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raised in ambient light. Rhodopsin
levels, localization, and photorecep-
tor morphology of Rho™™/*
mutants were comparable with that
of Rho™*" mutants and WT
controls (data not shown).

To evaluate overall retinal func-
tion, ERGs were recorded to full-
field stimulus flashes presented un-
der dark-adapted conditions, to
isolate rod-driven activity, or super-
imposed upon a steady adapting
field, to monitor activity of the cone
pathway. At both 4 (Fig. 2D) and 12
months (Fig. 2F) of age, there was no
reduction in the amplitude of a- or
b-waves recorded from Rho™""/*
or Rho™"™™*™* mice, as compared
with those obtained from W litter-
mates. Because the leading edge
of the dark-adapted ERG a-wave
reflects the closure of cyclic nucleo-
tide-gated channels along the rod
photoreceptor (34), these results
indicate that the normal complement
of rod photoreceptors retained by
Rho™™* and Rho™""*™" mice
functions normally when stimu-
lated by light flashes. Similar results
were obtained for responses recorded under light-adapted con-
ditions. In comparison to responses obtained from WT litter-
mates, Tvrml/+
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FIGURE 3. Photoreceptor degeneration in Tvrm1 and Tvrm4 mutants is rapidly induced by exposure to
bright light. A, light microscopy and immunohistochemical staining of rhodopsin in the central retina from
Tvrm4 mutant mice with 1- or 5-min exposures to bright light. Histological changes in the retinas of Rho™"™%*
mutants are observed within 1 h (top) following exposure to bright light. At 24 h (middle) following the expo-
sure to bright light, the outer and inner segments of the Rho™™#* photoreceptors are disorganized. At 1 week
(bottom) following exposure, the outer nuclear layer is reduced to two rows of cell bodies. B, rhodopsin (red),
ezrin (yellow), and 4',6-diamidino-2-phenylindole (blue) staining of the retinas from WT and Rho™™* ™ animals
1 or 24 h after exposure to bright light. Photoreceptor outer segments are engulfed within the RPE cells of
mutant eyes at 1 h after exposure to bright light, n = 2 animals. C, photoreceptors of Rho mutants are apoptotic
24 h following exposure to bright light. TUNEL staining of the retina was 24 h following bright light exposure,
n = 3 animals. D, the Tvrm1 mutation makes the retina more vulnerable to light damage than the Tvrm4
mutation. Light microscopy of the central retina at different times following different durations of exposure to
bright light. Red arrows indicate chromatin aggregates and blue arrows indicate macrophages, n = 3 mice for
all groups except for Rho™"™"*, where n = 6.

Rho Mutants Raised in Ambient Light Do Not Exhibit Loss of
Photoreceptor Cell Bodies or Changes in Photoreceptor Func-
tion—To determine whether the missense mutations identi-
fied affected either the level or localization of rhodopsin,
Western analysis and immunohistochemical studies were car-
ried out, respectively. No significant differences in the level of
rhodopsin were noted at 6 months between heterozygous
Tvrm4 mice (hereafter referred to as Rio™""# ") and WT con-
trols (Fig. 24). Immunohistochemistry demonstrated that rho-
dopsin localized properly to the outer segments in the Tvrm4
retina (Fig. 2B).

Unlike other models of retinal degeneration, the retinas
of Rho™** mutant mice raised under standard mouse

cone ERGs were not reduced in Rho or
Rho™* ™ mice at either of the ages tested (Fig. 2, E and G).
Rho™"™ "+ Mutants Are More Vulnerable to Light than
Rho™™** Mutants—The time course over which light-in-
duced changes developed in Tvrm4 mutant mice was examined
by sacrificing Rho™”"* " and WT mice at different times fol-
lowing a 5-min exposure to 12,000 lux of bright light. Fig. 34
presents a series of representative retinal cross-sections taken
at different durations of time following light exposure. Within
1 h, the photoreceptor outer segments of Rio™"”* ™, but not

housing conditions were similar to those of WT controls. No
loss of photoreceptor cell bodies was noted even in 1-year-
old mutants. Outer segment lengths in 4-month-old mutants
did not differ from WT. At 1 year, however, outer segments
were slightly shorter in mutant mice compared with WT (Fig.
2C). A similar phenotypic picture was observed for heterozy-
gous Tvrml mice (hereafter referred to as Rho™”**/") mutants

