JOURNAL OF BACTERIOLOGY, Oct. 2000, p. 5692–5699
0021-9193/00/$04.00⫹0
Copyright © 2000, American Society for Microbiology. All Rights Reserved.

Vol. 182, No. 20

Isolation of Regulated Genes of the Cyanobacterium Synechocystis sp.
Strain PCC 6803 by Differential Display†
DEVAKI BHAYA,1* DANIEL VAULOT,2 PINKY AMIN,3 AKIKO WATANABE TAKAHASHI,1
1
AND ARTHUR R. GROSSMAN
Department of Plant Biology, Carnegie Institution of Washington, Stanford, California 943051;
Station Biologique, CNRS, INSU et Université Pierre et Marie Curie, Roscoff Cedex,
France2; and Calydon, Sunnyvale, California 940893
Received 27 April 2000/Accepted 18 July 2000

Global identification of differentially regulated genes in prokaryotes is constrained because the mRNA does
not have a 3ⴕ polyadenylation extension; this precludes specific separation of mRNA from rRNA and tRNA and
synthesis of cDNAs from the entire mRNA population. Knowledge of the entire genome sequence of Synechocystis sp. strain PCC 6803 has enabled us to develop a differential display procedure that takes advantage of
a short palindromic sequence that is dispersed throughout the Synechocystis sp. strain PCC 6803 genome. This
sequence, designated the HIP (highly iterated palindrome) element, occurs in approximately half of the Synechocystis sp. strain PCC 6803 genes but is absent in rRNA and tRNA genes. To determine the feasibility of
exploiting the HIP element, alone or in combination with specific primer subsets, for analyzing differential gene
expression, we used HIP-based primers to identify light intensity-regulated genes. Several gene fragments,
including those encoding ribosomal proteins and phycobiliprotein subunits, were differentially amplified from
RNA templates derived from cells grown in low light or exposed to high light for 3 h. One novel finding was
that expression of certain genes of the pho regulon, which are under the control of environmental phosphate
levels, were markedly elevated in high light. High-light activation of pho regulon genes correlated with elevated
growth rates that occur when the cells are transferred from low to high light. These results suggest that in high
light, the rate of growth of Synechocystis sp. strain PCC 6803 exceeds its capacity to assimilate phosphate,
which, in turn, may trigger a phosphate starvation response and activation of the pho regulon.
1995, Robinson et al. showed that an octameric palindromic
sequence (5⬘GCGATCGC) designated HIP1 occurred abundantly in several cyanobacterial genomes, including that of
Synechococcus sp. strain PCC 6301, and suggested its use as a
possible diagnostic tool (25).
In this study, we synthesized primers based on the decameric
HIP element to identify genes specifically regulated when cells
are transferred to high light (HL) from low light (LL). The
primers included HIP elements with 3⬘ extensions to add specificity to the RT reactions and PCR amplifications. Furthermore, at two positions in the sequence we replaced G and C,
which have the potential for strong pairing, with the weaker
pairing A-T; this reduces the probability of duplex formation
between the palindromic sequences. Even using a limited set of
different primers, several differentially expressed genes were
identified. The expression patterns of all genes identified by
this procedure were confirmed by Northern blot hybridizations, RT-PCR, or RNase protection assays (RPAs). The results suggest that HIP element-based primers can be used
alone or in combination with other synthetic primers to identify differentially regulated genes in Synechocystis sp. strain
PCC 6803.
Some of the differentially expressed genes identified using

Several techniques have been used to define differential
gene expression in both prokaryotic and eukaryotic organisms;
these include high-density microarrays (5–7, 15, 18, 24, 27, 34),
subtractive libraries (22), and differential display (20). Generally, the use of these techniques to examine prokaryotic gene
expression is more problematic than for the study of eukaryotic
gene expression because prokaryotic mRNA is not polyadenylated and it is difficult to remove rRNA from prokaryotic RNA
preparations.
Differential display, a powerful technique based on reverse
transcriptase (RT)-mediated PCR (RT-PCR), permits rapid
screening for genes that are expressed under specific conditions. It has been used extensively for the analysis of eukaryotic
gene expression but to only a limited extent for examining
gene expression in prokaryotes (2, 9–11, 17). The complete
sequence of the Synechocystis sp. strain PCC 6803 genome
has been elucidated; it predicts 3,168 potential open reading frames (ORFs) (16; Cyanobase [http://www.kazusa.or.jp
/cyano]). A highly repeated, decameric palindromic sequence,
5⬘GGCGATCGCC, designated HIP1D (highly iterated palindrome), is dispersed throughout the Synechocystis sp. strain
PCC 6803 genome with an average spacing of about 1.2 kbp
(16). We will refer to HIP1D as the HIP element in this communication. Since the HIP element is absent in rRNA and
tRNA genes, it serves as a feature of the genome that can be
exploited for developing inexpensive strategies for analyzing
global gene expression in Synechocystis sp. strain PCC 6803. In

