for bio-
technology. Various approaches have been used to sim-
plify the purification process, such as the use of affinity 
(Kimple et al. 2013; Wood 2014) or self-aggregating tags 
(Lin et  al. 2015a, b); however, these methods still have 

some drawbacks. For instance, while fusion with affin-
ity tags has been considered the first-choice strategy 
because of its simplicity and high efficiency, the fused tag 
may alter the protein structure and thus affect protein 
function (Chen et  al. 2015). Therefore, tag cleavage and 
removal are essential for the production of native pro-
teins, which requires additional, time-consuming steps. 
Furthermore, the purification of intracellular recombi-
nant proteins requires cell lysis. Recently, extracellular 
recombinant protein production has gained increasing 
attention owing to its advantages of avoiding the need 
for membrane disruption and enabling continuous pro-
duction. Nevertheless, it still requires the recovery of the 
target proteins from the medium, which generally has a 
complex composition. In this study, to simplify protein 
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purification and overcome the disadvantages of the above 
approaches, we developed a simple and rapid purification 
strategy based on the cleavage of a SUMO-fused recom-
binant protein by Ulp1 protease displayed on the surface 
of Escherichia coli (E. coli) cells.

SUMO is a ubiquitin-like protein (Johnson and Hoch-
strasser 1997) of approximately 11 kDa that is frequently 
used to improve target protein solubility and stabil-
ity through N-terminal fusion (Bird 2011). The SUMO 
tag can be cleaved from the chimeric protein by Ulp1 
protease, which specifically recognizes the SUMO ter-
tiary structure, to generate the native protein without 
any redundant amino acids (Li et  al. 2018). In light of 
the high efficiency of the SUMO-Ulp1 system in pro-
tein purification, we constructed two different vectors 
for the expression of SUMO-fused recombinant protein 
and Ulp1 protease on the surfaces of E. coli cells. The 
surface-displayed Ulp1 cleaves the N-terminal SUMO 
fusion protein, releasing the native target protein in the 
buffer solution. As SUMO and Ulp1 are anchored to the 
cell surface, they can be easily removed together with the 
bacterial cells by centrifugation. The feasibility of the sim-
ple and rapid protein purification approach that requires 
only cleavage and centrifugation steps was demonstrated. 
The overall strategy and manipulation steps for protein 
purification by this method are illustrated in Fig. 1.

Materials and methods
Vector construction
To construct a vector for the expression of surface-
displayed SUMO-fused recombinant protein, an opti-
mized DNA sequence encoding the N-terminal amino 
acids (1–29) of prolipoprotein (Lpp) (NP_416192), 

residues 45–159 of the outer-membrane protein OmpA 
(NP_415477) from E. coli, and SUMO (NP_010798.1) 
from Saccharomyces cerevisiae (S. cerevisiae), was 
designed considering the codon preference of E. coli, and 
synthesized at GenScript Biotech (Nanjing, China). The 
optimized lpp-ompA-sumo sequence (GenBank acces-
sion no. MT038411) was PCR-amplified using the prim-
ers Lpp-1/SUMO-2. To facilitate further DNA insertion, 
an NdeI recognition site (CAT​ATG​) was added to the 
3′ terminus of lpp-ompA-sumo. Using an In-Fusion HD 
Cloning Kit (Clontech), the PCR product was subcloned 
into NcoI/XhoI-digested pET28b plasmid (Novogene) to 
generate the expression vector pET-Lpp-OmpA-SUMO 
(abbreviated as pET-LO-SUMO).

For the construction of a vector expressing surface-
displayed Ulp1, an optimized DNA fragment encoding 
the N-terminal amino acids (1–28) of the autotransporter 
YfaL (NP_416736) from E. coli (Ko et al. 2012), residues 
403–621 of Ulp1 (NP_015305) from S. cerevisiae (Lee 
et al. 2008) with a N-terminal His-tag, and the C-termi-
nal amino acids (786–1250) of YfaL, was synthesized and 
PCR-amplified using the primers YfaL-Ulp1-1 and YfaL-
Ulp1-2. The PCR product yfal-ulp1 (GenBank accession 
no. MT179806) was ligated into pET28b at the NcoI and 
HindIII restriction sites, yielding the expression vector 
pET-YfaL-Ulp1.

