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Abstract
Among Polyomaviridae family of viruses, Merkel Cell Polyomavirus (MCV) is the only
human polyomavirus with convincing data supporting its classification as a direct
causative agent of a human skin malignancy, Merkel Cell Carcinoma. Oncogenic trans-
formation byMCV requires the integration of the viral genome into the human genome,
truncation of the large T antigen (LT) to render the viral genome replication deficient
and expression of small T antigen oncoprotein. The chromatin binding protein BRD4,
was recently shown to transcriptionally regulate the expression of virus oncoproteins,
thereby enhancing the tumorigenesis of virus-associated cancers, such as HPV associ-
ated cervical cancer. Previous work by Wang et al. revealed that BRD4 interacts with
MCV full length LT during viral replication. In this study, we demonstrated that MCV
truncated tumor LT antigen also interacts with BRD4 protein. We showed that the MCV
tumor LT antigen and BRD4 protein complex co-localizes within the nucleus. Further-
more, we tested whether BRD4 protein transcriptionally regulates MCV Non Coding
Control Region (NCCR), where we found that though full length LT and sT together,
along with the BRD4 protein showed enhanced transcriptional activity whereas tumor
truncated LT did not. These findings on the interactions of the MCV tumor truncated
LT antigen with the BRD4 protein add to existing knowledge about interactions with LT
and its role in tumorigenesis, and assist in efforts to more precisely define new therapy
targets for this disease.

Introduction
Merkel cell polyomavirus (MCV), the cause of a lethal skin cancer called Merkel cell
carcinoma, is a unique member in the list of known human tumor viruses [1] [2]. MCV
is a small, non-enveloped virus with a circular double stranded 5 kb genome, divided
into early and late regions by a noncoding control region (NCCR) [1]. The early region
expresses a large T antigen (LT) and small T antigen protein (sT), which drive tumori-
genesis in Merkel cells. MCV LT antigen is found in its full-length form in wild-type
episomes of the virus, however in tumor cells, a truncated replication-incompetent form
of the LT protein is expressed. Truncated LT antigen always, in every patient tumor
thus far, conserves the N-terminal tumor-suppressor targeting domains, but loses the
expression of the C-terminal ends responsible for viral replication functions. In 2012,
Wang et al. uncovered the interaction between an epigenetic reader, the bromodomain
protein 4 (BRD4) and the N-terminal end of the full-length LT oncoprotein [3]. Their
studies showed that this interaction facilitates the localization of the complex to the
MCV replication origin region where it regulates MCV replication, as tested using in
vitro replication assays in HEK293T and C33A cells [3]. BRD4 is a BET family member
that harbors two bromodomains and an ET (extra-terminal) domain [4]. It is a chromatin
regulator involved in transcription programs in the development of several aggressive
cancers and associates with a number of oncogenic viruses, including Human Papillo-
mavirus (HPV) [4]. Recently McKinney et al. showed that BRD4 activates early HPV
transcription in primary keratinocytes [5]. Furthermore, Dooley et al.found specific nu-
clear foci of BRD4, MED1 and H3K27ac at the sites of tandem HPV integration in cancer
cells [6]. Evidence from their studies supports a BRD4 dependent super-enhancer like
element in the viral genome regulating viral transcription [6].

Objective
In this study, we asked whether the truncated LT antigen, that retains the N-terminal



MCV Truncated Large T antigen interacts with BRD4 in tumors

DOI: 10.19185/matters.201811000004 Matters (ISSN: 2297-8240) | 2

but lacks the replication-important C-terminal, continues to interact with BRD4 protein.
If yes, then what role would this interaction play in viral-mediated tumorigenesis? We
further tested how this interaction may affect transcription through the MCV NCCR
region, which houses the viral promoter/enhancer. The objective of our study was to
validate this interaction (BRD4 and LT) and then investigate its implication in Merkel
tumors.

