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Regulation of mRNA translation is a major control point for gene
expression and is critical for life. Of central importance is the
complex between cap-bound eukaryotic initiation factor 4E
(eIF4E), eIF4G, and poly(A) tail-binding protein (PABP) that circu-
larizes mRNAs, promoting translation and stability. This complex is
often targeted to regulate overall translation rates, and also by
mRNA-specific translational repressors. However, the mechanisms
of mRNA-specific translational activation by RNA-binding proteins
remain poorly understood. Here, we address this deficit, focusing
on a herpes simplex virus-1 protein, ICP27. We reveal a direct in-
teraction with PABP that is sufficient to promote PABP recruitment
and necessary for ICP27-mediated activation. PABP binds several
translation factors but is primarily considered to activate transla-
tion initiation as part of the PABP–eIF4G–eIF4E complex that stim-
ulates the initial cap-binding step. Importantly, we find that ICP27-
PABP forms a complex with, and requires the activity of, eIF4G.
Surprisingly, ICP27–PABP–eIF4G complexes act independently of
the effects of PABP-eIF4G on cap binding to promote small ribo-
somal subunit recruitment. Moreover, we find that a cellular
mRNA-specific regulator, Deleted in Azoospermia-like (Dazl), also
employs the PABP–eIF4G interaction in a similar manner. We pro-
pose a mechanism whereby diverse RNA-binding proteins directly
recruit PABP, in a non–poly(A) tail-dependent manner, to stimulate
the small subunit recruitment step. This strategy may be particu-
larly relevant to biological conditions associated with hypoadeny-
lated mRNAs (e.g., germ cells/neurons) and/or limiting cytoplasmic
PABP (e.g., viral infection, cell stress). This mechanism adds signif-
icant insight into our knowledge of mRNA-specific translational
activation and the function of the PABP–eIF4G complex in
translation initiation.
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Despite the importance of translational control, the mechanisms
by which specific subsets of mRNAs are translationally regu-

lated are only well defined in a handful of cases. Nevertheless, it is
clear that regulation is most often mediated by factors recruited to
the 3′ untranslated region (UTR) of mRNAs and frequently occurs
at the level of initiation (1). Initiation is a multistep process in-
volving several mRNA-dependent steps, each of which requires
eukaryotic initiation factors (eIFs) (2). Initially, the m7GpppX cap is
bound by eIF4F, comprising a large scaffold protein, eIF4G, bound
to the cap-binding protein, eIF4E, and an RNA helicase, eIF4A.
The small (40S) ribosomal subunit, initiator tRNA, and associated
initiation factors are then recruited as a 43S preinitiation complex.
Recruitment is facilitated by eIF4A-dependent removal of RNA
secondary structure and by the interaction of 40S-associated
eIF3 with eIF4G. The 43S small ribosomal subunit complex then
scans the 5′ UTR to locate a start codon, recognition of which pro-
motes release of initiation factors and joining of the large (60S)

ribosomal subunit to form an 80S ribosome. Like the cap, the poly
(A) tail serves as a primary determinant of translational efficiency (3)
via the action of poly(A)-binding protein (PABP). Analysis of
mRNA-ribosomal subunit association has shown that PABP pro-
motes small subunit recruitment, an activity attributed to its ability to
stimulate cap binding by eIF4E (4). Stabilization of the cap–eIF4E
interaction requires the RNA-binding activity of their common
partner, eIF4G (5), which acts as a bridging factor mediating the
“closed-loop” mRNA conformation (1). This conformation brings
the ends of the mRNA into proximity, providing insight into how 3′
UTR-bound factors can control initiation.
Despite the rate-limiting, cap-binding step being a common

