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Cellulosic Microfibrils: Nascent Stages

of Synthesis in a Higher Plant Cell

Abstract. Freeze-fracturing of untreated plasma membrane and inner wall sur-
faces of stelar tissue in corn roots demonstrated the association of globular com-
plexes with the ends of nascent microfibrils. It is proposed that the granule com-
plexes associated with the outer leaflet of the plasma membrane coordinate the as-

sembly of the cellulosic microfibrils.

Elucidation of the mechanisms of cel-
lulosic microfibril formation is important
in understanding the dynamic aspects of
plant cell wall functions. Cellulosic mi-
crofibrils constitute the structural frame-
work of the cell wall. The integrity and
form of the cell are determined. in part.
by the site and pattern of microfibrillar
deposition. Likewise. microfibrillar dep-
osition and orientation must be under-
stood in terms of the biosynthetic path-
way. the role of membranes in the assem-
bly process. and the nature of the
synthetic complex itself (/).

In higher plants. it has been hypothe-
sized that microfibril synthesis and as-
sembly occur at the cell surface (/), but
definitive proof for this is lacking. In cer-
tain algae. however, formation of micro-
fibrils has been found in association with
the plasma membrane (2, 3) as well as
membranes of the Golgi apparatus (¢4).

The advent of the freeze-etching tech-
nique has enabled large areas of internal
and external surfaces of membranes to
be examined. Several studies of plant
cell membranes by this technique have
indicated the involvement of the plasma
membrane in cellulosic microfibril syn-
thesis (5, 6). Recent investigations have
demonstrated that fixatives and cryopro-
tectants destroy plasma membrane-wall
interfaces thereby not preserving the la-
bile structures associated with cellulose
synthesis. Willison (7) demonstrated the
deleterious effects of fixatives and
cryoprotectants on cell wall-plasma
membrane interfaces in Phaseolus root
tips. Recently, by means of electron
microscopy. Brown and Montezinos (3)
demonstrated linear complexes associat-
ed with growing cellulosic microfibrils in
the unicellular green alga, Qocvstis.
These complexes were preserved only in
cells which had been directly frozen in

Freon. Because of the advantages recog-
nized in the direct freezing of Oocvstis
cells. it became apparent that a similar
approach with a higher plant cell might
yield useful data on cellulose formation.

The freeze-etch study described here
was conducted on stelar tissue of 3-day-
old Zea mavs cv. Burpee snowcross
roots. Corn seeds were surface sterilized
in 2 percent Clorox, soaked overnight.
and then germinated in the dark at
26°C = 1°C on moistened filter paper in
petri plates. Just prior to use, 1.0-mm
portions of the stele were removed 12
mm = | mm back from the tip. placed
immediately on gold specimen holders
and, without any prior treatment with fix-
ative or cryoprotectant. quickly frozen
in Freon 22, maintained at liquid nitro-
gen temperature, then transferred to lig-
uid nitrogen for storage. A Balzers BA
360M freeze-etch apparatus was used.
and specimens were etched at —106°C
for 2 minutes prior to shadowing with
platinum-carbon and coating with car-
bon. The replicas were cleaned in Clorox
and then in 75 percent H,SO,. They were
examined with a Hitachi HU 11E-1 elec-
tron microscope.

During the freeze-etch process. biolog-
ical membranes fracture in the plane of
the median hydrophobic interface (8). At
the fractured surfaces of thin, elongate
cells within excised corn steles, micro-
fibril impressions bearing pronounced
terminal globules were frequently ob-
served within discrete regions. When the
inner leaflet of the plasma membrane of
this tissue is torn away. the fractured
face of the outer leaflet is revealed (Fig.
1). This is termed the EF face (9). Typi-
cal randomly scattered membrane parti-
cles are present. Microfibrillar impres-
sions are visible as well as associated
granules measuring about 160 to 200 A,



In some cases during the fracturing pro-
cess, the plasma membrane and adjacent
microfibrils are displaced to reveal part
of an inner wall layer (Fig. 1). The wall
microfibrils measure about 80 A in width.
There are differences in orientation be-
tween the earlier-formed microfibrils and
the innermost microfibrillar impressions
visible through the outer leaflet of the
plasma membrane. Microfibrillar impres-
sions with their associated terminal
globular complexes are illustrated at
higher magnification in Fig. 2, a view of
the EF fracture face. The terminal com-
plex appears roughly spherical and
seems to be composed of subunits. Clus-
ters of microfibrils with terminal com-
plexes show a predominant uni-
directional synthesis within a given
bundle. Individual microfibrils appear to
associate rapidly to form a bundle soon
after synthesis. The marked relief of the
microfibrillar impressions and their asso-
ciated terminal complexes clearly differ-

entiates the layer of active synthesis
from previously deposited layers of mi-
crofibrils.

