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ability to deregulate transcription and proliferation.

mechanisms of leukemogenesis.
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(Bacl(ground: The oncoprotein NUP98-HOXAY9 deregulates transcription and induces cell proliferation leading to acute
Results: The transcription factor amino-terminal enhancer of split (AES) interacts with NUP98-HOXA9 and augments its

Conclusion: The data indicate a role for AES in the induction of AML by NUP98-HOXA9.
Significance: Understanding the interactions between oncoproteins and transcription factors is important for elucidating the

J

NUP98-HOXAJ is the prototype of NUP98 fusion oncopro-
teins that cause acute myeloid leukemia. It consists of an N-ter-
minal FG-rich portion of the nucleoporin NUP98 fused to the
homeodomain region of the homeobox protein HOXA9, and
acts as an aberrant transcription factor. To identify interacting
partners of NUP98-HOXA9, we used a cytoplasmic yeast two-
hybrid assay to avoid the nonspecific trans-activation that
would occur with the traditional yeast two-hybrid assay due to
the transactivating properties of NUP98-HOXA9. We identified
amino-terminal enhancer of split (AES), a transcriptional regu-
lator of the transducin-like enhancer/Groucho family as a novel
interaction partner of NUP98-HOXA9. The interaction was
confirmed by in vitro pulldown and co-immunoprecipitation
assays and was shown to require the FG repeat region of NUP98-
HOXA9. Immunofluorescence analysis showed that AES local-
izes primarily to the interior of the nucleus. AES also showed a
strong interaction with wild-type NUP98. AES augmented the
transcriptional activity of NUP98-HOXAY. In the presence of
NUP98-HOXAY, AES caused an increase in long-term prolifer-
ation of primary human CD34+ cells with a marked increase in
the numbers of primitive cells. These effects of AES were not
observed in the absence of NUP98-HOXA9. AES knockdown
diminished the transcriptional and proliferative effects of
NUP98-HOXA9. AES caused a shift away from the erythroid
lineage in cells expressing NUP98-HOXA9. These data establish
AES as an interacting partner of NUP98-HOXA9 and show that
it cooperates with NUP98-HOXA9 in transcriptional regulation
and cell transformation.

NUP98 belongs to a group of nucleoporins characterized by
multiple FG repeats that function in nucleocytoplasmic trans-
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port by interacting with import and export carriers (1). The FG
repeats of NUP98 are concentrated in its N-terminal half (1-3).
At least 27 chromosomal rearrangements affecting the NUP98
gene have been reported in hematopoietic malignancies, par-
ticularly acute myeloid leukemia (AML)? (4—-17). Interestingly,
in all NUP98 gene rearrangements, the N terminus containing
the FG repeats is retained in the oncogenic fusion protein. The
best characterized NUP98 fusion is NUP98-HOXA9. NUP98-
HOXA9 and several other NUP98 fusions have the ability to
induce cell proliferation and block differentiation in both
human and mouse hematopoietic precursors (18 —23). Limited
information is available regarding the protein interactions of
NUP98-HOXA9 and their role in leukemic transformation.
NUP98-HOXAO9 interacts with CREB-binding protein/p300,
HDAC, and CRM1, resulting in transcriptional activation, tran-
scriptional repression, and inhibition of nuclear export, respec-
tively (22, 24.-29).

In this study we sought to identify NUP98-HOXA9-interact-
ing proteins and determine their effects on the function of
NUP98-HOXAO9. Traditional yeast two-hybrid assays that rely
on intranuclear transcriptional activation are likely to deliver a
high number of false positives due to the transactivating prop-
erties of the FG repeat region of NUP98-HOXA9 (24, 30).
Therefore, the Cytotrap yeast two-hybrid method, which relies
on cytoplasmic interactions, was used instead. The transcrip-
tional regulator amino-terminal enhancer of split (AES) was
identified as a novel interaction partner of NUP98-HOXA9 by
this method. This interaction was found to enhance the ability
of NUP98-HOXAO to transform primary human hematopoi-
etic cells.

2 The abbreviations used are: AML, acute myeloid leukemia; CFC, colony-forming
cell; AES, amino-terminal enhancer of split; TLE, transducin-like enhancer of
split; HHEX, hematopoietically expressed homeobox; IMDM, Iscove’s modified
Dulbecco’s medium; SB, SOS-binding protein; DPBS, Dulbecco’s phosphate-
buffered saline; MTS, 3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-5-(3-carboxymethoxyphenyl)-
M2-(4-sulfophenyl)-2H-tetrazolium.
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EXPERIMENTAL PROCEDURES

K562 ¢cDNA Library and Plasmid Construction—Total RNA
was isolated from 32 X 10° K562 cells using the RNAaqueous
kit (Ambion) according to the manufacturer’s instructions.
Total RNA (350 ug) was obtained and poly(A) RNA was puri-
fied using the Poly(A) Purist kit (Ambion) according to the
manufacturer’s instructions. A total of 5 ug of poly(A) RNA was
recovered and a cDNA library was synthesized and cloned into
pMyr XR vector using the Cytotrap XR library construction kit
(Stratagene). The control plasmids for the two-hybrid assay
were provided with the kit. The bait plasmid pSOS-HA-
NUP98-HOXA9 was constructed by subcloning HA-tagged
NUP98-HOXA9 in-frame from pcDNA3-HA-NUP98-
HOXA9 (25). pGEX6P1-HA-NUP98-HOXA9 and pGEX6P1-
HA-HOXA9 were constructed by subcloning from
pcDNA3-HA-NUP98-HOXA9 and pcDNA3-HA-HOXA9
(25). pGEX6P1-AES, pcDNA3-FLAG-AES, and MSCV-IRES-
YFP-FLAG-AES were constructed by subcloning PCR-ampli-
fied AES cDNA from pMyr-AES. The construction of NUP98-
HOXA9 deletion mutants (28), pGL4.11-KBTBD10 (22), and
MSCV-IRES-GFP-HA-NUP98-HOXA9 (25) are described
elsewhere. The construction of full-length and deletion
mutants of NUP62 and NUP153 are described elsewhere (31).
All PCR products were verified by DNA sequencing.

Cytotrap Yeast Two-hybrid Analysis—Cytotrap yeast two-
hybrid analysis was performed according to the manufacturer’s
instructions. Briefly, the K562 cDNA library in pMyr vector and
pSOS-HA-NUP98-HOXA9 were co-transformed into cdc25H
yeast strain, plated into selective medium containing glucose as
the carbon source, and incubated at room temperature until the
colonies appeared. Colonies were replicated into selective
medium containing galactose as the carbon source and incu-
bated at 37 °C until the colonies appeared. Temperature-resis-
tant colonies were isolated, patched into fresh selective plates,
grown, and replica plated again to confirm the positive growth
and eliminate false positives. The patches were grown in liquid
medium to isolate pMyr plasmid DNA containing the positive
clones. The isolated plasmids were amplified in Escherichia coli
and purified DNA was sequenced using primers on both sides
of the cDNA insert regions. The cDNA inserts were identified
using the National Center for Biotechnology Information
BLAST application.

