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Molecular Determinants of MAO Selectivity in a Series of Indolylmethylamine
Derivatives: Biological Activities, 3D-QSAR/CoMFA Analysis, and
Computational Simulation of Ligand Recognition
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Received September 15, 1999

A series of indolylmethylamine derivatives were assayed toward MAO-A and MAO-B inhibition.
The Ki values of these compounds are in the range from 0.8 to >106 nM for MAO-A or from
0.75 to 476000 nM for MAO-B. The most selective MAO-A or MAO-B inhibitors elicit a ratio
of Ki in the order of 1500 or 1000, respectively. Comparison of MAO-A and MAO-B CoMFA
models showed that both the steric and electrostatic properties at the 5 position of the indole
ring are determinant for MAO selectivity. Computational simulations of the complex between
this part of the ligand and Phe-208 of MAO-A or Ile-199 of MAO-B, experimentally identified
as responsible for substrate selectivity, allowed us to further characterize the nature of these
enzyme-inhibitor interactions.
Introduction
cloning,1

substrate and inhibitor selectivMolecular
ity,2,3 and tissue distribution4 have led to the characterization of two isoforms of the mitochondrial flavincontaining monoamine oxidase (MAO), termed MAO-A
and MAO-B, that catalyze the oxidative deamination
of endogenous substances such as biogenic amines and
neurotoxins.5-7 The functional properties of MAO-A
involve norepinefrine and serotonin as preferred substrates and clorgyline as irreversible inhibitor. In
contrast, MAO-B prefers β-phenylethylamine and benzylamine as substrates and L-deprenyl as irreversible
inhibitor. Mutagenesis experiments have identified a
key amino acid responsible for substrate selectivity.8
Substitution of Phe-208 in MAO-A by the corresponding
Ile-199 in MAO-B converted the selectivity profile of
MAO-A to MAO-B, and vice versa. Thus, aromatic
interactions might be involved in MAO-A binding,
whereas hydrophobic van der Waals’ interaction might
be involved in MAO-B binding.8 Selective MAO-A
inhibitors are used in the treatment of affective disorders,9 and MAO-B inhibitors are valuable in the treatment of Parkinson’s disease.10
Nevertheless, current understanding of MAO-A and
MAO-B function is still hampered by the lack of detailed
three-dimensional structures of these enzymes. Because
their primary sequences do not share any sequence
similarity with other proteins of known structure,
structure-activity relationships can be useful in order
to assess the structural properties of the ligands and
the active sites of the enzymes required for molecular
recognition (see refs 3 and 11-14 for several approaches). We have previously described that N-acety* To whom correspondence should be addressed. For M.U.: phone,
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lenic and N-allenic derivatives of tryptamine act as
effective and selective MAO inhibitors.15-19 These studies showed the effect of different structural features in
the selectivity and inhibitory potency of MAO. Here we
report a three-dimensional quantitative structureaffinity relationship analysis (3D-QSAR),20 using comparative molecular field analysis (CoMFA),21 of a series
of indolylmethylamine derivatives bearing substituents
at N1 and C5 positions of the indole ring, to characterize
the steric and electrostatic requirements needed at the
active sites of the enzymes to explain the MAO-A/
MAO-B selectivity. Subsequent simulations of the interaction of these inhibitors with protein models allowed
us to further characterize the nature of these enzymeinhibitor interactions.
Methods
3D-QSAR/CoMFA Method. The equilibrium structures of the protonated form of the indolylmethylamine
derivatives were obtained by full geometry optimization
with the AM-1 Hamiltonian model.22 A critical step in
CoMFA is the positioning of the molecules. The entire
set of indolylmethylamine analogues was oriented in
space by superimposing the heavy atoms of the common
and rigid indole ring. The conformation of the N-alkylnyl
side chain was chosen in such a way that the unsaturated moiety of all the structures had similar arrangement in space. Ki is a function of both the stabilization
of the complexes formed between the ligand molecules
and the enzyme and the solvation energy of the ligands.
Thus, the QSAR table consists of the values of pKi
(dependent variable), the steric and electrostatic fields
(independent variables), to mimic the stabilization
energy of the enzyme-inhibitor complex, and the solvation energy (independent variable). The atom-centered atomic charges used in CoMFA to evaluate the
electrostatic field were computed from the molecular
electrostatic potential23 using the 6-31G* basis set, a
common procedure for the simulation of proteins, nucleic
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Table 1. Structures of the Indolylalkylamine Derivatives and Their Experimental (Ki and pKi) and CoMFA Predicted (pKipred)
MAO-A and MAO-B Inhibitory Potencies

