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Abstract We have looked for the production of hydrogen
peroxide following reaction of oxidized cytochrome c oxidase
and two oxy derivatives (compounds P and F) with cyanide. In
each case the final product was the cyanide adduct of cytochrome
c oxidase. In no case release of hydrogen peroxide was detected,
as gauged by the scopoletin plus horse radish peroxidase assay.
The simplest conclusion is that none of these forms of the enzyme
contains intact hydrogen peroxide.
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1. Introduction

Cytochrome c oxidase (CcO) catalyzes the reduction of di-
oxygen to water using reducing equivalents provided by fer-
rocytochrome c; this reaction occurs at a binuclear center
composed of cytochrome a3 and CuB. Various approaches,
notably transient kinetic studies on the reaction of reduced
enzyme with O2 [1^6] and reversal of electron transfer induced
using conditions of high electron and proton a¤nity plus a
high membrane potential [7,8], have led to the identi¢cation of
a variety of intermediates in the reoxidation pathway.

Two of these intermediates are of particular interest because
they appear to be intimately involved in proton translocation
[9]. These are compounds P (CcO-607) and F (CcO-580).
These species were originally identi¢ed as optical intermedi-
ates arising during reverse electron transfer. It was proposed
[7,8] that P is a species in which the catalytically important
binuclear center contains the elements of hydrogen peroxide
and that F is a species in which the heme component of the
binuclear center has been oxidized to the ferryl (Fe(IV)) state.

While the existence of the entities P and F is generally
accepted their speci¢c chemical composition is controversial.
Thus it has been suggested that (i) CcO-607 and CcO-580 are
indeed the peroxy and ferryl intermediates [7^19]; (ii) CcO-
607 and CcO-580 forms represent two di¡erent binding sites

for hydrogen peroxide present in oxidized CcO [20] ; (iii) CcO-
607 is a ferryl form while CcO-580 is species of oxidized
oxidase with cytochrome a3 low-spin [21]; and (iv) CcO-607
and CcO-580 species are both ferryl forms but with a free
radical center in the CcO-607 species [22]. Indeed Kitagawa's
laboratory has provided rather compelling Raman data that
an Fe = O bond is present at the heme iron of cytochrome a3

in both compounds [23^25] while Fabian and Palmer, on the
basis of chemical experiments, suggested that compound F
itself may be at the peroxide level [26].

In an attempt to throw some light on this controversy we
reasoned that treatment of derivatives of the enzyme in which
peroxide is believed to be bound at the binuclear center with
cyanide, a ligand with exceptionally high a¤nity for the binu-
clear center, should lead to the release of peroxide, and this
released peroxide should be detectable using simple analytic
procedures. In this communication we report that binding of
cyanide to (i) native CcO; (ii) compound P produced using
the CO method [26] ; and (iii) compound F produced using
H2O2 [26] does not result in the release of detectable amounts
of hydrogen peroxide as gauged by oxidation of the £uores-
cent probe scopoletin in the presence of horse radish perox-
idase.

2. Materials and methods

Tris base, 7-hydroxy-6-methoxy-2H-1-benzopyran-2-one (Scopole-
tin) and horse radish peroxidase (HRP) were purchased from Sigma,
NaCN from Mallinckrodt, hydrogen peroxide and 4-morpholine
ethane-sulfonic acid (MES) from Aldrich, N-dodecyl-L-D-maltoside
(DM) from Anatrace and Triton X-100 (peroxide free; TX-100)
from Boehringer.

Cytochrome c oxidase (CcO) was isolated by the method of Souli-
mane and Buse [27] with small modi¢cations. During the isolation
K2SO4 was used in place of chloride salts and for the extraction of
bc1 and CcO by TX-100 the mitochondrial protein concentration was
20 and 10 mg/ml respectively. The enzyme concentration was deter-
mined at pH 8.0 from its absorbance at 424 nm by using AmM = 158
mM31 cm31. Unless otherwise speci¢ed the bu¡er was 100 mM Tris
pH 8.1 containing 0.1% DM and 100 mM K2SO4.

