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Abstract

Structured RNA regulatory motifs exist from the prebiotic stages of the RNA world to the more complex eukaryotic
systems. In cases where a functional RNA structure is within the coding sequence a selective pressure drives a
parallel co-evolution of the RNA structure and the encoded peptide domain. The p53-MDM2 axis, describing the
interactions between the p53 tumor suppressor and the MDM2 E3 ubiquitin ligase, serves as particularly useful
model revealing how secondary RNA structures have co-evolved along with corresponding interacting protein
motifs, thus having an impact on protein – RNA and protein – protein interactions; and how such structures
developed signal-dependent regulation in mammalian systems. The p53(BOX-I) RNA sequence binds the C-terminus
of MDM2 and controls p53 synthesis while the encoded peptide domain binds MDM2 and controls p53
degradation. The BOX-I peptide domain is also located within p53 transcription activation domain. The folding of
the p53 mRNA structure has evolved from temperature-regulated in pre-vertebrates to an ATM kinase signal-
dependent pathway in mammalian cells. The protein – protein interaction evolved in vertebrates and became
regulated by the same signaling pathway. At the same time the protein - RNA and protein - protein interactions
evolved, the p53 trans-activation domain progressed to become integrated into a range of cellular pathways. We
discuss how a single synonymous mutation in the BOX-1, the p53(L22 L), observed in a chronic lymphocyte
leukaemia patient, prevents the activation of p53 following DNA damage. The concepts analysed and discussed in
this review may serve as a conceptual mechanistic paradigm of the co-evolution and function of molecules having
roles in cellular regulation, or the aetiology of genetic diseases and how synonymous mutations can affect the
encoded protein.

Keywords: RNA world, Ciona intestinalis, Transcription factor, Intrinsically disordered proteins, Protein-RNA
interactions, mRNA translation, Molecular basis of disease

Background
The p53 tumor suppressor and its main regulator, the
MDM2 E3 ubiquitin ligase, constitute a fine model to
understand molecular co-evolution, conservation and
adaptability, as well as the molecular basis of cancer or
other genetic diseases [1–5]. It was recently shown that
the BOX-I motif of the transactivation domain of p53
has co-evolved with its regulator MDM2, both at the
RNA and the protein levels, leading to the evolution of
an intimate regulatory script adopting distinct roles in

various stress-induced signalling pathways [4]. Under
normal conditions, MDM2 promotes the degradation of
p53 via protein-protein interactions while following gen-
otoxic stress, the stress sensor ATM kinase is activated
by double-stranded DNA breaks and phosphorylates
MDM2(S395) inducing a conformational change which
dramatically increases the affinity of MDM2 for the p53
mRNA [6–14]. The stress-induced MDM2-p53, protein-
RNA interaction leads to the stabilisation of p53 via a
mechanism whereby MDM2 becomes a positive regula-
tor of p53 [10, 15, 16]. The p53-MDM2 axis contributes
a few very important implications and may serve as a
paradigm, both mechanistically and conceptually, to
understand mechanisms of cellular signalling, the role of

© The Author(s). 2019 Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to
the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The Creative Commons Public Domain Dedication waiver
(http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/) applies to the data made available in this article, unless otherwise stated.

* Correspondence: chem898@yahoo.gr
1Université Paris 7, INSERM UMR 1131, 27 Rue Juliette Dodu, 75010 Paris,
France
Full list of author information is available at the end of the article

Karakostis and Fåhraeus BMC Cancer          (2019) 19:915 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12885-019-6118-y

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s12885-019-6118-y&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1122-7860
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
mailto:chem898@yahoo.gr


intrinsically disordered domains, the role of molecular
signatures and interacting motifs as well as their co-evo-
lution, deriving from selective pressure.
This review further highlights novel discoveries on

functional interactions between molecular partners,
both at the protein - protein and the protein - RNA
interaction levels and how p53 evolved from an ancient
p53/p63/p73 protein having roles in development, to
become a tumor suppressor with numerous interacting
partners and functions [17–20]. Findings from in vitro
studies on co-evolutionary structural modifications on
the interacting motifs and the stereochemically flanking
domains on p53 and MDM2 regulating the expression
and stabilisation both at the RNA and protein levels
from pre-vertebrates, are presented and discussed.
These results are set into context with previous evi-
dences supporting a model whereby RNA structures
interacting with peptidic motifs may have co-evolved
from early prebiotic environments of the RNA world
hypothesis to adopt an intimate biochemical relation-
ship with various molecular and cellular functions. The
concepts discussed here thus give insights on the
nature of the guiding force of the evolution and on a
strategy to identify molecular profiling signatures
within key players regulating the cellular processes or
the development of genetic diseases.

Main text
Transition from an RNA world
Life-forms require at least three biopolymers (DNA,
RNA and proteins) that mediate the biochemical pro-
cesses of DNA replication, transcription and RNA trans-
lation. This well-orchestrated complex machinery
strongly implies its evolution from a more simple system
[21]. Recently, a chemical reaction network building up
9 of the 11 intermediates of the biological Krebs (or tri-
carboxylic acid) cycle, was observed. Such chemical reac-
tions may represent prebiotic precursors to core
metabolic pathways [22]. The RNA World hypothesis,
describing an intermediate stage of life [23] is a pro-
posed model of ancient biochemistry where structured
RNA acquires catalytic properties [24, 25]. Close geo-
logical settings and environmental conditions undergo-
ing specific changes (e.g. in the pH) and mixtures of
simple chemical compounds could form the required
precursors for the prebiotic RNA synthesis. Indeed, a
mixture of hydrogen cyanide (HCN) and hydrogen
sulphide (H2S) activated by ultraviolet light was shown
to effectively form the required precursors of nucleo-
tides, amino acids and lipids [26, 27]. The first polynu-
cleotides are suggested to be small oligomers formed
randomly or by non-enzymatic template-copying, via
such conditions that promote a feedback between mo-
lecular activity and fitness, whereby certain sequences