A red fluorescent protein (mCherry) (Hui et  al. 2018) 
with a C-terminal His-tag was used as a target protein to 
evaluate the feasibility of the purification strategy devel-
oped. The mCherry-coding gene sequence (GenBank 
accession no. MH070102) was synthesized and amplified 
by PCR using the primers mCherry-1 and mCherry-2. A 
vector for the expression of surface-displayed SUMO-
fused mCherry, pET-LO-SUMO-mCherry, was con-
structed by inserting the mcherry DNA fragment into the 
NdeI restriction site of pET-LO-SUMO. A plasmid for 
the expression of intracellular mCherry with a C-termi-
nal His-tag (pET-mCherry) was constructed in a similar 
manner, except that mCherry-3/mCherry-4 were used as 
primers and the NcoI/XhoI were chosen as the insertion 
sites in pET28b. All primers used are listed in Additional 
file 1: Table S1.

Protein expression and identification
Escherichia coli BL21(DE3) cells containing pET-LO-
SUMO-mCherry (pET- pET-LO-SUMO-mCherry/BL21) 
or pET-YfaL-Ulp1 (pET-YfaL-Ulp1/BL21) were grown in 
Luria–Bertani medium to an optical density at 600  nm 
(OD600) of 0.6–0.7. Then, protein expression was induced 
by the addition of 200 μM isopropyl-β-d-thiogalactoside 
(IPTG). After incubation at 16 °C for 24 h, the cells were 
harvested and resuspended in Tris buffer (20 mM Tris–
HCl, pH 8.0) at an OD600 of 10. The whole-cell samples 

Fig. 1  Illustration of the protein purification strategy based on 
cell-surface display of SUMO-fused recombinant protein and Ulp1 
protease
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were mixed with 10 × loading buffer and heated at 100 °C 
for 10 min. The lysates were subjected to 12% SDS-PAGE. 
To verify the surface display of the proteins, cells were 
incubated with trypsin (200 μg/mL) at 37 °C for 1 h. The 
reaction was stopped by washing the cells twice with 
Tris buffer, and the recombinant proteins were detected 
again by SDS-PAGE using whole-cell lysates. For cell 
fractionation, IPTG-induced cells were harvested and 
resuspended in PBS buffer containing 1 mM EDTA and 
10  μg/mL lysozyme at an OD600 of 5. After cell lysis by 
sonication, soluble cytoplasm and total cell membrane 
were separated by centrifugation (18,000 rpm, 1 h). The 
supernatant was regarded as the soluble cytoplasmic 
fraction. For further membrane fractionation, the pel-
let (total membrane fraction) was resuspended in PBS 
buffer containing 0.01 mM MgCl2 and 2% Triton X-100 
to solubilize inner membrane materials and incubated at 
room temperature for 1 h. The outer membrane fraction 
was repelleted by ultracentrifugation (24,000  rpm, 1  h). 
The fractionated samples were stored until SDS-PAGE 
analysis as described above. For the immunolabeling of 
intact cells, IPTG-induced cells were incubated in anti-
His antibody solution at 4  °C overnight and in second-
ary anti-mouse antibody solution for 2 h. After washing 
three times with Tris buffer, the cells were incubated in 
FAST ECL substrate solution (Thermo Pierce) for 10 min 
to develop the chemiluminescence. The luminescence 
intensity was measured at 425  nm using a microplate 
reader (MD SpectraMax M3).

Cleavage of SUMO‑fused mCherry by Ulp1 and purification 
of mCherry
IPTG-induced E. coli cells (pET-LO-SUMO-mCherry/
BL21 and pET-YfaL-Ulp1/BL21) were washed twice by 
Tris buffer (20 mM Tris–HCl, pH 8.0) and resuspended 
in cleavage buffer (20  mM Tris–HCl, 150  mM NaCl, 
2  mM dithiothreitol (DTT), pH 8.0) at an OD600 of 25. 
The bacterial suspensions were mixed together at a vol-
ume ratio of 1:1 and then incubated at 37 °C under mild 
shaking (100  rpm) for 30  min. Then, the sample was 
immediately centrifuged (12,000  rpm, 2  min), and the 
supernatant was transferred to new tube. The precipitate 
and supernatant were analyzed by SDS-PAGE and west-
ern blotting using anti-His antibody. Band intensity and 
protein purity on the SDS-PAGE gel or western blot film 
were analyzed using ImageJ software.

