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(Background: Testis-specific serine/threonine kinases (TSSKs) are expressed in spermatids and are essential for male
Results: HSP90 inhibition results in increased ubiquitination and degradation of TSSKs and blocks catalytic activation of TSSK4

Conclusion: The TSSK family of kinases is stabilized and activated by HSP90.
Significance: HSP90 may play a critical role in differentiation of spermatids and male fertility.
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Spermiogenesis is characterized by a profound morphological
differentiation of the haploid spermatid into spermatozoa. The
testis-specific serine/threonine kinases (TSSKs) comprise a
family of post-meiotic kinases expressed in spermatids, are crit-
ical to spermiogenesis, and are required for male fertility in
mammals. To explore the role of heat shock protein 90 (HSP90)
in regulation of TSSKs, the stability and catalytic activity of
epitope-tagged murine TSSKs were assessed in 293T and COS-7
cells. TSSK1, -2, -4, and -6 (small serine/threonine kinase) were
all found to associate with HSP90, and pharmacological inhibi-
tion of HSP90 function using the highly specific drugs 17-AAG,
SNX-5422, or NVP-AUY922 reduced TSSK protein levels in
cells. The attenuation of HSP90 function abolished the catalytic
activities of TSSK4 and -6 but did not significantly alter the spe-
cific activities of TSSK1 and -2. Inhibition of HSP90 resulted in
increased TSSK ubiquitination and proteasomal degradation,
indicating that HSP90 acts to control ubiquitin-mediated catab-
olism of the TSSKs. To study HSP90 and TSSKs in germ cells, a
mouse primary spermatid culture model was developed and
characterized. Using specific antibodies against murine TSSK2
and -6, it was demonstrated that HSP90 inhibition resulted in a
marked decrease of the endogenous kinases in spermatids.
Together, our findings demonstrate that HSP90 plays a broad
and critical role in stabilization and activation of the TSSK fam-
ily of protein kinases.
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During spermatogenesis, germ cells (spermatogonia)
undergo several rounds of mitotic division to produce sper-
matocytes, which subsequently undergo two consecutive mei-
otic divisions to give rise to haploid round spermatids. Spermi-
ogenesis is a poorly understood developmental cascade of
events by which the round spermatids elongate, condense their
nuclei, acquire flagellum and acrosome, and shed excess cyto-
plasm to form spermatozoa (1, 2). The cell differentiation during
spermiogenesis also involves biochemical changes including, but
not limited to, the protein composition (3) and decreases in tran-
scription (4). The identification and functional characterization of
the proteins that are exclusively expressed in spermatids will pro-
vide insights into understanding the molecular mechanisms
underlying the process of spermiogenesis.

A number of protein kinases are expressed in male germ
cells, and several of them are required for male fertility (5). For
example, null male mice for CAMK4, casein kinase 2a" catalytic
subunit, and cyclin-dependent kinase 2 (CDK2)? are infertile
(6—8). The testis-specific serine/threonine kinases (TSSKs) are
exclusively expressed in spermatids (9), and three of them,
namely TSSK1, -2, and -6 (also known as small serine/threonine
kinase (SSTK)), have been evaluated by genetic deletion in mice
and shown to be essential for male fertility (10—-12). The TSSK
family consists of six members but TSSK5 does not appear to
possess all the subdomains that are required for a kinase (9).
The TSSKs have high homology to one another, with TSSK3
and -6 as the smallest members consisting of only N- and
C-lobes of the kinase catalytic domain (9, 11). TSSK4 has a
13-amino acid extension at the N terminus, a 36-amino acid
extension at the C terminus, and an insertion of 11 amino acids
between the kinase subdomains VII and VIII in the C-lobe.
TSSK1 and -2 are the largest members in the family, with C-ter-

3 The abbreviations used are: CDK2, cyclin-dependent kinase 2; TSSK, testis-
specific serine/threonine kinase; 17-AAG, 17-allylamino-17-demethoxy-
geldanamycin; HSP90, heat shock protein 90; SIP, small serine/threonine
kinase (SSTK)-interacting protein; TSACC, TSSK6-activating co-chaperone;
H1t, testis-specific histone H1; WB, Western blot; IP, immunoprecipitation.
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minal kinase domain extensions of 94 and 87 amino acids,
respectively. The targeted disruption of TSSK1/TSSK2 (double
knock-out) in mice resulted in abnormal spermatid develop-
ment, and the observed phenotype was associated with struc-
tural defects in mitochondrial sheath formation and the prema-
ture loss of the chromatoid body-derived ring structure in
spermatids (10). Similarly, the development of spermatids was
also impaired in TSSK6 knock-out animals and resulted in the
production of morphologically abnormal sperm (11). Further-
more, TSSK6 null sperm were incapable of fusing with zona
pellucida-free eggs (13).

The heat shock protein 90 (HSP90) chaperone machinery is a
multipartner complex of proteins that often also contains
HSP70, HOP, HSP40, P23, and/or CDC37 (14:—17). Unlike the
other major classes of HSPs, HSP90 preferentially interacts
with a specific subset of proteins and is involved with matura-
tion of signaling molecules including protein kinases, transcrip-
tion factors, and hormone receptors (14, 15). HSP90 possesses
an intrinsic ATPase activity that is required for mediating the
necessary conformational changes in client proteins for activa-
tion (15, 17, 18) and is also important for stabilization of the
HSP90 client proteins (19, 20). HSP90 inhibitors 17-allylamino-
17-demethoxygeldanamycin (17-AAG) as well as other struc-
turally distinct agents, including SNX-5422 (also known as
PF-04929113) and NVP-AUY922, bind to the nucleotide bind-
ing pocket of HSP90 and inhibit the progression of the HSP90
complex toward the stabilizing form resulting in the degrada-
tion of the client proteins (16, 19, 21-23). It is well established
that pharmacological inhibition of HSP90 can lead to degrada-
tion of a large variety of client proteins including kinases such as
RAF kinase, ERBB2, AKT, v-SRC, and death domain kinase, the
transcription factors mutants p53 and HIF-1«, the mineralo-
corticoid, glucocorticoid, and mutant androgen receptors, and
others such as the cystic fibrosis transmembrane conductance
regulator CFTR and huntingtin (19, 21, 24-32).

