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Abstract
Anti-apoptotic members of the Bcl-2 family, including Bcl-2, Bcl-xL, Mcl-1, Bcl-w and Bfl-1,
inhibit the mitochondrial pathway of apoptosis. Bcl-xL and Mcl-1 are constitutively expressed in
the liver. Although previous research established Bcl-xL as a critical apoptosis antagonist in
differentiated hepatocytes, the significance of Mcl-1 in the liver, especially in conjunction with
Bcl-xL, has not been clear. To examine this question, we generated hepatocyte-specific Mcl-1–
deficient mice by crossing mcl-1flox/flox mice and AlbCre mice and further crossed them with bcl-
xflox/flox mice, giving Mcl-1/Bcl-xL– deficient mice. The mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre mice showed
spontaneous apoptosis of hepatocytes after birth, as evidenced by elevated levels of serum alanine
aminotransferase (ALT) and caspase-3/7 activity and an increased number of terminal
deoxynucleotidyl transferase-mediated 2′-deoxyuridine 5′-triphosphate nick-end labeling
(TUNEL)-positive cells in the liver; these phenotypes were very close to those previously found in
hepatocyte-specific Bcl-xL– deficient mice. Although mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre mice did not display
apoptosis, their susceptibility to Fas-mediated liver injury significantly increased. Further crossing
of Mcl-1 mice with Bcl-xL mice showed that bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre mice also showed
spontaneous hepatocyte apoptosis similar to Bcl-xL– deficient or Mcl-1– deficient mice. In
contrast, bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre, bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre, and bcl-xflox/flox

mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre mice displayed a decreased number of hepatocytes and a reduced volume of
the liver on day 18.5 of embryogenesis and rapidly died within 1 day after birth, developing
hepatic failure evidenced by increased levels of blood ammonia and bilirubin. Conclusion: Mcl-1
is critical for blocking apoptosis in adult liver and, in the absence of Bcl-xL, is essential for
normal liver development. Mcl-1 and Bcl-xL are two major anti-apoptotic Bcl-2 family proteins
expressed in the liver and cooperatively control hepatic integrity during liver development and in
adult liver homeostasis in a gene dose-dependent manner.
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The mitochondrial pathway of apoptosis is regulated by the Bcl-2 family proteins.1,2 They
are functionally divided into two basic groups: pro-apoptotic and anti-apoptotic members.
Pro-apoptotic members are further divided into multi-domain members, such as Bax and
Bak, and BH3-only proteins. Bax/Bak triggers release from mitochondria of cytochrome c,
presumably by forming pores at the mitochondrial outer membrane. Cytochrome c released
into the cytosol activates multiple caspases, which cut a variety of cellular substrates and
dismantle the cell.3 The release of Bax/Bak–mediated cytochrome c is considered to be a
point of no return and a commitment to cell death.4 Killing by BH3-only proteins, such as
Bid, Bim, or Puma, requires Bax or Bak, placing them upstream of Bak/Bax activation.
BH3-only proteins are transcriptionally or posttranslationally activated by a variety of
cellular stresses. They are considered to be sensors that transmit apoptotic stimuli to
mitochondria. Anti-apoptotic members, including Bcl-2, Bcl-xL, Mcl-1, Bcl-w, and Bfl-1,
inhibit the mitochondrial pathway of apoptosis either by directly blocking Bak/Bax
activation or by sequestering BH3-only proteins from Bak or Bax.

Mcl-1 has increasingly attracted attention because of its role in liver disease. Several reports
have shown that Mcl-1 is overexpressed in a subset of human hepatocellular carcinomas and
provides apoptosis resistance.5–7 The multi-kinase inhibitor sorafenib, which was recently
approved by the Food and Drug Administration as a chemotherapeutic agent for
hepatocellular carcinoma,8 is capable of down-regulating Mcl-1 expression and producing
apoptosis in hepatoma cells.9 Cycloxygenase 2 or hepatocyte growth factor up-regulates
Mcl-1 expression in hepatocytes and improves Fas-mediated liver injury.10,11 Recently,
enforced expression of Mcl-1 was reported to reduce liver injury induced by anti-Fas
injection in mice.12 However, little is known about the physiologic significance of Mcl-1 in
hepatocytes.

