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In Brief
The plasma membrane which
envelopes the light-sensitiveouter
segment organelle of vertebrate
photoreceptor cells plays diverse
roles in supporting photoreceptor
function and health. Protein
correlation profiling of this
membrane revealed a surprisingly
small number of unique protein
components. Among them are
TMEM67 and TMEM237, whose
mutations are associated with
various syndromic ciliopathies,
and embigin found to be
associated with the
monocarboxylate transporter
MCT1. The MCT1–embigin
complex likely facilitates lactate
transport through this cellular
compartment.
Highlights
• The unique proteome of the photoreceptor outer segment plasma membrane is identified.

• TMEM67, TMEM237, and embigin are novel unique components of this membrane.

• Embigin in this membrane is associated with the monocarboxylate transporter MCT1.

• The photoreceptor outer segment likely facilitates lactate transport.
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RESEARCH
TMEM67, TMEM237, and Embigin in Complex
With Monocarboxylate Transporter MCT1 Are
Unique Components of the Photoreceptor Outer
Segment Plasma Membrane
Nikolai P. Skiba1,*, Martha A. Cady1, Laurie Molday2, John Y. S. Han3 , Tylor R. Lewis1 ,
William J. Spencer1 , Will J. Thompson4, Sarah Hiles4, Nancy J. Philp3, Robert S. Molday2,
and Vadim Y. Arshavsky1,*
The outer segment (OS) organelle of vertebrate photore-
ceptors is a highly specialized cilium evolved to capture
light and initiate light response. The plasma membrane
which envelopes the OS plays vital and diverse roles in
supporting photoreceptor function and health. However,
little is known about the identity of its protein constituents,
as this membrane cannot be purified to homogeneity. In
this study, we used the technique of protein correlation
profiling to identify unique OS plasma membrane proteins.
To achieve this, we used label-free quantitative MS to
compare relative protein abundances in an enriched
preparation of the OS plasma membrane with a prepara-
tion of total OS membranes. We have found that only five
proteins were enriched at the same level as previously
validated OS plasma membrane markers. Two of these
proteins, TMEM67 and TMEM237, had not been previously
assigned to this membrane, and one, embigin, had not
been identified in photoreceptors. We further showed that
embigin associates with monocarboxylate transporter
MCT1 in the OS plasma membrane, facilitating lactate
transport through this cellular compartment.

The outer segment (OS) of the vertebrate photoreceptor cell
is a ciliary organelle responsible for capturing light and initi-
ating the electrical light signal ultimately transmitted to the
brain. The OS consists of a stack of disc-shaped membranes,
or “discs”, that are enclosed within the plasma membrane.
Whereas proteins responsible for light capture and propaga-
tion of the visual signal are located primarily in discs, the
plasma membrane harbors proteins responsible for generating
electrical responses to light (reviewed in (1)). Despite being
contiguous with the plasma membrane surrounding the rest of
the photoreceptor cell, the protein composition of the OS
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plasma membrane is unique because of a combination of
targeted protein delivery and protein retention imposed by the
diffusional barrier located at the OS base (reviewed in (2–5)).
Beyond its role in regulating ion currents, the OS plasma

membrane serves several additional functions. It is critical for
supporting continuous OS renewal, which combines a con-
stant generation of new photoreceptor discs at the OS base
with the phagocytosis of old discs at the OS tip by the retinal
pigment epithelium (RPE) (6, 7). It is also likely that the OS
plasma membrane stabilizes OS architecture through complex
interactions with discs, the extracellular matrix and neigh-
boring cells (3, 8). These important processes are thought to
be mediated by proteins specific to the OS plasma membrane;
however, our knowledge of their identities remains incom-
plete. Thus, elucidating the protein composition of this
membrane would give us a better understanding of its diverse
functions.
The goal of this study was to characterize the unique protein

components of the OS plasma membrane. The major chal-
lenge to achieving this goal is that it is virtually impossible to
obtain OS plasma membrane in purity sufficiently high for MS
analysis using standard biochemical techniques. This is
because this membrane comprises a small fraction of the total
OS membrane material and it cannot be completely separated
from other membranes. Therefore, we used a strategy known
as “protein correlation profiling”, which is a powerful MS
approach for analyzing multiprotein complexes or organelles
that can be fractionated but not purified to homogeneity
(9–12). In this approach, a membrane preparation is enriched
from a crude preparation and the relative abundances of
proteins present in both crude and enriched membranes are
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Proteome of the Photoreceptor Outer Segment Plasma Membrane
quantified using label-free quantitative proteomics. The
resulting values are compared with the relative abundances of
protein markers known to reside uniquely in the membrane of
interest. Although the abundances of all unique constituents
of the membrane are expected to remain at a constant molar
ratio with the markers, the relative abundances of contami-
nating and/or nonunique proteins are expected to decrease as
membrane purity increases.
To conduct protein correlation profiling of the OS plasma

membrane, we immunoenriched this membrane from a prep-
aration of total rod OS membranes and compared protein
compositions of these preparations. We found that, among
the ~800 proteins confidently identified in both membrane
preparations, only five were enriched to the same degree as
the three well-established OS plasma membrane markers—
the Na+/Ca2+/K+ exchanger NCKX1 and two subunits of the
cGMP-gated channel, CNGα1 and CNGβ1 (13–15). Two of
these five proteins—prominin-1 and protocadherin-21—have
been previously characterized as OS plasma membrane
components (16–19), whereas the other three—TMEM67,
TMEM237, and embigin—had not been previously assigned to
this membrane. We validated the OS plasma membrane
localization of each of these proteins by immunofluorescence.
Finally, we showed that embigin, a protein that had not been
previously identified in photoreceptor cells, associates with
the monocarboxylate transporter MCT1, presumably func-
tioning to control the MCT1 content of the OS plasma mem-
brane and, accordingly, the flux of lactate through the OS.
EXPERIMENTAL PROCEDURES