Recently we identified an HSP70 binding co-chaperone
named small serine/threonine kinase (SSTK)-interacting pro-
tein (SIP; TSSK6-activating co-chaperone (TSACC)) that facil-
itates the HSP90-mediated activation of TSSK6 (33). However,
it remained to be determined whether the role of HSP90 in
activation was limited to TSSK6 or if the other TSSKs were also
regulated by HSP90. Interestingly, male germ cells express the
HSP90« (gene Hsp90aal) isoform and targeted disruption of
HSP90« in mice resulted in male infertility without any other
obvious somatic defects (34). The spermatogenic cells failed to
develop beyond meiosis in the HSP90«a null mice, demonstrat-
ing that HSP90 is critical for meiosis in the male germ cells. To
investigate whether HSP90 plays a broad role in the regulation
of the TSSK family of post-meiotic kinases, we have performed
a systematic analysis of the stability and activity of TSSK1, -2,
-3, -4, and -6 using a panel of expression constructs containing
the murine kinase cDNAs with a Myc epitope tag at the C ter-
minus. When ectopically expressed in either 293T or COS-7
cells, TSSKs were found to be specifically stabilized by HSP90,
and the catalytic activities of TSSK4 and -6 were demonstrated
to require HSP90 function. Furthermore, TSSKs were sub-
jected to ubiquitination, and HSP90 inhibition resulted in
enhanced ubiquitination and subsequent proteasomal degra-
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dation. We developed a mouse spermatid primary culture
model and confirmed that TSSK2 and -6 protein levels were
reduced in mouse spermatids in response to HSP90 inhibition.
Taken together, our data demonstrate that HSP90 regulates
TSSKs by influencing their stability and/or activation and
strongly suggests that HSP90 function is important for post-
meiotic differentiation of spermatids and fertility in mammals.

EXPERIMENTAL PROCEDURES

Reagents—[**P]ATP and enhanced chemiluminescence kit
were purchased from PerkinElmer Life Sciences. Histone H2A
and H1 were obtained from Upstate Biotechnology (Lake
Placid, NY). The monoclonal antibody for TSSK2 (clone 1E12)
was obtained from Novus Biologicals (Littleton, CO) and a rab-
bit polyclonal antibody for testis-specific histone H1 (H1t) was
obtained from Abcam (Cambridge, MA). Myc (clone 9E-10)
and HSP90 antibodies were purchased from Santa Cruz Bio-
technology (Santa Cruz, CA). The monoclonal antibody (clone
E7) against B-tubulin was obtained from the Developmental
Studies Hybridoma Bank maintained by Department of Biolog-
ical Sciences, University of lowa. 17-AAG was purchased from
Sigma, and the other two HSP90 inhibitors (SNX-5422 and
NVP-AUY922) were purchased from Selleck (Houston, TX).
Proteasomal inhibitors MG132 and epoxomicin were pur-
chased from EMD Millipore (Billerica, MA). TRIzol reagent for
RNA extraction was purchased from Invitrogen, and the
Advantage RT-for-PCR kit for cDNA synthesis was purchased
from Clontech (Mountain View, CA). All reagents were of ana-
lytical grade.

Kinase Expression Constructs—TSSKs and CDK2 cDNAs
were inserted into pcDNA 3.1 myc/his (Invitrogen) using
standard molecular biology techniques. The entire coding
region for each construct was confirmed by DNA sequencing.
HA-tagged wild type ubiquitin construct (pRK5-HA-ubiquitin
WT) was obtained from Addgene (Cambridge, MA) (35).

Protein Expression in 293T and COS-7 Cells—Myc epitope-
tagged TSSKs and CDK2 ¢cDNA construct was transfected in
293T cells as described earlier (33). Transfections of Myc
epitope-tagged TSSKs, CDK2, and HA-tagged ubiquitin in
COS-7 cells were carried out using the DEAE-dextran chloro-
quine technique (36). When required, the cells were treated
with 1 um HSP90 inhibitor (17-AAG, SNX-5422, or NVP-
AUY922) or DMSO (vehicle control). In some experiments,
cells were also treated with proteasomal inhibitors (5 um
MG132 or 0.2 um epoxomicin).

Western Blotting and Immunoprecipitation—Western blot-
ting and immunoprecipitation (IP) were performed as
described previously (33). Myc IP from denatured lysate for the
ubiquitination assay, as depicted in Fig. 7, was performed fol-
lowing the protocol described by van de Kooij et al. (37). Briefly,
COS-7 cells were lysed in 50 mm Tris-HCI, pH 8.0, 1% SDS, 10
mwm DTT, and 0.5 mm EDTA and boiled for 10 min. The lysate
was diluted by adding 9 volumes of Nonidet P-40 buffer (50 mm
Tris-HCI, pH 7.4, 1% Nonidet P-40, 150 mm NaCl, 1 ug/ml
aprotinin, 1 ug/ml leupeptin, 1 mm PMSF, 10 mm B-glycero-
phosphate, and 1 mM sodium orthovanadate) and cleared by
centrifugation at 13,000 X gfor 15 min. Myc IP from the cleared
lysate was performed and analyzed by Western blotting.
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Protein Kinase Assay—Kinase reactions were performed as
described previously (33). Briefly, the reaction was carried out
at room temperature for 30 min in buffer that contained 25 mm
HEPES, pH 7.4, 10 mm MgCl,, 10 mm MnCl,, 2 mm EGTA, 30
uM ATP, 10 uCi of [y-**P]ATP, and a protein substrate. His-
tone H2A and histone H1 were used as the protein substrate for
TSSKs and CDK2, respectively. Kinase reactions were termi-
nated with Laemmli sample buffer, resolved in SDS-PAGE gels,
and developed by autoradiography. In some experiments
lysates were diluted before immunoprecipitation to achieve
constant amounts of the Myc-tagged TSSKs in the immune
complexes.

Quantitative RT-PCR—Cells were harvested, and RNA was
extracted using TRIzol reagent according to the instructions
from the manufacturer. RNA was reverse-transcribed to cDNA
using Advantage RT-for-PCR kit (Clontech), and quantitative
real-time PCR assays were performed in Bio-Rad iCycler using
Bio-Rad kits with detection by SYBR Green dye following the
instructions from the manufacturer. The sequences of RT-PCR
primers were the following: TSSK1 (forward, 5'-AAA CTT
GGG AGA GGG CTC AT-3', and reverse, 5'-TGG CCA GAA
TCT CAA TCT CC-3'); TSSK2 (forward, 5'-CCA CGC TCC
AAG AAC CTA AC-3', and reverse, 5'-GAA GGA GGC AGA
AGA CAT GG-3'); TSSK3 (forward, 5'-GAT GCT GGA GTC
AGC AGA TG-3', and reverse, 5'-GGC AAT AGC GAA TAG
CCT CA-3'); TSSK4 (forward, 5'-CTG TCA AGA TCA TCT
CGA AG-3', and reverse, 5'-GAG CCA CGT CCA AAATGA
TGT-3"); TSSK6 (forward, 5'-CGC TCA AGA TCA CGG ATT
TC-3’,and reverse, 5'-AGGCTCCACACGTCGTATTT-3'),
and actin (forward, 5'-GAC GAT GCT CCC CGG GCT GTA
TTC-3',and reverse, 5'-TCT CTT GCT CTG GGC CTC GTC
ACC-3'). The conditions used for the amplification were the
following: 95 °C for 3 min; 95 °C for 10 s, 55 °C for 30 s, and
72 °C for 30 s for 40 cycles; 95 °C for 1 min; 55 °C for 1 min. Each
assay was run in triplicate, and corresponding triplicates for
amplifying the housekeeping gene (actin) were included in
parallel. The CT values of a TSSK gene were normalized with
actin and the 2~ *4“T method was used to calculate the relative
expressions of TSSKs. The relative expression values were
finally normalized to the vehicle (DMSO)-treated control and
expressed as the mean = S.D.

