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induces their differentiation in the absence of RA (De Laurenzi
et al., 2000).

In the present study, we have used RT-PCR,
immunofluorescence, retrovirus-mediated gene transfer, and
p53–/– mice to investigate the expression and function of
the individual p53 family proteins in the developing
oligodendrocyte lineage. Our findings suggest that both p53
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is not present in ∆Np73; gift from Susan Bray, University of Dundee;
diluted 1/10 000). Cells were then washed in PBS and incubated for
1 hour in fluorescein-coupled goat anti-mouse IgG (GFAP, p63), or
anti-rabbit IgG (p53 and p73) antibodies (Jackson Labs, diluted 1/100)
and bisbenzamide. In some experiments, cells were double stained for
GC and p73. In this case, GC staining was performed first, followed
by permeabilisation and p73 staining. Coverslips were mounted in
Citifluor mounting medium (CitiFluor, UK) and examined with a
Zeiss Axioskop fluorescence microscope. In all cases, no staining was
seen when the fluorescent anti-IgG antibodies were used on their own.

Results
Previous findings suggested that p53 family proteins might
play a part in OPC differentiation, but it was not determined
which family members were involved. In the present study, we
have dissected the contributions of p53, p63 and p73 by
examining both their expression in developing oligodendrocyte
lineage cells and the effects on OPC differentiation of
overexpressing either full-length or dominant-negative
isoforms of each family member.

Expression of p53, p63 and p73 in the rat
oligodendrocyte lineage
We first used RT-PCR to examine the expression of p53,
TAp63, ∆Np63, TAp73 and∆Np73mRNAs in cultured OPCs
purified from the P7 rat optic nerve. The purified cells were
expanded for 10 days in the presence of PDGF and the absence
of TH and RA. As shown in Fig. 1, we could detect all of these
mRNAs.

We next used immunofluoresence to examine the expression
of p53, p63 and p73 proteins in both OPCs and
oligodendrocytes. Purified P7 OPCs were expanded for 10 days
in PDGF and the absence of TH and RA. They were then either
cultured for an additional 3 days in the same conditions or were
induced to differentiate into oligodendrocytes by either PDGF
withdrawal or the addition of TH for 3 days. In some cases,
the cells in PDGF and TH were maintained for an additional
2 days to allow the oligodendrocytes to mature further. The
cells were then fixed and immunostained for p53, p63 or p73.
The results for oligodendrocytes were the same whether the
differentiation was induced by PDGF withdrawal or TH
addition, and so only the results with TH addition will be
illustrated. As shown in Fig. 2A, anti-p53 antibodies weakly
stained the nucleus of less than 5% of the OPCs and
oligodendrocytes, and no staining was observed in the
cytoplasm of any of these cells. Thus, the great majority of both
OPCs and oligodendrocytes did not contain detectable amounts
of p53 protein. If, however, the OPCs were first irradiated with
UV (50 J/m2) and cultured for a further 8 hours before they
were immunostained, p53 could be readily detected in the
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influence OPC differentiation, we infected purified rat OPCs
with a retroviral vector that encoded both GFP and p53
(pBird-p53) and then cultured the cells in the four conditions
described above. As shown in Fig. 3, expression of the wild-
type p53 transgene did not significantly affect either the
spontaneous differentiation of OPCs cultured in PDGF
without TH or RA or the differentiation induced by either TH,
RA or PDGF withdrawal. As expected, the expression of the
p53 transgene induced significant cell death in OPC cultures,
but only live cells were included in the analysis. Although
p53 was not detectable in more than 95% of untransfected
OPCs and oligodendrocytes (see Fig. 2A), it was readily
detected by immunostaining in the nucleus of most of the
GFP+ OPCs and oligodendrocytes transfected with wild-type
p53 (not shown).

Effects of TAp63 or ∆∆Np63 transgenes in rat OPCs
To test whether the expression of transgenes encoding either
the full-length TAp63 or dominant-negative ∆Np63 isoforms
of p63 would affect OPC differentiation, we repeated the
experiments just described but used retroviral vectors that
encode either GFP and TAp63 (pBird-TAp63) or GFP and
∆Np63 (pBird-∆Np63) and cultured the cells as described in
Fig. 3. As shown in Fig. 4, the expression of either the TAp63
or ∆Np63 transgene did not significantly affect either the
spontaneous differentiation of OPCs cultured in PDGF without
TH or RA or the differentiation induced by TH, RA or PDGF
withdrawal. Thus, p63 is unlikely to play a part in OPC
differentiation, at least in culture.