WT, mice appeared disorganized and some areas were devoid
of outer segments, whereas others appeared to contain outer
segment aggregates. In addition, the apical processes of retinal
pigment epithelium that normally ensheath the outer segments
appeared to extend further along the outer segments in
Rho™™** mice than in WT controls (Fig. 3B). Twenty-four
hours following light exposure, it was not possible to discern

FIGURE 2. Photoreceptor degeneration does not occur in Tvrm4 and Tvrm1 Rho mutant mice raised in ambient light. A, Western analysis of rhodopsin
levels in the retinas of WT and Rho™™** mice. B-Actin is used as a loading control. Protein levels were quantified using ImageGauge. The rhodposin levels were
normalized to the level of B-actin and are plotted as mean = S.E. There were no significant differences between groups, one-way ANOVA, n = 3 mice.
B, immunohistochemical analysis of rhodopsin in retinas of Rho™"™#* mutant and WT animals raised in ambient light. Rhodopsin localization in the outer
segments of Tvrm4 mutants (left) is not different from WT (right). Blue, 4’ ,6-diamidino-2-phenylindole staining; red, anti-rhodopsin staining, n = 3 mice. C, light
microscopy of central retinas from aged animals. Photoreceptor nuclei of 4-month and 1-year-old Rho™"™#* (right) animals raised in standard ambient mouse
room light are preserved, comparable with wild-type littermates (left), n = 3 mice per group. D-G, intensity-response functions for ERGs obtained from WT mice
and Rho™™"* and Rho™"™#* mutants. ERGs were recorded at 4 (D and E) and 12 months (F and G) under dark-adapted (D and F) and light-adapted (€ and G)
conditions. Data points indicate the average * S.E. for at least 5 mice. In comparison to WT littermates, there is no decrement in ERG amplitude in either
Rho™™"/* or Rho™"™#* mice. INL, inner nuclear layer; ONL, outer nuclear layer; OS, outer segments of photoreceptors.
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the border between the outer and inner segments of the
Rho™* " retina, and both compartments were highly dis-
organized. The outer nuclear layer also appeared disorga-
nized, although cell loss was not apparent. At this time, many
Rho™™* ™ photoreceptors were TUNEL-positive indicating
that they were undergoing apoptosis; TUNEL-positive staining
was not detected in WT retinas (Fig. 3C). Thereafter, photore-
ceptor degeneration proceeded rapidly, with two or fewer lay-
ers of photoreceptor nuclei remaining at 1 week following light
exposure. At this late stage of the degenerative process, multi-
ple aggregates of chromatin and macrophages were also
observed (Fig. 3, A and D).

To determine the duration of light exposure required to
induce photoreceptor degeneration in Rio”™"% ™" mutants, the
duration of exposure to a 12,000 lux stimulus was varied and the
retinas were harvested at varying times following exposure to a
light stimulus. In 2 of 3 animals tested, a 2-min exposure was
sufficient to induce photoreceptor degeneration, whereas a
1-min exposure produced no discernible changes (Fig. 3D).

The retinas of Rho™™/* animals were more sensitive to
light-induced damage than the retinas of Rko™""*™* animals.
In Rho™*/* mice, photoreceptor degeneration was observed
in 4 of 6 mice exposed to 12,000 lux for only 30 s (Fig. 3C).

Recovery from High Intensity Bleach Is Impaired in the
Mutants, but the Deactivation of Phototransduction Is Nor-
mal—Our observations of extreme sensitivity to light-induced
photoreceptor degeneration in Rho™** and Rho™**
mice raised the possibility that these mutations interfered with
phototransduction deactivation and/or bleaching recovery. We
examined these possibilities using two ERG paradigms. To
monitor phototransduction deactivation, we used a two-flash
protocol in which a probe stimulus flash follows a conditioning
by a specific ISI (35). By using high intensity stimuli that satu-
rates the photoresponse, and a series of trials with different ISIs,
the recovery of a-wave amplitude to the second probe flash
monitors the deactivation process following the initial condi-
tioning stimulus (36). This approach has been used to charac-
terize the effect of other rhodopsin mutations on rod photo-
transduction deactivation (24, 37).

