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A Class 1 Histone Deacetylase with Potential as an Antifungal Target
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ABSTRACT Histone deacetylases (HDACs) remove acetyl moieties from lysine residues at histone tails and nuclear regulatory
proteins and thus significantly impact chromatin remodeling and transcriptional regulation in eukaryotes. In recent years,
HDAG: of filamentous fungi were found to be decisive regulators of genes involved in pathogenicity and the production of im-
portant fungal metabolites such as antibiotics and toxins. Here we present proof that one of these enzymes, the class 1 type
HDAC RpdA, is of vital importance for the opportunistic human pathogen Aspergillus fumigatus. Recombinant expression of
inactivated RpdA shows that loss of catalytic activity is responsible for the lethal phenotype of Aspergillus RpdA null mutants.
Furthermore, we demonstrate that a fungus-specific C-terminal region of only a few acidic amino acids is required for both the
nuclear localization and catalytic activity of the enzyme in the model organism Aspergillus nidulans. Since strains with single or
multiple deletions of other classical HDACs revealed no or only moderate growth deficiencies, it is highly probable that the sig-
nificant delay of germination and the growth defects observed in strains growing under the HDAC inhibitor trichostatin A are
caused primarily by inhibition of catalytic RpdA activity. Indeed, even at low nanomolar concentrations of the inhibitor, the cat-
alytic activity of purified RpdA is considerably diminished. Considering these results, RpdA with its fungus-specific motif repre-
sents a promising target for novel HDAC inhibitors that, in addition to their increasing impact as anticancer drugs, might gain
in importance as antifungals against life-threatening invasive infections, apart from or in combination with classical antifungal
therapy regimes.

IMPORTANCE  This paper reports on the fungal histone deacetylase RpdA and its importance for the viability of the fungal
pathogen Aspergillus fumigatus and other filamentous fungi, a finding that is without precedent in other eukaryotic pathogens.
Our data clearly indicate that loss of RpdA activity, as well as depletion of the enzyme in the nucleus, results in lethality of the
corresponding Aspergillus mutants. Interestingly, both catalytic activity and proper cellular localization depend on the presence
of an acidic motif within the C terminus of RpdA-type enzymes of filamentous fungi that is missing from the homologous pro-
teins of yeasts and higher eukaryotes. The pivotal role, together with the fungus-specific features, turns RpdA into a promising
antifungal target of histone deacetylase inhibitors, a class of molecules that is successfully used for the treatment of certain types
of cancer. Indeed, some of these inhibitors significantly delay the germination and growth of different filamentous fungi via in-
hibition of RpdA. Upcoming analyses of clinically approved and novel inhibitors will elucidate their therapeutic potential as new
agents for the therapy of invasive fungal infections—an interesting aspect in light of the rising resistance of fungal pathogens to

conventional therapies.
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n addition to distinct regulatory sequences in gene promoters,

the readout of genetic information in eukaryotes is significantly
controlled at the chromatin level (1). Chromatin is the final struc-
tural result of various processes and phenomena around its build-
ing blocks, the nucleosome core particles, and changes in chroma-
tin structure lead to short- and long-term alterations of the
transcriptional activity of genes. The dynamics of chromatin are
affected not only by intrinsic cellular programs but also by extrin-
sic factors in the environment. Consequently, chromatin dynam-
ics play a crucial role in metabolism, development, and differen-
tiation, as well as in the development of disease (e.g., references 2
and 3).
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Besides ATP-dependent chromatin remodeling and DNA
methylation, covalent posttranslational modifications of histones
have significant structural and functional consequences for chro-
matin architecture (for a review, see reference 4). Most of these
modifications occur on specific amino acids clustered in the
N-terminal tails of core histones (5) and contribute to the modu-
lation of DNA repair, replication, or transcription by tuning the
accessibility of DNA for a multitude of regulatory factors (6-8).

To maintain the flexibility of the cell to adapt to changing
exogenous conditions, histone modifications have to be revers-
ible. Antagonistic enzymes ensure a delicate equilibrium of mod-
ified and nonmodified residues of the core histones. One promi-
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nent example of such a subtle balance is the reversible acetylation
of distinct lysine residues by histone acetyltransferases (HATSs)
and histone deacetylases (HDACs) (for a review, see reference 9).