Fig. 2. Expression of p53, p63 and p73 proteins in oligodendrocyte lineage cells. Purified P7 rat OPCs were cultured in PDGF without TH and
RA for 10 days. They were then cultured for 3 or 5 days in either PDGF alone or PDGF and TH to induce differentiation. (A-C) After 3 days,
the cells were fixed and stained by immunofluorescence for p53 (A), p63 (B) or p73 (C). (D) Cells in PDGF and TH for 3 or 5 days were fixed
and double-stained for both GC and p73. In all cases, nuclei were counterstained with bisbenzamide. Scale bar: 20 µπΤϕ/ΦσΤ∆759∗0 Τχ0 ΤωενζαµαΗ οφι/ΦσΤ∆70 
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Effects of TAp73 or ∆∆Np73 transgenes in rat OPCs
To test whether the expression of transgenes encoding either
TA or ∆N isoforms of p73 would affect OPC differentiation,
we used retroviral vectors that encode either GFP and TAp73
(pBird-TAp73) or GFP and ∆Np73 (pBird-∆Np73) and
cultured the cells as described above. As shown in Fig. 5, the
expression of the TAp73 transgene greatly increased the
spontaneous differentiation of OPCs cultured in PDGF without
TH and RA, as well as the differentiation induced by either TH
or RA. Although the expression of the TAp73 transgene
induced significant cell death in OPC cultures, only live cells
were included in the analysis.

Conversely, expression of the ∆Np73 transgene completely
inhibited the spontaneous differentiation of OPCs, as well as
the differentiation induced by TH or RA (Fig. 5). Furthermore,
in contrast to all the other dominant-negative transgenes we
tested, ∆Np73 also inhibited PDGF-withdrawal-induced
differentiation (Fig. 5). These findings strongly suggest that
p73 is involved in OPC differentiation induced by TH, RA or
PDGF withdrawal in culture.

Effects of p73∆∆N transgene on p53–/– mouse OPC
differentiation
As ∆Np73 would be expected to inhibit the transcriptional
activity of p53, as well as that of TAp73, it was important to
determine whether ∆Np73 could inhibit OPC differentiation in
the absence of p53. We therefore tested the effect of the ∆Np73
transgene on cultures of P7 optic nerve cells prepared from
wild-type or p53–/– mice. We infected the cells with the pBird-
∆Np73 retroviral vector and cultured them in either PDGF
without TH and RA, in PDGF with TH, or without PDGF.
After 1-3 days, we stained the cultures for GC to determine the
proportion of GFP-positive cells that had differentiated into
GC-positive oligodendrocytes.

As shown in Fig. 6, expression of the ∆Np73 transgene
significantly decreased both spontaneous differentiation (Fig.
6A) and the differentiation induced by either TH (Fig. 6B) or

PDGF withdrawal (Fig. 6C) in both wild-type and p53–/–

cultures. Thus, p53 is not required for the ∆Np73transgene to
inhibit OPC differentiation in vitro. Interestingly, however, the
level of induced differentiation in p53–/– cultures was slightly,
but reproducibly, less than that in wild-type cultures (see Fig.
6B,C).

Oligodendrocyte development in p53–/– mouse optic
nerves
To help determine whether p53 normally plays a part in
oligodendrocyte development in vivo, we compared the
number of oligodendrocytes in the optic nerves of wild-type
and p53–/– mice at P7. We dissociated optic nerve cells and
counted both the total number of cells and the proportion of
GC-positive oligodendrocytes. Although the total number of
cells in the nerve was not significantly different in the two
genotypes (not shown), the proportion of oligodendrocytes was
significantly reduced at P7 in p53–/–
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Discussion
OPCs are arguably the best understood precursor cells in
the vertebrate central nervous system (CNS), but the
intracellular mechanisms involved in their differentiation are
still poorly understood. Previous evidence indicated that OPC
differentiation, in culture at least, depends on the p53 family
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purified rat OPCs has no detectable effect on OPC
differentiation in culture – either on spontaneous
differentiation or on differentiation induced by TH, RA or
PDGF withdrawal.