MAO-A
compd

R1

R2

n

R3

FA26a
FA27a
FA30a
FA102
FA69
FA70
FA42
FA43a
FA45a
FA73a
FA74
FA4
FA25
FA28
FA31
FA201
FA202
FA203
FA205
FA207
FA208

HHHHOHOHOCH3OCH3OCH3OC6H5-CH2OC6H5-CH2OHHHHHHHHHH-

CH3CH3CH3CH3CH3CH3CH3CH3CH3HHHCH3CH3CH3C6H5-CH2C6H5-CH2C6H5-CH2C6H5-CH2C6H5-CH2C6H5-CH2-

2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
3
3
3
3
3
3

HCH3CH3HCH3CH3HCH3CH3HHC6H5-CH2C6H5-CH2C6H5-CH2C6H5-CH2CH3CH3CH3-CH2(CH3)2-CHC6H5-CH2C6H5-CH2-

a

R4

Ki (µM)

MAO-B

pKi (M) pKipred (M)

CHtC-CH20.24
CHtC-CH20.0003
CH3-CtC-CH20.0043
CHtC-CH24.0
CHtC-CH20.004
CH3-CtC-CH20.0057
CHtC-CH20.0008
CHtC-CH20.0015
CH3-CtC-CH20.0014
CHtC-CH20.79
CH3-CtC-CH25.25
H87
H34
CHtC-CH210
CH3-CtC-CH2- >1000
H167
CHtC-CH2160
H262
H133
H244
CHtC-CH2>1000

6.62§
9.52§
8.37§
5.40§
8.40§
8.24§
9.09
8.82§
8.85
6.10§
4.82§
4.06§
4.47§
5.00§

6.44
9.31
8.61
5.54
8.59
7.82

3.78§
3.80
3.58§
3.88§
3.61§

3.73
4.65#
3.66
3.84
3.63

9.04
8.48#
6.02
4.88
4.06
4.53
4.97

Ki (µM)
3.83
0.003
0.03
8.9
0.82
8.8
0.004
0.03
0.37
0.00075
0.015
159
48
60
50
338
476
429
438
362
260

pKi (M) pKipred (M)
5.42
8.52§
7.52§
5.05§
6.09§
5.06§
8.3
7.24§
6.43
9.12§
7.82§
3.80§
4.32§
4.22
4.30§
3.47§
3.32
3.37§
3.36§
3.44§
3.59§

8.56
7.48
4.97
6.21
5.04
7.23
6.26#
8.99
7.94
3.95
4.37
4.14
3.39
3.98#
3.36
3.27
3.49
3.69

pKi(A) pKi(B)
1.20
1.00
0.85
0.35
2.31
3.18
0.79
1.58
2.42
-3.02
-3.00
0.26
0.15
0.78
0.31
0.48
0.21
0.52
0.17

Kinetic parameters previously described.15,17,43 n: position of the side chain.

acids, and organic molecules.24 The steric and electrostatic probe was a sp3 carbon carrying a charge of +1.0.
Solvation energies of the isolated indolylmethylamine
derivatives were calculated with a polarized continuum
model25,26 using the 6-31G basis set. All the quantum
mechanical calculations were performed with the GAUSSIAN-94 system of programs.27 The CoMFA studies
were carried out with the QSAR module of the SYBYL
6.3 program,28 using default parameters.
A Model of Enzyme-Inhibitor Interaction. The
interaction between Phe-208 in MAO-A and the corresponding Ile-199 in MAO-B with the 5 position of the
indole ring was modeled by full geometry optimization
at a level of theory (including MP2 treatment of electron
correlation effects with the 6-31G* basis set) that is
capable, in principle, of describing the proposed aromatic or van der Waals’ interactions.8 To characterize
these interactions, a model system was constructed
consisting of the side chains of Phe or Ile and the
substituent at the 5 position bound to a benzyl ring. Eint
represents the stabilization of the complex and is
defined as the difference in energy between the fully
optimized complex and the sum of the energies of the
fully optimized isolated molecule and enzyme models.
Solvation energies (Esolv) of the substituted benzyl ring
were obtained by single-point calculation with a polarized continuum model25,26 using the 6-31G* basis set
at the MP2 level for consistency with the calculation of
Eint. All the quantum mechanical calculations were
performed with the GAUSSIAN-94 system of programs.27
Results and Discussion
MAO-A and MAO-B Inhibition. Table 1 shows the
indolylmethylamine derivatives assayed for their inhibitory effect on MAO-A and MAO-B activities. The

