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Loss of TAF8 causes TFIID dysfunction and p53-mediated
apoptotic neuronal cell death
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Mutations in genes encoding general transcription factors cause neurological disorders. Despite clinical prominence, the
consequences of defects in the basal transcription machinery during brain development are unclear. We found that loss of the
TATA-box binding protein-associated factor TAF8, a component of the general transcription factor TFIID, in the developing central
nervous system affected the expression of many, but notably not all genes. Taf8 deletion caused apoptosis, unexpectedly restricted
to forebrain regions. Nuclear levels of the transcription factor p53 were elevated in the absence of TAF8, as were the mRNAs of the
pro-apoptotic p53 target genes Noxa, Puma and Bax. The cell death in Taf8 forebrain regions was completely rescued by additional
loss of p53, but Taf8 and p53 brains failed to initiate a neuronal expression program. Taf8 deletion caused aberrant transcription of
promoter regions and splicing anomalies. We propose that TAF8 supports the directionality of transcription and co-transcriptional
splicing, and that failure of these processes causes p53-induced apoptosis of neuronal cells in the developing mouse embryo.
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INTRODUCTION
For transcription of RNA polymerase II dependent genes, binding
of the general transcription factor IID complex (TFIID) to the
promoter is the first step in the assembly of the pre-initiation
complex, followed by the binding of the other general transcrip-
tion factor complexes and then RNA polymerase II. TFIID consists
of the TATA-box binding protein (TBP) and up to 13 different TBP-
associated factors (TAFs) [1]. TAF8 has been shown to bind to
TAF10 via its histone fold domain in yeast [2] and mammalian cells
[3, 4]. The additions of a TAF8-TAF10 heterodimer or both, the
TAF8-TAF10 and TAF3-TAF10 heterodimers together have been
proposed to be important for the breaking of the symmetry of the
TFIID complex [1, 5] and for the recruitment of TBP and other TAFs
to the core complex [5, 6]. However, other studies proposed that
TAF8 was an important part of TFIID but questioned the existence
of a symmetric core TFIID in cells [7]. TAF8 has been proposed to
be essential for nuclear import of TAF2 and TAF10 [6], yet others
suggest that TAF8 might be dispensable for TFIID function in
certain cell types [3]. Since no consensus had been reached from
cell biology and structural biology studies, the role of TAF8 in the
structure and function of TFIID remained unclear.
TAF8 (TBN) is essential for embryonic development beyond E4.5

[8]. Blastocysts lacking TAF8 displayed extensive apoptosis of the
inner cell mass (ICM) characterised by cleaved (active) caspase-3
and DNA fragmentation. Interestingly, trophectoderm cells of
Taf8–/– blastocysts remained intact in vivo and could be cultured

in vitro for at least 10 days [8], suggesting a cell type-specific
requirement for TAF8.
Mutations in genes encoding members of the TFIID protein

complex cause neurological disorders. Poly-glutamine expansions in
the TBP protein cause spinocerebellar ataxia [9]. TBP mutations were
observed in patients diagnosed with Huntington’s disease [10–12]
and are associated with Parkinson’s disease [13] and cognitive
dysfunction [14]. TAF1 mutations cause X-linked dystonia-parkinson-
ism [15] and are associated with intellectual disability [16]. TAF2
mutations are associated with cognitive disorders [17, 18]. Mutations
in TAF6 are associated with two neurological disorders, Alazami-
Yuan [19] and Cornelia de Lange syndrome [20]. Variants of the
TAF13 gene are associated with cognitive dysfunction [21]. TAF8
mutation is associated with intellectual disability [22].
An overall picture emerges suggesting that general transcrip-

tional disturbance, “transcriptomopathies” [20, 23], could cause
intellectual disability and other neurological disorders. Despite
considerable interest in this concept, the cellular and molecular
consequences of broad transcription anomalies remain unclear.
We investigated the cellular and molecular effects of impaired

TFIID function on brain development. We selectively deleted Taf8
in the developing mouse central nervous system. We assessed the
role of TAF8 in TFIID integrity and function in vivo and determined
the consequences of the loss of TAF8 on general and gene-specific
aspects of transcription, as well as on cellular functions in the
developing brain.
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RESULTS
Deletion of Taf8 results in extensive cell death in the
developing cerebral cortex
Taf8 is uniformly expressed in the developing nervous system [8].
We deleted Taf8 in the developing central nervous system (CNS)

using our Taf8 conditional allele (Supplementary Fig. 1) and a
nestin-Cre (NesCre) transgene [24]. Genomic deletion of Taf8 was
complete from embryonic day 12.5 onward (E12.5; Supplementary
Fig. 1); mRNA levels fell below 10% at E14.5 in Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+

brains vs. control brains (Fig. 1A). TAF8 protein levels were
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reduced to 30% in the cortex and 56% in the “brain minus cortex”
(BMC) at E14.5, and to 14% in the cortex and 36% in the BMC at
E16.5 in Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+ brains compared to control brains
(Fig. 1B, C). Non-neural cell types in the brain are not expected to
activate the NesCre-transgene to delete Taf8, including blood
vessel endothelium and blood.
Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+ mice developed to term but died at birth,

failing to establish normal breathing. Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+ brains
were indistinguishable from controls on histological sections up to
E12.5 (Supplementary Fig. 1). At E13.5 (Supplementary Fig. 1), the
Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+ cerebral cortex had a few pyknotic nuclei and at
E14.5 (Fig. 1D, E) many pyknotic nuclei, which were TUNEL positive
(Fig. 1F), and cells that were positive for cleaved (active) caspase-3
(Fig. 1G). The dying cells made up more than 20% of cells in the
E14.5 Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+ cortex (Fig. 1E) and spanned all layers of
the cortex from the ventricular zone to the pial surface. In contrast,
control animals did not display measurable cell death (Fig. 1D–G).
By E18.5, pyknotic cells were no longer detected in the Taf8lox/
–NesCreT/+ cortex, but the Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+ cortex had a 29%
reduction in the number of cells compared to controls (Supple-
mentary Fig. 1). Intriguingly, brain areas other than the cerebral
cortex were relatively unaffected by loss of Taf8, for example, the
diencephalon (Fig. 1D–F), hindbrain regions (Fig. 1D, F) and neural
retina (Supplementary Fig. 1).