Protein Half-life Determination—293T cells expressing Myc-
tagged kinases were pretreated for 5 min with 100 pug/ml cyclo-
heximide and then treated with either DMSO or 1 um 17-AAG
for various time points. Cells were harvested at the given time
points of incubation, and the lysates were analyzed in Western
blotting with Myc and B-tubulin antibodies. Densitometry val-
ues of the TSSKs bands were divided by those of the endoge-
nous B-tubulin and then normalized to the zero time points.
The normalized values were used to calculate the half-life of
TSSKs as described by Belle et al. (38) assuming that protein-
degradation follows first-order decay kinetics.

Isolation, Enrichment, and Primary Culture of Mouse
Spermatids—Mice were handled and sacrificed in accordance
with the guidelines of the Animal Care and Use Committee
(Center for Biologics and Evaluation Research, Food and Drug
Administration). Male germ cells were isolated by enzymatic
dissociation of testes from 8 —12-week-old mice, and the cells
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were separated by sedimentation at unit gravity in 2—4% BSA
gradient in a STA-PUT apparatus (ProScience Inc., GlassShop,
Toronto, ON, Canada) according to the method described by
La Salle et al. (39). After sedimentation, the fractions were
examined under a microscope, and the germ cell types were
identified based on size and the morphological criteria as
described by Bellvé (40). Fractions containing enriched sper-
matocytes and spermatids were pooled separately. Average
purity obtained for the enriched spermatocytes or spermatids
was >90%. For the primary culture, 15 million spermatids were
incubated in a 30-mm Petri dish containing 5 ml of medium
(DMEM supplemented with nonessential amino acids, 5% fetal
bovine serum, penicillin/streptomycin, 15 mm HEPES, 1 mm
sodium pyruvate, and 6 mm sodium lactate) and treated with 10
uM HSP90 inhibitor (17-AAG, SNX-5422, or NVP-AUY922) or
DMSO (vehicle) when required. Cells were incubated at 32 °C
and 5% CO, in air and pelleted at 800 X g for 10 min, washed
with PBS, and lysed.

Cell Viability Assay—Viability of 293T cells, COS-7 cells, and
mouse spermatids was determined by trypan blue stain exclu-
sion. At least 100 cells were counted in each field, and the aver-
age of percent viability was calculated from three such fields in
an experiment. Mean percent viability from three independent
experiments was calculated, and data were presented as the
mean * S.D.

Densitometry and Statistical Analysis—Western blots were
scanned, and protein band intensities were quantified using
Kodak MI S.E. software. For the quantification of degradation,
densitometry values of TSSK bands were divided by those of
endogenous B-tubulin and normalized to vehicle (DMSO)-
treated samples. Normalized values from three independent
experiments were used for statistical analysis, and results were
expressed as the mean = S.D. Student’s ¢ test was performed,
and p values were calculated.

RESULTS

TSSKs Associate with the HSP90 Machinery—W e evaluated
the physical association between TSSKs and the HSP90
machinery using a co-immunoprecipitation approach and also
assessed their catalytic activities in vitro. Myc-tagged spermatid
kinases TSSK1, -2, -3, -4, or -6 were ectopically expressed in
293T cells. The kinases were immunoprecipitated from the Tri-
ton X-100 lysates, and kinase reactions were performed on the
Myc immune complexes with [**P]JATP and histone H2A as
substrates. As shown in the autoradiogram in Fig. 1, TSSK1, -2,
-4, and -6 phosphorylated histone H2A, demonstrating that the
ectopically expressed kinases were catalytically active in the
cells. However, TSSK3 did not have any detectable kinase activ-
ity using the H2A substrate (Fig. 1). Kinase assays testing his-
tone H1 and myelin basic protein (MBP) as substrates also did
not reveal any kinase activity associated with TSSK3 (data not
shown). Furthermore, no TSSK3 autophosphorylation could be
observed in the absence or presence of an exogenous protein
substrate, and extensive efforts to detect TSSK3 kinase activity
in lysates generated using other detergents such as pyridinium
betain, 3-[(3-cholamidopropyl) dimethylammonio]-1-pro-
panesulfonate, and n-dodecyl B-maltopyranoside were also not
successful (data not shown). Blots containing the immune com-
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plexes were probed with HSP90 antibody to evaluate the asso-
ciation of the kinases with HSP90 (Fig. 1). HSP90 was detected
in the immune complexes of TSSK1, -2, -4, and -6, whereas the

293T cells
S e S LG g
K ST S S D
DNA: & <& <& & <P <E

32p-histone — | ——
Autoradiogram
P Y —
WB: HSP90 S
- ]
_— -
WB: Myc
i Sy Y o, S
WB: HSP90
50 — @
®
['d
37 — R _L fary
©
Q -— =
25 —
20 —
WB: Myc

FIGURE 1. Association with HSP90 and kinase activities of TSSKs. cDNA
constructs for the Myc-tagged kinases or the empty vector were transfected
in 293T cells. Kinases were immunoprecipitated using Myc monoclonal (9E-
10) antibody (Myc IP), and in vitro kinase assays were performed using
[32P]ATP and histone H2A as substrates. Reaction mixtures were fractionated
in SDS-PAGE gels, and an autoradiogram was developed (top). Myc immuno-
precipitates and cell lysates were analyzed in Western blotting (WB) with
HSP90 and Myc antibodies. Positions of marker proteins and their molecular
mass in kDa are indicated with arrows.
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immune complexes from the empty vector control or TSSK3
did not detect HSP90, demonstrating that TSSK1, -2, -4, and -6
specifically associate with the HSP90 machinery in cells. The
presence of the TSSKs and consistent amounts of endogenous
HSP90 was confirmed in Western blot analysis of the lysates
using Myc and HSP90 antibodies, respectively. The Myc-
tagged TSSK2 migrated as a doublet with the predicted full-
length protein at ~44 kDa and a smaller ~34 kDa band in
SDS-PAGE (Fig. 1). Analysis of TSSK2 using NetStart 1.0 pro-
gram (41) predicted an alternative translational start site at
nucleotide position 181 in the cDNA sequence that may have
given rise to the lower TSSK2 band observed in the blots. Alter-
natively, the smaller TSSK2 protein could have resulted from
proteolytic cleavage of full-length TSSK2.