Fig. 4A summarizes the results obtained in Rho and
Rho™* ™ mice by plotting the ratio of the a-wave amplitude
obtained to the probe flash (R2) to that obtained to the condi-
tioning stimulus (R1). In comparison to results obtained from
WT littermates, there was no difference in phototransduction
deactivation in either Rio™"™** or Rho™™** mice.

To monitor bleaching recovery, we used a standard proto-
col in which recovery toward a dark-adapted baseline was
monitored at intervals following exposure to a bleaching stim-
ulus (25). Fig. 4B summarizes the results obtained from WT,
Rho™ " and Rho™*" mice. In WT mice, the amplitude
of the a-wave recovered with a time constant of ~6.5 min,
achieving the dark-adapted baseline within ~20 min.
Rho™™1/* mice recovered more slowly, with a time constant
of ~11.5 min, and the asymptotic level fell short of the dark-
adapted value. Rho™"* " mice recovered with a time constant
of ~9.5 min, but achieved an asymptote that was only ~60% of
the dark-adapted value. Thus, both Rho”"""** and Rho™""#*

Tvrml/+
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FIGURE 4. Recovery from a high intensity level bleach is impaired in the
mutants but activation and deactivation of phototransduction are nor-
mal. A, paired-flash analysis of phototransduction deactivation. In each trial,
responses obtained to the probe flash (R2) are expressed relative to the
response obtained to the conditioning flash (R7) and are plotted as a function
of the duration of the ISl separating the conditioning and probe flashes. Data
points indicate the mean = S.E. for at least 5 mice. Recovery kinetics of the
a-wave in Rho™™"* and Rho™"™*"* mice are comparable with those of WT
littermates. B, bleaching recovery. Response recovery of a-wave amplitude
following exposure to a high intensity bleaching light. For each individual
mouse, responses were normalized to the dark-adapted pre-bleach baseline.
Data points indicate mean * S.E. for 19 WT, 9 Rho™™"*, and 9 Rho™"™#*
mice. Compared with WT mice, recovery of the a-wave from bleaching light is
slower and incomplete in Rho™"™"* and Rho™"™#* mice.

mice display deficits in bleaching recovery when assayed with
an outcome measure related to photoreceptor function.
Retinoid Metabolism Is Transiently Affected in the Mutants—
HPLC using both fluorescence and multiwavelength absorb-
ance detection allowed separation and quantification of the
major retinoid species (Fig. 5A4). The levels of the major retinoid
species present in extracts from whole dark-adapted eyes did
not differ significantly for Rho™*" or Rho™*" mice as
compared with WT controls (Fig. 5B). However, Rho™"*™*
eyes collected immediately after exposure to 12,000 lux for 5
min (Fig. 5C) contained significantly lower levels of all-trans-
retinol than did WT eyes (p < 0.05). Levels of these retinoids
were also lower in Rho™/" eyes, although the differences
were not statistically significant (p > 0.05). After 1 h of recovery
following light exposure (Fig. 5D), there were no statistically
significant differences in levels of any retinoids between the
mutant and WT animals. The differences in retinoid levels

VOLUME 285+NUMBER 19-MAY 7, 2010

0T0Z ‘2T AelN uo ‘Arelqi DINL-INVH e Bio agl mmm woly papeojumoq


http://www.jbc.org/

A- Retinoid standard Bright light treated Tvrm4
1 23 456 1 23 456
1, ' (XE Vi [REERT
038 0.8
0.4 04d L oy
Em476nm Em476nm l
0.0 0.0 i A
mAU 5 10 15 20 25 mAU_ 5 10 15 20 25
n 804
40 60
20, 40
20
325nm 325nm
o] 0 ()
mau 5 10 15 20 25 mau 5 10 15 20 25
40
m 0 m
o] 3 N L o] =
5 10 15 20 25 5 10 15 20 25
Retention time (min) Retention time (min)
C.
380 B [ Retinyl ester [ Al-trans retinaloxime
| =] 11-cis retinaloxime [l An-trans retinol
2 300 |-
m =
-
S 250
g. 5
= 200 |-
3 L
— *
O 150 =
£
= L
o 100 |-
B % *
°F 7 @
0

WT Tvrm1 Tvrm4

Mutations of the Opsin Gene

B All-trans retinaloxime
Il All-trans retinol

700 [ Retinyl ester
=] 11-cis retinaloxime

— 600 % &
2
@
~— 500 i
°
E 400
8
S 300
=
@ 200
o

- | | | | i.—| |

0 ..—- -.__
WT Tvrm1 Tvrm4

D.