TABLE 1. Primers based on HIP
Primer
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10-mer
11-mer
12-mer
13-mer
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(HIP)
(HIPX)
(HIPXY)
(HIPXYZ)

No. of
possibilities

Example(s)

1
4
16
64

HIP
HIPA, HIPC, HIPG, HIPT
HIPAA, HIPAC, HIPAG, etc.
HIPAAA, HIPAAC, HIPAAG, etc.
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TABLE 2. Modified HIP primers
Modification

Sequencea (5⬘33⬘)

HIP
W1-HIP
W2-HIP
W3-HIP
W4-HIP

GGCGATCGCC
AGAGATCGCC
WGWGATCGCC
GWCWATCGCC
GGWGATCGCC

a

W ⫽ A or T.

HIP element-based differential display could have been predicted from previous work with cyanobacteria, while others
were novel. For example, HL caused a decrease in the accumulation of the cpcBAHCD transcript and an increase in the
level of the rpl11 or rpl1 transcript. Both of these cases corroborate what is already known about light responses of cyanobacteria and serve as proof-of-concept examples. However,
unexpectedly, expression of the phoA gene, which encodes an
alkaline phosphatase that was previously shown to be controlled by the level of phosphate in the environment (1, 21, 23,
36), was markedly elevated when the cells were exposed to HL.
These results are discussed in the context of the acclimation of
cells to both HL and nutrient limitation.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
Culture and growth conditions. The nonmotile strain of Synechocystis sp.
strain PCC 6803 (originally from John Williams) was obtained from Teruo
Ogawa, Bioscience Centre, Nagoya University, Japan. Cells were grown in BG-11
medium in moderate light (70 mol of photons m⫺2 s⫺1) at 30°C. The cultures
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were bubbled with 3% CO2 in air and harvested when they reached mid-logarithmic phase of growth (between 107 and 108 cells/ml). To elicit a light intensitydependent change in the pattern of gene expression, Synechocystis sp. strain PCC
6803 cells were transferred from growth in 30 mol of photons m⫺2 s⫺1 (i.e., LL
conditions) to 500 mol of photons m⫺2 s⫺1 for 3 h (or for periods of time as
indicated in figure legends).
DNA and RNA isolation. Molecular techniques were performed according to
standard procedures (26). DNA was isolated from Synechocystis sp. strain PCC
6803 according to the method of Tandeau de Marsac et al. (32). RNA was
isolated from pelleted cells frozen at ⫺80°C, using a slight modification of the
method of De Saizieu (8) as described by Bhaya et al. (3). Briefly, 500 l of
acidified phenol and 500 l of NAES (50 mM sodium acetate [pH 5.1], 10 mM
EDTA, 1% sodium dodecyl sulfate) were added to cell pellets from a 50-ml
culture; after the addition of 100 mg of glass beads (0.1-m, average diameter),
the suspension was agitated in a Mini-Bead Beater (Biospec Products, Bartlesville, Okla.) three times for 20 s each at 5,000 rpm. This was followed by two
phenol-chloroform (1:1) and one chloroform extraction. The RNA preparations
were treated for 30 min at room temperature with RNase-free DNase I (20 U;
Roche Molecular Biochemicals, Indianapolis, Ind.) followed by phenol-chloroform extraction (1:1) and precipitation in 2 volumes of ethanol. The final pellet
was dissolved in 50 l of 10 mM Tris (pH 8.0)–1 mM EDTA. RNA yields ranged
from 150 to 250 g from a 50-ml culture (approximately 5 ⫻ 108 cells).
RT-PCR. The primers used for RT-PCRs were variations of HIP elements, as
shown in Tables 1 and 2. For the RT reaction between 10 and 100 ng of RNA was
incubated with 4 pmol of primer for 10 min at 70°C prior to adding 100 U of
Superscript II RT (GIBCO BRL, Grand Island, N.Y.). The reaction was allowed
to proceed for 50 min at 42°C and terminated by incubation at 72°C for 15 min;
1 l of the RT reaction, which contained 0.5 to 2.5 ng of DNA, was used for PCR.
Approximately 5 pmol of primer and 2 U of Platinum Taq DNA polymerase
(GIBCO BRL) were used in a 25-l reaction volume. PCR was initiated with a
hot start step at 94°C for 120 s, followed by 30 cycles of 94°C for 30 s, 40°C for
30 s, 72°C for 150 s, and termination after the last cycle at 72°C for an additional
5 min. The samples were maintained at 4°C until they were analyzed on a 2%
agarose gel in TAE (40 mM Tris-acetate [pH 8.0, 1 mM EDTA]) buffer; the
amplified fragments were visualized by staining with ethidium bromide. For confirmation of differential expression of the cpcBACHD genes, we used the specific