Inhibition of the HSP90 A TPase Results in Reduced TSSK Pro-
tein Levels in 293T Cells—Pharmacological inhibition of the
HSP90 ATPase activity is known to cause degradation of many
HSP90 client proteins (16, 19-21), and therefore, we next
investigated the effect of HSP90 inhibition on the stability of the
TSSKs. 293T cells expressing the Myc-tagged kinases were
treated with HSP90 inhibitors such as 17-AAG, SNX-5422, or
NVP-AUY922 (1 um), and the cell lysates were analyzed by
Western blotting with Myc antibody to measure the cellular
levels of these kinases. As shown in Fig. 24, treatment of cells
with each of these HSP90 inhibitors caused a significant reduc-
tion in TSSK1, -2, -4, and -6 in the cells. TSSK3 protein was also
reduced, albeit marginally, by treatment of cells with the drugs,
and no effect was detected on the cellular levels of Myc-tagged
CDK2, confirming the specificity of the effect of HSP90 inhibi-
tion on the TSSKs (Fig. 2, A and B). We determined that
17-AAG had a dose-dependent effect on the stability of TSSK1,
-2, -4, and -6, with effects observed between 0.25 and 1 um
concentrations (Fig. 2C). Cell viability was measured, and no
toxicity was found to be associated with treatment of the cells
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FIGURE 2. Effects of HSP90 inhibitors on TSSK levels in 293T cells. Myc-tagged kinases were expressed in 293T cells, and cells were treated with DMSO
(vehicle) or 1T um 17-AAG, SNX-5422, or NVP-AUY922 for 16 h. A, cell lysates were probed in WB with Myc or B-tubulin antibodies, and the results from a
representative experiment are shown. Vehicle or HSP90 inhibitor is represented by — and + signs, respectively. B, shown are normalized protein levels of the
kinases. TSSKs and CDK2 were analyzed as in A, and bands were quantified by densitometry and normalized as described under “Experimental Procedures.”
Values are expressed as the mean = S.D. of three independent experiments. The asterisk (*) indicates that the value has a p < 0.050 when compared with the
vehicle treated control. C, shown are the dose-dependent effects of 17-AAG on TSSK levels. 293T cells expressing Myc-tagged TSSK1, -2, -4, or -6 were treated
for 16 h with the indicated concentrations of 17-AAG. WBs of lysates with Myc and B-tubulin antibodies from a representative experiment are shown.
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with the HSP90 inhibitors at 1 um concentration for 16 h (Table
1). Together, these data indicated that loss of HSP90 function in
cells leads to a specific destabilization and reduced protein lev-
els of the TSSK1, -2, -4, and -6.

Attenuation of HSP90 Function Leads to Accelerated TSSK
Degradation in Cycloheximide-treated Cells—A reduction in
the levels of steady state TSSKs could have resulted from
changes in the rates of their synthesis and/or degradation. To
assess the effects of attenuation of HSP90 function on the post-
translational half-lives of the TSSKs, we performed a time
course measurement of TSSK protein levels in 293T cells when
translation was blocked with cycloheximide (Fig. 3, A and B). In
the presence of cycloheximide, all of these kinases were com-
pletely lost in 16 h (data not shown). When compared with the
vehicle control, the cellular levels of TSSK1, -2 and -6 were
significantly reduced upon treatment with 17-AAG for 2 h, and
these proteins were undetectable after 4—7 h (Fig. 3A4). In the
vehicle-treated cells the calculated half-lives of TSSK1, -2, and
-6 were 1.9, 3.8, and 1.5 h, respectively, and with 17-AAG treat-
ment, the half-lives decreased to 0.6 h for TSSK1 and TSSK2
and 0.7 h for TSSK6 (Fig. 3B). TSSK4 was observed to have a
much shorter half-life (0.8 h) than the other TSSKs as evident
by a drastic reduction in its protein level in 1 h and a complete
loss within 2 h (Fig. 34), and inhibition of HSP90 function did

TABLE 1
Cell viability in the presence of HSP90 inhibitors

Cells were treated with DMSO (vehicle) or the HSP90 inhibitor (1 um for 293T and
COS-7 cells and 10 um for mouse spermatids) for 16 h, and then cell viability was
measured by trypan blue exclusion. Percent cell viability is presented as mean * S.D.
from three independent experiments. ND, not determined.

Cells DMSO 17-AAG SNX-5422 NVP-AUY922
293T 96 95 +2 94+ 2 96 = 3
COS-7 96 = 95 = 4 ND ND
Spermatids 95 = 94 *£3 95+ 2 93 *+3
A. DMSO 17-AAG
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not significantly change the half-life of TSSK4 when compared
with the vehicle-treated control (Fig. 3B). We also evaluated the
degradation of TSSK4 in the presence of cycloheximide after 5-,
15-, 30-, and 60-min exposures to 17-AAG and still observed no
difference in the levels of TSSK4 in control versus 17-AAG-
treated cells (data not shown). In comparison to the other
TSSKs, TSSK3 had a much longer half-life (7.4 h), and no sig-
nificant difference between the drug and vehicle treatments
was observed on the degradation kinetics of TSSK3 (Fig. 3, A
and B) in the presence of cycloheximide. Furthermore, no sig-
nificant changes in mRNA levels of TSSKs were observed after
a 16-h exposure of the cells to 17-AAG (Fig. 3C). Together,
these findings demonstrated that inhibition of HSP90 increased
the rate of degradation of TSSK1, -2, and -6.

