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INTRODUCTION. Polyomavirus (Py), a member of the papovaviruses, causes tumors in 
rodents. Polyomavirus large T antigen (PyLT-Ag), a nucleophosphoprotein essential for 
regulating viral gene expression, modulates the cell cycle by binding to the Rb tumor 
suppressor gene product and immortalizes primary cells in culture. As part of their lytic cycle, 
viruses have developed strategies and appropriate viral gene products to either induce, delay, or 
totally block apoptosis (1,2). The receptor of FasL, CD95/Apo1/FasR, causes oligomerization 
of the FasR to provoke the formation of a death-inducing signaling complex (DISC) that 
transmits external apoptotic signals to the cytoplasm, mitochondria, and ultimately to the 
nuclei (3,4). Our laboratory has previously reported that a Sertoli cell line derived from 
transgenic mice expressing PyLT-Ag are resistant to treatment with FasR agonist antibodies 
(FasR(Ab)) (5). These results suggested that the inhibition of FasR(Ab)-induced apoptosis in 
these cells was attributable to PyLT-Ag expression. In this study, we investigated the effect of 
PyLT-Ag expression in murine cell lines sensitive to FasR(Ab) treatment. 

RESULTS. Transfected TM4 (sertoli cell) clones showing strong PyLT-Ag expression (TM4-
PGKLT) were used to test the effect of PyLT-Ag expression on apoptosis. Cells were treated 
with λ-INF for 16 h to induce FasR expression before FasR(Ab) was added. TM4-PGKLT 
cells were resistant to DNA fragmentation for at least 48 h compared to parental TM4 cells that 
underwent rapid DNA degradation after FasR(Ab) treatment. We analyzed the effect of PyLT-
Ag expression on procaspase-8 and -3 activation in TM4 and TM4-PGKLT cells after 
FasR(Ab) treatment. The results clearly indicate that PyLT-Ag impedes the activation of 
procaspase-8 following FasR(Ab) stimulation (6). There was also a lack of early caspase-3 
activity that seems to be a consequence of caspase-8 inactivation in PyLT-Ag expressing cells. 
To explain the lack of caspase-8 activation in FasR stimulated PyLT-Ag expressing cells, we 
investigated whether PyLT-Ag could interact with the DISC. In TM4-PGKLT cell extracts 
immunoprecipitated with antibodies against FADD the intensity of PyLT-Ag staining was 
greatly enhanced following the stimulation of FasR. As a control, PyLT-Ag was not observed 
following immunoprecipitations with goat pre-immune serum or with an anti-Hsp60 antibody 
(6). 

DISCUSSION/CONCLUSION. We present evidence that PyLT-Ag protects cells from 
apoptosis induced by the stimulation of FasR. Analysis of caspase activation after FasR(Ab) 
stimulation in TM4 and TM4-PGKLT cells suggests that the protective effect of PyLT-Ag 



occurs primarily at or upstream of caspase-8, preventing its recruitment or activation to the 
FasR DISC. Our results suggest a function for PyLT-Ag in preventing caspase-8 activation in 
FasR(Ab)-treated cells because PyLT-Ag co-immunoprecipitates with FADD, and this 
interaction is strengthened following FasR activation and DISC formation. Since PyLT-Ag 
expression also prolongs the interval between caspase-3 activation and the occurrence of DNA 
fragmentation (6), it is possible that PyLT-Ag act downstream of caspase-3, delaying the 
activation of other caspases or nucleases that are involved in the structural disintegration of the 
nuclei and/or the DNA fragmentation processes. Thus, PyLT-Ag might act at different levels of 
the apoptotic cascade depending on its cellular localization. The ability of PyLT-Ag to protect 
cells from cell death receptor mediated apoptosis suggests that Py has possibly developed 
strategies to confer immune privileges that allow the host cell to escape immune responses. 
Further characterization of the mechanisms by which viral proteins like PyLT-Ag modulate 
apoptosis will help in understanding how tumor cells evade the immune system. 
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