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75014 Paris, and Unité de Biologie des Interactions Cellulaires, URA CNRS 1960,

Institut Pasteur, 75724 Paris Cedex 15,3 France

Received 7 April 2000/Accepted 28 September 2000

All retrovirus glycoproteins have a cytoplasmic domain that plays several roles in virus replication. We have
determined whether and how the cytoplasmic domains of oncoretrovirus glycoproteins modulate their intra-
cellular trafficking, by using chimeric proteins that combined the a-chain of the interleukin-2 receptor with the
glycoprotein cytoplasmic domains of five oncoretroviruses: human T-cell leukemia virus type 1 (HTLV-1), Rous
sarcoma virus (RSV), bovine leukemia virus (BLV), murine leukemia virus (MuLV), and Mason-Pfizer monkey
virus (MPMV). All of these proteins were synthesized and matured in the same way as a control protein with
no retrovirus cytoplasmic domain. However, the amounts of all chimeric proteins at the cell surface were small-
er than that of the control protein. The protein appearing at and leaving the cell surface and endocytosis were
measured in stable transfectants expressing the chimera. We identified two groups of proteins which followed
distinct intracellular pathways. Group 1 included chimeric proteins that reached the cell surface normally but
were rapidly endocytosed afterwards. This group included the chimeric proteins with HTLV-1, RSV, and BLV
cytoplasmic domains. Group 2 included chimeric proteins that were not detected at the cell surface, despite
normal intracellular concentrations, and were accumulated in the Golgi complex. This group included the
chimeric proteins with MuLV and MPMV cytoplasmic domains. Finally, we verified that the MuLV envelope
glycoproteins behaved in the same way as the corresponding chimeras. These results indicate that retroviruses
have evolved two distinct mechanisms to ensure a similar biological feature: low concentrations of their glyco-
proteins at the cell surface.

Retrovirus envelope glycoproteins are heterodimers consist-
ing of surface and transmembrane (TM) subunits. All retrovi-
rus TM subunits have an intracellular cytoplasmic domain that
is generally less than 50 amino acids long, but it is 150 amino
acids long in lentiviruses. A number of functions have been
assigned to the cytoplasmic domains of retrovirus glycopro-
teins. They modulate the cell-to-cell fusion ability of glycopro-
teins (4, 19, 21, 28, 31, 32, 43, 47) and the incorporation of
envelope glycoproteins into viral particles, at least for lentivi-
ruses such as the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) (9, 40,
44). The glycoprotein cytoplasmic domains of the Moloney
murine leukemia virus (Mo-MuLV) and the human T-cell leu-
kemia virus type 1 (HTLV-1) are also involved in steps follow-
ing incorporation and are required for infectivity (7, 14).

The cytoplasmic domains of cell membrane proteins contain
sorting signals that specify their intracellular trafficking and
allow the transport of newly synthesized proteins to a variety of
destinations on the cell surface and inside the cell (reviewed in
reference 13). There are also reasons to believe that retroviral
glycoproteins are no exception to this rule. Retrovirus enve-
lope glycoproteins are addressed only to the basolateral mem-
brane in polarized epithelial cells (2, 6, 15–17), a property
assigned to their cytoplasmic domains. The glycoprotein cyto-
plasmic domains of lentiviruses also interact with adaptor pro-
teins of clathrin-coated vesicles (3, 24) and harbor motifs that

drive sorting of the glycoproteins to the endocytic pathway (34,
35). This probably explains the augmented fusion phenotype
produced by deletions of cytoplasmic domains, a consequence
of increased protein at the cell surface due to reduced endo-
cytosis of the truncated glycoproteins. However, little is known
about the intracellular routing determined by the glycoprotein
cytoplasmic domains in retroviruses that do not belong to the
Lentivirus genus.

We have generated chimeric proteins composed of the cy-
toplasmic domains of several oncovirus glycoproteins and the
a-chain of the interleukin-2 (IL-2) receptor and used them to
determine whether and how the cytoplasmic domain of onco-
virus glycoproteins modulates their intracellular trafficking.
The cytoplasmic domains were those of HTLV-1, Rous sar-
coma virus (RSV), bovine leukemia virus (BLV), Mo-MuLV,
and Mason-Pfizer monkey virus (MPMV). We find that all
these domains reduced the amount of the chimera at the cell
surface. They did so through one of two systems: one involved
endocytosis of protein at the cell surface (HTLV-1, RSV, and
BLV), and the other involved intracellular retention (Mo-
MuLV and MPMV). The MuLV envelope glycoproteins had
the same Golgi intracellular localization as the corresponding
chimeric proteins. These results suggest that the cytoplasmic
domains of retroviral envelope glycoproteins contain sufficient
information to limit their amount at the cell surface.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Cells, MAbs, and reagents. HeLa cells were grown in Dulbecco’s modified
Eagle medium (DMEM) supplemented with 10% decomplemented fetal calf
serum (FCS) and 2 mM L-glutamine (complete medium). Stably transfected
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HeLa cells were grown in the same medium supplemented with 200 mg of
hygromycin per ml (Calbiochem, La Jolla, Calif.).