HSP90 Is Required for Activation of TSSK4 and -6 but Not
TSSK1 and -2—HSP90 is known to bind partially folded client
proteins including many kinases and thus influences their acti-
vation. To evaluate the role of HSP90 activity in TSSK enzy-
matic activation, 293T cells expressing TSSK1, -2, -4, or -6 were
treated with 1 um 17-AAG, SNX5422, NVP-AUY922, or
DMSO (vehicle) for 16 h, and their kinase activities were mea-
sured as described above. Treatment of cells with the HSP90
inhibitors completely abolished the catalytic activity of TSSK4
and -6, demonstrating that HSP90 function is essential for the
activation of these kinases (Fig. 44). Interestingly, TSSK1 and
-2 derived from the drug-treated cells possessed kinase activity,
and the specific activities of these kinases were not dramatically
changed. As a control, we used Myc-tagged CDK2, which was
found to be insensitive to HSP90 inhibition (Fig. 44). To con-
firm our interpretation of the findings in Fig. 44, we next made
a series of dilutions of TSSK1, -2, -4, and -6 control lysates and
performed parallel immunoprecipitations to obtain identical
amounts of the TSSKs in the immunoprecipitates from vehicle
and 17-AAG-treated cell lysates. The results of head-to-head
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FIGURE 3. Influence of HSP90 inhibition on the degradation of TSSK proteins and their mRNA levels. 293T cells expressing Myc-tagged TSSKs were
treated with cycloheximide (CHX) in the presence of either DMSO (vehicle) or T um 17-AAG for the indicated time periods, and cells were lysed. A, lysates were
evaluated by WB with Myc and B-tubulin antibodies, and the results from a representative experiment are shown. B, shown are half-lives of TSSKs in CHX-
treated cells. TSSKs were analyzed as in A, and protein half-lives of TSSKs were calculated as described under “Experimental Procedures.” Values are expressed
as the mean = S.D. of three independent experiments. The asterisk * indicates that the value has a p < 0.050 when compared with the vehicle-treated control.
C, shown is measurement of mMRNA levels in 17-AAG-treated 293T cells. Cells expressing Myc-tagged TSSKs were treated with either DMSO or 1 um 17-AAG for
16 h. Total RNA was extracted and reverse-transcribed to cDNA using oligo-dT primers. Quantitative RT-PCR assays were performed using SYBR Green
(Bio-Rad), and transcript levels were normalized to actin mRNA. Relative mRNA levels in the 17-AAG-treated samples were calculated with respect to the
vehicle- treated samples, and values are expressed as the mean = S.D. of triplicates. All p values were >0.050. This analysis was repeated three times, and the
results from a representative experiment are shown.
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FIGURE 4. Enzymatic activities of TSSKs in 293T cells treated with the HSP90 inhibitors. A, 293T cells expressing the Myc-tagged kinases were treated with
DMSO (vehicle) or 1 um 17-AAG, SNX-5422, or NVP-AUY922 for 16 h. Myc immunoprecipitations for TSSK1, -2, -4, or -6 and CDK2 were performed, and kinase
assays were carried out using [*?PJATP and either histone H2A (for TSSKs) or histone H1 (for CDK2) as substrates as described in Fig. 1. Autoradiograms, WBs of
the immune complexes (Myc IP) with Myc antibody, and blots of lysates with Myc and B-tubulin antibodies are shown from a representative experiment that
was repeated three times. Vehicle or HSP90 inhibitor is represented by — and + signs, respectively. B, shown is a head-to-head comparison of the kinase
activities associated with identical amounts of TSSKs from DMSO-and 17-AAG-treated cells. Kinase assays were performed as in A except that control lysate was
diluted as indicated before immunoprecipitation. Immunoprecipitation of undiluted 17-AAG lysates is noted by a minus (—) sign, and analysis of undiluted

lysates probed with Myc and B-tubulin antibodies is presented. Results from a representative experiment are shown.

immune complex kinase assays performed on immunoprecipi-
tates that contained comparable amounts of each TSSK are
presented in Fig. 4B. The findings confirmed that inhibition of
HSP90 abolishes the kinase activities of TSSK4 and -6 and does
notinfluence the kinase activities of TSSK1 and -2. As expected,
the levels of the TSSKs were significantly reduced in undiluted
lysates of the drug-treated cells when compared with that of the
vehicle-treated controls (Fig. 4B). To determine whether
17-AAG treatment of cells caused a disruption of the TSSK/
HSP90 complexes, we probed the Myc immune complexes in
Western blotting with HSP90 antibody and found that 17-AAG
did not significantly change the amounts of HSP90 detected
relative to immunoprecipitated TSSK (data not shown). Fur-
thermore, to rule out a direct inhibition of the TSSKs by the
HSP90 inhibitors, we performed the kinase assays with 17-AAG
added to the in vitro kinase reaction mix containing the immu-
noprecipitated kinase (TSSK1, -2, -4, or -6) and observed no
effect on their catalytic activities (data not shown). These
results demonstrated that HSP90 function plays a requisite role
in catalytic activation of TSSK4 and -6 but not TSSK1 and -2 in
cells.

HSP90 Machinery Is Necessary for the Stability and Kinase
Activities of TSSKs in COS-7 Cells—We used COS-7 cells as
another model to verify our findings from 293T cells. Myc-
tagged TSSK1, -2, -3, -4, or -6 were ectopically expressed in
COS-7 cells, and the cells were treated with 1 um 17-AAG for
16 h. Cell viability measurements revealed no toxicity associ-
ated with 17-AAG in these cells (Table 1). The kinases were
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immunoprecipitated, and in vitro kinase reactions were per-
formed on the Myc immune complexes as described above.
HSP90 inhibition in COS-7 cells completely abolished the cat-
alytic activities of TSSK4 and -6, indicating that the HSP90
function is essential for their activation (Fig. 54). Immunopre-
cipitates containing either TSSK1 or -2 from 17-AAG-treated
cells had reduced kinase activities compared with the vehicle
control, but the specific activities of the kinases was not signif-
icantly altered (Fig. 5A). Again, we did not observe any kinase
activity in the TSSK3 immunoprecipitates. Similar to the 293T
cell findings, these results demonstrated that HSP90 function is
essential for catalytic activation of TSSK4 and -6 but not TSSK1
and -2. However, unlike our findings in 293T cells, treatment of
COS-7 cells with 17-AAG caused a disruption of the complex of
TSSK1, -2, -4, or -6 with HSP90 as indicated by the complete
loss of HSP90 in the Western blots of the Myc immune com-
plexes (data not shown). Western blotting analysis of the lysates
demonstrated that attenuation of HSP90 function caused a sig-
nificant reduction in protein levels of the TSSKs in COS-7 cells
(Fig. 5, A and B). Neither the kinase activity nor stability of
Myc-tagged CDK2 was affected by treatment of cells with
17-AAG, confirming the specificity of the effect on the TSSKs.
As was done for 293T lysates, we diluted control lysate before
immunoprecipitation to achieve identical amounts of the
immunoprecipitated TSSKs from lysates of vehicle- and
17-AAG-treated cells and performed the kinase reactions (Fig.
5C). These results confirmed that HSP90 is required for the
catalytic activities of TSSK4 and -6 but not for TSSK1 and -2.
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FIGURE 5. Effect of 17-AAG on enzymatic activities and stability of TSSKs in COS-7 cells. Myc-tagged kinases were expressed in COS-7 cells, and cells were
treated with 1 um 17-AAG or DMSO (vehicle) for 16 h. Mycimmunoprecipitations for TSSKs and CDK2 were performed, and kinase assays were carried out using
[*?PJATP and histone as substrates as described in Fig. 4. A, autoradiograms and WBs of the Myc antibody immune complexes (Myc IP), and blots of lysates with
HSP90, Myc, and B-tubulin antibodies are shown from a representative experiment that was repeated three times. Vehicle or 17-AAG is represented by —
and + signs, respectively. B, normalized TSSK protein levels are shown. TSSKs and CDK2 levels in lysates were analyzed as in A, and protein bands were
quantified by densitometry and normalized as described under “Experimental Procedures.” Values are expressed as the mean = S.D. of three independent
experiments. The asterisk (*) indicates a p < 0.050 when compared with the vehicle-treated control. C, shown is a comparison of the kinase activities associated
with identical amounts of TSSKs from DMSO- and 17-AAG-treated COS-7 cells. Kinase assays were performed as in A except that control lysate was diluted as
indicated before immunoprecipitation. Immunoprecipitation of undiluted 17-AAG lysates is noted by a minus (—) sign, and analysis of undiluted lysates
probed with Myc and B-tubulin antibodies is presented.