gained a competitive advantage. Chemical properties
such as the charge and the hydrophobicity [21, 28] and
an early achieved biopolymeric chirality are suggested to
have adequately promoted the selection of certain RNA
sequences from a vast heterogenous pool of chemical
precursors which may catalyse the formation of amide
bonds [29, 30] and enforce an enantiomeric selection of
peptidic products [31].
As such, early metabolic processes which evolved with

a selective preference for certain amino acids, associated
with cognate adapter RNAs (tRNA) and their pairing to
a linear genetic molecule (mRNA) leading to ordered
peptide synthesis (ribosome), is possible [32]. A selection
of higher activity sequences can be enforced within lipid
vesicle compartments, resembling to encapsulated cell-
like systems forming nucleocapsids and protein assem-
blies that acquire virus-like genome packaging and
protection [33, 34]. Such assemblies are currently devel-
oped for biomedical applications generating artificial
protocells and translational regulatory systems [35]. The
transition from an RNA world to self-replicating systems
employing DNA, could explain how DNA genomes have
evolved via molecular interactions leading to increased
biological complexity [36, 37] and to the formation of an
early RNA enzyme (ribozyme) capable of copying RNA
molecules [23, 38, 39] or even assembled DNA genomes
[40]. Additionally, it was recently shown that 3D struc-
tural motifs promoting viroid RNA folding, constitute a
critical constraint in the RNA–RNA and RNA–protein
interactions regulating the viroid genome evolution.
Accordingly, only mutations which did not disrupt the
structure and function were retained in the population
[41]. Such examples illustrate how specific secondary
RNA structures and motifs may resemble to nucleation
points acting as molecular scaffolds on which interfaces
co-evolve along with cognate sites on partnering mole-
cules, to expand the functional cues of their interplay.
In conclusion, the transition form a system as de-

scribed in the RNA world hypothesis, consisting of small
peptides and small RNAs encapsulated in enclosed set-
tings, could be mediated via a co-evolutionary simultan-
eous lengthening of precursor molecules which
selectively reinforced the formation and survival of
structured co-evolving motifs [42].

Shaping the evolutionary path: the interplay between
RNA and protein
It has become evident that secondary RNA structures and
specific motifs play a crucial role in the interaction with
proteins [43] and the underlying mechanisms of protein–
RNA interaction have started to unravel [44, 45]. Muta-
tions taking place on structurally sensitive sites on the
mRNA that have a disruptive effect on the secondary
structure cause aberrant gene expression and their
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adaptation depends on the expression levels [46]. A recent
study, has presented a comprehensive resource database
for synonymous mutations from human cancers, empha-
sising how such single point mutations may have an im-
pact on the expression as well as on the mRNA secondary
structure, splicing, RNA stability, RNA folding, and co-
translational protein folding [47]. It becomes clear that
synonymous mutations affecting certain mRNA secondary
structures, may have a strong impact on vital cellular pro-
cesses. Indeed, the structure of an RNA may favor the ac-
cumulation of genetic variation in proteins [48] or
regulate the efficiency of translation via several mecha-
nisms. Examples include the 5′ UTR–mediated initiation
and stabilization [49], the group of riboswitches [50] and
the double-stranded RNA-activated protein kinase [51].
RNA structural features also modulate the dynamics of
protein folding during protein synthesis [52]. Specific
RNA motifs have been proposed to drive the high muta-
tion rate and the genetic viral variation leading to the
formation of quasispecies [53] in the human immunodefi-
ciency virus 1 (HIV-1) [52, 54] as a result of a reciprocal
interference between selection at the RNA and protein
levels. A fine example of RNA adaptation in a co-evolu-
tionary setting is how the HIV-1 uses the APOBEC3-Vif
interaction (host) to modulate its own mutation rate in
harsh or variable environments [55]. In eukaryotes, the
biological specificity of RNA binding proteins (RBPs) for
RNA is affected by the RNA structure and its concentra-
tion [56, 57]. Indeed, post-transcriptional gene regulation
and RNA processing mediated by proteins adapted to
splice introns (RNA splicing) results from their co-evolu-
tion with partner RNAs [58]. RBPs play critical roles in
post-transcriptional regulation of gene expression in all
domains of life [59], having roles in development, cell
cycle and signalling mechanisms.
Proteins with RNA-related functions constitute the

7.5% of the human proteome (a set of 1542 proteins)
[60, 61] and the occurrence of intrinsically disordered
regions (IDRs) within RBPs appears to be conserved and
expanded from yeast to humans, often in the form of re-
peats that co-evolved with the increasing complexity of
eukaryotic transcriptomes [62]. IDRs are abundant in
RBPs and approximately 20% of mammalian RBPs con-
tain disordered regions which correspond to over 80% of
their complete structures/sequences [63]. IDRs are sub-
jected to strong sequence constraints [61], implying cru-
cial functional roles in the intermolecular and
intramolecular interactions. A fine example is the RBP-
dependent regulation of the p53 tumor suppressor,
whereby RBPs, such as RBM38, interact with the 5′ or
3′ UTR of p53 mRNA thus playing pivotal roles in both
maintaining genomic integrity and tumor suppression
[64]. The p53 itself comprises IDRs dramatically increas-
ing the potential of the p53 interactome [65] and an