Loss of TAF8 causes nuclear p53 accumulation and
upregulation of p53 target genes
The finding of extensive cell death with DNA fragmentation and
caspase-3 activation indicated apoptosis in the Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+

cortex. BCL-2 family regulated apoptosis is important during
embryonic development, including to ensure tissue cell home-
ostasis [25]. Pro-apoptotic BCL-2-family proteins (BH3-only pro-
teins, including BIM, PUMA, NOXA) inhibit the pro-survival BCL-2
family proteins (including BCL-2, MCL-1, BCL-XL), which in healthy
cells suppress the effectors of apoptosis, the multi-BH domain
proteins BAX and BAK (Fig. 2A). Pro-apoptotic BH3-only proteins
have diverse potency to inhibit pro-survival proteins (Fig. 2B).
Some BH3 only proteins have also been shown to directly activate
BAX and BAK. Once unleashed, BAX and BAK form pores in the
mitochondrial outer membrane, resulting in the release of
cytochrome C, followed by its association with the adaptor
protein APAF-1, caspase-9 activation, effector caspases activation
and demolition of the cell.
The transcription factor p53 can activate genes that induce cell

cycle arrest (e.g. Cdkn1a encoding p21) or apoptosis (e.g. Puma,
Noxa, Bax; Fig. 2C; [26]). At E13.5, one day before the substantial
increase in apoptotic cells was observed in the Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+

cortex (Supplementary Fig. 1F vs. Fig. 1D), nuclear p53 was
elevated 27-fold in the Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+ cortex compared to
controls, while nuclear p53 levels in the BMC (Fig. 2D), cytoplasmic
p53 levels and p53 mRNA levels were much less affected or
unchanged (Supplementary Fig. 2).

At E14.5 the p53 target genes were significantly affected by the
loss of TAF8: Noxa, Puma, Bax and Cdkn1a mRNA levels were 17-
fold, 3-fold, 2-fold and 11-fold upregulated, respectively, in the
Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+ cortex compared to control cortex (Fig. 2E);
PUMA protein was also elevated (Fig. 2F). MCL-1 protein, which is
targeted by both NOXA and PUMA (Fig. 2B), was reduced by ~30%
in Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+ brain compared to controls (Fig. 2G). Other
BCL-2 family genes were affected to a lesser extent by the absence
of TAF8 (Supplementary Fig. 2).

Loss of p53 prevents apoptosis in the Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+ cortex
at E14.5
The cell death observed in the E14.5 Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+ cortex was
completely prevented in Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/– cortex, and
Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+Puma–/– brain regions had ~76–97% fewer
pyknotic nuclei compared to control brains (Fig. 3A, B). Despite
the substantial elevation in Noxa mRNA in Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+cortex
(Fig. 2E), the absence of Noxa did not significantly affect cell death
caused by Taf8 deletion (Fig. 3A, B).
To assess p53 occupancy of the p53-binding element at the

Noxa and Puma loci, we performed anti-p53 chromatin immuno-
precipitation (ChIP) followed by qPCR using E14.5 Taf8 NesCre
brains on the Puma-deficient background, where the two p53
binding elements in the Puma locus [27] remain intact [28], to
avoid the confounding effects of simultaneous apoptosis. p53
occupancy was ~2-fold and ~4.5-fold elevated at the Noxa and
Puma locus, respectively, in the in the absence of TAF8 compared
to controls brains (Fig. 3C).

Loss of TAF8 results in a failure of cell differentiation in the
cortex
On histological sections, the E14.5 Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/– brains
looked significantly healthier than Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53+/+ brains.
However, they appeared developmentally delayed with a marked
reduction in size of the differentiation zones of the neocortex and
the hippocampus (Supplementary Fig. 3). This suggested an
additional function of TAF8 in the progression of brain development.
Furthermore, like Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+ mice, Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/–

mice developed to term but died at birth. We examined cell
proliferation and differentiation in E14.5 Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+ and
control brains in the presence or absence of p53. BrdU incorporation
marking DNA synthesis was not significantly affected in Taf8lox/
–NesCreT/+ compared to control brains in the neocortex, hippocam-
pus (including subiculum) and was increased in the diencephalon
irrespective of p53 status (Fig. 3D). Cells in the ventricular
proliferation zone can be clearly distinguished from cells in the
peripheral differentiation zones, allowing counting of total cell
number and the number of differentiating cells in different brain
regions. We observed a reduction in the percentage of differentiat-
ing cells in Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+ compared to control brains in
neocortex, hippocampus (including subiculum), but the percentage
of differentiating cell in the diencephalon was not affected,

Fig. 1 Loss of TAF8 in the nervous system causes extensive cell death with DNA fragmentation in the developing cerebral cortex, but not
in other brain regions. The brains were separated into two areas: the cerebral cortex (including the hippocampus) and the remainder of the
brain excluding the cortex (“brain minus cortex”= BMC). A Assessment of Taf8 mRNA levels in Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+ and Taf8lox/+NesCre+/+ control
cortex and BMC by RT-qPCR. B Assessment of the TAF8 protein levels in the cortex and BMC by Western blotting. C Assessment of TAF8
protein levels in (B) by densitometry. D Representative examples of H&E-stained serial sections of Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+ and Taf8lox/+NesCreT/+

