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Abstract
AIM: To investigate whether the formation of aggregated
HBx has a potential linking with its cellular responses.

METHODS: Recombinant HBx was expressed in Escherichia
coli and purified by Ni-NTA metal-affinity chromatography.
Anti-HBx monoclonal antibody was developed for
immunocytochemical detection. Bicistronic expression vector
harboring full-length DNA of HBx was employed for
transfection of human HepG2 cells. Immunocytochemical
staining was used to examine the intracellular HBx
aggregates in cells. The effects of HBx aggregation on cell
cycle and apoptosis were assessed by flow cytometry.

RESULTS: Immunocytochemical staining revealed most
of the HBx was formed intracellular aggregate in cytoplasm
and frequently accumulated in large granules. Flow
cytometry analysis showed that HepG2 cells transfected
with vector harboring HBx significantly increased apoptosis
and largely accumulated in the G0-G1 phase by
maintenance in serum medium for 36 hours. Control cells
without HBx aggregates in the presence of serum entered
S phase and proliferated more rapidly at the same time.
EGFP fluorescence in HBx expression cells was significantly
decreased.

CONCLUSION: Our observations show that cells with HBx
aggregate undergo growth arrest and apoptosis, whereas
control cells without HBx remain in growth and progression
into S phase. Our data may provide helpful information to
understand the biological effects of HBx aggregates on cells.
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INTRODUCTION
Hepatitis B virus (HBV) causes transient and chronic

infections of the liver. Transient infections may produce
serious illness, and approximately 0.5 % terminates with fatal,
fulminant hepatitis. Chronic infections may also have serious
consequences: nearly 25 % terminate in untreatable liver
cancer. Worldwide deaths from liver cancer caused by HBV
infection probably exceed one million per year. X gene is a
unique fourth open reading frame of HBV. X gene codes for
a 16.5-kDa protein (X protein, HBx) and is well conserved
among the mammalian hepadnaviruses [1].  HBx is a
multifunctional viral regulator that modulates transcription,
cell responses to genotoxic stress, protein degradation, and
signaling pathways[2]. The ability of HBx to modulate cell
survival is potentially relevant to viral pathogenicity in acute
and chronic HBV infection as well as to the late development
of hepatocellular carcinoma [3]. HBx activates signal-
transduction cascades such as the Ras/Raf mitogen-activated
protein kinase, Src kinase, c-Jun NH2-terminal kinase and
Janus family tyrosine kinases/signal transducer and activators
of transcription[4,5]. HBx targets mitochondrial calcium and
activates cytosolic calcium-dependent proline-rich tyrosine
kinase-2[6,7]. HBx may directly interact with transcription
factors[8]. HBx is also known to play an important role in
alterating gene expression, sensitizing cells to apoptosis and
affect cell cycle checkpoints[2]. The fate of infected cells
expressing HBx is likely to be determined by the balance
between apoptotic and anti-apoptotic signals of viral, cellular,
and environmental origin.
     HBx expression in different cells results in distinct and
opposing cellular function responses of cell cycle and
apoptosis[9,10]. Most of the investigations described the effects
of HBx through cellular signal-transduction pathways. Some
reports suggested that HBx could induce cell death when it
was expressed at high levels[11-13]. The nine residues of cysteine
among 154 amino acids of HBX might involve in disulfide
bridge formation and be in favor of aggregate formation[14].
Protein aggregation leads to cell cycle arrest and initiates cell
death[15]. We propose that intracellular deposition of aggregated
HBx may have a potential linking to its cellular responses. In
this study, we reported the cytoplasmic aggregates of HBx
and its effect on cell cycle and apoptosis.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Biological and chemical materials
Restriction enzymes and T4 DNA ligase were obtained from
TaKaRa Biotech (Japan). QIA express Kit including pQE-60
Vector, E. coli strain M15 [pREP4] and Ni-NTA Superflow was
purchased from QIAGEN (USA). GeneJammer transfection
reagent was from Stratagene (USA). The plasmid pSPX46, a
gift of Dr. Curtis C. Harris (National Institutes of Health, USA),
encodes full-length HBx of the adr subtype. The bicistronic
expression vector pIRES-EGFP-HBx harboring X gene (subtype
ayw) was kindly provided by Drs. Jingyu Diao and Christopher
D. Richardson (University of Toronto, Canada). SABC
immunocytochemical detection kit was from Wuhan Boster
Biological Technology Co. (China). Other chemicals of
analytical grade were from Sigma.