600 [ Retinyl ester I Ai-trans retinaloxime

f‘ = 11-cis retinaloxime Il Av-trans retinol

< 500
3 Eg
= Ex
g
S 400
£
=
» 300
=4
[=]
=
= 200
(]
(-4

100

0 I - il il
WT Tvrm1 Tvrm4

FIGURE 5. HPLC analysis of visual cycle retinoids. A, typical HPLC chromatograms; 1, retinyl esters; 2, syn-11-cis-retinaloxime; 3, syn-all-trans-retinaloxime; 4,
anti-11-cis-retinaloxime; 5, anti-all-trans-retinaloxime; 6, all-trans-retinol. Panel |, fluorescence detection with 325 nm excitation and 475 nm emission; /I,
detection of retinyl ester and retinol at 325 nm by photodiode array detector; //l, detection of oximes at 350 nm by photodiode array. B, retinoid levels in dark
adapted WT, Tvrm1, and Tvrm4 mice. Total amounts extracted, as described under “Materials and Methods,” are plotted in units of pmol/eye. C, retinoid levels
immediately after exposure to bright light. Amounts extracted from eyes immediately after exposure to bright light are shown. D, recovery of retinoids 1 h after
return to darkness. After treatment with bright light, animals were returned to darkness for 1 h prior to collection of eyes and extraction of retinoids. Data are
mean = S.E. p < 0.05 One-way ANOVA using the F-distribution for samples from all three genotypes followed by Dunnett’s test, n = 4 samples of 3 eyes each.

observed in the mutants are thus transient, and do not seem to
involve significant differences in the availability of 11-cis-reti-
nal following a bleach.

The Mutant Opsins Are Constitutively Active and Bind Chro-
mophore More Slowly than Does WT Opsin—To better under-
stand the relationship between the observed disease phenotype
and the effects of the mutations on rhodopsin function, we
expressed Y102H (Tvrm1l) opsin and 1307N (Tvrm4) opsin in
COS cells and analyzed the biochemical outcome of the respec-
tive mutations. We first examined the ability of the receptors to
signal effectively. When 11-cis-retinal was added, both Y102H
and I307N rhodopsin formed pigments with visible absorbance
spectra characteristic of WT rhodopsin (Fig. 6B). Similar to WT
rhodopsin, both mutant rhodopsins activate transducin in a
light-dependent manner (Fig. 6A4), however, unlike WT opsin,
Y102H and I307N opsins are constitutively active (Fig. 6A).

The toxicity of a constitutively active opsin mutant may
depend upon how long it stays in the free opsin form before
binding to 11-cis-retinal to regenerate rhodopsin. To deter-
mine the effect of the rhodopsin mutations on regeneration
kinetics, we introduced them in the context of a N2C,D282C
mutant background that allows WT and mutant opsins to be
purified in detergent without denaturation in the absence of
chromophore (33). When we measured the kinetics of regener-

MAY 7,2010-VOLUME 285+-NUMBER 19

ation (Fig. 6C), we observed that the mutants bound retinal
more slowly than WT bound retinal; the mean lifetimes mea-
sured were as follows: 0.655 min (=0.014:S.E.) for WT, 4.32 min
(+0.44 S.E.) for Y102H, and 5.94 (+0.29 S.E.) for I307N (p <
0.0001, one-way ANOVA). These results reveal that not only
are the mutant opsins constitutively active, but their binding to
the inverse agonist 11-cis-retinal is slower.

However, whereas the mutant opsins are slow to bind 11-cis-
retinal and are constitutively active, the lifetimes of the active
form of the mutant receptors (metarhodopsin II) are similar to
that of WT metarhodopsin II. Fig. 6D shows that the mean
half-life of metarhodopsin II decay is only 48% longer for
Y102H than that of WT, and 53% longer for I307N. ANOVA or
a Dunnett test of results for all three proteins taken together
yields a p > 0.05; therefore, although we cannot rule out that
there may be small differences in the kinetics of MII decay,
there is no evidence for such differences contributing to the
observed retinal degeneration.

