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ABSTRACT Infection by severe acute respiratory syndrome-related coronavirus 2 (SARS-
CoV-2) has posed a severe threat to global public health. The current study revealed that
several inhibitors of protein kinases C (PKCs) possess protective activity against SARS-CoV-2
infection. Four pan-PKC inhibitors, Go 6983, bisindolylmaleimide |, enzastaurin, and sotras-
taurin, reduced the replication of a SARS-CoV-2 replicon in both BHK-21 and Huh7 cells. A
PKCé-specific inhibitor, rottlerin, was also effective in reducing viral infection. The PKC
inhibitors acted at an early step of SARS-CoV-2 infection. Finally, PKC inhibitors blocked
the replication of wild-type SARS-CoV-2 in ACE2-expressing A549 cells. Our work highlights
the importance of the PKC signaling pathway in infection by SARS-CoV-2 and provides evi-
dence that PKC-specific inhibitors are potential therapeutic agents against SARS-CoV-2.

IMPORTANCE There is an urgent need for effective therapeutic drugs to control the
pandemic caused by severe acute respiratory syndrome-related coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2).
We found that several inhibitors of protein kinases C (PKCs) dramatically decrease the rep-
lication of SARS-CoV-2 in cultured cells. These PKC inhibitors interfere with an early step
of viral infection. Therefore, the rapid and prominent antiviral effect of PKC inhibitors under-
scores that they are promising antiviral agents and suggests that PKCs are important host
factors involved in infection by SARS-CoV-2.
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evere acute respiratory syndrome-related coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) is the causative

agent of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19). Its infection has caused a global health
emergency, with more than 546 million cases and 6.3 million deaths as of July 2022. Although
some patients showed mild symptoms, a significant number of patients develop acute respira-
tory distress syndrome and fibrosis (1). Vaccination programs against SARS-CoV-2 are ongoing,
whether these vaccines provide a long-term protective effect remains unknown. So far, the
U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has approved a few anti-SARS-CoV-2 agents, includ-
ing remdesivir, molnupiravir, and nirmatrelvir-ritonavir (Paxlovid), for the treatment of COVID-
19 (2—4). Unfortunately, these drugs showed limited efficacy in clinical use (5). Therefore, there
is still an urgent need for the development or repurposing of antiviral drugs.

The genome of SARS-CoV-2 is a positive single-stranded RNA, about 30 kb in length.
The viral genome encodes replicases, 4 structural proteins (spike, envelope, membrane,
and nucleocapsid proteins), 16 nonstructural proteins (NSPs), and 9 accessory proteins
(6). As a member of the RNA viruses, the genome of SARS-CoV-2 is prone to mutation
during replication (7), leading to the potential evasion of antiviral drugs targeting viral
proteins. Therefore, screening of antiviral agents targeting host factors involved in viral
replication becomes a topic of interest.
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Anti-SARS-CoV-2 Effect of PKC Inhibitors

A family of closely related cellular kinases, protein kinases C (PKCs), has been implicated in
the regulation of infection by a variety of viruses. The PKC family is classified into three
subfamilies: conventional (&, B, and ), novel (8, &, 1, and 0) (8, 9), and atypical («, £, and ¢)
(10, 11). Upon binding to phosphatidylserine, PKCs are activated and then translocate from
the cytoplasm to the plasma membrane. PKCs play important roles in multiple cellular proc-
esses such as apoptosis, differentiation, proliferation, and adhesion (12). PKCs participate in the
replication of influenza virus (13), hepatitis E virus (14), human immunodeficiency virus type 1
(HIV-1) (15), minute virus of mice (MVM) (16), West Nile virus (17), chikungunya virus (CHIKV)
(18), and dengue virus (DENV) (19). SARS-CoV activates the PKC members (20), implying that
they might be involved in SARS-CoV-2 infection. An in vitro study revealed that bisindolylma-
leimide 1X, a PKC inhibitor, targets the viral protease 3CLP™ (21). Nonetheless, the impact of
PKCs on SARS-CoV-2 infection has not been experimentally tested in an infection model.

In current study, we employed four pan-PKC inhibitors, Go 6983, bisindolylmaleimide |,
enzastaurin, and sotrastaurin, and examined their impact on viral replication using a SARS-
CoV-2 replicon system. Our data showed that these PKC inhibitors reduced the viral replication.
A specific inhibitor of PKC§, rottlerin, also impaired viral replication. Three PKC inhibitors confer
antiviral activity against wild-type SARS-CoV-2. These findings support that PKC inhibitors could
be promising therapeutic drugs.

RESULTS

PKC inhibitors reduce the replication of SARS-CoV-2 in BHK-21 cells. To examine
whether PKC inhibitors affect the replication of SARS-CoV-2, we utilized a SARS-CoV-2 replicon,
which encodes viral NS proteins fused with a nanoluciferase reporter, replacing the structural
proteins and several accessory proteins. We first tested the susceptibility of the SARS-CoV-2
replicon to remdesivir, a well-known anti-SARS-CoV-2 drug that inhibits viral RNA synthesis (5).
BHK-21 cells were pretreated with dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) or remdesivir for 1 h, followed
by replicon RNA transfection. The luciferase activity was measured at 6 h and 24 h posttrans-
fection. As expected, remdesivir treatment did not alter the luciferase activity at 6 h, which
indicates protein translation, but significantly reduced the luciferase activity at 24 h, which
represents RNA synthesis (Fig. 1A), validating that our replicon system can be employed for
drug screening.