HSPY0 Inhibition Increases TSSK Ubiquitination and Degra- MG132: - + - + Epoxomicin: - + - +
dation via the Proteasome—To better understand the mecha- WeRAGEH= - & &  MalEe = 4 4
nism for HSP90-mediated stabilization of the TSSKs in cells, we > sk engib—ain
first tested whether HSP90 inhibition leads to TSSK degrada- _-s= [ubulin
tion by the proteasome pathway. COS-7 cells expressing Myc- e 155k2 R — e
tagged TSSKs were treated with the highly specific proteasomal — . -tubulin S —
inhibitors MG132 (5 um) or epoxomicin (0.2 um) for 16 h in the
presence or absence of 1 um 17-AAG, and the cell lysates were @D —— S=e  TSSK3 NS G - e
analyzed by Western blotting with Myc and B-tubulin antibod- m———— DU —————
ies. As shown in Fig. 6, treatment of control cells (no 17-AAG)
with MG132 (left) or epoxomicin (right) slightly increased the “:: ;jf::;n :- i
cellular levels of the TSSK1, -3, and -6, relative to tubulin. B )
Importantly, the 17-AAG-induced decreases in cellular levels S TSSKE SIS
of TSSK1, -2, -3, -4, and -6 were dramatically blocked by the RN (-tubulin S -
proteasomal inhibitors, demonstrating that HSP90 inhibition WB

leads to the degradation of these TSSKs by the proteasome (Fig.
6). Similar results were obtained in 293T cells using MG132 and
epoxomicin (data not shown).

We next examined whether TSSKs are subjected to ubiquiti-
nation in cells. Myc-tagged TSSKs and HA-tagged ubiquitin
were co-expressed in COS-7 cells, lysed in non-denaturing

16314 JOURNAL OF BIOLOGICAL CHEMISTRY

FIGURE 6. Influence of proteasomal inhibitors on 17-AAG induced
degradation of TSSKs. COS-7 cells expressing Myc-tagged TSSKs were
incubated with DMSO (vehicle) or the proteasomal inhibitor (5 um MG132
or 0.2 um epoxomicin) either in the presence or absence of 1 um 17-AAG
for 16 h. Cell lysates were evaluated by WB with Myc and B-tubulin anti-
bodies, and results from a representative experiment are shown. Vehicle is
represented by a — sign, and either 17-AAG or MG132 is represented by
a + sign.
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FIGURE 7. Ubiquitination of TSSKs. A Myc-tagged cDNA construct for each TSSK or empty vector (—) was transfected in COS-7 cells either alone or with cDNA
encoding HA-tagged ubiquitin (HA-Ub). Total cell proteins were extracted either in non-denaturing buffer (Triton X-100; left panels) or in denaturing buffer
(SDS; right panels), and Myc immunoprecipitations were performed. Protein extracts in SDS buffer were denatured by boiling, and lysate was diluted 10-fold
with Nonidet P-40 buffer before the immunoprecipitation. WB of Myc immunoprecipitates and cell lysates probed with HA and Myc antibodies from a
representative experiment are shown. Positions of marker proteins and their molecular mass in kDa are indicated with arrows.

buffer (Triton X-100), and immunoprecipitated with Myc anti-
body. Ubiquitination of TSSKs was assessed in Western blot-
ting of the Myc immunoprecipitates with HA antibody. As
shown in Fig. 7, left top panel, an HA immunoreactive high
molecular mass ladder of bands was observed in the immuno-
precipitates derived from cells co-transfected with Myc-TSSK
and HA-ubiquitin cDNAs but not from control cells trans-
fected with either cDNA alone, demonstrating that the TSSKs
were ubiquitinated. The HA-reactive ladder of bands migrated
above the unmodified TSSKs. To test whether ubiquitin was
directly linked to TSSKs and not co-immunoprecipitated via
non-covalent interactions, we extracted and denatured the pro-
teins by boiling in SDS buffer followed by dilution with non-
denaturing (Nonidet P-40) buffer and immunoprecipitation of
TSSKs with Myc antibody. The HA-reactive high molecular
mass ladder of bands was again present in the Myc-immuno-
precipitates, demonstrating that ubiquitin was directly conju-
gated to TSSKs (Fig. 7, right top panel). Western blot analysis
with Myc and HA antibodies confirmed the presence of TSSKs
in the immunoprecipitates and expression of HA-ubiquitin and
TSSKs in cells (Fig. 7). To evaluate the influence of HSP90 func-
tion on TSSK ubiquitination, cells expressing Myc-TSSK1, -2,
-3, -4, or -6 and HA-ubiquitin were simultaneously treated with
17-AAG and MG132. Ubiquitination of TSSKs was assessed in
Western blotting of the Myc-immunoprecipitates with HA
antibody. Exposure of cells to 17-AAG increased the levels of
ubiquitination for each TSSK when compared with the control
(no 17-AAG), demonstrating that HSP90 inhibition leads to
enhanced ubiquitination of TSSKs (Fig. 8). Collectively, these
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FIGURE 8. Effects of attenuation of HSP90 function on TSSKs ubiquiti-
nation. Myc-tagged TSSKs and HA-tagged ubiquitin (HA-Ub) were co-ex-
pressed in COS-7 cells, and cells were treated for 8 h with 5 um MG132 in
the absence (DMSO, vehicle) or presence of 1 um 17-AAG. Vehicle or
17-AAG is represented by — and + signs, respectively. Ubiquitination was
analyzed by Western blotting (WB) of the Myc immunoprecipitates (Myc
IP) using HA and Myc antibodies, and cell lysates were probed with HA and
Myc antibodies. Results are shown from a representative experiment that
was repeated three times. Positions of marker proteins and their molecu-
lar mass in kDa are indicated with arrows.
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FIGURE 9. Isolation and characterization of spermatids from mouse testes. A, validation of TSSK antibodies is shown. Lysates of 293T cells expressing
Myc-tagged TSSK1, -2, -4, or -6 were probed in WB with TSSK6, TSSK2, Myc, and B-tubulin antibodies. Molecular masses in kDa are marked with arrows. B, shown
is characterization of mouse male germ cells. Enriched populations of mouse spermatocytes and spermatids were purified by cellular sedimentation in a
STA-PUT apparatus. WB was performed with TSSK2, TSSK6, transition protein 1 (TP17), H1t, small serine/threonine kinase (SSTK)-interacting protein (SIP), and
B-tubulin antibodies. C, enriched spermatid populations were cultured in vitro, and cell viability was measured by trypan blue exclusion at the indicated times.
Values are presented as the mean =+ S.D. (n = 3). D, enriched spermatids populations were incubated for various time periods, and lysates were analyzed in WB

with TSSK6, TSSK2, GSK3 3, H1t, and B-tubulin antibodies.

data demonstrated that TSSKs are ubiquitinated and HSP90
functions to regulate the ubiquitination of TSSKs in cells.