a

Figure Legend
Figure 1. Truncated MCV LT antigen interacts with endogenous BRD4 protein
in Merkel cell carcinoma cells.
(A) Nuclear proteins were isolated from MKL-1 and MS-1 cell lines and immunoprecip-
itated with polyclonal BRD4 antibody and 3 different antibodies against LT antigen i.e.
Ab5, Ab3 and CM2B4. BRD4 protein was observed to be co-immunoprecipitated with
LT targeting antibodies; however vice-versa was not seen. ε represents the empty lanes
between the samples. Input is 2.7% (MKL-1) and 0.8% (MS-1) of total lysate.
(B) MKL-1 were immunostained for BRD4 and LT antigen (using CM2B4) and imaged
using FV1000 at 60X magnification. The scale bar represents 5 microns. 4 cells imaged
are shown here (of a total of 28 cells, in 3 experiments).
(C) Represents the Relative Luciferase activity in U2OS cells transfected with MCV
NCCR region and BRD4 expressing plasmid along with different combinations of MCV
T antigen. Two different truncated LT antigens (LT21 and LT168) were used to test in-
crease in luciferase activity. Each column represents the mean value obtained from 3
independent experiments. Error bars represent SD. (2 technical replicates each time).
One-way ANOVA with post-hoc Tukey’s test showed Full LT+sT to be statistically sig-
nificant in comparison to control and other conditions (p<0.0001).
(D) Corresponding western blot for the luciferase analysis confirms the expression of
the different T antigen combinations.
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Results & Discussion
To test the interaction of truncated tumor LT antigen, we performed an immunoprecip-
itation (IP) assay in both MKL-1 and MS-1 cell lines [1] [7] [8]. These are both Merkel
cell carcinoma cell lines that express truncated-LT and sT. The truncated-LTs from both
MKL-1 and MS-1 are of different lengths corresponding to their respective truncation
mutation and thus run at different sizes on a SDS-polyacrylamide [7]. We used three an-
tibodies Ab3, Ab5 and CM2B4 to immunoprecipitate MCV LT, all three of which pulled
down BRD4 (Fig. 1A). All the three antibodies used have different sensitivities and speci-
ficities besides binding different epitopes in MCV T antigen [9] [10]. While Ab5 binds
to the both LT and sT, Ab3 and CM2B4 are specific to LT and interact with its Exon 2
region [10] [11]. IP using BRD4 antibody however, showed a very weak LT interaction.
Wang et al. have previously shown that BRD4-LT interaction is facilitated through the
N-terminal region (156-284 aa) of MCV LT, which is retained in the tumor antigens [3].
These assays corroborate the interaction, however in the tumor context, where trun-
cated LT is endogenously expressed.
To further validate this interaction we investigated whether MCV LT co-localizes with
BRD4 in Merkel Cell Carcinoma cells. MKL-1 were immunostained with antibodies
against MCV LT (CM2B4) and BRD4 protein (Fig. 1B). Since MCV positive MCC cell
lines grow as suspension cells that clump together, before performing the immunoflu-
orescence we treated them with 2 mM EDTA followed by gentle pipetting to break
the clumps and get single cells that adhered to poly-L-Lysine coverslips. Immunofluo-
roscence analysis revealed that MCV LT antigen did co-localize with BRD4 protein in
nucleus, although weakly at only an average 7.8 % with a correlation coefficient of 0.36
(coefficient range 4.4 to 11.9).
These results validate that BRD4 interacts with truncated (tumor) MCV LT antigen. Al-
though, BRD4’s interaction with full-length MCV large T antigen aids in viral repli-
cation, we were unclear as to why BRD4 would interact with truncated LT in Merkel
tumor cells.
To address this, we next studied the implication of this interaction with MCV transcrip-
tion. We thereby performed luciferase reporter assays in U2OS cells by overexpressing
the NCCR driving firefly luciferase in the presence of different plasmid combinations of
viral T antigens and BRD4. We found that full length LT, along with sT antigen, sig-
nificantly increased (p<0.0001) luciferase activity in the presence of BRD4, however the
truncated LT antigens or sT alone did not (Fig. 1C). T antigen expression was validated
by immunoblotting figure 1D.
Kwun et al and others [12] [13] [14] [15] [16], have previously shown that full-length
LT drives viral replication by binding to the origin of replication. sT also contributes to
viral replication by forming a complex with LT and stabilizing it [12] [15] [17].
In our experiments we included the entire NCCR region containing both, the origin of
replication and the viral promoter, as opposed to only the viral origin region in other
studies [12] [15] [17]. Hence, the reason for higher luciferase activity in the condition
expressing BRD4 along with full length LT and sT could be explained by increased repli-
cation of the NCCR plasmid. Cheng et al. [10] and Borchert et al. [18] have not found
any evidence for MCV tumor LT’s direct interaction with DNA. Hence, MCV truncated
LT probably interacts with BRD4 to regulate BRD4’s DNA binding and gene regulation.
One such important region may be the viral promoter itself. To further test the impli-
cations of this interaction, ChIP studies of BRD4 in MCC cell lines, specifically on the
viral promoter and enhancer regions will be valuable.