Mutant Opsin Leads to Photoreceptor Degeneration without
Exposure to Bright Light—We hypothesized that free opsin
might be toxic to the retina because the mutant opsins were
constitutively active and the photoreceptors degenerated after
exposure to bright light, which would lead to increased produc-
tion of free opsin not bound to its chromophore. To test this
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FIGURE 6. In vitro biochemistry of mutantand WT rhodopsin. A, transducin
activation by receptors in the presence and absence of chromophore is not
impaired in the mutants. Closed diamonds, time course for the reaction cata-
lyzed by the apoprotein opsin. Closed circles, time course for the reaction
catalyzed by rhodopsin in the dark (all slopes shown are indistinguishable
from those observed with transducin alone under these conditions). Open
triangles, time course for the reaction catalyzed by rhodopsin after exposure
to light (hv). The data are plotted as mean = S.D. B, normalized dark absorb-
ance spectra show maximum absorbance of mutants similar to that of WT
rhodopsin. C, the mutant opsins bind chromophore more slowly than does
WT opsin. Kinetics of retinal binding to Y102H (N2C, Y102H, D282C) and 1307N
(N2C, D282C, 1307N) opsins are slowed relative to ET (N2C, D282C) opsin.
Opsins were purified, and change in absorbance at 500 nm was recorded
continuously after addition of a 5-fold molar excess of 11-cis-retinal. The
absorbance values were normalized by the final maximum changes observed
for each experiment. Representative raw data are depicted in gray, and the
calculated best-fit curve for a single exponential in black. Mean lifetimes =
S.E. measured were as follows: 0.655 = 0.014 min for WT, 4.32 = 0.44 min for
Y102H, and 5.94 =+ 0.29 min for 307N (p < 0.0001, one-way ANOVA). D, mean
half-lives of metarhodopsin Il decay for WT (N2C, D282C), Y102H (N2C, Y102H,
D282C), and 1307N (N2C, D282C, 1307N) rhodopsin. Rhodopsin, in the pres-
ence of a 3-fold molar excess of 11-cis-retinal, was exposed to white light
passed through a 480-nm cut-on filter for 1 s, and the change of absorbance
at 500 nm was monitored. Under these conditions, the rate-limiting step in
regeneration is that of metarhodopsin Il (3). The mean half-life of metarho-
dospin Il decay of the mutants was not significantly different from the WT
value, one-way ANOVA.

hypothesis, we produced mice lacking the chromophore by
mating Tvrm1 and Tvrm4 animals with rd12 mutants, null for
Rpe65 (38), and reared them under standard light conditions.
At 4 weeks of age, retinas of Rpe65™*?""'%Rho™'* mice
retained a full complement of photoreceptor nuclei (Fig. 7).
In comparison, at this age Rpe65™2"*2|Rho™™** and
Rpe65 27412 |Rpo™ 1+ double mutants had only 2-3 (Fig.
7) or ~5 rows, respectively, of cell bodies remaining in the cen-
tral ONL (data not shown). In both double mutants, the periph-
eral retina that also showed cell loss was better preserved than
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FIGURE 7. Mutant opsins lead to photoreceptor degeneration without
exposure to bright light. Histological sections from central and peripheral
retinas of 4-week-old Rpe657'%"¥'2 Rho™/* and Rpe65"'%"'2/Rho™"™** ani-
mals, n = 3 mice.

the central retina. The morphological changes in the photore-
ceptors of the double mutants were different from those
observed for Rho™™"/* or Rho™*™ single mutants at 1
week following bright light exposure (Fig. 2B). Neither double
mutant developed chromatin aggregates nor disruption of the
laminar organization of the retina.