Antibodies

The PMe 2D9 mAb against an epitope within the extracellular
domain on bovine NCKX1 has been previously described and used to
obtain enriched OS plasma membranes (20, 21). Rabbit polyclonal
antibody against the C-terminal TMEM67 peptide GQKNLATKTLV-
DERFLI was generated using custom antibody production service
from Thermo Scientific Protein Biology. Mouse mAb 3C4 against
embigin was prepared using established mAb techniques. Specificity
of each newly produced antibody was validated by Western blotting,
as shown in supplemental Fig. S1. Rabbit polyclonal antibody against
TMEM237 was kindly provided by Dr C.M. Craft, as described (22).
Rabbit polyclonal antibody against MCT1 is as described (23). Rabbit
polyclonal antibody against R9AP is as described (24). Anti-cMyc mAb
9E10 was from Thermo Fisher Scientific. Mouse mAb PMc1D1against
CNGα1 is as described (13).

Antibody Cross-Linking to Protein A/G Magnetic Beads

About 300 to 400 μl of Pierce Protein A/G magnetic beads (#88802,
Thermo Scientific) were equilibrated with PBS and incubated with
750 μl of 5 mM bis(sulfosuccinimidyl)suberate (#21580, Thermo Sci-
entific) for 20 min at room temperature. Bis(sulfosuccinimidyl)suberate
was removed, and beads were incubated for 40 min at 22 ◦C with
200 μg of the PMe 2D9 antibody (or the anti-Myc mAb serving as a
control) dissolved in 750 μl PBS. The cross-linking reaction was
quenched with 100 mM Tris HCl, pH 8.0, followed by equilibrating the
beads with PBS. To characterize the ability of cross-linked PMe 2D9
2 Mol Cell Proteomics (2021) 20 100088
antibodies to precipitate NCKX1, 5 μg of PMe 2D9 beads (or control
Myc-beads) was incubated with 100 μg of rod outer segment (ROS)
membranes solubilized in PBS containing 0.5% dodecyl maltoside.
The beads were washed twice with the same buffer, and bound ma-
terial was eluted with 100 mM Tris HCl (pH 6.8) containing 2% SDS
and 10% glycerol. Eluted proteins were analyzed by Western blotting
using the PMe 2D9 antibody.

Isolation of ROS From Bovine Retinas

All procedures were performed under dim red light at 4 ◦C. First,
ROSs were purified following a procedure modified from (25), as
described (26). Briefly, 100 frozen bovine retinas (T.A. & W.L. Lawson
Co) were thawed and resuspended in 200 ml of buffer A (20 mM
Hepes, 100 mM KCl, 2 mM MgCl2, and 0.1 mM EDTA; pH 7.4) con-
taining 25% sucrose. OSs were detached from the retinas by swirling
in a 1 l Erlenmeyer flask and separated from retinal debris by centri-
fugation at 3700g for 6 min. The supernatant was diluted with an equal
volume of buffer A, and ROSs were pelleted by centrifugation at 6300g
for 8 min. The pellet was resuspended in buffer A containing 20%
sucrose, applied on a 27/32% step gradient of sucrose and centri-
fuged for 1 h in an SW-28 rotor at 83,000g. ROSs were collected from
the 27/32% sucrose interphase and immediately used to purify
plasma membranes. To obtain a preparation of ROS membranes
depleted of most soluble proteins, ROSs were incubated in the hy-
potonic buffer (10 mM Hepes; pH 7.4) for 1 h on ice and pelleted by
centrifugation at 100,000g for 30 min. Membranes were collected and
washed with the hypotonic buffer one more time. The resulting
preparation was resuspended in buffer A and stored at −20 ◦C.

OS Plasma Membrane Enrichment

Photoreceptor plasma membrane enrichment was performed as
described (27) with the following modifications. Ten milligram of
freshly prepared structurally intact ROS was incubated with 200 μg of
PMe 2D9 antibody cross-linked to protein A/G magnetic beads
(Thermo Fisher) in 4 ml of 20 mM Hepes (pH 7.4), 100 mM KCl, 2 mM
MgCl2, and 0.1 mM EDTA for 3 h at 4 ◦C with gentle rocking. Next,
beads were transferred to the hypotonic buffer containing 10 mM Tris
HCl (pH 7.5) and 2 mM DTT and incubated for 16 to 20 h to allow OS
plasma membranes dissociate from discs and other membranes.
Beads were washed three times with the hypotonic buffer, and the
bound material was eluted with 200 μl of 100 mM Tris HCl (pH 6.8), 2%
SDS, and 10% glycerol and stored at −20 ◦C until used for MS
analysis. To account for nonspecific protein binding to magnetic
beads, we repeated these experiments with A/G beads associated
with monoclonal anti-Myc antibody 9E10.