Recombinant Proteins—The recombinant proteins glutathi-
one S-transferase (GST), as well as GST-tagged HA-NUP98-
HOXA9,HOXA9, and AES were produced from the pGEX-6P1
vectorin E. coli BL21(DE3) bacteria and purified using glutathi-
one-Sepharose 4B beads (GE Healthcare). Recombinant AES
was released by digestion with Pre-Scission protease (GE
Healthcare).

Protein Binding Assays—NUP98, NUP98-HOXA9 and its
variants, NUP62 full-length and deletions, and NUP153 full-
length and deletions were produced using the TNT T7 quick
coupled transcription/translation system (Promega) in the
presence of Tran®*S-label (MP Biomedicals). Binding assays
were carried out essentially as described previously (31). For a
binding reaction, 10 ul of beads from the immobilized recom-
binant protein (GST control or GST-AES) were incubated for
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1 h at 4 °C with 34-ul mixtures consisting of in vitro translated
protein, transport buffer-Tween 20 (TB-T, which consists of 20
mM HEPES-KOH, pH 7.4, 110 mM potassium acetate, and 2 mm
MgCl, with 0.1% Tween 20), and 0.5 mg/ml of Pefabloc (Roche
Applied Science). The unbound fraction was removed and the
beads were washed three times in cold TB-T. One-fourth of the
unbound and all of the bound fractions were visualized by SDS-
PAGE and autoradiography.

For the AES binding assays, purified recombinant AES was
incubated with immobilized GST, GST-NUP98-HOXAY, or
GST-HOXAY9 proteins in 34-ul mixtures in TB-T and pro-
cessed as described above. The samples were subjected to SDS-
PAGE and AES was detected with anti-AES antibody.

AES Antibody Preparation—Recombinant AES protein was
submitted to Harlan Laboratories where rabbit immunizations
and bleedings were done according to their standard proce-
dures. Bleeds with the highest concentration of antibody as
detected by immunoblotting were selected for antibody purifi-
cation. At each step, serum and purified antibody fractions
were tested by immunoblotting of a K562 lysate (supplemental
Fig. S2). Antiserum (supplemental Fig. S2, lane 1) was first pre-
cleared using 1 ml of Affi-Gel 15 beads (Bio-Rad) loaded with
lysate containing 30 mg of protein from E. coli BL21 bacteria
expressing empty pGEX6P1 vector for 4 h at4 °C (supplemental
Fig. S2, lane 2). The pre-cleared serum was added to a column
containing 1 ml of Affi-Gel 15 beads loaded with 1 mg of AES
protein and incubated overnight with rotation at 4 °C. The
flow-through fraction was depleted of AES antibody as shown
under supplemental Fig. S2, lane 3. The column was washed 6
times with 10 ml of cold DPBS at 4 °C. Bound antibody was
eluted once with 4 ml of 1 M NaCl in DPBS, once with 4 ml of 0.1
M glycine, pH 2.5, and once with 4 ml of 0.1 m glycine, pH 2.5, 1
M NaCl, 1% CHAPS. For each elution, 0.5-ml fractions were
collected, and glycine-containing fractions were neutralized
with 25 ul of 1 M Tris base. Antibody concentration in the
various fractions was determined by Amido Black staining and
immunoblotting of purified recombinant AES or K562 lysate
(supplemental Fig. S2, lanes 4—12). More than 90% of the anti-
body was detected in fractions 6 and 7 of the 0.1 m glycine, pH
2.5, elution (supplemental Fig. S2, lanes 9 and 10); these frac-
tions were stored at —80 °C.

To test the specificity of the anti-AES antibody, K562 cells
were nucleofected with empty vector or vector containing HA-
tagged AES. Lysates were prepared as described below and AES
was immunoprecipitated with the anti-AES antibody. The
immunoprecipitated complexes were subjected to SDS-PAGE
and probed for HA-tagged AES with anti-HA antibody
(12CA5) (supplemental Fig. S3A). To further test the anti-AES
antibody K562 cells were nucleofected with empty pRFP-C-RS
vector, vector containing nonspecific ShRNA, or vectors con-
taining shRNA against AES (Origene) (see supplemental Table
S3 for sequences). Lysates were subjected to SDS-PAGE and
AES was detected with the anti-AES antibody. (supplemental
Fig. S3B). To test the specificity of the antibody in immunoflu-
orescence, cytospin smears were prepared from the transfected
cells and AES was detected by immunofluorescence with the
anti-AES antibody (supplemental Fig. S3C). To quantitate the
specific knockdown of AES, the average fluorescence intensity
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of 35 cells for each condition was measured using Metamorph
version 6.3r2 software (supplemental Fig. S3D).

Immunofluorescence Microscopy—For localization of AES,
25,000 K562 cells were washed twice with Hanks’ balanced salt
solution and centrifuged onto slides by cytospin centrifugation,
fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde in DPBS for 20 min, and per-
meabilized with 0.1% Triton X-100 for 20 min at room temper-
ature. For blocking and washing, 2% normal goat serum in
DPBS with 1% BSA, 0.1% Tween 20 was used. Primary antibod-
ies were rabbit anti-AES along with mouse mAb 414 (Abcam).
The fluorescent secondary antibodies were FITC-conjugated
anti-rabbit IgG from goat (Santa Cruz Biotechnology) and rho-
damine-conjugated anti-mouse IgG from goat (Millipore
Corp.). The images were captured using an Eclipse 80i fluores-
cent microscope (Nikon) and processed using Metamorph ver-
sion 6.3r2 software (Molecular Devices).