extensive description of p53 mRNA interacting factors
in context of various cellular conditions and stress re-
sponses, was presented recently [66]. A computational
model describing how proteins associate with extended
RNA elements may aid the discrimination between regu-
lated and non-regulated RNAs and reveal potential regu-
latory motifs, by giving insights on the consequences of
mutational events towards the binding activity [67]. In
another computational approach, about 80 cellular pro-
cesses that can be regulated at the post-transcriptional
level were identified by analysis of protein–mRNA inter-
action networks from more than 800 human RBPs; and
mechanistic regulatory hypotheses were proposed [68].
These studies show that there is growing interest in
identifying cellular roles of RNA - protein interfaces in
the context of human diseases and it would be of great
interest and usefulness to include the well-studied p53
mRNA - MDM2 axis.
Other factors influencing the RNA-protein interplay

thus shaping their co-evolutionary path by balancing
the intrinsic conflict between stability and aggrega-
tion, include the chaperone Hsp90 [69]. Hsp90 modu-
lates trade-offs among protein stability and increased
aggregation and hydrophobicity, acting both at the
polypeptidic level and the RNA level. Acting as a
chaperone, it reduces the aggregation of intermediate
folding states of proteins while regulating the transla-
tion speed, thus leading to more stable and versatile
proteins. In the eukaryotic cell, Hsp90 promotes evo-
lutionary changes in otherwise entrenched develop-
mental processes, by functioning as a buffer allowing
the accumulation of silent sequence variants under
neutral conditions, which become selected upon con-
ditions while Hsp90 activity is compromised. In this
way, certain variants gain the prospect to get enriched
by selection and even rapidly become independent of
the Hsp90 mutation [70].
Additionally, it has been shown that post-transla-

tional modifications (PTMs) are known to regulate
RNA-binding proteins [71] as well as proteins that
are regulated via complex mechanisms employing
RNA. It has indeed become evident that the inter-
action of secondary RNA structures with respective
RBDs in proteins is favoured in sequences including
IDRs and in substrates where modifications take
place. These factors, along with the activity of chaper-
ones and of post-transcriptional and post-translational
mechanisms, regulate the morphological co-evolution
of such RNA-protein partners. A particularly interest-
ing and useful example is the interaction of the p53
tumor suppressor with MDM2, which is employed in
this review as a model to describe the co-evolution of
protein-mRNA structures with functional outcomes;
and it is discussed in detail in the following sections.
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Τhe evolution of the p53 family from an ancestral
molecule
In mammals, the p53 family consists of the p53, p63, and
p73 proteins. P63 and p73 have important roles in devel-
opment [72, 73]. While the p63 protein has a role in skin
and epithelial development, p73 has an important role in
neuronal development and differentiation [17]. Activated
by cellular stresses such as genotoxic stress [8, 74] and
endoplasmic reticulum stress [75], p53 has evolved to play
a key role in cellular homeostasis as a tumor suppressor
and as a signal response factor preventing oncogenesis
(Fig. 1, a).
The proteins of the p53 family have evolved from

whole genome duplications of a single ancestral p53/
p63/p73 protein in the vertebrates while invertebrate
p53 superfamily members appear to have a p63-like do-
main structure [77, 78]. Evolutionary studies have iden-
tified various homologues of the ancestral protein in
the placozoan Trichoplax adhaerens [1], in Nematoda
roundworms (Caenorhabditis) [79], in the pre-verte-
brate Ciona intestinalis [4], in the invertebrate Mytilus
trossulus [80], in the early vertebrate cartilaginous fish,
as well as in Cnidaria like the starlet sea anemone
(Nematostella vectensis), and in flies (Drosophila) [79].
The phylogenetic relationships of metazoan genes con-
taining p53/p63/p73 transactivation domains (TADs)
and corresponding p53/p63/p73BD on MDM2, in con-
text of their co-evolution, have been thoroughly investi-
gated and structural models comparing the FxxxWxxL
motifs (box-I) were presented [5]. A detailed phylogen-
etic analysis of the evolution of the p53 family with a
particular focus on the TAD and its co-evolution with
the binding domain on MDM2 showed that these se-
quences are significantly conserved from early meta-
zoan time [5]. Such predictive and experimental studies
focusing on the interfaces of structured RNA and pro-
tein binding epitopes, are highly encouraged. The func-
tion of this ancestral gene in the early metazoan sea
anemone was suggested to be related with the protec-
tion of the germ-line gametes from DNA damage while
the first functional change coincided with the develop-
ment of stem cells and progenitor cells, designed to re-
generate somatic tissues over the life time of adult
organisms. As with germ cells, this has allowed the pos-
sibility of unlimited cell growth and the development of
cancer [79]. However, the function of the ancestral
p53/p63/p73 and how it later evolved into three func-
tionally diverse proteins that share a certain homology,
has only recently started to unravel. Phylogenetic ana-
lyses have shown that the p53/p63/p73 family has been
duplicated multiple times during the evolution, from
the invertebrates [81]. In the vertebrate lineage leading
to fishes, reptiles and mammals, duplications gave rise
to three distinct genes (p53, p63 and p73) that are

retained in the majority of species [5]. Such p53 gene
duplications are suggested to contribute to an enhanced
induction of apoptosis via a hyperactive TP53 signaling
pathway activated in response to DNA damage and
they have been linked with the evolution of large body
sizes and with the resolution of Peto′s paradox that
correlates the body size with the risk of cancer [2, 82].
A phylogenetic analysis of the evolution of the ancestral
p53/p63/p73 protein from the pre-vertebrate Ciona
intestinalis and the p53, p63 and p73 proteins from hu-
man, shows that the full-length sequence of the ances-
tral protein is more closely related to human p53 and
p73, as compared to p63 (Fig. 1, b I). Similarly, the
aligned sequence of the N-terminal within the ancestral
transactivation domain (TAD) (aa 1–33) shows a higher
similarity with the corresponding sequences on p53 (aa
1–36) and p73 (aa 1–32) as compared to p63 (aa 1–30)
(Fig. 1, b II). During evolution, a distinguished acceler-
ated expansion of various gene families coding for tran-
scription factors has been observed and it is often
predated by modular domain rearrangements, forming
new sub-families in terms of protein–protein interac-
tions. This separation allows for radical shifts in the
functional spectrum of duplicated transcription factors
[83]. Such domain rearrangements can take place on
modular regions involved in molecular binding and the
modular organization of binding sites is shown to con-
fer robustness and functional flexibility, facilitating the
evolution of protein interactions [84]. Gene evolution
at the domain level has been an interesting point of
study [85]. An example of modular evolution is the
BOX-I motif of p53, analysed here.

