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Abstract

The granzymes are cell death–inducing enzymes, stored in the cytotoxic granules of cytotoxic T
lymphocytes and natural killer cells, that are released during granule exocytosis when a specific
virus-infected or transformed target cell is marked for elimination. Recent work suggests that this
homologous family of serine esterases can activate at least three distinct pathways of cell death. This
redundancy likely evolved to provide protection against pathogens and tumors with diverse strategies
for evading cell death. This review discusses what is known about granzyme-mediated pathways of
cell death as well as recent studies that implicate granzymes in immune regulation and extracellular
proteolytic functions in inflammation.
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INTRODUCTION

The granzymes (granule enzymes) are a family of highly homologous serine proteases
contained in cytotoxic granules of innate and adaptive immune killer cells. Their major job is
to induce cell death to eliminate viruses and tumor cells. The granzymes may also play a role
in immune regulation by controlling the survival of activated lymphocytes and may also
regulate inflammation by acting on extracellular substrates. There are five human granzymes
and ten mouse granzymes, expressed from three gene clusters. Granzyme A and granzyme B
(GzmA, GzmB) are the most abundant granzymes. GzmB, which cleaves after aspartic acid
residues in many of the same substrates as the caspases, has been the most extensively studied,
but recent studies have begun to elucidate the roles of and cell death pathways activated by
GzmA and the other (so-called orphan) granzymes. Killer cells, including natural killer (NK)
cells, cytotoxic CD4 and CD8 T cells, and even some regulatory T cells (Tregs), express highly
variable and tightly regulated patterns of granzymes that depend on both cell type and mode
of activation, but investigators are only beginning to study what controls the expression of each
of the granzymes. The cytotoxic granules also contain perforin, needed to deliver the
granzymes into the target cell. When cytotoxic T lymphocytes (CTLs) and NK cells form an
immune synapse with a specifically recognized target cell destined for elimination, cytotoxic
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granules move to the immune synapse where the cytotoxic granule membrane fuses with the
killer cell membrane, releasing the granule contents into the synaptic cleft. The granzymes are
then delivered into the target cell (but not the killer cell), where they initiate at least three
distinct pathways of programmed cell death. The killer cell is a serial killer that escapes this
encounter unharmed and can then seek and destroy another target cell.

This review focuses on what is known about the biochemistry, gene regulation, cell biology,
functions, and inhibitors of the granzyme family, with special attention to what has been learned
in the past five years since the last comprehensive review in this series by Russell & Ley (1).

GENE EXPRESSION

The granzyme serine proteases are encoded in three distinct clusters in humans and mice:
GzmA and GzmK, both tryptases, on chromosome 5 (human) and 13 (mouse); GzmB and
GzmH on chromosome 14 (human) and their mouse counterparts (GzmB and GzmC) also on
chromosome 14; and GzmM, which cleaves after Met or Leu, on chromosome 19 (human) and
chromosome 10 (mouse) (Figure 1). GzmB cleaves after aspartic acid, whereas GzmC and
GzmH have the specificity of chymotrypsin, cleaving after aromatic amino acids. The GzmB
cluster also encodes for cathepsin G and mast cell chymase. The mouse GzmB cluster is
uniquely expanded by multiple gene duplications to encode, in addition, GzmD, E, F, G, L,
and N. Nothing is known about these mouse-specific enzymes, but investigators have
hypothesized that they may have evolved to defend against specific common mouse pathogens
(1).