The 2A3A1H and 7G7B6 monoclonal antibodies (MAbs) are directed against
the a-chain of the IL-2 receptor (CD25). The H48 MAb raised against the
MuLV SU glycoproteins was a gift from M. Sitbon (IGM, Montpellier, France).
The anti-Rab6 antibody was from a rabbit polyclonal antiserum (gift of B. Goud,
Institut Curie, Paris, France). The transferrin receptor (TFR) was revealed by
using a human transferrin-cyanine 3 conjugate.

Plasmids. The TX-O plasmid is a mammalian expression vector containing the
complete cDNA of the a-chain of the IL-2 receptor (CD25) modified at the 39
end of the CD25 cDNA to create a HindIII-XbaI cloning cassette. The CD25-
TFR construct is a TX-O derivative, which encodes the CD25 sequence with a
C-terminal insertion of the endocytic motif of the TFR, YTRF (37).

The CD25-HTLV and CD25-BLV constructs were obtained by PCR amplifi-
cation with the CMV-ENV plasmid (8) or the pSG-env-BLV plasmid (gift from
A. Burny, Faculté d’Agronomie, Gembloux, Belgium) to generate a HindIII-
XbaI insert encoding the cytoplasmic domains of the HTLV-1 or BLV envelope
glycoproteins, respectively. These PCR fragments were then inserted into the
TX-O vector, previously cut with HindIII and XbaI. The other three CD25 con-
structs (CD25-RSV, CD25-MuLV, and CD25-MPMV) were obtained by sub-
cloning synthetic oligonucleotides encoding the different retrovirus glycoprotein
cytoplasmic domains (Life Technologies, Cergy Pontoise, France; Genaxis Bio-
technology, Montigneux le Bretonneux, France) into the HindIII-XbaI cloning
cassette of the TX-O plasmid. All constructs were verified by automatic sequenc-
ing. The amino acid sequences of the resulting chimeric proteins are shown in
Fig. 1A.

The pCEL/F Friend MuLV envelope glycoprotein expressor was a gift from
M. Sitbon (IGM).

Cell transfections. Stable transfectants were generated after transfection of
3.105 HeLa cells per well of six-well plates with 2.7 mg of the CD25 construct of
interest and 0.3 mg of pHyg plasmid expressing the hygromycin resistance gene
(provided by T. Issad, ICGM, Paris, France), by the calcium phosphate method.
Forty-eight hours posttransfection, the cells were split into 10 plates. Selection
was applied 24 h later by supplementing the complete medium with hygromycin
(200 mg/ml). Hygromycin-resistant clones were then assayed for chimeric pro-
tein expression with an indirect immunofluorescence assay with the anti-CD25
7G7B6 MAb (ascitic fluid [1/500]) and a cyanine 3-coupled goat anti-mouse
immunoglobulin (Ig) (Jackson Immunoresearch Laboratories, Inc. [1/300]).

Transient transfections were performed by the calcium phosphate procedure.
For flow cytometry analysis, 7 3 105 HeLa cells plated in 10-mm-diameter dishes
were cotransfected with 2.5 or 8 mg of the plasmids of interest and 2 mg of
pEGFP1 vector (provided by M. Alizon, ICGM), which allowed the detection of
transfected cells by the synthesis of green fluorescent protein (GFP). The total
quantity of DNA was normalized to 10 mg by adding empty vector. For immu-

noprecipitation assays, 3 3 105 HeLa cells plated per well of six-well plates were
transfected with 3 mg of plasmid DNA. For immunofluorescence assays, 2 3 104

cells plated per well of 24-well plates were transfected with 300 ng of plasmid.
The total quantity of DNA was normalized to 1 mg by adding empty vector.

Flow cytometry. Cells were collected 18 h after transfection by incubation with
PBS containing 5 mM EDTA (37°C for 10 min), pelleted, and suspended in
ice-cold PBS. They were then incubated for 1 h with the anti-CD25 2A3A1H
MAb (ascitic fluid [1/2,000]) in 100 ml of PBS at 4°C, washed twice with PBS, and
stained with phycoerythrin-conjugated goat anti-mouse Ig (Caltag, South San
Francisco, Calif.) for 1 h at 4°C. The cells were washed again and fixed in PBS
containing 2% formaldehyde (FAD) and analyzed by flow cytometry. GFP-
negative cells were excluded from the analysis.

Endocytosis of chimeric proteins. Stably transfected cells (107) were collected
as described above, incubated with the anti-CD25 2A3A1H MAb (ascitic fluid
[1/2,000]) for 1 h on ice, and washed in chilled PBS. They were then warmed to
37°C for the indicated times, rapidly cooled to 4°C, and washed once. MAbs
bound to the cell surface were revealed by incubating cells with phycoerythrin-
coupled goat anti-mouse Ig for 1 h at 4°C. Cells were washed twice with chilled
PBS, fixed in PBS–2% FAD solution, and analyzed by flow cytometry. The
internalization rate was calculated as follows:

(mfit50) 2 (mfit)
(mfit50) 2 (mfineg.)