DISCUSSION

Described herein are two new mouse models harboring
point mutations in the rhodopsin gene. Although the
affected amino acid residues involved lie in different domains
of the rhodopsin molecule, these models share several impor-
tant similarities. First, both lines originally identified by a
hypopigmented fundus appearance are highly sensitive to light-
induced photoreceptor degeneration. Second, despite this
increased susceptibility to light damage, when reared under
standard animal housing conditions, both lines retain a normal
complement of photoreceptors up to 1 year of age, the latest
time point examined. Third, whereas the activation and deac-
tivation kinetics of rod phototransduction appear normal upon
ERG analysis, both Y102H and I307N mutations cause a delay
in the response recovery following bleaching. When examined
at the biochemical level, this delay appears to be the net result of
a decrease in the rate at which the mutant opsins bind the chro-
mophore 11-cis-retinal and a higher than normal activation of
transducin by unbound opsin. Finally, unlike transgenic lines
that are currently available, the mutant rhodopsin gene is
expressed under control of the endogenous promoter in both
Rho™™”* and Rho™™** mice.

Exposure to Bright Light Is Necessary for Degeneration of the
Rho™"™™* and Rho™"™*™* Photoreceptors—Unlike other Rho
models in which photoreceptor degeneration is accelerated by
light exposure and occurs even when mice are dark-reared (16,
39—42), Rho™"* and Rho™"*™ mice maintained under
standard animal housing conditions have normal photorecep-
tor morphology and function. A rapid and severe degeneration
of photoreceptors only occurs upon exposure to bright light.
Our results show that the rate of this degeneration is dependent
upon the duration of light exposure. It seems likely that the
threshold at which degeneration is induced reflects the bleach-
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ing level at which the capacity of the visual cycle is surpassed,
thereby allowing free opsin to remain in an active state for a
damaging period of time. This feature of inducible photorecep-
tor degeneration may make these mice valuable models to study
mechanisms underlying light-induced retinal damage and for
testing pharmacological and environmental therapeutic strate-
gies as the initiation of disease by light exposure can be repro-
ducibly controlled.

Rho™™ 1+ and Rho™"™* " Mutants Recapitulate Features
of the RHO Class B1 Phenotype—The disease phenotypes of
Rho™™”* and Rho™"* ™ mice includes focal areas of photo-
receptor degeneration and normal photoreceptor functionality
with delayed dark adaptation. These features closely resemble
the phenotype of patients with RHO class B1 mutations (15, 16).
In fact, the residue altered in Rho”""*" mutants (Y102H) lies
close toa G106Y missense mutation found in humans with class
B1 RP (43). The altered residue in Rho™""# ™" mutants (I307N)
is close to the Q312ter mutation that leads to class BRP (15) and
an A295V mutation associated with stationary night blindness
(44).

Although a causal role for light in the progression of photo-
receptor degeneration in humans with RHO mutations has not
been established, light has been shown to induce photoreceptor
degeneration in animal models of class B1 RP (45). It is difficult
to establish that any known human rhodopsin mutation is light-
inducible, as humans with RP are typically exposed to sunlight
that is much brighter than standard animal housing lighting
conditions. Although mice are different from humans, it is pos-
sible that limiting exposure to bright light may not only help to
slow the progression of photoreceptor loss in patients with
some RHO mutations, but as shown in the mutants studied
here, may actually prevent the onset of degeneration. Our data
suggest that patients bearing rhodopsin mutations that cause
high opsin activity or slow regeneration might be well advised
to avoid exposure to bright light.

Mutant Opsin Leads to Prolonged Dark Adaptation and Con-
stitutive Activation—Aside from light-induced photoreceptor
degeneration, the only functional defect detectable in the Rko
mutants is a prolonged dark adaptation recovery following
bleaching light levels. Dark adaptation delays have been previ-
ously observed in RP patients bearing RHO mutations (46) and
in the T4R dog model (19). Dark adaptation is a function of
phototransduction deactivation and chromophore release,
recycling, and regeneration with opsin (47). We hypothesized
that only those processes directly involving the opsin molecule
might be affected in the Rho™™** and Rho™"*" and that
recycling of the chromophore itself would not be altered by the
observed mutations. Our in vitro studies implicate several fea-
tures of rhodopsin biochemistry in the dark adaptation delays
noted functionally. For example, rhodopsin regeneration is
delayed simply because Y102H and I307N opsins bind to 11-cis-
retinal at a slower rate than WT opsin. In addition, immediately
following bright light exposure, the total levels of retinoids were
decreased in the retinas of mutant animals compared with the
WT. As a consequence, the pool of retinoids necessary for rho-
dopsin regeneration are significantly reduced during the initial
stages of dark adaptation. Finally, we noted that the unbound
Y102H and I307N opsins increase transducin activation at
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higher levels than WT opsin. Although free WT opsin is capa-
ble of activating transducin, the activation levels are far below
those for R* (48). In the case of the Y102H and I307N mutants,
constitutive transducin activation by the free mutant opsin
molecules also slows recovery following exposure to bleaching
levels of light.