Next, we selected four pan-PKC inhibitors, Go 6983, bisindolylmaleimide |, enzastaurin,
and sotrastaurin (chemical structures are shown in Fig. S1 in the supplemental material), all
of which inhibit several PKC isozymes, including PKCa, PKCB, and PKCy (22-25). BHK-21
cells were pretreated with the inhibitor for 1 h, followed by the transfection of replicon
RNA. As shown in Fig. 1B, all PKC inhibitor treatments dramatically reduced the replication
levels of SARS-CoV-2. The relative luciferase activities in cells treated with Go 6983, bisindo-
lylmaleimide |, enzastaurin, and sotrastaurin were about 99%, 96%, 92%, and 89% lower
than that in DMSO-treated cells, respectively. The 50% inhibitory concentrations (ICs,s) of
Go 6983, bisindolylmaleimide |, enzastaurin, and sotrastaurin were 0.087 uM, 0.3856 M,
0.9287 uM, and 2.674 uM, respectively (Fig. 1C to F), indicative of the potent antiviral activ-
ity of these PKC inhibitors in BHK-21 cells. The 50% cytotoxicity concentrations (CCs,s) of
Go 6983, bisindolylmaleimide |, enzastaurin, and sotrastaurin were 16.88 uM, 1591 uM,
160 M, and 82.24 uM, respectively (Fig. 1C to F). Although Go 6983 and bisindolylmalei-
mide | displayed some cytotoxic effects at high concentrations, their CCs, values (16.88 uM
and 1591 uM, respectively) were much higher than their ICy, values (0.087 M and
0.3856 uM, respectively). Overall, these data indicated that these pan-PKC inhibitors are
potent antiviral compounds against SARS-CoV-2.

PKC inhibitors confer anti-SARS-CoV-2 activity in human Huh?7 cells. Next, we tested
whether PKC inhibitors affect viral replication in human Huh7 cells. The 1C;, values of Go
6983, bisindolylmaleimide |, enzastaurin, and sotrastaurin were 0.3614 uM, 0.4128 uM,
0.9302 1M, and 1.899 uM, respectively (Fig. 2A to D), indicating that they are also effective
in Huh7 cells. The CCy, values of Go 6983, bisindolylmaleimide |, enzastaurin, and sotras-
taurin were 24.95 uM, 29.97 uM, 86.39 uM, and 50.77 M, respectively (Fig. 2A to D). Taken
together, these PKC inhibitors displayed antiviral activity and limited cytotoxicity in human
Huh7 cells.
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FIG 1 PKC inhibitors reduce the replication of SARS-CoV-2 in BHK-21 cells. (A and B) Luciferase activity of the replicon system. BHK-21 cells were
pretreated with DMSO, remdesivir (A), or PKC inhibitors (Go 6983, bisindolylmaleimide |, enzastaurin, or sotrastaurin) (B) for 1 h, followed by
replicon RNA transfection. The luciferase activities were determined at 6 or 24 h posttransfection. (C to F) IC,, and CC,, values of Go 6983 (C),
bisindolylmaleimide | (D), enzastaurin (E), and sotrastaurin (F) in BHK-21 cells. IC,, and CC,, values are indicated above the curves. The cytotoxic
effects of each drug at the indicated concentrations were determined by a CCK8 cell viability assay at 24 h. CCy, values were calculated using
Prism software. Data are presented as means * standard deviations (SD) from three experiments; P values were calculated by unpaired, two-
tailed Student’s t tests or ANOVA with Dunnett’s multiple-comparison test (***, P < 0.001; ****, P < 0.0001; NS, not significant).

The PKG5 inhibitor rottlerin impairs the replication of SARS-CoV-2. The above-described
data showed that SARS-CoV-2 was more susceptible to Go 6983 than to bisindolylmaleimide
I, and the spectra of Go 6983 and bisindolylmaleimide | mostly overlapped, except that Go
6983 inhibits PKCS, while bisindolylmaleimide | does not (22, 23). Therefore, we hypothe-
sized that PKCS might play a role in the replication of SARS-CoV-2. To test this hypothesis,
we utilized rottlerin (the chemical structure is shown in Fig. S1), which is more selective for
PKC6 than other PKC isozymes (26). Rottlerin treatment alone showed antiviral activity in
both BHK-21 cells (IC5, = 0.4793 M) and Huh7 cells (IC;, = 0.3296 M) (Fig. 3A and B).
The cytotoxicity of rottlerin was higher than those of the four above-described pan-PKC
inhibitors (Fig. 3C and D). These data suggested that PKCé is involved in the replication
of SARS-CoV-2.
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FIG 2 PKC inhibitors confer anti-SARS-CoV-2 activity in Huh7 cells. Shown are IC,, and CC, values of Go 6983
(A), bisindolylmaleimide | (B), enzastaurin (C), and sotrastaurin (D) in human Huh7 cells. IC;, and CC,, values are
indicated above the curves. The luciferase activities of the SARS-CoV-2 replicon were determined at 24 h
posttransfection. The cytotoxic effects of each drug at the indicated concentrations were determined by a CCK8
cell viability assay at 24 h. CC;, values were calculated using Prism software. Data are presented as means *
SD from three experiments.

PKC inhibitors function at an early step of SARS-CoV-2 replication. To determine
at which step the PKC inhibitors function, we monitored the kinetic luciferase activities of
the replicon in BHK-21 cells. Cells were pretreated with PKC inhibitors and then transfected
with replicon RNA. The cells were collected at 6 h and 24 h for the determination of lucifer-
ase activity. The relative luciferase activity at 6 h posttransfection is an indicator of protein
translation or cleavage of the polyprotein, and at 24 h posttransfection, it indicates RNA
replication. The luciferase activities in cells treated with Go 6983, bisindolylmaleimide |,
enzastaurin, and sotrastaurin were constantly lower than those in DMSO-treated cells at all
tested time points (Fig. 4A).

As PKC inhibitors reduced the luciferase activity of the replicon starting from 6 h, they prob-
ably block the protein translation of SARS-CoV-2 or the cleavage of the polyprotein. To test
whether these inhibitors specifically block viral protein translation, we compared the expression
levels of ectopically expressed green fluorescent protein (GFP) or Renilla luciferase in the ab-
sence and presence of the PKC inhibitor. At 24 h posttransfection, the GFP protein levels or rela-
tive Renilla luciferase activities were determined by a Western blot or luciferase assay. The data
showed that the GFP levels and Renilla luciferase activities in the Go 6983- or bisindolylmalei-
mide |-treated cells were comparable to those in the DMSO-treated cells (Fig. 4B and C), sug-
gesting that the protein translation of plasmids was not affected by PKC inhibitors. Next, to test
whether the PKC inhibitors specifically block the protein translation of SARS-CoV-2, we utilized
a Zika virus (ZIKV) replicon (27). The data showed that Go 6983 and bisindolylmaleimide | barely
affected the replication levels of the ZIKV replicon at both 6 and 24 h posttransfection (Fig. 4D),
indicating that PKC inhibitors do not broadly inhibit viral translation and replication.

