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Infected cells recognize viral replication as a DNA damage stress and elicit the ataxia telangiectasia-mutated
(ATM)/p53-mediated DNA damage response signal transduction pathway as part of the host surveillance
mechanisms, which ultimately induces the irreversible cell cycle arrest and apoptosis. Viruses have evolved a
variety of mechanisms to counteract this host intracellular innate immunity. Kaposi’s sarcoma-associated
herpesvirus (KSHV) viral interferon regulatory factor 1 (vIRF1) interacts with the cellular p53 tumor sup-
pressor through its central DNA binding domain, and this interaction inhibits transcriptional activation of
p53. Here, we further demonstrate that KSHV vIRF1 downregulates the total p53 protein level by facilitating
its proteasome-mediated degradation. Detailed biochemical study showed that vIRF1 interacted with cellular
ATM kinase through its carboxyl-terminal transactivation domain and that this interaction blocked the
activation of ATM kinase activity induced by DNA damage stress. As a consequence, vIRF1 expression greatly
reduced the level of serine 15 phosphorylation of p53, resulting in an increase of p53 ubiquitination and thereby
a decrease of its protein stability. These results indicate that KSHV vIRF1 comprehensively compromises an
ATM/p53-mediated DNA damage response checkpoint by targeting both upstream ATM kinase and down-
stream p53 tumor suppressor, which might circumvent host growth surveillance and facilitate viral replication
in infected cells.

To prevent the fixation of mutations from one cell genera-
tion to the next and also maintain genomic stability, cells have
evolved regulatory mechanisms that ensure the order and fidelity
of cell cycle events, such as DNA replication and cell division.
This regulatory mechanism becomes activated when cells are ex-
posed to genotoxic agents or other adverse environmental condi-
tions such as viral infection (reviewed in reference 38). The ataxia
telangiectasia-mutated (ATM) and ataxia telangiectasia- and
Rad3-related (ATR) kinases, both of which are phosphoinositide
3-kinase-related kinases, are critical for transducing DNA dam-
age signals to checkpoint control proteins (51). ATM is essential
for mediating cell cycle checkpoint control in cells exposed to
ionizing radiation and other agents that produce double-strand
breaks in DNA (25). In contrast, ATR is activated by stalled
replication forks and agents that produce bulky adducts, such as
UV irradiation (45). Upon DNA damage signaling, activation of
both kinases results in the direct or indirect phosphorylation or
activation of a number of downstream checkpoint controls, DNA
repair, or apoptosis-promoting targets, including p53, Chk1, and
Chk2 (3, 8, 18, 37, 53). Chk1 and Chk2 become phosphorylated at
serine 345 (34) and threonine 68 (37), respectively, following
genotoxic exposure. The roles of Chk1 and Chk2 in response to
DNA damage are essential, as inhibition of the ATM/Chk2 path-

way results in a loss of the G2/M checkpoint and increased sen-
sitivity to ionizing radiation, whereas Chk2 mutation has been
implicated in the cancer Li-Fraumeni syndrome (59). Thus, acti-
vation of the Chk1 and Chk2 checkpoint proteins is necessary for
maintaining genome stability and overall cellular viability follow-
ing genotoxic stress.

The tumor suppressor protein p53 maintains the genomic
integrity of cells by arresting the cell cycle or inducing apop-
tosis in response to various sources of environmental stress,
including oncogene activation and DNA damage (reviewed in
references 14 and 39). Therefore, p53 should be tightly regu-
lated below a certain level for a normal cell growth. Often,
failure of the p53 level correlates with uncontrolled cell growth
and tumorigenesis (reviewed in reference 22). The protein
level of p53 is usually regulated by mdm2-mediated ubiquiti-
nation (20, 23), followed by 26S proteasome-mediated degra-
dation (15, 36) (reviewed in reference 62), and in this process,
posttranslational modifications of p53 such as phosphorylation
and acetylation (reviewed in references 1 and 5) play important
roles in the stability of p53, possibly through modulating ubi-
quitination by mdm2. The N-terminal transactivation domain
of p53 has several key phosphorylation sites. Phosphorylation
near the mdm2 binding sites has been believed to reduce the
affinity between p53 and mdm2 and therefore cause the stabi-
lization of p53. In fact, activated ATM/ATR and Chk1/2 phos-
phorylate the serine 15 and 20 residues, respectively, which lie
right under the binding pocket of mdm2, and these phosphor-
ylations disrupt the binding with mdm2 (11, 12), resulting sta-
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bilization of p53 (13, 50, 58). This event results in either apo-
ptosis or cell cycle arrest, which is dependent on the milieu of
each cell type.