We previously reported that hepatocyte-specific Bcl-xL knockout mice were born and grew
up but developed spontaneous hepatocyte apoptosis, identifying Bcl-xL as a critical
apoptosis antagonist in hepatocytes.13 This raises a question of whether other anti-apoptotic
Bcl-2 family members, such as Mcl-1, have a significant role in regulating hepatocyte
apoptosis and what the relationship is among those molecules. To this end, in the current
study, we generated hepatocyte-specific Mcl-1 knockout as well as Bcl-xL/Mcl-1 double
knockout mice and found that, like Bcl-xL, Mcl-1 is critical for maintaining hepatocyte
integrity in adult liver, but not essential for liver development. However, both deficiencies
cause a severe defect in liver development and lethality during the early neonatal period
because of severe hepatic failure. The current study identifies Bcl-xL and Mcl-1 as two
major anti-apoptotic Bcl-2 family proteins in the liver and demonstrates their gene dose–
dependent effects for controlling hepatic integrity.

Materials and Methods
Mice

Mice carrying the mcl-1 gene encoding amino acids 1 through 179 flanked by 2 loxP
(mcl-1flox/flox) were provided by Dr. You-Wen He of Duke University.14 Mice carrying a
bcl-x gene with two loxP sequencers at the promoter region and a second intron (bcl-
xflox/flox) were described previously.15 Heterozygous AlbCre transgenic mice expressing
Cre recombinase gene under the promoter of the albumin gene were described previously.13

We generated hepatocyte-specific Mcl-1 knockout mice (mcl-1flox/floox AlbCre) by mating
mcl-1flox/flox and AlbCre mice. We then used these knockout mice to generate hepatocyte-
specific Bcl-xL/Mcl-1 knockout mice (bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1fl/oxflox AlbCre) by mating them
with bcl-xflox/flox mice. Traditional Bid knockout mice were described previously.16 They
were maintained in a specific pathogen–free facility and treated with humane care under
approval from the Animal Care and Use Committee of Osaka University Medical School.
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Genotyping
Genomic DNA was extracted from the tail and subjected for polymerase chain reaction
(PCR) for genotyping mice. The primers used were as follows: 5′-
GCCACCTCATCAGTCGGG-3′ and 5′-TCAGAAGCCGCAATATCCCC-3′ for the bcl-x
allele; 5′-GGTTCCCTGTCTCCTTACTTACTGTAG-3′ and 5′-
CTCCTAACCACTGTTCCTGACATCC-3′ for the mcl-1 allele; 5′-
GCGGTCTGGCAGTAAAAACTATC-3′, 5′-GTGAAACAGCATTGCTGTCACTT-3′,
5′CTAGGCCACAGAATTGAAAGATCT-3′ 5′-
GTAGGTGGAAATTCTAGCATCATCC-3′ for the AlbCre allele; 5′-CCGAAA
TGTCCCATAAGAG-3′, 5′-GAGATGGACCACAACATC-3′, and 5′
TGCTACTTCCATTTGTCACGTCCT-3′ for the bid allele. PCR products were
electrophoretically separated using 2% agarose gels. The expected sizes of the PCR products
were as follows: 165 bp for the wild-type bcl-x allele, 195 bp for the floxed bcl-x allele, 200
bp for the wild-type mcl-1 allele, 300 bp for the floxed mcl-1 allele, 130 bp for the wild-type
bid allele, and 350 bp for the bid knockout allele. AlbCre-negative mice showed a 350-bp
band, and heterozygous AlbCre mice showed 100-bp and 350-bp double bands.

Apoptosis Assay
To measure serum ALT level and caspase-3/7 activity, blood was collected from the inferior
vena cava of mice and centrifuged. Serum was stored at −20°C until use. Serum ALT levels
were measured by a standard method at Oriental Kobo Life Science Laboratory (Nagahama,
Japan), and serum caspase-3/7 activity was measured by a luminescent substrate assay for
caspase-3 and caspase-7 (Caspase-Glo assay, Promega, Tokyo, Japan). For histological
analysis, livers were formalin-fixed, embedded in paraffin, and thin sliced. The liver
sections were stained with hematoxylineosin. To detect cells with oligonucleosomal DNA
breaks, the sections were also subjected to terminal deoxynucleotidyl transferase-mediated
2′-deoxyuridine 5′-triphosphate nick-end labeling (TUNEL) staining, according to a
previously reported procedure.17 For Fas-stimulating study, anti-Fas antibody (Jo2 clone)
(PharMingen, San Diego, CA) was intraperitoneally injected into mice 3 hours before
sacrifice.