Two oxy intermediates of CcO designated as CcO-607 (i.e. com-
pound P) and CcO-580 (i.e. compound F) were prepared from the
oxidized CcO. CcO-607 was formed by bubbling CO gently through
oxidized enzyme (CcO-O) in an open cuvette for about 30 s at room
temperature. The cuvette was then transferred to the spectrophotom-
eter and the production of CcO-607 was assessed spectrophotometri-
cally. The maximum conversion CcO-O to CcO-607 (92%) was
reached in about 8 min. Then the sample was degassed several times
on ice to remove the residual CO and concentration of CcO-607 was
determined from the di¡erence spectrum CcO-607 minus CcO-O using
vA607ÿ630 = 11.0 mM31 cm31 [8].

CcO-580 was prepared at pH 5.9 (100 mM MES in place of Tris) by
the addition of 20 WM H2O2 to 6.7 WM CcO-O. The di¡erence optical
spectrum of CcO-580 minus CcO-O is pH dependent and at acidic pH
the maximum of the K band is at 575 nm compared to 578^580 nm at
pH 8.0 [26]. The conversion of CcO-O to CcO-580 was followed in
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spectrophotometer using the absorption changes at 575^630 nm. The
maximum yield of CcO-580 was observed in about 6 min. At this
point scopoletin (24 WM) and HRP (0.94 WM) were added and the
residual hydrogen peroxide was reduced to water by HRP oxidation
of scopoletin. The concentration of CcO-580 was determined from the
di¡erence optical spectrum of peroxide treated CcO minus CcO-O
using vA575ÿ630 = 5.3 mM31 cm31 [8].

The concentration of stock solution of hydrogen peroxide was ob-
tained from absorption at 240 nm by using Am = 40 M31 cm31 [28].
For the detection of hydrogen peroxide during the reaction of oxidase
with cyanide £uorescent method with scopoletin and HRP was em-
ployed [29]. The basis of the method is that £uorescent scopoletin is
oxidized to the non£uorescent derivative by HRP at the presence of
H2O2. A typical sample for the detection of H2O2 during the reaction
of oxidase with 1 mM cyanide contains 0.94 WM HRP, 13.6 WM
scopoletin and 6.7 WM CcO in 100 mM bu¡er (Tris/MES), 100 mM
K2SO4 and 0.1% DM.

Optical spectra were measured in Hewlett Packard Diode Array
8452 A spectrophotometer at room temperature (24³C). The £uores-
cence measurements were performed on an SLM Aminco Lumines-
cence Spectrometer using an excitation wavelength of 365 nm, an
emission wavelength of 460 nm and spectral bandwidths of 4 nm.

3. Results

We have attempted to detect the release of H2O2 following
the binding of cyanide to three forms of cytochrome c oxi-
dase: oxidized enzyme (CcO-O), CcO-607 and CcO-580.

At pH 8.1 CcO-O interacts with 1 mM cyanide in a single
exponential phase (Fig. 1A) which is complete in approxi-
mately 25 min as gauged from the optical changes in the Soret
region. The £uorescence emission of a parallel sample shows a
small increment immediately following addition of cyanide
and a subsequent slow decrease. The initial increment appears
to be due to a reaction of cyanide with HRP for it can be
observed in a sample containing only HRP and scopoletin
(Fig. 2, upper trace). The subsequent slow decrease is prob-
ably associated with spontaneous oxidation of scopoletin and
is observed in a sample without cyanide (Fig. 2, lower trace).

To verify that the peroxide detection system was function-
ing correctly addition of a quantity of hydrogen peroxide
comparable to the amount of enzyme was found to give a
relatively rapid and substantial decrease in scopoletin emis-
sion (Fig. 1A).

The reaction of CcO-607 with cyanide is a two step process
[30]. In the ¢rst step cyanide induces a fast conversion of
CcO-607 to a form very similar to CcO-O accompanied
with a blue shift of the Soret absorption. In the second step
the complex of oxidized CcO with cyanide is formed (Fig. 2).
There are no changes in scopoletin emission associated with
either of these two phases (Fig. 1B).