The irreversible cell cycle arrest and apoptosis are part of
the host surveillance mechanisms for viral infection and tumor
induction. Viruses have evolved a variety of mechanisms to
counteract host innate immune controls. Kaposi’s sarcoma-
associated herpesvirus (KSHV) is the most recently discovered
human tumor virus and is associated with the pathogenesis of
Kaposi’s sarcoma, primary effusion lymphoma, and multicentric
Castleman’s disease (9, 10, 54). The K9 open reading frame of
KSHV exhibits significant sequence homology with cellular inter-
feron (IFN) regulatory factors (IRFs) and is thus designated viral
interferon regulatory protein 1 (vIRF1) (40, 47). We and others
have demonstrated that expression of vIRF1 dramatically re-
presses transcriptional activation induced by alpha and beta
IFNs (17, 30, 63) and also leads to transformation of rodent
fibroblast cells, resulting in morphological change, focus
formation, growth at reduced serum concentration, and tu-
mor induction in nude mice (17, 30). Further studies have
demonstrated that these functional activities of vIRF1 ap-
pear to be attributed in part to an interaction with and
inhibition of p300 (7, 29, 33). Interaction of vIRF1 with p300
inhibits the histone acetyltransferase (HAT) activity of p300
in vitro and induces a dramatic hypoacetylation of nucleo-
somal histone H3 and H4 in vivo, resulting in global alter-
ation of nucleosomal chromatin structure and inhibition of
IFN-mediated gene expression (29). Thus, the modulation
of p300 HAT activity is likely part of the mechanisms which
vIRF1 employs to block cellular IFN-mediated antiviral ac-
tivity. Finally, we (41) and others (48) have demonstrated
that KSHV vIRF1 interacts with the cellular p53 tumor
suppressor through the putative DNA binding region of
vIRF1 and the central region of p53. This interaction sup-
presses the level of acetylation of p53 and inhibits transcrip-
tional activation of p53. As a consequence, vIRF1 efficiently
prevents p53-mediated apoptosis. These results suggest that
KSHV vIRF1 interacts with and inhibits the p53 tumor
suppressor to circumvent host growth surveillance and to
facilitate uncontrolled cell proliferation.

To further delineate the role of vIRF1 in the viral immune
evasion strategy, we examined the potential effect of vIRF1 on
ATM/p53 DNA damage response signal transduction. We re-
ported here that, in addition to the abrogation of p53 tran-
scriptional activity, vIRF1 also suppressed p53 protein stability.
The latter activity of vIRF1 was derived from its interaction
with and inhibition of upstream ATM kinase activity, which
resulted in the reduction of Ser15 phosphorylation and the
enhanced degradation of p53. These results indicate that
KSHV vIRF1 comprehensively inhibits p53 tumor suppressor
function by downregulating its transcriptional activity as well as
its protein stability. These results also emphasize the important
role of ATM/p53-mediated irreversible cell cycle arrest and
apoptosis as part of the host surveillance mechanisms for viral
infection and tumor induction.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Plasmids, cell culture and transfection. DNA fragments containing wild-type
(wt) p53, the p53(14/19) mutant, or the p53 [22/23] mutant were cloned into
pCMV-Tag2B vector (Stratagene), and DNA fragments containing full-length

vIRF1 or its truncated mutants (see Fig. 4B) were cloned into pEF-IRES-Puro
vector (21). Plasmids were purified by standard CsCl2 ultracentrifugation.
HCT116 cells (kindly provided by B. Vogelstein, Johns Hopkins University) and
p53�/� and p53�/� mdm2�/� mouse embryo fibroblast cells (MEF) (kindly
provided by S. Jones, University of Massachusetts Medical School) were main-
tained in Dulbecco’s modified Eagle medium supplemented with 10% fetal
bovine serum, 2 mM glutamine, and penicillin-streptomycin and were transfected
using Lipofectamine 2000 (Invitrogen). For transient expression, 293T cells were
maintained in the same medium and transfected using the CalPhos mammalian
transfection kit (BD Biosciences).

Construction of cell lines. Tetracycline-inducible TRExBJAB and TRExB
CBL-1 cells were constructed as described previously (42) and maintained in
RPMI 1640 medium supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum, 2 mM glu-
tamine, and penicillin-streptomycin. HCT116 cells (wild type) and p53�/� and
p53�/� mdm2�/� MEF were transfected with empty pEF-IRES-Puro plasmids
or pEF-IRES-vIRF1, followed by the selection with 2 �g/ml of puromycin
(Sigma).

Reagents and chemicals. Cells were treated with 50 �M of MG132 (Calbio-
chem), 50 nM of leptomycin B (Sigma), 1 �g/ml of doxycycline (Sigma), 50 �g/ml
of cycloheximide (Sigma), or 40 �g/ml of etoposide (Sigma) for the indicated
periods.

RPA. TRExBCBL1-cDNA5 and TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 cells were treated with
doxycycline (1 �g/ml) to induce protein expression and harvested at the indicated
time points. Cellular total RNA was extracted with TRIzol reagent (Invitrogen).
A [32P]UTP-labeled antisense RNA probe transcribed from the hCC-2 multi-
probe template set (BD Bioscience) was hybridized with 30 �g of total RNA at
90°C for 3 min and subsequently at 56°C for 16 h. RNase protection reactions
were carried out using an RNase protection assay (RPA) kit (BD PharMingen)
according to the manufacturer’s instructions, and the samples were separated on
a 5% denaturing acrylamide gel and analyzed using a Phosphorimager (BAS
2000; Fuji Photo film Co., Tokyo, Japan).