regulatory target for global and mRNA-specific regulation,
studies of diverse mRNA-specific translational repressors have
revealed that multiple initiation steps can be regulated (1).
In contrast, mechanisms are described for only a very few
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mRNA-specific translational activators, with these activators
acting at the cap-binding step. Because studies of viruses have
proved highly informative for the understanding of cellular
translational regulation, we examined the mechanism of action of
ICP27, an essential herpes simplex virus type 1 (HSV-1) protein
that is a key regulator of host and viral gene expression (6).
ICP27 regulates the translation of a subset of viral mRNAs, in-
cluding the viral mRNAs encoding VP16 and ICP5 (7, 8), via an
uncharacterized mechanism. This effect is mRNA-specific, be-
cause the translation of other studied viral and cellular mRNAs is
not ICP27-dependent (7, 8). We posited that elucidating this
mechanism may provide insight into cellular mRNA-specific reg-
ulators because HSV-1 mRNAs are, like most cellular mRNAs,
capped, polyadenylated, and translated via the canonical cap-
dependent pathway described above. HSV-1 infection is accom-
panied by posttranslational modification of some initiation factors
(9) and by relocalization of PABP to the nucleus (10, 11); how-
ever, similar modifications of the translational machinery occur in
noninfected cells, for example, as a result of cellular stress (12, 13).
Consistent with its role as an mRNA-specific translational

activator (7, 8, 14), ICP27 binds RNA, cosediments with poly-
ribosomes (14), and can be isolated with components of the
translational machinery (10, 15). Because ICP27 can stimulate
translation in the absence of other viral proteins when tethered
to the 3′ UTR of reporter mRNAs (14), its interaction with the
translational machinery must either be direct or mediated in-
directly by other cellular proteins, further supporting the idea
that it may share a mechanism of action with cellular regulators
of translation. Here, we investigate its mechanism of action,
establishing that it requires recruitment of PABP, via a direct
protein interaction, to ICP27-bound mRNAs. ICP27 activity was
also shown to depend on the integrity of eIF4G, but was sur-
prisingly found to stimulate small subunit recruitment down-
stream of the initial cap-binding event. Furthermore, we provide
evidence that this previously undescribed mechanism of mRNA-
specific translational activation also applies to at least one cel-
lular mRNA-binding protein, Deleted in Azoospermia-like
(Dazl). These results increase our knowledge of the mecha-
nisms of mRNA-specific translational activation and provide
evidence that the PABP–eIF4G interaction in metazoans has
pleiotropic effects on small ribosomal subunit recruitment.

Results
PABP Interacts with the Region of ICP27 That Stimulates Translation.
Previous studies found that ICP27 can be isolated in RNase-
sensitive complexes with multiple initiation factors (10, 15) and can
interact directly with eIF3 subunits in pull-down experiments (15),
raising the possibility that it may function by interacting with one or
more initiation factors. This possibility prompted us to screen for
such interactions by directed yeast two-hybrid (Y2H) analysis, re-
vealing a single strong interaction with PABP (Table S1). In keeping
with this finding, PABP was coimmunoprecipitated with ICP27
from HSV-1–infected cell extracts (Fig. S1 A and B), with RNase
treatment reducing coimmunoprecipitation efficiency (Figs. S1 A,
lanes 3–6 and B, lanes 3–4), presumably by eliminating mRNA-
mediated coisolation (Fig. S1C). To examine whether this associa-
tion may be functionally relevant, we initially tested whether it is
direct. Pull-down experiments with purified recombinant proteins
(Fig. S1 D and E) in the presence of RNase showed that GST-
PABP, but not GST alone, binds His-ICP27 (Fig. 1A). In the re-
ciprocal experiment, purified GST-ICP27 and His-PABP (Fig. S1 F
and G) also interact (Fig. S1H). These results establish a direct
protein–protein interaction in the absence of bridging eukaryotic
proteins or RNA (see also Figs. 1 C and E and 2 A and B).
To determine whether its interaction with PABP underlies the

