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Evidence for herpes simplex viral latency in the human cornea

and MCP) primers (Table 1). Corneas Cl, C2,
C3, and B6-B10 produced a negative result. Both
negative and positive results were reproducible
in further PCRs (up to three times), and replicate
assays in Bristol and Liverpool produced
identical results.

RNA PCR

Using the HPRT primers we showed that all but
two corneas contained mRNA and no DNA.
Corneas from patients A6 and A7 showed
evidence of residual DNA by this method, by
omission of the reverse transcriptase step and by
‘use of the antisense primer, and were thus
excluded from further analysis. All eight of the
remaining corneas from group A, as well as three
from group B (B1-B3) showed evidence of the
presence of a LAT). Among these corneas
evidence of GC mRNA was found only in
patients A2 and AS (Table 1).

PRODUCT DIGESTION AND HYBRIDISATION

All amplification products were cleaved as
predicted by the relevant restriction enzyme,
thus confirming their identities. Similarly, all
TK amplification products from positive samples
hybridised to the internal oligonucleotide probe,
whereas the negative control samples did not. In
addition none of the positive samples hybridised
to the HLA probe, thus confirming their
specificity.

SERUM ANTIBODY

All patients were HSV seropositive apart from
C1 (titre less than 1/4) (Table 1). There was no
significant difference in antibody levels between
groups A and B (¢ test, p>0-1), nor between
patients in group B who had evidence of HSV
DNA in their corneas and those who did not (¢
test, p>0-1).

Discussion

The absence of preoperative shedding of HSV is
not unexpected' and makes it unlikely that virus
was seeded into the cornea at or recently before
surgery. The onset of early postoperative
shedding on day 18 followed by the development
of recurrent herpes simplex keratitis on day 24
(patient A2), has not been reported previously.
Early recurrence, that is within 12 months, is
usually associated with an event such as rejection
or suture removal® and is epithelial in nature in
greater than 72% of cases.”

Although timolol has been used to induce
shedding and recurrent herpes simplex keratitis
in rabbits® and more recently in a non-human
primate,” there are at present no studies in
humans. Whether timolol induced shedding and
recurrence in this patient (A2) is unknown.
Acycloguanosine has been found to reduce
herpes simplex keratitis recurrence in rabbit
models of penetrating keratoplasty.” Although
prophylactic antiviral cover after suture removal
or replacement has been recommended,’ ** the
absence of shedding and/or recurrence in four
patients in group A who had sutures removed or
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replaced raises questions in this regard. The
need for prophylactic antiviral therapy and
regular tear film sampling in patients following
penetrating keratoplasty for herpes simplex
Kkeratitis is debatable and needs further investi-
gation.

The isolation of HSV from one of the corneas
of those patients with prior herpes simplex
keratitis (one out of 10) is in accord with some
previous reports,*® which are in turn at variance
with others in which no isolations were
reported.' 2

The infrequency of an isolation in this study
may reflect the use of acycloguanosine during
active herpes simplex keratitis and the long
period of quiescence (six to 18 months) prior to
surgery. The absence of an isolation in the 5-
azacytidine treated cultures may be due in part to
its effect on viral replication. This could be
investigated by reducing the concentration of 5-
azacytidine to 15 pM, at which concentration its
effect on replication is markedly reduced."

We have demonstrated that HSV-1 DNA
sequencesare present more frequently in diseased
human corneas than previously thought. Patients
with previous herpes simplex Kkeratitis are highly
likely to have HSV-1 DNA in their corneas. This
is consistent with previous reports which have
demonstrated HSV viral antigens in corneal
discs taken from patients with previous herpes
simplex Kkeratitis." ?* Furthermore we have
shown that patients with no documented history
of herpes simplex keratitis, who have non-HSV
related corneal disease and who are HSV sero-
positive, may have HSV DNA within their
corneas. We used primers that amplify three
segments that are widely separated on the HSV-1
genome. In each case when DNA products were
found all three segments were present. Thus it is
reasonable to assume that the whole of the
HSV-1 genome was present. That HSV-1 DNA
was found in herpes simplex keratitis corneas
implies that its presence is not always associated
with typical clinically recognisable disease.
Indirect support for this occurrence may be
adduced from the finding that secretory anti-
HSV antibody can be found in the tear film of
individuals who do not have serum anti-HSV
antibody, and raises the possibility that the eye
may be a primary portal of entry for HSV,” and
that spread beyond the eye need not necessarily
occur.

The presence of HSV-1 DNA in these corneas
could be explained by the presence of replicating
virus in a low grade persistent infection, by viral
DNA remaining from previous infection, or by
latent virus. The first possibility appears
unlikely, since infectious virus was isolated by
cocultivation from only one of the 15 corneas
containing HSV DNA. In an attempt to demon-
strate that the DNA was from latent virus it was
necessary to investigate the pattern of viral gene
transcription, which so far appears to be confined
to LATs during latent infection. Because of the
limited amount RNA available it was not possible
to study the expression of a wide range of HSV
genes, and investigations were confined to the
LAT and GC genes. Of the genes for which
primers were available, GC was selected, since it
isalate or § gene, and so its expression is likely to
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be a marker for the production of infectious
virus.

Two of the corneas were found to contain GC
transcripts, and one of these was the cornea from
which virus was isolated by cocultivation.
Although no virus was isolated from the other,
the viral DNA detected in both was assumed to
be present as actively replicating virus. A further
two corneas apparently contained GC mRNA,
but the signal was probably due to a minute
amount of remaining DNA. The samples still
gave a positive result for GC, when reverse
transcription was omitted or the antisense GC
primer used, and RNA PCR with the HPRT
primers produced bands of expected size for
amplification from both DNA and RNA
templates.

In nine of the 11 remaining corneas which did
not contain evidence of GC mRNA we could
amplify a fragment of LAT. The presence of
LAT transcripts in the absence of GC mRNA
suggests that viral gene transcription is limited in
these corneas, and, within the limits of this
study, follows the pattern of a neuronal type of
latent infection. Our results must be further
evidence for the possibility of corneal latency,
though they are not unequivocal proof. Further
investigation of the gene expression is necessary,
particularly of other genes previously postulated
to have a role in the establishment and mainten-
ance of latency, such as infected cell protein O
(ICPO), TK, and ribonucleotide reductase.
Truly latent virus should be capable of reacti-
vation, which we were unable to detect under the
conditions described. Different cocultivation
conditions may promote reactivation and
improve detection of the low levels of virus likely
to be involved. Nevertheless, it appears that in
some patients HSV may be maintained in a latent
state in the cornea, and this is not always related
to prior herpes simplex keratitis. The implication
of these findings to our understanding of the
pathogenesis of herpes simplex Kkeratitis are not
yet clear.
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