Sample Preparation and LC-MS/MS Analysis

Three types of protein samples (hypotonically washed OS mem-
branes, proteins precipitated by PMe 2D9 antibodies and proteins
precipitated by 9E10 antibodies) were processed in parallel in three
biological repeats. For each sample, 5 to 20 μg total protein was used to
prepare peptide mixtures for proteomic profiling. Proteins were cleaved
with the trypsin/endoproteinase LysC mixture (V5072, Promega) using
theparamagnetic bead–basedmethod (28). Eachdigestwasdissolved in
12 μl of 1/2/97% (by volume) of the trifluoroacetic acid/acetonitrile/water
solution, and 3 μl was injected into a 5 μm, 180 μm × 20 mm Symmetry
C18 trap column (Waters) in 1%acetonitrile in water for 3min at 5 μl/min.
For protein profiling in serial retinal sections, each section was dissolved
in 100 μl of 2%SDSand0.1MTrisHCl, pH8.0 and proteinswere cleaved
as above. The analytical separation was next performed using 1.8-μm
HSST3and75μm×250mmcolumn (Waters) over90minat aflowrateof
0.4 μl/min at 55 ◦C. The 5 to 30% mobile phase B gradient was used,
where phase A was 0.1% formic acid in water and phase B 0.1% formic
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acid in acetonitrile. Peptides separated by LCwere introduced into the Q
ExactiveHFOrbitrapmass spectrometer (ThermoFisher Scientific) using
positive electrospray ionization at 1900 V and capillary temperature of
275 ◦C.Data collectionwasperformed in the data-dependent acquisition
mode with 120,000 resolution (at m/z 200) for MS1 precursor measure-
ments. The MS1 analysis utilized a scan from 375 to 1600 m/z with a
target automatic gain control value of 2.0e5 ions, the radio frequency lens
set at 30%, and a maximum injection time of 50 ms. Advanced peak
detection and internal calibration were enabled during data acquisition.
Peptides were selected for MS/MS using charge state filtering (2–5),
monoisotopic peak detection, and a dynamic exclusion time of 20 s with
amass tolerance of 10ppm.MS/MSwas performedusing higher-energy
collisional dissociationwitha collisionenergyof30±5%withdetection in
the ion trap using a rapid scanning rate, AGC target value of 3.0e3 ions,
maximum injection time of 300 ms, and ion injection for all available
parallelizable time enabled.

Protein Identification and Quantification

For label-free relative protein quantification, raw mass spectral data
files (.raw) were imported into Progenesis QI for Proteomics 4.2 soft-
ware (Nonlinear Dynamics) for duplicate run alignment of each prep-
aration and peak area calculations. The peptide peak list was
generated using Progenesis 4.2 as well. Peptides were identified using
Mascot version 2.5.1 (Matrix Science) for searching a custom IPI
bovine database (derived from IPI bovine database v3.73; September
2011) containing 1598 entries of proteins confidently identified in
multiple ROS preparations. For mouse samples, we used the UniProt
2019 reviewed mouse database containing 17,008 entrees. Mascot
search parameters were as follows: 10 ppm mass tolerance for pre-
cursor ions; 0.025 Da for fragment-ion mass tolerance; one missed
cleavage by trypsin; fixed modification was carbamidomethylation of
cysteine; variable modification was oxidized methionine. Only proteins
identified with two or more peptides (Mascot scores >15 for a peptide
and >50 for a protein corresponding to protein false discovery rate
–1.3% and peptide false discovery rate–0.4% calculated using
reversed decoy database) were included in the protein correlation
profiling analysis. To account for variations in experimental conditions
and amounts of protein material in individual LC-MS/MS runs, the
integrated peak area for each identified peptide was corrected using
the factors calculated by automatic Progenesis algorithm utilizing the
total intensities for all peaks in each run. Values representing protein
amounts were calculated based on a sum of ion intensities for all
identified constituent nonconflicting peptides (12).

For absolute protein quantification in mouse ROS, samples were
spiked with cold isotope-labeled synthetic peptides before trypsin
digestion. Peptidemixtureswere analyzedby LC-MS/MSusing the data-
dependent acquisition workflow, as above, for label-free protein quan-
tification. Peptides were identified using Mascot version 2.5.1 by
searches against themouse UniProt database, as described above, with
an inclusion of labels: 13C(6)15N(2) for lysine and 13C(6)15N(4) for arginine.
The intensities of light and heavy peptides were measured using Pro-
genesis IQ for Proteomics 4.2. Protein amounts were calculated based
on the intensities of the corresponding light and heavy peptides and
known heavy peptide amounts. The following peptides (all from JPT
Peptide Technologies, GmbH) were used: NPLGDDDASATASK and
EAAAQQQESATTQK for rhodopsin, VYGSSSPAVDR, IAIISQGR, and
ALSLLEENR for ABCA4; LLSSSGSTFEQSIK, SATVPVSIWR,
LFVNQDSSSSK, and FVAASYDIR for TMEM67; FTAPTGVSQPVG,
AEGSEPPAAELK, and DVALSVHR for TMEM237; and
SDDSNGIENNVPR, SLIAYVGDSTVLK, and GTFNIHVPK for embigin.

Experimental Design and Statistical Rationale

For protein correlation profiling, we compared relative amounts of
proteins confidently identified in three independent preparations of the
OS plasma membrane enriched with the PMe 2D9 antibody and
hypotonically washed OS membranes by calculating ratios between
their amounts in indicated membrane preparations. Each ratio was
normalized by the averaged ratio for three plasma membrane
markers—NCKX1, CNGα1, and CNGβ1—contained in the corre-
sponding membrane preparation. In this analysis, the markers and all
other unique OS plasma membrane proteins were expected to yield a
ratio close to 1. To account for nonspecific protein binding to mag-
netic beads, we repeated the same analysis for proteins precipitated
by control beads coupled to anti-Myc 9E10 antibodies. The resulting
values were subtracted from those obtained with experimental sam-
ples with PMe 2D9 beads. Only proteins identified and quantified in at
least two experiments were used for further protein correlation
profiling.