FIG. 1. Positions of HIP elements in the Synechocystis sp. strain PCC 6803 genome. The position of each HIP element is marked with a cross (⫹). The sequence
begins at the lower left (nucleotide 1 of the sequence) and ends at the top right (nucleotide 3573470). Positions of the rRNA genes which lack HIP elements are shown
by thick lines.
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FIG. 2. PCR from genomic DNA using different HIP primers. HIP primers
were used for PCR with 5 ng of genomic DNA template. Primers used were
HIPA (lane 2), HIPC (lane 3), W2-HIPA (lane 4), W2-HIPC (lane 5), W2HIPAC (lane 6), and HIPACC (lane 7). Molecular weight markers, in kilobase
pairs, are shown in lane 1. PCR conditions are described in Materials and Methods.
primer pair 5⬘AATTGCTTTCGGTCGTCTA-5⬘GCGTAATCGAGGTAGGA
for RT-PCR. The conditions for RT-PCR were the same as described above.
Cloning and sequencing. PCR fragments were extracted from the agarose gel
using a gel extraction kit (Qiagen, Chatsworth, Calif.) and ligated into pGEM-T
or pGEM-T Easy vectors (Promega, Madison, Wis.). The cloned fragments were
sequenced from both directions with either the T7 or SP6 primer using the
recommended Big Dye protocol (PE Biosystems, Foster City, Calif.).
Northern blot hybridizations. Northern blot hybridizations and preparation of
radiolabeled DNA probes were performed as previously described (3).
RPA. RPAs were performed according to the protocol supplied with the
Hyperspeed RPA kit (Ambion, Tex.). To amplify the rpl1 and rpl11 fragments
from genomic DNA, the primer pairs 5⬘AGGTAGATGACAGCAAAC-5⬘GTG
GCCTCCTTGACCTTT and 5⬘AAAGTCGTCGCTCTGATT-5⬘TGCCATGAT
ATTAACCCC, respectively, were used. The PCR products were ligated into the
pGEM-T Easy vector, and the labeled RNA (antisense) probe was synthesized
with a STRIP-EZ RNA kit (Ambion), using the T7 promoter for rpl11 and the
SP6 promoter for rpl1. Labeled antisense RNA was incubated with 5 g of total
RNA (DNase treated), and the assay along with the appropriate controls were
performed according to recommendations of the manufacturer. A portion of
each RNA sample was subjected to electrophoresis on a formaldehyde agarose
gel to confirm the RNA concentration, which was also determined spectrophotometrically.