Expression in Noncytolytic Lymphoid Cells

Granzymes in the past were thought to be expressed uniquely only by NK cells and CTLs,
which could be either CD8+ or cytolytic CD4+ cells, usually of the Th1 lineage (1). However,
granzyme transcripts can be amplified by RT-PCR from mouse progenitor T cells (2). GzmB
transcripts are found in prothymocytes in fetal liver, whereas mRNA for GzmA, B, and C are
found in immature double-negative thymocytes. Although GzmA transcripts are found in
thymocytes with the potential to develop into CD8+ cells, GzmA activity is detected only in
the most mature CD4−CD8+ thymocytes. These results suggest post-transcriptional regulation
of granzyme protein (see below for additional examples). Whether there might be any function
for granzyme transcripts in early progenitor T cells is unknown. In the past few years, it has
become clear that granzymes are expressed in a broader array of cells and have additional
noncytolytic functions in regulating lymphocyte survival and immune tolerance, as well as
promoting inflammation and potentially enhancing lymphocyte migration by proteolyzing
extracellular proteins or cell surface receptors. Some of these additional functions do not
require perforin and may be activated by cells that express granzymes, but not perforin. GzmB,
but not GzmA, is expressed in Tregs and plays an important perforin-dependent role in Treg
function in mice (3,4). B-chronic lymphocytic leukemia (B-CLL) cells treated with
interleukin-21 (IL-21) produce low levels of GzmB, which can be enhanced by adding either
CpG oligodeoxynucleotide or anti–B cell receptor (anti-BCR) antibody (5). In this setting,
GzmB induces apoptosis of both the GzmB-expressing cells and untreated bystander B-CLL
cells. Similarly, the combination of IL-21 and anti-BCR induces GzmB in benign human B
cells, Epstein-Barr virus–transformed lymphoblasts, and many lymphoma cell lines. These
results suggest that inducing GzmB expression could open new approaches to the therapy of
B-CLL and other B cell malignancies.

Expression of Granzymes in Nonlymphoid Cells

GzmB is expressed in many different types of myeloid cells, generally without perforin. Within
the immune system, GzmB is expressed in human plasmacytoid dendritic cells (pDCs) (6).
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There are comparable levels of GzmB transcripts in resting and activated pDCs, but
significantly higher levels of GzmB protein in activated cells, suggesting post-transcriptional
regulation of expression. GzmB is also expressed in both normal and neoplastic human mast
cells in vitro and in vivo (7). GzmB localizes to specific granules in human mast cells and is
secreted upon activation as it is in CTL. Low levels of perforin mRNA and protein can be
detected in one human mast cell line, HMC-1, but not in another (LAD-2) or in primary mast
cells derived from cord blood and skin. In mice, only skin-associated mast cells and bone
marrow–derived in vitro–differentiated mast cells make GzmB protein, but lung mast cells do
not (8). Neither GzmA nor perforin are detected in mouse mast cells. Because the GzmB gene
is encoded within a few hundred kilobases of mast cell proteases, the GzmB genomic region
may be open and active in mast cells, allowing coordinated GzmB expression with mast cell
chymase and tryptase. In human basophils, which are developmentally related to mast cells,
IL-3-mediated GzmB induction in the absence of GzmA and perforin expression has also been
reported (9). Expression of GzmB in mast cells and basophils suggests a role of GzmB in
mediating allergic disease. In fact, GzmB has been found in bronchoalveolar lavage fluid after
allergen exposure. Several studies have also provided evidence for the expression of GzmB
and perforin in human neutrophils, but this is controversial (10-13).

GzmB is also expressed in the absence of perforin in the human reproductive system. It is
detected by immunohistochemistry in developing spermatocytes and in placental trophoblasts
(14). It is also produced in response to follicle-stimulating hormone by granulosa cells of the
human ovary (15). In addition, GzmB protein has been detected in a subset of primary human
breast carcinomas and in chondrocytes of articular cartilage (16). The specific expression of
GzmB, but not perforin, in these different cell types suggests a noncytotoxic role for GzmB in
these cells. The other granzymes expressed in nonlymphoid cells are mouse GzmK and GzmM.
The GzmM transcript is expressed at low levels in the photoreceptor cells of the retina in the
mouse (17). Interestingly, an alternatively spliced form (aGM) is exclusively expressed in these
cells at much higher levels. Like GzmM, GzmK has an alternatively spliced form exclusively
expressed in the brain (18). The physiological significance of the alternative transcripts of
GzmM and GzmK is yet to be determined.