A key evolutionary signature: the BOX-I motif of the
transactivation domain of p53
All members of the mammalian p53 family are tran-
scription factors containing an N-terminal transactiva-
tion domain (TAD), a DNA-binding domain and a C-
terminal oligomerization domain. Even though they ex-
hibit a high overall sequence and structural similarity,
their N-terminal TADs are not well conserved [4, 86,
87]. The TAD sequence of the mammalian p53 is well-
conserved and forms an amphipathic a-helix domain (aa.
19–26, BOX-I) [7, 88, 89] which exhibits steric comple-
mentarity with the N-terminal hydrophobic cleft (aa 26–
108) of the E3 ubiquitin ligase MDM2 oncoprotein. The
TAD domain of p53 confers the p53 transcriptional
transactivation in mammals and is thus under selective
pressure in the evolution. The p53 transactivation activ-
ity is mediated via two adjacent but functionally special-
ized domains (TAD1 and TAD2), transactivating
different target genes and effector pathways [90, 91].
Yet, TAD1 plays a predominant role over TAD2, and is
required for DNA damage-induced G1 arrest and
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Fig. 1 The evolution of p53. a Illustration of the roles and the main functional protein domains of proteins of the p53 family. Ancestral p53/p63/
p73 has roles in development and embryonic differentiation, giving rise to three genes with distinct roles on cellular homeostasis and cancer
(p53) and on epidermal (p63) and neural (p73) development. TAD: transactivation domain; DBD: DNA-binding domain; OD: oligomerization
doamain; TID: transcription inhibition domain. The illustration of the domains has been prepared with the software DOG for the visualisation of
protein domain structures. b Phylogenetic tree comparing the ancestral p53/p63/p73 protein from the pre-vertebrate Ciona intestinalis with the
human proteins p53, p63 and p73. Both the full-length (I) and the partial N-terminal sequences (II) of the ancestral p53/p63/p73 protein show
higher overall homology to p73 and p53 as compared to p63. The sequences were retrieved by the NCBI database: ancestral p53/63/73:
(NP_001071796.1); p53 (BAC16799.1); p63 (AAB21139.1) and p73 (AAC61887.1). The aligned N-terminal sequences used in this analysis are the
following: ancestral p53/63/73: (NP_001071796.1, aa 1–33); p53: (BAC16799.1, aa 1–36); p73: (AAC61887.1, aa 1–32); and p63: (AAB21139.1, aa 1–
30). The alignments and the trees were prepared by the software found on phylogeny.fr [76]. The phylogenetic distances values are noted. The
pdb file 2MWY was used for the modelling of the extended region SQETFSDLWLLPEN of p53, including the BOX-I motif FSDLWLL
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apoptosis, but not for RAS-induced senescence in fibro-
blasts, explaining the evolutionary pressure to split the
transactivation function into two domains with different
panels of co-factors and modifying complexes that con-
fer a more robust and dynamic (context-dependent)
transactivation activity [92]. The BOX-I motif of the
TAD1 of p53 (aa. 19–26) is the most conserved region
of p53 and was shown to play a dual role on its inter-
action and regulation of p53 by MDM2; one at the RNA
level and one at the protein level [14, 93]. These interac-
tions evolved from the pre-vertebrate ancestral
p53(ΒΟΧ-Ι) as a result of co-evolution with the MDM2
protein [4]. In other studies structural models comparing
FxxxWxxL peptidic motifs (BOX-I) have also shown that
the p53(BOX-I) - MDM2 interplay dates back to early
metazoan time [5]. However, to our knowledge, there
are no additional studies focusing on the molecular evo-
lution of the p53(box-I) mRNA structure and on the in-
teractions with MDM2 homologues from various
species. Such experimental and predictive studies with
an emphasis on the functional roles of such molecular
interfaces on co-evolved molecular partners, are highly
encouraged and anticipated.

The co-evolution of p53 and MDM2 proteins
The TAD domain of p53 comprises the co-evolved
epitopes mediating the p53 - MDM2 interaction. P53
is tightly regulated by MDM2. Under normal condi-
tions, MDM2 negatively regulates p53 by promoting
p53 ubiquitination and degradation via the 26S
proteasomal pathway and by blocking its TA activity.
However, during genotoxic stress, MDM2 switches to
become a positive regulator of p53. The underlying
mechanism also involves MDMX (HDMX), a close
homolog to MDM2 which has no E3 ubiquitin ligase
activity [93, 94]. Phosphorylation at serine
MDM2(S395) and MDMX(S403) by the ATM kinase
induces conformational changes both on MDM2 and
MDMX [94, 95], allowing their RING domains to
bind the p53 mRNA sequence that encodes the BOX-
I motif [93], resulting to an increase in p53’s rate of
synthesis and to the suppression of the MDM2’s E3
ubiquitin ligase activity [10, 89, 93, 96]. Hence, two
MDM2-interacting motifs with opposing functions to-
wards p53 expression have evolved from the same
genomic sequence of p53: one at the mRNA level and
one peptidic [4, 15] and these peptide- and RNA-
motifs interacting with MDM2 are encoded by the
same conserved BOX-I sequence. In an attempt to
describe how this molecular co-evolution took place,
it has been shown that the evolution of the p53 pep-
tide- and RNA- interactions with MDM2 have been
influenced and selected by different cues from pre-
vertebrates to vertebrates [4]. Short engineered