ability of ICP27 to stimulate translation, ICP27 regions associated
with this activity and their interaction with PABP were probed.
Tether-function analysis (Fig. S2A) is ideally suited for delineating
functional protein regions because it permits the separation of
RNA-binding and activation domains (16). Importantly, we pre-
viously established that tethering ICP27 to the 3′ UTR of reporter
mRNAs recapitulates the robust mRNA-specific effect on trans-
lation of target mRNAs observed in infected cells (7, 14), with only
reporters to which ICP27 is tethered being translationally activated
(14). In contrast, translational stimulation of target mRNAs (e.g.,
VP16) by untethered ICP27 is inefficient outside of the context of
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Fig. 1. PABP interacts directly with ICP27 regions required for translational
stimulation. (A) Immobilized purified GST-PABP or GST was incubated with
purified His-ICP27. ICP27 was detected by immunoblotting; input is 10%.
(B) Oocytes expressing ICP27 or U1A (negative control) were injected with
VP16 mRNA and luciferase mRNA as an internal control. VP16 protein levels
normalized to luciferase activity are plotted (±SEM; n = 5). (C) Y2H analysis
of PABP interactions with indicated ICP27 regions. Iron regulatory protein
(IRP) was used as a negative control. (D) Oocytes expressing MS2, MS2-ICP27,
or MS2-ICP27 truncations (Fig. S3A) were coinjected with m7G-Luc-MS23 and
β-gal mRNAs (Fig. S2A, [1] and [7]). Effects on translation were measured by
luciferase assay normalized to β-gal activity. Translational stimulation rela-
tive to MS2 protein alone (=1) is plotted (±SEM; n = 3). (E) Immobilized
purified GST or GST fusions of ICP27 or indicated truncations (Fig. S3A and
Table S2) were incubated with purified His-PABP. PABP was detected by
quantitative immunoblotting, and band intensities are shown, with the
band intensity of lane 3 set to 100%. Input is 150%.
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Fig. 2. Translationally active ICP27 interacts with two domains of PABP and
recruits PABP to mRNA. (A) Y2H analysis of ICP27 interactions with PABP
domains. IRP was used as a negative control. (B) Immobilized purified GST or
GST fusions of PABP or indicated truncations (Table S2) were incubated with
HSV-1–infected cell extracts in the presence of RNase 1. ICP27 was detected
by immunoblotting. (C) Y2H analysis of the PABP C-terminus (Ct, amino acids
396–633), RRM1-2Rd with ICP27 (amino acids 10–512), or ICP27 containing
the M15 or M16 mutation. IRP and MS2 were used as negative controls.
(D) Oocytes expressing MS2 or MS2-ICP27 were injected with ApG-Luc-MS23
(L) or ApG-Luc-ΔMS2 (LΔ) (Fig. S2A, [2] and [6]). PABP was immunoprecipi-
tated (P) from lysates [control: nonspecific rabbit IgG (c)] and detected by
immunoblotting (input is 27%). The presence of copurified luciferase or
endogenous β-actin mRNAs was assessed by RT-PCR.
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infection (Fig. 1B and Fig. S2 B and C), suggesting that an un-
identified ancillary viral factor, which can be substituted by tethering,
may normally aid its RNA-binding specificity. Tethering studies
were performed in Xenopus laevis oocytes, which offer a unique
opportunity to analyze multifunctional regulators (16) because re-
porter mRNAs can be directly microinjected into the cytoplasm,
permitting effects on translation to be studied independent of ICP27
roles in regulating mRNA transcription, processing, and nuclear ex-
port (17). Furthermore, mRNAs remain remarkably stable in oocytes
even without a functional cap or poly(A) tail (Fig. S2D) (18), pro-
viding an opportunity for detailed mechanistic analysis in intact cells.
Previous analysis also revealed that the C-terminal 105 amino acids of
ICP27 are essential to stimulate translation (14), suggesting that
factors required for this activity interact with this region. Importantly,
in this regard, Y2H analysis shows that the PABP-binding site lies
within the C-terminal 115 amino acids (Fig. 1C, compare amino acids
10–512 and amino acids 10–397 and Fig. S3A). By contrast, we find
that the N-terminal region is dispensable both for translational stim-
ulation (Fig. 1D, MS2-139–152, MS2-175–512, and MS2-201–512
and Fig. S3A) and PABP binding (Fig. 1C, amino acids 242–512).
Because the N-terminal region contains the RNA-binding domain
(RGG-box), this result lends weight to the RNA independence of the
ICP27–PABP interaction. Similar results were obtained by GST pull-
down of purified PABP with ICP27 domains in the presence of
RNase 1 (Fig. 1E, Fig. S3B, and Table S2). Taken together, these
results show that PABP interacts with the region of ICP27 re-
sponsible for its ability to promote translation.