3 100

where mfit is the mean fluorescence intensity of cells harvested after incubation
for t min at 37°C and mfineg. is the background staining without primary antibody.

Immunoprecipitation. Thirty-six hours posttransfection, cells were washed and
incubated overnight with 200 mCi of Promix 35S protein-labeling mixture (Am-
ersham, Courtaboeuf, France) diluted in methionine- and cysteine-free DMEM
containing 10% dialyzed fetal calf serum, L-glutamine, and antibiotics. Radiola-
beled cells were lysed in 500 ml of MacDougal buffer (20 mM Tris-HCl [pH 8.0],
120 mM NaCl, 200 mM EGTA, 0.2 mM NaF, 0.2% sodium deoxycholate, 0.5%
Nonidet P-40) supplemented with a protease inhibitor cocktail (Complete;
Roche Diagnostic, France) and centrifuged at 20,000 3 g for 30 min. Radiola-
beled supernatants were collected and cleared by incubation for 2 h with anti-
actin rabbit serum immobilized on protein G-Sepharose beads. In parallel, for
immunoprecipitation of CD25 chimeric proteins, 100 ml of protein G-Sepharose
was washed twice with 1 ml of MacDougal buffer and incubated with 3 ml of the
anti-CD25 7G7B6 MAb (ascitic fluid) for 1 h on ice. Normal unlabeled HeLa cell
lysate (500 ml) was then added to the antibody for 2 h at 4°C. Finally, the
radiolabeled cleared supernatants were added, and the mixture was incubated
overnight at 4°C. The beads were washed 15 times with MacDougal buffer, and
the immune complexes were released from the beads by boiling the samples for
5 min in 40 ml of 13 sample buffer (125 mM Tris-HCl [pH 6.8], 2% sodium

FIG. 1. Chimeric proteins used in this study and their immunoprecipitation after transient transfection of HeLa cells. (A) All chimeric proteins were obtained by
inserting the corresponding glycoprotein cytoplasmic domain at the C terminus of the IL-2 receptor a-chain (CD25) (boldface letters). The CD25-TFR chimeric protein
consists of the insertion of the endocytic motif of the TFR into the CD25 cytosolic tail. The chimeric proteins are named CD25-retrovirus. TM, transmembrane domain;
IC, intracytoplasmic domain. (B) Immunoprecipitation of chimeric proteins after transient transfection of HeLa cells. Cells were radiolabeled 48 h after transfection
and lysed. Lanes: 1, CD25; 2, CD25-TFR; 3, CD25-HTLV; 4, CD25-RSV; 5, CD25-BLV; 6, CD25-MuLV; 7, CD25-MPMV; 8, negative control vector (pcDNA3).
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dodecyl sulfate [SDS], 9% glycerol, 0.7 M b-mercaptoethanol, 0.005% bromo-
phenol blue). Radiolabeled proteins were separated by SDS–10% polyacryl-
amide gel electrophoresis.

Cell surface appearance of chimeric proteins. The presence of the chimeric
proteins was monitored by giving a radioactive pulse followed by a chase and
biotinylation of the cell surface proteins followed by precipitation with strepta-
vidin-agarose beads (surface fraction). The total cell content of chimeric proteins
was measured in parallel by immunoprecipitation (total fraction). Briefly, con-
fluent cells grown in six-well plates were rinsed twice with PBS and incubated for
1 h in methionine- and cysteine-free DMEM containing 10% dialyzed FCS. They
were then incubated for 15 min with 200 mCi of Promix 35S protein-labeling
mixture in 1 ml of incubation medium, followed by a chase in complete medium
for 0, 30, 120, 240, or 360 min. The cells were chilled on ice, washed twice with
ice-cold PBS (pH 8.0) containing 0.7 mM CaCl2 and 0.25 mM MgSO4 (PBS11),
and incubated with 1 ml of sulfo-NHS-LC-LC-biotin (Pierce) solution (0.5 mg/ml
in PBS11) for 30 min on ice. Biotinylation was stopped by adding 100 ml of
PBS11 and 1 M glycine, followed by incubation for 5 min on ice. Cells were
washed with PBS–0.1 M glycine (pH 7.4) and lysed with 500 ml of MacDougal
buffer containing a protease inhibitor cocktail and 0.1 M glycine (MacDougal/
glycine buffer). The lysates were immunoprecipitated overnight as described
above with the anti-CD25 7G7B6 MAb. The immune complexes were released
from the beads by boiling the samples for 5 min in 100 ml of SDS buffer (20 mM
Tris-HCl [pH 8.0], 100 mM NaCl, 2% SDS). Aliquots (20 ml) of supernatant
were diluted in 23 sample buffer and frozen at 80°C. This represented the “total”
chimeric protein fraction. The other 80 ml was placed in 1 ml of MacDougal/
glycine buffer containing 40 ml of streptavidin-Sepharose beads (Pierce) and
incubated overnight at 4°C. The beads were then washed five times in MacDou-
gal/glycine buffer, and the biotinylated proteins were eluted from the streptavi-
din-Sepharose beads by boiling the sample for 5 min in 40 ml of 13 sample
buffer. This represented the “surface” chimeric protein fraction. Radiolabeled
proteins were separated by SDS–12% polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis.