Inhibition of HSP90 Results in Decreased TSSK2 and -6 in
Mouse Spermatids—We developed a primary spermatid cul-
ture model to evaluate the effects of HSP90 inhibition on
endogenous TSSKs in mouse germ cells. To assess the stability
and kinase activities of TSSKs from mouse spermatids, we
obtained antibodies for the individual TSSKs and characterized
them for specificity and cross-reactivity in Western blotting of
lysates from 293T cells expressing Myc-tagged TSSKs. An in-
house monoclonal TSSK6 antibody was used (33) and antibod-
ies for TSSK1, -2, and -4 were obtained from commercial
sources. Among all the antibodies for TSSKs that we tested,
only the TSSK2 and -6 monoclonal antibodies had adequate
sensitivity and were highly specific as evident by the finding that
these two antibodies did not cross-react with other TSSK family
members (Fig. 94). Next, we characterized the TSSK2 and -6
antibodies for their utility in immune complex kinase assays.
Although both antibodies immunoprecipitated their respective
TSSK, only the immune complexes that contained murine
TSSK2 had detectable specific kinase activity (data not shown).
As for the TSSK6 immunoprecipitates, the lack of detectable
kinase activity was presumably due to inactivation of TSSK6 as
the antibody is directed against the kinase domain (33). Efforts
to confirm the association of endogenous TSSK2 and -6 with
HSP90 in spermatids by co-immunoprecipitation were unsuc-
cessful (data not shown).

To further assess HSP90 function in germ cells, we developed
and characterized a primary spermatid culture derived from
mouse testes. Enriched populations of spermatocytes and sper-
matids were obtained from the testes of adult mice (8 =12 weeks
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old) by cellular sedimentation in a BSA gradient using a STA-
PUT apparatus. The enrichment of the spermatocytes and the
spermatids was confirmed by examining the cells under a
microscope, and the germ cell types were identified based on
size and the morphological criteria as described by Bellvé (40).
Furthermore, Western blotting analysis of the cell lysates with
specific antibodies against spermatid-specific proteins such as
TSSK2, TSSK®, transition protein 1 (TP1), testis-specific H1t,
and SIP (TSACC) confirmed that a highly enriched population
of spermatids was obtained using this methodology (Fig. 9B). 15
million cells from the enriched spermatid pool were cultured in
medium under sterile conditions at 32 °C and 5% CO.,. Percent
cell viability of spermatids in the culture was maintained at
~93% for 24 h and at ~86% for 36 h of incubation (Fig. 9C).
Cells were counted at various time points during the incuba-
tion, and the total cell number did not change in the cultures.
Western blot analysis demonstrated that the levels of various
germ cell proteins such as TSSK2, TSSK6, GSK3p, and H1t
were stable during the culture period (Fig. 9D).

To evaluate the effect of HSP90 inhibition on the stability of
endogenous TSSK2 and -6, the mouse spermatids were cul-
tured and treated with 17-AAG, SNX-5422, or NVP-AUY922
(all at 10 um) or DMSO (vehicle control) for 16 h. Cell viability
was not affected by treatment with the HSP90 inhibitors (Table
1). Conversely, Western blotting analysis of lysates from sper-
matids treated with the HSP90 inhibitors for 16 h demonstrated
that the cellular levels of TSSK2 and -6 were significantly
reduced upon HSP90 inhibition (Fig. 10, A and B). The levels of
endogenous GSK3p or H1t did not change (Fig. 104), indicat-
ing that treatment of spermatids with the HSP90 drugs had a
specific effect on the TSSKs. 17-AAG treatments of spermatids
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FIGURE 10. Stability of TSSK2 and -6 in HSP90-inhibited spermatids. A, enriched populations of mouse spermatids were cultured under sterile conditions
at 32 °Cand 5% CO, for 16 h and treated with either DMSO (vehicle) or 10 um HSP90 inhibitors. Lysates were probed in WB using TSSK2, TSSK6, GSK38, H1t, and
B-tubulin antibodies. WB from a representative experiment are shown. B, shown are normalized TSSK2 and -6 protein levels. TSSK2 and -6 bands were
quantified by densitometry and normalized as described under “Experimental Procedures.” Values are expressed as the mean = S.D. of three independent
experiments. The asterisk (*) indicates that the value has a p < 0.050 when compared with the vehicle-treated control. C, shown are mRNA levels of TSSKs in
17-AAG-treated spermatids. Total RNA was extracted from the spermatids treated with either DMSO or 17-AAG and reverse-transcribed to cDNA using oligo-dT
primers. Quantitative RT-PCR assays were performed using SYBR Green (Bio-Rad), and transcript levels were normalized to actin mRNA. Relative mRNA levels
in the 17-AAG-treated samples were calculated with respect to the vehicle-treated samples, and values are expressed as the mean = S.D. of triplicates. All p

values were >0.050.

did not alter the mRNA levels of TSSKs (Fig. 10C). As expected,
the kinase activity in TSSK2 immunoprecipitates from sperma-
tids treated with HSP90 inhibitors was reduced relative to vehi-
cle-treated cells, and consistent with the findings from 293T
and COS-7 cells, the specific activity of TSSK2 was unchanged
(data not shown). In conclusion, these results demonstrated
that inhibition of HSP90 leads to a striking decrease of endog-
enous TSSK2 and -6 proteins in living germ cells.

DISCUSSION

The TSSKs are expressed exclusively in the post-meiotic
male germ cells of mammals, are essential for male fertility, and
play important roles in spermatid development and/or sperm
function (9-11, 13). In the present study we have explored the
role of HSP90 function in the stabilization and catalytic activa-
tion of all TSSK family members using ectopically expressed
epitope-tagged TSSKs in 293T and COS-7 cells. We have also
investigated the mechanism of how HSP90 stabilizes the TSSKs
and the impact of ubiquitination and the proteasome in this
process. Finally, to evaluate the ability of HSP90 to regulate
TSSKs in male germ cells, we have developed a primary sper-
matid culture and utilized this novel model system to study the
effects of pharmacological inhibition of HSP90 on the TSSKs.