Irrespectively of their specific mode of action, hyperacetylated
histones are usually associated with transcriptionally active
genomic regions, whereas deacetylation is linked to repression
and silencing. In concert with other modifications, however, not
only does acetylation act as a specific signal for the recruitment of
distinct transcription factors (10-12), but in fact, those factors
themselves might be substrates of HATs and HDACs (13-15).
Since disorders in the acetylation pattern lead to transcriptional
deregulation, the activity of these enzymes is also correlated with
the development of some tumors in humans. Hence, several nat-
ural and synthetic inhibitors of classical HDACs are already in use
or are under evaluation in clinical trials against different types of
cancer (16, 17). Several of these inhibitors show only little effect on
normal tissues, and some of them are even specific for distinct
HDAC classes (18, 19).

In higher eukaryotes, classical HDACs can be divided into at
least three classes with more than 10 different types of enzymes. In
contrast, fungi possess only four to six members of the classical
HDAC family (20, 21). In Aspergillus nidulans and its pathogenic
relatives, two class 1 enzymes, RpdA and HosA (22, 23), and two
class 2 HDACs, HdaA and HosB, were identified and character-
ized (24) (see Fig. S1 in the supplemental material). Aspergillus
strains lacking class 2-type enzymes showed several deficiencies,
including hypersensitivity to stress conditions, affected germina-
tion (25-28), and most notably, significant deregulation of the
production of important bioactive molecules with deleterious
(e.g., toxins) and beneficial (e.g., antibiotics) properties (29, 30).

Whereas class 2 HDAC deletion mutants were all viable, several
efforts to generate an Aspergillus RpdA minus strain failed. This
led to the hypothesis that, in contrast to Saccharomyces cerevisiae,
RpdA-type enzymes might play an essential role in filamentous
fungi. This assumption was confirmed recently for the model or-
ganism A. nidulans by the expression of RpdA under the control of
the alcohol dehydrogenase (alcA) and xylanase (xyIP) promoters,
respectively (31). By combining these promoters into a condi-
tional two-promoter system, we were able to prove that a
C-terminal region of approximately 70 amino residues (C70) of
RpdA cannot be deleted without affecting the vitality of the fungus
(31).

Now we demonstrate that this essential C-terminal part of
RpdA can be pinpointed to a highly charged motif of only a few
acidic residues unique in HDACs of filamentous fungi. Since this
motif is required for both nuclear localization and catalytic activ-
ity of RpdA, homologous enzymes of other filamentous fungi,
including those of the pathogenic species Aspergillus fumigatus
and Cochliobolus carbonum, but not those of higher eukaryotes,
are able to complement A. nidulans strains depleted of native
RpdA activity.

The vital importance of RpdA turns this enzyme into a prom-
ising target for HDAC inhibitors (HDACIs) with antifungal activ-
ity and might extend their current use from drugs against certain
types of cancer to substances administered for the treatment of
fungal infections. Indeed, the germination, growth, and conidia-
tion of A. fumigatus and other fungal species are significantly de-
layed when the HDACI trichostatin A (TSA) is added to the me-
dium.
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RESULTS

RpdA, an essential enzyme for A. fumigatus. A future application
of HDACIs as antifungal drugs implies that, in addition to A.
nidulans, RpdA is also essential for other fungal species. In order
to investigate the impact of RpdA for the most frequent cause of
invasive fungal infections in immunocompromised patients, A.
fumigatus, the heterokaryon rescue technique was used. This
method takes advantage of a feature common to many filamen-
tous fungi to produce uninucleate conidia while maintaining
multinucleate hyphae (32). A. fumigatus strain A1280, an akuA
mutant minimizing heterologous integrations of DNA, was used
as the recipient of an rpdA deletion cassette comprising the pyri-
thiamine resistance gene ptrA (Fig. 1C). Transformants were re-
covered under selective growth conditions, leading to strains with
wild-type nuclei (providing RpdA activity to the cells) and ArpdA
mutant nuclei (providing the pyrithiamine resistance). Subse-
quently, mononuclear conidia of the recovered colonies and the
recipient strain were streaked onto minimal medium (MM)-agar
plates with and without selection. In contrast to plates without
pyrithiamine, where all strains were able to grow, none of the
conidia germinated under selective conditions (Fig. 1A). This in-
dicated that all of the transformants analyzed were heterokaryotic,
comprising nuclei of the genotypes ptrA~/rpdA™ and ptrA™/
rpdA~, respectively, and strongly suggested that RpdA is crucial
for the viability of A. fumigatus. For verification, genomic DNA
was prepared from transformants and used as a template for an
analytical PCR approach with primers specific for the 5'- and
3’-untranslated regions of rpdA (Fig. 1C). Whereas the recipient
yielded a PCR product of 3.9 kb (representing the coding sequence
of rpdA), two fragments were amplified from DNA of the mutant
strains (Fig. 1B): the rpdA wild-type fragment (3.9 kb) and one
product comprising the ptrA marker gene integrated at the rpdA
locus (3.5 kb). This screening confirmed that all of the transfor-
mants analyzed were heterokaryotic and proved that RpdA is, in
fact, essential for A. fumigatus.