Immunofluorescence. Cells grown on glass coverslips (Polylabo, Strasbourg,
France) were fixed in PBS–4% paraformaldehyde for 15 min at room tempera-
ture, quenched for 15 min in PBS–0.1 M glycine, and permeabilized for 40 min
with PBS containing 0.05% saponin and 0.2% bovine serum albumin. They were
then incubated for 1 h with the first antibody (anti-CD25 7G7B6 MAb, ascitic
fluid 1⁄500) diluted in the permeabilizing buffer, washed, and incubated for 1 h
with cyanine 3-coupled goat anti-mouse Ig (Jackson Immunoresearch Labora-
tories, Inc. [1/300 in permeabilizing buffer]). The cells were mounted in a solu-
tion containing 100 mg of mowiol per ml (Calbiochem), 30% (wt/vol) glycerol,
and 100 mM Tris-HCl (pH 8.5) and examined under a confocal microscope
(model MRC-1024; Bio-Rad).

Colocalization experiments were performed with the same protocol. Cells
were incubated with rabbit polyclonal anti-Rab6 antibodies (1/200) and the
anti-CD25 7G7B6 MAb or the anti-MuLV SU H48 MAb and then with cyanine
3-coupled goat anti-rabbit Ig (Jackson Immunoresearch Laboratories, Inc.
[1/300]) and fluorescein isothiocyanate (FITC)-coupled goat anti-mouse Ig
(Jackson Immunoresearch Laboratories, Inc. [1/300]). The endocytosis pathway
was revealed by incubating cells in serum-free medium for 30 min and then with
transferrin-cyanine 3 conjugate (100 nM) for 20 min. Cells were then fixed and
treated as described above to reveal CD25 chimeric proteins.

RESULTS

Influence of the cytoplasmic domains of oncovirus envelope
glycoproteins on the amounts of chimeric proteins at the cell
surface. We compared the properties of the cytoplasmic do-
mains of several oncoviral envelope glycoproteins by using five
constructs expressing chimeric proteins. The chimeric proteins
were the full-length sequences of the cytoplasmic domains of
HTLV-1, RSV, BLV, MuLV, or MPMV glycoproteins inserted
at the carboxy terminus of the IL-2 receptor a-chain (CD25).
The resulting constructs were named CD25-HTLV, CD25-
RSV, CD25-BLV, CD25-MuLV, and CD25-MPMV (Fig. 1A).

The cell contents of all chimeric proteins were similar to that
of the wild-type CD25, and they underwent normal maturation
in transiently transfected HeLa cells (Fig. 1B, lanes 3 to 7). The
mature glycosylated form of the IL-2 receptor a-chain mi-
grated at 55 kDa, whereas the immature forms migrated at
around 30 kDa (41). The differences in the migration of the
immature forms of the chimera were due to the different
lengths of the engrafted cytoplasmic domains.

The profiles of the various chimeric proteins at the cell
surface were obtained by transient transfection of HeLa cells
followed by flow cytometry analysis (Fig. 2). There was con-
siderable CD25 wild-type protein at the cell surface, even when

small amounts of DNA were transfected (2.5 mg) (Fig. 2A). In
contrast, cells transfected under the same conditions with
DNA encoding the CD25 chimeric proteins had less protein at
the cell surface, whatever the sequence of the engrafted virus
cytoplasmic domain (Fig. 2A). This effect was most drastic for
the CD25-BLV, CD25-MuLV, and CD25-MPMV chimeras.

FIG. 2. Chimeric proteins at the cell surface after transient transfection of
HeLa cells. HeLa cells were cotransfected with vectors expressing GFP and 2.5
mg (A) or 8 mg (B) of vector expressing the chimeric proteins. Chimeric proteins
at the cell surface were measured 18 h posttransfection by flow cytometry on
GFP-positive cells. One representative experiment out of at least three per-
formed is shown. Black line profiles represent the background reactivity of the
anti-CD25 MAb to HeLa cells transfected with a negative control vector
(pcDNA3). Bold line profiles represent chimeric proteins, and broken line pro-
files represent CD25 wild-type antigen, at the cell surface, both detected with the
anti-CD25 2A3A1H MAb.
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We then tested whether increasing the amount of trans-
fected DNA to 8 mg could compensate for the small amounts
of chimeric proteins at the cell surface (Fig. 2B). There was
almost as much of the CD25-HTLV and CD25-RSV chimeras
at the cell surface as with the CD25 wild-type protein under
these conditions (Fig. 2B). This effect was similar to that ob-
served with the CD25-TFR reference chimeric protein (Fig.
2B), which contained the endocytic motif responsible for the
down-regulation of the TFR (37). In contrast, the amounts of
CD25-BLV, CD25-MuLV, and CD25-MPMV chimeras at the
cell surface were less influenced when larger amounts of DNA
were transfected (Fig. 2B). This was not due to poor intracel-
lular protein production, because the synthesis of these chi-
meric proteins was comparable to that of the other proteins
(Fig. 1B [compare lanes 5 to 7 to the other lanes]).