HSP90 is a ubiquitously expressed protein that is involved in
native folding, stabilization, maturation, and activation of
numerous cellular proteins (14, 15, 20). Several natural prod-
ucts as well as synthetic compounds inhibit HSP90 function by
occupying its ATP binding pocket (21) and lead to destabiliza-
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tion of the client proteins including kinases, transcription fac-
tors, steroid receptors, and others such as the fibrosis trans-
membrane conductance regulator and huntingtin (19, 21,
24.-32). Here, we used three structurally unrelated and highly
selective HSP90 inhibitors, namely 17-AAG, SNX-5422, and
NVP-AUY922, to evaluate the influence of HSP90 function on
the stability and catalytic activities of TSSKs. We observed a
specific association of TSSK1, -2, -4, and -6 with HSP90, indi-
cating that all of these TSSKs form stable complexes with
HSP90. Treatment of cells with 17-AAG blocked the co-immu-
noprecipitation of HSP90 with the TSSKs in COS-7 cells but
notin 293T cells (data not shown). The basis for this may be due
to differences in the complement of HSP90 machinery acces-
sory proteins and co-chaperones and/or differential cycling
rates for the TSSK/HSP90 complexes in the two cell lines.
Importantly, pharmacological inhibition of the HSP90 ATPase
elicited a consistent reduction in the cellular protein levels of
these TSSKs in both 293T and COS-7 cells without altering
their mRNA levels. Further analysis demonstrated that treat-
ment with the HSP90 inhibitors resulted in the accelerated deg-
radation of TSSK1, -2, and -6 in cycloheximide-treated cells
and reduced their post-translational half-lives. However, an
increased rate for TSSK4 degradation by 17-AAG could not be
demonstrated when translation was blocked presumably
because the basal degradation (no 17-AAG) was too fast (half-
life of <1 h) relative to the time necessary to enhance TSSK4
degradation via HSP90 inhibition. Finally, using specific anti-

JOURNAL OF BIOLOGICAL CHEMISTRY 16317



HSP90 as a Regulator of TSSKs

bodies, we confirmed that HSP90 inhibition resulted in degra-
dation of endogenous TSSK2 and -6 in mouse spermatids. Our
results demonstrate that HSP90 plays an important role in sta-
bilization of TSSKs in cells.

The ubiquitin-proteasome pathway is a key mechanism reg-
ulating cellular proteins including many HSP90 clients and
involves covalent attachment of ubiquitin molecules to the tar-
get proteins followed by their delivery to the proteasome and
proteolytic degradation (42, 43). Attenuation of cellular HSP90
activity enhanced TSSK ubiquitination and degradation by the
proteasome, indicating that HSP90 acts to control ubiquitina-
tion of TSSKs. It seems likely that when TSSKs are bound to the
HSP90 machinery and undergoing HSP90-mediated confor-
mational maturation, the ubiquitinating enzymes do not have
access to the kinases. Conversely, during HSP90 ATPase inhi-
bition and stalling of the cycling of the HSP90 machinery, ubiq-
uitination-prone TSSK molecules may accumulate and become
ubiquitinated and degraded by the proteasome. In addition to
regulating the normal turnover of the TSSKs, HSP90 may also
prevent any aberrant ubiquitination and degradation of the
TSSKs that could occur in response to altered cellular stress
conditions. Thus, we would propose that HSP90 functions as a
regulator of TSSKs that can modulate TSSK protein levels
depending on the needs of the differentiating germ cell.

We also evaluated the role of HSP90 in activation of TSSKs,
and the results demonstrated that HSP90 function is required
for the catalytic activation of TSSK4 and -6 but not for TSSK1
or -2. Hence, various TSSK family members differ from one
another in terms of an HSP90 requirement for their enzyme
activation, and this may be due to inherent differences in their
primary structures. For example, the long C-terminal exten-
sions in TSSK1 and -2 may facilitate the folding and generation
of the active structure of the kinases, whereas association with
HSP90 may be critical for the maintenance, stability, and turn-
over of these active conformers. In the case of TSSK4 and -6, the
C-terminal extension is much shorter, and therefore, it is likely
that association with HSP90 is required for their proper folding,
activation, and stabilization. A recent paper provides evidence
that HSP90 does not recognize specific sequence motifs in cli-
ent kinases, but interacts with intrinsically unstable kinases
(44). Co-chaperones play an integral role in the specificity of
HSP90 for client proteins. Recently, we reported the identifica-
tion and characterization of the HSP70 binding co-chaperone
SIP/TSACC that is expressed exclusively in spermatids (33).
SIP binds to TSSK6 and facilitates the HSP90-mediated activa-
tion of TSSK6. Our studies indicate that SIP does not associate
with the other TSSKs and co-expression of SIP in cells does not
result in their enzymatic activation.* Thus, SIP appears to be
involved in the selective activation of TSSK6, and it is likely that
there are undiscovered spermatid co-chaperones that function
to specifically regulate the other TSSKs.

In contrast to the other TSSKs, the role of TSSK3 in sper-
matogenesis is not very clear and is somewhat controversial.
TSSK3 protein could not be detected in testis or sperm by
Western blotting or immunofluorescence, although the TSSK3

4K. N. Jha, A. R. Coleman, L. Wong, A. M. Salicioni, E. Howcroft, and G. R.
Johnson, unpublished data.
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mRNA was detected (9). It was proposed that TSSK3 protein
may only exist transiently in vivo and, thus, is not readily
detected (9). In the present work TSSK3 did not co-immuno-
precipitate with HSP90 in either 293T or COS-7 cells. However,
TSSK3 was ubiquitinated and degraded in response to HSP90
inhibition in COS-7 cells, whereas the HSP90 inhibitors had
only a modest effect on TSSK3 stability in 293T cells. No TSSK3
catalytic activity was observed in either cell line even though we
made extensive experimental efforts to detect the kinase activ-
ity. TSSK3 contains all the necessary subdomains and key cat-
alytic residues that would support a prediction that it is a func-
tional kinase, and Bucko-Justyna et al. (45) reported to have
measured TSSK3 catalytic activity. In any event, relative to the
other TSSK family members, TSSK3 appears to be unique and
may only exist as a catalytically competent enzyme under cer-
tain conditions.

Taken together, our findings indicate that HSP90 plays a
broad and critical role in stabilization and activation of the
TSSKs. The members of this family of protein kinases consist
solely of a catalytic domain with relatively short extensions and
no other protein domains. This common structure may have
rendered the kinases inherently unstable and evolutionarily
resulted in a requirement for HSP90 in their stability and activ-
ity. We propose that HSP90 recognizes an “HSP90-susceptible
conformation” (44) in the TSSKs and cycles to stabilize the
kinases. In the absence of this constant sampling and stabiliza-
tion by HSP90, the kinases are targeted for ubiquitination and
degradation. The male germ cells in HSP90« null mice do not
progress through meiosis (34), and based upon our work
reported here, it appears likely that HSP90 is also critical to
spermiogenesis, the differentiation of spermatids into mature
spermatozoa. It is very possible that during the post-meiotic
differentiation of male germ cells, HSP90 functions to coordi-
nate the temporal and spatial activation of the TSSKs. This may
represent an efficient mechanism for the regulation and action
of these kinases. Interestingly, HSP90« protein is significantly
lost during the epididymal passage of spermatozoa (46) and,
thus, may have a reduced role or no longer be required for
function in mature sperm.
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