Extracellular Signals Regulating Granzyme Expression

Early studies with T cell populations showed that naive T cells do not express granzymes, and
most activated CD8 T cells coexpress granzymes and perforin. However, the kinetics and
expression level of the individual granzymes and perforin vary in different clonal populations
in vitro and in vivo and depend on how they are activated (19-21). Most circulating CD8+ T
lymphocytes that express any granzyme express both GzmA and GzmB, but some cells are
positive for only one granzyme. Single-cell expression profiles of granzymes, perforin, and
IFN-γ have been investigated in in vitro– and in vivo–activated CD8+ T cells using RT-PCR
in mice (22) and intracellular staining and flow cytometry in humans (4). Individual T cells
show unexpected diversity in the expression of these genes. Although some pairs of genes
(perforin and IFN-γ) are expressed more frequently than others, no specific combination of
genes is consistently coexpressed. During in vitro activation of mouse naive lymphocytes with
antibodies to CD3, CD8, CD11a, and IL-2, the expression of GzmA and GzmC is consistently
delayed compared with cytolytic activity and expression of perforin and GzmB (22). When
mouse CTLs are activated in vivo by influenza virus infection, cytotoxicity is evident in the
lung but not in the mesenteric lymph nodes. Most antigen-specific tetramer+ CD8 T cells in
the lung one week after infection express both GzmA and GzmB, and about one-third of them
also express perforin. Moreover, there is no difference in the kinetics of induction in vivo of
GzmA, GzmB, or perforin. In addition, GzmC is not induced by influenza infection in vivo.
The diversity of expression of individual granzyme and perforin genes suggests that each gene
is regulated independently, although these genes will likely share some common transcription

Chowdhury and Lieberman Page 3

Annu Rev Immunol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2009 December 8.

N
IH

-P
A

 A
u
th

o
r M

a
n
u
s
c
rip

t
N

IH
-P

A
 A

u
th

o
r M

a
n
u
s
c
rip

t
N

IH
-P

A
 A

u
th

o
r M

a
n
u
s
c
rip

t



factor recognition sites and epigenetic changes. It is likely that differences in TCR avidity,
costimulatory and inhibitory receptor engagement, cytokine milieu, type and state of activation
of the antigen-presenting cell, and presence of helper or regulatory CD4 T cells will influence
the induction of the granzyme and perforin genes. Moreover, the cell's prior history of
activation will affect cytolytic gene expression during subsequent encounters with antigen.
Surprisingly little is known about this subject.

The perforin and granzyme genes are induced during T cell activation. However, the only signal
shown to upregulate GzmA and B and perforin consistently is IL-2 (23). Previously, the
pleiotropic properties of IL-2 made dissociating its effects on T cell survival and proliferation
from its effects on gene expression difficult (24). However, a recent study in mice showed that
IL-2 regulates perforin and granzyme expression directly and independently of its effect on
CD8+ T cell survival and proliferation (25). Mice genetically deficient in IL-2 retain the ability
to elicit a CTL response against many viruses, tumors, and allografts (26,27), although there
are deficiencies in cytotoxicity under certain conditions (28). The other γc-dependent cytokines
(IL-4, IL-7, IL-9, IL-15, and IL-21) are the most likely candidates for substituting for IL-2 in
its absence. IL-15 is particularly important because along with the γ-chain it also shares the
β-chain with the IL-2 receptor. IL-15 induces the expression of perforin, GzmA, GzmB, IFN-
γ, and Fas ligand in primary mouse lymphocytes (29). IL-21 works synergistically with IL-15
to upregulate GzmA and GzmB expression in mouse CD8 T cells (30). In vivo in mice, IL-21
exhibits potent antitumor function by enhancing NK and CD8 T cell cytotoxicity (31).
Similarly, in human peripheral blood CD8 T cells, IL-15 and IL-21 both activate GzmB and
perforin expression, but interestingly IL-21 does so without inducing CD8 T cell proliferation
(32).

Other cytokines implicated in regulating granzymes and perforin are the IL-6/IL-12 family.
IL-12 induces the cytotoxic activity of NK cells and enhances their expression of perforin
(33). IL-27 treatment of activated CD8+ T cells significantly augments GzmB and, to a lesser
extent, perforin expression (34).