To test whether the PKC inhibitors affect the cleavage of the viral polyprotein, we utilized
ebselen, which targets SARS-CoV-2 3CLP™, as a positive control (28, 29). As expected, ebselen
treatment reduced the luciferase activity of the SARS-CoV-2 replicon at 6 h (Fig. 4E). To
explore whether the PKC inhibitors downregulate viral replication by targeting 3CLP™, we
examined their impact on 3CLP™ activity using a 2019 nCoV (novel coronavirus) Mr/3CLpr
inhibitor screening kit. As shown in Fig. 4F, ebselen dramatically reduced the SARS-CoV-2
3CLrr protease activity. In contrast, PKC inhibitors barely altered the 3CLP™ activity, indicating
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FIG 3 A PKCé inhibitor impairs the replication of the SARS-CoV-2 replicon. (A and B) IC;s of rottlerin in BHK-
21 (A) and human Huh7 (B) cells. IC,, values are indicated above the curves. (C and D) CC,ys of rottlerin in
BHK-21 (C) and human Huh7 (D) cells. The cytotoxic effects of each drug at the indicated concentrations were
determined by a CCK8 cell viability assay at 24 h. CC,, values were calculated using Prism software and are
indicated above the curves. Data are presented as means = SD from three experiments.

that they do not directly target 3CLP™. These data suggested that the PKC inhibitors function
at an early step of SARS-CoV-2 replication. In addition, we tested whether they act at the entry
step of SARS-CoV-2 using a pseudovirus model. Cells were pretreated with DMSO or the PKC
inhibitors for 1 h and infected with pseudovirus. At 16 h postinfection (p.i.), the luciferase activ-
ity of pseudovirus, which indicates the level of entry of pseudovirus, was measured. The lucif-
erase activities in Go 6983-, bisindolylmaleimide |-, enzastaurin-, and sotrastaurin-treated cells
were about 35%, 24%, 42%, and 55% of those in the DMSO-treated cells, respectively (Fig. S2),
suggesting that these PKC inhibitors might also act at the entry step of SARS-CoV-2.

PKC inhibitors confer antiviral activity in a virus infection model. Finally, we chose
the three most potent PKC inhibitors, namely, Go 6983, bisindolylmaleimide I, and enzastaurin,
to test their impact on the replication of wild-type SARS-CoV-2. The CCy,s of Go 6983, bisindo-
lylmaleimide |, and enzastaurin in ACE2-expressing A549 (A549-ACE2) cells were 49.98 uM,
50.93 uM, and 79.98 uM, respectively (Fig. 5A to C). Next, A549-ACE2 cells were pretreated
with mock or the PKC inhibitor for 1 h, followed by SARS-CoV-2 infection at a multiplicity of
infection (MOI) of 0.8. The cells and supernatants were harvested at 24 h p.i. for an immunoflu-
orescence assay (IFA) using anti-N protein or quantitative real-time PCR (qRT-PCR) analysis.
Treatment with the PKC inhibitors significantly reduced the percentages of N-positive cells
(12% for Go 6983, 3% for bisindolylmaleimide |, and 12% for enzastaurin, versus 20% for
DMSO) (Fig. 5D and E). Consistently, the viral RNA levels in the Go 6983-, bisindolylmaleimide
I, and enzastaurin-treated supernatants were about 12-, 16-, and 3-fold lower than those in
the DMSO-treated cells (Fig. 5F). These data indicated that these compounds maintain a pro-
tective effect against infection with wild-type SARS-CoV-2, among which bisindolylmaleimide |
confers the most potent activity.

DISCUSSION
As SARS-CoV-2 is wreaking havoc around the world, the search for effective drugs is an
urgent need for therapeutic application. In this report, we identified five PKC inhibitors, Go
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FIG 4 PKC inhibitors play an antiviral role during the early stage of SARS-CoV-2 replication. (A to E) Effect of PKC
inhibitors on protein translation. BHK-21 cells were pretreated with DMSO or the indicated inhibitors for 1 h, followed
by transfection with SARS-CoV-2 replicon RNA, GFP- or Renilla luciferase-expressing plasmids, or ZIKV replicon RNA.
Luciferase assays or Western blot assays were performed at the indicated hours after transfection. MW, molecular
weight; RLU, relative luciferase units. (F) Effect of PKC inhibitors on 3CLP® activity. The protein activities were determined
using a 2019 nCoV MP©/3CLP™ inhibitor screening kit. SARS-CoV-2 3CLP™, the substrate, and the inhibitors were
incubated at 37°C for 5 min, and luciferase activities were measured at 490 nm using a multimode plate reader. Ebselen
was used as a positive control. Data are presented as means = SD from three experiments. P values were calculated
by ANOVA with Dunnett's multiple-comparison test or unpaired, two-tailed Student’s t tests (*, P < 0.05; **, P < 0.01;
P < 0.001; ****, P < 0.0001; NS, not significant).

6983, bisindolylmaleimide |, enzastaurin, sotrastaurin, and rottlerin, as potent antiviral com-
pounds against SARS-CoV-2 infection.

To combat RNA viruses with high mutation rates, antiviral drugs targeting host factors
might provide better protection than virus-targeted therapeutics, while the administration
of host-targeted drugs may cause various side effects. Fortunately, PKC inhibitors have been
developed for clinical use and have shown a good safety profile, as PKCs are closely associ-
ated with diverse diseases (30). For example, enzastaurin, a PKC inhibitor intended for the
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**, P < 0.01; ****, P < 0.0001).

treatment of solid and hematological cancers, has gone through phase llI clinical tri-
als. Consistently, our work revealed that Go 6983, bisindolylmaleimide |, enzastaurin,
sotrastaurin, and rottlerin have limited toxicity to all tested cells, consistent with previously
reported observations (31, 32).