We showed that the 10-amino-acid spacing of the retroviral
tails away from the membrane in CD25 chimeric proteins had
no effect, by using CD8 chimeric proteins containing the HTLV-
1 or MuLV cytoplasmic domains engrafted at the carboxy ter-
minus of the CD8 protein, with no additional amino acid.
Again, the amounts of the chimeric proteins at the cell surface
level were smaller than those of the wild type (data not shown).

Thus, the cytoplasmic domains of HTLV-1, RSV, BLV,
MuLV, and MPMV envelope proteins reduced the amounts
of CD25 chimeric proteins at the cell surface. This reduction
could be completely (HTLV and RSV) or partially (BLV,
MuLV, and MPMV) offset by overproduction of the chi-
meric proteins, suggesting that the mechanisms involved in
this down-regulation are saturable.

Influence of the cytoplasmic domain of the chimeric pro-
teins on their appearance and stability at the cell surface. We
further examined the way in which the cytoplasmic domains
modulated the amounts of chimeric proteins at the cell surface
by using cell lines stably expressing each of the chimeras or the
CD25 wild-type construct. This was done to avoid overproduc-
tion of the proteins, which could disturb protein trafficking in
saturable pathways (18). We then determined whether the
various cytoplasmic domains modified the kinetics of appear-
ance of the chimeric proteins at the cell surface (Fig. 3).

The CD25 wild-type protein was first synthesized as a 30-
kDa polypeptide, which was then glycosylated at two potential
glycosylation sites, giving a final 55-kDa product (Fig. 3A [to-
tal]) (41). This process was completed in 2 to 4 h, as for all
chimeric proteins (Fig. 3B, C, D, E, and F [total]).

FIG. 3. Kinetics of chimeric protein maturation and appearance at the cell surface in stably transfected HeLa cells. Stably transfected HeLa cells were radiolabeled
with a 15-min pulse, followed by a chase for different times. Cell surface proteins were biotinylated, and then cells were lysed, and proteins were immunoprecipitated
with the 7G7B6 MAb. “Total” indicates immunoprecipitation of chimeric proteins in whole-cell lysates. “Cell surface” indicates streptavidin precipitation of 7G7B6-
immunoprecipitated proteins. (A) CD25-expressing clone. (B) CD25-HTLV-expressing clone. (C) CD25-RSV-expressing clone. (D) CD25-BLV-expressing clone. (E)
CD25-MuLV-expressing clone. (F) CD25-MPMV-expressing clone. The experiments were performed for at least two independent clones in each case with similar results.
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Thirty minutes was sufficient for the CD25 molecule to reach
the cell surface, where it accumulated for the next 6 h (Fig. 3A
[cell surface]). The CD25-HTLV, CD25-RSV, and CD25-BLV
chimeric proteins reached the cell surface with kinetics similar
to that of CD25, also appearing at the cell surface after 30 min
(Fig. 3 B, C, and D [cell surface]). However, they did not
accumulate afterwards. The highest concentration of the
CD25-HTLV proteins at the cell surface was at 2 h, and the
concentration then decreased (Fig. 3B [cell surface]). The chi-
meric protein CD25-RSV did not accumulate after 30 min but
quickly decreased (Fig. 3C [cell surface]). The CD25-BLV
chimeric protein was accumulated a little later than the previ-
ous ones (until 4 h after the pulse) and then rapidly decreased
(Fig. 3D [cell surface]).

In contrast, the CD25-MuLV and CD25-MPMV chimeric
proteins were not detected at the cell surface (Fig. 3E and F
[cell surface]), despite their correct intracellular maturation
(Fig. 3E and F [total]). There was also accelerated intracellular
degradation of the mature CD25-MPMV chimeric protein
(Fig. 3E [total]).

Thus, there were three profiles: (i) the CD25 profile, with
proteins efficiently transported to and accumulated at the cell
surface; (ii) the CD25-HTLV, CD25-RSV, and CD25-BLV
profiles, with proteins efficiently transported to the cell surface,
but which did not accumulate there; and (iii) the CD25-MuLV
and CD25-MPMV profile, in which the mature proteins re-
mained in the cell and were not detected at the cell surface.