structural features studied include: (i) substitution at
the 5 position of the indole ring (R1) by HO-, CH3O-,
or C6H5-CH2O-; (ii) substitution at the N1 position of
the indole ring (R2) by CH3- or C6H5-CH2-; (iii)
substitution at the positively charged nitrogen of the
side chain (R3) by CH3-, CH3-CH2-, (CH3)2-CH-, or
C6H5-CH2-; and (iv) substitution at the positively
charged nitrogen of the side chain (R4) by CHtC-CH2or CH3-CtC-CH2-.
Substitution of the H atom at the 5 position of the
indole ring (FA26) by HO- (FA102) diminishes the
potency toward both MAO-A (0.24 µM for FA26 versus
4 µM for FA102, see Table 1) and MAO-B (3.83 µM
versus 8.9 µM) inhibition. In contrast, substitution at
the same 5 position of the indole ring by CH3O- (FA42)
increases the potency toward both MAO-A (0.24 µM for
FA26 versus 0.0008 µM for FA42) and MAO-B (3.83
µM versus 0.004 µM) inhibition. Notably, the effect of
adding a phenyl ring to the CH3O- group, leading to
the C6H5-CH2O- substituent (FA73), has opposite
effects in MAO-A and MAO-B inhibition. It decreases
the potency toward MAO-A (0.0008 µM versus 0.79 µM
for FA42 and FA73, respectively), and it increases the
potency toward MAO-B (0.004 µM versus 0.00075 µM,
respectively). Clearly, this opposite effect provides the
desired selectivity of FA73 toward the MAO-B isoform
with a ratio of potencies in the order of 1000 times.
These two compounds FA42 and FA73 are the most
potent MAO-A and MAO-B inhibitors, respectively, in
this series of indolylmethylamine derivatives of tryptamine.
The effect of adding a C6H5-CH2- group to the N1
nitrogen of the indole ring (FA201, FA202, FA203,
FA205, FA207, and FA208) produces a dramatic drop
in affinity toward both MAO isoform inhibition. The Ki
values are in the range 160-262 µM for MAO-A (with
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the exception of FA208 which has no inhibitory effect
at a concentration of 1000 µM) or 260-476 µM for
MAO-B inhibition.
The Ki values of compounds FA4, FA25, FA28, and
FA31, where a C6H5-CH2- group has been attached
to the positively charged nitrogen of the side chain, are
in the range 10-87 µM for MAO-A (with the exception
of FA31 which has no inhibitory effect at a concentration of 1000 µM) or 48-159 µM for MAO-B inhibition.
Finally, addition of the CH3- group to the CHtCCH2- substituent of the positively charged nitrogen,
leading to the CH3-CtC-CH2- group, diminishes the
affinity toward MAO inhibition. The effect of this
addition in the MAO-B inhibition (monitored by the
ratio of Ki values) is almost constant: 10.0 for FA27
versus FA30 that contain a 5-H-indole ring, 10.7 for
FA69 versus FA70 that contain a 5-OH-indole ring, 7.5
for FA43 versus FA45 that contain a 5-OCH3-indole
ring, or 20.0 for FA73 versus FA74 that contain a
5-OCH2-C6H5-indole ring. In contrast, the change in
MAO-A inhibition is not of the same magnitude for all
comparisons. The ratio of MAO-A inhibitory constants
for the 5-H (14.3, FA27 versus FA30) and 5-OCH2-C6H5
(6.7, FA73 versus FA74) comparisons is in the range
obtained for MAO-B inhibition, whereas the effect of the
CH3- addition is very small for the 5-OH (1.4, FA69
versus FA70) and 5-OCH3 (0.9, FA43 versus FA45)
comparisons. These findings suggest that there might
be a small cavity present only in the active center of
the MAO-A isoform. The orientation of FA45 and FA70
in the active center of MAO-A, guided by the interaction
of the 5-OH and 5-OCH3 moieties, might allow the
methyl group to be accommodated inside this cavity.
Clearly, FA70 is the most selective compound toward
the MAO-A isoform with a ratio of potencies of 1500
times.
3D-QSAR/CoMFA Models. The method of systematically adding bulky substituents at different positions
of the molecules will allow us to characterize the steric
requirements needed for enzyme selectivity. Thus, the
inhibitory potencies (pKi) against both MAO-A and
MAO-B substrates of the set of compounds marked with
§ in Table 1 were related to the independent variables
(steric and electrostatic fields and solvation energy) by
the partial least-squares (PLS) methodology.29,30 Compound FA42 was not included in the MAO-A CoMFA
model; compounds FA42, FA26, and FA28 were not
included in the MAO-B CoMFA model because their
residuals were the highest and greater than two standard deviations. Clearly, the steric and electrostatic
fields cannot reproduce the type of interaction between
FA42, one of the most potent MAO inhibitors, and the
active center of the enzyme, required to elicit such a
potency. More accurate methods, based on ab initio
quantum mechanical calculations (see “A Model of
Enzyme-Inhibitor Interaction”, below), are employed
to explain the inhibitory properties of FA42. In addition,
randomly chosen compounds (FA45 and FA202) were
not included in the initial set in order to test the
predictive power of the derived CoMFA models on these
ligands. Table 2 shows the obtained statistical parameters. The relative contributions of the steric, electrostatic, and solvation terms follow similar trends in the
MAO-A (55.3:31.5:13.3, respectively) and MAO-B (55.9:
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Table 2. Statistical Results of MAO-A and MAO-B CoMFA
Models
q2 a
Nb
nc
r2 d
F
sterice
electrostatice
solvatione