Catalytic activity of RpdA is essential for growth and devel-
opment of A. nidulans. Like many class 1 type HDACs, RpdA is
enzymatically active as part of large multiprotein complexes (e.g.,
see reference 24) and the composition of several of these com-
plexes was elucidated in yeast and higher eukaryotes (e.g., see ref-
erences 33 to 37). For two of these complexes in yeast, a previously
unrecognized function as a histone chaperone and a chromatin-
stabilizing factor was recently suggested, leading to transcriptional
repression irrespective of the catalytic activity of the complexes
(38). In order to determine whether the growth retardation of
Aspergillus rpdA null mutants is due to the lack of chromatin sta-
bilization function or due to loss of enzymatic RpdA activity, we
examined the phenotypes of two strains expressing RpdA with
mutations of N-terminal residues known to be essential for
HDAC activity (see Fig. S2B in the supplemental material) (39).
The expression construct of the first strain led to the production of
RpdA with a mutation of histidine 158 to alanine (H158A), and in
the second construct, aspartate 193 was substituted for alanine
(D193A). Both proteins were expressed in A. nidulans strain TSG5
with a two-promoter expression system described elsewhere (31).
TSG5, which holds endogenous RpdA under the control of the
alcohol dehydrogenase promoter (alcAp), was transformed with
an expression cassette comprising mutated rpdA under the con-
trol of the heterologous xylanase promoter (xyIPp). These pro-
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FIG 1 Heterokaryon rescue of an A. fumigatus Ku70 recipient strain transformed with an rpdA deletion cassette. After transformation, heterokaryotic strains
t1 to t6 were grown under selective conditions (pyrithiamine) and uninucleate conidia were streaked onto sectors on agar plates with and without selection and
grown for 48 h at 37°C (A). Molecular size markers (M) are shown on the left and right. Genomic DNA from putative heterokaryons was prepared and subjected
to a diagnostic PCR. DNA of the recipient strain served as a control (B). The scheme of the homologous integration of the deletion cassette, the annealing sites
of the primers, and the sizes of the fragments amplified are shown in panel C. Ao ptrA, pyrithiamine resistance gene of A. oryzae, Af rpdA, coding sequence of A.

fumigatus RpdA. UTR, untranslated region; wt, wild type.

moters can be induced independently by the addition of lactose
and threonine (LT) and glucose and xylose (GX), respectively
(Fig. 2A). Moreover, for labeling of the nuclei (described later), a
red fluorescent histone protein (H2A-mRFP) is constitutively ex-
pressed in this strain. TSG5 was transformed with the mutated
RpdA fragments under the control of xyIPp, and transformants
were recovered under inducing conditions of wild-type RpdA
(LT). Subsequently, strains were phenotypically analyzed under
GX conditions. Although both mutated RpdA fragments were suf-
ficiently expressed under GX (Fig. 2E), TSG1.16 (H158A) and
TSG2.15 (D193A) resembled the lethal phenotype of the recipient
TSGS5 (Fig. 2B). This result confirms that the growth phenotype of
RpdA-depleted A. nidulansis caused by the lack of catalytic HDAC
activity.