control brain regions as indicated. E Enumeration of pyknotic nuclei indicating cell death in Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+ and Taf8lox/+NesCreT/+ control
brain regions as indicated. F TUNEL and bisbenzimide DNA counterstain of Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+ and Taf8lox/+NesCreT/+ control brain regions as
indicated. G Cleaved (active) caspase-3 (brown) immunohistochemistry on paraffin embedded sections of E14.5 Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+ and Taf8lox/
+NesCreT/+ control brain regions as indicated, counterstained with haematoxylin. Related data are displayed in Supplementary Fig. 1. N= 3
animals per data point, presented as mean ± SEM. Data were analysed using two-tailed Student’s T-tests. 3V, 3rd Ventricle; 4V, 4th ventricle; CP,
cortical plate; dTne, dorsal telencephalon neuroepithelium; Htne, hypothalamic neuroepithelium; IZ, intermediate zone; LV, Lateral ventricle;
Mene, medullary neuroepithelium; Pone, pontine neuroepithelium; Tene, tegmental neuroepithelium; Thne, thalamic neuroepithelium; VZ;
ventricular zone; white arrowheads, TUNEL positive cells and condensed nuclei; white arrows, autofluorescent nucleated embryonic and
anuclear, definitive erythrocytes; black arrowheads indicate active-caspase-3 positive cells.
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irrespective of p53 status (Fig. 3E). This indicates that a primary effect
of loss of TAF8 was a failure of differentiation that, unlike the defects
in cell survival, was not rescued by loss of p53.
To examine the extent of the cortical cell differentiation defect in

the absence of TAF8, we took advantage of the rescued survival in

the absence of p53 and assessed neuronal and cortical layer markers,
as well as glia markers (Fig. 4A–K). Although present in the correct
position, Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/– brains had fewer TBR2+ subven-
tricular zone cells (Fig. 4D–F). The cortical layers were severely
disorganised in the Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/– brains (Fig. 4G, H) and

Fig. 2 Loss of TAF8 causes stabilisation of p53 and induction of p53 target genes. A Simplified schematic drawing of the BCL-2 protein
family regulated apoptotic pathway (reviewed in [65]). B Simplified schematic drawing of the specificity of antagonism between pro-survival
(green) and pro-apoptotic BH3-only BCL2-family members [based on [66, 67]]. C Schematic drawing of p53 and examples of its target genes
inducing either cell cycle arrest or apoptosis. D Western blot and densitometry of nuclear p53 protein from cortex and brain minus cortex
(BMC) of the indicated genotypes and lamin B1 loading control. N= 3 pools per genotype of 2 animals, i.e. 6 animals per genotype. Control
whole cell lysate from WT MEFs and WT MEFs treated with Doxorubicin to induce p53 protein and from Mdm2;p53 double knockout MEFs.
E RT-qPCR of p53 target genes Noxa, Puma, Bax and p21 in E14.5 and E16.5 cortex and BMC of the indicated genotypes. Normalised to the
mean of 3 housekeeping genes (Pgk1, Hsp90ab1, Gapdh). N= 4 animals per genotype. F Western blot and densitometry of PUMA protein in
E14.5 cortex and BMC of the indicated genotypes. N= 3 individual brains per genotype. G Western blot and densitometry of MCL-1 protein in
E14.5 cortex and BMC. N= 3 animals per genotype. Related data are displayed in Supplementary Fig. 2. Data are presented as mean ± SEM.
Data were analysed using two-tailed Student’s T-tests.
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Fig. 3 Loss of p53 completely rescues and loss of PUMA partially rescues the neuronal cell death in the Taf8 deleted brain and loss of
TAF8 results in elevated p53 occupancy at the Noxa and Puma gene loci. A Representative images of H&E-stained serial sections of E14.5
brain regions and genotypes as indicated. Arrowheads indicate pyknotic nuclei. B Quantification of pyknotic nuclei in E14.5 brain region and
genotypes as indicated. Cells were counted blinded to genotype. C p53 chromatin immunoprecipitation followed by qPCR of p53 response
elements in the Noxa and Puma locus in E14.5 cortex and BMC (on the Puma-deficient background for reduced cell death, but retaining p53
response elements). p53-deficient brains were used as negative controls. D Enumeration of BrdU positive cells in brain regions and genotypes
as indicated. E Enumeration of cells in differentiation zones of brain regions and genotypes as indicated. Related data are displayed in
Supplementary Fig. 3. N= 3 animals per genotype presented as mean ± SEM. Data were analysed using two-tailed Student’s T-tests.
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contained very few SATB2 single positive cells. Instead, the marker
proteins were commonly co-expressed in individual cells, indicating
a disrupted cell differentiation process (Fig. 4G, H). The total
number of neurons was slightly reduced in the cortical plate of

Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/– brains compared to Taf8lox/+NesCreT/+p53–/–

control brains (Fig. 4I). GFAP+ astrocytes and GFAP/S100ß+
maturing astrocytes were reduced in the Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/–

brains compared to Taf8lox/+NesCreT/+p53–/– control brains (Fig. 4J, K).
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Elevated levels of nuclear p53 in the developing cerebral
cortex
The developing cerebral cortex has been reported to display
higher levels of apoptosis during normal development than other
areas of the developing brain [29]. To investigate factors that
might predispose the cortex to apoptosis, we examined p53 and
the pro-survival BCL-2 family protein BCL-XL, which has been
reported to be important for cell survival during brain develop-
ment [30–32] in E14.5 and E16.5 wild-type cortex and compared
these to the other brain areas (BMC). p53 mRNA was moderately
elevated, and Bclx mRNA was modestly reduced in the cortex
compared to BMC at both developmental stages (Fig. 5A). Nuclear
p53 protein levels were 3 to 8-fold higher in the cortex than in
BMC, although this did not reach significance due to high
variation (p= 0.05 Mann–Whitney test; Fig. 5B). In contrast,
cytoplasmic p53 levels and BCL-XL protein levels were not
strikingly different in the cortex compared to BMC (Fig. 5B, C).