Determination of half-life of p53. Exponentially growing cells were treated
with cycloheximide, harvested at the indicated time points, and subjected to
sodium dodecyl sulfate (SDS)-polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis followed by
immunoblotting with an anti-p53 antibody (DO-1; Santa Cruz Biotech). The
protein amount loaded in each lane was normalized with an anti-�-tubulin
antibody (Santa Cruz Biotech). Signal intensities were determined using the
ImageGauge program, and the half-life (t1/2) of p53 was calculated using the
formula log2(Q0 /Qt) � t/t1/2, in which Q0 and Qt represent the intensity of p53 at
time points 0 and t, respectively, after cycloheximide treatments.

Immunoblotting and immunoprecipitation. Transfected cells were harvested
and resuspended with lysis buffer (50 mM Tris pH 8.0, 150 mM NaCl, 0.5%
NP-40, and protease inhibitor cocktail [Roche]), followed by centrifugation at
12,000 rpm for 5 min, and the supernatants were collected. Cell lysates were
precleared with protein A/G-agarose (Santa Cruz Biotech) and incubated with
specific antibody. Immune complexes were resuspended with SDS sample buffer
(Sigma), separated by SDS-polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis, and transferred
to a polyvinylidene difluoride membrane (Roche). The membrane was blocked
with phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) containing 5% skim milk for 20 min,
incubated with primary antibody for 1 h, and incubated with horseradish perox-
idase-conjugated secondary antibody for 1 h. Specific signals were detected with
an enhanced chemiluminescence system. The primary antibodies were purchased
from the following sources: p53 (DO-1 and DO-1-HRP), �-tubulin (D-10), and
cdc25C (H-150) antibodies from Santa Cruz Biotechnology; ATM (SYR6D4)
and FLAG (M2) antibodies from Sigma; c-myc (9E10) antibody from Covance;
Chk2 antibody and phospho-specific antibodies for p53 (Ser15 and Ser-20) and
Chk2 from Cell Signaling; and phospho-ATM (Ser 1981) and �H2AX antibodies
from Upstate Biotech.

Confocal microscopy. TRExBCBL-1 and TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 cells were
loaded on Superfrost-plus microscope slide (Fisher) by cytospin, fixed with
4% paraformaldehyde for 20 min, and permeabilized with 0.2% Triton X-100
in PBS for 20 min. Anti-p53 antibody (no. 9282; Cell Signaling), anti-myc
antibody (9E10; Covance), phospho-ATM antibody, and rH2AX antibody
were diluted 1:500 with PBS containing 3% bovine serum albumin and re-
acted for 30 min, followed by washing with PBS. Alexa-conjugated anti-mouse
and anti-rabbit secondary antibodies (Vector Laboratories, Burlingame, CA)
were diluted with PBS (1:1,000) and reacted for 30 min. After washing three
times with PBS, nuclei were stained with Topro-3 (Molecular Probes; 1:5,000
dilution) for 5 min, followed by washing with PBS. Confocal microscopy was
performed according to the procedures described previously (41).
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RESULTS

Downregulation of p53 protein level by vIRF1. Since the p53
tumor suppressor plays a major role in host surveillance upon
viral infection, we examined the potential effect of vIRF1 on
p53 stability in addition to its transcriptional activity. To test
this hypothesis, the carboxyl-terminal myc-tagged vIRF1 was
ectopically expressed in virus-free BJAB cells and KSHV-
infected BCBL1 cells in a tetracycline-inducible manner
as previously described (42). These cells were designated
TRExBJAB-vIRF1 and TRExBCBL1-vIRF1, respectively. Im-
munoblot assay showed that vIRF1 protein was induced in both
TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 and TRExBJAB-vIRF1 cells upon doxy-
cycline treatment, and its expression was detected within 12 h
of doxycycline treatment (Fig. 1A). Under these conditions,

the endogenous p53 level was examined by immunoblotting
with an anti-p53 DO-1 antibody. This showed that the p53
protein amount was considerably decreased in TRExBCBL1-
vIRF1 and TRExBJAB-vIRF1 cells when the vIRF1 protein
amount was increased (Fig. 1A). In contrast, the reduction of
p53 protein amount was not observed in control TRExBCBL1-
cDNA5 and TRExBJAB-cDNA5 cells under the same condi-
tions (Fig. 1A). To further delineate the effect of vIRF1 on p53
expression, RPA was performed to determine the transcript
levels of p53 and other related cellular genes, including p130,
Rb, p107, and p27. L32 and GAPDH (glyceraldehyde-3-phos-
phate dehydrogenase) were also included as loading controls.
This showed that vIRF1 expression did not affect mRNA levels
of p53 and other related cellular genes in TRExBCBL1 cells