MAO-A

MAO-B

0.895
6
16
0.993
220.866
55.3
31.5
13.3

0.859
6
16
0.998
674.083
55.9
31.2
12.9

a Cross-validated correlation coefficient. b Optimal number of
principal components. c Number of compounds. d Non-cross-validated correlation coefficient. e Percentage of contribution.

Figure 1. Plot of the predicted pKi versus the experimental
pKi values for the MAO-A (n ) 18, r ) 0.992, s ) 0.277, p <
0.0001) and MAO-B (n ) 18, r ) 0.996, s ) 0.188, p < 0.0001)
CoMFA models.

31.2:12.9) CoMFA models. From a statistical viewpoint,
the high values of the obtained cross-validated correlation coefficient q2 (0.895 and 0.859 for MAO-A and
MAO-B, respectively) reveal that both models are useful
tools for predicting the biological activity. As a further
test of robustness, the CoMFA models were applied to
the omitted FA45 and FA202 ligands. Clearly, the
theoretically predicted pKi values (see the # symbol in
Table 1) are in an acceptable agreement with the
experimentally determined values. The theoretically
predicted and experimentally determined pKi values, for
the whole set of compounds, are listed in Table 1 and
plotted in Figure 1.
Figures 2 and 3 depict the CoMFA electrostatic and
steric maps using compounds FA70 and FA73, the most
selective MAO-A and MAO-B compounds, respectively,
as the reference structures. The color code of the
electrostatic maps (Figure 2) is as follows: areas where
a high electron density provided by the ligand increases
(red) or decreases (blue) the binding affinity. The
CoMFA electrostatic maps for MAO-A and MAO-B are
very similar in the side chain moiety. The volume in
the proximity of the indole ring of the molecule is the
only part where divergences can be found between both
maps (see Figure 2). First, the red area near the
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Figure 2. Electrostatic maps from the (a) MAO-A and (b)
MAO-B CoMFA models for MAO inhibition. Compounds FA70
and FA73 are shown as the reference structures. The color
code is as follows: areas where a high electron density
provided by the ligand increases (red) or decreases (blue) the
binding affinity.

Figure 3. Steric maps from the (a) MAO-A and (b) MAO-B
CoMFA models for MAO inhibition. Compounds FA70 and
FA73 are shown as the reference structures. The color code is
as follows: green areas depict zones of space where occupancy
by the ligands increases affinity, whereas yellow areas depict
zones where occupancy decreases affinity.