RESULTS
The palindromic, decameric HIP element, 5⬘GGCGATCG
CC, occurs a total of 2,823 times throughout the Synechocystis
sp. strain PCC 6803 genome, of which 2,562 (or 90.7%) are
located in ORFs (14a, 16). The genome wide distribution of
HIP elements is shown in Fig. 1 (positions of the HIP elements
are available at http://www.sb-roscoff.fr/Phyto/Syn6803_HIP
_sequences.html). Of the 3,168 ORFs identified in the genome,
1,653 (52.2%) contain HIP elements; 1,008 contain a single
HIP element, while 645 contain multiple HIP elements. Within
a coding region, the position of a HIP element appears to be
random. Notably, it is absent in all rRNA and tRNA genes as
well as in genes encoding transposases. It is significantly underrepresented among genes encoding chaperones, ribosomal proteins, proteins involved in photosynthetic function, and certain
hypothetical ORFs (D. Vaulot, A. R. Grossman, D. Bhaya,
J. Mrázek, and S. Karlin, unpublished data).
Initial experiments were performed to test the use of HIP
primers for the implementation of differential display in Synechocystis sp. strain PCC 6803. Two types of modifications of
HIP primers were used in these experiments. First, the primers
were extended at their 3⬘ ends by one, two, and three nucleo-
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tides (HIPX, HIPXY, and HIPXYZ, respectively) to add specificity to the RT reactions and/or PCR (Table 1). Second,
because the primers are palindromes and tend to anneal to
each other, we modified positions by changing strongly pairing
bases (G and C) to the weakly pairing bases (A and T); four
different kinds of modifications (designated W1-HIP, W2-HIP,
W3-HIP, and W4-HIP; [Table 2]) were incorporated into the
primers.
Figure 2 shows PCR of total genomic DNA using the primers HIPA, HIPC, W2-HIPA, W2-HIPC (11-mers), W2-HIPAC
(12-mer), and HIPACC (13-mer). Each of the primers, when
used separately, amplified several specific genomic DNA fragments. The inclusion of modified primers (compare lanes 2 and
4 or lanes 3 and 5) in the reaction mixture tends to bias the
amplification of specific fragments. Furthermore, results obtained with the modified primers were more reproducible than
those generated using nonmodified primers; thus, in most experiments only the former were used. Under the conditions
used, we generally obtained PCR products ranging in size from
0.2 to 3.0 kbp.
To determine if the HIP elements could be used for generating and amplifying cDNAs, specific HIP primers were used
to reverse transcribe total Synechocystis sp. strain PCC 6803
mRNA and then to amplify the cDNA product. In the initial
experiments, the same primer was used for both the RT reaction and PCR. To identify genes that are differentially expressed with respect to light intensity, RNA was isolated from
cells grown in LL (30 mol of photons m⫺2 s⫺1) or from cells

FIG. 3. Differential display of W2-HIPG-primed RNA from cells grown in
LL and exposed to HL. RT-PCR was performed as described in Materials and
Methods with 100 ng of RNA from cells either grown in LL (lane 4) or exposed
to HL for 3 h (lane 5). In control reactions (in which the RT step was omitted
[-RT]), RNA from LL-grown (lane 2) and HL-exposed (3 h; lane 3) cells was
used. Filled arrows mark products that differentially accumulate; the open arrow
marks a product that does not differentially accumulate. Molecular weight markers, in kilobase pairs, are shown in lane 1.
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FIG. 4. Map and expression of the cpcBACHD operon. (A) The map of the cpcBACHD operon shows the relative positions and sizes of the five cpc genes. The
positions of the W2-HIPG-like elements are shown as rectangles below the map. The thin line below the map depicts the position and size of the differentially displayed
product, while the thick line shows the size and position of the cpcA gene-specific probe. Thin arrows indicate positions of primers used to generate the cpcA-specific
probe. (B) Northern blot hybridization using the cpcA-specific probe. Each lane contained 5 g of RNA. Lanes 1 and 2 show signals from RNA isolated from LL- and
HL-grown cells, respectively, hybridized to the cpcA probe. The major transcripts in lane 1 are 3.5, 2.6, 2.0, and 1.4 kb. RNA size markers are given on the left. (C)
RT-PCR was performed with RNA from LL- and HL-grown cells using cpcA-specific primers; 100 ng of RNA was used for the reaction, as described in Materials and
Methods. Lanes 2 and 3 show the no-RT control; Lanes 4 and 5 show the RT-PCR product (397 bp) generated from LL- and HL-grown cells, respectively.