Several experimental conditions, including the ionic 
strength of the cleavage buffer and the incubation tem-
perature and time, were tested to optimize the cleav-
age efficiency and target protein purity. The cells were 
resuspended in the cleavage buffer (20  mM Tris–HCl, 
2 mM DTT, pH 8.0) containing different concentrations 

of NaCl (0, 150, and 500 mM). The cell suspension was 
incubated at 37  °C for 30  min before centrifugation. 
Following this, the cells in the cleavage buffer (20 mM 
Tris–HCl, 150  mM NaCl, 2  mM DTT, pH 8.0) were 
subjected to 30  min incubation at 4  °C, 16  °C, 30  °C, 
and 37 °C, respectively. Moreover, the cells in the same 
cleavage buffer were incubated at 37  °C for different 
incubation times (0, 5, 15, and 30  min). The superna-
tant of each sample was collected by centrifugation and 
analyzed using SDS-PAGE.

To further improve the purity of the target protein, 
the supernatant fraction was loaded into a 30-kDa 
ultrafiltration tube (Thermo Fisher), the eluate was 
collected after centrifugation (6000  rpm, 5  min), and 
its purity was evaluated using SDS-PAGE. The pro-
tein concentration of purified mCherry was measured 
at 280 nm using an extinction coefficient of 32.4 cm−1 
mM−1.

Results
Construction of vectors for surface expression 
of SUMO‑fused recombinant protein and Ulp1 protease 
on E. coli cells
Various bacterial surface-display systems have been 
developed for wide applications (Schuurmann et  al. 
2014). In this study, SUMO was fused to the C-ter-
minus of Lpp-OmpA for cell-surface expression of 
a SUMO-fused recombinant protein. To construct a 
universal vector for the expression of SUMO-fused 
recombinant protein, the NdeI recognition site was 
attached to the 3′ terminus of the sumo gene so that 
the recombinant protein-coding sequence can be easily 
subcloned into the vector at this restriction site. How-
ever, the expression of surface-displayed Ulp1 protease 
using the Lpp-OmpA carrier protein was unsuccessful 
(data not shown). Therefore, an autotransporter pro-
tein, YafL, was introduced to display the Ulp1 on the 
cell surface. The peptide fragment of YafL (29–785) was 
replaced with Ulp1 so that the C-terminal transloca-
tor (β-barrel) domain of YafL can deliver the passenger 
domain (Ulp1) across the outer membrane. Schematic 
illustrations of the plasmids expressing surface-dis-
played SUMO-fused recombinant protein (pET-LO-
SUMO) and Ulp1 protease (pET-YfaL-Ulp1) are shown 
in Fig.  2a, b. mCherry was used as a target protein to 
demonstrate the feasibility of the innovative purifica-
tion approach. A vector expressing surface-displayed 
mCherry (pET-LO-SUMO-mCherry) was constructed 
(Fig.  2a) and confirmed by direct sequencing, which 
confirmed that the 3′ terminus of sumo was immedi-
ately followed by the open reading frame of mCherry, 
without any gap.
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Surface expression and identification of SUMO‑fused 
mCherry and Ulp1 on E. coli cells
We used the pET plasmid for protein expression because 
it contains the strong promoter, T7, which drives high 
protein expression in the presence of IPTG, resulting in 
high protein yield (Kaur and Kumar 2018). As can be seen 
in Fig. 3a, compared to samples without IPTG induction, 
LO-SUMO-mCherry and YfaL-Ulp1 were overexpressed 
after induction. The protein bands in the SDS-PAGE gel 
were consistent with the calculated molecular weights 
of the chimeric proteins (54  kDa and 80  kDa, respec-
tively). To verify the cell surface localization of the two 
chimeric proteins, a protease accessibility experiment 
was conducted. As the protease cannot readily perme-
ate through the cell membrane, intracellular proteins 
would remain intact, whereas those exposed on the cell 
surface would be digested. After 1 h of trypsin digestion, 

the surface-displayed chimeric proteins were completely 
degraded (Fig. 3a). Intracellular mCherry (pET-mCherry/
BL21) included as a control was resistant to protease 
digestion under the same conditions (Fig. 3a). To directly 
identify the expression site of the two chimeric proteins 
in compartments of the recombinant cells, a cell fraction-
ation experiment was performed. As shown in Fig.  3b, 
the majority of both proteins (LO-SUMO-mCherry and 
YfaL-Ulp1) were detected in the outer membrane frac-
tion, whereas mCherry from control cells (cytosolic 
expression) was found in the soluble cytoplasmic frac-
tion. To confirm the surface display, an anti-His antibody 
was exogenously added to intact cells. Because antibod-
ies cannot diffuse through the cell membrane, the loca-
tion of fusion proteins on the cell surface can be revealed 
in this manner. Very high luminescence intensity was 
detected on cells expressing LO-SUMO-mCherry or 

Fig. 2  Schematic illustration of the vectors constructed for the expression of surface-displayed SUMO-fused recombinant protein (a) and Ulp1 
protease (b). The coding sequence of the target protein can be inserted into the universal expression vector (a) at the NdeI restriction site
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YfaL-Ulp1 (Fig. 3c). In contrast, only weak luminescence 
was observed in the cytosol-expressing strain or the neg-
ative control strain (pET/BL21), probably due to nonspe-
cific binding of the anti-His antibody to the cell surface 
(Fig.  3c). The above results collectively suggested that 
SUMO-fused mCherry and Ulp1 were effectively dis-
played on the cell surface.