FIG. 1. Downregulation of p53 protein amount by vIRF1. (A) vIRF1 expression deceases the endogenous p53 protein amount. TRExBJAB-
cDNA5, TRExBJAB-vIRF1, TRExBCBL1-cDNA5, and TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 cells were treated with doxycycline (Doxy) for the indicated times,
and their cell lysates were used for immunoblotting with anti-p53, anti-vIRF (myc), and antitubulin antibodies. (B) RNase protection assay.
TRExBCBL1-cDNA5 and TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 cells were treated with doxycycline for the indicated times, their total RNA was isolated by
phenol-chloroform extraction, and contaminated DNA was removed by DNase I treatment. Thirty micrograms of total RNA was then subjected
to RPA using an RPA kit from BD PharMingen (San Diego, CA) according to the manufacturer’s recommendation. (C) Reduction of p53 protein
stability by vIRF1 expression. TRExBJAB-cDNA5, TRExBJAB-vIRF1, TRExBCBL1-cDNA5, and TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 cells were stimulated with
doxycycline for 24 h, followed by treatment with cycloheximide (50 �g/ml) for the indicated times. Whole-cell lysates were used for immunoblotting
with anti-p53 and antitubulin antibodies. The half-life of p53 was calculated by the formula described in Materials and Methods.
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(Fig. 1B). To further elucidate downregulation of p53 induced
by vIRF1, the half-life of p53 protein was measured upon
treatment with cycloheximide, which blocks the de novo pro-
tein synthesis. This showed that vIRF1 expression greatly re-
duced the half-life of p53 in both TRExBJAB-vIRF1 and
TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 cells compared to control TRExBCBL1-
cDNA5 and TRExBJAB-cDNA5 cells: the half-lives were 5.1 h
in TRExBJAB-cDNA5 cells versus 0.9 h in TRExBJAB-vIRF1
cells and 3.9 h in TRExBCBL1-cDNA5 cells versus 1.7 h in
TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 cells (Fig. 1C). These results demonstrate
that vIRF1 expression significantly downregulates p53 expres-
sion at the posttranslational level.

Enhanced ubiquitination of p53 induced by vIRF1. It has
been extensively shown that p53 undergoes mdm2-mediated
ubiquitination, which leads to 26S proteasome-mediated deg-
radation (15, 36). To test whether vIRF1 affected this process
to facilitate p53 degradation, TRExBJAB-cDNA5 and TREx
BJAB-vIRF1 cells were treated with MG132, a potent inhibitor
of 26S proteasomes (46), and then examined for p53 protein
amount by immunoblotting. MG132 treatment detectably re-
versed p53 downregulation induced by vIRF1 (Fig. 2A). Fur-
thermore, while the ubiquitination of p53 was readily detected
in both TRExBJAB-cDNA5 and TRExBJAB-vIRF1 cells upon
MG132 treatment, it was significantly higher in TRExBJAB-
vIRF1 cells than in TRExBJAB-cDNA5 control cells (Fig. 2A).
These results showed that vIRF1 expression enhanced p53
ubiquitination.

mdm2 has been known as the principal E3 ubiquitin ligase
enzyme of p53, ligating ubiquitin moieties to lysine residues of
p53. To test whether mdm2 was necessary for p53 ubiquitina-
tion induced by vIRF1, p53 was exogenously expressed in
MEF. p53�/� single-knockout (KO) and p53�/� mdm2�/�

double-KO MEF stably expressing empty vector or vIRF1
were established as described in Materials and Methods. While
vIRF1-mediated downregulation of exogenous p53 was readily
observed in p53�/� single-KO MEF, it was not detected in
p53�/� mdm2�/� double-KO MEF, indicating that mdm2 is

necessary for vIRF1-mediated downregulation of p53 (Fig.
2B). The p53(14/19) and p53(22/23) mutants, which have re-
placements with alanines at the amino-terminal residues 14 and
19 and amino-terminal residues 22 and 23, respectively, have been
described as being resistant to mdm2-mediated degradation (31,
32). These p53 mutants were also exogenously expressed in
p53�/� single-KO MEF or p53�/� mdm2�/� double-KO MEF in
the presence or absence of vIRF1, followed by immunoblotting
with an anti-Flag antibody. This showed that vIRF1 was no
longer able to downregulate these p53 mutants in both p53�/�

single-KO MEF and p53�/� mdm2�/� double-KO MEF (Fig.
2B). The endogenous tubulin level was included as a loading
control (Fig. 2B), and the exogenous glutathionine S-trans-
ferase was included as a transfection control (data not shown).
These results suggest that vIRF1 expression enhances the
mdm2-mediated degradation of p53.

vIRF1 inhibits the Ser15 phosphorylation of p53. The phos-
phorylation of p53 has been shown to play an important role in
the regulation of its stability (reviewed in reference 61). Of the
many phosphorylation sites of p53, the Ser15 and Ser20 resi-
dues are the key regulatory sites, since their phosphorylation
sterically hinders mdm2 interaction, which leads to the sup-
pression of p53 ubiquitination and thereby its stabilization
(11–13, 49, 58). To investigate whether vIRF1 affected the
Ser15 and Ser20 phosphorylation of p53, HCT116-puro and
HCT116-vIRF1 cells and TRExBJAB-cDNA5 and TRExBJAB-
vIRF1 cells were treated with or without MG132 for 4 h.
TRExBJAB-cDNA5 and TRExBJAB-vIRF1 cells were incu-
bated with doxycycline for 24 h prior to MG132 treatment. Cell
lysates were then reacted with the Ser15 phospho-specific and
Ser20 phospho-specific p53 antibodies. A significant reduction
of Ser15 phosphorylation was observed in HCT116-vIRF1 and
TRExBJAB-vIRF1 cells compared to that in control HCT116-
puro and TRExBJAB-cDNA5 cells (Fig. 3). Furthermore, the
reduction of Ser15 phosphorylation of p53 induced by vIRF1
expression was more evident after MG132 treatment (Fig. 3).
However, this reduced level of p53 Ser15 phosphorylation