Immunoprecipitation and Western Blotting

For embigin immunoprecipitation, 2.1 mg of bovine ROS were
solubilized in 400 μl of 50 mM Hepes (pH 7.4), 150 mM NaCl, and
20 mM CHAPS for 30 min at 4 ◦C. Insoluble material was removed
by centrifugation at 40,000 rpm in a Beckman Optima TLA 110 rotor
for 10 min, and the supernatant was added to 100 μl 3C4 conju-
gated Sepharose beads in a Millipore Ultrafree mC HVPdVDF 0.45-
μm cartridge. Beads were incubated at 4 ◦C with rotation for 1.5 h
and washed ten times with 500 μl of the same buffer. Bound ma-
terial was eluted with two 100 μl aliquots of 2% SDS in the same
buffer for 30 min at 20 ◦C. For MS, samples were prepared as
described above. For Western blotting, proteins were subjected to
SDS-PAGE, probed with indicated antibodies and the corre-
sponding secondary antibodies, and imaged on an Odyssey
infrared scanner (LI-COR Biosciences) in the 700-nm or 800-nm
channel.

Immunofluorescence Microscopy

All mouse experiments were conducted under the animal use
and care protocol approved by the Duke University Institutional
Animal Care and Use Committee. Immunofluorescent protein
detection was performed in thick agarose-embedded sections as
described (29). Anesthetized mice were transcardially perfused
with 15 ml of a fixative solution containing 4% paraformaldehyde in
80 mM Pipes (pH 6.8), 5 mM EGTA, and 2 mM MgCl2 (30). After
fixation, the eyes were dissected on ice in Ringer’s solution.
Eyecups were embedded in 7% low-melt agarose (A3038; Sigma-
Aldrich) and cut by a vibratome (VT1200S; Leica) into 200-μm-thick
slices. The sections were blocked in PBS containing 5% donkey
serum and 0.5% Triton X-100 for 40 min at 22 ◦C. Next, slices
were incubated for 6 h at 4 ◦C with the primary antibody in the
same blocking buffer. Sections were washed three times in the
blocking buffer and then the secondary antibody conjugated with
Alexa Fluor 488 was added along with 1 μg/ml wheat germ
agglutinin conjugated with Alexa Fluor 647 (W32466; Thermo
Fisher Scientific) and 10 μg/ml Hoechst (H3569; Thermo Fisher
Scientific) in the same buffer. Sections were incubated for 2 h at 22
◦C, washed three times in PBS, and mounted onto slides in
glycerol. For MCT1 staining, mice were not perfused or fixed
before retina dissection, and fresh vibratome sections were
blocked for 25 min, incubated with the primary antibody for 1 h at
4 ◦C, and fixed for 1 h in the same fixative as above. After fixation,
the primary antibody was added for another 6 h and the rest of the
procedure was performed as above. Images were taken with a
confocal microscope (Eclipse 90i and A1 confocal scanner; Nikon)
with a 60× objective (1.4 NA Plan Apochromat VC; Nikon) using
Nikon NIS-Elements software. Image analysis and processing was
performed with ImageJ.
Mol Cell Proteomics (2021) 20 100088 3



Proteome of the Photoreceptor Outer Segment Plasma Membrane
Isolation of Mouse ROS

The retinas from eight, dark adapted P30 WT C57Bl/6J mice were
dissected from eyecups under infrared illumination in mouse Ringer’s
solution containing 130 mM NaCl, 3.6 mM KCl, 2.4 mM MgCl2,
1.2 mM CaCl2, and 10 mM Hepes (pH 7.4), adjusted to 314 mOsm.
The retinas were pooled into 400 μl ice-cold 16% sucrose in Ringer’s
solution and vortexed at maximum speed for 60 s in a 1.5-ml
Eppendorf tube. The tube was then centrifuged at 200g for 30 s to
sediment large retinal debris. A total of 350 μl of the supernatant was
loaded on top of a 1.8-ml step gradient composed of 27% and 32%
sucrose in Ringer’s solution and centrifuged for 30 min at 30,000 rpm
in a swing-bucket SW-55 rotor (Beckman Coulter) at 4 ◦C. ROSs were
carefully collected from the 27/32% sucrose interface, diluted at least
4-fold in Ringer’s solution and centrifuged for 30 min at 50,000 rpm in
a TLA-100.3 rotor (Beckman Coulter). The dark-adapted mouse ROS
pellet was washed once with Ringer’s solution before hypotonic shock
and centrifugation to remove soluble proteins as described above.

Serial Tangential Sectioning of Frozen Mouse Retinas

Sample preparation was performed essentially as described before
(31, 32). A retina punch (2 mm diameter) was cut from a freshly ob-
tained mouse eyecup using a surgical trephine positioned adjacent to
the optic disc, transferred onto PVDF membrane with the photore-
ceptor layer facing up, flat-mounted between two glass slides sepa-
rated by plastic spacers (ca. 240 μm), and flash-frozen in liquid
nitrogen before being stored at −80 ◦C. Subsequently, the retinal
surface was aligned with the cutting plane of a cryostat knife and the
edges of the retina were trimmed away. Progressive 10-μm tangential
sections were collected into individual tubes on dry ice, solubilized in
100 μl of 2% SDS and 0.1 M Tris HCl (pH 8.0) and prepared for MS
analysis.
RESULTS

Protein Correlation Profiling of the OS Plasma Membrane
Suggests Eight Unique Components