Co-immunoprecipitation—For NUP98-HOXA9 immuno-
precipitation with AES, 107 K562 cells were nucleofected with
pcDNA3-HA-NUP98-HOXA9 using a Nucleofector device
(Lonza). The co-immunoprecipitations of NUP62, NUP153,
and NUP98 with AES were done in untransfected K562 cells.
Cells were harvested 16 h postnucleofection, washed with cold
DPBS, and lysed for 30 min on ice with 0.5 ml of lysis buffer (10
mwm Tris-HCl, pH 7.5, 0.4 M NaCl, 1% Nonidet P-40, 0.4% Triton
X-100, 0.2% sodium deoxycholate, 1 mm EDTA, protease inhib-
itors (Roche Applied Science), 1 mM PMSF). Dilution buffer (10
mM Tris-HCL, pH 7.5, 1 mMm EDTA, protease inhibitors, 1 mm
PMSF) (0.5 ml) was added, followed by centrifugation at
17,000 X g for 30 min. The supernatants were transferred to
new tubes and the appropriate antibodies were added. For AES
immunoprecipitation either rabbit IgG or rabbit anti-AES anti-
body was added. After overnight incubation at 4 °C, 30 ul of
Protein G beads were added to lysates with control rabbit IgG
or anti-AES antibodies and incubated for another 1 h. Beads
were washed with 700 ul of wash buffer (10 mm Tris-HCI, pH
7.5, 0.2 M NaCl, 0.5% Nonidet P-40, 0.2% Triton X-100, 0.1%
sodium deoxycholate, 1 mm EDTA, 1X protease inhibitors, 1
mM PMSEF) five times, 3 min each time followed by centrifuga-
tion at 1,800 X g for 3 min at 4 °C. Beads were washed with cold
DPBS and bound proteins were eluted by boiling with 30 ul of
2X SDS buffer (0.1 m Tris-HCI, pH 6.8, 3.5% SDS, 10% glycerol,
2mM DTT, 0.004% bromphenol blue) for 10 min. Proteins were
subjected to SDS-PAGE (7.5% gel) followed by immunoblot-
ting. NUP98-HOXA9 was detected with an anti-HA antibody,
NUP98 with anti-NUP98 antibody (Cell Signaling Technol-
ogy), and NUP62 or NUP153 with mouse MAb414 antibody.
The input amounts were determined by immunoblotting the
cell lysates with the appropriate antibodies. To confirm coim-
munoprecipitation of AES with HA-NUP98-HOXA9, 10”7 K562
cells were nucleofected with pcDNA3 or pcDNA3-HA-
NUP98-HOXAO. Cell lysates were incubated with anti-HA
antibody and AES in the immunoprecipitated complex was
detected with the anti-AES antibody.

Luciferase Assay—K562 cells were transfected by electropo-
ration using a Bio-Rad GenePulser with 5 g of pGL4.11 vector
or pGL4.11 driven by the KBTBD10 promoter in combination
with 10 ug of either empty pcDNA3, or pcDNA3 expressing
HA-NUP98-HOXAY, without or with pcDNA3 vector express-
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ing FLAG-AES. To control for efficiency of transfection, 0.5 ug
of pRL-TK (Promega), which expresses Renilla luciferase was
included. Five million cells were incubated with the DNA at
room temperature for 10 min before electroporation and 10
min after electroporation, and cultured in 10 ml of Iscove’s
modified Dulbecco’s medium (IMDM) with 10% FBS, 2 mMm
L-glutamine, and 100 units/ml of penicillin/streptomycin.
Luciferase activity was measured 48 h after electroporation
using the Dual Luciferase Reporter Assay System (Promega)
and the results were normalized to Renilla luciferase. For the
AES knockdown experiment, K562 cells were nucleofected
with 5 ug of pGL4.11 vector driven by the KBTBD10 promoter
in combination with 10 ug of either empty pcDNAS3, or
pcDNA3 expressing HA-NUP98-HOXAY. In addition, either
empty pRFP-C-RS vector, vector containing nonspecific
shRNA, or vectors containing shRNA against AES (Origene)
(see supplemental Table S3 for sequences) were included.
Expression of HA-NUP98-HOXA9 and knockdown of AES was
verified by immunoblotting with anti-HA or anti-AES anti-
body, respectively.

Retroviral Production—The GP293 packaging cell line was
transiently transfected with 4.4 ug of control MSCV-IRES-GFP
retroviral vector, control MSCV-IRES-YFP vector, or vector
expressing FLAG-tagged AES along with 1.1 ug of the vesicular
stomatitis virus glycoprotein plasmid (Clontech) using Lipo-
fectamine and Plus reagents (Invitrogen). After 48 h, the culture
supernatant containing vesicular stomatitis virus glycoprotein-
pseudotyped retrovirus was collected and used for transduction
of PG13 packaging cells (American Type Culture Collection) by
spinoculation in the presence of 8 ug/ml of Polybrene (hexadi-
methrine bromide; Sigma) to produce GaLV-pseudotyped ret-
rovirus. PG13 cells producing GaLV-pseudotyped MSCV-
IRES-GFP/HA-NUP98-HOXA9 retrovirus were previously
described (21). The PGI13 culture supernatants containing
GaLV-pseudotyped retrovirus were used for transduction of
K562 cells and human primary CD34+ cells by co-culturing for
48 h as described previously (21). For knockdown of AES in
CD34+ cells, GIPZ lentiviral sSARNAmir particles were pur-
chased from Open Biosystems.

Retroviral Transduction and Analysis of Primary Human
CD34+ Cells—Frozen human CD34+ cells from mobilized
peripheral blood of healthy volunteers (purchased from the
Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center) were prestimulated
and transduced with retrovirus as described (21). After 48 h,
GFP/YFP double positive cells were isolated using a MoFlo
high-speed sorter (Dako) and expression of the transfected
gene was confirmed by immunoblotting with anti-HA tag anti-
body for NUP98-HOXA9 and anti-AES antibody for AES. For
long-term liquid culture, sorted cells were seeded at 10°
cells/ml of IMDM containing 20% FBS, 100 ng/ml of Fms-re-
lated tyrosine kinase 3 (Flt 3)-ligand, 20 ng/ml of granulocyte/
macrophage colony-stimulating factor (GM-CSF), 100 ng/ml
of stem cell factor, 100 ng/ml of thrombopoietin, 50 ng/ml of
IL-3, 100 ng/ml of IL-6 (all cytokines were from Peprotech,
Rocky Hill, NJ), 2 mm L-glutamine, and 100 units/ml of penicil-
lin/streptomycin. Cells were periodically counted and resus-
pended in fresh media at 10° cells/ml. Cytospin preparations of
cells harvested from the liquid cultures at weeks 4, 5, and 6 were
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FIGURE 1. Cytoplasmic yeast two-hybrid analysis identifies AES as an
interacting partner for NUP98-HOXA9. A,immunoblot showing expression
of SOS-NUP98-HOXA9 in yeast cells. cdc25H yeast cells were transformed
with either pSOS vector (Control) or pSOS-NUP98-HOXA9. Lysates were sub-
jected to SDS-PAGE and immunoblotting with anti-HOXA9 antibody. Lysates
from K562 cells expressing NUP98-HOXA9 were used as a positive control. B,
K562 cDNA library in pMyr vector was co-transformed with pSOS-NUP98-
HOXA9 into cdc25H yeast strain. Isolated colonies were patched on galac-
tose-containing medium and transferred to 37 °C. Patches growing at 37 °C
were re-spotted on plates containing selective medium supplemented with
either glucose (repressing) or galactose (de-repressing) as the sole carbon
source and incubated either at 23 (permissive) or 37 °C (restrictive) for 3-5
days. Plasmids were isolated from yeast cells growing at 37 °C in galactose
containing medium and retransformed along with pSOS-NUP98-HOXA9 to
confirm the interactions. Several positive cDNA clones were sequenced and
identified as AES. Cells containing pSOS-NUP98-HOXA9 with pMYR-Lamin C
orempty pSOS vector with pMyr-AES were spotted as negative controls. Cells
containing pSOS-NUP98-HOXA9 with pMYR-SB were spotted as a positive
control. Growth at 37 °C in galactose containing medium indicates a positive
interaction.