Conclusions
We show that Merkel cell polyomavirus’s truncated (tumor) LT antigen, expressed in
Merkel tumor cells, also interacts with BRD4, in the absence of virus replication in
Merkel tumors.

Limitations
We were limited by the antibodies we had to detect MCV large T and BRD4. BRD4
is a large protein and doing western blotting and immunoprecipitations with the same



antibody was challenging. Also we used only 2 MCC cell lines (MKL1 and MS-1) both
of which grow in suspension as large clumps. For the Immunofluoresence experiments
we had to treat these clumps with EDTA to disperse them as single cells and then attach
them to slides for staining purposes.
While we showed that the truncated tumor T interacting with BRD4 was unable to in-
crease viral transcription, nonetheless we used a luciferase reporter assay. It is still
likely that truncated LT’s interaction with BRD4 is important for its transcription regu-
lation function and further studies could test this via ChIP-PCR analysis and other direct
investigations.
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Please see https://sciencematters.io/articles/201811000004.

Funding Statement
This work was supported by the Wellcome Trust/DBT India Alliance (Early Career
Award IA/E/14/1/501773 to Dr. Reety Arora.) and Council of Scientific and Industrial
Research, Government of India fellowship (to Miss. Arushi Vats).

Acknowledgements
We would like to acknowledge and thank Dr. James Decaprio for his generous gifts of
antibodies Ab3 and Ab5. We are also grateful to the Central Imaging and Flow Cytome-
try Facility, Sequencing facility, NCB Kitchen, stores and other facilities and administra-
tion at the National Centre for Biological Sciences (NCBS). Authors declare no conflict
of interest. RA would also like to thank Zaina and Karan for their love, strength and
support.

Ethics Statement
Not Applicable.

Citations

[1] Jürgen C. Becker et al. “Merkel cell carcinoma”. In: Nature
Reviews Disease Primers 3 (2017), p. 17077. url: http:
//www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29072302.

[2] Patrick S. Moore and Yuan Chang. “Why do viruses cause cancer?
Highlights of the first century of human tumour virology”. In:
Nature Reviews Cancer 10.12 (2010), pp. 878–889. url: http:
//www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21102637.

[3] Xin Wang et al. “Bromodomain Protein Brd4 Plays a Key Role in
Merkel Cell Polyomavirus DNA Replication”. In: PLOS Pathogens
8.11 (2012), e1003021. url: http:
//www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23144621.

[4] Panagis Filippakopoulos and Stefan Knapp. “Targeting
bromodomains: epigenetic readers of lysine acetylation”. In:
Nature Reviews Drug Discovery 13.5 (2014), pp. 337–356. url:
http:
//www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24751816.

[5] Caleb C. McKinney et al. “Brd4 Activates Early Viral
Transcription upon Human Papillomavirus 18 Infection of
Primary Keratinocytes”. In: mBio 7.6 (2016), e01644–16. url:
http:
//www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27879331.