To identify the unique proteome of the OS plasma membrane,
we conducted protein correlation profiling of two membrane
preparations: total OS membranes and enriched OS plasma
membrane. Each preparation was obtained as illustrated in
Figure 1A. Total OS membranes were prepared by extensive
hypotonic washing of bovine ROSs, which effectively removes
soluble and peripheral membrane proteins (33). The OS plasma
membrane was enriched from this preparation using a pro-
cedure whereby it is dissociated from photoreceptor discs by
incubating freshly obtained bovine ROS with magnetic beads
conjugated with mAb PMe 2D9 against NCKX1 (27), a protein
specifically residing in this membrane (20). This procedure re-
sults in substantial separation of plasma membrane from discs,
as evidenced by the enrichment in the resulting preparation of
both NCKX1 and another OS plasma membrane marker,
CNGα1 (Fig. 1B; see also (27)) and the depletion of the disc-
specific protein R9AP (Fig. 1B).
To conduct protein correlation profiling, the preparations of

total OS membranes and enriched OS plasma membrane
were solubilized, digested with trypsin, and subjected to label-
free quantitative LC-MS/MS analysis. To account for
nonspecific protein binding to the antibody-conjugated beads
4 Mol Cell Proteomics (2021) 20 100088
used for OS plasma membrane enrichment, we used control
beads conjugated to an anti-Myc mAb and excluded proteins
binding to control beads from the analysis (see Experimental
Procedures). Three sets of independently obtained mem-
brane preparations were analyzed, each yielding between 700
and 900 proteins that could be confidently identified and
quantified in both crude and enriched preparations.
To compare the relative abundance of each identified pro-

tein between the two membrane preparations, we first calcu-
lated the sum of the ion intensities of its constituent peptides.
For each preparation, we then calculated a ratio between
protein abundances in the OS plasma membrane sample and
the total OS membrane sample, as a measure of protein
enrichment. Next, we compared the degree of each protein’s
enrichment with that of three well-established rod-specific OS
plasma membrane markers, NCKX1, CNGα1, and CNGβ1.
This was accomplished by averaging the resulting values for
NCKX1, CNGα1, and CNGβ1 and normalizing the ratio values
for all other proteins to this average markers’ value. The
resulted ratios were plotted in rank order in Figure 2A (see also
supplemental Table S1). In this calculation, the average ratio
for the markers is equal to 1, so that other proteins yielding
ratios close to 1 are likely to be unique OS plasma membrane
components. Proteins with lower ratios represent either
nonunique constituents of this membrane or, more commonly,
contaminations.
A representative protein correlation profiling experiment is

shown in Figure 2A, and data for 65 top-ranked proteins
averaged among three independently conducted experiments
are shown in Figure 2B. Remarkably, only five proteins were
clustered with the OS plasma membrane markers. For each of
them, the deviation of the normalized ratio value from unity did
not exceed the coefficient of variation calculated for the entire
dataset (21.2%). These proteins were prominin-1, proto-
cadherin-21, TMEM67, TMEM237, and embigin. Among them,
prominin-1 and protocadherin-21 are relatively well charac-
terized. They interact with one another and are thought to
participate in the morphogenesis of newly forming photore-
ceptor discs (3). Their profiling with OS plasma membrane
markers suggests either that they sequester into this mem-
brane after disc maturation or that membranes of newly
forming discs (whose membranes are still contiguous with the
OS plasma membrane) cosegregate with the OS plasma
membrane during our fractionation procedure. Two other
proteins, TMEM67 and TMEM237, have been previously
described as OS proteins (22, 34), although their functions
remain unknown, whereas embigin has not been previously
reported to be expressed in photoreceptors.

Assessment of OS Plasma Membrane Enrichment

Another utility of protein correlation profiling is that it
allowed us to quantitatively evaluate the extent of OS plasma
membrane separation from various types of contaminating
membranes. For example, we assessed the degree of OS



FIG. 1. OS plasma membrane enrichment for protein correlation profiling. A, workflow of obtaining membrane preparations for protein
correlation profiling. Total OS membranes were obtained by hypotonic washing of intact bovine ROS, and the OS plasma membrane was
prepared by incubating bovine ROS with PMe 2D9 antibody followed by membrane enrichment on protein A/G magnetic beads. B, western blots
of total OS membranes and OS plasma membrane preparations (20 μg per lane) probed with anti-NCKX1, anti-CNGα1, and anti-R9AP anti-
bodies. Data are taken from one of three similar experiments. OS, outer segment; ROS, rod outer segment.
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FIG. 2. Protein correlation profiling of the OS plasma membrane. A, a representative protein correlation profiling experiment. Normalized
enrichment ratios (OS plasma membrane/total OS membrane preparation) are plotted in the rank order for all proteins identified in both
membrane preparations. B, the normalized enrichment ratios for 65 top proteins averaged across three independent profiling experiments
plotted in the rank order. Error bars indicate SD. Eight proteins listed in the inset in the rank order profiled with ratios close to 1 across all
experiments. See supplemental Table S1 for MS data. OS, outer segment.

Proteome of the Photoreceptor Outer Segment Plasma Membrane
plasma membrane separation from discs. The normalized
profiling ratios for two disc-specific proteins ABCA4 and
ROM1 were 0.19 and 0.23, suggesting that the degree of OS
plasma membrane enrichment over discs was ~4- to 5-fold.
On the other hand, rhodopsin, known to be present in both OS
plasma membrane and discs (3), yielded a higher profiling ratio
of 0.48, consistent with its localization to both membrane
types.
The only unexpected observation was that the disc-specific

protein peripherin-2 yielded a profiling ratio of 0.53, similar to
6 Mol Cell Proteomics (2021) 20 100088
that of rhodopsin but not in the range of other disc protein
markers. The most likely explanation for this anomaly is that
peripherin-2 interacts with CNGβ1 across the OS cytoplasm
(8), which may result in cosegregation of disc fragments
containing peripherin-2 with the OS plasma membrane during
its enrichment.
Similarly, we were able to assess the degree of OS plasma

membrane enrichment over contaminations representing the
inner segment and/or RPE microvilli. The profiling ratios for
basigin and GLUT1, two proteins abundantly expressed in
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each of these membranes but not in the OS, were 0.14 and
0.11, respectively. This indicates an ~8-fold depletion of these
membranes from the OS plasma membrane preparation.