RpdA inhibition by TSA delays germination and arrests
growth and conidiation of A. fumigatus and other fungal spe-
cies. TSA, a metabolite produced by Strepromyces sp., is a potent
inhibitor of catalytic activity of classical HDACs. Moreover, TSA
was supposed to have potential as an anticancer drug (40). We
have demonstrated that TSA is able to inhibit HDAC activity in
crude protein extracts of A. nidulans in vitro in the nanomolar
range (24). In order to pre-examine (i) the efficacy of TSA with
regard to the specific inhibition of RpdA and (ii) TSA stability in
cultures at 37°C used for subsequent inhibition assays in vivo,
tandem affinity purification (TAP)-tagged RpdA was expressed in
A. nidulans, affinity purified under native conditions as described
below, and used in an HDAC activity assay with tritium-labeled
chicken histones (24, 25). Catalytic activity was determined with
different concentrations of TSA from a stock solution (dissolved
in dimethyl sulfoxide [DMSO]) or retrieved from the supernatant
of liquid A. fumigatus cultures grown in the presence of TSA for 0,
5,0r 24 hat37°C. Already 50 nM TSA sufficiently inhibited 70% of
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RpdA activity and, unexpectedly, even after 24 h at 37°C in the
culture medium, no loss of inhibition was detectable (see Fig. S3 in
the supplemental material). In view of a possible therapeutic ap-
plication of HDACIs against fungal infections, we set out to inves-
tigate the effect of TSA with regard to the germination efficiency of
Aspergillus spores. To this end, we inoculated conidia of A. fumiga-
tus A1163 into liquid medium (RPMI) supplemented with 10 uM
TSA and examined them under a light microscope after incubat-
ing them for 10 or 15 h at 37°C. In contrast to a DMSO control, no
or only negligible germination occurred after 10 h. After 15 h,
spores started to germinate; however, the number of germinating
spores was significantly lower and hyphal length was remarkably
shorter than those of a nontreated control (Fig. 3A). To test if
vegetative growth of A. fumigatus is also affected by TSA, spores
were incubated for 10 h at 37°C before the inhibitor was added to
the germlings to a final concentration of 10 uM. Even 24 h after
TSA addition, treated strains showed a significant retardation of
growth and mycelia were considerably disordered and highly
branched (Fig. 3B). In order to confirm the antifungal effect of
TSA on solid medium, fungal cultures were overlaid with different
concentrations of the inhibitor after germination and incubated
fora further 24 or 44 h at 37°C. Even a 2.5 uM concentration of the
inhibitor led to a reduced colony diameter at both time points,
and at a 10 uM concentration, growth was significantly arrested
and conidiation was considerably inhibited (Fig. 4A). Since earlier
investigations have shown that single and even combined dele-
tions of the three remaining HDACs, HdaA, HosA, and HosB, did
not lead to comparable defects in germination, growth, or devel-
opment (25, 26, 31), it is justified to speculate that the phenotype
caused by TSA treatment is primarily due to inhibition of RpdA
activity.

The significant effects of TSA led to the question of whether
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FIG 2 Phenotypic analysis of Aspergillus strains expressing different RpdA variants. A two-promoter system was used to determine the biological function of mutated
RpdA fragments. Recipient strains RIB214 and TSG5 expressing endogenous rpdA (full length, FL) under the control of the alcohol dehydrogenase promoter (alcAp)
were transformed with expression cassettes comprising the coding regions of different RpdA variants under the control of the xylanase promoter (xyIPp) (A). Trans-
formed protoplasts were regenerated under alcAp induction (LT), and RpdA variants H158A and D193A (B), del-N18 and del-C18 (C), and del-C12 and del-C6 (D) were
analyzed for the ability to compensate for wild-type RpdA depletion under alcAp repressive and xyIPp inductive conditions (GX). Expression of the recombinant variants
was verified by immunoblotting of whole protein extracts under GX conditions with anti-RpdA antibodies. Recipient strain TSG5 (no xyIPp expression cassette) and a
strain expressing wild-type RpdA under the control of xyIPp (FL) were used as negative and positive controls, respectively (E).

Del-C12 |

other HDACIs show comparable efficacy against RpdA. To ad-
dress this issue, vorinostat (suberanilohydroxamic acid [SAHA])
and apicidin were tested for RpdA inhibition as well. SAHA was

of cancer (41), and also the fungal metabolite apicidin has been
reported as an HDACI with an antitumor effect (42). Both inhib-
itors were used in concentrations of 50 and 500 nM in our HDAC

the first HDACI to be approved for the treatment of certain types  assay with the affinity-purified RpdA activity. Whereas SAHA

TSA [10 uM] DMSO

DMSO
I}

TSA [10 pM]