TFIID proteins can associate in the absence of TAF8
To determine if the TFIID complex was formed/remained intact in
the absence of TAF8, we assessed TBP, TAF8, TAF5 and TAF1, as
well as representative TAFs (bold) for pairs of TAFs joined by their
histone-folds (TAF6-TAF9, TAF4-TAF12, TAF3-TAF10). In total
E16.5 cell lysates TAF8 protein was readily detectable in control
brains, but undetectable in the Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/– brains
(Fig. 6A). Protein levels of other TFIID subunits were either
unchanged or up to 10-fold elevated in Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/–

brains compared to controls (Fig. 6A). Similarly, mRNA level of
genes encoding TFIID subunits were unchanged or up to 2.4-fold
elevated (Supplementary Fig. 4). TFIID complex proteins remained
associated with TBP, as assessed by immunoprecipitation with
anti-TBP antibodies followed by Western blotting for TAF1, TAF5,
TAF6, TAF10 and TAF12 mostly at similar abundance levels in
Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/– compared to controls, all relative to input
(Fig. 6B).

Loss of TAF8 does not affect global mRNA abundance
To test if loss of TAF8 had a broad effect on TFIID function and the
expression of most RNA polymerase II transcribed genes, we first
spiked Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/– and Taf8lox/+NesCre+/+p53–/– con-
trol brain tissue samples with 10 µg of E. coli RNA prior to RNA
isolation. E. coli 16S and 23S ribosomal RNA were used to compare
the amount of rRNA isolated between the samples (Supplemen-
tary Fig. 5). We found no difference in RNA polymerase I
transcribed rRNA between Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/– and control
brains in the cortex or the BMC (Supplementary Fig. 5). Next, we
subjected total RNA, which contains ~5% mRNA, from cortex and
BMC of E14.5 Taf8 NesCre foetuses on the p53-deficient back-
ground to Northern blotting probing with poly-dT probes to
detect mRNA transcripts (and poly-A-tracts in other RNA species).
No difference in poly-A+ RNA between Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/–

brains compared to controls in the cortex or BMC was observed
(Supplementary Fig. 5).

Loss of TAF8 does not affect transcription at all gene loci
In the absence of global effects of loss of TAF8 on RNA levels, we
determined effects on individual gene loci by RNA-sequencing of
E14.5 Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/– and Taf8+/+NesCreT/+p53–/– control
cortices. The p53-deficient background was used to avoid
complications due to apoptosis, but prevented us from examining
changes in p53-induced gene transcription. Taf8 deleted and
control samples clustered within genotype and segregated
between genotypes in the first dimension (Fig. 7A). The mRNA
levels of 4815 and 4280 genes were downregulated and
upregulated, respectively, in the Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/– vs.
Taf8+/+NesCreT/+p53–/– control cortices (FDR < 0.05; Fig. 7B; Sup-
plementary Table 2). RNA-seq data were confirmed for a collection
of 16 genes by RT-qPCR (Supplementary Fig. 5; Supplementary
Table 2). The effects of loss of TAF8 on the four biological
replicates per genotype were consistent (Fig. 7C). While down-
regulated genes were predominantly associated with nervous
system development, upregulated genes were not nervous system
specific (Fig. 7D, Supplementary Fig. 5). Gene ontology term
analysis of genes downregulated in the absence of TAF8 indicated
that neuronal function would be affected, including synapses and
neuron projections (Fig. 7D; Supplementary Table 3). Pathways
significantly enriched among downregulated genes included
neuroactive ligand-receptor interactions, ribosomes and axon
guidance (Fig. 7E, F). When compared with gene expression
datasets following neuronal differentiation from embryonic stem
(ES) cells to neuronal rosettes [33], the Taf8 deleted cortex
displayed upregulation of genes marking primitive ectoderm and
downregulation of genes marking all steps of neuronal differ-
entiation (Fig. 7G). Similarly, genes that are expressed at higher
levels in cells leaving the ventricular proliferation zone and
moving into the subventricular zone and then the cortical plate to
differentiate [34] were significantly enriched among the genes
downregulated in the absence of TAF8 (Fig. 7H). In contrast, genes
upregulated in the absence of TAF8, were much less specific to
neuronal functions and involved general cell processes and the
transcription factor TFIID complex (Supplementary Fig. 5; Supple-
mentary Table 3).

Loss of TAF8 results in transcription defects and aberrant
mRNA splicing
TFIID binds to three major promoter motifs, the TATA box, directly
bound by TBP, the initiator (INR), associated with the dimeric
complex of TAF1 and TAF2, and the downstream promoter
element (DPE), previously thought to be bound by TAF6 and TAF9
(reviewed by [35]), although this was recently revised [36]. Only
20–30% of mammalian genes contain a TATA box [37]. The other
binding motifs are thought to mediate binding in TATA-less

Fig. 4 Cortex development is abnormal in the Taf8 deleted brain even when cell death is rescued by additional loss of p53. A–K
Immunofluoresence detection and enumeration of neuronal and glia markers of the ventricular and subventricular zone and the superficial,
intermediate and deep layers of the developing cortex on frozen sections of E18.5 Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/– and Taf8lox/+NesCreT/+p53–/– control
cortices. A–C Ventricular zone marker PAX6 (red), counterstained with DAPI (blue). D–F Subventricular zone marker TBR2 (red), counterstained
with DAPI (blue). G, H Markers of the superficial (SATB2, green), intermediate (CTIP2, red) and deep layers (TBR1, blue) of the developing
cortex. I Enumeration of the total number of neuronal cells per pia-to-ventricle bin. J Marker of astrocytes (GFAP, green) and maturing
astrocytes (S100ß, red), counterstained with DAPI (blue). K Enumeration of the proportions of GFAP and GFAP/S100ß double positive cells.
Schematic diagrams illustrate locations of marker proteins in the wild-type cortex. Proportion of PAX6 (B) and TBR2-positive cells (E) were
assessed in 20 µm deep and 120 µm wide bins beginning at the ventricular surface. The average proportion per 50 µm by 120 µm was also
determined (C, F). White boxes in the lower magnification images (G) indicate the position of the higher magnification images (also in G).
White arrow heads (G) indicate cells double positive for SATB2/CTIP2, CTIP2/TBR1 and SATB2/TBR1. Marker protein positive cells were
enumerated in 10 equal depth bins assigned numbering from the pial to the ventricular surface (H). N= 3 animals per genotype presented as
mean ± SEM. Data were analysed using two-way ANOVA with genotype and bin as the independent factors (I) and with Sídák correction for
multiple testing (B, E) or two-tailed Student’s T-tests (C, F, K).
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promoters. We examined if the presence or absence of these
binding motifs influenced transcription outcome in the absence of
TAF8. We found that genes upregulated in the absence of TAF8
were twice as likely to contain a TATA box than genes that were
unaffected or downregulated (Fig. 8A). The presence or absence of
an INR or DPE motif appeared to have comparably modest effects
(Fig. 8A). Genes differentially expressed in the absence of TAF8
correlated positively with differential gene expression in the
absence of TAF4 [38], TAF9B [39] and TAF10 [40] (Fig. 8B). Single
exon genes were approximately twice as likely to be upregulated
than downregulated in the absence of TAF8, while multi-exon
genes were not significantly favoured in either direction (Fig. 8C).
We noted that loss of TAF8 caused an increase in RNA-seq reads