substituent at the 5 position of the indole ring, in the
MAO-A model, contrasts with the blue area, in the
MAO-B model. Thus, opposite electrostatic properties
are required, at this part of the molecule, for molecular
recognition by the MAO isoforms. Second, the MAO-B
electrostatic map possesses a unique red area that
extends throughout the indole ring and the aromatic
ring of the C6H5-CH2O- substituent of FA73. Thus,
the significant potency of FA73 is probably achieved by
the interaction between the π electron-rich clouds of the
aromatic rings and the MAO-B active center. Moreover,
the absence of this red area in the MAO-A map explains
the observed selectivity of FA73 toward the MAO-B
isoform.
The color code of the steric maps (Figure 3) is as
follows: green areas depict zones of space where oc-
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cupancy by the ligands increases affinity, whereas
yellow areas depict zones where occupancy decreases
affinity. The yellow area located at the upper-left side
of the figure indicates that bulky substituents at the
N1 position of the indole ring are not tolerated in both
MAO-A and MAO-B active centers. The green area
found in the proximity of the unsaturated moiety is
more extensive in the MAO-A map than in the MAO-B
map. Furthermore, yellow areas surround this green
area in both maps. Remarkably, the CH3- moiety of the
CH3-CtC-CH2- group of FA70 is accommodated
inside the green area in the MAO-A map, whereas this
CH3- group partially contacts the yellow area in the
MAO-B map. These findings are in good agreement with
the previous hypothesis (see “MAO-A and MAO-B
Inhibition”, above) that there might be a small cavity
present only in the active center of the MAO-A isoform
in which the CH3- group accommodates. However, the
most salient difference between the MAO-A and MAO-B
maps resides at the 5 position of the indole ring. The
unique and extensive green area in the MAO-B map
indicates that bulky substituents at this 5 position are
beneficial for MAO-B binding. Thus, addition of a phenyl
ring to the CH3O- group (FA42), leading to the C6H5CH2O- substituent (FA73), is clearly favorable (0.004
µM versus 0.00075 µM; see above, Table 1, and Figure
3). In contrast, the absence of this area in the MAO-A
map suggests that this substitution does not enhance
affinity for the MAO-A isoform.
Comparison of the MAO-A and MAO-B CoMFA maps
leads to the main conclusion that the 5 position of the
indole ring is involved in the MAO-A/MAO-B selectivity: (i) the steric requirements at the MAO-A active site
are more restricted, at this position, than at the MAO-B
active site and (ii) different electrostatic properties, at
the indole ring region, are required for molecular
recognition by the MAO isoforms.
A Model of Enzyme-Inhibitor Interaction. Mutagenesis experiments on MAO isoforms have identified
the importance of Phe-208 in MAO-A and the corresponding Ile-199 in MAO-B for substrate selectivity.8
As noted by the same authors, the different physicochemical properties of these aromatic and aliphatic side
chains are responsible for substrate selectivity. We can
assume, as a working hypothesis, that the reported
MAO inhibitors bind to the same active site as substrates do and act by blocking the access of the substrate
to the active site. Thus, the steric and electrostatic
characteristics of the CoMFA maps (see above) led us
to propose the interaction of the indole ring and the
substituent at the 5 position with the side chain of either
Phe-208 or Ile-199. Moreover, this aromatic ring is a
common moiety of the substrates used in the mutagenesis experiments.8 To identify the arrangement in space
of these essential determinants for selective recognition,
we performed full geometry optimization (see Methods
section for computational details) of a benzyl ring
substituted by HO- (as a model of FA102), CH3O(FA42), or C6H5-CH2O- (FA73) and the side chains
of Phe or Ile. It is important to note that in order to
properly describe these proposed interactions it is
necessary to include correlation effects in the calculations. Thus, geometry optimization at the MP2/6-31G*
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Table 3. For the FA102, FA42, and FA73 Ligands:
Experimental Inhibitory Potencies, Ki (µM); Experimental
Difference of Formation Free Energies between FA102 and a
Given Ligand, ∆∆Gf (kcal/mol); Calculated Energies of
Interaction, Eint (kcal/mol), of the Ligand-Enzyme Complex;
Calculated Energies of Solvation, Esolv (kcal/mol), of the
Isolated Ligands; Predicted Difference of Formation Enthalpies,
∆∆Hf (kcal/mol); Experimental Ratio of Inhibitory Potencies
between MAO Enzymes, KiMAO-B/KiMAO-A; Experimental
Difference of Formation Free Energies between MAO Enzymes,
∆∆GfB/A (kcal/mol); and Predicted Difference of Formation
Enthalpies between MAO Enzymes, ∆∆HfB/A (kcal/mol)
FA102
OH-7.4

Esolva

Figure 4. Detailed view of Phe-208 (MAO-A) in its interaction
with a benzyl ring substituted by (a) HO- (as a model of
FA102), (b) CH3O- (FA42), or (c) C6H5-CH2O- (FA73). The
figure was created using MOLSCRIPT.48