Our study demonstrated that viral replication is effectively blocked by all five PKC
inhibitors in a SARS-CoV-2 replicon system and a wild-type virus infection model.
Interestingly, the replication of the SARS-CoV-2 replicon is more susceptible to drug
treatment than wild-type virus, validating the high efficiency of the replicon system.

In the kinetics test, the luciferase activities of the replicon system were significantly
decreased by PKC inhibitors at 6 h posttransfection (Fig. 4A), suggesting that these drugs
function at an early step of viral replication, such as protein translation or cleavage of the
polyprotein. The protein translation of SARS-CoV-2 starts with a cap-dependent translation
mechanism, in which multiple eukaryotic initiation factors such as the elF4F complex are
involved (33). In the elF4F complex, a central scaffolding protein, elF4G, is a substrate of
PKCa (34). Therefore, we propose that the PKC inhibitors possibly impair the protein
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translation initiation of SARS-CoV-2 by reducing elF4G phosphorylation. In contrast, the
protein synthesis of ZIKV can be initiated in both cap-dependent and cap-independent
ways, so the replication of the ZIKV replicon was not blocked by PKC inhibitors.

Another possible mechanism is that PKC inhibitors interfere with the cleavage of the viral
polyprotein, similar to ebselen, which reduces the luciferase activity of the SARS-CoV-2 repli-
con at 6 h posttransfection (Fig. 4E). This observation is supported by a recent report show-
ing that another PKC inhibitor, bisindolylmaleimide IX, targets the viral protease 3CLP© in an
in vitro test (21). Although PKC inhibitors do not directly inhibit the protease activity of
3CLP (Fig. 4F), they might indirectly impair its activity by inhibiting some PKC members
involved in the 3CLP™ action. It should be pointed out that the possibility that PKC inhibitors
disturb a late step of viral replication could not be completely ruled out, as the reduction in
luciferase activities was more prominent at 24 h than at 6 h.

Our study showed that PKC inhibitors block several steps of SARS-CoV-2 infection,
including the entry step (see Fig. S2 in the supplemental material) and protein translation
(Fig. 4A and Fig. 5D). This finding is not unexpected as PKCs have diverse effects on infec-
tions by other viruses, through phosphorylating either viral proteins (such as DENV NS5) (19)
or cellular proteins. PKC members play an antiviral role during infection by viruses (such as
Rift Valley fever virus [RVFV], herpes simplex virus 1 [HSV-1], human papillomavirus 8 [HPV-
8], and CHIKV) or promote infections by many viruses (such as HIV-1, MVM, and WNV). As
Go 6983, bisindolylmaleimide |, enzastaurin, and sotrastaurin are pan-PKC inhibitors, we still
need to determine which PKC isozyme(s) is the key member that supports SARS-CoV-2 infec-
tion by phosphorylating the target protein(s).

In conclusion, our study uncovered that several PKC inhibitors, including Go 6983, bisin-
dolylmaleimide I, enzastaurin, sotrastaurin, and rottlerin, confer a potent ability to inhibit the
replication of SARS-CoV-2, with limited cytotoxicity. To accelerate the clinical application of
the PKC inhibitors, the roles of other PKC inhibitors and the impacts of PKC inhibitors on the
replication, transmission, and pathogenesis of SARS-CoV-2 in in vivo animal models need to
be investigated in the future.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Cells and virus. Baby hamster kidney cells (BHK-21), human hepatoma cells (Huh7), human lung carcinoma
epithelial cells (A549), human embryonic kidney cells (HEK293T), and African green monkey kidney cells (Vero E6)
were maintained in Dulbecco modified Eagle medium (DMEM) (Gibco) supplemented with 10% fetal bovine se-
rum (FBS) (Gibco) at 37°C with 5% CO,. The media were supplemented with 100 U/mL of streptomycin and pen-
icillin (Invitrogen, CA, USA). The ACE2-expressing A549 (A549-ACE2) cell lines were generated by transduction
with a lentiviral vector (lentivector) expressing the human ACE2 gene, as described previously (35). All cell lines
were tested routinely and were free of mycoplasma contamination. The SARS-CoV-2 nCoV-SHO1 strain (GenBank
accession no. MT121215) stock (35) was prepared in Vero E6 cells. All experiments involving SARS-CoV-2 were per-
formed in the biosafety level 3 (BSL-3) facility of Fudan University according to the rules of the BSL3 laboratory.

Inhibitors. Remdesivir (catalog no. SF-1193) was purchased from Beyotime (Shanghai, China). Go
6983 (catalog no. HY-13689), bisindolylmaleimide | (catalog no. HY-13867), enzastaurin (catalog no. HY-
10342), sotrastaurin (catalog no. HY-10343), rottlerin (catalog no. HY-18980), and ebselen (catalog no.
HY-13867) were purchased from MedChemExpress (MCE) (Shanghai, China).

Antibodies. Primary antibodies included anti-a-tubulin (BBI Life Science) and anti-GFP (Santa Cruz
Inc.). Secondary antibodies for the immunofluorescence assay (IFA) included goat anti-rabbit secondary
antibody (Alexa Fluor 488) and goat anti-mouse secondary antibody (Alexa Fluor 647) from Invitrogen.

Replicon RNA transcription and transfection. The pBAC-SARS-CoV-2-replicon-Luciferase plasmid
was generated by Rong Zhang's laboratory. The replicon sequence was derived from the SARS-CoV-2 SHO1
strain. The replicon RNA was transcribed by using the mMMESSAGE mMACHINE T7 transcription kit (catalog no.
AM1344; Thermo Fisher Scientific) according to the manufacturer’s instructions. The DNA templates were
removed by adding Turbo DNase and incubating the mixture at 37°C for 15 min. RNA was extracted by LiCl
precipitation. The pelleted RNA was washed once with 70% ethanol, air dried, and gently resuspended in
100 uL RNase-free water. The replicon RNA was then stored at —80°C. BHK-21 or Huh7 cells were seeded onto
96-well plates 16 h before transfection. For each well, 20 ng replicon RNA and 0.12 uL Lipofectamine 2000 rea-
gent (Invitrogen) were used according to the manufacturer’s instructions.