Translationally Inactive Mutants of ICP27 Fail to Interact with PABP.
PABP1 comprises several functional domains known to mediate
RNA and/or protein interactions (19) (Fig. S3C). Y2H analysis
revealed that ICP27 interacts strongly with the RNA-recognition
motifs (RRMs) 1–2 (residues 3–182) as well as with the C-terminal
region (residues 395–633) of PABP1 (Fig. 2A). Dual binding sites
have been described for several other PABP partner proteins
(20). Because both ICP27 and PABP are RNA-binding pro-
teins, RRM1-2Rd (Y56V, F142V) (16), an RNA-binding–
deficient mutant of RRM1-2, was used to confirm further that
their interaction is not RNA-mediated (Fig. 2A). The C terminus
of PABP does not bind RNA (19). To verify these results,
PABP1 domains were purified as GST fusions (Fig. S3D and
Table S2) and used in pull-down assays in the presence of RNase 1.
Fig. 2B shows that although no single RRM (lanes 4–7) interacts
with ICP27, RRM1-2 (lane 8) and the C-terminal region (lane 14)
interact, confirming our Y2H mapping. RRM2-3 (lane 9) also
shows significant interaction with ICP27, whereas RRM3-4 (lane
10) interacts only weakly, indicating that ICP27 has strong affinity
for a region within the N-terminal 190 amino acids of PABP1. The
PABP1 C-terminal domain is composed of a proline-rich linker
and the PABC domain (Fig. S3C), and further mapping showed
that ICP27 interacts with the N-terminal portion of the linker
region (present in C1 and C5 but not in C2; Fig. 2B, lanes 11–14).
Interestingly, several C-terminal amino acid substitutions [M15
(P465L, G466E) or M16 (C488L)] (21) abrogate the ability of
ICP27 to associate with polyribosomes in infected cells and to
stimulate translation when tethered (14), providing a tool with
which to probe further the importance of PABP binding. Fol-
lowing delineation of the ICP27-binding sites in PABP, the in-
teraction of the translationally inactive ICP27 mutants (M15 and
M16) with these binding sites was examined by Y2H analysis and
immunoprecipitation from cells infected with M15/M16 mutant
virus. Critically, both point mutants failed to interact with PABP1
(Fig. 2C and Fig. S3E), directly linking ICP27 activity and PABP
binding, leading us to conclude that this interaction is crucial for
ICP27-mediated translational stimulation.

ICP27 Recruits PABP to mRNA. The dependence of ICP27 activity on
PABP binding raised the hypothesis that ICP27 may function to
promote PABP recruitment to specific mRNAs. To test this hy-
pothesis, RNA coimmunoprecipitations of tethered unadenylated
reporter mRNAs were performed using antibodies against PABP

(Fig. 2D). Critically, PABP fails to associate with these mRNAs
unless they contain MS2-binding sites (Fig. 2D, lanes 11 and 13)
and unless MS2-ICP27, rather than MS2 alone (lanes 7 and 11), is
present. Endogenous polyadenylated β-actin mRNA, which binds
PABP directly via its poly(A) tail, was a positive control. Thus,
MS2-ICP27 is sufficient to bridge the association of PABP with
the reporter mRNA, providing strong direct support for a mech-
anism by which ICP27 functions to enhance the recruitment of
PABP to mRNA. In keeping with this finding, manipulating poly
(A) tail status, and thus poly(A)-mediated recruitment of PABP to
the reporter mRNAs, alters the relative magnitude of stimulation
by tethered ICP27 (Fig. S4 A and B).