exposed to HL (500 mol of photons m⫺2 s⫺1) for 3 h after
growth in LL. Figure 3 shows the amplified products when the
primer W2-HIPG was used for both the RT reaction and PCR.
No products are observed in the no-RT control (lanes 2 and 3).
Some of the products generated from the RNA isolated from
cells grown in LL or exposed to HL were the same in size and
intensity, suggesting that they did not originate from differentially expressed genes. However, there were also products that
exhibited differential accumulation between the two conditions. For instance, there was a strong band at 1.75 kbp in LL
but not HL samples (lanes 4 and 5). Conversely, a fragment of
approximately 0.6 kbp was present at a higher level in HL
samples than in LL samples.
The differential display product of 1.75 kbp was cloned into
the pGEM T-Easy vector, and the sequences at both ends of
the cloned fragment were determined. This identified the fragment as part of the cpcBACHD operon, which contains genes
encoding phycocyanin, and the phycocyanin linker polypeptides. We could locate the two W2-HIPG-like priming sites
(5⬘CTTGATCGCCG and 5⬘CGGCGATCGTG, where underlined letters represent deviations from the W2-HIPG sequence) on the genomic DNA; the distance between them is

1,747 nucleotides, which corresponds well with the size of the
differential display product. Figure 4A shows the cpcBACHD
operon (sll1577 to sll1580 and ssl3093) and the locations of
W2HIP-G sequence. The amplified sequence starts within
cpcA, spans cpcC, and ends within cpcH, strongly suggesting
that these genes are transcribed together and are part of an
operon. Previous work has demonstrated that cpc genes are
clustered into operons in a number of different organisms (13).
Furthermore, accumulation of transcripts encoding phycobiliproteins has been shown to be regulated by both light intensity and in some cases light quality (4, 12, 14, 19, 31, 33). In
general, cells grown in HL have significantly lower levels of
the transcripts encoded by the cpcBA operon than cells grown
in LL.
To confirm that the cpcBACHD transcripts decline upon
exposure of cells to HL conditions, we performed Northern
blot hybridizations (Fig. 4B). The RNA was hybridized with a
397-bp gene fragment specific for the cpcA gene which overlaps with the 1.75-kbp fragment that was identified by differential display (the position of the fragment is shown in Fig.
4A). The gene-specific probe hybridized to a number of transcripts (with sizes of approximately 3.5, 2.6, 2.0, and 1.4 kb)
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that are synthesized from the cpcBACHD operon (lane 1) in
LL. The 3.5-kb transcript may be just long enough to encode
all of the genes of the operon (cpcBACHD). The shorter transcripts may cover a subset of these genes; for instance, the
strong transcript of 1.4 kb may cover cpcBA. Barely detectable
transcript levels are present in cells exposed to HL for 3 h (lane
2). RT-PCR using primers specific for the cpcA gene (positions
of the primers are shown in Fig. 4A) also confirmed that
expression declined dramatically upon exposure of cells to HL
(Fig. 4C). While there were no bands in lanes 2 and 3 (no-RT
controls), a strong band of 397 bp was present in lane 4 (LL)
and a faint band was present in lane 5 (HL). In fact, a 30-min
exposure to HL caused a marked reduction in transcript levels
(data not shown).
Results presented in Fig. 3 also show a product of approximately 0.6 kbp that was significantly elevated when RNA from
cells exposed to HL was used for differential display (compare
lanes 4 and 5). This fragment was cloned, sequenced, and
determined to have originated from the tandemly arranged
genes encoding ribosomal protein subunits Rpl1 and Rpl11. A
map showing the arrangement of the rpl1 and rpl11 genes and
positions of the W2-HIPG sequences is shown in Fig. 5A. The
amplified fragment encompassed the entire rpl11 gene and
the 5⬘ end of the rpl1 gene. These results strongly suggest that
these ribosomal protein genes increase in expression upon
exposure of Synechocystis sp. strain PCC 6803 to HL and that
rpl11 and rpl1 are cotranscribed. RPAs were performed to confirm these results and to quantify levels of the RNAs encoding
Rpl11 and Rpl1. As shown in Fig. 5B, the protected fragments specific for rpl1 and rpl11 were three- and sixfold higher,
respectively, when RNA from cells exposed to HL (lane 2) was
used in the assay relative to RNA from LL-grown cells (compare lanes 1 and 2 in the top and bottom panels).
To increase the range of differential display products generated, we used combinations of primers for RT reactions
and PCR on RNA from LL- and HL-grown cells (Fig. 6).
W2-HIPAC (lanes 2 to 5) or W2-HIPGC (lanes 6 to 9) was
used for the RT reaction followed by PCR in which either
W2-HIPAC or W2-HIPGC was used. As a control, PCR was
performed directly on RNA that was not reverse transcribed
(data not shown). We found that depending on the types and
combinations of primers used, we either get no products or a
few products in our no-RT control. But even in cases where
there are products in the control, the pattern changes significantly when the RT step is included. While some of the amplified products show similar levels of accumulation in LL and
HL, others either change in intensity or are specific to LL or
HL. Several of these products were sequenced, including fragments from the genes listed as slr2123/2124, sll1069/1070,
slr1968, slr0872, slr1841 sll0328, and sll1452 (these are reduced
in HL) and slr1277, sll0721, slr1923, slr0724, and sll0533 (increased in HL). We have not yet confirmed these results with
secondary tests. However, these and other data were used to
ascertain the percentage of mismatches between the HIP primers used and the genomic sequences to which they hybridized.
In most cases we found that the mismatches were at weakly
pairing bases, implying that the use of weakly pairing bases
increased the number of genes identified by this method. Almost no mismatches were found at other positions (data not
shown). Of the more than 20 differentially displayed products
we have sequenced, only two turned out to be within rRNA.
Another example of a product that preferentially accumulated when RNA from HL-grown cells was used as a template
for RT-PCR is shown in Fig. 7A. In this case, HIPAAA was
used for both the RT reaction and PCR. A band of approximately 1 kbp, absent from reactions performed with RNA from
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FIG. 5. Map and expression of the rpl11-rpl1 operon. (A) The map of the
rpl11-rpl1 operon shows the relative positions and sizes of nusG, rpl11, and rpl1.
The positions of the W2-HIPG elements are shown as black rectangles below the
map. The thin line below the map represents the size and position of the
differentially displayed product. (B) Probes specific for rpl11 and rpl1 were made
as described in Materials and Methods and used for RPA. In the RPA for rpl11
(top), the undigested probe migrates at 162 bp and is indicated with a filled
arrow. A strongly protected fragment of 102 bp, indicated by an open arrow, is
seen in lane 2 (HL), with a much fainter protected fragment in lane 1 (LL).
Similar results are observed in the lower panel, in which a rpl1-specific probe was
used (sizes of the unprotected and protected fragments are 304 and 223 bp,
respectively). Lanes 3 in both panels show the control (C) (total RNA replaced
with yeast RNA), in which no protected fragment is seen.