Cell viability assay. Cell viabilities were analyzed using cell counting kit 8 (CCK8) (catalog no. HY-
K0301; MCE) according to the manufacturer’s instructions. Ten microliters of the CCK8 reagent was added to
each well of a 96-well plate. After incubation at 37°C for 1 h, optical density (OD) values were measured at
450 nm using a BioTek instrument. The CC,, was calculated by nonlinear regression analysis.

Luciferase assay. The supematants were cultured in a mixture of Nano-Glo luciferase buffer and the sub-
strate (catalog no. N1120; Promega) (100:1) at room temperature for 15 min. All of the liquid was transferred to an
opaque plate, and the chemiluminescence value was determined using a GloMax 96 luminometer (Promega).
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1C5, measurement. Cells were pretreated with the indicated inhibitors at different concentrations 1 h
prior to replicon RNA transfection or virus infection. The drugs were maintained in the media throughout the
experiment. Luciferase reporter assays were performed at 24 h posttransfection or postinfection (p.i.).

Western blotting. Cells were lysed in radioimmunoprecipitation assay (RIPA) lysis buffer (pH 7.4)
(50 mM Tris-HCI, 0.5% Nonidet P-40, 1% Triton X-100, 150 mM NaCl, 1 mM EDTA, 1 mM phenylmethanesulfonyl
fluoride, 1% protease inhibitor mixture, 1 mM sodium orthovanadate, and 1 mM sodium fluoride). Proteins were
separated on an SDS-PAGE gel and transferred onto nitrocellulose membranes, followed by blocking in 0.1%
phosphate-buffered saline (PBS)-Tween (PBST) with 5% bovine serum albumin (BSA) and incubation with pri-
mary antibodies at 4°C overnight. Detection was performed with IRDye 800 CW-conjugated anti-rabbit IgG and
IRDye 680 CW-conjugated anti-mouse 1gG secondary antibodies (Li-Cor) or horseradish peroxidase-conjugated
secondary antibodies (Bio-Rad). Immunoreactive bands were visualized using an Odyssey infrared (IR) imaging
system (Li-Cor). The bands were quantified using Quantity One software (Bio-Rad).

SARS-CoV-2 3CLP™ activity measurement. SARS-CoV-2 3CLP™ activity was measured with a 2019
nCoV MP/3CLP™ inhibitor screening kit (catalog no. P0312S; Beyotime) according to the manufacturer’s
instructions. One microliter of SARS-CoV-2 3CLP™ reagent, 2 uL of the substrate, 5 wL of an inhibitor so-
lution, and 93 uL of assay buffer were added to each well of a 96-well plate. After incubation at 37°C for
5 min, luciferase activities were measured at 490 nm using a multimode plate reader (Victor Nivo 5S).

Pseudotyped virus assay. Pseudoviruses were packaged in HEK293T cells by cotransfecting the ret-
roviral vector (retrovector) pMIG (kindly provided by Jianhua Li, Fudan University) in which the target gene was
replaced with the nanoluciferase gene, a plasmid expressing murine leukemia virus (MLV) Gag-Pol, and
pcDNA3.1 expressing SARS-CoV-2 spike genes or vesicular stomatitis virus G (VSV-G) (pMD2.G; Addgene
plasmid 12259) using Fugene HD transfection reagent (Promega). At 48 h posttransfection, the supernatant
was harvested, clarified by spinning at 3,500 rpm for 15 min, aliquoted, and stored at —80°C. Virus entry
was assessed by the transduction of pseudoviruses in 96-well plates. After 16 h, the luciferase activity was
determined using a Nano-Glo luciferase assay kit (catalog no. N1110; Promega) according to the manufacturer's
instructions. The same volume of reagent was added to each well, and the mixture was shaken for 2 min. After
incubation at room temperature for 10 min, luminescence was recorded by using a FlexStation 3 instrument
(Molecular Devices), with an integration time of 1 s per well.

Immunofluorescence assay. Virus-infected cells were washed twice with PBS, fixed with 4% parafor-
maldehyde (PFA) in PBS for 30 min, and permeabilized with 0.2% Triton X-100 for 1 h. Cells were then incubated
with in-house-made mouse anti-SARS-CoV-2 nucleocapsid protein serum (1:1,000) at 4°C overnight. After three
washes, cells were incubated with the secondary goat anti-mouse antibody conjugated with Alexa Fluor 555 (cat-
alog no. A-21424; Thermo) (2 ng/mL) for 2 h at room temperature, followed by staining with 4',6-diamidino-2-
phenylindole (DAPI). Images were collected using an Operetta high-content imaging system (PerkinElmer) and
processed using PerkinElmer Harmony high-content analysis software v4.9 and ImageJ v2.0.0.

Determination of SARS-CoV-2 RNA levels. Cells were pretreated with 10 uM the inhibitor 1 h before
SARS-CoV-2 infection (MOl = ~0.8). The drugs were maintained in the media throughout the experiment. At 24
h p.i., supernatant RNA was extracted using TRIzol reagent (Invitrogen) and reverse transcribed using Hi Script Q
RT SuperMix (Vazyme) according to the manufacturer's protocol. qRT-PCR was performed using LightCycler 480
SYBR green | master mix (Roche) in a CFX96 real-time system (Bio-Rad). Data were analyzed by using AC; values
as described previously (36). The viral load was expressed on a log,, scale as viral RNA copies per milliliter of the
supernatant. The primers and probes used are as follows: nCoV-N-Fwd (5’-GACCCCAAAATCAGCGAAAT-3'),
nCoV-NRev (5'-TCTGGTTACTGCCAGTTGAATCTG-3"), nCoV-N-Probe (5’-FAM [6-carboxyfluorescein]-ACCCCGCATTA
CGTTTGGTGGACC-BHQ1 [black hole quencher 11-3"), hGAPDH-Fwd (5'-TGCCTTCTTGCCTCTTGTCT-3'), hGAPDH-
Rev (5'-GGCTCACCATGTAGCACTCA-3'), and GAPDH-Probe (5'-FAM-TTTGGTCGTATTGGGCGCCTGG-BHQ1-3').