Western Blot Analysis
Approximately 25 mg liver tissues was lysed with a lysis buffer (1% NP-40, 0.5% sodium
deoxycholate, 0.1% sodium dodecyl sulfate and 1× protein inhibitor cocktail (Nacalai
tesque, Kyoto, Japan), phosphate-buffered saline; pH 7.4). After incubation on ice for 15
minutes, the lysate was centrifuged at 10,000g for 15 minutes at 4°C. The protein content of
the supernatants was determined using a bicinchoninic acid protein assay kit (Pierce,
Rockford, IL). Equal amounts of protein were electrophoretically separated by sodium
dodecyl sulfate polyacrylamide gels (8% or 12%) and transferred onto polyvinylidene
fluoride membrane. For immunodetection, the following antibodies were used: anti–Bcl-xL
antibody (Santa Cruz Biotechnology, Santa Cruz, CA), anti–Mcl-1 antibody (Rockland,
Gilbertsville, PA), anti-Bax antibody (Cell Signaling Technology, Beverly, MA), anti-Bid
antibody (Cell Signaling Technology), anti-albumin antibody (Affinity Bioreagents, Golden,
CO), and anti– beta actin antibody (Sigma-Aldrich, Saint Louis, MO). Detection of
immunolabeled proteins was performed using a chemiluminescent substrate (Pierce).

Neonate Analysis
Neonatal mice delivered by cesarean section were suckled by a surrogate mother and
sacrificed at 10 hours after birth. Blood from the neonatal mice was centrifuged, and the
plasma was stored at −20°C until use. The levels of total bilirubin and ammonia were
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measured by Van den Bergh reaction and a standard enzymatic procedure, respectively, at
Oriental Kobo Life Science Laboratory.

Real-Time Reverse-Transcription PCR
Total RNA was prepared from liver tissue using RNeasy kit (QIA-GEN, Tokyo, Japan). For
complementary DNA synthesis, 1 μg total RNA was reverse-transcribed using the High
Capacity RNA-to-DNA Master Mix (Applied Biosystems, Foster City, CA).
Complementary DNA, equivalent to 40 ng RNA, was used as a template for real-time
reverse-transcription PCR (RT-PCR) using an Applied Biosystems 7900HT Fast Real-Time
PCR System (Applied Biosystems). The messenger RNA expressions of tumor necrosis
factor alpha (TNF-α), collagen-alpha1(I), and transthyretin were measured using TaqMan
Gene Expression Assays (Assay ID: Mm00443260_g1, Mm00801666_g1, and
Mm00443267_m1, respectively), and were corrected with the quantified expression level of
beta-actin messenger RNA measured using TaqMan Gene Expression Assays (Assay ID:
Mm02619580_g1).

Statistical Analysis
Data are presented as mean ± standard deviation. Comparisons between two groups were
performed by unpaired t test. Multiple comparisons were performed by analysis of variance
followed by Scheffe post hoc correction. P < 0.05 was considered statistically significant.

Results
Hepatocyte-Specific Mcl-1 Deficiency Leads to Spontaneous Hepatocyte Apoptosis in the
Adult Liver

To generate hepatocyte-specific Mcl-1– deficient mice, floxed mcl-1 mice were crossed
with heterozygous AlbCre mice. After mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre mice were mated with mcl-1flox/+

mice, and offspring were screened for genotyping and Mcl-1 expression. mcl-1flox/flox

AlbCre mice were born and grew up. Their expression in the liver of Mcl-1 was greatly
reduced compared with that of wild-type mice (Fig. 1A). The levels of Bcl-xL expression
did not change in mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre liver. Bcl-xL and Mcl-1 proteins migrated as typical
doublet bands of which the biochemical nature had been previously determined.18 The trace
amount of Mcl-1 expression found in the knockout liver may have been attributable to
expression in nonparenchymal cells, as previously observed in hepatocyte-specific Bcl-xL–
deficient mice.13