peptides of the C. intestinalis or mammalian BOX-I
sequences bind similarly well to both either C. intesti-
nalis or mammalian MDM2 proteins. However, when
the full length p53 proteins were tested, Ci-p53wt
showed an interaction with either Hu-MDM2 and Ci-
MDM2 protein, but the Hu-p53wt showed poor affin-
ity for Ci-MDM2 in ELISA experiments [4]. These re-
sults strongly indicated that the allosteric interference
imposed by the C-terminal flanking region of the
BOX-I domain prevents the p53-MDM2 protein–pro-
tein interaction. Indeed, it has been experimentally
shown in the pre-vertebrate C. intestinalis that the re-
gion encompassing the residues Q41 to F56, prevents
the interaction and deletion of these flanking residues
(Q41 to F56) not only restored the interaction be-
tween C. intestinalis p53 protein and MDM2 but it
also induced the binding to the DO-I mAB which
binds the BOX-I domain [4]. This was confirmed in
Proximity Ligation Assay (PLA) experiments [4]. The
PLA microscopy is a state-of-the-art microscopy-based
technique that provides an in situ semi-quantitative
estimation of endogenous molecular interactions/asso-
ciations that occur in a low frequency and/or medi-
ated by molecules of a low concentration; and are
thus considered to be of a low abundance, in com-
parison to numerous other interactions taking place
in the cell [97–99]. It offers unique information on
the sub-cellular localisation of molecular interactions
between proteins or between RNA and protein. These
findings strongly indicated that p53 has evolved from
an ancestral p53/p63/p73 gene to interact with
MDM2 by elimination of the encoding flanking region
of BOX-I which paved the way for MDM2 to take a
negative regulatory role on p53. These findings
highlighted that computational studies and molecular
evolutionary models based on sequence alignment,
should also take into account 3D structural evidences
or models. In line with this notion, an evolutionary
study on a molecular level of the p53/p63/p73 TAD
domain with regard to protein disorder and regulatory
properties, showed similarities in the phosphorylation
pattern of vertebrate p53 and mollusk and annelid
p53/p63/p73, implying that functional properties of
regulation via phosphorylation were already present in
p53/p63/p73 from deuterostomes (e.g. Chordata) and
protostomes (e.g. Mollusca and Arthropoda) [5]. Add-
itionally, a phylogenetic analysis on the p53/p63/p73
and MDM proteins from phyla that retain the inter-
action domains TAD and p53/p63/p73 BD (binding
domain), based on both vertebrate and invertebrate
species showed that the signaling pathway of the
TAD and p53/p63/p73BD has co-evolved or disap-
peared in distinct lineages [5]. In line with this,
evolutionary studies have suggested that the MDM2 –
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p53 interaction is present in early metazoans and was
later lost in some species, but it is not clear whether
this event occurred in the pre-vertebrates or earlier in
the evolution [1, 5].
In conclusion, alternations in the intrinsically disor-

dered p53 N-terminal sequence of pre-vertebrates
shaped the conformation and the presentation of the
conserved BOX-I peptide motif (TAD) to interact
with MDM2 in vertebrates, allowing MDM2 to be-
come a negative regulator of p53.

The co-evolution of the p53 mRNA - MDM2 protein
interaction
In mammals the p53 mRNA - MDM2 protein inter-
action is facilitated via MDMX [12, 100] which is found
in mammals but not in the pre-vertebrate C.intestinalis.
Following phosphorylation by the ATM kinase during
the DNA damage response, MDMX binds the nascent
p53 mRNA forming an RNA platform/structure on
which MDM2 can bind and stimulate p53 synthesis.
This mRNA structure is found on the 5′ of the p53
mRNA coding sequence (within the first 120 nt) and
consists of three stem loops [12, 101]. In the pre-verte-
brates the catalytic role of MDMX for the p53 mRNA -
MDM2 interaction is influenced by temperature.
Temperature was shown to govern the folding of the an-
cestral Ci-p53 mRNA and its binding to Ci-MDM2, by in-
ducing a stem-loop structure within the box-I RNA motif.
This structure interestingly resembles to the mammalian
p53 homolog that has a high affinity for MDMX and
MDM2, following DNA damage [4, 12, 15], (Fig. 2, a), in-
dicating a putative role of the ancestral MDM2 as a posi-
tive regulator of p53. The RNA structures were solved
experimentally by the in vivo DMS Footprint Assay and
the in vitro DMS modification assay [4] that use dimethyl
sulphate (DMS)-modified RNA and sequencing to reveal
the RNA structure. The box-I-coding Ci-p53 mRNA se-
quence adopts a temperature-dependent structure that
governs the interaction with Ci-MDM2. This interaction
was experimentally confirmed by RNA co-immunoprecip-
itation coupled with qPCR and ELISA and it was visual-
ized on fixed embryos using a modified version of the
PLA, the RNA PLA [4, 10, 102]. Similar findings of
temperature-dependent structural adaptations of tran-
scripts were identified in Protozoa, Nematoda, Cnidaria,
and Tunicata [103] while temperature was shown to influ-
ence mRNA structures and translation in various organ-
isms [104–106], including bacteria [107], yeast [108];
corals [109], and plants [110]. It has been particularly in-
teresting to track in the evolution how the temperature-
dependent structured pre-vertebrate p53(box-I) mRNA
becomes folded in an MDMX–dependent fashion in ver-
tebrates and mammals while at the same time the encoded
BOX-I motif and its flanking region within the encoded

TAD, evolved to facilitate the protein - protein interaction
[4] (Fig. 2, b).
In conclusion, the steric complementarity of the

MDM2 - p53 mRNA interaction requires a specific
p53(box-I) mRNA structure, which has evolved within
the p53 mRNA sequence. This temperature-induced
RNA structure in the pre-vertebrates evolved to be-
come MDM2 and MDMX-dependent, indicating a pu-
tative role of the ancestral MDM2 as a positive
regulator of p53.