Statistical analysis. All experiments were independently repeated at least three times. Comparisons
between two groups were performed using analysis of variance (ANOVA) with Dunnett’s multiple-com-
parison test or unpaired, two-tailed Student’s t tests. Graphs were generated using GraphPad Prism 8.0
software. P values of 0.05 or lower were considered to be statistically significant.

SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIAL

Supplemental material is available online only.
SUPPLEMENTAL FILE 1, PDF file, 0.2 MB.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This work was supported by the National Natural Science Foundation of China (92169110,
32041005, and 31970887), the Guangzhou Municipal Science and Technology Program
(202206010114), and the National Key Research and Development Program of China
(2020YFA0707701).

We declare that we have no known competing financial interests or personal relationships
that could have appeared to influence the work reported in this paper.

Microbiology Spectrum

REFERENCES

1. Coronaviridae Study Group of the International Committee on Taxonomy 2. Beigel JH, Tomashek KM, Dodd LE, Mehta AK, Zingman BS, Kalil AC, Hohmann
of Viruses. 2020. The species Severe acute respiratory syndrome-related E, Chu HY, Luetkemeyer A, Kline S, Lopez de Castilla D, Finberg RW, Dierberg
coronavirus: classifying 2019-nCoV and naming it SARS-CoV-2. Nat Microbiol K, Tapson V, Hsieh L, Patterson TF, Paredes R, Sweeney DA, Short WR,
5:536-544. https://doi.org/10.1038/541564-020-0695-z. Touloumi G, Lye DC, Ohmagari N, Oh M-D, Ruiz-Palacios GM, Benfield T,

September/October 2022 Volume 10 Issue 5

10.1128/spectrum.01056-22 9


https://doi.org/10.1038/s41564-020-0695-z
https://journals.asm.org/journal/spectrum
https://doi.org/10.1128/spectrum.01056-22

Anti-SARS-CoV-2 Effect of PKC Inhibitors

20.

Fatkenheuer G, Kortepeter MG, Atmar RL, Creech CB, Lundgren J, Babiker
AG, Pett S, Neaton JD, Burgess TH, Bonnett T, Green M, Makowski M, Osinusi
A, Nayak S, Lane HC, ACTT-1 Study Group Members. 2020. Remdesivir for the
treatment of Covid-19—final report. N Engl J Med 383:1813-1826. https://
doi.org/10.1056/NEJM0a2007764.

. Lee C-C, Hsieh C-C, Ko W-C. 2021. Molnupiravir—a novel oral anti-SARS-CoV-2

agent. Antibiotics (Basel) 10:1294. https://doi.org/10.3390/antibiotics10111294.

. Mahase E. 2021. Covid-19: Pfizer's Paxlovid is 89% effective in patients at

risk of serious illness, company reports. BMJ 375:n2713. https://doi.org/10
.1136/bmj.n2713.

. Wang Y, Zhang D, Du G, DuR, Zhao J, Jin Y, Fu S, Gao L, Cheng Z, Lu Q, Hu

Y, Luo G, Wang K, Lu Y, Li H, Wang S, Ruan S, Yang C, Mei C, Wang Y, Ding D,
Wu F, Tang X, Ye X, Ye Y, Liu B, Yang J, Yin W, Wang A, Fan G, Zhou F, Liu Z, Gu
X, Xu J, Shang L, Zhang Y, Cao L, Guo T, Wan Y, Qin H, Jiang Y, Jaki T, Hayden
FG, Horby PW, Cao B, Wang C. 2020. Remdesivir in adults with severe COVID-
19: a randomised, double-blind, placebo-controlled, multicentre trial. Lancet
395:1569-1578. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)31022-9.

. Gorbalenya AE, Enjuanes L, Ziebuhr J, Snijder EJ. 2006. Nidovirales: evolv-

ing the largest RNA virus genome. Virus Res 117:17-37. https://doi.org/10
.1016/j.virusres.2006.01.017.

. Chan JFW, Lau SKP, To KKW, Cheng VCC, Woo PCY, Yuen K-Y. 2015. Middle

East respiratory syndrome coronavirus: another zoonotic betacoronavirus
causing SARS-like disease. Clin Microbiol Rev 28:465-522. https://doi.org/
10.1128/CMR.00102-14.

. Ono 'Y, Fujii T, Ogita K, Kikkawa U, Igarashi K, Nishizuka Y. 1988. The struc-

ture, expression, and properties of additional members of the protein ki-
nase C family. J Biol Chem 263:6927-6932. https://doi.org/10.1016/50021
-9258(18)68732-0.

. Ono Y, Kikkawa U, Ogita K, Fujii T, Kurokawa T, Asaoka Y, Sekiguchi K, Ase

K, lgarashi K, Nishizuka Y. 1987. Expression and properties of two types of
protein kinase C: alternative splicing from a single gene. Science 236:
1116-1120. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.3576226.

. Hirai T, Chida K. 2003. Protein kinase Czeta (PKCzeta): activation mechanisms

and cellular functions. J Biochem 133:1-7. https://doi.org/10.1093/jb/mvg017.

. Suzuki A, Akimoto K, Ohno S. 2003. Protein kinase C lambda/iota (PKClambda/

jota): a PKC isotype essential for the development of multicellular organisms. J
Biochem 133:9-16. https://doi.org/10.1093/jb/mvg018.

. Breitkreutz D, Braiman-Wiksman L, Daum N, Denning MF, Tennenbaum T.