Transcriptional Regulation of Granzymes

Induction of the expression of granzyme transcripts requires at least two independent stimuli
—activation of the TCR and costimulation via cytokines of the γc family. The signals from
several distinct signal transduction pathways are integrated in the nucleus in the form of
transcription factors that bind to granzyme gene regulatory elements and activate transcription.
Early studies identified a 243-bp fragment upstream of the mouse GzmB transcription start site
that potentially regulates GzmB transcription (35). This region contains binding sites for two
ubiquitous transcription factors, activating transcription factor/cyclic AMP-responsive
element binding protein (ATF/CREB) and activator protein-1 (AP-1), and two
lymphoidspecific factors, Ikaros and core-binding factor (CBF/PEBP2) (36). Several of these
transcription factor–binding sites are evolutionarily conserved between the human and mouse
GzmB promoters (37,38). Analysis of reporter assays using promoters that had been
systematically mutated at these sites in primary cells and cell lines revealed subtle differences
in the importance of some transcription factors in primary cells versus cell lines. For example,
AP-1, CREB, and CBF were not as important for transcription in primary cells as they appeared
to be in cell lines (37,39). These studies suggested that combinations of transcription factors
(particularly AP-1 and CBF) are required to activate GzmB expression in primary cells. The
most compelling difference between the mouse and human GzmB gene promoter is the
importance of the Ikaros site in human GzmB expression. Mutations introduced into the Ikaros-
binding site of the human, but not mouse, GzmB promoter abrogate expression in primary T
cells (37,39).
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Two recent studies have shown a role for signal transducer and activator of transcription 1
(STAT1) in the transcriptional regulation of GzmB. Mouse splenocytes stimulated with IFN-
α typically express GzmB. This IFN-α effect is abrogated in STAT1-deficient mice (40). IL-27-
mediated enhancement of GzmB and perforin expression is also impeded in STAT1-deficient
mice (34). IL-27-induced augmentation of GzmB and perforin expression is also dependent
on the T-box family transcription factor T-bet (34). Another Tbox family member,
Eomesodermin, was recently identified in activated CD8+ T cells in mice and shown to drive
perforin, GzmB, and IFN-γ expression when ectopically expressed in mouse Th2 CD4+ cells
(41). In the converse experiment, expression of a dominant-negative Eomesodermin impaired
GzmB expression and cytolytic activity in CD8+ T cells. Thus, these two T-box family
members, T-bet and Eomesodermin, appear to regulate GzmB expression cooperatively.

Little is known regarding the transcriptional regulation of GzmA. Two groups looking to
identify transcriptional targets of the glucocorticoid receptor found that GzmA expression is
significantly upregulated in a glucocorticoid-sensitive human pre-B acute lymphocytic
leukemia line (42–44). Interestingly, GzmA expression in these cells induces apoptosis, which
can be prevented by treatment with a synthetic GzmA inhibitor (43). Further study of the GzmA
promoter did not find a glucocorticoid responsive element (GRE) upstream of the
transcriptional start site, but did find a GRE in the first intron (42). In fact, a novel 5′ variant
GzmA transcript starts 290 bp downstream of this intronic GRE (45). These alternative
promoters generate two GzmA transcripts with different first exons (exon1a and 1b). GzmA
transcripts isolated from CTL contain exon1a, which encodes an N-terminal leader peptide to
direct the nascent protein into the lumen of the endoplasmic reticulum (ER). Glucocorticoid
treatment induces the exon1b-containing transcript and also suppresses the exon1a transcript
(45). The exon1b encodes a shorter leader peptide, which may cause aberrant subcellular
localization of mature GzmA. Glucocorticoid-induced apoptosis of leukemia cells might then
be due to the GzmA promoter switch and production of GzmA that is atypically released into
the cytosol.

Post-Transcriptional Regulation of Granzymes

An intriguing recent study suggests that GzmB and perforin gene expression may be post-
transcriptionally regulated (46). Mouse NK cells in a resting state from pathogen-free animals
have abundant GzmB and perforin mRNA but no corresponding protein and no substantial
cytotoxicity. Upon activation, these cells show a dramatic increase in GzmB and perforin
protein, but a minimal change in mRNA levels. Both resting and activated mouse NK cells
have high levels of GzmA. This report appears to contradict previous studies showing that
resting mouse and human NK cells do not need to be activated to develop cytotoxicity
(47-49). The reason for the discrepancy is unclear but could result from low levels of
asymptomatic infection in mice used in earlier studies, leading to prior activation of NK cell
precursors. Unlike sterile laboratory mice, human subjects are chronically exposed to
commensal organisms that activate the innate immune system as well as to a variety of
pathogens. Therefore, human NK cells constitutively express perforin and GzmA and GzmM
(but not GzmB). However, to our knowledge, no one has looked at granzyme expression in
human NK cells in the immediate postnatal setting.