stained with Giemsa and 500 cell differential counts were per-
formed using an Olympus BX51 microscope (Olympus Amer-
ica). Cells with blast and promyelocyte morphology were
counted as primitive; those with myelocyte/metamyelocyte
morphology as intermediate myeloid; those with band, seg-
mented neutrophil, monocyte, and macrophage morphology as
mature myeloid. Photomicrographs were taken with an Olym-
pus DP71 camera with a X20 and X 60 oil objective. For colony-
forming cell (CFC) assays, sorted cells were resuspended in
IMDM containing 2% FBS and mixed with Methocult GF™"
(H4435, StemCell Technologies) that consists of 1% methylcel-
lulose, 30% FBS, 1% bovine serum albumin, 10™* M 2-mercap-
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Overlay

FIGURE 2. AES localizes to the interior of the nucleus. Cytospin smears of
K562 cells were immunostained with the anti-AES (green) antibody together
with mAb414 (red) that marks the nuclear periphery by staining nucleoporins.

toethanol, 2 mm L-glutamine, 50 ng/ml of stem cell factor, 20
ng/ml of GM-CSEF, 20 ng/ml of IL-3, 20 ng/ml of IL-6, 20 ng/ml
of granulocyte colony-stimulating factor (G-CSF), and 3
units/ml of erythropoietin in IMDM. One thousand cells were
plated in each 35-mm dish and cultured for 14 days. Colonies
were counted at X40 magnification and classified into 3 cate-
gories: erythroid, myeloid, and mixed/branched.

For AES knockdown using lentivirus, prestimulated CD34+
cells were transduced with MSCV-IRES-YFP retrovirus
expressing HA-NUP98-HOXAO9. After 48 h, YFP positive cells
were isolated and grown in culture medium for 2 weeks. Cells
were then transduced by spinoculation with GIPZ Lentiviral
shRNAmir particles that express nonspecific shARNA or AES
shRNA and a GFP marker (see supplemental Table S3 for
shRNA sequences). After 48 h, GFP/YFP positive cells were
isolated by sorting. One week later, knockdown of AES was
confirmed by quantitative PCR and semi-quantitative RT-PCR
(Fig. 10, Band C) using primers specific for AES (expression was
normalized to GAPDH). One week later an M TS cell prolifera-
tion assay was done using CellTiter 96® AQueous NonRadio-
active Cell Proliferation Assay (Promega G5421) according to
the manufacturer’s instructions. Twenty-five thousand cells
were seeded into a 96-well plate in triplicate and grown for 72 h
in 100 wl of culture medium. Twenty ul of MTS/phenazine
methosulfate solution was added and the cells were incubated
at 37 °C for 2 h. The absorbance at 490 nm was measured using
an ELISA plate reader.

Flow Cytometry—Flow cytometry was performed on a FAC-
Scan flow cytometer (BD Biosciences) upgraded to 5 colors and
two lasers, and analyzed using Flow]O version 8.6.3 software
(Tree Star). The antibodies used for these studies were anti-
CD235a (allophycocyanin-conjugated clone GA-R2) (BD Bio-
sciences) and anti-CD45 (phycoerythrin-Cy7-conjugated clone
J.33) (Beckman Coulter).
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FIGURE 3. AES interacts with NUP98-HOXAZ9 in vitro and in vivo. A, GST, GST-NUP98-HOXA9, or GST-HOXA9 were immobilized on beads and incubated with
purified recombinant AES protein. The samples were subjected to SDS-PAGE and AES was detected by immunoblotting with anti-AES antibody. B, co-
immunoprecipitation of NUP98-HOXA9 with AES in K562 cells transfected with HA-NUP98-HOXA9. Whole cell lysates were subjected to immunoprecipitation
with either rabbit IgG or anti-AES antibody. NUP98-HOXA9 in the cell lysates (Input) and immunoprecipitated complexes (/P) was detected by immunoblotting
with anti-HA antibody. AES was detected by immunoblotting with anti-AES antibody.
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FIGURE 4. AES interacts with the FG repeat region of NUP98-HOXA9. A, full-length NUP98, NUP98-HOXA9, and NUP98-HOXA9 deletion mutants.
Vertical lines represent FG repeats. DBD, DNA-binding domain. B, GST-AES or GST were immobilized on beads and incubated with in vitro translated
full-length NUP98, NUP98-HOXAJY, or deletion mutants of NUP98-HOXA9. Bound and unbound fractions were resolved by SDS-PAGE and subjected to

autoradiography.

RESULTS

Cytotrap Two-hybrid Analysis Shows That NUP98-HOXA9
Interacts with AES—To identify possible interaction partners of
the oncoprotein NUP98-HOXA9, we used a Cytotrap yeast
two-hybrid assay in which the interaction between target and
the bait proteins occurs in the cytoplasm. The traditional two-
hybrid assay relies on intranuclear interactions that result in
transactivation and is therefore likely to show many false posi-
tives when the bait contains a transactivation domain as is the
case with NUP98-HOXA9 (24). In the Cytotrap yeast two-hy-
brid assay, the bait protein was fused to hSOS and the target
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library was subcloned downstream of a myristylation signal that
targets the proteins to the plasma membrane. A physical inter-
action between the bait protein and one of the targets recruits
the hSOS protein to the plasma membrane. This activates the
Ras signaling pathway allowing the cdc25H strain to grow and
form colonies at 37°C in galactose containing medium.
NUP98-HOXA9 was fused to hSOS as a bait protein and the
target library was obtained from human K562 cells. Expression
of hSOS-NUP98-HOXAJ in the cdc25H vyeast strain was con-
firmed by immunoblotting (Fig. 1A). Controls for the assay
were performed according to the manufacturer’s instructions