Cleavage of surface‑displayed SUMO‑fused mCherry 
by surface‑displayed Ulp1 and purification of mCherry
Protein recovery and subsequent concentration are nec-
essary for the extracellular protein production and puri-
fication, because the recombinant protein is secreted and 
diluted into the culture medium. To avoid this, in our 
study, the induced E. coli cells were harvested and resus-
pended in cleavage buffer at a high density (OD600 = 25). 
Then, the IPTG-induced cells (pET-LO-SUMO-
mCherry/BL21 and pET-YfaL-Ulp1/BL21) were mixed 
and incubated at 37  °C for 30  min. Surface cleavage of 
SUMO-fused mCherry by Ulp1 protease was evaluated 
by SDS-PAGE. As shown in Fig. 4a, the protein band of 

approximately 54  kDa, which corresponds to uncleaved 
LO-SUMO-mCherry, was much less intense after cleav-
age than before. In the pelleted cell fraction, a band of 
27 kDa, corresponding to the LO-SUMO chimeric frag-
ment, emerged. Interestingly, the supernatant had a red 
color, suggesting that the protease cleavage had success-
fully released the mCherry protein from the chimeric 
protein into the buffer. In accordance herewith, SDS-
PAGE analysis revealed a band of 27  kDa, correspond-
ing to the mCherry protein, in the supernatant fraction, 
and its purity was higher than 80%. When mCherry 
surface-displayed cells were incubated with cells lacking 
the protease (pET/BL21) under the same experimen-
tal conditions, the protein band of LO-SUMO-mCherry 
remained intact, and no mCherry protein was detected 
in the supernatant. This finding suggested that Ulp1 is 
indispensable for the cleavage of SUMO-fused protein on 
the cell surface. Because LO-SUMO and mCherry have 
similar molecular weights, they cannot be easily differ-
entiated by SDS-PAGE. Therefore, we used a His-tagged 
mCherry and verified cleavage by western blotting using 

Fig. 3  a SDS-PAGE analysis of the expression of surface-displayed SUMO-mCherry and Ulp1 induced by IPTG and the induced cells after incubation 
in the presence of 200 μg/mL trypsin at 37 °C for 1 h. b Protein expression in different fractions of induced cells. Equal volumes of fractionated 
samples were used for SDS-PAGE analyses. C: cytoplasmic fraction; I: inner membrane fraction; O: outer membrane fraction. The results are 
representative of three independent experiments. c Immunolabeling analysis of induced intact cells using anti-His antibody. After three washes 
to remove unbound secondary antibody, the cells were incubated in ECL substrate solution for 10 min to develop the chemiluminescence. The 
luminescence intensity was measured at 425 nm using a microplate reader. Data are means of three independent experiments, error bars represent 
standard deviation
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Fig. 4  Cleavage of surface-expressed SUMO-fused mCherry by surface-expressed Ulp1 and purification of mCherry. a SDS-PAGE analysis 
(left panel) and western blot (right panel) of surface-displaying bacterial cells and released target protein fractions. IPTG-induced E. coli cells 
(pET-LO-SUMO-mCherry/BL21 and pET-YfaL-Ulp1/BL21) were incubated together in cleavage buffer at 37 °C for 30 min, after which the cells and 
the buffer solution were immediately separated by centrifugation. Lane 4: cell pellets before incubation; lane 5: cell pellets after incubation; lane 6: 
supernatant fraction after incubation. The negative control (pET-LO-SUMO-mCherry/BL21 and pET/BL21) was prepared using the same procedures 
(Lane 1–3). Cleavage was conducted under different conditions of ionic strength (b), temperature (c), and incubation time (d) to optimize the 
cleavage efficiency and mCherry protein yield. The supernatant fraction after cleavage and centrifugation was analyzed by SDS-PAGE. e SDS-PAGE 
analysis of purified mCherry protein prior to (lane 1) or after (lane 2) ultrafiltration using a 30-kDa ultrafiltration tube. The results are representative of 
three independent experiments
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an anti-His antibody. The western blot results were in 
agreement with those of SDS-PAGE and revealed that the 
cleavage efficiency of SUMO-fused mCherry by Ulp1 dis-
played on the E. coli cell surface was approximately 60% 
(Fig. 4a).