2007. Protein kinase C family: on the crossroads of cell signaling in skin
and tumor epithelium. J Cancer Res Clin Oncol 133:793-808. https://doi
.org/10.1007/s00432-007-0280-3.

. Mondal A, Dawson AR, Potts GK, Freiberger EC, Baker SF, Moser LA,

Bernard KA, Coon JJ, Mehle A. 2017. Influenza virus recruits host protein
kinase C to control assembly and activity of its replication machinery. Elife
6:€26910. https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.26910.

. Wang W, Wang Y, Debing Y, Zhou X, Yin Y, Xu L, Herrera Carrillo E, Brandsma JH,

Poot RA, Berkhout B, Neyts J, Peppelenbosch MP, Pan Q. 2017. Biological or phar-
macological activation of protein kinase C alpha constrains hepatitis E virus repli-
cation. Antiviral Res 140:1-12. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.antiviral.2017.01.005.

. Kudoh A, Takahama S, Sawasaki T, Ode H, Yokoyama M, Okayama A, Ishikawa

A, Miyakawa K, Matsunaga S, Kimura H, Sugiura W, Sato H, Hirano H, Ohno S,
Yamamoto N, Ryo A. 2014. The phosphorylation of HIV-1 Gag by atypical pro-
tein kinase C facilitates viral infectivity by promoting Vpr incorporation into vi-
rions. Retrovirology 11:9. https://doi.org/10.1186/1742-4690-11-9.

. Nuesch JP, Christensen J, Rommelaere J. 2001. Initiation of minute virus

of mice DNA replication is regulated at the level of origin unwinding by
atypical protein kinase C phosphorylation of NS1. J Virol 75:5730-5739.
https://doi.org/10.1128/JV1.75.13.5730-5739.2001.

. Blazquez AB, Vazquez-Calvo A, Martin-Acebes MA, Saiz JC. 2018. Pharma-

cological inhibition of protein kinase C reduces West Nile virus replica-
tion. Viruses 10:91. https://doi.org/10.3390/v10020091.

. Abdelnabi R, Amrun SN, Ng LF, Leyssen P, Neyts J, Delang L. 2017. Protein ki-

nases C as potential host targets for the inhibition of chikungunya virus repli-
cation. Antiviral Res 139:79-87. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.antiviral.2016.12.020.

. Noppakunmongkolchai W, Poyomtip T, Jittawuttipoka T, Luplertlop N,

Sakuntabhai A, Chimnaronk S, Jirawatnotai S, Tohtong R. 2016. Inhibition of
protein kinase C promotes dengue virus replication. Virol J 13:35. https://doi
.org/10.1186/512985-016-0494-6.

JiHL, Song W, Gao Z, Su XF, Nie HG, Jiang Y, Peng JB, He YX, Liao Y, Zhou YJ,
Tousson A, Matalon S. 2009. SARS-CoV proteins decrease levels and activity of

September/October 2022 Volume 10 Issue 5

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32

33.

34.

35.

36.

Microbiology Spectrum

human ENaC via activation of distinct PKC isoforms. Am J Physiol Lung Cell
Mol Physiol 296:L372-1383. https://doi.org/10.1152/ajplung.90437.2008.
Gupta Y, Maciorowski D, Zak SE, Jones KA, Kathayat RS, Azizi S-A, Mathur
R, Pearce CM, llc DJ, Husein H, Herbert AS, Bharti A, Rathi B, Durvasula R,
Becker DP, Dickinson BC, Dye JM, Kempaiah P. 2021. Bisindolylmaleimide
IX: a novel anti-SARS-CoV2 agent targeting viral main protease 3CLpro
demonstrated by virtual screening pipeline and in-vitro validation assays.
Methods 195:57-71. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ymeth.2021.01.003.
Gschwendt M, Dieterich S, Rennecke J, Kittstein W, Mueller HJ, Johannes
FJ. 1996. Inhibition of protein kinase C mu by various inhibitors. Differen-
tiation from protein kinase C isoenzymes. FEBS Lett 392:77-80. https://
doi.org/10.1016/0014-5793(96)00785-5.

Toullec D, Pianetti P, Coste H, Bellevergue P, Grand-Perret T, Ajakane M,
Baudet V, Boissin P, Boursier E, Loriolle F, Duhamel L, Charon D, Kirilovsky
J. 1991. The bisindolylmaleimide GF 109203X is a potent and selective in-
hibitor of protein kinase C. J Biol Chem 266:15771-15781. https://doi.org/
10.1016/50021-9258(18)98476-0.

Lee KW, Kim SG, Kim HP, Kwon E, You J, Choi HJ, Park JH, Kang BC, Im SA,
Kim TY, Kim WH, Bang YJ. 2008. Enzastaurin, a protein kinase C beta inhib-
itor, suppresses signaling through the ribosomal S6 kinase and bad path-
ways and induces apoptosis in human gastric cancer cells. Cancer Res 68:
1916-1926. https://doi.org/10.1158/0008-5472.CAN-07-3195.

Budde K, Sommerer C, Becker T, Asderakis A, Pietruck F, Grinyo JM, Rigotti
P, Dantal J, Ng J, Barten MJ, Weber M. 2010. Sotrastaurin, a novel small molecule
inhibiting protein kinase C: first clinical results in renal-transplant recipients. Am
J Transplant 10:571-581. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-6143.2009.02980.x.
Gschwendt M, Muller HJ, Kielbassa K, Zang R, Kittstein W, Rincke G, Marks
F. 1994. Rottlerin, a novel protein kinase inhibitor. Biochem Biophys Res
Commun 199:93-98. https://doi.org/10.1006/bbrc.1994.1199.

Zhao F, Xu Y, Lavillette D, Zhong J, Zou G, Long G. 2018. Negligible contri-
bution of M2634V substitution to ZIKV pathogenesis in AG6 mice
revealed by a bacterial promoter activity reduced infectious clone. Sci
Rep 8:10491. https://doi.org/10.1038/541598-018-28890-0.