TMEM67 and TMEM237 Are Unique OS Plasma Membrane
Proteins

In the next set of experiments, we validated the OS plasma
membrane localization of TMEM67 (also called meckelin) and
TMEM237 suggested by protein correlation profiling. Both of
them were previously shown to localize to OSs (22, 34) and to
be associated with various syndromic ciliopathies. Mutations
in TMEM67 are associated with both COACH (35) and
Meckel–Gruber (36) syndromes, whereas mutations in
TMEM237 are associated with Joubert syndrome (37). The KO
or mutation of Tmem67 in rodents results in defects of OS
morphology and severe retinal degeneration (34, 38).
Immunofluorescent staining of TMEM67 and TMEM237 in

longitudinal cross-sections of mouse retinas confirmed that
each protein is localized exclusively to photoreceptor OS
(Fig. 3, A and B), consistent with previous reports. To confirm
that these proteins are confined to the OS plasma membrane,
we immunostained tangential retinal sections cut through the
OS layer (Fig. 3, C and D). The staining pattern of each protein
appeared as a ring colocalizing with the OS plasma membrane
marker, wheat germ agglutinin. We also noted the presence of
punctate staining, which roughly followed the contours of
these rings; we suspect that this punctum is an artifact origi-
nating from some imperfection in tissue preservation in
tangential sections. These results corroborate our findings
from protein correlation profiling and establish that TMEM67
and TMEM237 are indeed unique components of the OS
plasma membrane.
Although previous studies suggested that localization of

both TMEM67 and TMEM237 is biased to the OS base (22,
34), their immunostaining in Figure 3, A and B appears to be
relatively even throughout the OS. To address this discrep-
ancy, we analyzed the distribution of each protein along the
OS length using quantitative MS. We cut serial 10-μm-thick
tangential sections through the photoreceptor layer of a frozen
flat-mounted mouse retina and determined relative amounts
of TMEM67 and TMEM237 in each section using label-free
quantitative proteomics (Fig. 4; supplemental Table S2). The
distribution of these proteins across individual sections was
compared with that of ABCA4, a protein known to be evenly
distributed throughout the OS length (39, 40). Whereas the
distribution of TMEM237 closely resembled that of ABCA4
with both proteins being most abundant in section #2,
TMEM67 was most abundant in section #3, suggesting a shift
toward the OS base that could be underappreciated from
immunostaining. Nonetheless, both proteins were present in
each section originating from the OS layer.
We next determined the absolute amounts of TMEM67 and

TMEM237 in purified mouse ROS using MS with cold isotope-
labeled peptide standards. Because it is customary to express
the OS protein amounts as molar ratios to rhodopsin, we also
quantified the content of rhodopsin in the same preparations.
As summarized in Table 1 (see also supplemental Table S3),
both proteins were found to be expressed at comparable
levels corresponding to ~1:3900 and 1:3100 M ratios to
rhodopsin for TMEM67 and TMEM237, respectively. Given
that a mouse rod contains between 5∙107 and 7∙107

rhodopsin molecules (41, 42), the number of TMEM67 mole-
cules in each rod is ~15,000 and the amount of TMEM237
molecules is ~19,000. For a reference, we similarly quantified
the rod content of ABCA4, used as a disc marker in Figure 4,
and found that it is expressed in the amount of ~200,000
molecules per rod, somewhat lower than in previous estimates
from semiquantitative Western blotting (39).

Embigin Is a Unique OS Plasma Membrane Protein
Associated With Monocarboxylate Transporter MCT1

Embigin belongs to a family of integral membrane proteins,
alongside basigin and neuroplastin, whose major function is
directing monocarboxylate transporters (MCTs) to the plasma
membrane of many cell types and regulating MCT function
once delivered there (43, 44). However, it had not been pre-
viously found in photoreceptors. Immunostaining of retinal
cross-sections showed that embigin is localized specifically to
photoreceptor OSs (Fig. 5A), and its specific localization to the
OS plasma membrane was confirmed by immunostaining of
tangential sections cut across the OS layer (Fig. 5B). Embigin
appears to be evenly immunostained along the OS length,
which was corroborated by quantitative MS of serial tangential
sections (Fig. 4; supplemental Table S2). The absolute amount
of embigin in mouse rods, estimated as above, is ~10,000
molecules per rod (Table 1; supplemental Table S3).
The finding that embigin is a unique component of the OS

plasma membrane is the most original result of our profiling
analysis. This provoked us to gain further insight into its po-
tential role in photoreceptors. We searched for embigin’s
interacting partners by immunoprecipitating proteins from
solubilized ROS with the anti-embigin mAb 3C4. To control for
interaction specificity, we performed a parallel precipitation
with preimmune antibodies. We found that only five proteins—
embigin itself, the monocarboxylate transporter MCT1, retinal
guanylate cyclase 1, NCKX1, and prohibitin—were enriched
by >2-fold in the 3C4 precipitate over the control precipitate
(Fig. 6A). The second most enriched protein after embigin was
MCT1 whose coprecipitation with embigin was additionally
documented by Western blotting (Fig. 6B). Reciprocal copre-
cipitation using a polyclonal anti-MCT1 antibody confirmed its
interaction with embigin, as well as with basigin known to
interact with MCT1 in the photoreceptor inner segment
(Fig. 7A). The precipitation of embigin by the anti-MCT1 anti-
body was further confirmed by Western blotting (Fig. 7B).
The embigin interaction with MCT1 is consistent with ob-

servations in other tissues that embigin is always associated
Mol Cell Proteomics (2021) 20 100088 7