Mutant Free Opsin May Lead to Photoreceptor Degeneration
in Rho™™’* and Rho™™** Mutants—Exposure to bright
light leads to production of high levels of retinoid metabolites
and intermediates of phototransduction, as well as to higher
levels of free opsin. In the mutants, delayed rhodopsin regener-
ation serves to increase the level of free opsin following bright
light exposure. This excess of mutant-free opsin is likely to have
a greater propensity to activate transducin. To test the hypoth-
esis that mutant-free opsin is an important contributor to the
photoreceptor degeneration in Rho™* and Rho™**
mutants, both Rho lines were crossed to Rpe mice
lacking functional RPE65 (38), in which the retinal pigment
epithelium is unable to regenerate 11-cis-retinal and therefore,
leads to an accumulation of free opsin. Although Rpe65™#*2/7412
mice expressing WT rhodopsin retain a near-normal comple-
ment of photoreceptors at 4 weeks of age, photoreceptors of
double mutants: Rpe65™ %" 2| Rho™"!/* and Rpe65"*'%/"12|

Rho™™™*™* mice degenerated without exposure to bright light
Tvrml/~+

65rd12/rd12

and at a much faster rate than unexposed Rho
Rho™™**  or Rpe65"#'%"*!2 Rho™'* mice. This indicates that
the Y102H and I307N opsins may be more toxic than WT opsin
or alternatively, higher levels of constitutive activation may
accelerate the photoreceptor degeneration observed in the Rko
mutants. Constitutive opsin activation is thought to underlie
the loss of visual sensitivity in forms of congenital stationary
night blindness caused by rhodopsin mutations in which pho-
toreceptor degeneration does not occur (31,49, 50), or occurs at
a slow rate (44). Taken together, we interpret the results of the
double mutant experiment to indicate that the Y102H and
I307N rhodopsin mutations result in a longer-lived opsin with
dominant cell-toxic features. Under normal housing condi-
tions, the levels of free opsin generated are below the threshold
for inducing photoreceptor degeneration. Only when exposed
to bright light, or deprived of 11-cis-retinal, do the opsin levels
exceed the threshold for initiation of apoptotic cell death
pathways.

Allelic Differences between Tvrml and Tvrm4—The Rho™ ™/ *
and Rho™™** mutations are located in the 1st extracellular
loop and the 7th transmembrane region, respectively. Despite
these differences in locations, they cause similar disease pheno-
types. The regions in which the mutations occur do not have
similar reported functions. However, it is interesting to note
that they are both located near regions of the molecule that play
arole in rhodopsin dimer formation (51). Rko™™%* (Y102H)
lies near Tyr-96 and His-100 from helix II, which form a sec-
ondary cluster of side chains connecting the two rhodopsin
subunits. Ro™™** (1307N) lies close to Cys-322 and Cys-323
of H-8 helix that have associated palmitoyl groups that may also
play a role in dimer stabilization. Although we do not have any
evidence that the mutations do indeed affect the stability of the
rhodopsin dimers, the availability of these Rho models will
allow for further in vivo exploration of this observation.
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Finally, whereas both Rio™””*/* and Rho™*™* mutants
share similar disease phenotypes, their rate of disease pro-
gression and the level of light exposure necessary to induce
photoreceptor degeneration differ. The Rho™ """ muta-
tion is more susceptible to light-induced damage than
Rho™*™ mutants and a shorter duration of light exposure
is necessary to induce photoreceptor degeneration. How-
ever, the Rho™""*™* opsin appears to be more cytotoxic, as
the retinas of Rho”"”"** mutants degenerate faster when
expressed in the absence of Rpe65. This suggests that mutant
opsin toxicity and the functionality of the mutant opsin upon
exposure to bright light are not completely equivalent and
that bright light exposure not only increases the level of free
opsin in the retina but possibly affects other factors that lead
to photoreceptor degeneration. The models described here
will allow for further exploration of the in vivo structure and
function of the rhodopsin molecule.
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