The regulation of p53 by MDM2 at the protein and RNA
levels
The p53 tumor suppressor and the p53 regulatory axis
is a fine model constituting a complex ATM kinase -
dependent regulation system [10, 14, 111, 112] that
involves: (1) the employment of post-transcriptional
regulation by RBPs [64]; (2) the employment of IDRs
conferring multi-functionality [65]; (3) the employment
of post-translational modifications following different
stress responses and (4) the formation of a multifactor-
ial mechanism, employing various additional proteins,
as it has evolved from a more simple system [4, 14]. Re-
cent findings showing the functional consequences of a
single synonymous cancer mutation on the p53 mRNA
(L22 L) that abrogates the interaction of the p53 mRNA
with the MDM2 E3 ubiquitin ligase protein [14], high-
light the notion that certain structured RNA motifs
constitute a signature of regulation and urge the atten-
tion for more detailed studies on similar molecular
partners and networks. One of the key points of this re-
view is to analyse and discuss the role of the p53
mRNA in the regulation of p53 and to give insights on
the notion that certain structured motifs, such as the
box-I motif of p53, may be encoded by sequences which
are prone to adaptive mutation (sequence-dependent
‘hotspot’ [113]) thus constituting co-evolved structures
allowing molecular interactions between RNA and
protein.
The conservation of the mammalian MDM2 -

p53(box-I), protein-protein and protein-RNA interac-
tions has become evident and their functional
consequences have started to unravel. Under normal
conditions MDM2 acts as a negative regulator of p53.
MDM2 binds the p53(BOX-I) protein and targets it for
degradation via the 26S proteasomal pathway. However,
following DNA damage, the ATM kinase is autopho-
sphorylated and phosphorylates p53(S15) preventing
the p53-MDM2 protein-protein interaction. Addition-
ally, ATM phosphorylates MDM2(S395) which in turn
develops an affinity for the p53 mRNA. This event also
leads to the prevention of the binding of MDM2 on the
p53 protein. These phosphorylation events lead to the
stabilisation of p53 [3, 114–117]. Thus, there are at
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Fig. 2 Cartoon illustration of the evolution of the p53 mRNA structure and the co-evolution of p53 and MDM2. a Illustration of the structures of
p53(box-I) in the transactivation domains (TAD) of mRNA sequences from the pre-vertebrate (ancestral) and human p53. The structure and the
MDM2-interaction of the ancestral p53 mRNA is temperature dependent and its binding to the ancestral MDM2/X is optimal at 18 °C
(temperature of the natural environment of C.intestinalis) while the human homologues (MDM2 via MDMX) positively interact on either 18 °C and
30 °C temperatures. b Co-evolutionary pressure of the box-I motif of the transactivation (TA) domain of p53 and the p53 binding site on MDM
family, at the RNA and protein levels. (i) RNA level: Ancestral MDM2/X interacts with the p53 mRNA in a temperature- dependent fashion while
the in MDM2 requires the employment of MDMX and the activity of a p53 signaling pathway, responding to DNA damage response. (ii) Protein
level: The p53 - MDM2 protein - protein interaction has evolved by changes in the flanking sequence (FS) of box-I and it is intimately related to
the evolution of the p53 activity as a tumor suppressor
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least two phosphorylation events leading to an MDM2-
dependent regulation of p53: (a) phosphorylation of
p53(S15) abrogating the binding of MDM2 and pre-
venting the ubiquitination and the proteasomal target-
ing of p53; and (b) phosphorylation of MDM2(S395)
promoting the interaction of MDM2 with the p53
mRNA thus leading to enhanced p53 synthesis. A re-
cent study experimentally showed how these events are
orchestrated via a mechanism whereby phosphorylated
MDM2(S395) acts as a p53 mRNA-dependent carrier
that mediates the formation of a complex at the cyto-
plasm. This complex, consists of the MDM2, the p53
mRNA, the ribosomal proteins RPL5 and RPL11 and
the ATM kinase and was shown to promote the synthe-
sis and activation of p53 protein while preventing its
degradation [14]. To analyse these interactions, the
p53(L22 L) synonymous mutation was used. L22 L at
the codon in position 22, CUA to CUG, is located in
the apical loop of the hairpin U180-A218, and was
initially observed in a chronic lymphocyte leukaemia
patient [101, 118]. The p53(L22 L) synonymous muta-
tion is located at the TAD domain of p53 which consti-
tutes the MDM2 binding site and it prevents the
interaction of the p53 mRNA with MDM2 by disrupt-
ing the p53 hairpin-MDM2 interaction [15]. It was also
shown to impair p53 and Δ40p53 synthesis [118, 119]
and to lead to a poor stabilization of the encoded p53
protein following genotoxic stress [14, 15]. P53(L22 L)
showed poor affinity for MDM2 and this resulted to a
poor MDM2-dependent positive regulation effect to-
wards p53, following genotoxic stress. Additionally, the

MDM2(C305F) and MDM2(C308Y) mutants that pre-
vent the interactions with the ribosomal proteins RPL5
and RPL11 respectively, failed to stimulate the over-ex-
pression of p53 following DNA damage. These mutants
remained localised in the nucleolus and did not reach
the cytoplasm to form the ribosome including the
RPL5, RPL11 and the p53 mRNA (as shown by im-
munofluorescence). The work of Karakostis et al, [14]
presents direct evidences showing that the interactions
of MDM2 with (a) the p53 mRNA and with (b) the
ribosomal proteins RPL5 and RPL11 are required for
the translocation of the complex to the cytoplasm, sup-
porting the concept that MDM2 acts as a carrier of RP
proteins and of the p53 mRNA at the cytoplasm which
promotes the formation of the ribosome that translates
the p53 mRNA (Fig. 3).
Consequently and in parallel with the release of