ICP27 Stimulates Initiation of Translation Independently of the
Cap-Binding Event. In metazoan cells, PABP drives small ribo-
somal subunit recruitment, a function attributed to enhancement of
cap binding by eIF4E, as part of the PABP–eIF4G–eIF4E complex
(2, 4). Therefore, our results raise the possibility that ICP27, like
other mechanistically defined mRNA-specific activators, may exert
its effect at the initial cap-binding step (22, 23). To address this
possibility, the ability of MS2-ICP27 to stimulate a reporter mRNA
bearing a nonfunctional ApppG-cap structure (Fig. S2A, [2]) was
tested. ApppG-capped mRNAs are stable (Fig. S2D), although
translated at low efficiency (Fig. S5A), because they are not rec-
ognized by eIF4E. Surprisingly, ICP27 activates the translation of
this reporter mRNA to a similar extent as the m7GpppG-capped
reporter (Fig. S5B). Thus, the 5′ cap-recognition event appears
dispensable for translational activation by tethered ICP27, sug-
gesting that it activates via an undescribed mechanism. Because the
inherent instability of purified ICP27 confounds cell-free system
analysis of initiation intermediates (e.g., by sucrose gradients), we
used reporters with different viral internal ribosome entry sites
(IRESs) to further delineate its mechanism of action in intact cells.
Critically, these IRESs have distinct, well defined, noncanonical
mechanisms to recruit small ribosomal subunits and are functional
in X. laevis oocytes (24) (Fig. S5A). Hepatitis A virus (HAV) RNA,
like many other IRES-driven viral RNAs, lacks a physiological cap
and does not require the cap–eIF4E interaction for its translation,
although it may use eIF4E noncanonically (25, 26). Importantly,
HAV IRES-mediated initiation is stimulated by ICP27 (Fig. 3A and
Fig. S2D), verifying that cap recognition is not required for MS2-
ICP27 action. The eIF4E independence of ICP27 was probed fur-
ther using a poliovirus (PV) IRES-dependent reporter mRNA
because eIF4E is dispensable for PV translation (27). PV-IRES
translation is stimulated to levels comparable to the m7GpppG-
capped reporter (Fig. 3B and Fig. S2D), establishing that neither
the cap nor the cap-binding protein is required for ICP27-mediated
activation. These findings suggest that the ICP27–PABP complex
acts downstream of cap binding to stimulate ribosomal subunit re-
cruitment. To test this possibility, a reporter mRNA containing the
classical swine fever virus (CSFV) IRES was used. Small subunit
recruitment by the CSFV IRES differs significantly from both ca-
nonical initiation (28) and small subunit recruitment at HAV and
PV IRESs (25) in that it is independent of all eIF4 factors and eIF3
(28, 29). Crucially, the ability of ICP27 to stimulate translation was
completely abrogated on CSFV IRES-driven reporter mRNAs
(Fig. 3C and Fig. S2D). This result contrasts with the ability of some
translational repressors that target 60S joining to regulate translation
of such mRNAs (30). Thus, taken together, these results establish
that the ICP27–PABP complex acts during initiation but downstream
of cap binding to enhance small subunit recruitment through one or
more of the initiation factors required by PV but not CFSV (i.e.,
eIF4G, eIF4A, eIF4B, eIF3). Because this finding was unexpected,
we directly tethered PABP, recapitulating the reporter mRNA
translational stimulation by ICP27 (Fig. S5C), consistent with PABP
mediating the effects of ICP27 and being able to activate small sub-
unit recruitment independently of its ascribed effects on cap binding.

Downstream Effectors of the ICP27–PABP Interaction. Because
ICP27, surprisingly, does not enhance small subunit recruitment
via a PABP-eIF4G-eIF4E–mediated effect on cap binding, we
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investigated which PABP partner(s) transduce(s) its effects. PABP
interacts with several initiation factors through different domains (Fig.
S3C); thus, we tested which of these domains is sufficient to re-
capitulate the effect of ICP27 when directly tethered to our reporter
mRNA panel. Interestingly, RRM1-2 (Fig. 3D) efficiently stimulated
the translation of m7GpppG-capped (set to 100%), ApppG-capped,
and HAV-IRES and PV-IRES reporters, but not the translation of a
CSFV IRES reporter, reproducing the effects of MS2-ICP27 and
MS2-PABP. This result indicates that eIF4G and/or Paip1, a trans-
lation factor with homology to eIF4G, both of which bind RRM1-2
(Fig. S3C), may serve as a downstream effector of ICP27 activity.

PABP Forms a Complex with ICP27 and eIF4G.Because we have shown
that ICP27 does not interact directly with eIF4G or Paip1 (Table
S1) (15), a role for these factors would require that ICP27 and
eIF4G or Paip1 interacts with PABP simultaneously. Because an
interaction of ICP27 with RRM1-2 could disrupt eIF4G or
Paip1 binding, we tested whether their binding sites are separable.
Fig. 4A shows that ICP27 binds a region of RRM1-2 that binds
Paip1 but not eIF4G (RRM1-2Nt) (16) suggesting that ICP27 and
eIF4G may be able to interact simultaneously with PABP. To
probe directly whether PABP can bridge ICP27 and eIF4G, GST
pull-downs with purified recombinant proteins (Figs. S1 F and G
and S6A) were performed. These pull-downs confirmed that
eIF4G and ICP27 do not detectably interact directly and revealed
that eIF4G associates with GST-ICP27 only in the presence of
PABP, consistent with the formation of an ICP27–PABP–eIF4G
complex (Fig. 4B).