JinZ,Du X, Xu Y, Deng Y, Liu M, Zhao Y, Zhang B, Li X, Zhang L, Peng C, Duan
Y, Yu J, Wang L, Yang K, Liu F, Jiang R, Yang X, You T, Liu X, Yang X, Bai F, Liu
H, Liu X, Guddat LW, Xu W, Xiao G, Qin C, Shi Z, Jiang H, Rao Z, Yang H. 2020.
Structure of M(pro) from SARS-CoV-2 and discovery of its inhibitors. Nature
582:289-293. https://doi.org/10.1038/541586-020-2223-y.

Ma C, Hu Y, Townsend JA, Lagarias Pl, Marty MT, Kolocouris A, Wang J.
2020. Ebselen, disulfiram, carmofur, PX-12, tideglusib, and shikonin are
nonspecific promiscuous SARS-CoV-2 main protease inhibitors. ACS Phar-
macol Transl Sci 3:1265-1277. https://doi.org/10.1021/acsptsci.0c00130.
Kawano T, Inokuchi J, Eto M, Murata M, Kang J-H. 2021. Activators and
inhibitors of protein kinase C (PKC): their applications in clinical trials.
Pharmaceutics 13:1748. https://doi.org/10.3390/pharmaceutics13111748.
FanY, Zhang YQ, Sun DJ, Zhang YN, Wu XW, Li J. 2009. Rottlerin protected
dopaminergic cell line from cytotoxicity of 6-hydroxydopamine by inhibi-
ting PKCdelta phosphorylation. Neurosci Bull 25:187-195. https://doi.org/
10.1007/512264-009-0416-3.

Saberi B, Ybanez MD, Johnson HS, Gaarde WA, Han D, Kaplowitz N. 2014.
Protein kinase C (PKC) participates in acetaminophen hepatotoxicity through
cjun-N-terminal kinase (JNK)-dependent and -independent signaling path-
ways. Hepatology 59:1543-1554. https://doi.org/10.1002/hep.26625.
Nakagawa K, Lokugamage KG, Makino S. 2016. Viral and cellular mRNA
translation in coronavirus-infected cells. Adv Virus Res 96:165-192. https://doi
.0rg/10.1016/bs.aivir.2016.08.001.

Dobrikov M, Dobrikova E, Shveygert M, Gromeier M. 2011. Phosphorylation of
eukaryotic translation initiation factor 4G1 (elF4G1) by protein kinase Ca regu-
lates elF4G1 binding to Mnk1. Mol Cell Biol 31:2947-2959. https://doi.org/10
.1128/MCB.05589-11.

ZhuY,Feng F,Hu G, Wang Y, Yu Y, Zhu Y, Xu W, Cai X, Sun Z, Han W, Ye R, Qu
D, Ding Q, Huang X, Chen H, Xu W, Xie Y, Cai Q, Yuan Z, Zhang R. 2021. A ge-
nome-wide CRISPR screen identifies host factors that regulate SARS-CoV-2
entry. Nat Commun 12:961. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-021-21213-4.
Zhang P, Li Y, Xia J, He J, Pu J, Xie J, Wu S, Feng L, Huang X, Zhang P. 2014.
IPS-1 plays an essential role in dsRNA-induced stress granule formation
by interacting with PKR and promoting its activation. J Cell Sci 127:
2471-2482. https://doi.org/10.1242/jcs.139626.

10.1128/spectrum.01056-22 10


https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMoa2007764
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMoa2007764
https://doi.org/10.3390/antibiotics10111294
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.n2713
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.n2713
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)31022-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.virusres.2006.01.017
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.virusres.2006.01.017
https://doi.org/10.1128/CMR.00102-14
https://doi.org/10.1128/CMR.00102-14
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0021-9258(18)68732-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0021-9258(18)68732-0
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.3576226
https://doi.org/10.1093/jb/mvg017
https://doi.org/10.1093/jb/mvg018
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00432-007-0280-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00432-007-0280-3
https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.26910
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.antiviral.2017.01.005
https://doi.org/10.1186/1742-4690-11-9
https://doi.org/10.1128/JVI.75.13.5730-5739.2001
https://doi.org/10.3390/v10020091
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.antiviral.2016.12.020
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12985-016-0494-6
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12985-016-0494-6
https://doi.org/10.1152/ajplung.90437.2008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ymeth.2021.01.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/0014-5793(96)00785-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/0014-5793(96)00785-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0021-9258(18)98476-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0021-9258(18)98476-0
https://doi.org/10.1158/0008-5472.CAN-07-3195
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-6143.2009.02980.x
https://doi.org/10.1006/bbrc.1994.1199
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-018-28890-0
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-020-2223-y
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsptsci.0c00130
https://doi.org/10.3390/pharmaceutics13111748
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12264-009-0416-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12264-009-0416-3
https://doi.org/10.1002/hep.26625
https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.aivir.2016.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.aivir.2016.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1128/MCB.05589-11
https://doi.org/10.1128/MCB.05589-11
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-021-21213-4
https://doi.org/10.1242/jcs.139626
https://journals.asm.org/journal/spectrum
https://doi.org/10.1128/spectrum.01056-22

	RESULTS
	PKC inhibitors reduce the replication of SARS-CoV-2 in BHK-21 cells.
	PKC inhibitors confer anti-SARS-CoV-2 activity in human Huh7 cells.
	The PKCδ inhibitor rottlerin impairs the replication of SARS-CoV-2.
	PKC inhibitors function at an early step of SARS-CoV-2 replication.
	PKC inhibitors confer antiviral activity in a virus infection model.

	DISCUSSION
	MATERIALS AND METHODS
	Cells and virus.
	Inhibitors.
	Antibodies.
	Replicon RNA transcription and transfection.
	Cell viability assay.
	Luciferase assay.
	IC50 measurement.
	Western blotting.
	SARS-CoV-2 3CLpro activity measurement.
	Pseudotyped virus assay.
	Immunofluorescence assay.
	Determination of SARS-CoV-2 RNA levels.
	Statistical analysis.

	SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIAL
	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
	REFERENCES