JOURNAL OF BIOLOGICAL CHEMISTRY 38993



AES Cooperates with the Oncoprotein NUP98-HOXA9

A NUP153 | |

NUP153 A896-1475 | |

NUP153 A1-895

nupez [[[ [ | | |

NuP6e2A266-522 [[[ [ | [ | |

NUP62 A1-177 l

B Boind

~

UanoLund C

& &
A N A N
S & & &

NUP153

NUP153 A896-1475

INPUT 1P

IgG anti-AES

NUP153 A1-895

<+ NUP62 —

PSS < NUP98 —

NUP62 | -
NUP62 A266-522 | -
NUP62 A1-177 —

-

FIGURE 5. AES interacts in vivo with NUP98 but not with other FG repeat nucleoporins. A, full-length NUP153, NUP153 deletion mutants, NUP62, and
NUP62 deletion mutants. Vertical lines represent FG repeats. B, GST or GST-AES immobilized on beads were incubated with in vitro translated NUP153, NUP62,
or their deletion mutants. Bound and unbound fractions were resolved by SDS-PAGE and subjected to autoradiography. C, co-immunoprecipitation of
NUP153,NUP62, and NUP98 with AES in K562 cells. Whole cell lysates were subjected to immunoprecipitation with either rabbit IgG or anti-AES antibody. Both
input and immunoprecipitates (/P) were probed for NUP153 or NUP62 using the mAb414 antibody or NUP98 using anti-NUP98 antibody. AES was detected

with anti-AES antibody.

(supplemental Fig. S1). The bait protein and the target library
were co-transformed into the cdc25H heat-sensitive yeast
strain. Several hundred colonies appeared and were replica-
plated onto galactose-containing medium to induce expression
of the target library. Colonies were isolated and selection in
stringent temperature and media was repeated for isolation of
true positive clones. Inserts were sequenced and several of the
positive clones encoded full-length AES.

To confirm the interaction between NUP98-HOXA9 and
AES, the plasmid encoding AES along with either pSOS vector
or vector expressing hSOS-NUP98-HOXA9 was reintroduced
into the cdc25H yeast strain. Colonies were spotted into selec-
tive medium and subjected to the restrictive temperature. Cells
were transfected with the pSOS-NUP98-HOXA9 bait con-
struct along with a plasmid expressing myristylated Lamin C as
a negative control, and with a plasmid expressing myristylated
SOS-binding protein (SB) as a positive control. As shown in Fig.
1B, growth was observed in all transformants at 23 °C. Growth
was not observed at 37°C in glucose containing medium
because the cDNA library was cloned under a galactose-induc-
ible promoter. When transferred to 37 °C, there was no growth
in cells co-expressing pMyr-Lamin C and pSOS-NUP98-
HOXA9 indicating that NUP98-HOXA9 does not activate Ras
by targeting itself to the plasma membrane. Growth was pres-
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ent in cells co-expressing myristylated SB and pSOS-NUP98-
HOXA9 because the SB binds to the hSOS portion and targets
hSOS-NUP98-HOXA9 to the plasma membrane. A similar
growth pattern was observed in cells co-expressing hSOS-
NUP98-HOXA9 with AES suggesting a specific interaction
between NUP98-HOXAY and this protein. As expected, there
was no growth in cells that co-expressed the empty hSOS vector
with AES indicating that the positive interaction observed with
hSOS-NUP98-HOXAY9 cannot be explained by binding AES to
the hSOS portion of the bait (Fig. 1B).

AES Localizes to the Nucleus—AES Is a Transcriptional Reg-
ulator of the TLE family, and is also known as TLE5 (32). To
determine the localization of endogenous AES, a rabbit poly-
clonal antibody was raised against recombinant AES and affin-
ity purified (supplemental Figs. S2 and S3). K562 cells were
immunostained with the anti-AES antibody together with
mADb414 that marks the nuclear periphery by staining nucleo-
porins. Consistent with its reported function in transcriptional
regulation (33-35), AES localized primarily to the interior of
the nucleus (Fig. 2).

AES Interacts with the FG Repeat Region of NUP98-HOXA9—
To establish a direct interaction between AES and NUP98-
HOXAY9 an in vitro binding assay was carried out using purified
recombinant proteins. GST, GST-NUP98-HOXAY9, or GST-
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HOXA9 were immobilized on beads and incubated with puri-
fied recombinant AES protein. As shown in Fig. 34, AES inter-
acted with GST-NUP98-HOXA9 and to a lesser degree with
GST-HOXAY, whereas no significant interaction was observed
with GST. The entire immunoblot is shown under supplemen-
tal Fig. S4A and a corresponding Coomassie Blue-stained gel is
shown under supplemental Fig. 4B.

To demonstrate that these interactions occur in vivo, co-
immunoprecipitation experiments were carried out in K562
cells expressing HA-NUP98-HOXA9. Whole cell lysates were
subjected to immunoprecipitation with either rabbit IgG (neg-
ative control) or anti-AES antibody, followed by anti-HA
immunoblotting. As shown in Fig. 3B, NUP98-HOXA9 co-im-
munoprecipitated with endogenous AES (the full gel is shown
under supplemental Fig. S4C). To further confirm the in vivo
interaction, a reverse co-immunoprecipitation was carried out.
Whole cell lysates of K562 cells expressing HA-NUP98-
HOXA9 were subjected to immunoprecipitation with anti-HA
antibody followed by anti-AES immunoblotting. As shown
under supplemental Fig. S4D, AES co-immunoprecipitated
with NUP98-HOXA9.

To identify the domain in NUP98-HOXA9 responsible for
interaction with AES, GST-AES was immobilized on beads and
incubated with in vitro translated full-length NUP98, NUP98-
HOXAJY, or deletion mutants of the NUP98 portion of NUP98-
HOXA9. The NUP98-HOXA9 mutants were deleted for the N
terminus (A1-253), C terminus (A253-445), or the entire
NUP98 portion (A1-469) (Fig. 44). AES bound to both NUP98
and NUP98-HOXAJY. Deletions encompassing part or all of the
NUP98 portion of NUP98-HOXA9 resulted in loss of AES
binding, indicating that the interaction between AES and
NUP98-HOXA9 is mediated by the NUP98 portion of the latter
(Fig. 4B). As illustrated in Fig. 44, this NUP98 portion contains
all of the FG repeats of NUP98, which raised the question of
whether AES would bind to other nucleoporins that contain FG
repeats.