[6] Katharine E. Dooley, Alix Warburton, and Alison A. McBride.
“Tandemly Integrated HPV16 Can Form a Brd4-Dependent
Super-Enhancer-Like Element That Drives Transcription of Viral
Oncogenes”. In: mBio 7.5 (2016), e01446–16. url: http:
//www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27624132.

[7] Anna Guastafierro et al. “Characterization of an early passage
Merkel cell polyomavirus-positive Merkel cell carcinoma cell
line, MS-1, and its growth in NOD scid gamma mice”. In: Journal
of Virological Methods 187.1 (2013), pp. 6–14. url: https:
//www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23085629.

[8] Rosen et al. “Establishment and characterization of a
neuroendocrine skin carcinoma cell line”. In: Laboratory
Investigation: a Journal of Technical Methods and Pathology 56.3
(1987), pp. 302–312. url: https:
//www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/3546933.

[9] Ata S. Moshiri et al. “Polyomavirus-Negative Merkel Cell
Carcinoma: A More Aggressive Subtype Based on Analysis of 282
Cases Using Multimodal Tumor Virus Detection”. In: Journal of
Investigative Dermatology 137.4 (2017), pp. 819–827. url:
https:
//www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27815175.

[10] Jingwei Cheng et al. “Merkel cell polyomavirus recruits MYCL to
the EP400 complex to promote oncogenesis”. In: PLOS Pathogens
13.10 (2017), e1006668. url: https:
//www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29028833.

[11] Masahiro Shuda et al. “Human Merkel cell polyomavirus
infection I. MCV T antigen expression in Merkel cell carcinoma,
lymphoid tissues and lymphoid tumors”. In: International Journal
of Cancer 125.6 (2009), pp. 1243–1249. url: https:
//www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19499546.



5

[12] Hyun Jin Kwun et al. “The Minimum Replication Origin of
Merkel Cell Polyomavirus Has a Unique Large T-Antigen
Loading Architecture and Requires Small T-Antigen Expression
for Optimal Replication”. In: Journal of Virology 83.23 (2009),
pp. 12118–12128. url: http:
//www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19759150.

[13] Wei Liu et al. “Identifying the Target Cells and Mechanisms of
Merkel Cell Polyomavirus Infection”. In: Cell Host and Microbe
19.6 (2016), pp. 775–787. url: http:
//www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27212661.

[14] Sabrina H. Tsang et al. “The Oncogenic Small Tumor Antigen of
Merkel Cell Polyomavirus Is an Iron-Sulfur Cluster Protein That
Enhances Viral DNA Replication”. In: Journal of Virology 90.3
(2015), pp. 1544–1556. url: http:
//www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26608318.

[15] Huichen Feng et al. “Cellular and Viral Factors Regulating Merkel
Cell Polyomavirus Replication”. In: PLOS One 6.7 (2011), e22468.

url: http:
//www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21799863.

[16] Friederike Neumann et al. “Replication, Gene Expression and
Particle Production by a Consensus Merkel Cell Polyomavirus
(MCPyV) Genome”. In: PLOS One 6.12 (2011), e29112. url:
http:
//www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22216177.

[17] Hyun Jin Kwun et al. “Merkel Cell Polyomavirus Small T Antigen
Controls Viral Replication and Oncoprotein Expression by
Targeting the Cellular Ubiquitin Ligase SCFFbw7”. In: Cell Host
and Microbe 14.2 (2013), pp. 125–135. url: http:
//www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23954152.

[18] Sophie Borchert et al. “High-Affinity Rb Binding, p53 Inhibition,
Subcellular Localization, and Transformation by Wild-Type or
Tumor-Derived Shortened Merkel Cell Polyomavirus Large T
Antigens”. In: Journal of Virology 88.6 (2014), pp. 3144–3160. url:
http:
//www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24371076.