Construction of HBx expression vector
The coding DNA fragment was amplified by polymerase chain
reaction (PCR) using the pSPX46 as a template and the 5’-
PCR primer (5’-TTT CCA TGG CTG CTC GGG TGT GC-
3’) carrying the NcoI site before and the 3’-PCR primer (5’
GCGAGATCTGGCAGAGGTGAAAAAGTTG-3’) carrying
the Bgl II site after the X reading frame. The PCR product was
digested with NcoI and Bgl II and ligated into pQE-60.
According to the cloning strategy, recombinant construct based
on the pQE-60 vector was produced by placing the 6xHis tag
at the carboxy-terminus of HBx with the protein beginning
with its natural ATG start codon. pQE-60X was obtained as
an expression system for biosynthesis of HBx.

Expression and purification of HBx
Recombinant pQE-60X was transformed into E. coli strain M15
[pREP4]. The culture was induced with 1 mM isopropyl β-D-
thiogalactopyranoside for 4.5 hours at 37 . The bacteria were
harvested and lysed in a buffer containing 6 mol/L guanidine
hydrochloride. The purification procedure of QIAexpress Kit
was optimized. Elution with 250 mmol/L imidazole could
effectively separate HBx from nickel-nitrilotriacetic acid (Ni-
NTA) resins. Recombinant HBx was analysed by sodium
dodecyl sulfate -polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis (SDS-
PAGE).  Electrophoresis was performed on 15 %
polyacrylamide gel. After electrophoresis, gels were fixed in
30 % ethanol, 10 % acetic acid, and stained with Coomassie
brilliant blue.

Preparation of monoclonal antibody against HBx
Balb/c mice were immunized repeatedly. Spleen cells from the
most responding mouse were fused with myeloma cells (Sp-2/
0) according to the routine method described by Yang et al[16].
Positive hybrids were selected on hypoxanthine, aminopterin
and thymidine containing medium.

Cell culture and transfections
Human hepatoma cell line HepG2 was grown on coverslips or
60-mm dish and maintained in Dulbecco’s modified Eagle
minimal medium containing penicillin (100 IU/ml) and
streptomycin (100 mg/ml) and supplemented with 10 % fetal
calf serum. Bicistronic expression vector pIRES-EGFP-HBx
derived from pIRES-EGFP by adding the DNA fragments of
HBx[17].  Cells at 70 % confluence were respectively transfected
with pIRES-EGFP-HBx and pIRES-EGFP using GeneJammer
transfection reagent. DNA transfections were performed
according to the protocols supplied with the reagents.

Immunocytochemical assay
After transfection for 36 hours, HepG2 cells were washed in
phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) and fixed with 90 % ethanol.
SABC detection kit was used for immunocytochemical
analysis. Cells were incubated with HBx monoclonal antibody
for 1 hour at 37 . After washed three times with PBS, cells
were incubated with anti-mouse biotinylated secondary
antibody. Following extensive washes with PBS, color
development was demonstrated with diaminobenzidine tetrahy-
drochloride chromagen. Finally, the slides were counterstained
with hematoxylin. Stained cells were examined using light
microscopy and photographed.

Flow cytometric analysis
To assess the effect of HBx aggregation on cell cycle, apoptosis
and fluorescence of enhanced green fluorescent protein
(EGFP), we analyzed the transfected cells by flow cytometry
for GFP fluorescence and DNA content[18]. The efficiency of
transfection was verified by fluorescent signal. Cells were

released by trypsinization, resuspended in PBS at a density of
2×106 cells/ml, and analyzed on a Becton Dickinson flow
cytometer using CellQuest software.