Next, we optimized experimental conditions, including 
the ionic strength of the cleavage buffer and the incuba-
tion temperature and time, to improve the cleavage effi-
ciency and target protein purity. As shown in Fig.  4b, 
compared to cleavage buffer without any salt, a low con-
centration of NaCl (150  mM) improved protein yield, 
whereas high ionic strength (500 mM NaCl) dramatically 
inhibited cleavage. The cleavage activity of Ulp1 was the 
highest at 37  °C (Fig.  4c). As expected, the amount of 
mCherry released in the supernatant fraction increased 
in a time-dependent manner over the 30-min cleav-
age incubation (Fig.  4d). When the incubation period 
was prolonged, the protein yield did not significantly 
increase, and many other proteins were secreted into the 
supernatant (results not shown). Based on these find-
ings, a 30-min incubation at 37 °C in the defined cleavage 
buffer was considered an optimal condition for protein 
purification.

As shown in Fig.  4a (lane 6), several impurities were 
detected in the supernatant after cleavage under the opti-
mized conditions, although the bands corresponding to 
these proteins were very faint. To improve the purity of 
the target protein further, a simple ultrafiltration (using a 
30-kDa ultrafiltration tube) was applied, because most of 
the impurities were larger than 30 kDa. The eluate after 
centrifugation was collected. As shown in Fig.  4e, the 
majority of the impurities disappeared after ultrafiltra-
tion, and the purity of the mCherry protein was higher 
than 90%. The final yield of purified mCherry obtained 
from 1 L of bacterial culture was 7.72 ± 1.05 mg.

Discussion
Cell-surface  display  entails the display of a target pro-
tein on the  surfaces  of microbial cells through fusion 
with an anchoring motif, and has been a useful approach 
for various purposes, such as the development of live 
vaccines, whole-cell biocatalysts, and environmental 
bio-adsorbents, and the screening of protein libraries 
(Lee et  al. 2003). Surface-anchoring motifs, including 
OmpA, ice nucleation protein (INP) (Li et al. 2004), and 
auto-transporters (van Ulsen et  al. 2018), act as carri-
ers to deliver the target proteins across the bacterial cell 
membrane. Among them, Lpp-OmpA was frequently 
used (Fasehee et  al. 2018; Wang et  al. 2019; Wei et  al. 
2014) and was considered an ideal carrier protein (Lang 
2000). For example, E. coli cells expressing Lpp-OmpA-
anchored EC20 (a metal-binding protein) accumulated 
substantially more mercury than did cells engineered 

with INP-fused EC20 (Bae et al. 2002). However, the Lpp-
OmpA system seems not applicable to all proteins. In this 
study, the Ulp1 protease could not be surface-expressed 
using the Lpp-OmpA system; however, after fusion with 
YfaL, it was effectively surface-displayed, implying that 
cell-surface display is influenced by various factors, such 
as the protein structure or molecular size. This also indi-
cates that such factors should be considered when select-
ing anchoring proteins and that surface-display systems 
can be optimized by using different anchoring proteins.

Protein purification is costly and laborious, especially 
at the industrial scale. To shorten the processing time, 
extracellular recombinant protein expression is consid-
ered a useful strategy as the cell disruption step can be 
omitted (Burdette et  al. 2018). Although this approach 
simplifies the purification process, the protein still needs 
to be separated from the culture medium. Recently, a new 
purification method was developed, in which the sortase 
recognition site (LPQTG) was inserted between the Lpp-
OmpA anchor and the recombinant protein on the cell 
surface, to allow cleavage of the target protein from the 
Lpp-OmpA carrier by sortase treatment (Fasehee et  al. 
2018). However, the sortase was used in the soluble form 
and thus, further purification was required to separate 
it from the target protein, which was also present in the 
soluble form in the supernatant. In addition, sortase 
cleaves between the threonine and glycine residues of 
the LPXTG motif and therefore, the obtained protein 
is not native, but carries an extra glycine residue at the 
N-terminus. In another new strategy, the antimicrobial 
peptides were secreted and formed extracellular amyloid 
aggregates on the E. coli cell surface (Wang et al. 2017). 
The surface-displayed peptide was fused to a self-cleaving 
intein (Mxe GyrA) and released through DTT treatment. 
Although no protease is required in this self-cleaving 
approach, it takes a long time (at least 12 h) to achieve a 
considerable protein yield, and because of the continuous 
secretion of other host proteins, this will decrease pro-
tein purity. Another drawback of this approach is that the 
N-terminal signal peptide cannot be removed from the 
final purified protein. In this work, we developed a novel 
protein expression and purification strategy in which 
the SUMO tag and Ulp1 protease are surface-displayed 
separately on E. coli cells. The cells harboring the surface-
immobilized SUMO and Ulp1 can be easily removed by 
simple centrifugation, with the purified protein being 
contained in the supernatant.