A similar result was obtained upon reaction of CcO-580
with cyanide. Because the optical spectra of the CcOWCN com-
plex and CcO-580 are very similar we used the wavelength
couple 548 nm minus 574 nm to measure the conversion of
CcO-580 to CcOWCN (Fig. 1C). In this case also the independ-
ence of £uorescence emission with time implies that the con-
version of CcO-580 to CcOWCN is not accompanied by release
of H2O2 (Fig. 1C).

4. Discussion

The simplest explanation of the observation that no perox-
ide is released following addition of cyanide to CcO-607 (com-
pound P) is that the components of peroxide are no longer
intact in this derivative. This conclusion is of course consistent

with recent Raman data [23^25] that appear to show that P,
like F, contains a Raman mode typical of the Fe = O stretch-
ing vibration which requires that the oxygen-oxygen bond is
broken.
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Fig. 1. Fluorescence and absorbance changes following the addition
of cyanide to three forms of cytochrome oxidase. A: Oxidized CcO.
The reaction of 1 mM cyanide with 6.7 WM oxidized CcO was fol-
lowed using changes in the absorbance di¡erence 432 nm minus 412
nm (right axis) at 24³C. Hydrogen peroxide production was moni-
tored (left axis) under the same conditions with 6.7 WM CcO, 0.94
uM HRP and 13.6 WM scopoletin present. At the time when the ab-
sorbance changes were complete 5 WM H2O2 was added. The bu¡er
for both experiments was 100 mM Tris pH 8.1 plus 100 mM K2SO4

and 0.1% DM. B: CcO-607. The binding of 1 mM cyanide to 5.6
WM CcO-607 (total enzyme was 6.7 WM) was measured as changes
in the absorbance di¡erence 434 nm minus 412 nm (right axis). Hy-
drogen peroxide production was monitored (left axis) under the
same conditions. All other conditions as in A. C: CcO-580. The
binding of 1 mM cyanide to 3.6 WM CcO-580 (total enzyme was 6.7
WM) was measured as changes in the absorbance di¡erence 548 nm
minus 574 nm (right axis). Hydrogen peroxide production was
monitored (left axis) under the same conditions. The bu¡er was 100
mM MES pH 5.9 containing 100 mM K2SO4 and 0.1% DM. All
other conditions as in A.
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Anomalies in the reaction of CcO-607 with cyanide were
initially observed by Mitchell et al. [31] ; subsequently Berka
et al. [32] suggested that the small blue shift initially observed
in the reaction of oxidized enzyme with cyanide could be the
result of a reaction of cyanide with a small population of P
present in the resting enzyme. We subsequently showed that
the reaction of P is itself biphasic with both phases more rapid
than the reaction of oxidized enzyme with cyanide [30].

It is important to note that the product of this reaction (and
indeed of CcO-580) is indistinguishable from the authentic
oxidase-cyanide adduct as judged by optical and mcd spectra;
in particular the mcd is most revealing as the cyanide adduct
exhibits the characteristic doubling of mcd intensity in the
Soret (data not shown). It thus appears that the original
heme ligand present in CcO-607 has been displaced and the
iron is present as Fe(III).

Given that the product does indeed appear to be the ferric
enzyme one explanation for the biphasic kinetics of CcO-607
supposes that the ¢rst phase is the reduction of Fe(IV) to
Fe(III) by an initial reaction with cyanide followed by reac-
tion of the heme iron with a second equivalent of cyanide to
yield the Fe(III)-cyanide adduct.

A less likely possibility which was proposed earlier [30], and
one for which there is no precedent, also requires the reaction
of two equivalents of cyanide with the enzyme. The ¢rst reacts
directly with the bound peroxide to cleave the O-O bond and
produce a novel species according to the scheme:

Fe3�3O3O3H� CN3 D Fe3�3OH� CNO3:

The heme iron subsequently reacts with the second cyanide to
produce the ¢nal product.