outside of exons. Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/– and Taf8+/+NesCreT/+p53–/–

control cerebral cortex samples clustering within genotype when
reads were mapped to either exons or promoter regions and introns
(Supplementary Fig. 6). Introns were 6-fold more likely to display an
increase than a decrease in RNA-sequencing reads in the absence of
TAF8 (Fig. 8D). The promoter regions of genes (−5 kb to TSS) were
more likely to display an increase in reads than a decrease (Fig. 8E).
The aberrant promoter region expression proceeded overwhel-
mingly in the opposite direction of the normal transcript (Fig. 8E)
and was strong in some gene loci (examples displayed in Fig. 7F,
Supplementary Fig. 6).
We identified 1763 exons in 1267 genes (Sime’s method) and

2265 genes (F-tests) that were differentially spliced as a result of
Taf8 deletion (FDR < 0.05; Supplementary Table 4). Aberrant
splicing is a candidate mechanism underlying p53 stabilisation

Fig. 5 The developing wild-type cerebral cortex, but not other brain areas, is primed for p53-induced apoptotic cell death. A RT-qPCR of
p53 and Bclx mRNA levels in wild-type E14.5 and E16.5 cortex and BMC normalised to 3 housekeeping genes. B Western blot analysis and
densitometry of p53 protein levels in E14.5 nuclear and cytoplasmic fractions of wild-type cortex and BMC. Probing for lamin B1 and tubulin
was used as loading controls, doxorubicin treated wild-type MEFs and p53–/– MEFs were used as a positive and negative control, respectively.
C Western blot of wild-type BCL-XL protein levels in wild type E14.5 whole cell lysate from cortex and BMC, with probing for tubulin used as a
loading control. N= 3 animals per genotype presented as mean ± SEM. Data were analysed using two-tailed Student’s T-test.
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and activation. MDM4 (also called MDMX), together with MDM2, is
an essential regulator of p53 protein activity and abundance
(Fig. 8G), including in the embryonic central nervous system [41].
Induction of Mdm4-short mRNA with exon 6 spliced out has been
associated with a reduction in MDM4-FL (MDM4-full length)
protein and is thought to serve as a mechanism to de-repress p53
[42, 43]. We examined Mdm4 exon usage in our RNA-seq data.
RNA-sequencing reads spanning the alternative exon 5 to exon 7
boundary (omitting exon 6) were ~5-fold elevated in Taf8lox/
–NesCreT/+p53–/– compared to Taf8+/+NesCreT/+p53–/– control
cerebral cortices (Fig. 8H), which was confirmed by conventional
PCR (Supplementary Fig. 6) and RT-qPCR (Supplementary Fig. 6).
Reduction in MDM4-FL has been shown to result in stabilisation of
its binding partner MDM2 [44], and indeed we observed a ~3-fold
increase in cytoplasmic MDM2 protein in the Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+

cortex compared to Taf8lox/+NesCre+/+ controls (Supplementary
Fig. 6), but no changes in Mdm2 mRNA (Supplementary Fig. 6).
These findings suggest an overall decrease in MDM4-mediated
repression of the p53 pathway in the cortex.

DISCUSSION
Loss of TAF8 resulted in extensive apoptotic cell death in the
cortex, but not in other brain regions, and in upregulation of
nuclear p53 protein and p53 target genes Noxa, Puma and Bax
(Fig. 8I). The cell death caused by Taf8 gene deletion was
completely prevented by loss of p53 and to a large extent rescued
by loss of PUMA. The rescue shows that loss of TAF8 caused cell
death specifically via the activation of p53, which then causes an
increase in PUMA to initiate apoptosis (Fig. 8I). The Taf8 and p53
double deleted neocortex and hippocampus displayed a neuronal
differentiation defect that was evident through abnormal
morphology, cortex marker protein expression and reduction in
the expression of neuronal differentiation genes (Fig. 8I). Our
findings show that TFIID without TAF8 can assemble and mediates
normal or even elevated mRNA expression from approximately
three quarters of expressed gene loci, congruent with earlier work
in yeast showing that depletion of individual TFIID components
did not result in a global reduction in mRNA abundance [45].
Nevertheless, loss of TAF8 did cause functional disruption at many