Because of the high protease activity of Ulp1 towards 
SUMO fusion, a high protein yield of mCherry 
(7.72  mg/L) can be achieved within half an hour by 
this method, which is considerably higher than yields 
achieved with previously reported approaches (Sev-
astsyanovich et  al. 2012; Sichwart et  al. 2015) for 
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production of the same protein through extracellu-
lar secretion and accumulation. The low temperature 
(16  °C) used for protein induction in this study prob-
ably also contributed to the enhanced protein yield 
of mCherry, as expression at a low temperature is a 
well-known technique to avoid or limit aggregation of 
the recombinant protein and yield more soluble and 
well-folded protein (Kaur and Kumar 2018). However, 
because of the limited surface area, the yield of surface-
displayed mCherry was much lower than that of pro-
tein expressed in the cytoplasm, which was 28.6 mg/L 
when purified from pET-mCherry/BL21 by affinity 
chromatography using a Ni-agarose column. Therefore, 
a novel strategy to further increase the yield of cell-sur-
face displayed protein is required.

It should be noted that the protein purity achieved in 
the present study was still insufficient, although most of 
the impurities could be removed after passage through 
a 30-kDa ultrafiltration tube. Therefore, further 
research efforts are needed to improve protein purity 
in several aspects. As intracellular proteins are trans-
ported across  the  cell membrane mostly via bacterial 
carrier proteins (Thanassi and Hultgren 2000), deletion 
of these proteins by genetic engineering would reduce 
non-target protein secretion. Moreover, chemicals that 
can inhibit protein secretion might also be useful to 
improve protein purity. Although further studies are 
needed before this protein purification strategy can be 
widely applied, our present work provides a promising 
approach for highly efficient protein purification.

Supplementary information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at https​://doi.
org/10.1186/s1356​8-020-00999​-4.

Additional file 1: Table S1. Primers used for vector construction.

Abbreviations
DTT: Dithiothreitol; IPTG: Isopropyl-β-d-thiogalactoside; OD: Optical density; 
SDS-PAGE: Sodium dodecyl sulfate-polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis; EDTA: 
Ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid.

Acknowledgements
None.

Authors’ contributions
WW designed this study and wrote the paper; XFZ and CLZ performed the 
cleavage experiment; XPG and WLW constructed the vectors; ZFH and FYJ 
analyzed the data; GQT and JXL reviewed the manuscript; the other authors 
helped with the lab work. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Funding
This work was supported by the National High Technology Research and 
Development Program of China (2014AA06A514), the Zhejiang Province Pub‑
lic Welfare Technology Application Research Project (LGF20B070001), the Key 
Discipline of Zhejiang Province in Medical Technology (First Class, Category A), 
and the Science and Technology Project of Wenzhou (S20170016).

Availability of data and materials
The optimized gene sequences for expression of surface-displayed SUMO 
fusion protein (lpp-ompA-sumo) and Ulp1 (yfal-ulp1) have been submit‑
ted to NCBI Genbank database with the accession number MT038411 and 
MT179806.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
This article does not contain any studies with human participants or animals 
performed by any of the authors.

Consent for publication
The funding agency and all authors consent for publication.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Author details
1 Zhejiang Provincial Key Laboratory for Technology and Application of Model 
Organisms, School of Laboratory Medicine and Life Sciences, Wenzhou Medi‑
cal University, Wenzhou 325035, Zhejiang, China. 2 Department of Labora‑
tory Medicine, Wuxi 9th People’s Hospital Affiliated to Soochow University, 
Wuxi 214000, Jiangsu, China. 