There are several di¤culties with assigning P as an oxy iron
species. First there is good evidence that P is 1-electron equiv-
alent more oxidized than F [10] but the location of this oxi-
dizing equivalent is not apparent. It is certainly not the por-
phyrin macrocycle for the conversion of P to F that proceeds
with almost no change in the Soret absorption while attempts
to demonstrate a protein free radical in P have failed [26].
Furthermore were this oxidizing equivalent located away
from the heme (either on the protein or perhaps in the form

of CuB(III)), there would be no good reason why the heme
spectrum would change so dramatically when P is converted
to F. Second the optical spectrum of P in the alpha band
region is unusually narrow for a high oxidation state of iron
[33] ; indeed the di¡erence spectrum of P between 500 and 700
nm is remarkably similar in shape and intensity to that of the
a2�

3 -CO di¡erence spectrum though the latter is shifted some
18 nm to the blue.

The absence of any detectable peroxide following addition
of cyanide to the native enzyme is to be expected for there has
never been any reason to believe that this species contains
hydrogen peroxide; however our suggestion [26] that F might
be a peroxide species would appear to be ruled out by the
present data.

If CcO-580 is also a ferryl species then one would anticipate
biphasic kinetics similar to those observed when CcO-607 re-
acts with cyanide. However the reaction is monophasic and
about 5 times faster than the fastest phase observed with
resting CcO [30,31]. Mono-exponential kinetics could arise if
the ¢rst step was reduction of Fe(IV) and was rate-limiting;
this could explain the higher rate of reaction of both CcO-580
and CcO-607 compared to CcO itself for the former two spe-
cies have been assigned very high redox potentials [8]. But the
faster rate of binding of cyanide to CcO-580 does not by itself
indicate that the reaction is a redox event. For example the
rate of binding of cyanide to the azide adduct of CcO is about
10 times the rate of binding to unliganded enzyme [34]; sim-
ilarly the rate of binding of cyanide to chloride enzyme is
faster than that to chloride-free enzyme [35].

It should be noted that the activity of the scopoletin-HRP
assay is reduced by the presence of cyanide. Thus the com-
plete reaction of the hydrogen peroxide used as calibrant (Fig.
1) required about 3 min as compared with reaction time of the
order of seconds obtained when cyanide is omitted. Never-
theless the clear and readily measured decrease in £uorescence
observed following addition of hydrogen peroxide validates
the use of this assay.

Acknowledgements: Supported by the National Institutes of Health
(GM 21337) and the Robert A. Welch Foundation (C-636).

References

[1] Chance, B., Saronio, C. and Leigh Jr., J.S. (1975) J. Biol. Chem.
250, 9226^9237.

[2] Blair, D.F., Witt, S.N. and Chan, S.I. (1985) J. Am. Chem. Soc.
107, 7389^7399.

[3] Ogura, T., Takahashi, S., Shinzawa-Itoh, K., Yoshikawa, S. and
Kitagawa, T. (1990) J. Biol. Chem. 265, 14721^14723.

[4] Han, S., Ching, Y.-Ch. and Rousseau, D.L. (1990) Nature 348,
89^90.

[5] Varotsis, C.A. and Babcock, G. (1995) J. Am. Chem. Soc. 117,
11260^11269.

[6] Morgan, J.E., Verkhovsky, M.J. and Wikstroëm, M. (1996) Bio-
chemistry 35, 12235^12240.

[7] Wikstroëm, M. (1981) Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 78, 4051^4054.
[8] Wikstroëm, M. and Morgan, J.E. (1992) J. Biol. Chem. 267,

10266^10273.
[9] Wikstroëm, M. (1989) Nature 338, 776^778.

[10] Verkhovsky, M.I., Morgan, J.E. and Wikstroëm, M. (1996) Proc.
Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 93, 12235^12239.

[11] Sucheta, A., Georgiadis, K.E. and Einarsdottir, O. (1997) Bio-
chemistry 36, 554^565.