Stimulation of Translation by ICP27-PABP Requires eIF4G. Cap binding
is enhanced by eIF4G, but eIF4G also has a direct role in small
subunit recruitment. Thus, to ascertain whether it is functionally
targeted in ICP27-mediated translational activation, modified
tether-function assays were undertaken in which mRNAs encod-
ing picornavirus 2A protease (2Apro) or U1A (negative control)
were coinjected with reporter mRNAs. Cleavage by 2Apro sepa-
rates an N-terminal part of eIF4G that binds eIF4E and PABP
from the C-terminal part that binds RNA, eIF4A, and 40S
subunit-associated eIF3 (20). A lacZ mRNA containing the
eIF4G-independent, 2Apro-insensitive CSFV IRES served as a
critical internal control (Figs. S2A, [8] and S6B). X. laevis eIF4G,
but not Paip1 or PABP, is efficiently cleaved by 2Apro (Fig. S6C),
allowing us to test specifically the requirement for eIF4G in
ICP27-mediated translational stimulation. ICP27 contains no
predicted 2Apro cleavage sites (www.cbs.dtu.dk/services/NetPicoRNA/).
Critically, stimulation by tethered PABP and ICP27 is reproducibly
decreased in the presence of 2Apro (Fig. 4C). By contrast, 2Apro
does not alter translational stimulation by tethered stem-loop–
binding protein (SLBP) (Fig. 4C), a translational activator that
acts independently of the PABP–eIF4G interaction (23, 24). This
result establishes eIF4G as the PABP partner required to mediate
the cap-independent effects of ICP27 on translation initiation.
Thus, our results support a model for mRNA-specific activation in
which formation of an alternative closed-loop complex comprising
a 3′ UTR-bound mRNA-specific activator, PABP, and eIF4G
stimulates the small ribosomal subunit recruitment step directly,
downstream of the ascribed effects of the PABP–eIF4G complex
in promoting cap binding (Fig. 5A, step 2).

A Cellular Activator Shares this Mechanism. Our results raise the
possibility that other viral or cellular proteins might use this PABP-
dependent, cap-independent mechanism. Of particular interest were
observations pertaining to Dazl, a 3′ UTR-bound regulator essential
for germ cells. Germ cells often store mRNAs with short poly(A)
tails; Dazl can stimulate the initiation of nonadenylated mRNAs at
an undefined step but requires PABP interaction for this activity
(31). Because these shared properties suggest it may use the
mechanism defined for ICP27, we compared its mode of action with
the mode of action of ICP27. Importantly, we find that Dazl-
mediated activation is also 2A-protease–sensitive (Fig. 5B) [Dazl
contains no predicted 2Apro cleavage sites (www.cbs.dtu.dk/services/
NetPicoRNA/)] and that Dazl recapitulates the pattern of stimula-
tion of the panel of reporter mRNAs observed with ICP27 (Fig. 5 C
and D and Fig. S6D), revealing that this PABP-interacting trans-
lational activator shares with ICP27 the ability to activate translation
in an eIF4G-dependent manner downstream of cap binding. These
results strongly imply that the elucidated ICP27 mechanism is rele-
vant to regulation of translation by cellular RNA-binding proteins.