MDM2 from the translating p53 mRNA, the under-
synthesis nascent p53 peptide is phosphorylated on
S15 by the ATM kinase which has hitch-hiked at the
p53-translating ribosome by MDM2 and it is thus
localised in close proximity with the nascent p53 pep-
tide. This phosphorylation prevents the interaction of
the newly synthesized p53 peptide with free (not
binding the p53 mRNA) MDM2, leading to its
stabilization. Evidently, as p53 synthesis continues,
MDM2 will be displaced from the translating p53
mRNA. In human, the binding platform consists of
three stem loops within the first 120 nt of the encod-
ing sequence of the p53 mRNA. Due stereochemical
constrains, ATM may bind the nascent p53 protein

Fig. 3 Model of the p53 translating ribosome formed by MDM2, following DNA damage. The interactions of MDM2 with the ribosomal proteins
RPL5 and RPL11 (highlighted in yellow colour), are required for the phosphorylation of the nascent p53 peptide by ATM, leading to its
stabilisation and activation towards the DNA damage response
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and phosphorylate S15 only at the point when about
45 aa have been synthesised. This is qualitatively con-
sistent with MDM2 becoming displaced from the p53
mRNA. In parallel, MDM2 interacts with RPL5 and
RPL11 as well with other ribosomal proteins, such as
the RPL37, RPS15 and RPS20 independently of p53,
as it has been shown in H1299 cells (p53 null) [120,
121]. Conclusively, MDM2 remains bound on the
translating ribosome until p53 is synthesised and
phosphorylated by ATM at S15. This was further
confirmed by PLA and PLEA on purified polysomes
[14]. The Proximity Ligation ELISA (PLEA) is a novel
assay that combines the PLA with the ELISA in order
to obtain quantitative affinity values of the interac-
tions under study [14, 122]. PLEA offers the possibil-
ity to study the interaction of three molecules, by
using three primary antibodies; the capture antibody
used to capture the complexed set of proteins on a
well plate and a set of two additional antibodies is
used for the amplification of the PLA signal [14]. As
a result, this model describes how ATM targets the
nascent p53 peptide and phosphorylates the S15, thus
serving as a rapid mechanism whereby an activated
p53 pool is synthesised in response to DNA damage
[14]. This comes in line with the notion that post-
translational modifications on p53, including phos-
phorylation, acetylation, ubiquitination, sumoylation,
neddylation and methylation may not only promote
p53 stabilization but also confer p53 specificity to
certain target genes [123], as well as regulate the spe-
cificity of post-translational modifications on p53, in
response to other stresses, such as oxidative stress
[124] or ER stress [125] and such studies are highly
anticipated.
As a general conclusion from the described model,

mutations on the mRNA can signal post-translational
modifications of the encoded protein and may in-
volve a fine-tuning activity by which the stabilization
and the activity of the encoded protein towards cer-
tain stresses (in this case DNA damage), is decided
and regulated at the cognate RNA level. This novel
notion of functional aspects of silent mutations has
only recently started to unravel [126]. The descrip-
tion of the profound effects of synonymous muta-
tions in the coding region of p53 regulating the
interaction between the p53 mRNA and the MDM2
protein, opens up new processes by which p53 trans-
lation is controlled and emphasizes the role of the
RNA itself in the regulation of p53 [127]. Additional
roles of p53 mRNA as a target for signalling pathways
are listed in a recent review [66] and another example
of RNA/protein coevolution comes for the ribosomal
protein L22 and neighbouring 23S RNA. This work,
based on a theoretic computational method, provided

with direct evidence of RNA/protein coevolution
driven by biophysical constraints on their interacting
RNA and protein chains [128, 129]. It was shown that
there is a co-evolutionary pattern (an increased co-
evolution likelihood) on residue triplets, and not on
duplets, for which mutations in an RNA nucleotide
results in a change in residue distribution for prox-
imal amino acids [129].

Functional consequences of co-evolved molecules
The p53-MDM2 co-evolutionary pattern described here,
gives insights on the notion that certain genetically con-
served signatures such as the p53(box-I) motif and the
corresponding structural domains regulating its presen-
tation to the interacting partner, such as the flanking se-
quence of the p53(TAD), evolve allosterically and
intramolecularly. Extreme interchanging environments
limiting the functional barriers while increasing the se-
lective pressure, may favor strict cellular regulation and
dedicated molecular networking. As described here, the
temperature-regulated ancestral p53/63/73(TAD) mRNA
structure, managing its interaction with the ancestral
MDM2/X in the pre-vertebrate Ciona intestinalis, has
co-evolved with the MDM family, to become regulated
by MDMX in post-vertebrate species. This is an example
of co-evolution between interacting and interdependent
partners which is favored over the molecular evolution
influenced by environmental inducers which may be
interchangeable and constantly variable, increasing the
risk of lethal phenotypes. The information gained by ex-
ploring the sequences of such molecular partners and
how they co-evolved to become interdependent at a mo-
lecular (structural), cellular (expression, regulation) and
functional level, may help in identifying the roles of spe-
cific genetic variations and could be considered as a
major component of the driving force of the evolution.
In order to gain insights into the functional conse-

quences of transcription factors and targets that
modulate the expression of networks to lead the
phenotypic diversification among species as well as
being implicated in diseases, future studies should
focus on mutations occurring both in exons and in-
trons and aim to characterize such variations such as
single nucleotide polymorphisms (SNPs) [130]. The
transcription factor p53 plays a key role in cancer
suppression by preventing the proliferation of cells
carrying potentially cancer-prone mutations. This
function results from the co-evolution of an ancestral
p53/p63/p73 molecule with MDM2 which shaped p53
superfamily to become integrated into a range of cel-
lular pathways and molecular interactions, acquiring
hundreds of distinct functions in metabolism, genome
integrity, ageing, immune cell response and stress re-
sponses; it thus is not surprising that cancer cells
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require its inactivation. One important point
highlighted here is that the co-evolution of p53 with
its regulator, MDM2, lies on the evolutionary pressure
on the BOX-I and the TA domain, both at the RNA
and the protein level (Fig. 2, b).