To determine whether AES interacts with other FG repeat
nucleoporins, GST or GST-AES immobilized on beads were
incubated with in vitro translated NUP153, NUP62, or their
deletion mutants as illustrated in Fig. 5A. As shown in Fig. 5B,
AES interacted with NUP62, and removal of the FG-repeat con-
taining N terminus of NUP62 totally abolished the interaction
with AES. Thus in the context of both NUP98-HOXA9 and
NUP62, the presence of FG repeats appears to be necessary for
AES binding. On the other hand, NUP153, despite having FG
repeats, did not bind to AES indicating that the presence of FG
repeats is not in itself sufficient to confer AES binding.

Consistent with the in vitro binding data, NUP98 co-immu-
noprecipitated with AES from K562 cell lysates and NUP153
did not (Fig. 5C). On the other hand, NUP62 did not co-immu-
noprecipitate with AES despite their in vitro interaction. Given
the intranuclear localization of AES, this may reflect the differ-
ent intracellular localizations of NUP98 and NUP62: whereas
both are present at the nuclear pore complex, NUP98 has been
shown to localize to the inside of the nucleus as well (36 -38),
which would allow it to interact with AES. Another difference
between NUP98 and other FG nucleoporins is that many of
the FG repeats of NUP98 are GLFG repeats (1); it is not clear
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FIGURE 6. AES cooperates with NUP98-HOXA9 in transcriptional activa-
tion. K562 cells were transfected with a luciferase construct driven by the
KBTBD10 promoter in addition to either empty vector or vector expressing
NUP98-HOXA9, without or with AES. Firefly luciferase activity was measured
48 h after transfection and normalized to a Renilla luciferase internal control.
The numbers represent fold-change over control (average of three independ-
entexperiments); error bars represent S.D. The p value indicated was obtained
by a two-tailed t test. Bottom panel, expression of HA-NUP98-HOXA9 and AES
was verified by immunoblotting with anti-HA and anti-AES antibody,
respectively.
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whether this contributes to the ability of NUP98 to bind to
AES in vivo. Overall, the data provide solid evidence that
AES interacts with NUP98. Whether it also interacts with
other nucleoporins under physiologic conditions remains to
be determined.

AES Enhances Transcriptional Activation by NUP9S-
HOXA9—NUP98-HOXA9 acts as an aberrant transcription
factor (24, 25). A well characterized target gene is KBTBDI0
whose promoter is transcriptionally up-regulated by NUP98-
HOXAJ9 (22). To determine the role of AES in the regulation of
transcription by NUP98-HOXA9, a luciferase reporter con-
struct driven by the KBTBDI10 promoter was introduced into
K562 cells along with a construct expressing NUP98-HOXAJ9,
with or without AES. Overexpression of AES resulted in a sig-
nificant increase in transcriptional activation of the reporter
construct by NUP98-HOXAO (Fig. 6). Immunoblotting of the
cell lysates with anti-HA and anti-AES antibody confirmed the
expression of NUP98-HOXAY9 and elevated the levels of AES
compared with endogenous AES (Fig. 6, bottom panel).

To further demonstrate the role of AES in downstream gene
regulation by NUP98-HOXADJ9, the effect of AES knockdown on
NUP98-HOXAO9-driven transcription from the KBTBD10 pro-
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FIGURE 7. shRNA-mediated knockdown of AES inhibits downstream gene regulation by NUP98-HOXA9. K562 cells were transfected with a firefly
luciferase construct driven by the KBTBD10 promoter with either empty vector or vector expressing NUP98-HOXA®9. In addition, the transfections included
empty vector, vector expressing nonspecific ShRNA, or 2 vectors expressing different AES shRNAs. Firefly luciferase activity was measured 48 h after transfec-
tion and normalized to a Renilla luciferase internal control. The numbers represent fold-change over control (average of three independent experiments); error
bars represent S.D. The p value indicated was obtained by a two-tailed t test. Expression of HA-NUP98-HOXA9 and knockdown of AES were verified by

immunoblotting with anti-HA or anti-AES antibody, respectively.
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FIGURE 8. Expression of AES and NUP98-HOXA9 in primary human
CD34+ cells. Primary human CD34+ cells were retrovirally transduced with
either control MSCV-IRES-GFP vector or vector expressing NUP98-HOXA9
with or without MSCV-IRES-YFP vector or vector expressing human AES. Cells
positive for both GFP and YFP were sorted. NUP98-HOXA9 was detected with
an anti-HA antibody and AES was detected with an anti-AES antibody.

moter was assayed. The KBTBDIO0-luciferase construct was
introduced into K562 cells along with empty vector or vector
expressing NUP98-HOXA9, without or with vectors express-
ing two different shRNAs specific to AES. Knockdown of AES
resulted in a significant decrease in transcriptional activation of
the reporter construct by NUP98-HOXA9 (Fig. 7). Immuno-
blotting of the cell lysates with anti-HA and anti-AES antibod-
ies confirmed expression of NUP98-HOXA9 and knockdown
of AES, respectively (Fig. 7, bottom panel).
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AES Enhances the Proliferation of CD34+ Cells in the Pres-
ence of NUP98-HOXA9—The finding that AES augments the
transcriptional activity of NUP98-HOXAJY raised the possibil-
ity that AES may cooperate with NUP98-HOXAJ9 in cell trans-
formation. We have previously shown that NUP98-HOXA9
induces long-term proliferation of primary human hematopoi-
etic CD34+ cells and that this proliferation is dependent on the
transcriptional activity of NUP98-HOXA9 (21, 22). Because
AES increased the transcriptional activity of NUP98-HOXA9
(Fig. 6), we asked whether AES might also enhance the ability of
NUP98-HOXAY to induce the proliferation of human primary
CD34+ cells. An MSCV-IRES-YFP retroviral vector that
expresses AES and an MSCV-IRES-GFP vector expressing
NUP98-HOXA9 were used to address this question. Human
CD34+ primary cells were retrovirally transduced to express
either NUP98-HOXA9 or empty MSCV-IRES-GFP in combi-
nation with either AES or empty MSCV-IRES-YFP. Doubly
transduced cells were isolated by sorting for both GFP and YFP
positivity and expression of NUP98-HOXA9 and AES was con-
firmed by immunoblotting (Fig. 8). The sorted cells were con-
tinually grown in liquid culture in the presence of cytokines
with periodic cell counting as previously described (21-23,
39) (see “Experimental Procedures”). NUP98-HOXA9 was
detectable by anti-HA immunoblotting up to the 3rd week
after transduction (supplemental Fig. S5). However, the
effects of NUP98-HOXAY on proliferation and self-renewal
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FIGURE 9. AES enhances the proliferation of CD34+ cells in the presence of NUP98-HOXA9. A, primary human CD34+ cells were retrovirally
transduced to express AES, NUP98-HOXA9, both, or neither as described in the legend to Fig. 8. Cells positive for both GFP and YFP were sorted and
continually cultured in the presence of cytokines with periodic cell counting and feeding. The cumulative fold-increase in cell numbers compared with
day 0 is plotted on a logarithmic scale. B, cells growing in liquid culture were subjected to morphological evaluation by Giemsa staining at weeks 4-6.
Representative fields are shown from cells expressing NUP98-HOXA9 alone or NUP98-HOXA9 with AES at week 6 of culture. P, primitive cells; IM,
intermediate myeloid cells; MM, mature myeloid cells. Photomicrographs were taken with X20 and 60 oil objectives. C, a 500-cell differential count was
carried out on the Giemsa-stained slides and average numbers from three independent experiments for weeks 4 -6 were plotted. For quantification of
the different cell types see supplemental Table S1.