LL-grown cells, was a dominant product when RNA from
HL-grown cells was used for RT-PCR (Fig. 7A, compare lanes
HL and LL). The fragment was cloned, sequenced, and found
to encode part of a putative alkaline phosphatase (sll0654). The
sll0654 gene contains two HIPAAA-like sequences separated by
1,075 bp (5⬘GGCGATCGCCAAA at position 2,793 of the ORF
and 5⬘CTTGGCGATCGCC at position 3868). It was surprising to find that light has a major influence on the level of the
alkaline phosphatase transcript; however, the RT-PCR results
were confirmed by Northern blot hybridizations, as shown in
Fig. 7B. The alkaline phosphatase transcript (the size of the transcript is ⬃4.3 kb, which is close to the size of the gene, 4.23 kbp)
accumulated after 1 h of exposure to HL and was still abundant
after 8 h in HL (Fig. 7B, top panel). Transcripts from the gene
encoding PstS (sll0680), known to be part of the phosphate
transport system, also accumulated when cells were exposed to
HL (middle panel). The kinetics of accumulation were somewhat different from those of the alkaline phosphatase mRNA;
the mRNA was low after 1 h of HL but continued to increase
for 8 h. Both of these genes also become active when cells are
starved for phosphorus (data not shown). These results clearly
show that genes of the pho regulon are activated when
Synechocystis sp. strain PCC 6803 is exposed to HL.
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FIG. 6. Use of HIP primer combinations for differential display. RT-PCR conditions as described in Materials and Methods were used. W2-HIPAC was used as
the RT primer in lanes 2 to 5, while W2-HIPGC was used as the RT primer in lanes 6 to 9. This was followed by PCR using either W2-HIPAC (lanes 2, 3, 6, and 7)
or W2-HIPGC (lanes 4, 5, 8, and 9). Alternate rows are from LL (lanes 2, 4, 6, and 8) or HL (lanes 3, 5, 7, and 9). Molecular weight markers are shown in kilobase
pairs in lane 1. Several putative differentially displayed products are visible in all lanes.