FIG. 2. Enhanced ubiquitination of p53 induced by vIRF1. (A) TRExBJAB-cDNA5 (C) and TRExBJAB-vIRF1 (V) cells were treated with
doxycycline for 24 h and further incubated in the presence (�) or absence (�) of MG132 for 4 h. Whole-cell lysates were used for immunoblotting
with anti-p53 and antitubulin antibodies. The polyvinylidene difluoride nitrocellulose membrane was exposed for a short time (middle panel) to
detect the unmodified p53 or for a long time (top panel) to detect the ubiquitin-modified p53. The monoubiquitinated and polyubiquitinated p53
are marked with * and **, respectively. (B) Mdm2 is necessary for vIRF1-induced degradation of p53. Expression vectors containing the
Flag-tagged wild-type p53, p53(14/19) mutant, or p53(22/23) mutant were transfected into stable p53�/� MEF or p53�/� mdm2�/� MEF expressing
control-puro (C) or vIRF1-puro (V). At 48 h posttransfection, cell lysates were used for immunoblotting with anti-FLAG and antitubulin
antibodies.
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upon MG132 treatment was not due to a reduced level of p53
protein, since similar amounts of p53 protein were detected in
control and vIRF1-expressing HCT116 and TRExBJAB cells
(Fig. 3). Unlike Ser15 phosphorylation, however, we were not
able to detect Ser20 phosphorylation of p53 in both control
and vIRF1-expressing HCT116 and TRExBJAB cells in mul-
tiple trials with several Ser20 phospho-specific commercial an-
tibodies (data not shown). Nevertheless, these results indicate

that vIRF1 expression considerably reduces the Ser15 phos-
phorylation of p53.

vIRF1 interacts with and inhibits ATM kinase. In response
to genotoxic insults that induce DNA double-strand breaks,
ATM undergoes prompt activation through its autophosphor-
ylation on serine 1981 (2). Activated ATM then effectively
phosphorylates the serine 15 residue of p53, which disrupts the
binding with mdm2, resulting in the stabilization of p53 (13, 50,

FIG. 3. vIRF1 inhibits the Ser15 phosphorylation of p53. HCT116 cells (HCT116-puro [C] and HCT116-vIRF1 cells [V]) and TRExBJAB cells
(TRExBJAB-cDNA5 [C] and TRExBJAB-vIRF1 cells [V]) were treated with or without MG132 for 4 h. TRExBJAB cells were treated with
doxycycline for 24 h prior to MG132 treatments. Whole-cell lysates were then used for immunoblotting with anti-Ser15 phospho-specific p53,
anti-p53, and antitubulin antibodies.

FIG. 4. vIRF1 interacts with and inhibits ATM kinase. (A) vIRF1 suppresses ATM and Chk2 activation. TRExBCBL1-cDNA5 and TRExB
CBL1-vIRF1 cells were incubated with doxycycline for 24 h, followed by treatment with or without etoposide for 4 h. Cell lysates were then used
for immunoblotting with anti-Ser1981 phospho-specific ATM, anti-ATM, anti-phospho-specific Chk2, anti-Chk2, anti-Cdc25C, anti-p53, anti-
vIRF1 (myc), and antitubulin antibodies. (B) The carboxyl-terminal transcriptional domain of vIRF1 interacts with ATM. pEF-IRES-vIRF1 wt or
pEF-IRES-vIRF1 mutants were transfected into 293T cells. Cells were lysed at 48 h posttransfection with lysis buffer, and whole-cell lysates (WCL)
were used for immunoprecipitation (IP) with an anti-ATM antibody, followed by immunoblotting (IB) with anti-Myc antibody (bottom right
panel). WCL were also used for immunoblotting with an anti-myc antibody to demonstrate the expression of vIRF1 wt and mutant proteins
(bottom left panel). (C) Interaction of full-length vIRF1 with ATM in KSHV-infected BABCL1 cells. TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 cells were treated with
doxycycline for 48 h and lysed with lysis buffer. WCL were then used for immunoprecipitation with anti-ATM and anti-V5 antibodies, followed
by immunoblotting with an anti-myc antibody. WCL were also used for immunoblotting with an anti-myc antibody to demonstrate the myc-tagged
vIRF1 expression.
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58). Since vIRF1 expression considerably reduced the Ser15
phosphorylation of p53, we examined whether vIRF1 expres-
sion affected the activation of ATM kinase activity upon treat-
ment with etoposide, a DNA topoisomerase II inhibitor which
induces DNA double-strand breaks. Upon etoposide treat-
ment, serine 1981 phosphorylation of ATM was readily de-
tected in control TRExBCBL1-cDNA5 cells, whereas it was
significantly reduced in TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 cells (Fig. 4A).
In addition to the augmentation of ATM phosphorylation,
Chk2 phosphorylation was robustly increased in TRExBCBL1-
cDNA5 cells upon etoposide treatment, whereas it was only
weakly increased in TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 cells (Fig. 4A). Chk2
has been shown to phosphorylate Cdc25C on serine 216, a site
known to be involved in negative regulation of Cdc25C,
resulting in a rapid degradation of Cdc25C (4, 16). Indeed,
the reverse correlation between Chk2 phosphorylation and
Cdc25C amount was observed in TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 cells
(Fig. 4A). In summary, these results indicate that vIRF1
expression significantly blocks the etoposide-induced ATM
activation, which leads to the attenuation of Chk2/Cdc25C
downstream signal transduction pathway.