In addition to the difference in granzyme mRNA and protein in T cell progenitors mentioned
above, there are other examples that suggest post-transcriptional gene regulation. There are
comparable levels of GzmB transcripts in resting and activated human pDC, but significantly
higher levels of GzmB protein in activated cells (6). Human mast cells upon activation express
higher levels of GzmB mRNA than are found in CTL, but the corresponding protein levels are
considerably lower in mast cells (7). Mouse memory CTLs express abundant GzmB mRNA
but no protein (50). All these results point toward a general mechanism of prearming cytotoxic
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lymphocytes with effector mRNAs, allowing these cells to respond rapidly to external stimuli.
This type of gene regulation is well known to regulate cytokine expression, presumably for the
same purpose.

GRANZYME STRUCTURE

The granzymes are homologous to trypsin, and their overall structure is similar to trypsin and
other related serine proteases. Human GzmA, human and rat GzmB, and human pro-GzmK
have all now been crystalized to yield high resolution structures (51-54a) (Figure 2). The active
granzymes are produced by cleavage of a dipeptide from the N terminus of the proenzyme.
Activation is likely accompanied by a radical conformational change because a monoclonal
antibody to GzmA does not recognize pro-GzmA. Pro-GzmK has a more rigid structure lacking
an open active site, compared with the solved structures for the active granzymes. Detailed
information about the conformation surrounding the active site of GzmA and GzmB has
provided the structural basis for understanding how subtle differences in the active site
conformation lead to substantial differences in substrate specificity. As a consequence, mouse
GzmB is preferentially able to cleave mouse procaspase-3, whereas human GzmB is better
able to cleave the human homolog. GzmA differs from the other granzymes in forming a
covalent homodimer; the other granzymes are monomeric. Dimerization creates an extended
site for substrate binding that is believed to confer a high degree of specificity to GzmA for its
substrates. In particular, because of the extended exosite for substrate binding, GzmA
substrates do not share a common short peptide sequence around the cleavage site. The crystal
structures for the granzymes should provide useful tools for identifying small molecule
inhibitors.

GRANZYME BIOSYNTHESIS AND STORAGE IN TARGET CELLS

The granzymes are expressed with a signal sequence that directs them to the ER. Cleavage of
the signal peptide produces an inactive proenzyme that contains an N-terminal dipeptide that
needs to be cleaved to produce an active protease. In the Golgi, a mannose-6-phosphate tag is
added, a sorting signal for transporting the proenzyme to lysosomes. Cytotoxic granules are
specialized secretory lysosomes, maintained at an acidic pH with a distinctive electron dense
core on electron micrographs. Within the cytotoxic granule, the N-terminal dipeptide is
removed by cathepsin C (dipeptidyl peptidase I) (55). However, both mice and humans
genetically deficient in cathepsin C have only partially reduced granzyme activity and cytolytic
function and modestly reduced immune defense against viral infection (56,57). This suggests
that there are alternate ways to activate the proenzyme. In fact, IL-2 treatment stimulates
cathepsin C–independent dipeptide cleavage in NK cells from patients with PapillonLefevre
syndrome who have loss of function of cathepsin C (58). Granzymes, which are highly basic,
are bound along with perforin to the acidic serglycin proteoglycan within the granule, which
probably keeps them inactive. Serglycin is responsible for the electron dense core and may
help to enhance the granzyme storage capability of the granules (59). Granzyme proteolytic
activity is also negligible at acidic pH. Therefore, during protein synthesis and processing and
when stored within the granule, several mechanisms are at work to make sure the granzymes
are not proteolytically active.

GRANZYME RELEASE, UPTAKE, AND TRAFFICKING IN TARGET CELLS

When a CD8 T cell or NK cell is activated by its antigen receptor, the lytic granules move to
cluster around the microtubule organizing center and then align along the immunological
synapse (reviewed in 60). The granule membrane fuses with the killer cell plasma membrane,
releasing its contents, including perforin and granzymes, into the synapse. In CTL, granule
fusion appears to localize to a distinct (secretory) region of the central cluster (c-SMAC) that
is separate from the signaling domain containing the T cell receptor and associated kinases
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(61). However, the organization of granule fusion at the synapse may differ among types of
killer cells, and cytotoxicity and granule fusion may occur even in the absence of a stable
synapse (62). Granzymes likely dissociate from serglycin before they enter target cells (63).
Granzymes bind to the target cell membrane by electrostatic interactions (granzymes are very
positively charged with pIs ~9–11, and the cell surface is negatively charged) (64-66) and also
by specific receptors, such as the cation-independent mannose-6-phosphate receptor (67).
However, specific receptors are not required for binding and cytotoxicity (64,68,69).