DISCUSSION
There are obstacles to the use of differential display to study
gene expression in bacteria. Most of these difficulties stem
from the fact that bacterial mRNAs do not have a poly(A) tail,
making it impossible to use oligo(dT) for the RT reaction (as
done for differential display of eukaryotic mRNA) that generates the template for the subsequent PCR. Thus, either random primers or specific sets of pooled primers must be used
for the RT reactions. Random primers are likely to anneal to
the rRNA, which could constitute up to 98% of the RNA in the
reaction mixture; this could strongly skew the population of
mRNAs that is effectively converted into cDNAs.
The use of the HIP element to generate primers helps eliminate problems discussed in the preceding paragraph since
this element does not readily anneal to either the 16S or 23S
rRNA. However, while using HIP elements as primers for differential display with Synechocystis sp. strain PCC 6803 mRNA
has advantages, it also has distinct shortcomings. First, the HIP
element is present in only 52% of the ORFs, and thus several
genes and some gene categories will not be readily amplified by
HIP elements. The Synechocystis sp. strain PCC 6803 genes
encoding photosynthetic proteins, ribosomal proteins, and

transposases are nearly devoid of HIP elements. It is not
known why certain classes of genes lack HIP elements. Furthermore, the functional significance of the HIP element has
not been explored, although it has been suggested that it may
play a role in recombination (16). There are small repeat
elements in several bacterial genomes, and in at least one case,
they have been assigned a function. In Haemophilus influenzae,
the 9-bp uptake sequence (5⬘AAGTGCGGT) is known to be
involved in natural competence for the recognition and efficient uptake of homospecific DNA (29, 30). However, the
characteristics of uptake sequence repeats and their genomic
organization are very different from those of HIP elements.
Our major concern in using HIP elements for differential
display was that not all of the genes would be amenable to
amplification. However, our initial data suggested that the
number of genes that can potentially be identified as differentially regulated may significantly exceed the number predicted
based simply on the number of genes that contain two or more
HIP elements. This stems from modifications that we have
made to the initial methodology. Of these, the most significant
is the substitution of G-C base pairs at specific positions in the
HIP element with the weakly pairing A and T bases. Although
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FIG. 7. Differential expression of genes in the pho regulon with respect to
light intensity. (A) Differential display shows in the induction of the phoA gene
(encoding alkaline phosphatase) in HL. LL- or 18-h HL-grown cells were used
for RNA isolation. RT-PCR was performed using HIPAAA and conditions
described in Materials and Methods. Lanes 1 and 2 show products from LLHL-grown cells, respectively. A band at 1 kbp is visible only in lane 2 (marked
with an asterisk), while bands at 800 and 750 bp appear in both lanes (including
in the no-RT control lanes [data not shown]). (B) Gene-specific probes were
used for hybridizations to phoA (top panel) and pstS (middle panel) transcripts.
RNA was isolated from LL-grown cells (lane 1) or cells transferred to HL for 1 h
(lane 2), 3 h (lane 3), or 8 h (lane 4). Blots were also probed with rDNA-specific
probes as a loading control (lower panel).