To investigate the significance of Mcl-1 in the liver, mice were sacrificed 6 weeks after birth
and subjected to analysis of serum ALT levels and caspase-3/7 activity as well as liver
histology and TUNEL staining. mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre mice displayed significantly higher
levels of serum ALT than control mice (AlbCre-negative or mcl-1+/+ Al-bCre mice) (Fig.
1B). Hepatocytes with typical apoptosis morphology such as cellular shrinkage and nuclear
condensation were frequently observed in the liver sections of mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre mice
(Fig. 1C). Consistently, the number of cells with TUNEL positivity, a hallmark of apoptotic
cell death, in the liver was significantly higher in mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre mice than in control
mice (Fig. 1C). Activity of caspase-3/7, executioners of apoptosis, was significantly higher
in circulation of mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre mice than in control mice, which might reflect
activation of those proteases in the knockout liver (Fig. 1D). Bax expression was clearly
increased in mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre mice, suggesting Bax activation being involved in the
apoptosis in mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre mice (Fig. 1A). Furthermore, the expression of TNF-α
and collagen-alpha1(I) was significantly increased in the mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre liver
compared with the wild-type liver, as found in the Bcl-xL knockout liver (Fig. 1E). Taken
together, hepatocyte-specific Mcl-1 knockout mice developed spontaneous apoptosis leading

Hikita et al. Page 4

Hepatology. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2013 January 31.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



to sterile inflammation and fibrotic response in the liver, like hepatocyte-specific Bcl-xL
knockout mice.13

Heterozygous Deletion of the mcl-1 Gene Does Not Produce Apoptosis But Increases the
Susceptibility to Fas Stimulation

Although the levels of Mcl-1 expression were significantly decreased in mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre
liver (Fig. 1A, Supporting Fig. 1), mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre mice did not have apoptosis
phenotypes in the liver (Fig. 1B–D). Therefore, we examined the susceptibility to Fas
stimulation in these mice. We injected anti-Fas antibody into mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre mice and
mcl-1flox/+ or flox mice and measured the levels of their serum ALT. mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre mice
displayed significantly higher levels of serum ALT than control mice (Fig. 1F). These
findings suggest that haplo-deficiency of Mcl-1 does not produce apoptosis in a
physiological setting but clearly reduces apoptosis resistance under pathological conditions.

Involvement of Bid in Apoptosis Caused by Mcl-1 Deficiency
BH3-only proteins regulate life and death balance by interacting with core Bcl-2 family
members. The hepatocyte is a so-called type 2 cell, which requires Bid as a sensor for Fas-
mediated apoptotic stresses.19 In addition, it has been reported that the caspase-8/Bid
pathway is involved in a variety of liver pathological conditions.16,20 To examine the
possibility of Bid being involved in hepatocyte apoptosis caused by Mcl-1 deficiency, we
crossed hepatocyte-specific Mcl-1 knockout mice with Bid knockout mice. Offspring form
mating of bid+/− mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre mice with bid+/− mcl-1flox/flox mice were sacrificed at
6 weeks after birth and subjected to analysis of apoptosis phenotypes. Mice with each
genotype grew up, and, as expected, the levels of Bid and/or Mcl-1 expression in the liver
were correspondingly reduced with their genotypes (Fig. 2A). The levels of serum ALT
were significantly lower in bid−/− mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre mice than in bid+/+ mcl-1flox/flox

AlbCre mice (Fig. 2B). The results indicate that Bid was involved in hepatocyte apoptosis
found in Mcl-1 knockout mice.

Combined Deficiency of Mcl-1 and Bcl-xL in Hepatocytes Causes Lethality
Phenotypes observed in hepatocyte-specific Mcl-1 knockout mice were very similar to those
in hepatocyte-specific Bcl-xL knockout mice.13 These results indicated that Bcl-xL and
Mcl-1 share similar anti-apoptotic functions but do not compensate for the loss of each
other. To examine whether their expression and function are completely nonredundant or
just partially so, we generated hepatocyte-specific Bcl-xL/Mcl-1 double-knockout mice.

The bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre mice were mated with bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/flox mice,
and genotypes of the offspring were screened at 3 weeks after birth. AlbCre-negative and
bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre mice were born and grew up, but not bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/+

AlbCre, bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre, and bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre mice (Table
1). The lack of Bcl-xL and Mcl-1 caused a more severe phenotype than either knockout,
suggesting that they partially compensate for the loss of each other at least from the
viewpoint of maintaining normal development.

Mice Lacking Single Alleles for Both Bcl-xL and Mcl-1 Develop Spontaneous Apoptosis in
the Adult Liver Similar to Bcl-xL or Mcl-1 Knockout Mice

Offspring from mating of bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre and bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/flox were
sacrificed at 6 weeks after birth and subjected to analysis of Bcl-xL/Mcl-1 expression and
apoptosis phenotypes. As expected, bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre liver expressed reduced
levels of expression for both Bcl-xL and Mcl-1 (Fig. 3A). Interestingly, bcl-xflox/+

mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre mice developed spontaneous hepatocyte apoptosis as evidenced by an
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increase in serum ALT levels and caspase-3/7 activity (Fig. 3B,C). In agreement with this,
hepatocytes with typical apoptotic morphology and positive for TUNEL staining were found
scattered in the liver lobules in these mice (Fig. 3D,E). Furthermore, bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/+

AlbCre mice showed higher expression of TNF-α than wild-type mice (Fig. 3F). The
phenotypes were very similar to hepatocyte-specific Bcl-xL or Mcl-1knockout mice.

Hepatocyte-Specific Mcl-1/Bcl-xL-Deficient Mice Show Impaired Development of the Liver
and Liver Failure During the Neonatal Period

To examine the impact of Bcl-xL/Mcl-1deficiency at an earlier time point, offspring
obtained from crossing bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre mice and bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/flox

mice were analyzed on gestational day 18.5. Live-obtained embryo followed expected
Mendelian frequencies (Table 1). Overall, they looked normal, and their body weight did not
differ among genotypes (Fig. 4A,B). However, the livers obtained from live pups with
genotype of bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre, bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/flox Alb-Cre, or bcl-
xflox/flox mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre were clearly smaller. The ratios of liver weight to body weight
were significantly lower in those pups than in AlbCre-negative or bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/+

AlbCre pups (Fig. 4C). The ratios of liver weight to body weight were also examined in
mcl-1flox/flox with AlbCre or without AlbCre mice, and there was no significant difference
between the two (6.0 ± 0.8 versus 5.5 ± 0.9, N = 5, P = 0.34), excluding the possibility that
Mcl-1 knockout itself affects the liver size at this time point. Histological analysis revealed
that there were a number of hepatocytes with rectangular morphology and hematopoietic
cells in the developing liver of the AlbCre-negative pups (Fig. 4D). Whereas the number of
rectangular hepatocytes in bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre livers was similar to that in the
AlbCre-negative livers, it was lower in bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre, bcl-xflox/+

mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre, and bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre livers. Rectangular cells were
rarely observed in bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/flox Alb-Cre livers. Furthermore, the expression of
albumin and transthyretin was examined in the liver as a marker for hepatocyte
differentiation.21 Consistent with histological findings, both expressions were gradually
reduced from the AlbCre-negative livers to the bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre livers (Fig.
4E,F).

We noticed that offspring obtained from crossing bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre mice and
bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/flox mice frequently died within 1 day after birth. To examine the
cause of the early neonatal death, offspring were sacrificed at 10 hours after birth. They
were divided into two groups according to the data shown in Table 1: expected survivors
including AlbCre-negative and bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre pups, and expected
nonsurvivors including bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre, bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre, and
bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre pups. The levels of total bilirubin and ammonia in
circulation were determined and compared between the groups. Both blood bilirubin levels
and ammonia levels were significantly higher in the expected nonsurvivors than in the
expected survivors (Fig. 5A,B). These results suggested that bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/+

AlbCre, bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre, and bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre mice died
quickly after birth because of hepatic failure, in agreement with the findings of impaired
liver development.