To further investigate how vIRF inhibited ATM activation,
we tested whether vIRF1 specifically targeted ATM for an
interaction. To test this, myc-tagged wt vIRF1 and its trunca-
tion mutants were expressed in 293T cells. The vIRF1 mutants
were as follows: mutant 1 (m1), containing the amino-terminal
unique region; m2, containing the central DNA binding region
and the carboxyl transactivation region; m3, containing the
carboxyl transactivation region; m4, containing the amino-ter-
minal unique region and the central DNA binding region; and
m5, containing the central DNA binding region. At 48 h post-
transfection, cell lysates were immunoprecipitated with an anti-
ATM antibody, followed by immunoblotting with an anti-myc
antibody. The wt vIRF1, vIRF1 m2, and vIRF1 m3 proteins were
effectively detected in the ATM immune complex (Fig. 4B, lanes

1, 3, and 4). However, the vIRF1 m1, m4, and m5 proteins were
not detected in the ATM immune complex under the same con-
ditions (Fig. 4B). vIRF1 and its mutant forms were expressed
at comparable levels (Fig. 4B). Finally, KSHV-infected TRExB
CBL1-vIRF1 cells containing the myc-tagged vIRF1 were treated
with doxycycline for 48 h and used for coimmunoprecipitation to
detect the interaction between ATM and vIRF1. The ATM pro-
tein complex was precipitated with an anti-ATM antibody, fol-
lowed by immunoblotting with an anti-myc antibody. An anti-V5
monoclonal antibody was also included as a nonspecific antibody
control for immunoprecipitation. This showed that vIRF1 was
readily detected in the anti-ATM immune complex but not in the
anti-V5 immune complex, demonstrating the specific interaction
between full-length vIRF1 and endogenous ATM (Fig. 4C). In
summary, vIRF1 interacts with cellular ATM kinase through its
carboxyl-terminal transactivation domain.

vIRF1 interaction with ATM is necessary to block ATM
activation. To correlate vIRF1 and ATM interaction with
the suppression of ATM activation, we constructed TREx
BCBL1 cell lines expressing various vIRF1 mutants. TREx
BCBL1-cDNA5, TRExBCBL1-vIRF1, and TRExBCBL1-
vIRF1 mutants were induced with doxycycline for 24 h and
further treated with or without etoposide for 4 h, and the
levels of p53, Ser15-phosphorylated p53, ATM, Ser1981-
phosphorylated ATM, and tubulin were then examined by
immunoblotting with their specific antibodies. A reduction
of the p53 amount was detected in TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 wt
and TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 mt2 cells in the absence of etopo-
side treatment, whereas it was not detected in TRExBCBL1-
cDNA5 and TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 mt1, TRExBCBL1-vIRF1
mt4, and TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 mt5 cells (Fig. 5A). The p53
amount in TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 mt1, TRExBCBL1-vIRF1
mt4, and TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 mt5 cells was equivalent to
that in control TRExBCBL1-cDNA5 cells (Fig. 5A). Since
etoposide-mediated DNA damage stress strongly induces

FIG. 5. vIRF1 interaction with ATM is necessary to block ATM activation. (A) Correlation between vIRF1 interaction and ATM inhibition.
TRExBCBL1-cDNA5 (C), TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 (V), TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 mt1, TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 mt2, TRExBCBL1 mt4, and TRExBCBL1-
vIRF1 mt5 cells were incubated with doxycycline for 24 h, followed by treatment with or without etoposide for 4 h. Each vIRF1 mutant except
vIRF1 mt1 was as described in Fig. 4. vIRF1 mt1 contained amino-terminal amino acids 1 to 80. Cell lysates were used for immunoblotting with
anti-Ser1981 phospho-specific ATM, anti-Ser15 phospho-specific p53, anti-p53, and antitubulin antibodies. (B) Enhanced ubiquitination of p53 in
vIRF1-expressing HCT116 cells. HCT116-puro (C) and HCT116-vIRF1 (V) cells were treated with etoposide for 4 h, and their lysates were used
for immunoblotting with anti-p53 and antitubulin antibodies. The monoubiquitinated p53 is marked with an asterisk.
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p53 transcription (44), TRExBCBL1-cDNA5, TRExBCBL1-
vIRF1, and TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 mutant cells showed increased
amounts of p53 (Fig. 5A). Under this condition, ATM Ser1981
phosphorylation (p-ATM) and p53 Ser15 phosphorylation were
robustly increased in TRExBCBL1-cDNA5 and TRExBCBL1-
vIRF1 mt1, TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 mt4, and TRExBCBL1-vIRF1
mt5 cells, whereas they were minimally increased in TREx

BCBL1-vIRF1 wt and TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 mt2 cells (Fig. 5A).
Equivalent amounts of tubulin were observed in all cell lysates
(Fig. 5A).