FIG. 3. Immunostaining of TMEM67 and TMEM237 in WT mouse retina. TMEM67 and TMEM237 staining in retinal cross-sections (A and
B) and tangential sections across the outer segment layer (C and D) is shown in green, as indicated. Staining of the OS plasma membrane
marker WGA is shown in magenta. Scale bars are 10 μm for panels A and B and 5 μm for panels C and D. For each panel, data are taken from at
least three experiments. OS, outer segment; WGA, wheat germ agglutinin.
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FIG. 4. Distribution of TMEM67, TMEM237, and embigin in serial
tangential sections representing the outer/inner segment layer of
the mouse retina. Serial 10-μm-thick tangential sections were cut
through the photoreceptor layer of a frozen flat-mounted retina of the
WT mouse, and the relative content of TMEM67, TMEM237, embigin
and ABCA4 in each section was determined using label-free quanti-
tative proteomics. Cartoon at the bottom illustrates an approximate
correspondence between the sections and subcellular compartments
of photoreceptor cells. See supplemental Table S2 for MS data. CC,
connecting cilium; IS, inner segment; OS, outer segment.

TABLE 1
Absolute quantification of TMEM67, TMEM237, and embigin in mouse

rod outer segments

Protein Molar ratio with rhodopsin Molecules per rod

TMEM237 1:3118 ± 412 ~19,000
TMEM67 1:3922 ± 109 ~15,000
Embigin 1:6238 ± 1168 ~10,000
ABCA4 1:302 ± 20 ~200,000

Data are averaged from three independent experiments and pre-
sented as the mean ± SD. MS data are presented in supplemental
Table S3.
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with monocarboxylate transporters (45, 46). What is surprising
is that MCT1 has been previously shown to localize to apical
membranes of the RPE and the photoreceptor inner segment,
in both cases in complex with basigin (47–49), but not to the
OS. Therefore, we investigated whether a portion of photo-
receptor MCT1 is in fact localized to the OS. This was tech-
nically challenging because the adjacent inner segment and
RPE both have very high levels of MCT1 expression. To in-
crease the sensitivity of MCT1 detection, we used an immu-
nostaining procedure whereby the primary antibody is
incubated with the retina before tissue fixation. This approach
often facilitates antibody staining, presumably because of
preservation of epitopes from chemical modification by the
fixative (50). As shown in Figure 8A, this procedure yielded
strong MCT1 immunostaining in both the inner segment and
OS of WT mouse retinas thoroughly detached from the RPE.
An independent line of evidence corroborating the pres-

ence of MCT1 in the OS plasma membrane follows from
protein correlation profiling. The profiling ratio for MCT1 was
0.48; that is, it was depleted by ~2-fold from the starting
material. If this MCT1 originated solely from contaminating
membranes of the inner segment and/or RPE, then the de-
gree of MCT1 depletion upon OS plasma membrane enrich-
ment should be comparable with that of protein markers
representing these contaminating membranes. However, the
actual depletion of these membranes combined was ~8-fold,
as detailed above. This discrepancy indicates that the ma-
jority of MCT1 present in the OS plasma membrane prepa-
ration could not have originated from contaminations.
Together, these data suggest that both embigin and MCT1
are components of the OS plasma membrane, where they
exist in complex with one another.
DISCUSSION

In this study, we used the powerful MS technique of protein
correlation profiling to identify unique components of the
photoreceptor OS plasma membrane. Remarkably, this anal-
ysis revealed that only eight proteins are localized exclusively
to this membrane, a surprisingly low number considering the
diverse functions that this membrane plays in photoreceptors.
Three of these proteins (NCKX1, CNGα1, and CNGβ1) are
previously characterized components of this membrane used
as marker proteins in our study. Two others (prominin-1 and
protocadherin-21) are known to be located within the
expanding edges of newly forming discs, which are contig-
uous with the OS plasma membrane. TMEM67 and TMEM237
had not previously been identified as components of this
membrane, although they were shown to localize to OSs.
Finally, embigin was not previously known to be expressed in
photoreceptors at all.
Beyond these unique proteins, many other profiled as

possible nonunique components of the OS plasma mem-
brane. Particularly, a group of ~60 proteins showed profiling
ratios between ~0.6 and ~0.25, representing values above
profiling ratios for the disc-specific markers. Although some
of them are likely to be contaminations from other mem-
brane types, others may represent proteins that are
nonunique but present in the OS plasma membrane, such
Mol Cell Proteomics (2021) 20 100088 9



FIG. 5. Immunostaining of embigin in WT mouse retina. Embigin staining in retinal cross-sections (A) and tangential sections across the
outer segment layer (B) is shown in green. WGA staining is shown in magenta. Scale bars are 10 μm for panel A and 5 μm for panel B. For each
panel, data are taken from at least three experiments. WGA, wheat germ agglutinin.
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as, for example, rhodopsin. This list of candidate proteins is
a valuable resource for future studies, although each protein
requires independent validation before any conclusions can
be drawn regarding its presence in the OS plasma
membrane.