Figure 3 demonstrates that the wall mi-
crofibrils are responsible for the impres-
sions on the EF fracture face since the
tear mark through the outer plasma mem-
brane leaflet is continuous with the im-
pression. In Figs. 3 to 5, the complex re-
mains attached to the end of the micro-
fibril as it is torn through the membrane.
The terminal complex is better resolved
in the torn microfibril and appears to
have a globular terminus associated with
a thicker, subtending cylinder. The com-
plex might be envisioned as a tapering
club. In Fig. 6, a PF fracture face, the
complementary depressions of the micro-
fibril and its terminal complex are re-
vealed. Several rows of particles are vis-
ible, similar to those previously reported
and briefly described in corn (/0) and in
other higher plants (6, 7). Since these par-
ticles frequently are arranged in rows

parallel to the microfibril orientation it is
possible that they are involved with the
orientation of microfibrils (7).

Our evidence further supports the
model of cellulose synthesis by which a
granular enzyme complex adds glucose
units to a developing microfibril end,
originally hypothesized by Roelofsen
(11) and later by Preston (/2), for which
clear structural evidence has been pre-
sented by Brown and Montezinos (3). In
corn roots the globular complexes ap-
pear to be intimately associated with the
outer leaflet of the plasma membrane.
Furthermore, it seems likely that the ter-
minal globular complex moves during mi-
crofibril formation [see (/3)]. The poly-
merization of glucose residues and the
forces of crystallization (3) at the micro-
fibrillar terminus could result in the
lateral movement of the synthesizing
complex if the recently made portion of
the microfibril remained embedded in the
wall.

Figs. 1 to 6. The direction of shadow is from the bottom of the page to the top (scale bars, 0.1 um). Fig. 1. An EF fracture face with microfibrillar
(MFI) and terminal complex impressions (T'CI). Typical randomly scattered particles are also present (P). Note the “‘window™" of adjacent wall

microfibrils (W). Fig. 2. An EF fracture face with impressions of a cluster of microfibrils. Each microfibril bears a terminal complex
(rcn. Fig. 3. An EF fracture face of a microfibrillar tear through the outer leaflet of the plasma membrane demonstrating continuity of the
tear (T), the microfibril (MF) and its terminal complex (TC), and the microfibrillar impression (MFI). Fig. 4. An EF fracture face with terminal
complex impression remaining in association with the tear. Note the clublike morphology of the complex. Fig. 5. An EF fracture face with
two microfibrillar tears. Note the prominent clublike terminal complex with globular terminus. Fig. 6. A PF fracture face showing
gomplememary depressions (D) of microfibril and associated complex. Note the rows of particles (R) commonly associated with this fracture
ace.



The mechanism of microfibrillar orien-
tation is not completely understood. Mi-
crotubules have been proposed as an ori-
enting force for microfibrils (/4). but in
this study. microtubules have not been
observed. Perhaps the partial orientation
of microfibrils could occur as a result of
intermittent binding between the sur-
faces of microfibrils. This is consistent
with the evidence presented in Fig. 2.

Although alkali insoluble 3-1.4 glucans
can be synthesized in vitro. the apparent
necessity for the presence of the intact
plasma membrane has made it thus far
impossible to demonstrate in vitro syn-
thesis of microfibrillar cellulose (/5). It is
interesting that a chitin-synthesizing sys-
tem has been shown to make microfibrils
in vitro (/6). A globular enzyme complex
is associated with the tip of a growing chi-
tin microfibril. similar to what has been
observed in this study.

The significance of this report is that

for the first time in higher plants, the cel-
lulosic microfibril and its presumptive
synthesizing complex have been demon-
strated at the ultrastructural level. Fur-
thermore, we believe that the morpholog-
ical evidence represents a true picture of
the assembly process free from arti-
factual distortion.
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