level of theory of these minimal recognition models
represents a significant computational effort.
Figure 4 presents a detailed view of Phe-208 (MAOA) in its interaction with the substituted HO- (Figure
4a) and CH3O- (Figure 4b) benzyl ring. The Phe-208
side chain is positioned in the face-to-edge orientation
(T-shaped) to the substituted benzyl ring. The hydrogen
bond31 is formed between the π electron-rich clouds of
the aromatic Phe ring and the electron-poor hydrogens
of the ligand in a manner similar to the proposed
hydrogen bond between benzene and water.32 This type
of aromatic-aromatic interaction has also been described as a mechanism of protein structure stabilization.33 Table 3 shows the energy of interaction, Eint, of
the ligand-enzyme complexes. The value of -7.2 kcal/
mol for FA102 is larger than the value of -5.4 kcal/
mol for FA42. Thus, the hydrogen bond between the
more polar HO- group (FA102) and Phe-208 is stronger
than the two C-H groups of CH3O- (FA42) pointing
toward Phe-208 (see Figure 4). Calculations such as
those described for the OH- and CH3O-substituted
benzyl ring become inviable for the C6H5-CH2Osubstituent (FA73) due to the large number of basis
functions and the calculation of correlation energy.
Thus, the optimal geometry of interaction between the
C6H5-CH2O-substituted phenyl ring and Phe-208 must
be carried out in two optimization steps. First, the
relative position of the common atoms of Phe-208, the
-CH2O- moiety, and the benzyl ring is taken from that
previously obtained with the CH3O- substituent (see
Figure 4b). Second, the position of the other noncommon
atoms (the C6H5- moiety) was optimized at the MP2/
6-31G* level, keeping Phe-208 and the -CH2O- moiety
fixed, in the absence of the benzyl ring. Figure 4c depicts
the final obtained structure of the complex. The value
of Eint of -5.3 kcal/mol (see Table 3) reveals that
addition of the C6H5- group does not improve the
interaction of the ligand with Phe-208.
It is desirable to compare the experimental difference
of formation free energies between the complex with
FA102 and with a given ligand (∆∆GfFA102/ligand), evaluated from the ratio of inhibitory constants (KiFA102/
Kiligand), with the theoretically predicted values (see

FA42
CH3O-2.0

FA73
C6H5-CH2O-4.6

Eintb
Ki
∆∆GfFA102/ligand c
∆∆HfFA102/ligand d

MAO-A Inhibition
-7.2
-5.4
4.1
0.0008
-5.2
-3.6

-5.3
0.79
-1.0
-0.9

Eintb complex i
Eintb complex ii
Ki
∆∆GfFA102/ligand c
∆∆HfFA102/ligand d

MAO-B Inhibition
-2.8
-3.3
-4.4
-4.5
8.9
0.004
-4.7
-5.5

-7.2
0.00075
-5.8
-5.6

KiMAO-B/KiMAO-A
∆∆GfB/A e
∆∆HfB/A f

MAO-A/MAO-B Selectivity
2.2
5.0
-0.5
-1.0
-2.8
-0.9

0.0009
4.3
1.9

a Single-point calculation at the MP2/6-31G* level with a
polarized continuum model.33,34 b Calculated at the MP2/6-31G*//
MP2/6-31G* level of theory. c Calculated as ∆∆Gf ) -0.616
ln(KiFA102/Kiligand). d Calculated as ∆∆Hf ) (Eintligand - Esolvligand)
- (EintFA102 - EsolvFA102). e Calculated as ∆∆Gf ) -0.616 ln(KiMAO-B/
KiMAO-A). f Calculated as ∆∆Hf ) EintMAO-A - EintMAO-B.

Table 3). It is difficult to evaluate these free energy
differences, by computational methods, without knowing
the tertiary structure of the enzyme (see ref 34 for free
energy perturbation details). However, ∆∆GfFA102/ligand
can be estimated from the difference of formation
enthalpies, ∆∆HfFA102/ligand, if cancellation of entropic
effects is assumed. This assumption is reasonable
because there are not major differences in the process
of ligand binding. Moreover, the difference of formation
enthalpies can be determined as:35

∆∆HfFA102/ligand ) ∆Hfligand - ∆HfFA102 )
(Eintligand - Esolvligand) - (EintFA102 - EsolvFA102)
where Esolv is the energy obtained by solvating the
ligand and Eint is the interaction energy of the complex
formed between the ligand molecule and the enzyme
model. It is important to note that the enthalpy of
formation, ∆Hf, does not describe the process of ligand
binding because (i) models of both the ligand and the
enzyme have been considered in the calculations and
(ii) the conformational and solvation changes in the
tertiary structure of the enzyme, following ligand binding, have not been taken into account, among others.
Nevertheless, the difference in the values of enthalpies
of formation, ∆∆HfFA102/ligand, is suitable to understand
the experimental rank order of potencies, if the abovementioned approximations are assumed to affect all
ligands equally. Table 3 shows the experimental
∆∆GfFA102/ligand and theoretical ∆∆HfFA102/ligand for the
MAO-A isoform. Notably, the predicted order of MAO-A
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Figure 5. Detailed view of Ile-199 (MAO-B) in its interaction
with a benzyl ring substituted by (a) HO- (as a model of
FA102), (b) CH3O- (FA42), or (c) C6H5-CH2O- (FA73).
Complex i denotes a mode of interaction in which the electronpoor Cβ-H and Cδ-H hydrogens of Ile-199 form a hydrogen bond
to the electron-rich O atom of the HO- or CH3O- substituent.
Complex ii denotes a mode of interaction in which the Cβ-H
group forms a hydrogen bond to the O atom of the HO- or
CH3O- substituent and the Cδ-H group forms a hydrogen bond
with the π electrons clouds of the aromatic benzyl ring.