Discussion
By exploring the function of ICP27, we have uncovered a mechanism
for mRNA-specific activation that cannot be explained in terms of
existing models that describe enhancement of the rate-limiting
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cap-binding event. Rather, we find that ICP27 and Dazl recruit
PABP, which can exert an effect downstream of this initial cap-
binding event, and is therefore not dependent on eIF4E (Fig. 5A,
step 1) but nonetheless uses the PABP-partner protein eIF4G to
promote small subunit recruitment. This analysis informs both on
mechanisms of mRNA-specific translational activation and, more
broadly, on the function of the PABP–eIF4G complex in initiation.
Our data confirm reports that PABP coimmunoprecipitates with
ICP27 (10, 15) (Fig. S1) and extend those reports by showing that
the RNase-insensitive fraction reflects a direct ICP27–PABP in-
teraction (Fig. 1 and Fig. S1), because both RNase-treated purified
proteins and domains/mutants of PABP and ICP27 that do not bind
RNA interact. In contrast, ICP27 fails to interact detectably with
other tested translation factors (Table S1). We demonstrate the
function of this interaction: ICP27 recruits PABP to mRNAs, and its
abilities to bind PABP and to activate translation are linked (Fig. 2)
(14), with the latter also requiring eIF4G (Fig. 4). ICP27-PABP-
eIF4G–dependent activation of initiation (Figs. 3–5A) is consistent
with the disassociation of VP16 mRNA from polysomes during
infection with ICP27-deficient viruses (7); with coisolation of
ICP27 with PABP, eIF4G, and eIF3 from infected cells (15); and
with the dependence of translational activation of both natural
target mRNAs (8) and tethered reporter mRNAs (14) on the
PABP-interacting C terminus of ICP27 (8, 14) (Fig. 1), as well as
with point mutations therein that abrogate PABP binding disrupt-
ing translation of reporter mRNAs and polysome association in
infected cells (14). Our observations that the magnitude of ICP27-
mediated stimulation is poly(A)-tail–sensitive (Fig. S4) and that
tethered PABP can functionally substitute for ICP27 in stimulating
mechanistically distinct reporter mRNAs (Fig. S5C) provide further
support for the role of PABP. Our proposed model of translational
stimulation by ICP27-PABP-eIF4G downstream of cap binding is
supported by the following data: Tethering the eIF4G-binding do-
main of PABP to reporter mRNAs with different mechanisms of
small subunit joining recapitulates the effects of ICP27 (Fig. 3),
eIF4G can form a complex with ICP27 and PABP, and proteolytic
cleavage of eIF4G abrogates translational stimulation (Fig. 4).

Previous analysis using PABP-depleted extracts to examine mRNA
and ribosome subunit association established that PABP pre-
dominantly promotes small subunit recruitment, a function ascribed
to its ability to promote eIF4E cap binding in a manner that is
dependent on RNA binding by eIF4G (4, 5). However, our results
firmly establish that the cap, eIF4E (Fig. 3), and the poly(A) tail
(14) (Figs. 1, 3, and 5) are dispensable for ICP27/Dazl function,
indicating that the effects on small subunit recruitment revealed by
comparison of HAV/PV and CSFV IRESs (Fig. 3) are independent
of enhanced cap or poly(A) binding. Rather, our results are most
consistent with PABP-eIF4G effects on initiation not acting exclu-
sively via cap binding by eIF4E, but more broadly to promote
eIF4G function: enhancing its direct role in small subunit re-
cruitment (Fig. 5A, step 2), namely, delivery of eIF4A, which creates
an unstructured subunit-binding site, and its interaction with eIF3,
which facilitates small subunit recruitment (2). This mechanism is
consistent with the coisolation of ICP27 with PABP, eIF4G, and
eIF3 (15) in infected cells and with the eIF4G, eIF4A, and
eIF3 independence of CSFV IRES-driven 40S recruitment (28),
in contrast to recruitment mediated by the HAV or PV IRESs (25,
27, 32). It is also consistent with the idea that PABP may enhance
RNA binding by eIF4G (5), which would be expected to increase the
efficiency of all eIF4G-dependent steps and not selectively those steps
mediated via eIF4E. Thus, although our analysis has allowed the ef-
fects of the PABP–eIF4G complex on downstream events to be rec-
ognized, informing on both mRNA-specific activation and the role of
the PABP–eIF4G complex during initiation, it does not exclude that
ICP27/Dazl–PABP–eIF4G complexes can also enhance cap binding.
Our work highlights a way in which viruses target PABP function