of primary human CD34+ cells have been documented well
beyond that point by us and others (21, 22, 39, 40). It may be
that at later time points NUP98-HOXAJ is expressed at lev-
els below the limit of detection by the anti-HA tag antibody.
On the other hand, transduced AES was still clearly detect-
able by immunoblotting up to the 5th week after transduc-
tion (supplemental Fig. S5).
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As previously reported (21), NUP98-HOXAY increased the
long-term proliferation of primary human CD34+ cells by sev-
eral orders of magnitude (Fig. 94). AES alone did not cause an
increase in long-term proliferation. Interestingly, cells express-
ing both NUP98-HOXA9 and AES exhibited a steep increase in
proliferation and continued to grow for more than 70 days in
liquid culture, whereas cells expressing NUP98-HOXA9 alone
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FIGURE 10. Knockdown of AES inhibits proliferation of cells expressing NUP98-HOXA9. NUP98-HOXA9-expressing human primary CD34+ cells were
transfected with vectors containing nonspecific ShRNA (—) or AES-specific shRNA (+) and grown in liquid culture. A, sorted cells were seeded into a 96-well
plate in triplicate and cell proliferation was measured 72 h later using CellTiter 96® AQueous Nonradioactive Cell Proliferation Assay. The y axis (cell prolifera-
tion) represents the absorbance at 490 nm. B, knockdown of AES was quantified by quantitative PCR using primers specific for AES and normalized to GAPDH.
C, knockdown of AES is shown by RT-PCR. PCR products were run on 1.2% agarose gels and images were acquired in Chemidoc XRS (Bio-Rad).

began a steep decline after an average of ~40 days. These data
show that AES induces the proliferation of primary human
CD34+ cells in the presence, but not absence, of
NUP98-HOXAO9.

The cells growing in liquid culture were subjected to mor-
phological evaluation by Giemsa staining at weeks 4 —6, when
cells expressing NUP98-HOXA9 alone begin to decline,
whereas those expressing both NUP98-HOXA9 and AES con-
tinue to proliferate. In Fig. 9B representative fields are shown
from cells expressing NUP98-HOXA9 alone or with AES at
week 6 of culture. Primitive, intermediate, and mature myeloid
cells were distinguished, with the NUP98-HOXA9 sample
showing a preponderance of mature cells, whereas the NUP98-
HOXA9 + AES sample contained many primitive cells. A 500-
cell differential count was carried out on the Giemsa-stained
slides and the average numbers from three independent exper-
iments for weeks 4 — 6 are shown under supplemental Table S1
and a time course comparison between the NUP98-HOXA9
and NUP98-HOXA9 + AES samples is shown in Fig. 9C. The
data clearly show a decrease in primitive cells and an increase in
mature cells over time in the NUP98-HOXA9 samples, whereas
the opposite trend is seen in samples expressing both NUP98-
HOXA9 and AES (Fig. 9C). These data show that in the pres-
ence of NUP98-HOXA9 AES induces proliferation accompa-
nied by an increase in the numbers of primitive cells.

To further demonstrate the role of AES in NUP98-HOXA9-
mediated aberrant cell proliferation, CD34+ cells expressing
NUP98-HOXA9 were subjected to shRNA-mediated AES
knockdown. The cell proliferation assay for CD34+ cells was
done using an MTS assay. CD34+ cells expressing NUP98-
HOXAO9 along with either nonspecific ShRNA or AES shRNA
were grown for 72 h prior to the assay. As shown in Fig. 104,
depletion of AES resulted in a significant inhibition of cell pro-
liferation mediated by NUP98-HOXA9. The shRNA-mediated
knockdown of AES was confirmed by quantitative and semi-
quantitative PCR (Fig. 10, B and C). PCR was used to quantify
AES expression because its level in normal primary human
CD34+ cells is below the threshold of detection by immuno-
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blotting. In this context it was of interest to note that recent
data show an increase in the expression of AES in some patients
with AML and cooperation between AES and another onco-
gene, AMLI-ETO, in the induction of self-renewal of hemato-
poietic progenitors (41).

AES Counteracts the Erythroid Hyperplasia Caused by
NUP98-HOXA9—We have previously shown that NUP98-
HOXADO9 causes erythroid hyperplasia and shift to immaturity
(21, 22). To determine the effect of AES overexpression on the
differentiation of primary human CD34+ cells in the presence
or absence of NUP98-HOXA9, CFC assays were carried out.
Sorted cells were plated in semisolid methylcellulose-based
media for 14 days and the resulting colonies were examined and
counted (Fig. 114, and supplemental Fig. S6 and Table S2). As
previously reported (21), many prominent large erythroid col-
onies appeared on the CFC plates with cells expressing NUP98-
HOXAY9, when observed without magnification. The control
plates expressing empty vectors did not show such large colo-
nies. When observed under low magnification (X40), the cells
on the control plates showed small, tight, uniformly red
erythroid colonies, whereas the red colonies in the NUP98-
HOXAO9-transduced plates were large in size. Many of those
large colonies showed irregular contours with a mixed red/col-
orless and branched morphology. Interestingly, overexpression
of AES in the presence of NUP98-HOXAO resulted in fewer red
colonies on the CFC plates. These colonies showed a more uni-
formly red color indicating more maturity. This suggests that
overexpression of AES counteracts the erythroid hyperplasia
and shift to immaturity caused by NUP98-HOXA9.