Entry of granzymes into the target cell cytosol is generally mediated by perforin, but how
perforin accomplishes this is still unclear (reviewed in 70). The original model of granzyme
entry through plasma membrane pores formed by perforin (perforin is a pore-forming protein
with homology to complement) is generally no longer considered valid. A revised model posits
that perforin makes microscopic holes in the plasma membrane that cause a calcium influx,
which triggers a cellular plasma membrane response and rapid endocytosis of granzymes and
anything else bound to the cell surface (71). In fact, entry is dynamin-dependent (72) and results
in the formation of giant endosomes containing both granzymes and perforin (71; D. Keefe, J.
Thiery, and J. Lieberman, manuscript in preparation). Within minutes, the granzymes escape
(through perforin pores in the endo-some?) and find their way into the cytosol. Although some
key granzyme targets are cytosolic [i.e., BH3 interacting domain death agonist (bid) and
inhibitor of caspase activated DNase (ICAD) for GzmB], other important targets are in other
membrane-bound cellular compartments, including the nucleus and mitochondrion. GzmA and
GzmB rapidly translocate to the nucleus (73,74), where proteolytic cleavage of key substrates
is important to induce programmed cell death by both GzmA (SET, Ape1, lamins, histones,
Ku70, PARP1) and GzmB (lamin B, PARP1). Nuclear translocation of the granzymes may be
mediated by importin-α (75). We have recently found that GzmA also traffics into the
mitochondrial matrix, which is necessary for it to initiate mitochondrial damage (D.
Martinvalet, D.M. Dykxhoorn, R. Ferrini, J. Lieberman, manuscript submitted). Genetic
mutations that affect perforin function or granule exocytosis are associated with profound
immunodeficiency and the familial hemophagocytic lymphohistocytosis syndrome (77-81).

The killer cell on the other side of the synapse is not injured by its own granules. One important
protective mechanism against autodestruction is provided by the expression in the killer cell
cytoplasm of irreversible granzyme inhibitors called serpins (see next section). However,
although serpins that inactivate GzmB have been shown in killer cells, no serpins are known
that can inactivate GzmA. Another protective mechanism occurs via externalization of a
cytotoxic granule membrane protein (cathepsin B), capable of proteolytically inactivating
perforin, to the killer cell plasma membrane during granule fusion (82). Cathepsin B is thought
to protect the killer cell membrane from any perforin that is redirected to the CTL side of the
synapse. However, killer cells from cathepsin B–knockout mice survive encounters with target
cells unharmed (83). This suggests that other mechanisms likely exist to protect killer cells
from their own agents of destruction.

Although perforin is the major molecule responsible for granzyme delivery, under some
circumstances other molecules may serve that function. For example, bacterial and viral
endosomolysins can substitute for perforin in vitro [and are widely used as laboratory reagents
for intracellular delivery (84)] and may potentially play a similar role in vivo. The heat shock
protein hsp70, which is known to chaperone some peptides across cell membranes, can also
carry GzmB (and presumably other granyzmes) into cells (85). Hsp70 is found on the surface
of some stressed cells or tumor cells and may help to remove these cells from the body.

Chowdhury and Lieberman Page 7

Annu Rev Immunol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2009 December 8.

N
IH

-P
A

 A
u
th

o
r M

a
n
u
s
c
rip

t
N

IH
-P

A
 A

u
th

o
r M

a
n
u
s
c
rip

t
N

IH
-P

A
 A

u
th

o
r M

a
n
u
s
c
rip

t



GRANZYME INHIBITORS—ENDOGENOUS, VIRAL, AND SYNTHETIC

The regulation of proteolytic enzymes in tissues by endogenous inhibitors is critical to
maintaining homeostasis and preventing undesirable damage. Although the trafficking of
granzymes within CTLs is designed to minimize leakage of active enzyme out of granules, any
stray molecules in the cytoplasm could cause cell death (86). During granule exocytosis, some
granzymes might inadvertently reenter the effector cells. Because CTLs typically kill several
targets in succession without harming themselves, an important question is how CTLs protect
themselves from their own cytotoxic molecules. One way is by expressing granzyme-specific
inhibitors, members of the serpin (serine proteinase inhibitor) superfamily (87). Serpins are
the largest and most broadly distributed superfamily of protease inhibitors, with more than
1500 family members (88,89). Serpins inactivate their targets either by covalently and
irreversibly binding to the active site of the enzyme or by forming noncovalent complexes that
are tight enough to resist the denaturing conditions of SDS-PAGE gel electrophoresis (89,
90).