RESULTS

Vector construction for encoding HBx
In order to develop an HBx: anti-HBx antibody system for
immunocytochemical purposes, an efficient E. coli expression
system to produce HBx in large quantity was established. HBx
was expressed in E. coli cells harboring pQE-60X as HBx carboxy-
terminally fused to six histidine residues. pQE-60X was confirmed
by PCR, restriction enzymes analysis and DNA sequencing.

HBx antigen and anti-HBx monoclonal antibody
Recombinant HBx was expressed in Escherichia coli. Because
of the high stability of HBx aggregates, the purification procedure
was optimized. E. coli cells were lysed in a buffer containing 6
mol/L guanidine hydrochloride. Six consecutive histidine
residues that placed at the carboxy-terminus of HBx facilitated
Ni-NTA metal-affinity chromatography. Elution with 250 mmol/
L imidazole could effectively separate HBx from Ni-NTA resins.
HBx was eluted as a pure protein (Figure 1). Starting with 1L of
culture, only one milligram of recombinant HBx was attained
under our experimental conditions. An anti-HBx monoclonal
antibody was established following the conventional approach.
The anti-HBx monoclonal antibody recognized the recombinant
antigen as proved by high optical density measured in a simple
binding enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay. Monoclonal
antibody secreted by hybridoma clone was alike optimal for
immunocytochemistry.

Figure 1  SDS-PAGE analyses of the purified HBx. SDS-PAGE
showed a single band at the expected molecular weights (lane 1).

Immunohistochemical detection of HBx aggregates
HBx aggregate and its distribution were verified by
immunocytochemistry. HBx-bearing cells exhibited positively
staining by anti-HBx monoclonal antibody. Cytoplasmic HBx
characteristically accumulated in large granules or strongly
stained aggregates (Figure 2A, arrows). No immunoreactivity
could be detected in a negative control stained by the same
antibody under the same conditions (Figure 2B).

Flow cytometric analysis of HepG2 cells
A transient expression plasmid, pHBx-IRES-EGFP was used
in this experiment. The vector contained HBx and EGFP
reporter genes under control of a cytomegalovirus promoter
and the element of internal ribosome entry site (IRES),
respectively[17]. More than 80 % of human HepG2 cells could
be transfected with pIRES-EGFP-HBx and pIRES-EGFP
respectively as shown by fluorescence flow cytometry. A
representative flow cytometric profile at the 36th is shown in
Figure 3A and 3B. Results were expressed as percentage of
HepG2 cells in G0-G1, G2-M and S phases of the cell cycle
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(Figure 3C). Apoptosis was also monitored by flow cytometry
(Figure 3C). Each value corresponded to the mean ± standard
deviation of two independent experiments. Using Student’s t-
test, statistical analysis was performed. HepG2 cells transfected
with vector harboring HBx were accumulated largely in the
G0-G1 phase after maintenance in serum medium for 36 hours.
Control cells that could not synthesize HBx protein in the
presence of serum proliferated more rapidly and entered S
phase at the same time.

Figure 2  Immunocytochemical detection of HBx aggregates
within HepG2 cells  (magnification, ×400). HBx aggregates were
clearly visible as granules within the cytoplasm (A). HBx could
not be detected within control cells transfected with pIRES-
EGFP (B).

Figure 3  Flow cytometric analysis of apoptosis and cell cycle
phases of HepG2 cells. (A) Control cells transfected with vec-
tor alone did not contain HBx. (B) Cells transiently transfected
with the HBx expression plasmid. Apoptosis was significantly
increased in HepG2 cells compared with control cells without
HBx (C, P<0.02). Cells displayed a marked decrease in S phase
(P<0.02) and demonstrated an evident increase in G0-G1 frac-
tion (P<0.01) with control expression vector that lacked the
HBx gene (C).

EGFP fluorescence was decreased in HBx transfected cells
The mean fluorescence of 104 EGFP positive cells was
measured by fluorescence cytometer. The EGFP fluorescence
value was 4.43±0.58 and 3.45±0.15 of experiments in triplicate
for HepG2 cells transfected with pIRES-EGFP and pIRES-
EGFP-HBx, respectively. EGFP fluorescence in HBx
expression cells was significantly decreased as compared with
control pIRES-EGFP (P<0.05).