Assessment of Protein Detection Limit

A natural question is whether the OS plasma membrane
indeed has only eight unique components or some less-
abundant proteins fall below the sensitivity limits of our anal-
ysis. Whereas we cannot answer this question directly, we can
assess the lower limit of protein detection by our instrumen-
tation. Absolute quantification of TMEM67, TMEM237, and
embigin showed that they are expressed in the amount of
~15,000, 20,000 and 10,000 molecules per rod. The total ion
intensity for these proteins’ constituent peptides was at least
~1,000,000, which is far above the detection threshold. The
corresponding values for the 50 least abundant proteins that
were still confidently identified ranged from 12,000 to 227,000
with the average value of 123,000. This suggests that our
analysis was sufficiently sensitive to detect proteins
10 Mol Cell Proteomics (2021) 20 100088
expressed at the level of at least 1000 molecules per rod and
likely even an order of magnitude less.
We also considered whether any proteins previously reported

as unique OS plasma membrane components were not identi-
fied as such in our analysis. While the literature describing such
proteins is extremely limited, we did expect to find one protein,
insulin growth factor 1 receptor, that had been proposed to be
predominantly localized to the OS plasma membrane (51).
However, despite this protein being confidently identified across
all three experiments, it was one of the most depleted in the OS
plasma membrane preparation (profiling ratio <0.01). This result
strongly suggests that insulin growth factor 1 receptor is not an
OS plasma membrane protein.

Profiling of Phototransduction Proteins

Another finding from this study is that the OS plasma
membrane is strongly depleted of the three transmembrane
proteins involved in phototransduction: retinal guanylate cy-
clases 1 and 2 and R9AP. The profiling ratios for these pro-
teins varied between 0.17 and 0.25, which is in line with the
ratios for disc markers, ABCA4 and ROM1, but not for
rhodopsin, a protein shared between discs and the plasma



FIG. 6. Coprecipitation of monocarboxylate transporter MCT1 with embigin. A, proteins enriched by >2-fold in immunoprecipitates of
solubilized bovine ROS proteins by anti-embigin antibody 3C4 over the control precipitate with the preimmune antibody. The relative amounts of
proteins in precipitates were determined using label-free MS. Data are shown as the mean ± SD (n = 2). B, MCT1 coprecipitation with embigin
using the anti-embigin antibody 3C4, probed by Western blotting with 3C4 and anti-MCT1 antibodies. Preimmune antibody was used in control
precipitation experiments. 20 μg of total protein is loaded in each lane. Data are taken from one of two similar experiments. ROS, rod outer
segment.
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membrane. This suggests that at least the phototransduction
events involving these proteins (cascade deactivation and
cGMP restoration) occur predominantly on disc membranes.
This result is interesting, as there has been limited information
on whether the phototransduction cascade is operating pri-
marily on the discs or both discs and plasma membrane. It has
even been suggested that guanylate cyclase may be confined
to or enriched in the plasma membrane (52), which our current
data refute along with our previous proteomic studies
demonstrating that both photoreceptor-specific guanylate
cyclase isoforms reside in discs (21, 26) and immunolocali-
zation studies observing these isoforms predominantly
located at disc edges (53).
Embigin, MCT1, and Lactate Transport in the OS

Our most original observation is that the OS plasma mem-
brane contains embigin associated with the monocarboxylate
transporter MCT1. Embigin belongs to a class of cell surface
glycosylated proteins which anchor to the plasma membrane
through a single transmembrane domain and possess a large
glycosylated extracellular portion with two or three
immunoglobulin-like domains (two in the case of embigin) (43).
Although embigin is typically associatedwithMCT2, it has been
shown to interact withMCT1 in rat erythrocytes, where it directs
MCT1 to the plasma membrane and regulates its activity (54).
We now demonstrate a similar association of embigin with
MCT1 in the photoreceptor OS plasma membrane. This result
was unexpected because previous literature had only docu-
mented the presence of MCT1 in the photoreceptor inner
segment in complex with basigin, where it transports lactate
into and out of photoreceptor cells (47–49).
The export of lactate from photoreceptors is critically

important for retinal metabolism. Photoreceptors predomi-
nantly rely on aerobic glycolysis for generating ATP, which
results in the production of lactate that must be exported out
of photoreceptors into both RPE and Müller cells for further
energy processing (55). Although it has been previously sug-
gested that this transport occurs solely through the inner
segments by MCT1 in complex with basigin (48, 49), our data
demonstrate that MCT1 is also expressed in the OS plasma
membrane in complex with embigin. Although the precise
functional significance of this specialization remains to be
determined, one attractive hypothesis is that using two
compartment-specific chaperones for MCT1 delivery to the
inner segment and OS allows the photoreceptor to achieve an
optimal distribution of lactate transport throughout the cell.
In conclusion, our study highlights the power of protein

correlation profiling for identifying unique components of
cellular membranes or organelles that cannot be obtained in
Mol Cell Proteomics (2021) 20 100088 11



FIG. 7. Coprecipitation of embigin with MCT1. A, proteins enriched by >2-fold in immunoprecipitates of solubilized bovine ROS proteins by
anti-MCT1 antibody over the control precipitate with rabbit immunoglobulin G. The relative amounts of proteins in precipitates were determined
using label-free MS. Data are shown as the mean ± SD (n = 2). B, embigin coprecipitation with MCT1 using the anti-MCT1 antibody, probed by
Western blotting with anti-embigin antibody 3C4. Rabbit immunoglobulin G was used in control precipitation experiments. The amount of protein
loaded to each lane is normalized to 20% of input material. Data are taken from one of three similar experiments. ROS, rod outer segment.

FIG. 8. Immunostaining of MCT1 in WT mouse retina. MCT1 staining in retinal cross-sections (A) and tangential sections across the outer
segment layer (B) is shown in green. WGA staining is shown in magenta. Scale bars are 10 μm for panel A and 5 μm for panel B. For each panel,
data are taken from at least three experiments. WGA, wheat germ agglutinin.
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sufficient purity. We showed the plasma membrane envelop-
ing the OS organelle of photoreceptor cells contains only eight
unique proteins expressed at levels exceeding several hun-
dred molecules per cell. These findings will undoubtedly
facilitate progress toward understanding the functional roles
which these proteins play in supporting photoreceptor health
and/or the energy metabolism of the retina.
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