Finally, we examined the level of p53 ubiquitination in the
absence of MG132. HCT116-puro cells showed little or no p53
ubiquitination either before or after etoposide treatment, and
HCT116-vIRF1 cells also showed no detectable level of p53

FIG. 6. vIRF1 inhibits ATM activation and �H2AX induction (A) and enhances p53 cytoplasmic localization (B). (A) TRExBCBL1-cDNA5
and TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 cells were incubated with doxycycline for 24 h, treated with or without etoposide (5 �M) for 3 h, fixed with parafor-
maldehyde, and reacted with anti-Ser1981 phospho-specific ATM (�p-ATM) or anti-�H2AX antibody (green). Cells were stained with Topro-3
(blue) to show the nucleus and then subjected to confocal microscopy. (B) vIRF1 facilitates the cytoplasmic localization of p53. TRExBCBL1-
cDNA and TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 cells were treated with doxycycline (Doxy) for 24 h and then further incubated in the presence or absence of 50
nM leptomycin (LMB) for 3 h. These cells were fixed, reacted with anti-p53 (green) and anti-vIRF1 (red) antibodies, and subjected to confocal
microscopy.
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ubiquitination before etoposide treatment (Fig. 5B). In strik-
ing contrast, HCT116-vIRF1 cells demonstrated a robust in-
crease of p53 monoubiquitination after etoposide treatment
(Fig. 5B). This suggests that while etoposide treatment induced
p53 expression, the lack of p53 Ser15 phosphorylation may
facilitate its ubiquitination in vIRF1-expressing cells. In sum-
mary, vIRF1 interaction strongly correlates with the inhibition
of ATM activation, and this interaction leads to the decrease of
ATM Ser1981 phosphorylation and p53 Ser15 phosphoryla-
tion, resulting in an increase of p53 ubiquitination and degra-
dation.

Effect of vIRF1 on H2AX1 phosphorylation and p53 nuclear
export. An early response to double-strand breaks is phosphor-
ylation of a variant form of the histone H2A, designated H2AX,
and this phosphorylation is mediated primarily by ATM kinase
(6). Ser1981-phosphorylated ATM and phosphorylated H2AX,
called �H2AX, can be visualized as foci by immunofluorescence
using phospho-specific ATM and H2AX antibodies. Since vIRF1
negatively regulated ATM activity, we examined the phosphory-
lation of ATM and H2AX in untreated or etoposide-treated
TRExBCBL1-cDNA5 and TRExBCBL1-vIRF1 cells, using con-
focal microscopy. The number and intensity of Ser1981-phos-
phorylated ATM and �H2AX foci dramatically increased in
TRExBCBL-cDNA5 cells upon etoposide treatment, whereas
they were significantly low or undetectable in TRExBCBL-vIRF1
cells under the same conditions (Fig. 6A). This result suggests
that vIRF1 expression readily suppresses the ATM activation and
ATM-mediated phosphorylation of H2AX.

It has been shown that p53 ubiquitination is tightly coupled
with rapid cytoplasmic export for degradation (19, 35). Since
vIRF1 enhanced p53 ubiquitination by suppressing ATM-me-
diated phosphorylation, we further investigated whether vIRF1
expression affected the cytoplasmic localization of p53 in
TRExBCBL1 cells. TRExBCBL1-cDNA5 and TRExBCBL1-
vIRF1 cells were treated with doxycycline for 2 days, fixed with
paraformaldehyde, and reacted with anti-p53 antibody or anti-
vIRF1 (myc) antibody. In addition, leptomycin B, an antibiotic
that inhibits CRM1-dependent nuclear export (24), was in-
cluded as a control to enhance the nuclear localization of p53.
Confocal microscopy showed that the majority of p53 was
present in the nuclei of doxycycline-treated TRExBCBL1-
cDNA5 cells, while a small amount of p53 was also detected in
the cytoplasm (Fig. 6B). In contrast, p53 was present in the
cytoplasmic region of doxycycline-treated TRExBCBL1-vIRF1
cells (Fig. 6B). In addition, leptomycin B treatment effectively
blocked the cytoplasmic localization of p53 in TRExBCBL1-
vIRF1 cells. These results showed that vIRF1 expression en-
hanced p53 cytoplasmic localization and that this activity was
likely correlated with its ability to induce p53 ubiquitination
and degradation.

DISCUSSION

Upon viral infection, interferon and the p53 tumor suppres-
sor are major antiviral defense mechanisms employed by cells.
Therefore, it is not surprising that many viruses, especially
persistent herpesviruses, carry a number of genes that dereg-
ulate these host antiviral mechanisms (56; reviewed in refer-
ences 28 and 43). Particularly, KSHV encodes various homo-
logues of cellular proteins involved in host defense. These

include virus-encoded interferon regulatory factors. vIRF1 has
been shown to effectively block the function of its cellular
counterparts, IRFs, to interfere with IFN-mediated antiviral
activity. Furthermore, we (41) and others (48) have demon-
strated that KSHV vIRF1 interacts with the cellular p53 tumor
suppressor through its putative DNA binding region and that
this interaction suppresses the level of acetylation of p53 and
inhibits transcriptional activation of p53. Here, we report that
vIRF1 furthermore deregulates the stability of p53 protein by
inducing its ubiquitination. This activity is mediated by a novel
mechanism by which vIRF1 directly inhibits the activation of
ATM kinase, which is an upstream signaling molecule to sta-
bilize p53. These results suggest that KSHV vIRF1 compre-
hensively inhibits host growth surveillance by targeting both
upstream ATM kinase and downstream p53 tumor suppressor,
which may also contribute to uncontrolled cell proliferation.