10h

FIG 3 Germination of spores and hyphal growth of A. fumigatus under TSA treatment. Conidia (1 X 105/ml) were incubated into 24-well plates with RPMI
medium supplied with 10 uM TSA. Spores were incubated for 10 or 15 h at 37°C before wells were examined under a light microscope (A). Growth retardation
of hyphae was observed in liquid medium 24 h after the addition of 10 uM TSA to a culture grown for 10 h at 37°C without an inhibitor (B). DMSO, the solvent
of TSA, was used in the corresponding concentration as a negative control.
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FIG 4 Mycelial growth and sporulation of A. fumigatus (A), A. nidulans, A.
terreus, N. crassa, and P. chrysogenum (B) at different TSA concentrations.
Spores (1 X 10%) were dotted into the middle of each agar well, and strains were
grown overnight to allow germination. Subsequently, colonies were overlaid
with 100 ul of liquid medium containing 2.5 or 10 um of the inhibitor. A
corresponding concentration of DMSO was used as a negative control. After
incubation for different periods of time at 37°C (A. fumigatus, A. nidulans, A.
terreus, and N. crassa) or 25°C (P. chrysogenum), the size of the colony and
conidiation of the mycelium were assessed.

showed only weak inhibition of RpdA, the efficacy of apicidin was
significantly higher but also did not reach the inhibitory effect of
TSA (see Fig. S4A in the supplemental material). These differences
are also in line with the subsequently performed growth assays
with A. fumigatus (see Fig. S4B). Two hundred fifty micromolar
SAHA inhibited mycelial growth to approximately the same ex-
tent as 25 uM apicidin, reflecting the about 10-fold higher efficacy
of apicidin against RpdA in the HDAC assay (see Fig. S4A in the
supplemental material). However, even 50 uM apicidin did not
reach the level of inhibition observed with 10 uM TSA (Fig. 4A).

In order to strengthen our assumption that inhibition of
RpdA-type enzymes by HDACIs might affect the growth and de-
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velopment of many (if not all) filamentous fungi, we also tested
other fungal species for inhibition by TSA. Spores of A. nidulans,
its pathogenic relative A. terreus (43), and those of two distantly
related fungi, Penicillium chrysogenum and Neurospora crassa,
were dotted onto solid medium supplemented with different TSA
concentrations as described above. Plates were incubated for the
appropriate times at the appropriate growth temperatures before
colony sizes and sporulation were assessed. As shown in Fig. 4B,
both growth and conidiation were inhibited to very similar ex-
tents, as was observed with A. fumigatus (Fig. 4A), suggesting that
the viability of many filamentous fungi can be considerably re-
stricted by inhibition of catalytic RpdA activity. The significance
of RpdA-type enzymes prompted us to look more closely at the
fungus-specific features of this interesting group of fungal
HDAC:s.

A fungus-specific C-terminal motif of 12 amino acids is re-
quired for RpdA function. Earlier investigations revealed that the
size of RpdA-type HDAG: in filamentous fungi considerably ex-
ceeds that of homologous enzymes in other eukaryotes, mainly
because of an extension of the RpdA C terminus (31). In order to
elucidate fungus-specific functions of RpdA-type enzymes, se-
quence alignments with RPD3-type HDACs of mammals, am-
phibians, plants, and fungi were performed. These analyses re-
vealed that, in addition to the highly conserved catalytic domain
present in all classical HDACs, RpdA-type enzymes of filamentous
fungi possess two remarkable regions, each approximately 18 res-
idues in length: (i) an extension at the N-terminal end (N18; see
Fig. S2A in the supplemental material) and (ii) a motif within the
extended C terminus (C18; Fig. 5).

The high conservation of these two fungus-specific regions
prompted us to investigate their relevance for the biological func-
tion of the enzyme. To this end, RpdA with N18 or C18 deleted
was expressed under the control of the xyIP promoter in strain
RIB214, again applying the two-promoter system described for
strain TSG5. Although both truncated RpdA fragments were suf-
ficiently expressed, only RpdA-AN18 was able to substitute for the
repressed full-length enzyme (Fig. 2C and E). This result strongly
suggests that only the conserved C-terminal stretch is required for
the functional activity of the fungal enzyme. It is important to
mention that C18 is part of a C-terminal region of approximately
70 amino acids that was already previously supposed to be crucial
for the biological function of the enzyme (31). The obvious impact
of C18 prompted us to reassess the multiple sequence alignments
of the C termini of RPD3-type enzymes of filamentous fungi and
those of higher eukaryotes in detail. This analysis revealed that one
part within the essential C18 region is exclusively conserved in
fungal HDACs, while another part is present in enzymes of higher
eukaryotes as well. More precisely, C18 contains 12 fungus-
specific acidic residues (C12) and 4 to 6 further acidic amino acids
(C6) that are also conserved in enzymes of mammals and plants
(Fig. 5B). To further examine the functional importance of these
two stretches, RpdA was expressed with the corresponding dele-
tions of C12 or C6 in RIB214. Interestingly, the strain expressing
RpdA-AC6 was able to grow under alcAp~/xyIPp™ conditions,
whereas the RpdA-AC12-expressing strain resembled the sick
phenotype of the recipient (Fig. 2D and E).