to hijack the host translational machinery (20). However, because
HSV-1 mRNAs are capped and polyadenylated (9), the question is
raised of why their translation should require an additional means
of PABP recruitment. Although translation is not shut down during
HSV-1 infection, it is partially impeded [in addition to widespread
destruction of mRNAs (9)], necessitating the involvement of virus-
encoded proteins to augment initiation efficiency, as exemplified by
ICP6-mediated stimulation of otherwise suboptimal eIF4F assembly
(6). Thus, ICP27 may function in this capacity by targeting small
subunit recruitment via PABP-eIF4G to promote the translation of
specific viral mRNAs, two of which (VP16 and ICP5) have been
identified to date. Intriguingly, PABP is relocalized to the nucleus in
an ICP27-independent manner at late times postinfection (10, 11),
suggesting that ICP27 may provide a means to direct limiting
amounts of cytoplasmic PABP to a subset of viral mRNAs late in
infection (7, 8). Moreover, because PABP nuclear export is largely
mRNA-driven in mammalian cells (12), and ICP27 promotes ex-
port of viral mRNAs (17), it is possible that the ICP27–PABP in-
teraction may allow nuclear-retained PABP to be recruited and
exported on these mRNAs, enabling their efficient translation.
Specific binding of ICP27 to mRNAs that it translationally activates
may be aided by another viral factor (Fig. 1B).
In being able to activate initiation downstream of cap binding,

ICP27 differs from other mechanistically defined mRNA-specific
translational activators. Serine arginine splicing factor 1 (SRSF1/
SF2/ASF) promotes initiation by releasing eIF4E from 4E-BP
sequestration, permitting eIF4E-eIF4G binding (22). SLBP and
rotavirus nonstructural protein 3 (NSP3) bind unadenylated
mRNAs, forming end-to-end complexes with eIF4E and eIF4G,
but not with PABP (23, 33). In contrast to ICP27, SLBP fails to
activate cap-independent translation (24) and NSP3-mediated
activation is enhanced by the 5′ cap (33).
Our results reveal that the PABP–eIF4G interaction is a target

not only for global and mRNA-specific repression (34) but also for
mRNA-specific activation, highlighting the regulatory importance
of this complex. Our analysis of Dazl, which activates the translation
of hypoadenylated germ-cell mRNAs (31), shows that this PABP-
eIF4G–dependent effect on 43S joining can be extended to at least
one cellular mRNA-specific translational activator (Fig. 5). Because
Dazl and ICP27 share no sequence homology, this finding indicates
that different motifs can recruit PABP to mediate translational
activation, suggesting that this mechanism may be used by a wide
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variety of proteins. However, the function of PABP-recruiting pro-
teins may also be affected by other partners, and recruited PABP
would need to maintain its interactions with initiation factors to
mediate activation. Interestingly, during the course of this study, a
new cellular 3′UTR-bound mRNA-specific activator, DAZAP1, was
identified and found to be able to stimulate translation independently
of the cap (35). Although a mechanism has not been determined for
DAZAP1 function, its ability to stimulate translation does not appear
to involve a direct interaction with eIF4G (35); thus, it is tempting to
speculate that DAZAP1 may use PABP or another factor to mediate
binding to eIF4G to promote events downstream of cap binding. This
concept is reminiscent of the “variations on a theme” observed for
3′UTR-bound repressors that directly (e.g., Bicoid) or indirectly (e.g.,
Bruno) contact eIF4E or its homologs to block association with
eIF4G (1).
In summary, our results indicate that mRNA-specific activators can

regulate small subunit joining through PABP–eIF4G interaction by a
means other than via enhanced cap binding. Such a “cap- and poly
(A) tail-independent” and PABP- and eIF4G-dependent mechanism
would permit the translation of specific mRNAs under a variety of
biological conditions: translational activation of hypoadenylated
mRNAs (e.g., in germ cells or neurons), maintaining translation
during viral infection or cell stress when PABP becomes pre-
dominantly nuclear, or conceivably when cap-dependent trans-
lation is repressed by 4E-binding proteins. Detailed analysis of
other mRNA-specific regulators will reveal the extent to which

this mechanism forms a paradigm for the action of other PABP-
binding activators.

Materials and Methods
Plasmids, Cells, Viruses, and Antibodies. Detailed information on plasmids,
cells, viruses, and antibodies is provided in SI Materials and Methods.

Tether-Function Assay. Tether-function assays were performed as described
(16) except for experiments with 2A protease, as described in SI Materials
and Methods.

Protein Expression and Purification. GST, GST-fusion proteins, His-ICP27, and
His-PABP1 were expressed in Escherichia coli BL21 (DE3) pLysS (Novagen).
Details of purifications are provided in SI Materials and Methods.

Protein Interaction Assays. Details of GST pull-downs, (RNA) coimmunopre-
cipitation, and Y2H assays are provided in SI Materials and Methods.
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