inhibitory potencies (∆∆Hf of -3.6 and -0.9 kcal/mol
for FA42 and FA73, respectively) reproduces the experimental rank order (∆∆Gf of -5.2 and -1.0 kcal/mol
for FA42 and FA73, respectively). Thus, substitution
of the HO- group at the 5 position of the indole ring
(FA102) by CH3O- (FA42) significantly decreases the
energy penalty to desolvate the ligand (-7.4 versus -2.0
kcal/mol, respectively). The stronger interaction of HOthan CH3O- with Phe-208 (-7.2 versus -5.4 kcal/mol,
respectively) does not compensate the energy cost of
desolvating the HO-substituted ligand. This results in
a noticeable increase in the potency of FA42. On the
other hand, the C6H5-CH2O- substituent (FA73) possesses solvation energies between FA102 and FA42 and
an interaction energy with Phe-208 of the same order
as that of FA42 (see Table 3). In consequence, FA73 is
a ligand with moderate potency toward MAO-A inhibition.
Figure 5 presents a detailed view of Ile-199 (MAO-B)
in its interaction with the substituted HO- (Figure 5a)
and CH3O- (Figure 5b) benzyl ring. Two possible
ligand-enzyme complexes are reported: Complex i
denotes a mode of interaction in which the electron-poor
Cβ-H and Cδ-H hydrogens of Ile-199 form a hydrogen
bond to the electron-rich atom of the HO- or CH3Osubstituent. This type of C-H‚‚‚O hydrogen bond has
recently been reported in protein-DNA recognition,36
in the stability of Pro residues in R-helices,37 and in
protein structure stabilization.38 Complex ii denotes a
mode of interaction in which the Cβ-H group forms a
hydrogen bond to the O atom of the HO- or CH3Osubstituent and the Cδ-H group forms a hydrogen bond
with the π electrons clouds of the aromatic benzyl ring
(or indole ring in the complete structure of the ligand).
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This type of C-H‚‚‚π interaction has been reported in
the packing of the aromatic ring of adenine in protein
structures.39 Table 3 reports the energies of interaction
of both complexes. Thus, complex ii possesses lower
energy than complex i. However, given the small difference in energy (-2.8 versus -4.4 kcal/mol for HOand -3.3 versus -4.5 kcal/mol for CH3O-) the orientation of the side chain imposed by the secondary structure to which this residue is bound might reverse or
increase this energy preference. Though we cannot
discriminate between both complexes, we will consider
complex ii as the recognition model for the interaction
with Ile-199 given its lower energy. Figure 5c shows the
final obtained structure of the complex with the C6H5CH2O-substituted phenyl ring (see above for the optimization process). The electron-poor C-H hydrogens of
Ile-199 interact with the π electron-rich clouds of both
aromatic rings. The value of Eint of -7.2 kcal/mol (see
Table 3) reveals that addition of a supplementary
aromatic ring (the C6H5- group) allows FA73 to efficiently bind Ile-199 throughout several weak hydrogen
bonds. The red area found in the MAO-B electrostatic
map of the CoMFA model (see above and Figure 2) was
thus reflecting the importance of the π electron-rich
clouds of the aromatic rings for enzyme binding. Similarly, the unique green area in the MAO-B steric map
of the CoMFA model (see Figure 3), at the position of
the C6H5- group of the C6H5-CH2O- substituent, was
reflecting the additional interaction of this ring with Ile199.
Table 3 shows the experimental ∆∆GfFA102/ligand and
theoretical ∆∆HfFA102/ligand for the MAO-B isoform.
Notably, the predicted order of MAO-B inhibitory potencies (∆∆Hf of -5.5 and -5.6 kcal/mol for FA42 and
FA73, respectively) reproduces quantitatively the experimental rank order (∆∆Gf of -4.7 and -5.8 kcal/mol
for FA42 and FA73, respectively). The higher energy
penalty required to desolvate the HO- substituent
compared to the CH3O- substituent explains the lower
potency of FA102 compared with FA42 toward MAOB, in an analogous manner to the MAO-A interaction
(see above). The energy penalty to desolvate the C6H5CH2O-substituted benzyl ring (FA73, -4.6 kcal/mol) is
greater than for the CH3O- substituent (FA42, -2.0
kcal/mol). However, this energy is compensated by the
stronger interaction with Ile-199 (-4.5 versus -7.2 kcal/
mol for FA42 and FA73, respectively). These results
explain the mechanism by which FA73 is the most
potent MAO-B inhibitor presented in this work.
Finally, Table 3 shows the experimental ratio of