This rather surprising result indicated that the short stretch of
acidic amino acids conserved in class 1 enzymes of higher eu-
karyotes obviously is not required for phenotypic complementa-
tion, whereas the fungus-specific motif of 12 mostly negatively
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FIG5 Comparison of RPD3-type HDAC:s of fungi and higher eukaryotes. A schematic representation of S. cerevisiae (Sce) RPD3, Homo sapiens (Hsa) HDACI,
and A. nidulans (Ani) RpdA is shown. The highly conserved region comprising amino residues essential for catalytic activity is green, the N-terminal fungus-
specific region (N18) and the acidic C-terminal stretch conserved in filamentous fungi and higher eukaryotes (C18 and C6) are black and red, respectively.
Putative nuclear localization sequences in enzymes of higher eukaryotes are yellow. The C-terminal tail (C-ter) expressed as a Venus-tagged peptide is indicated
(A). aa, amino acids. A detailed alignment of the region adjacent to the acidic C-terminal motif essential for RpdA-type enzymes of filamentous fungi is shown
for different fungal species, amphibians (Xenopus), humans, and plants (Zea) in panel B. Stretches conserved in filamentous fungi (C12) and in all eukaryotes
except yeasts (C6) are shown as black lines at the bottom. Residues are shaded red (acidic), blue (basic), or gray (uncharged). Deletions or alanine substitutions
of the RpdA variants tested are shown at the top. Gray lines represent mutations with no effect on the biological function of RpdA, and black lines depict
mutations leading to a lethal phenotype of the corresponding expression strains. Afu, A. fumigatus; Ate, A. terreus; Ncr, N. crassa; Pch, P. chrysogenums; Cca, C.

carbonum; Xla, Xenopus laevis; Zma, Zea mays; Hsa, Homo sapiens.

charged residues cannot be deleted without affecting the biologi-
cal function of RpdA—an exciting aspect in view of the impor-
tance of this enzyme for A. nidulans and its pathogenic relatives A.
fumigatus and A. terreus.

Human HDACI1 is not able to substitute for A. nidulans
RpdA. In order to assess whether RPD3-type HDACs of other
species are able to complement RpdA, the human RpdA homolog
HDACI and those of three filamentous fungi, N. crassa, P. chryso-
genum, and C. carbonum, were expressed in A. nidulans strain
RIB214 (HDACI) or TSG5 (fungal HDACs) with the two-
promoter system (Fig. 2A). Although only distantly related to each
other, all of the fungal HDACs have the conserved C12 motif
within an otherwise variable C terminus. As expected, all of the
transformants resembled the wild-type phenotypes under alcAp
inductive conditions because of the expression of endogenous
RpdA. Under xyIPp induction, however, only fungal orthologs
comprising C12 were able to compensate for RpdA depletion

6 mBio® mbio.asm.org

(Fig. 6A), although also human HDAC1 was clearly expressed, as
shown by Northern analysis and immunoblotting (Fig. 6B and C).
This result further confirmed the assumption that the fungus-
specific acidic C-terminal stretch might contribute to the func-
tional activity of RPD3-type enzymes in filamentous fungi and
prompted us to look for anomalies in the AC12 strains.