Received: 11 February 2020   Accepted: 26 March 2020

References
Bae W, Mulchandani A, Chen W (2002) Cell surface display of synthetic phyto‑

chelatins using ice nucleation protein for enhanced heavy metal bioac‑
cumulation. J Inorg Biochem 88(2):223–227. https​://doi.org/10.1016/
s0162​-0134(01)00392​-0

Bird LE (2011) High throughput construction and small scale expression 
screening of multi-tag vectors in Escherichia coli. Methods 55(1):29–37. 
https​://doi.org/10.1016/j.ymeth​.2011.08.002

Burdette LA, Leach SA, Wong HT, Tullman-Ercek D (2018) Developing Gram-
negative bacteria for the secretion of heterologous proteins. Microb Cell 
Fact 17(1):196. https​://doi.org/10.1186/s1293​4-018-1041-5

Chen Z, Li Y, Yuan Q (2015) Study the effect of His-tag on chondroitinase ABC 
I based on characterization of enzyme. Int J Biol Macromol 78:96–101. 
https​://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijbio​mac.2015.03.068

Fasehee H, Rostami A, Ramezani F, Ahmadian G (2018) Engineering E. coli cell 
surface in order to develop a one-step purification method for recom‑
binant proteins. AMB Express 8(1):107. https​://doi.org/10.1186/s1356​
8-018-0638-8

Hui CY, Guo Y, Zhang W, Huang XQ (2018) Rapid monitoring of the target pro‑
tein expression with a fluorescent signal based on a dicistronic construct 
in Escherichia coli. AMB Express 8(1):81. https​://doi.org/10.1186/s1356​
8-018-0612-5

Johnson PR, Hochstrasser M (1997) SUMO-1: ubiquitin gains weight. Trends 
Cell Biol 7(10):408–413. https​://doi.org/10.1016/s0962​-8924(97)01132​-x

Kaur J, Kumar A (2018) Strategies for optimization of heterologous protein 
expression in E. coli: roadblocks and reinforcements. Int J Biol Macromol 
106:803–822. https​://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijbio​mac.2017.08.080

Kimple ME, Brill AL, Pasker RL (2013) Overview of affinity tags for protein 
purification. Curr Protoc Protein Sci. https​://doi.org/10.1002/04711​40864​
.ps090​9s73

Ko HJ, Park E, Song J, Yang TH, Lee HJ, Kim KH, Choi IG (2012) Functional cell 
surface display and controlled secretion of diverse agarolytic enzymes by 
Escherichia coli with a novel ligation-independent cloning vector based 
on the autotransporter YfaL. Appl Environ Microbiol 78(9):3051–3058. 
https​://doi.org/10.1128/aem.07004​-11

Lang H (2000) Outer membrane proteins as surface display systems. Int J Med 
Microbiol 290(7):579–585. https​://doi.org/10.1016/s1438​-4221(00)80004​
-1

Lee SY, Choi JH, Xu Z (2003) Microbial cell-surface display. Trends Biotechnol 
21(1):45–52. https​://doi.org/10.1016/s0167​-7799(02)00006​-9

Lee CD, Sun HC, Hu SM, Chiu CF, Homhuan A, Liang SM, Leng CH, Wang TF 
(2008) An improved SUMO fusion protein system for effective production 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s13568-020-00999-4
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13568-020-00999-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0162-0134(01)00392-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0162-0134(01)00392-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ymeth.2011.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12934-018-1041-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijbiomac.2015.03.068
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13568-018-0638-8
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13568-018-0638-8
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13568-018-0612-5
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13568-018-0612-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0962-8924(97)01132-x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijbiomac.2017.08.080
https://doi.org/10.1002/0471140864.ps0909s73
https://doi.org/10.1002/0471140864.ps0909s73
https://doi.org/10.1128/aem.07004-11
https://doi.org/10.1016/s1438-4221(00)80004-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/s1438-4221(00)80004-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0167-7799(02)00006-9


Page 9 of 9Zhou et al. AMB Expr           (2020) 10:65 	

of native proteins. Protein Sci 17(7):1241–1248. https​://doi.org/10.1110/
ps.03518​8.108

Li L, Kang DG, Cha HJ (2004) Functional display of foreign protein on surface 
of Escherichia coli using N-terminal domain of ice nucleation protein. 
Biotechnol Bioeng 85(2):214–221. https​://doi.org/10.1002/bit.10892​

Li J, Han Q, Zhang T, Du J, Sun Q, Pang Y (2018) Expression of soluble native 
protein in Escherichia coli using a cold-shock SUMO tag-fused expression 
vector. Biotechnol Rep 19:e00261. https​://doi.org/10.1016/j.btre.2018.
e0026​1