inhibitory potencies between MAO enzymes, KiMAO-B/
KiMAO-A; the experimental difference of formation free
energies between MAO enzymes, ∆∆GfB/A; and the
predicted difference of formation enthalpies between
MAO enzymes, ∆∆HfB/A, for the FA102, FA42, and
FA73 ligands. The interaction of the OH- (FA102) or
CH3O- (FA42) substituted benzyl ring with Phe-208 of
MAO-A (-7.2 and -5.4 kcal/mol, respectively) is higher
than with Ile-199 of MAO-B (-4.4 and -4.5 kcal/mol).
Thus, the theoretical values of ∆∆HfB/A of -2.8 kcal/mol
for FA102 and -0.9 kcal/mol for FA42 reproduce the
observed selectivity of these compounds toward the
MAO-A enzyme. In contrast, the interaction of the
C6H5-CH2O-substituted benzyl ring (FA73) with Phe-
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208 (-5.3 kcal/mol) is lower than with Ile-199 (-7.2
kcal/mol). Thus, the high selectivity profile of FA73
toward the MAO-B isoform is explained by the different
interaction energy with Phe and Ile residues.
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Conclusions
3D-QSAR/CoMFA analysis and computational simulations of ligand recognition have been successfully
applied to explain the inhibitory potencies of a series of
indolylmethylamine derivatives toward the MAO-A and
MAO-B isoforms. The most selective compounds elicit
a ratio of inhibitory potencies in the order of 1500 for
MAO-A or 1000 for MAO-B. Both derived computational
models have facilitated the identification of the structural elements of the ligands that are key to explain
the observed selectivity. Notably, the common indole
ring of these compounds acts with different electrostatic
properties toward the MAO-A active center (throughout
the electron-poor hydrogens of the ring) than toward the
MAO-B active center (throughout the π electron-rich
clouds of the ring). These findings provide the tools for
predicting the biological activity of untested compounds
and designing new selective ligands.
Experimental Section
Chemicals. 5-Hydroxy[side-chain-2-14C]tryptamine creatinine sulfate (55 mCi/mmol, 50 µCi/mL) was purchased from
Amersham (U.K.). [ethyl-1-14C]Phenylethylamine (50 mCi/
mmol, 0.1 mCi/mL) was purchased from New England Nuclear
(U.K.). Kynuramine dihydrobromide, benzylamine HCl, Ldeprenyl and clorgyline were obtained from Sigma Chemical
Co. (U.K.). The series of indolylmethylamine derivatives used
in this study were synthesized by Cruces et al.40
MAO-A and MAO-B Inhibition Kinetic Studies. Rat
liver mitochondrial fraction from male Sprague-Dawley rats
(200-250 g) was prepared by a standard differential centrifugation method.41 Liver homogenates were prepared in 10 vol
(w/v) of a 50 mM potassium phosphate buffer (pH 7.2) by use
of a Dounce homogenizer. MAO activities were determined
radiochemically42 using [14C]5HT (100 µM) and [14C]PEA (20
µM) as specific substrates for MAO-A and MAO-B, respectively. IC50 values were determined with and without preincubation of the inhibitor with the enzyme for 30 min at 37 °C.
Previous studies indicated that the acetylenic indolylmethylamine derivatives behave as mechanism-based inhibitors of
MAO,15-19,43 whereas their corresponding parent amines behave as competitive inhibitors of MAO.17
The mechanism-based inhibition was quantified by a modification of the Walker and Elmore method44 previously reported.16 The kinetic constants defining the reversible complex
formation (Ki) and the covalent adduct formation (kinact)
Ki

kinact

E + I {\} E‚‚‚I {\} E-I
were determined by direct analysis of the reaction progress
curves obtained spectrophotometrically in the presence of
varying concentrations of inhibitor. MAO-B activity was
obtained at 37 °C using 333 µM benzylamine as a specific
substrate by measuring the appearance of the product at 250
nm by a modification16 of the Tabor method.45 MAO-A activity
was determined spectrophotometrically using 40 µM kynuramine as a substrate46 by measuring the appearance of the
product at 324 nm.16 Since kynuramine is a common substrate
of both MAO forms, it was necessary beforehand to inhibit
MAO-B activity with 3 × 10-7 L-deprenyl.
On the other hand, the kinetic constants of the competitive
inhibition (Ki) of the parent amines were determined from the
IC50 values by the Cheng-Prusoff equation:47 Ki ) IC50/(1 +
[S]/Km).
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