To further confirm and quantitate this finding, erythroid dif-
ferentiation was evaluated by subjecting cells harvested from
the CFC plates to flow cytometry. As previously reported (21),
NUP98-HOXA9 caused an increase in CD235a+ CD45—
erythroid cells compared with empty vector control and over-
expression of AES counteracted this effect (Fig. 11B). As previ-
ously shown, the levels of CD235a expression on erythroid cells
are reduced by NUP98-HOXAJ9, consistent with an erythroid
shift to immaturity (22). Overexpression of AES with NUP98-
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FIGURE 11. AES counteracts the erythroid hyperplasia caused by NUP98-HOXA9. A, primary human CD34+ cells were retrovirally transduced to express
AES, NUP98-HOXAO9, both, or neither as described in the legend to Fig. 8. Cells positive for both GFP and YFP were sorted and 1,000 cells were seeded into each
of two duplicate plates for CFC assay. Representative plates without magnification (top row) and low power photomicrographs of representative erythroid
colonies (bottom row) are shown. For quantification of the number of colonies see supplemental Table S2. B, flow cytometry for erythroid differentiation. Cells
from the CFC plates were harvested and stained with antibodies to CD45 and CD235a. The CD235a+ gate was plotted on a histogram (lower panels) to show
the level of expression of CD235a relative to control cells.

HOXA9 increased the expression levels of CD235a suggestinga  effects of NUP98-HOXA9 on erythroid differentiation of pri-
shift toward a more mature stage of differentiation (Fig. 11B). mary human CD34+ cells by decreasing the percentage of
Overall, the data show that AES overexpression counteracts the  erythroid cells and increasing their maturity.
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DISCUSSION

AES is a 197-amino acid protein that belongs to the TLE/
Groucho family of co-repressors (32). The human TLE proteins
and the homologous Drosophila Groucho proteins repress sev-
eral transcription regulatory complexes (33, 42—49). The TLE
repressor complex is believed to function by either modifying
histone acetylation through interactions with histones and his-
tone deacetylases or contacting components of the basal tran-
scription machinery (35, 49-51). The larger members of this
family contain several common domains (52). AES (also known
as TLE5 or Grgb) is the shortest member of the family and
contains only the glutamine-rich region (Q domain) and a gly-
cine/proline-rich region (GP domain) (52—54). The Q-domain
of AES can bind to other members of the TLE complex and
inhibit their function either by preventing them from forming
functional multimers that interact with the transcription
machinery or by titrating them away from the repressor com-
plex (33, 46, 48, 55-57).

AES s also able to modulate transcription directly. For exam-
ple, AES physically interacts with the human androgen receptor
and NFkB-p65 and acts as a co-repressor of their target genes
(34, 35). In addition, mouse AES (Grg5) interacts with RUNX2
and enhances its transcriptional activation function (58). The
ability of AES to augment transcriptional activation by NUP98-
HOXA9 (Fig. 6) may be due to the direct interaction between
the two proteins (Figs. 3 and 4).

AES showed a stronger interaction with NUP98 than with
NUP98-HOXA9 (Fig. 4B). This suggests that the C-terminal
portion of NUP98, which is missing in NUP98-HOXAJ9, plays a
role in the interaction with AES. NUP98 exists both at the
nuclear pore complex and within the nucleus (2, 36, 37, 60 — 65).
The sequences responsible for targeting NUP98 to the nuclear
pore complex reside in its C-terminal portion (61) that may be
inaccessible in the nuclear pore complex-bound NUP98. Thus
AES may interact only with the intranuclear pool of NUP9S;
this is consistent with the observation that AES is completely
intranuclear and does not localize to the nuclear pore complex
(Fig. 2).

Overexpression of AES in primary human CD34+ cells in
the presence of NUP98-HOXA9 induced proliferation and
caused a significant increase in the numbers of primitive cells
(Fig. 9 and supplemental Table S1). In contrast, AES had no
significant effect on cell proliferation or the numbers of primi-
tive cells in the absence of NUP98-HOXA9 (Fig. 94 and sup-
plemental Table S1). The ability of AES to cooperate with
NUP98-HOXAS in the induction of cell proliferation may be
mediated by counteracting the effects of other TLE proteins.
TLE1 and TLE4 act as tumor suppressors that are down-regu-
lated by hypermethylation and/or deletion in a subset of human
AML (66, 67). Growth of myeloid cell lines is inhibited by over-
expression of TLE proteins, and enhanced by their knockdown
(66, 67). It is of particular interest to note that TLE1 and TLE4
interact with the AML-associated oncoprotein AML1-ETO
and that knockdown of TLE1l and TLE4 cooperates with
AMLI-ETO by promoting cell growth and survival (67). In
addition, knockdown of the TLE homolog, gro3, in zebrafish
induces abnormal hematopoiesis in the presence of AMLI1-
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ETO (67). These data suggest that AES cooperates with
NUP98-HOXAJ9 in the induction of leukemogenesis by inhib-
iting the functions of other TLE proteins such as TLE1 and
TLE4. Another example of the role of TLE proteins in hemato-
poiesis involves the hematopoietically expressed homeobox
(HHEX) protein (also known as PRH or Hex). HHEX functions
as a transcriptional repressor in early hematopoiesis by recruit-
ing TLE1 (56, 68). The interaction with TLE1 is mediated by the
proline-rich N-terminal domain of HHEX (56). This domain is
lost as a result of the AML-associated NUP98-HHEX fusion
(12). These data suggest that loss of the ability of HHEX to
recruit TLE1 plays a role in leukemogenesis. In this context, it is
of interest to note that AES counteracts transcriptional repres-
sion by HHEX, presumably by titrating away TLE1 (56). Thus it
is possible that the ability of AES to cooperate with NUP98-
HOXAO9 is due in part to titrating TLE1 away from HHEX tran-
scriptional repression complexes.

The opposing effects of AES and NUP98-HOXA9 on NF«B-
mediated transcription may play a role in their opposing effects
on erythroid differentiation (Fig. 11 and supplemental Fig. S6).
We have previously shown that NUP98-HOXA9 up-regulates
NFkB-mediated transcription (28). NFkB plays a role in
erythroid differentiation: it is overexpressed in early erythroid
progenitors but is down-regulated during erythroid maturation
(59, 69). Consistent with its up-regulation of NFkB, NUP98-
HOXAJ9 induces erythroid hyperplasia with a shift to erythroid
immaturity (21) (Fig. 11B). These effects are counteracted by
AES, which is known to inhibit NFkB-mediated transcription
(34).

To summarize, we have identified AES as a novel interacting
partner for NUP98-HOXA9 and show that it can cooperate
with NUP98-HOXA9 in transcriptional regulation and cell
transformation. These data provide a rationale for future stud-
ies to explore the role of AES and other TLE proteins in aber-
rant transcriptional regulation by NUP98 fusions and deter-
mine whether abnormalities in the TLE/Groucho system
contribute to human AML caused by NUP98 gene rearrange-
ments. In addition, recent data showing cooperation between
AES and the AMLI-ETO oncogene in inducing self-renewal of
hematopoietic progenitor cells suggest that AES may have a
more general role in the pathogenesis of AML (41).
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