Conclusive remarks
An MDM2-dependent mechanism leading to the sta-
bilisation of p53 was presented in a model by Kara-
kostis et al, [14] describing downstream effects of the
p53 mRNA - MDM2 interaction. The experimental
evidences were derived by co-immunoprecipitation,
sandwich ELISA and PLA experiments and were fur-
ther confirmed by PLEA. PLEA confirmed that
MDM2 and ATM are co-localised on purified ribo-
somes, actively translating p53 and that the nascent
p53 peptide is phosphorylated on Ser15 epitope by
ATM [14]. This is in line with previously described
ribonucleoprotein complexes composed of 5S RNA,
RPL5 protein, MDM2 proteins, p53 protein [120] and
with studies showing the roles of RPL11 and other
ribosomal proteins on the regulation of MDM2 [131–
134]. MDM2 is also implicated in sensing dysfunc-
tional ribosomal biogenesis leading to the activation
of p53 [135–138] and it will be of high interest to
test the concepts of this model to study the mechan-
ism whereby the ribosomal precursor complex is
formed and how p53 is activated following ribosomal
stress. This model explains previous puzzling observa-
tions using the artificial silent mutant p53TriM mRNA,
which carries synonymous mutations in codons 17, 18
and 19 and has an increased affinity for MDM2 under
normal conditions. p53TriM exhibits a higher rate of
MDM2-dependent translation but also a higher rate
of MDM2-dependent p53 degradation [14, 15]. Hence,
according to the described mechanism, an increase in the
MDM2 - p53 mRNA interaction facilitates the consequent
increase in MDM2-dependent p53 synthesis. This is in
line with p53TriM mRNA exhibiting an affinity for MDM2
which is not regulated by the DNA damage response and
the ATM phosphorylations, explaining why the nascent
p53 in the absence of ATM is efficiently degraded by
MDM2 [15]. The observed increased degradation can also
be explained by the fact that once the phosphorylated
MDM2(S395) is released from the ribosome and from the
p53 mRNA which is being translated, it efficiently ubiqui-
tinates the p53 protein that is not phosphorylated by
ATM at S15 [16].
Overall, molecular cell biology and evolutionary the-

ories are interlinked with the understanding of mech-
anisms involved in the development of genetic
variations with functional outcomes. Such variations
are promoted during the evolution as a result of
adaptation, either directly towards environmental

factors; or via interactions between co-evolved inter-
acting molecular partners, as described for p53 and
MDM2; or even driven by co-evolutionary interac-
tions between species, as described in viruses and
bacteria [139–141]. Molecular, biochemical and im-
munochemical tools for identifying and characterising
the interaction of co-evolved variants, are currently
being developed, improved and expanded. Techniques
such as the DMS footprint for studying RNA struc-
tures when combined with the PLA and the PLEA,
for studying dynamic molecular interactions of low
abundance in situ at the sub-cellular level, open new
horizons in studying in vitro and in cellulo molecular
interactions and establish the possibility to function-
ally characterise the effect of genetic variations
(mutations or polymorphisms) on the molecular inter-
actions; and the co-evolution of the molecular part-
ners. Such functional genetic variations represent key
targets for understanding and treating genetic diseases
such as cancer [142] as well as for understanding
how synonymous mutations, which have largely been
ignored, urge for a closer examination [127]. Target-
ing these genetic variations may be extremely useful
in sequencing-based approaches employed for genetic
profiling in clinical diagnoses for personalized medi-
cine. Considering variants of co-evolved partners,
which may be located both on protein-coding regions
(exons) of the genome as well as on intronic and
non-coding regions, may be of crucial importance in
developing efficient profiling molecular networks.
Additionally, it is important for the employed bio-
informatic analyses to accurately predict and interpret
the effects of such variants involved in gene-expres-
sion or RNA splicing [143]. Such studies focusing on
synonymous variants and on the structural variations
both on the mRNA and the encoded protein motifs,
induced either by mutations or via evolutionary cues
of co-evolved functional remnants from ancient inter-
actions, may help in answering the question of how
cancer shapes evolution and how evolution shapes
cancer, and may be extremely useful in developing ef-
fective diagnoses and therapies by identifying key gen-
etic signatures involved in genetic diseases (Fig. 4).
The p53-MDM2 axis constitutes an ideal model with
significant impact on cancer therapeutics [144] that
may facilitate the understanding of various systems
and interaction networks employing protein-mRNA
interactions and refine predictive studies aiming to
identify biomarkers of genetic diseases for translation
research [47, 68, 145].
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Fig. 4 Graphical summary illustrating how molecular signatures, such as the p53(box-I) motif, co-evolve at the mRNA and protein levels along
with interacting partners, such as the MDM2 E3 ligase (MDM family), to mediate the transition from an environmentally-induced type of
interaction and function to a well-regulated interplay, driven by specific molecular interactions forming a signalling pathway that mediates the
regulation of p53. Such signatures are of high potential value in molecular diagnostics for genetic diseases such as cancer and in
precision medicine
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