Lin Z, Zhao Q, Xing L, Zhou B, Wang X (2015a) Aggregating tags for column-
free protein purification. Biotechnol J 10(12):1877–1886. https​://doi.
org/10.1002/biot.20150​0299

Lin Z, Zhao Q, Zhou B, Xing L, Xu W (2015b) Cleavable self-aggregating 
tags (cSAT) for protein expression and purification. Methods Mol Biol 
1258:65–78. https​://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4939-2205-5_4

Schuurmann J, Quehl P, Festel G, Jose J (2014) Bacterial whole-cell biocata‑
lysts by surface display of enzymes: toward industrial application. Appl 
Microbiol Biotechnol 98(19):8031–8046. https​://doi.org/10.1007/s0025​
3-014-5897-y

Sevastsyanovich YR, Leyton DL, Wells TJ, Wardius CA, Tveen-Jensen K, Morris 
FC, Knowles TJ, Cunningham AF, Cole JA, Henderson IR (2012) A general‑
ised module for the selective extracellular accumulation of recombinant 
proteins. Microb Cell Fact 11:69. https​://doi.org/10.1186/1475-2859-11-69

Sichwart S, Tozakidis IE, Teese M, Jose J (2015) Maximized autotransporter-
mediated expression (MATE) for surface display and secretion of recombi‑
nant proteins in Escherichia coli. Food Technol Biotechnol 53(3):251–260. 
https​://doi.org/10.17113​/ftb.53.03.15.3802

Thanassi DG, Hultgren SJ (2000) Multiple pathways allow protein secretion 
across the bacterial outer membrane. Curr Opin Cell Biol 12(4):420–430. 
https​://doi.org/10.1016/s0955​-0674(00)00111​-3

van Ulsen P, Zinner KM, Jong WSP, Luirink J (2018) On display: autotransporter 
secretion and application. FEMS Microbiol Lett. https​://doi.org/10.1093/
femsl​e/fny16​5

Wang M, Huang M, Zhang J, Ma Y, Li S, Wang J (2017) A novel secretion and 
online-cleavage strategy for production of cecropin A in Escherichia coli. 
Sci Rep 7(1):7368. https​://doi.org/10.1038/s4159​8-017-07411​-5

Wang W, Jiang F, Wu F, Li J, Ge R, Tan G, Pang Y, Zhou X, Ren X, Fan B, Lyu J 
(2019) Biodetection and bioremediation of copper ions in environmental 
water samples using a temperature-controlled, dual-functional Escheri-
chia coli cell. Appl Microbiol Biotechnol. https​://doi.org/10.1007/s0025​
3-019-09984​-9

Wei W, Liu X, Sun P, Wang X, Zhu H, Hong M, Mao ZW, Zhao J (2014) Simple 
whole-cell biodetection and bioremediation of heavy metals based on 
an engineered lead-specific operon. Environ Sci Technol 48(6):3363–3371. 
https​://doi.org/10.1021/es404​6567

Wood DW (2014) New trends and affinity tag designs for recombinant protein 
purification. Curr Opin Struct Biol 26:54–61. https​://doi.org/10.1016/j.
sbi.2014.04.006

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub‑
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.1110/ps.035188.108
https://doi.org/10.1110/ps.035188.108
https://doi.org/10.1002/bit.10892
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.btre.2018.e00261
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.btre.2018.e00261
https://doi.org/10.1002/biot.201500299
https://doi.org/10.1002/biot.201500299
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4939-2205-5_4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00253-014-5897-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00253-014-5897-y
https://doi.org/10.1186/1475-2859-11-69
https://doi.org/10.17113/ftb.53.03.15.3802
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0955-0674(00)00111-3
https://doi.org/10.1093/femsle/fny165
https://doi.org/10.1093/femsle/fny165
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-017-07411-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00253-019-09984-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00253-019-09984-9
https://doi.org/10.1021/es4046567
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbi.2014.04.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbi.2014.04.006

	A simple and rapid protein purification method based on cell-surface display of SUMO-fused recombinant protein and Ulp1 protease
	Abstract 
	Introduction
	Materials and methods
	Vector construction
	Protein expression and identification
	Cleavage of SUMO-fused mCherry by Ulp1 and purification of mCherry

	Results
	Construction of vectors for surface expression of SUMO-fused recombinant protein and Ulp1 protease on E. coli cells
	Surface expression and identification of SUMO-fused mCherry and Ulp1 on E. coli cells
	Cleavage of surface-displayed SUMO-fused mCherry by surface-displayed Ulp1 and purification of mCherry

	Discussion
	Acknowledgements
	References