DISCUSSION
The X open reading frame of HBV is highly conserved among
all mammalian hepadnaviruses. HBx might regulate the
expression of certain viral and cellular genes which are
important for the creation of an environment suitable for viral
propagation. HBx inhibits clonal outgrowth of cells and induces
apoptosis by a p53-independent pathway. HBx expression can
induce a late G1 cell cycle block prior to their counterselection
by apoptosis. Furthermore, mutations in the HBx-gene evolving
in hepatocellular carcinoma can abolish both HBx-induced
growth arrest and apoptosis. Abrogation of the anti-
proliferative and apoptotic effects of HBx by naturally
occurring mutations might render the hepatocytes susceptible
to uncontrolled growth and contribute to multistep
hepatocarcinogenesis associated with HBV infection[18]. HBx
has been shown to be able to regulate cell cycle. HBx can
activate the cyclin A promoter, induce cyclin A-cyclin-
dependent kinase 2 complexes, and promote cycling of growth-
arrested cells into G1 through a pathway involving activation
of Src tyrosine kinases[5]. HBx stimulation of Src kinases and
cyclin gene expression was found to force growth-arrested cells
to transit through G1 but to stall at the junction with S phase,
which may be important for viral replication.
    The structure feature of HBx may affect its biophysical
properties including solubility, tendency toward aggregation
with itself and with other proteins. Gupta et al.[19] purified HBx
from E. coli, subjected the protein to air oxidation, and analyzed
intramolecular disulfide bonds. They found that eight of the
nine cysteines were disulphide linked in a sequential manner.
The disulphide linkages were between Cys7 and Cys78, Cys17
and Cys115, Cys61 and Cys137, Cys69 and Cys143 while
Cys148 was free. The disulphide arrangement in HBx followed
a pattern where each cysteine was joined to the fourth cysteine.
HBx is able to form intramolecular disulfide bonds even under
the reducing conditions of the cytosol. With analysis of purified
HBx from eukaryotic sources by using electrospray ionization
mass spectrometry, Urban et al.[14] uncovered some components:
the unmodified, monomeric, fully oxidized form with five
intramolecular disulfide bridges, and its N-acetylated
modification. It is not very clear whether the disulfide bridge
formation is a prerequisite of HBx function, but a point mutation
of Cys-69 to Ala abolishes its transactivation activity[20].
Intracellular deposition of aggregated proteins is a prominent
cytopathological feature of most neurodegenerative diseases[21].
Protein aggregation is a central event in the initiation of cell
death[6]. Protein aggregation directly impaires the function of
the ubiquitin-proteasome system and leads to cell cycle arrest
and cell death.
    In view of the investigations, we proposed apoptotic
effects of HBx be related to its aggregate formation.
Immunohistochemical examination revealed that only a minor
immunological signal of HBx was detectable in a soluble form,
whereas most of the protein formed intracellular aggregates in
cytoplasm. HBx frequently accumulated in large granules. Our
observation could suggest that HBx transfected cells underwent
growth arrest and apoptosis, whereas control cells without HBx
remained in growth and progression into S phase. In addition,
we used the reporter molecule EGFP to reflect the situation of
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HBx expression indirectly. By counting equal number of EGFP
positive cells, pIRES-EGFP-HBx transfected cells showed a
weak fluorescence as compared with pIRES-EGFP transfected
cells. Diao et al.[17] also reported that human primary
hepatocytes transfected with pIRES-EGFP-HBx showed less
intense fluorescent signal. HBx aggregates may affect the
fluorescence intensity of EGFP in the same cell.
     HBx were detected in aggregated structures and it was
further showed that HBx aggregates mediated growth arrest
and cell death. Our data may provide helpful information on
the biological effects of HBx aggregates. The precise
mechanism by which HBx aggregates could affect cell cycle
and apoptosis remains to be established.
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