[12] Larsen, R.W. (1994) FEBS Lett. 352, 365^368.
[13] Konstantinov, A.A., Capitanio, N., Vygodina, T.V. and Papa, S.

(1992) FEBS Lett. 312, 71^74.

FEBS 19709 26-1-98

Fig. 2. A: Fluorescence changes following addition of 1 mM cya-
nide to 13.6 WM scopoletin plus 0.94 WM horse radish peroxidase.
B: Slow decrease in the £uorescence emission of scopoletin in the
absence of cyanide. The reaction mixture contained 5.5 WM cyto-
chrome c oxidase, 13.6 WM scopoletin plus 0.94 WM horse radish
peroxidase. The bu¡er is the same as that used in Fig. 1A.

M. Fabian, G. Palmer/FEBS Letters 422 (1998) 1^4 3



[14] Ksenzenko, M.Yu., Vygodina, T.V., Berka, V., Ruuge, E.K. and
Konstantinov, A.A. (1992) FEBS Lett. 297, 63^66.

[15] Kumar, C., Naqui, A., Powers, L. and Chance, B. (1988) J. Biol.
Chem. 263, 7159^7163.

[16] Orii, Y. (1988) Ann. N. Y. Acad. Sci. 550, 105^117.
[17] Vygodina, T.V. and Konstantinov, A.A. (1988) Ann. N. Y.

Acad. Sci. 550, 124^138.
[18] Vygodina, T.V., Schmidmaier, K. and Konstantinov, A.A. (1993)

Biol. Membr. (English Ed.) 6, (7) 883^906.
[19] Witt, S.N. and Chan, S.I. (1987) J. Biol. Chem. 262, 1446^1448.
[20] Vygodina, T. and Konstantinov, A.A. (1987) FEBS Lett. 219,

387^392.
[21] Wrigglesworth, J.M., Ioannidis, N. and Nicholls, P. (1988) Ann.

N. Y. Acad. Sci. 550, 150^160.
[22] Weng, L. and Baker, G.M. (1991) Biochemistry 30, 5727^5733.
[23] Proshlyakov, D.A., Ogura, T., Shinzawa-Itoh, K., Yoshikawa,

S., Appelman, E.H. and Kitagawa, T. (1994) J. Biol. Chem.
269, 29385^29388.

[24] Proshlyakov, D.A., Ogura, T., Shinzawa-Itoh, K., Yoshikawa, S.
and Kitagawa, T. (1996) Biochemistry 35, 8580^8586.

[25] Proshlyakov, D.A., Ogura, T., Shinzawa-Itoh, K., Yoshikawa, S.
and Kitagawa, T. (1996) Biochemistry 35, 76^82.

[26] Fabian, M. and Palmer, G. (1995) Biochemistry 34, 13802^13810.
[27] Soulimane, T. and Buse, G. (1995) Eur. J. Biochem. 227, 588^

595.
[28] Bergmayer, H.U., Gawehn, K. and Grassl, M. (1970) in: Meth-

oden der Enzymatischen Analyze (Bergmayer, H.U., Ed.) Vol. 1,
p. 440, Verlag Chemie, Weinheim.

[29] Andreae, W.A. (1955) Nature 175, 859^860.
[30] Fabian, M. and Palmer, G. (1995) Biochemistry 34, 1534^1540.
[31] Mitchell, R., Brown, S., Mitchell, P. and Rich, P. (1992) Bio-

chim. Biophys. Acta 1100, 40^48.
[32] Berka, V., Vygodina, T., Musatov, A., Nicholls, P. and Konstan-

tinov, A. (1993) FEBS Lett. 315, 237^241.
[33] Adar, F., Gouterman, M. and Aronowitz, S. (1976) J. Phys.

Chem. 80, 2184^2191.
[34] van Buuren, K.J.H., Nicholls, P. and van Gelder, B.F. (1972)

Biochim. Biophys. Acta 256, 258^276.
[35] Fabian, M., Brunel, C. and Palmer, G. (to be published).

FEBS 19709 26-1-98

M. Fabian, G. Palmer/FEBS Letters 422 (1998) 1^44


