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Generation time

Selection and 
adaptation 

10 000 generations 

Genetic drift in 
small populations 
106 generations 

Genetic drift in 
large populations 
107 generations 

RNA molecules 10 sec 
1 min 

27.8 h = 1.16 d 
6.94 d 

115.7 d 
1.90 a 

3.17 a 
19.01 a 

Bacteria 20 min 
10 h 

138.9 d 
11.40 a 

38.03 a 
1 140 a 

380 a 
11 408 a 

Multicelluar organisms 10 d 
20 a 

274 a 
20 000 a 

27 380 a 
2 × 107 a 

273 800 a 
2 × 108 a 

 

Time scales of evolutionary change



Three necessary conditions for Darwinian evolution are:

1. Multiplication,

2. Variation, and

3. Selection.

Variation through mutation and recombination operates on the genotype 
whereas the phenotype is the target of selection. 

One important property of the Darwinian scenario is that variations in the 
form of mutations or recombination events occur uncorrelated with their 
effects on the selection process. 

All conditions can be fulfilled not only by cellular organisms but also by
nucleic acid molecules in suitable cell-free experimental assays.



Bacterial Evolution

S. F. Elena, V. S. Cooper, R. E. Lenski. Punctuated evolution caused by selection of 
rare beneficial mutants. Science 272 (1996), 1802-1804 

D. Papadopoulos, D. Schneider, J. Meier-Eiss, W. Arber, R. E. Lenski, M. Blot. 
Genomic evolution during a 10,000-generation experiment with bacteria. 
Proc.Natl.Acad.Sci.USA 96 (1999), 3807-3812





1 year

Epochal evolution of bacteria in serial transfer experiments under constant conditions
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Variation of genotypes in a bacterial serial transfer experiment
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RNA  sample

Stock solution:  Q  RNA-replicase, ATP, CTP, GTP and UTP, buffer

Time
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 69 70

Anwendung der seriellen Überimpfungstechnik auf RNA-Evolution in Reagenzglas



Decrease in mean fitness
due to quasispecies formation

The increase in RNA production rate during a serial transfer experiment



Stock solution: 

activated monomers, ATP, CTP, GTP, 
UTP (TTP);
a replicase, an enzyme that performs 
complemantary replication;
buffer solution

The flowreactor is a device for 
studies of evolution in vitro and 
in silico.



Evolutionary design of RNA molecules
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An example of ‘artificial selection’ 
with RNA molecules or ‘breeding’ of 
biomolecules



The SELEX technique for the evolutionary preparation of aptamers
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Formation of secondary structure of the tobramycin binding RNA aptamer with KD = 9 nM

L. Jiang, A. K. Suri, R. Fiala, D. J. Patel, Saccharide-RNA recognition in an aminoglycoside antibiotic-
RNA aptamer complex. Chemistry & Biology 4:35-50 (1997)



The three-dimensional structure of the 
tobramycin aptamer complex

L. Jiang, A. K. Suri, R. Fiala, D. J. Patel, 
Chemistry & Biology 4:35-50 (1997)



Application of molecular evolution to problems in biotechnology
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‚Replication fork‘ in DNA replication

The mechanism of DNA replication is ‚semi-conservative‘



Complementary replication is 
the simplest copying mechanism
of RNA.
Complementarity is determined 
by Watson-Crick base pairs:

G C and A=U



Variation of genotypes through mutation



Chemical kinetics of molecular evolution

M. Eigen, P. Schuster, `The Hypercycle´, Springer-Verlag, Berlin 1979





The replication-mutation equation



Mutation-selection equation: [Ii] = xi 0,  fi > 0, Qij 0

Solutions are obtained after integrating factor transformation by means 
of an eigenvalue problem
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Formation of a quasispecies
in sequence space



Formation of a quasispecies
in sequence space



Formation of a quasispecies
in sequence space



Formation of a quasispecies
in sequence space



Uniform distribution in 
sequence space



Error rate  p = 1-q
0.00 0.05 0.10

Quasispecies Uniform distribution

Quasispecies as a function of the error rate p



Chain length and error threshold
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Quasispecies

Driving virus populations through threshold

The error threshold in replication



Fitness landscapes showing error thresholds



Every point in sequence space is equivalent

Sequence space of binary sequences with chain length n = 5



Error threshold: Error classes and 
individual sequences

n = 10 and = 2



Error threshold: Individual sequences

n = 10, = 2 and d = 0, 1.0, 1.85 



Fitness landscapes not showing error thresholds



Error thresholds and gradual transitions

n = 20 and  = 10
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Definition of RNA structure



Evolution in silico

W. Fontana, P. Schuster, 
Science 280 (1998), 1451-1455



Replication rate constant:

fk = / [ + dS
(k)]

dS
(k) = dH(Sk,S )

Selection constraint:

Population size, N = # RNA 
molecules, is controlled by 

the flow

Mutation rate:

p = 0.001 / site replication 

NNtN ±≈)(

The flowreactor as a 
device for studies of 
evolution in vitro and 
in silico



Phenylalanyl-tRNA as 
target structure

Randomly chosen 
initial structure



Randomly chosen 
initial structure

Phenylalanyl-tRNA 
as target structure



In silico optimization in the flow reactor: Evolutionary Trajectory



28 neutral point mutations during 
a long quasi-stationary epoch

Transition inducing point mutations 
change the molecular structure

Neutral point mutations leave the 
molecular structure unchanged

Neutral genotype evolution during phenotypic stasis 
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Evolutionary trajectory

Spreading of the population 
on neutral networks

Drift of the population center 
in sequence space



Spreading and evolution of a population on a neutral network:  t = 150



Spreading and evolution of a population on a neutral network :  t = 170



Spreading and evolution of a population on a neutral network :  t = 200



Spreading and evolution of a population on a neutral network :  t = 350



Spreading and evolution of a population on a neutral network :  t = 500



Spreading and evolution of a population on a neutral network :  t = 650



Spreading and evolution of a population on a neutral network :  t = 820



Spreading and evolution of a population on a neutral network :  t = 825



Spreading and evolution of a population on a neutral network :  t = 830



Spreading and evolution of a population on a neutral network :  t = 835



Spreading and evolution of a population on a neutral network :  t = 840



Spreading and evolution of a population on a neutral network :  t = 845



Spreading and evolution of a population on a neutral network :  t = 850



Spreading and evolution of a population on a neutral network :  t = 855



A sketch of optimization on neutral networks
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The compatible set Ck of a structure Sk consists of all sequences which form Sk
as its minimum free energy structure (the neutral network Gk) or one of its
suboptimal structures.



The intersection of two compatible sets is always non empty:  C0 C1



Reference for the definition of the intersection 
and the proof of the intersection theorem
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J.H.A. Nagel, C. Flamm, I.L. Hofacker, K. Franke, 
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Structural parameters affecting the kinetic competition of 
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2006.

An RNA switch
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A ribozyme switch

E.A.Schultes, D.B.Bartel, Science 
289 (2000), 448-452



Two ribozymes of chain lengths n = 88 nucleotides: An artificial ligase (A) and a natural cleavage 
ribozyme of hepatitis- -virus (B)



The sequence at the intersection: 

An RNA molecules which is 88 
nucleotides long and can form both 
structures



Two neutral walks through sequence space with conservation of structure and catalytic activity
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