In contrast, several lines of evidence suggest a crucial role
for p73 in OPC differentiation. First, the only change in the
three family member proteins that we observe when OPCs
differentiate is in p73. Whereas p73 staining is seen exclusively
in the nucleus in OPCs, it is seen in both the nucleus and the
processes of oligodendocytes. The mechanism and functional
significance of this change in p73 distribution remain to be
determined. As the anti-p73 antibodies that we used recognise
TAp73 isoforms but not ∆Np73 isoforms, it is probable that it
is one or more TAp73 isoforms that redistributes when OPCs
differentiate. As the antibodies do not distinguish between the
various C-terminus isoforms of TAp73, which are generated by
alternative splicing at the 3′ end of the p73 RNA transcript, we
do not know which isoforms are expressed in OPCs or
oligodendrocytes, or which ones redistribute upon OPC
differentiation. The second line of evidence suggesting an
important role for p73 in OPC differentiation is that the
expression of a transgene encoding TAp73 in purified OPCs
increases the spontaneous differentiation of OPCs in the
presence of PDGF and the absence of TH and RA, as well as
the differentiation of OPCs induced by treatment with TH or
RA. This is not seen with transgenes encoding either p53 or
TAp63. The third line of evidence is that the expression of a
transgene encoding ∆Np73 in purified OPCs inhibits all forms
of OPC differentiation in culture, including spontaneous
differentiation and differentiation induced by either PDGF
withdrawal or treatment with TH or RA. This is the only
dominant-negative p53 family member that we tested that
inhibits all OPC differentiation in culture. Although ∆Np73
would be expected to act as a dominant-negative inhibitor of
all three p53 family members, it inhibits both spontaneous and
induced OPC differentiation in cultures of p53–/– mouse optic
nerve cells, indicating that the inhibition does not depend on
the inhibition of p53. As ∆Np63 does not inhibit OPC
differentiation, it is unlikely that the ∆Np73 inhibition of OPC
differentiation depends on the inhibition of TAp63. Thus, we
conclude that ∆Np73 inhibits all forms of OPC differentiation
by blocking TAp73 isoforms and that one or more of these
isoforms is required for normal OPC differentiation, at least in
culture. It will be important to confirm this conclusion in p73-
deficient mice, which have severe neurological defects,
including congenital hydrocephalus, hippocampal dysgenesis,
and abnormalities in pheromone sensory pathways (Yang et al.,
2000). Oligodendrocyte development and myelination were
not specifically addressed in the report on these mice (Yang et
al., 2000).

Although we can only detect p53 by immunocytochemistry
in a small fraction of OPCs and oligodendrocytes in culture,
this does not necessarily exclude a role for p53 in
oligodendrocyte development. Indeed, two lines of evidence
suggest that p53 may be involved in OPC differentiation. First,
the expression of either of two transgenes encoding mutant,
dominant-negative forms of p53 in purified OPCs inhibits both
TH- and RA-induced OPC differentiation, although not
spontaneous or PDGF-withdrawal-induced differentiation, as
reported previously (Tokumoto et al., 2001). Although one of
these mutant forms of p53 (p53DN) would be expected to act

as a dominant-negative inhibitor of all three family members,
the other (p53DD) lacks the central core domain and would be
expected to inhibit p53 specifically (Gaiddon et al., 2001;
Shaulian et al., 1992). Second, we find a decrease in the
number of oligodendrocytes and an increase in the number of
OPCs in the P7 optic nerve of p53–/– mice compared with wild-
type mice, consistent with the possibility that p53 plays a part
in OPC differentiation in vivo. Similar results have recently
been obtained independently in the developing p53–/– optic
nerve by Dean Tang and his colleagues; in addition, they found
that the numbers of oligodendrocytes and OPCs normalized in
the p53–/– optic nerves by P21 (Lubna Patrawala and Dean
Tang, University of Texas, personal communication). Together,
these data strongly suggest that p53–/– OPCs have a delayed
differentiation, at least in the optic nerve.

Although the CNS is thought to develop normally in most
p53–/– mice (Donehower et al., 1992), a small proportion have
defects in neural tube closure (Armstrong et al., 1995; Sah et
al., 1995). A detailed study of oligodendrocyte development
and myelination remains to be done in developing p53–/– mice.
Interestingly, p53 has been shown to play an important part in
the differentiation of neural and mesoderm cells in Xenopus
embryos (Wallingford et al., 1997). It physically and
functionally interacts with Smads in the activin and BMP
signalling pathways to induce the expression of homeobox
genes involved in mesoderm formation in Xenopus
(Takebayashi-Suzuki et al., 2003).

In some respects, our results with p53 conflict with those of
Eizenberg et al. (Eizenberg et al., 1996), who reported that p53
protein is highly expressed in brain-derived OPCs and
translocates from the cytoplasm to the nucleus when these cells
differentiate into oligodendrocytes in culture. Using three
different antibodies, including the antibody used in their study
(not shown), we see relatively little p53 staining in OPCs and
oligodendrocytes and cannot detect any in the cytoplasm of
either OPCs or oligodendrocytes. The reasons for these
discrepancies are unclear. However, Eizenberg et al. did find
that a dominant-negative form of p53 (p53DD) inhibited OPC
differentiation in their culture system, consistent with our
present and previous (Tokumoto et al., 2001) findings.

We previously suggested that there may be at least two
independent intracellular pathways leading to cell-cycle arrest
and differentiation in OPCs – one that is activated by TH and
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