We showed that vIRF1 downregulated the p53 protein
amount by facilitating its ubiquitination and degradation. This
activity was dependent on the vIRF1-mediated inhibition of
the upstream kinase ATM, which phosphorylates the Ser15
residue of p53. There are several potential mechanisms ex-
plaining how Ser15 phosphorylation contributes to the stability
of p53. As a direct mechanism, Ser15 phosphorylation that lies
in the mdm2 binding region may disrupt p53 binding to mdm2,
resulting in suppression of its ubiquitination (49). As an indi-
rect mechanism, Ser15 phosphorylation may facilitate the acety-
lation of p53 through the recruitment of CBP/p300 and PCAF
(26), which ultimately blocks its ubiquitination. We demonstrated
that the level of Ser15 phosphorylation was directly correlated
with the level of p53 downregulation. In addition, we have previ-
ously demonstrated that vIRF1 expression suppresses the acety-
lation of p53 by inhibiting p300 HAT activity (29). Thus, it is likely
that KSHV vIRF1 may employ both mechanisms to efficiently
downregulate p53 protein stability.

vIRF1 expression effectively decreased Chk2 activation but in-
creased the amount of Cdc25C, showing a reverse correlation
between Chk2 activation and Cdc25C amount. In fact, Chk2 has
been shown to phosphorylate Cdc25C on serine 216, resulting in
a rapid degradation of Cdc25C (4, 16). This suggests that the
decrease of Chk2 activation induced by vIRF1 leads to an in-
crease of the Cdc25C amount. However, since the Cdc25C gene
is a target for transcriptional repression induced by p53 (55), it is
also possible that the increase of Cdc25C caused by vIRF1 is
partly due to the downregulation of p53 transcriptional activity
and protein amount. On the other hand, the increase of Cdc25C
amount caused by vIRF1 was still detected in p53�/� HCT116
cells (data not shown), suggesting that the inhibition of Chk2
activation by vIRF1 primarily contributes to the increase of the
Cdc25C amount.

ATM and ATR, which are both phosphoinositide 3-kinase-
related kinases, are critical for transducing DNA damage sig-
nals to checkpoint control proteins (reviewed in reference 51).
ATM is essential for mediating cell cycle checkpoint control in
cells exposed to ionizing radiation and other agents that pro-
duce double-strand breaks in DNA (25). In contrast, ATR is
activated by stalled replication forks and agents that produce
bulky adducts, such as UV irradiation (45). Upon DNA dam-
age signaling, activation of both kinases results in the direct or
indirect phosphorylation or activation of a number of down-
stream checkpoint controls. Several viruses have been shown
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to control the ATM pathway for their propagation. Human
immunodeficiency virus type 1 (HIV-1) integrase stimulates an
ATM-dependent DNA damage response (27). A deficiency of
ATM kinase sensitizes cells to retrovirus-induced cell death. In
fact, a specific small-molecule inhibitor of ATM kinase activity
has been shown to suppress the replication of both wild-type
and drug-resistant HIV-1 (27). As seen with HIV-1, herpes
simplex virus (HSV) infection has also been shown to elicit
a cellular DNA damage response, with activation of the
ATM signal transduction pathway (52, 57, 60). Activated
ATM and the DNA damage sensor MRN complex, com-
posed of Mre11, Rad50, and Nbs1, were recruited and re-
tained at sites of viral DNA replication, probably recog-
nizing newly synthesized viral DNAs as abnormal DNA
structures (52). However, the detailed mechanisms of how
HSV infection activates ATM checkpoint signaling and how
HSV is able to complete its replication in the presence of
activated an ATM checkpoint need to be further investi-
gated. This indicates that infected cells recognize viral rep-
lication as a DNA damage stress and robustly induce ATM/
p53-mediated signal transduction as a host surveillance. As
seen with HIV-1 and HSV, KSHV replication likely induces
a ATM/p53-mediated DNA damage response pathway. To
block this host growth scrutiny and facilitate viral replication,
KSHV may carry the vIRF1 gene, which targets and suppresses
both the ATM upstream kinase and the p53 downstream tumor
suppressor. Interestingly, these interactions are genetically sepa-
rable: the central DNA binding region of vIRF1 targets p53 in-
teraction, and the carboxyl transcriptional activation region of
vIRF1 targets ATM interaction. It should be noted that vIRF1
interaction with ATM was detected by immunoprecipitation with
an anti-ATM antibody, whereas it was not detected with an anti-
vIRF1 antibody, suggesting that this interaction may be structur-
ally sensitive. Nevertheless, KSHV vIRF1 is capable of compre-
hensively compromising an ATM/p53-regulated DNA damage
response checkpoint, which might circumvent host growth sur-
veillance and facilitate viral replication in infected cells. Finally,
this further emphasizes that the irreversible cell cycle arrest and
apoptosis induced by the ATM/p53 DNA damage response signal
transduction pathway are an important part of the host surveil-
lance mechanisms for viral infection and tumor induction.
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