The fungus-specific acidic region is required for the nuclear
localization of RpdA. Whereas class 2 HDACs shuttle between the
nucleus and cytoplasm, RPD3 complexes act almost exclusively
within the nucleus (44). In contrast to HDACs of higher eu-
karyotes, the mechanism of the nuclear transfer of HDACs in
filamentous fungi is as yet unclear. To address the question of
whether C12 is involved in cellular targeting of RpdA-type en-
zymes, strain TSG5 expressing histone H2A tagged with a red
fluorescent protein (mRFP) driven by the gpdA promoter was
transformed with expression cassettes for Venus-tagged wild-type
(full-length) RpdA (RpdA-FL) or RpdA-AC12 under the control
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FIG 6 (A) Phenotypic analysis of Aspergillus strains expressing RpdA-type
enzymes of different filamentous fungi and human HDACI. Strains TSG5 and
RIB214 expressing nonmutated RpdA under the control of the alcohol dehy-
drogenase promoter (alcAp) (Fig. 2A) were transformed with expression cas-
settes comprising the coding regions of the different RPD3-type HDACs under
the control of the xylanase promoter (xyIPp). Transformed protoplasts were
regenerated under alcAp induction (LT), and recombinant heterologous
HDACs were analyzed for the ability to compensate for RpdA under alcAp
repressive and xyIPp inductive conditions (GX). A strain of A. nidulans (Ani)
expressing wild-type RpdA under the control of xylPp was used as a positive
control. (B) Transcription of noncomplementing HDACI (H. sapiens [Hsa])
was verified by Northern analysis with 10 and 30 ug of total RNA. rRNA was
used as a loading and quality control. (C) Expression of HDAC1 was further
confirmed by immunoblotting. Crude protein extract of Hsa grown under
HDACI inductive (GX) conditions was blotted and probed with an anti-
HDACI antibody. A 70-kDa marker protein (lane M) is shown. As a negative
control for both Northern and Western analyses, the corresponding strains
were grown under xylPp repressive conditions (LT). Cca, C. carbonums; Pch, P.
chrysogenum; Ncr, N. crassa.

of xylPp (Fig. 2A). A codon-optimized sequence was used for ex-
pression of the yellow-green-fluorescent Venus protein in A. ni-
dulans. Mutant strains grown under alcAp~—/xylPp* conditions
were analyzed by confocal laser scanning microscopy. In contrast
to tagged RpdA-FL (Fig. 7A) and the RpdA-AC6 control strain
(see Fig. S5 in the supplemental material), both of which were
enriched in the nucleus, RpdA-AC12 was randomly distributed
throughout the hyphae (see Fig. S5 in the supplemental material).
This result strongly suggests that C12 is essential for sufficient
nuclear localization of RpdA. In order to pinpoint pivotal residues
within this region, Venus-tagged RpdA fragments with C12 sub-
deletions, DelA to DelE, were expressed in the TSG5 recipient
(Fig. 5B). With the exception of DelE (comprising six acidic resi-
dues), however, all of the RpdA variants were localized predomi-
nantly in the nucleus and able to compensate for full-length RpdA
depletion (see Fig. S6 in the supplemental material). To prove that
the deleterious effects of the deletion of C12 and DelE are indeed
due to the loss of a negative charge, another three expression con-
structs, Ala-C12, AlaA, and AlaB, were generated. These con-
structs comprise the coding sequence of Venus-tagged RpdA with
different alanine substitutions within the acidic patch (Fig. 5B).
Strain TSG5 was transformed with the expression cassettes, and
expression strains were again analyzed by fluorescence micros-
copy under alcAp~/xyIPp™ conditions as described above. Inter-
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estingly, RpdA variants comprising at least five supplemented
acidic residues (Ala-C12 and AlaA) led to reduced nuclear local-
ization of the enzyme and to significant growth retardation of the
corresponding expression strains (Fig. 7). On the other hand,
strains expressing catalytic mutant RpdA proteins (H158A and
D193A) or the RpdA C terminus alone (C-ter), including C12
(Fig. 5B), resembled the sick phenotype of the recipient, despite
proper nuclear localization of the expression product (Fig. 7; see
also Fig. S5 in the supplemental material). Altogether, these results
indicate that a minimum of 5 out of 10 acidic residues within C18
is required for sufficient nuclear localization of RpdA; however,
they also demonstrate that catalytic activity per se is not a prereq-
uisite for nuclear accumulation of the HDAC.

The acidic C-terminal region is required for full catalytic ac-
tivity of RpdA. The fact that catalytic inactivation of RpdA led to
growth defects similar to those caused by neutralization of the
negatively charged C-terminal region prompted us to test for cat-
alytic RpdA activity in Ala-C12 and AlaA strains. In particular, we
were interested in whether neutralization of the acidic C-terminal
region—although it is distant from the N-terminal catalytic do-
main—also affects the catalytic activity of RpdA. To address this
question, RpdA variants Ala-C12 and AlaA were expressed as
TAP-tagged proteins under the control of xyIPp in recipient strain
RIB214. After copurification of RpdA and associated complex
partners under native conditions, eluted fractions were analyzed
by SDS-gel electrophoresis and silver staining. The quantity and
quality of expressed RpdA were assessed by immunoblotting with
an anti-CBP antibody (Fig. 8A). As reported earlier, expressed
RpdA migrates at a higher apparent molecular weight than pre-
dicted, most likely because of the specific properties of its acidic
C-terminal part (24). Such changes in electrophoretic mobility
during SDS-PAGE because of net negatively charged domains of
proteins were recently examined in detail (45). Comparable
amounts of purified recombinant RpdA variants were assayed for
HDAC activity as described above. As a positive control, TAP-
tagged wild-type RpdA was used; TAP-tagged catalytic mutant
RpdA proteins (H158A and D193A) and Venus-tagged wild-type
RpdA (mock control, RpdAm) served as negative controls. As
expected, equal levels of HDAC activity were measured for the
wild-type enzyme and AlaB, where only two of the negatively
charged residues of C12 were substituted (Fig. 8B). No activity of
the purified H158A or D193A enzyme was detectable. In contrast,
both the Ala-C12 and AlaA RpdA variants showed catalytic
HDAC activity above the background; however, activity was re-
duced to approximately 15% of that of the full-length enzyme.
These results indicate that the negatively charged region of RpdA-
type enzymes in filamentous fungi is not only essential for proper
nuclear localization but also required for full catalytic activity.