Influence of the cytoplasmic domains of HTLV, RSV, and
BLV envelope glycoproteins on internalization of the chimeric
proteins. The phenotype of CD25-HTLV, CD25-RSV, and
CD25-BLV chimeric proteins was examined by determining
whether they were internalized once they had reached the cell
surface. The endocytosis of these proteins was measured and
compared to that of the CD25 or CD25-TFR chimera, with an
anti-CD25 MAb as a ligand.

The CD25 wild-type protein was not internalized, whereas
the CD25-TFR control chimeric protein, which contained a
functional endocytic signal, was rapidly internalized (Fig. 4A).
The CD25-HTLV, CD25-RSV, and CD25-BLV chimeric pro-
teins were internalized (Fig. 4B, C, and D, respectively). The
CD25-HTLV and CD25-BLV chimeras were internalized to a
slightly greater extent than the CD25-RSV chimeric protein,
with 70% of the bound ligand being internalized after 30 min
for CD25-HTLV and CD25-BLV, compared to 50% for CD25-
RSV.

The disappearance of the CD25-HTLV, CD25-RSV, and
CD25-BLV chimeric proteins from the cell surface (Fig. 3)
could thus be due to their rapid internalization, probably fol-
lowed by degradation of a fraction of the proteins.

Targeting of the chimeric proteins to the TFR endocytosis
pathway by the cytoplasmic domains of HTLV, RSV, and BLV
envelope glycoproteins. We first analyzed the intracellular dis-
tribution of the CD25-HTLV, CD25-RSV, and CD25-BLV
chimeric proteins in stably transfected HeLa cell lines at steady
state. The intracellular distribution of the retrovirus chimera
differed from that of the two control proteins, CD25 and CD25-
TFR. The CD25-HTLV, CD25-RSV, and CD25-BLV chimeric
proteins were found in a perinuclear area and in peripheral
dots (Fig. 5 [CD25-HTLV, CD25-RSV, and CD25-BLV pan-
els]). These observations were similar in all of the clones test-
ed. The CD25 control protein was detected mainly at the cell
surface (Fig. 5 [CD25 panel]), whereas the CD25-TFR control
protein was present in intracellular vesicles with a typical early
and recycling endosome staining (Fig. 5 [TFR panel]).

Colocalization experiments used markers of different cellu-
lar compartments, including Rab6 GTPase (medial and trans-
Golgi) and transferrin (early and recycling endosomes). The
CD25 protein did not colocalize with any of these intracellular
markers at steady state, and the CD25-TFR protein partly
colocalized with transferrin (Fig. 5 [CD25-TFR panel] and

FIG. 4. Endocytosis of chimeric proteins at the cell surface. Values are percentage of anti-CD25 MAb internalized compared to MAb bound at time 0. Each curve
represents the mean of three independent experiments performed in two distinct stable clones. Error bars show the standard deviation. At time 0 min, the medium
fluorescence intensities were 4.93 6 1.88, 0.83 6 0.14, 0.73 6 0.19, 1.18 6 0.95, and 0.33 6 0.10 for the CD25-, CD25-TFR (A)-, CD25-HTLV (B)-, CD25-RSV (C)-,
and CD25-BLV (D)-expressing clones, respectively (mean between medium fluorescence intensity obtained at time 0 min in endocytosis experiments after deduction
of the background value 6 standard error).
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FIG. 5. Colocalization of CD25-HTLV, CD25-RSV, and CD25-BLV chimeric proteins with transferrin, as observed by confocal microscopy. Stably transfected
HeLa cells were incubated with cyanine 3-coupled transferrin prior to fixation and permeabilization. CD25 chimeric proteins were detected by using the 7G7B6 MAb.
One representative experiment of at least three performed is shown.

11739



FIG. 6. (A) Colocalization of CD25-MuLV and CD25-MPMV chimeric proteins with the Rab6 Golgi marker, as observed by confocal microscopy. Stably
transfected HeLa cells were fixed and permeabilized. The Golgi complex was revealed with an anti-Rab6 rabbit polyclonal antiserum, and the CD25 chimeric proteins
were revealed with the 7G7B6 MAb. One representative experiment of at least three performed is shown. (B) Intracellular distribution of MuLV envelope
glycoproteins. HeLa cells were transiently transfected with the pCEL/F MuLV envelope protein expression vector (300 ng). Forty-eight hours posttransfection, cells
were fixed and permeabilized. The Golgi complex was revealed with an anti-Rab6 rabbit polyclonal antiserum, and the MuLV envelope proteins were revealed with
the H48 MAb.
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data not shown). The CD25-HTLV, CD25-RSV, and CD25-
BLV chimeric proteins also partly colocalized with the trans-
ferrin marker (Fig. 5 [CD25-HTLV, CD25-RSV, and CD25-
BLV panels, respectively]). Thus, the cytoplasmic domains of
HTLV, RSV, and BLV envelope proteins can target a chimeric
protein to the endocytic pathway.