the substitutions were primarily included to reduce the chances
of self-annealing of the palindromic HIP primers, the modified
primers are able to anneal to an increased number of sites
within the mRNA population. These primers anneal to several
mRNAs that contain HIP-like elements (sequences that do not
precisely match the HIP palindrome); a certain degree of mismatch appears to be tolerated in both the RT reaction and
subsequent PCR. The practical outcome of this result is that
we observe a greater number of amplified products following
differential display.
Another important observation is that in some instances
we observe amplified products derived from polycistronic
mRNAs. The fragment of the gene amplified from mRNA
derived from the cpcBACDH operon (down-regulated in HL)
spanned cpcA and cpcB. Additionally, up-regulation of the
ribosomal protein genes in HL was reflected in an amplified
fragment that spanned rpl1 and rpl11. In fact, it has been shown
that a cluster of genes in this region may be transcribed as a
9.5-kbp transcript which includes rpl11, rpl1, rpl10, rpl12, and
aroC (28). Once it is confirmed that a fragment isolated by
differential display that spans more than one gene is not a false
positive resulting from amplification of contaminating genomic
DNA (as was done for the two cases mentioned above), the
data will help elucidate operonic structure of the genome.
Furthermore, the fact that many cyanobacterial genes are cotranscribed will increase the theoretical number of amplified
fragments using single primers since products will be generated
if the primers anneal to sites within clusters of genes that are
part of a single transcript.
Identification of differentially expressed genes and operons
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that contain either no HIP (or HIP-like) elements, a single
HIP element, or nonidentical HIP elements will require strategies that amplify a broader set of mRNAs. Different HIP
primers can be used in combination with each other, and individual HIP primers can be used in combination with sets of
random primers for both the RT reaction and PCR. Furthermore, other methods of differential display have recently been
developed in which random primers are used to synthesize
cDNAs, followed by restriction endonuclease treatment of the
cDNAs. The restriction fragments generated are ligated to specific adapter sequences, which are then PCR amplified (Display Systems Biotech, Vista, Calif.). By combining the different
approaches, we should be able to assay a large subset of Synechocystis sp. strain PCC 6803 genes for differential gene expression. Another possibility is to use currently available techniques that might allow for the polyadenylation of the bacterial
mRNAs (2). If this approach were specific, it would increase
the spectrum of mRNAs that can be easily screened for expression.
Finally, high-density DNA microarrays can also be used to
evaluate global gene expression in Synechocystis sp. strain PCC
6803. Although such an approach has the greatest potential for
the analysis of genomewide gene expression, it is very costly
and there can be difficulties in obtaining strong signals for
many of the genes. These difficulties arise because the mRNAs
are not readily separated from rRNA, and many of the primers
used to synthesize the fluorescently labeled cDNAs anneal to
rRNA, which can create a strong bias in the hybridization signals. Furthermore, signals for many genes that are not highly
transcribed may not be intense enough relative to background
fluorescence emitted from the coating on the chip to evaluate
expression levels.
Even using single HIP elements for both the RT reaction
and PCR enabled us to identify genes controlled by light levels,
providing proof-of-concept examples. Genes encoding phycocyanin subunits were shown to be strongly down-regulated in
HL. In HL, the cells do not require much light harvesting
capacity since absorption of the light by reaction center and
core antenna chlorophyll would be enough to saturate photosynthetic electron flow. Cells grown in HL exhibit a marked
reduction in the levels of the phycobiliproteins. As shown here,
this is reflected in greatly reduced mRNA levels, although
reduced synthesis of the phycobiliproteins immediately following exposure of cells to HL (when phycobiliprotein mRNA is
still present) suggests that the synthesis of the phycobiliproteins is also regulated at the level of translation (N. Dolganov
and A. R. Grossman, unpublished data). Furthermore, genes
encoding the ribosomal proteins Rpl1 and Rpl11 were shown
to be strongly up-regulated in HL. When LL-grown Synechocystis sp. strain PCC 6803 was transferred to HL, its doubling
time decreased from approximately 10 h to approximately 4 h.
Increased synthesis of ribosomes and mRNAs encoding ribosomal polypeptides was also shown to accompany an elevated
rate of Escherichia coli growth (34).
A number of other genes that we have isolated by the differential display procedure also appear to be modulated by
light levels. For example, some transcripts encoding specific
enzymes of key metabolic pathways, such as a transketolase
(sll1070) or components of the secretory pathway (gspD or
slr1277), appear strongly modulated by light, but we have not
yet investigated the significance of this result. The most surprising finding of this study is that genes that consititute the
pho regulon exhibit increased expression when Synechocystis
sp. strain PCC 6803 is exposed to HL. How do we explain the
HL activation of genes present in the pho regulon? In HL in
liquid medium, during rapid cell proliferation (doubling time
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of 4 to 5 h), the acquisition of phosphate may not be able to
keep pace with the growth potential of the cells; initially, cells
use the phosphate more rapidly than it can be acquired.
Therefore, although there are high levels of phosphate in
the medium (1 mM), the cells are starved for phosphorus,
which could lead to activation of the pho regulon. An alternative possibility is that the pho regulon is directly activated by
high light, perhaps via a SphR/SphS-like regulator/sensor pair
(1, 21). Thus, it is interesting that SphS and its homolog in
Synechocystis sp. strain PCC 6803, sll0337, may contain a somewhat diverged PAS domain (Igor Zhulin, personal communication). PAS domains are cytosolic sensor modules that monitor changes in light, redox potential, or oxygen (35). These
unexpected results serve to illustrate two points: (i) differential
display may allow us novel insights into the interactions between various stress conditions, although (ii) such interactions
may be a consequence of indirect effects.
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