Fig. 6 TFIID proteins associate with TBP in the absence of TAF8. A Western blots and densitometry of nuclear lysates of E16.5
Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/– and Taf8lox/+NesCre+/+p53–/– control cortex and BMC probed for TAF1, TAF5, TAF6, TAF8, TAF10, TAF12 and TBP. *
represents residual TAF5 signal from previous probing. These lysates represent 1/5 of the input for the immunoprecipitation in (B). The
densitometric readings were normalised to control protein levels to allow display within one graph. B Western blots and densitometry of anti-
TBP antibody immunoprecipitated proteins from E16.5 Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/– and Taf8lox/+NesCre+/+p53–/– control nuclear lysates of cortex
and BMC probed for TAF1, TAF5, TAF6, TAF8, TAF10, TAF12 and TBP. There is some non-specific binding as indicated by the signal in the IgG
negative control, but this is never above the signal from the anti-TBP-immunoprecipitation. The densitometric readings were normalised to
input protein levels and control levels. Related data are displayed in Supplementary Fig. 4. N= 3 animals per genotype presented as mean ±
SEM. Data were analysed using two-tailed Student’s T-tests. * represents residual TAF5 signal from previous probing.
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gene loci, which included reduced levels of mRNA expression,
aberrant transcription of promoters and intergenic regions, as well
as pre-mRNA splicing anomalies.
The genes most prominently affected by the absence

of TAF8 were neuronal differentiation genes that are subject

to de novo gene activation during brain development. In
contrast, many of the genes that were not affected by loss of
TAF8 were genes that were already active at the time when
TAF8 was deleted. Based on this we hypothesise that loss of
TAF8 might affect de novo gene activation (Fig. 8I), whereas
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the TAF8-less TFIID is capable of maintaining pre-established
gene activity.
TFIID consists of three lobes, A, B and C [46]. While TFIID is not

bound to DNA, (reviewed in [36]), lobe A has been reported to
form a nucleosome-like octamer of four pairs of TAFs, each
interacting with their histone-fold domains (TAF6-TAF9, TAF4-
TAF12, TAF3-TAF10, TAF11-TAF13) as well as TBP, TAF5 and part of
TAF1; lobe B contains TAF5 and three pairs of histone-fold TAFs
(TAF6-TAF9, TAF4-TAF12, TAF8-TAF10), lobe C, joining lobes A and
B, contains TAF1, TAF2, TAF7 and part of TAF6 and TAF8. In this
model, an extension of the TAF8 histone-fold domain interacts
with TAF6 and TAF2 in lobe C. Both TAF8 and TAF6 bridge lobes B
and C [47]. Therefore, the model allows for the possibility that
TFIID remains intact in the absence of TAF8. In contrast, when
TAF10 was depleted from mouse hepatocytes, no TFIID subunits
were immunoprecipitated using antibodies against TAF4 [40],
suggesting that the entire complex fails to form in the absence of
TAF10 in vivo. TAF8 has been proposed to be important for TAF10
and TAF2 nuclear localisation and incorporation into TFIID [6, 48].
We found that loss of TAF8 did not affect the association of TAF1,
TAF5, TAF6, TAF10 or TAF12 with TBP. Our findings suggest that
TAF8 is dispensable for the addition of TAF10. Nevertheless, we
cannot assume that the TFIID attains its normal structure in the
absence of TAF8. TAF8 is thought to stabilise the connection
between lobes B and C [47] and so its absence could result in
more flexibility, similar to the junction between lobes A and C.
In the current study, the activation of p53 and p53-mediated

transcriptional induction of Puma, Noxa and Bax and apoptosis
was curiously restricted to the cortex. Underpinning this tissue
specificity in response to loss of TAF8, we found that nuclear p53
protein levels were already elevated in the developing wild-type
cortex compared to other regions, which would predispose the
cortex for more immediate activation of the p53-dependent
apoptotic pathway. A predilection of the cortex to undergo
developmental apoptosis had been reported previously [29].
The upregulation of nuclear p53 protein with only a modest

increase in p53 mRNA suggested substantial post-transcriptional
regulation, which nevertheless must presumably indirectly be
controlled by TFIID and thus sensitive to loss of TAF8. A candidate
mechanism was an impairment of the p53 regulation system
orchestrated by MDM4 and MDM2. MDM2:MDM4 heterodimers
are more effective at inhibiting p53 compared to MDM2:MDM2
homodimers [44]. The Mdm4 RNA is subject to alternative mRNA
splicing [49]. The splice product Mdm4-short was shown to serve
as a mechanism to reduce MDM4-FL (encoding full-length
protein), thereby de-repressing p53 [42, 43]. We found that in
the absence of TAF8 the Mdm4 locus produced Mdm4-short
mRNA. The induction of MDM4 exon 6 skipping has been
proposed as a new therapeutic approach for killing malignant

cells through activation of wild-type p53 [50], and aberrant
skipping of Mdm2 and Mdm4 exons has also been reported to
result in motor neuron death in a mouse model of spinal muscular
atrophy [51]. We hypothesise that loss of TAF8 may cause
neuronal cell death through a failure of p53 repression that is at
least in part caused by alternative splicing at the Mdm4 locus. The
aberrant splicing of Mdm4 pre-mRNA is not an isolated case, but
part of a more widespread defect in splicing, overall affecting
introns in 23% of all genes expressed in Taf8 mutant cortices.
Although aberrant splicing could indicate a general problem in co-
transcriptional splicing, the fact that 77% of genes are spliced
correctly in the absence of TAF8, suggests to some degree
specific, rather than general effects of loss of TAF8 on splicing.
We observed anomalous transcripts in promoter regions and 3’

of the normal transcription termination regions. While the
aberrant transcripts could be due to a failure of the normal RNA
degradation process, their nature suggests a more specific defect:
the aberrant transcripts were only present at ~15% of all gene loci.
Abnormal 5’ transcripts were generated in the opposite direction
of the normal transcript, suggesting a relaxation of the
directionality of the transcriptional machinery when TAF8 is
absent. The potential loss of the stabilising effect of TAF8 on the
connection between lobes B and C of TFIID (discussed above) may
contribute to such relaxation of directionality. However, despite
the ambivalence displayed with respect to direction of transcrip-
tion, the absence of TAF8 did not typically affect the levels of the
normal transcript of the same locus.
In summary, we have shown that (1) TFIID requires the presence

of TAF8 for accurate transcription at only a subset of gene loci; (2)
the absence of TAF8 causes multiple defects in transcription, and
(3) the absence of TAF8 leads to p53-mediated induction of Puma
expression and apoptosis largely restricted to the cortex. By
deleting Taf8 in the developing central nervous system, we have
provided a model of transcription dysfunction during brain
development in the mouse and have shown the cellular and
molecular consequences that are relevant to a number of
cognitive congenital [14, 16–22] and neurodegenerative disorders
[9–13, 15, 52, 53], caused by mutations in TFIID components and
in other transcription factors.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Generation of the Taf8 conditional knockout allele and CNS
specific deletion
A conditional Taf8 allele was generated by homologous recombination in E.
coli. LoxP sites flanking exons 1 to 7 of Taf8 were introduced, and a neomycin
resistance cassette, flanked on each side by Frt recombinase sites, was
introduced between exons 7 and 8 (Supplementary Fig. 1). Southern blot
analysis performed on tail DNA revealed that the LoxP site and the neo