Discussion
Five members of the anti-apoptotic Bcl-2 family have been found: Bcl-2, Bcl-xL, Bcl-w,
Bfl-1, and Mcl-1. Traditional knockout of Bcl-2, a prototype of this family, displays growth
retardation, hair color abnormality, lymphocyte decrease, and polycystic kidney.22,23 In
agreement with the finding that Bcl-2 is not expressed in hepatocytes,13 these mice did not
show any liver phenotypes. Similarly, Bcl-w24,25 or Bfl-1 knockout mice26 were generated
but no liver phenotypes have been reported. Traditional knockout of Bcl-xL or Mcl-1 caused
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more severe phenotypes. Deletion of the bcl-x gene resulted in embryonic lethality because
of abnormal neuronal development and hematopoiesis.27 The mcl-1 knockout embryo fails
to be implanted in utero.28 Thus, study of traditional knock-out mice could not reveal the
significance of Bcl-xL or Mcl-1 in the liver.

We previously reported that hepatocyte-specific knockout of Bcl-xL caused spontaneous
apoptosis in hepatocytes after birth and established that Bcl-xL is critically important for the
integrity of hepatocytes.13 The current study demonstrated that Mcl-1 plays an anti-
apoptotic role in differentiated hepatocytes similar to that of Bcl-xL. During the preparation
of this manuscript, a report by Vick et al.29 appeared on the Web, demonstrating a similar
apoptosis phenotype in mice with specific knockout of the mcl-1 gene in hepatocytes. Our
findings are in agreement with theirs and further provide evidence that deletion of a single
allele for the mcl-1 gene fails to produce apoptosis phenotypes under physiological
conditions, as observed in knockout of the bcl-x gene.13 Mcl-1 heterozygous disrupted mice
did not produce apoptosis at least until 16 weeks of age (our unpublished data). It was
demonstrated that hepatocyte-specific Mcl-1 knockout mice showed higher levels of liver
injury than control mice on anti-Fas antibody injection.29 However, because mice lacking
both mcl-1 alleles possess preexisting liver injury, it would be difficult to exactly compare
liver injury after anti-Fas antibody injection and to conclude whether decreased Mcl-1
expression actually increases the susceptibility to Fas. In the current study, we took
advantage of Mcl-1 heterozygous disrupted mice to address this point. They showed
significantly higher levels of liver injury after Fas stimulation than wild-type mice, formally
proving the significance of Mcl-1 expression under pathological conditions. Furthermore,
our data on Mcl-1/Bid– deficient mice implies that the Bid pathway is involved in
generating apoptosis found in Mcl-1 knockout mice. Because Bid mediates a variety of
cellular stresses in hepatocytes upstream of Mcl-1,30,31 it will be interesting in future study
to determine what stresses generate hepatocyte apoptosis in Mcl-1 knockout mice.

Bcl-xL and Mcl-1 share similar structures and functions.1 The observations that either
deficiency similarly leads to spontaneous hepatocyte apoptosis imply that they play a non-
redundant role in maintaining the integrity of hepatocytes in the adult liver. To further
understand the relationship of both molecules, we generated hepatocyte-specific Bcl-xL/
Mcl-1 knockout mice. Interestingly, mice lacking single alleles for both genes (bcl-x+/−

mcl-1+/−) induced spontaneous hepatocyte apoptosis that could not be distinguished from
that found in Bcl-xL or Mcl-1 knockout mice. This indicates that, whereas knockout of a
single allele of the bcl-x or mcl-1 gene did not produce apoptosis, knockout of two alleles of
any combination among both genes was sufficient to produce hepatocyte apoptosis. This
finding suggests that both molecules are not independently but rather interdependently
required for ensuring integrity of differentiated hepatocytes.