DISCUSSION

Formation of clinical multidrug resistance (CMR) of pathogenic
microorganisms is not unique to prokaryotic pathogens but also
impedes the treatment of fungal diseases (46). The limited arsenal
of available antifungals and the generous use of similar substances
against fungal crop plant diseases are mainly responsible for CMR
in fungal pathogens. The development of early and more sensitive
diagnostic tools and novel efficient antifungals is an opportunity
to escape from this dilemma and will contribute to a continuative
enhancement of antifungal therapies.

Similar to antibiotics used for the treatment of bacterial infec-
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FIG 7 RpdA localization and phenotypic analysis of Aspergillus strains expressing Venus-tagged RpdA variants and mRFP-tagged histone H2A. Venus-tagged
RpdA variants were expressed under the control of the xyIPp promoter in strain TSG5 expressing endogenous RpdA under the control of alcAp and mRFP-tagged
H2A under the control of the constitutive gpdA promoter. For microscopic analysis, strains were grown in eight-well plates (A), and for phenotypic analysis, they
were grown on agar plates (B) under xyIPp inductive conditions (GX). Hyphae were viewed under a light microscope (LM) at a magnification of X630, and for
subcellular localization of RpdA, they were examined by confocal laser scanning microscopy. Nuclei (mRFP-tagged H2A, H2A-mRFP) are red, and the

distribution of expressed Venus-tagged RpdA variants (RpdA-Venus) is green.

tions, the tolerability of antifungal therapy will be better when
drugs do not interfere with important proteins or metabolic path-
ways of the patient. Amphotericin B, for a long time the first
choice for the treatment of systemic aspergillosis, is frequently
replaced with azole derivatives mainly because of its severe side
effects. Increasing resistance to azoles, however, reduces their suc-
cess and requires alternative therapies (47). Ideally, novel drugs
will specifically target important enzymes or virulence factors of
fungi without affecting their host.

The first evidence that HDACs play a decisive role as virulence
factors was already shown in 2001 for the class 1 enzyme and HosA
homolog HDCI1 of the plant-pathogenic fungus C. carbonum (48).
We were able to demonstrate that strains with HDCI deleted dis-
play significantly diminished pathogenicity on maize plants as a
result of the reduced expression of extracellular depolymerases,
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which are required for the degradation of plant cell walls during
infection (48). Subsequently, the impact of the corresponding en-
zyme in plant pathogenicity was confirmed in Magnaporthe oryzae
and recently also in Fusarium fujikuroi (49, 50). Moreover, suscep-
tibility testing of Candida and Aspergillus isolates has demon-
strated that specific inhibition of HosA-type enzymes increased
the sensitivity to azole derivatives of about 60% of the clinical
isolates investigated (51).

In contrast to the deletion of RpdA, however, hosA null mu-
tants are viable and even hosA/hdaA and hosB/hdaA double mu-
tants of A. nidulans displayed no growth retardation comparable
to that of RpdA-depleted strains (e.g., see references 26 and 31).
The lethality of RpdA null mutants is raising the question of which
RpdA targets are affected and responsible for this striking pheno-
type. In addition to their role as chromatin modifiers, classical
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FIG 8 (A) HDAC activities of purified recombinant RpdA variants. 1gG
Sepharose-purified recombinant TAP-tagged RpdA variants were eluted by
cleavage with TEV protease, and 10-ul aliquots of the eluates were subjected to
SDS-PAGE, followed by silver staining of the proteins for qualit