Localization of CD25-MuLV and CD25-MPMV chimeric pro-
teins in the Golgi apparatus at steady state. We investigated
the intracellular distribution of the CD25-MuLV and the
CD25-MPMV chimeric proteins in stably transfected HeLa
cells at steady state. The CD25-MuLV and CD25-MPMV chi-
meric proteins were restricted to a perinuclear region (Fig. 6A
[CD25-MuLV and CD25-MPMV panels]). These proteins were
present in neither the sorting endosomes, revealed by the
transferrin marker, nor the trans-Golgi network, revealed by
the furin convertase marker (data not shown). However, there
was a significant colocalization with the Rab6 marker, indicat-
ing large amounts of the chimeric proteins in the Golgi appa-
ratus (Fig. 6A). These results suggest that these proteins can
accumulate in the Golgi and that exit from the Golgi apparatus
could be a limiting step in the intracellular transport of the
CD25-MuLV and CD25-MPMV chimeric proteins.

Similar intracellular distribution of MuLV envelope glyco-
proteins and the corresponding CD25-MuLV chimeric pro-
tein. We checked the retention of CD25-MuLV and MPMV
chimeras by examining the intracellular distribution of the
complete MuLV envelope glycoproteins in transiently trans-
fected HeLa cells (Fig. 6B). As for the CD25-MuLV chimeric
proteins, MuLV envelope proteins were restricted to a perinu-
clear compartment, where they mainly colocalized with the
Rab6 Golgi marker (Fig. 6B). Thus, the MuLV envelope pro-
teins were mainly in the Golgi complex at steady state, as was
the corresponding CD25-MuLV chimeric protein.

DISCUSSION

We investigated the effects of the glycoprotein cytoplasmic
domains from five retroviruses, HTLV-1, RSV, BLV, MuLV,
and MPMV, on the intracellular trafficking and appearance at
the cell surface of chimeric proteins. The cytoplasmic domains
were grafted onto the a-chain of the IL-2 receptor (CD25), so
that we could examine the intrinsic properties of each of these
domains and compare them in a common context.

All of the oncoviral cytoplasmic domains tested reduced the
amounts of chimeric proteins at the cell surface, compared to
the wild-type CD25 protein. This reduction did not result from
reduced intracellular contents of the chimeric proteins com-
pared to the wild-type protein, because the amounts of pro-
teins inside the transfected cells were comparable. Adding the
cytoplasmic domains of MuLV and HTLV-1 to the C terminus
of the external and TM domains of the CD8 resulted in a
similar reduction in proteins at the cell surface. This showed
that the 10 amino acids of CD25 separating the retrovirus
cytoplasmic domains from the plasma membrane play no role
in the phenotype, because the CD8 chimeras had no additional
amino acids. Earlier studies also showed that the behavior of
such CD25 chimeric proteins in the cell is strictly dependent
upon the presence of specific grafted motifs (18, 20, 24, 37).
Thus, engrafting any amino acid sequence is not sufficient to
reduce the amount of CD25 chimeric protein at the cell sur-
face.

The reduced amount of proteins at the cell surface was due
to one of two intracellular pathways. The first pathway was
addressed by the cytoplasmic domains of HTLV-1, RSV, and
BLV glycoproteins, which permitted the chimeric proteins to
reach the cell surface, followed by their rapid endocytosis. This

was confirmed by three sets of data, including the kinetics with
which they appeared at the cell surface and decreased there-
after, their rate of endocytosis, and colocalization with trans-
ferrin, a marker of the endosomal recycling compartment.

Our results corroborate a recent study showing that the RSV
glycoprotein cytoplasmic domain may provide it with an inter-
nalization phenotype (23). Results obtained for HTLV-1 also
substantiate our previous data showing the in vitro interaction
of the glycoprotein cytoplasmic domain with the adaptor com-
plex, which recruits integral membrane proteins to clathrin-
coated pits (3). Lentivirus envelope glycoproteins also undergo
rapid constitutive endocytosis (34, 35), which is blocked by the
presence of Gag proteins for HIV-1 (10). Taken together,
these results demonstrate that many retrovirus glycoproteins
tend to be eliminated from the cell surface by endocytosis.

The cytoplasmic domains of MuLV and MPMV resulted in
a second phenotype. They could prevent the chimeric proteins
from reaching the cell surface, by greatly restricting their trans-
port out of the Golgi apparatus. The chimeric proteins were
not detected at the plasma membrane in stable transfectants by
flow cytometric analysis or by biotinylation of cell surface pro-
teins, and much of the chimeric proteins colocalized with the
Rab6 Golgi marker. Moreover, the kinetics of intracellular
maturation of both chimeric proteins were similar to that of
the CD25 protein, which indicated that the MuLV and MPMV
cytoplasmic domains did not influence their transport from the
endoplasmic reticulum to the Golgi complex. Thus, the Golgi
retention appears to be different from the “quality control”
occurring in the endoplasmic reticulum (12).