Bcl-xL/Mcl-1-deficient mice as well as mice only having a single allele of either bcl-x or
mcl-1 gene displayed a decreased number of hepatocytes and reduced liver size on day 18.5
of gestation and appeared to develop lethal liver failure within 1 day after birth. Because the
liver contains a large number of hematopoietic cells during development (Fig. 4D), it is very
difficult to determine the expression levels of Bcl-xL or Mcl-1 specifically in hepatocytes in
each knockout mouse. Liver development begins on day 8.5 of gestation in the mouse when
the liver primordium is delineated from the endoderm.32 The albumin promoter, which is
active in both hepatoblasts and hepatocytes, shows a 20-fold increase in transcriptional
activity from day 9.5 to day 12.5 of gestation. The level of albumin then continues to
increase as the liver develops simultaneously with the biliary tree and the hepatic bile duct
being formed.33 Thus, the target genes could probably be successfully deleted during
embryogenesis in the AlbCre recombination system. The observation that Bcl-xL/Mcl-1–
deficient mice developed severer phenotypes than Bcl-xL– deficient or Mcl-1– deficient
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mice supports the idea that Cre-mediated deletion of the target genes actually took place
during embryogenesis in our model. In contrast to the knockout of two alleles, knockout of
three alleles and more of the bcl-x and mcl-1 genes induced lethal neonatal hepatic failure.
Thus, hepatocyte integrity appeared to be strictly controlled by Bcl-xL and Mcl-1 in a gene
dose– dependent manner.

Hepatocyte-specific deficiency of both Bcl-xL and Mcl-1 led to significant reduction of liver
volume because of impaired hepatocyte development. However, overall, mice with these
phenotypes were capable of developing normally until birth and rapidly developed liver
failure and died within 1 day after birth. This finding suggests that differentiated hepatocytes
are critically required for maintaining host homeostasis after birth but not during
embryogenesis. The placenta plays an important role in nutritional support and de-
toxification of the embryo. Our data imply that it could probably compensate for most
functions of the liver cells during embryogenesis, whereas the liver would turn to the critical
organ that is essential for maintaining host homeostasis after birth. Bcl-xL/Mcl-1 knockout
mice provide interesting implications for the difference in the impact of differentiated
hepatocytes between embryogenesis and the early neonatal period.

In conclusion, Mcl-1 and Bcl-xL are two major Bcl-2 family proteins inhibiting hepatocyte
apoptosis. Together with previous work on traditional knockout mice, our data imply that
other members, if any, could not compensate for their functions. Mcl-1 and Bcl-xL
cooperatively maintain hepatocyte integrity during liver development and in adult liver
homeostasis, and their effects are gene-dose dependent. Recent studies also have established
that Mcl-15–7 and Bcl-xL18,34 are frequently overexpressed and confer resistance to
apoptosis in hepatocellular carcinoma. Therefore, Mcl-1 and Bcl-xL are important apoptosis
antagonists in a variety of pathophysiological conditions of the liver.
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Fig. 1.
Hepatocyte-specific Mcl-1 knockout mice. Offspring from mating of mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre
mice and mcl-1flox/+ mice were sacrificed at the age of 6 weeks. (A) Western blot of whole
liver lysate for the expression of Bcl-xL, Mcl-1, and Bax. (B) Serum ALT levels. N = 15
mice for each group. *P < 0.05 versus the other five groups. (C) Left panel shows
hematoxylin-eosin and TUNEL staining of the liver section. Arrow indicates typical
apoptotic cells. Right panel shows statistics of TUNEL-positive cells. The number of
TUNEL-positive cells was determined in a defined area. N = 5 mice for each group. *P <
0.05 versus the other five groups. (D) Serum levels of caspase-3/7 activity. The levels were
normalized to mcl-1+/+ AlbCre (−) mice. N = 15 mice for each group. *P < 0.05 versus the
other five groups. (E) Real-time RT-PCR analysis for TNF-α and collagen-1alpha(1)
expression. *P < 0.05. N = 12 or 9. The levels were normalized to the wild-type mice. (F)
Serum ALT levels of Fas-stimulated mice. The mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre mice and
mcl-1flox/+ or flox mice were sacrificed 3 hours after intraperitoneal injection of 0.5 mg/kg
Jo2 antibody. *P < 0.05. N = 13 or 7.
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Fig. 2.
Mcl-1/Bid double-knockout mice. Offspring from mating of bid+/− mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre
mice with bid+/− mcl-1flox/flox mice were sacrificed at 6 weeks after birth. (A) Western blot
of whole liver lysate for the expression of Mcl-1, Bcl-xL, and Bid. (B) Serum ALT levels. N
= 12 mice for each group. *P < 0.05 versus the other five groups; **P < 0.05 versus the
AlbCre-negative groups and the bid+/+ mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre group.
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Fig. 3.
Hepatocyte-specific Bcl-xL/Mcl-1– deficient mice. Offspring from mating bcl-xflox/+

mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre mice and bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/flox mice were sacrificed at the age of 6
weeks. (A) Western blot of whole liver lysate for the expression of Bcl-xL and Mcl-1. (B)
Serum ALT levels. N = 9 mice for each group. *P < 0.05 versus the other five groups. (C)
Serum levels of caspase-3/7 activity. The levels were normalized to bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/+

mice. N = 9 mice for each group. *P < 0.05 versus the other five groups. (D) Hematoxylin-
eosin and TUNEL staining of the liver sections for bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre mice.
Findings for bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/+ mice are shown as a control. (E) Statistics of TUNEL-
positive cells. The number of TUNEL-positive cells was determined in a defined area. N = 5
or 6. *P < 0.05. (F) RT-PCR analysis for TNF-α expression. The levels were normalized to
the group of bcl-xflox/+ or flox mcl-1flox/+ or flox. *P < 0.05. N = 9.
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Fig. 4.
Hepatocyte-specific Bcl-xL/Mcl-1– deficient embryos. Offspring from mating bcl-xflox/+

mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre mice and bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/flox mice were sacrificed on day 18.5 of
gestation. Mice were classified into five groups. The bcl-xflox/+ or flox mcl-1flox/+ or flox are
indicated by Bcl-xL +/+ Mcl-1 +/+; bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre are indicated by Bcl-xL +/
− Mcl-1 +/−; bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre are indicated by Bcl-xL −/− Mcl-1 +/−; bcl-
xflox/+ mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre are indicated by Bcl-xL +/− Mcl-1 −/−; bcl-xflox/flox

mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre are indicated by Bcl-xL −/− Mcl-1 −/−. The numbers of embryos
analyzed were 30 for Bcl-xL +/+ Mcl-1 +/+, 11 for Bcl-xL +/− Mcl-1 +/−, 8 for Bcl-xL −/−
Mcl-1 +/−, 9 for Bcl-xL +/− Mcl-1 −/−, and 10 for Bcl-xL −/− Mcl-1 −/−. (A) Gross
appearance of embryos. Representative photo for a litter is shown. (B) Body weight. (C) The
ratios of liver weight to body weight. *P < 0.05 versus Bcl-xL +/+ Mcl-1 +/+; **P < 0.05
versus Bcl-xL +/+ Mcl-1 +/+ and Bcl-xL +/− Mcl-1 +/−. (D) Hematoxylin-eosin staining of
the liver sections. (E) Western blot of whole-liver lysate for albumin expression. (F) Real-
time RT-PCR analysis for transthyretin expression. The levels were normalized to the group
of Bcl-xL +/+ Mcl-1 +/+. *P < 0.05 versus Bcl-xL +/+ Mcl-1 +/+; **P < 0.05 versus Bcl-xL
+/+ Mcl-1 +/+ and Bcl-xL +/− Mcl-1 +/−.
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Fig. 5.
Plasma biochemistry of hepatocyte-specific Bcl-xL/Mcl-1– deficient neonates 10 hours after
birth. Group A (N = 13) was defined as expected survivors including AlbCre-negative mice
and bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre mice. Group B (N = 6) was defined as expected
nonsurvivors including bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre, bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre,
bcl-xflox/flox mcl-1flox/flox AlbCre. (A) Plasma total bilirubin levels. *P < 0.05. (B) Plasma
ammonia levels in both groups. *P < 0.05.
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Table 1

Genotyping of Offspring Obtained by Crossing bcl-xflox/+ mcl-1flox/+ AlbCre Mice and bcl-xflox/flox

mcl-1flox/flox Mice

AlbCre bcl-x mcl-1 ED18.5 3 Weeks

− flox/+ flox/+ 4 14

− flox/flox flox/+ 6 17

− flox/+ flox/flox 12 17

− flox/flox flox/flox 7 17

+ flox/+ flox/+ 11 22

+ flox/flox flox/+ 8 0

+ flox/+ flox/flox 9 0

+ flox/flox flox/flox 10 0

Total 67 87

ED, embryonic day.

Note that each genotype is expected to account for one-eighth of the offspring from this mating.
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