Fig. 7 TAF8 profoundly affects gene expression, but not at all gene loci. Transcriptome analysis comparing E14.5 Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/–

and Taf8+/+NesCreT/+p53–/– control cerebral cortices. RNA-seq data were analysed as described in the methods section. The p53–/– background
was used to avoid the confounding effects of extensive cell death in the absence of TAF8 and presence of p53 (see Fig. 3). N= 4 animals per
genotype. A Multidimensional scaling plot of the leading gene expression differences between samples in pair-wise comparisons showing
Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/– and Taf8+/+NesCreT/+p53–/– control samples segregate in dimension one. B Plot of log2-fold change in gene expression
between Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/– and Taf8+/+NesCreT/+p53–/– control samples over average expression, showing a large number of upregulated
and downregulated genes. C Heatmap of the top 50 differentially expressed genes (FDR 3 × 10−10 to 2 × 10−8) showing consistency between
animals within genotype and differences between different genotypes. D GO annotations significantly enriched among genes >20%
downregulated in the absence of TAF8. E KEGG pathways significantly enriched among genes >20% downregulated in the absence of TAF8
(FDR < 0.05); the numbers of downregulated genes in each of the pathways are shown. F Effects of loss of TAF8 on genes expressing the
ephrin/EPH, ROBO/SLIT and semaphorin axon guidance proteins (FDR < 0.05; >20% DE). G Proportion and direction of change in expression of
cardinal gene data sets [33] expressed at stage of neuronal differentiation from embryonic stem cell (ESC) via primitive ectoderm (PE),
transient neuroepithelial progenitors (TNEP), committed neurogenic progenitors (NP) to maturing neuronal rosettes (NR) affected by loss of
TAF8. H Barcode plot displaying the positive correlation between genes that are expressed at higher levels in the subventricular zone (SVZ)
and cortical plate (CP) than in the ventricular proliferation zone [VZ; [34]] with genes downregulated in the absence of TAF8. Roast p value is
shown. Related data are displayed in Supplementary Fig. 6 and Supplementary Tables 2, 3.
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cassette were correctly inserted (Supplementary Fig. 1). Taf8+/lox mice were
crossed with Cre-deleter mice [54], which deletes loxP flanked sequences in
the germline. This resulted in Taf8+/– mice, which were used to generate
Taf8lox/– mice. Primers used to distinguish Taf8+, Taf8lox and Taf8– alleles are
listed in Supplementary Table 1 and Supplementary Fig. 1 includes PCRs of
tails DNA showing the different Taf8 alleles. To achieve deletion of Taf8 in the

CNS, from embryonic day 9 (E9.0) onward, Taf8lox/– mice were crossed with
Nestin-Cre (NesCre) transgenic mice [24]. Primers used to detect the presence
of the NesCre transgene are listed in Supplementary Table 1. Animals were
used in order of their birth and assigned to treatment groups according to
their genotypes. No animal was excluded. Where possible animals were
examined before their genotypes were known.
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Histology and TUNEL
Tissues were fixed in 4% PFA or Bouin’s fixative for 24 h, embedded in
paraffin, sectioned and stained with H & E. Pyknotic nuclei were counted
blinded to genotype, in selected anatomical regions including the
hippocampus with the future subiculum and the neocortex in the
forebrain and the superior collicullus in the midbrain. TUNEL staining
was carried out on paraffin embedded sections using an Apotag Kit
(Roche).

Immunohistochemistry and immunofluorescence
For immunohistochemistry, paraffin sections of E14.5 heads were
dewaxed, treated with antigen unmask solution (for BrdU only) and
processed with intervening wash steps through 0.25% (w/v) gelatine,
primary and secondary antibody and colour reaction was observed.
Sections were counterstained with 0.3% methyl green or haematoxylin and
mounted.
For immunofluorescence, frozen sections of E18.5 heads were processed

with intervening wash steps through 1–4% (w/vol) PFA, 0.25 to 1% (w/vol)
Triton X-100, 10% (w/vol) pre-immune serum, primary and secondary
antibody, mounted and imaged using a fluorescent microscope (Axio-
plan2, Zeiss) and a digital camera (AxioCam HRC, Zeiss).

Western blot, co-immunoprecipitation (Co-IP), and chromatin-
immunoprecipitation (ChIP)
Protein whole cell lysate was extracted with KALB (1% Triton X, 1 mM
EDTA, 150mM NaCl, 50 mM Tris HCl pH 7.4, 0.02% NaN3) supplemented
with protease inhibitors (Roche). Protein nuclear and cytoplasmic fractions
were isolated using Thermo Scientific kit (78833). Protein was run on
4–12% NuPAGE Bis-Tris gel (Life Technologies). All antibodies are listed in
Supplementary Table 5. For co-immunoprecipitation (Co-IP), protein (100
µg nuclear extract) was incubated with antibody (5 µg) overnight then with
Protein-G magnetic beads (Millipore) for 1 h. Beads were washed 5 times
for 20min each with PBST (Tween 0.1%) supplemented with protease
inhibitors at 4 oC. Immunoprecipitated proteins were eluted from beads by
incubating at 95 oC for 15min in 2x protein reducing buffer. Uncropped
Western blots are provided in the Supplementary Material.
Chromatin-immunoprecipitation (ChIP) was performed as previously

described [55], however, a different sonicator (Covaris) was used for
shearing chromatin, and magnetic beads instead of agarose beads were
used for the precipitation step. The antibody for ChIP is described in
Supplementary Table 5 and qPCR primers are described in Supplementary
Table 6.