We also examined the intracellular distribution of the
MuLV envelope proteins to confirm the biological significance
of the retention. These glycoproteins were not detected at the
cell surface at steady state but were in a perinuclear compart-
ment and mainly colocalized with the Rab6 Golgi complex
marker. Thus, the MuLV envelope glycoproteins behaved
like the corresponding chimera. These results suggest that the
MuLV and MPMV retrovirus have evolved a common reten-
tion mechanism to limit the amounts of their envelope proteins
at the cell surface.

At least two models have been proposed for Golgi retention
of resident enzymes such as glycosyltransferases. According to
one, the length of the transmembrane domain would result in
their segregation in the Golgi complex and their inefficient
sorting from this compartment. The other model proposes that
the hetero-oligomerization of these Golgi resident enzymes
results in hetero-oligomers too large to be incorporated into
transport vesicles (22). The mechanism by which CD25-MuLV
and CD25-MPMV chimeric proteins are retained in the Golgi
is probably different, because the TM domain of CD25 does
not allow retention and because the retention we observed
depends upon the grafted cytoplasmic domain. Other virus
spike proteins also have Golgi retention signals residing in
their cytosolic tail (1). This domain might interact with Golgi
resident proteins (36) or contain a retrieval signal for keeping
proteins in the Golgi. Alternatively, the exit from the Golgi
could be a very limiting step for proteins addressed from the
Golgi to specific compartments, such as the mannose 6-phos-
phate receptors or lysosomal membrane proteins (33).

Cytoplasmic domains of MuLV and MPMV glycoproteins
possess similarities: an R peptide that is cleaved in the virus
particle by the viral protease (5, 11) and 10 conserved amino
acids (43). These elements could be essential for the trafficking
of the envelope glycoproteins. Moreover, deletion of the R
peptide is always correlated with increased cell fusion (4),
which might be due to the missorting of truncated glycopro-
teins to the cell surface (31, 43).
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Our results may appear surprising, because envelope glyco-
proteins need to be present at the cell surface, where these
retroviruses bud. We cannot exclude that a very small, unde-
tectable amount of proteins may have passed to the cell surface
and was later internalized (45). However, CD25-MuLV and
CD25-MPMV proteins were commonly detected at the cell
surface in transient transfection experiments when proteins
were overproduced in the cell. This suggests that the cellular
pool of components involved in the retention of CD25-MuLV
and CD25-MPMV chimeric proteins in the Golgi can be sat-
urated, allowing their relocalization to the plasma membrane.
Such an accumulation of proteins at the cell surface due to
overproduction has been described for other TM proteins (18).
Studies showing MuLV or MPMV glycoproteins at the cell
surface could be interpreted in the same way. They were all
performed with transient transfections or infections with re-
combinant vaccinia viruses (4, 30, 42, 43), which allowed over-
production of proteins in the cells. Thus, the proteins detected
at the cell surface could result from saturation of the intracel-
lular trafficking.

The propensity of the MuLV or MPMV glycoproteins to
remain intracellular during the virus cycle may be overcome
during the late steps of virus replication, when virus particles
are produced, in two ways. First, infected cells could produce
or accumulate large amounts of the glycoproteins, thus over-
coming their intracellular retention, letting them reach the cell
surface. Second, Gag proteins, which were absent from our
assays, could help MuLV and MPMV glycoproteins to reach
the cell surface. It will be interesting to determine whether
homologous Gag proteins can influence the egress of glyco-
proteins from the intracellular compartment, where they tend
to be retained.

All of the retrovirus cytoplasmic domains tested in this study
were able to direct glycoproteins to intracellular compartments
and reduce the amounts of glycoproteins at the cell surface.
The transit of retrovirus glycoproteins into intracellular com-
partments could be required for interactions between the cy-
tosolic Gag and membrane spike components required for
virus assembly, as in several other families of viruses (29, 39).
This would generalize the findings in polarized epithelial cells,
where the site of retrovirus particle budding is determined by
the basolateral addressing of the glycoproteins, suggesting that
intracellular interactions precede the interactions of the viral
components at the cell membrane and the egress of the virus.

It is also important for retroviruses in particular, and prob-
ably for viruses in general (25–27, 38, 39, 46), to minimize the
amounts of envelope glycoproteins at the cell surface. Viral
envelope proteins are naturally exposed at the surface of in-
fected cells and constitute a major target of the immune re-
sponse. Endocytosis can be viewed as a way of eliminating virus
glycoproteins not incorporated into virions during budding.
This would both limit cytopathogenic effects due to fusion
effects in vivo and avoid the elimination of infected cells, which
is essential for the survival of viruses causing chronic infection.
The intracellular retention produced by MuLV and MPMV
cytoplasmic domains can also be understood by this logic as a
way of minimizing the amount of glycoproteins at the cell
surface.

Thus, either of two pathways can reduce the amount of
oncovirus glycoproteins at the cell surface. It will be important
to define the protein motifs involved in these processes and to
determine whether other virus components influence these
phenomena.
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