RT-qPCR and Northern blot analyses
For gene expression analysis RNA was isolated with the RNeasy Kit
(Qiagen) and cDNA was generated using Superscript III (Roche) according
to manufacturer’s instructions. RT-qPCR was performed using Sensimix
(HiRox, Bioline, QT605-05) and a LightCycler 480 (Roche). RT-qPCR primers
are listed in Supplementary Table 7. MDM4 primers were the same as in
[42, 43]. TFIID primers were the same as in [40], except for TAF1 variant 1
and 2 common primers. For analysis of total mRNA by Northern blotting,
brains were first weighed then spiked with 10 µg E. coli RNA to track the
efficiency of RNA isolation by Bioanalyzer (Agilent Technologies), then RNA

was isolated with Trizol (Life Technologies), subjected to Northern blotting
and probed with a poly d-T probe synthesised using poly-A primer and TdT
enzyme.

RNA-sequencing library preparation
RNA was isolated with RNeasy Kit (Qiagen). Unstranded RNA-seq libraries
were prepared using a TruSeq RNA Sample Preparation kit version 2 and
sequencing was performed on an HiSeq 2000 to produce paired-end 100-
bp reads. We observed aberrant RNA-seq reads outside of the gene bodies
at many gene loci. To examine this phenomenon further, we prepared
stranded libraries from the same RNA samples with a TruSeq Stranded
mRNA Library Preparation kit (Illumina). Sequencing was performed on an
Illumina NextSeq 500 to produce paired-end 81-bp reads to a depth of
40 × 106 reads per sample. This allowed detailed analysis of aberrant reads
and distinction of reads aligning to the plus and minus strand, generated
in the same or opposite direction of the transcription of adjacent genes.

RNA-sequencing data analysis
Reads were aligned to the mouse genome mm10 using subjunc [56]. Read
counts were summarised at both the gene level and the exon level using
the featureCount function of the Rsubread package together with
Rsubread’s built-in mm10 RefSeq annotation [57]. For the stranded RNA-
seq, strand-specific counting was used. Gene annotation was downloaded
from the NCBI (ftp://ftp.ncbi.nih.gov/gene/DATA/GENE_INFO/). Down-
stream analysis was conducted using the limma and edgeR packages
[58, 59]. Genes that failed to achieve ≥0.1 counts-per-million (cpm) in at
least 4 samples were filtered from the analysis. Library sizes were
normalised using the TMM method [60]. Differential expression between
Taf8 deleted and Taf8 intact samples was assessed using edgeR’s quasi-
likelihood pipeline with an FDR of 5% [61]. edgeR’s glmTreat function was
used to narrow down the list of DE genes by focusing on genes that
showed fold-changes significantly greater than 1.2. Gene set tests were
conducted using roast [62].
Aberrant transcripts were assessed (1) between the TSS and 5000 bp

upstream of the TSS using SeqMonk (https://www.bioinformatics.
babraham.ac.uk/projects/seqmonk/), as well as (2) between the TES and
1000 bp downstream of the TES and (3) introns using featureCounts to
summarise the read counts. KEGG pathway and tissue signature analyses
were performed using DAVID [63, 64].

Statistical analysis
Experiments were conducted blinded where possible, e.g. before
genotyping or by automated analysis, with N= 3 to 6 animals per
genotype. Results are presented as mean ± SEM and were compared by
Student’s T test, two-way ANOVA with Sídák correction for multiple testing.

DATA AVAILABILITY
Complete results from our RNA-sequencing studies, including complete lists of
differentially expressed genes, differentially enriched GO terms and KEGG pathways,
are included in the in the Supplementary Tables. Raw data: GEO series GSE198505.

Fig. 8 Effects of loss of TAF8 on general parameters of transcription. The RNA-seq data E14.5 Taf8lox/–NesCreT/+p53–/– and Taf8+/+NesCreT/+p53–/–

control cerebral cortices described in Fig. 7 were used to assess the general parameters of transcription. The analyses are described in the methods
section. N= 4 animals per genotype. A Schematic drawings of core promoter elements and their association with expression changes in the absence
of TAF8. TATA box, initiator (INR) and downstream promoter element (DPE). B Barcode plots comparing the genes that are differentially expressed in
the absence of TAF8 with genes differentially expressed in the absence of TAF4 [38], TAF9B [39] and TAF10 [40]. C Directional effects of the loss of
TAF8 on the expression of genes with only one exon (no intron splicing required) vs. multi-exon genes. D Number of introns with increased and
decreased numbers of sequencing reads. In the absence of TAF8, the 8528 introns displayed an increase in reads and 1392 introns showed a decrease
in reads (p< 0.0001; binomial test). E Number of promoter regions (−5 kb to TSS) with increased and decreased numbers of sequencing reads and
direction of reads. In the absence of TAF8, the 4136 promoter regions displayed an increase in reads and 944 showed a decrease in reads (p< 0.0001;
binomial test). The reads observed were in the opposite direction to the main transcript of the locus at 5049 promoter regions, and in the same
direction at 31 promoter regions (p< 0.0001; binomial test). F Representative genome browser image of increased sequence reads mapping to
promoter sequences in the absence of TAF8 in the Mcl1 locus, typically in opposite direction of the normal transcript of the affected locus. The blue
reads covering the gene body represent the Mcl1 mRNA; reads depicted in red are in the opposite direction. G Schematic drawing of the roles of
MDM2 and MDM4 in opposing p53 function. H Effects of loss of TAF8 on splicing out of exon 6 in the Mdm4 gene as assessed by exon 5-to-exon 7
fusion RNA-seq read counts. I Working model of the effects caused by loss of TAF8 in the presence or absence of p53. Related data are displayed in
Supplementary Fig. 6 and Supplementary Tables 2 and 4.
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