GzmB Endogenous Inhibitors

The only intracellular inhibitor of human GzmB is the nucleocytoplasmic serpin, proteinase
inhibitor-9 (PI-9). PI-9 is expressed by lymphocytes (87,91), dendritic cells (DCs) (92), cells
at immune privileged sites (testis and placenta) (14,93,94), endothelial and mesothelial cells
(95), and finally mast cells (96). This in vivo distribution pattern supports the idea that PI-9
protects effector, accessory, and bystander cells from ectopic GzmB during an immune
response. PI-9 gene expression is induced by modulators of inflammation like
lipopolysaccharide, IFN-γ, and IL-1β (97,98). PI-9 expression is enhanced by estrogen and
hypoxia because of estrogen responsive elements and hypoxia inducible factor 2 (HIF-2)-
binding sites, respectively, in the PI-9 promoter (99,100). In particular, PI-9 is induced by
hypoxia in neuroblastomas (101).

The mouse counterpart of PI-9 is serine proteinase inhibitor-6 (SPI-6) (102). SPI-6 is expressed
in CTL and NK cells (103) and is upregulated during DC maturation (104). Overexpression of
SPI-6 in target cells protects them from CTL killing (105). In SPI-6 transgenic mice, increased
numbers of CTLs persist long after viral clearance, suggesting that SPI-6 protects CTLs from
self-destruction (103). However, somewhat paradoxically, GzmB-deficient mice do not have
increased numbers of CTL after viral infection, raising questions about the interpretation of
the SPI-6 transgenic study (103). However, CTL from mice genetically deficient in SPI-6 have
increased cytosolic GzmB and reduced viability (106). One surprising finding is a breakdown
of the integrity of the cytotoxic granules in SPI-6-deficient CTLs (106). The exact mechanism
behind this collapse of cytotoxic granules is unclear.

Early studies with solid tumors and lymphomas in humans and mice suggested that
overexpression of PI-9 or SPI-6 may be a mechanism by which tumors evade the GzmB/
perforin pathway (105,107). In these studies there is no comparison of serpin expression in
tumor cells relative to corresponding normal tissues, thus making the results difficult to
interpret. Also, only a small subset of human lymphoma cell lines express PI-9 (107). These
issues have been addressed in recent studies. In cultured human hepatoma cells, induction of
endogenous PI-9 by IFN-γ or estrogen partially blocks CTLand NK-induced apoptosis (98,
99). Similarly, induction of increasing amounts of endogenous PI-9 by estrogen in a human
breast cancer line (MCF-7) progressively increases its resistance to NK-mediated cytolysis
(108). PI-9 expression in pediatric acute lymphoblastic leukemias also correlates with
resistance to cytolysis in vitro (109). Importantly, PI-9 expression is an important determinant
of disease-free survival time of melanoma patients following immunotherapy (110). However,
endogenous PI-9 and Bcl-2 expression by some human lymphomas do not confer any resistance
to cytolysis by in vitro–activated CTLs or NK cells (111). This study assumes that the
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cytotoxicity of an in vitro–activated cytotoxic lymphocyte is comparable to the in vivo scenario.
Measuring cytotoxicity using highly activated cytotoxic lymphocytes in vitro may exaggerate
the effectiveness of these cells (112) and thus underestimate the protective capacity of
antiapoptotic molecules. The ability of serpins to make tumors resistant to immune cell
destruction will likely depend on the level of expression of the serpin and of other antiapoptotic
molecules, such as bcl-2 family members and survivin.

GzmA Endogenous Inhibitors

No intracellular inhibitors of GzmA have yet been identified. However, some trypsin inhibitors
also inhibit GzmA. GzmA is bound and irreversibly inhibited in the circulation by two trypsin
inhibitors, α-2 macroglobulin and antithrombin III (113). Extracellular GzmA complexed to
proteoglycans is resistant to these two protease inhibitors (114). A recent study identified
another GzmA inhibitor, pancreatic secretory trypsin inhibitor (PSTI), from pancreatic
secretions (115). PSTI is found in the blood, particularly in patients with severe inflammation
and tissue destruction (116,117). Extrapancreatic or blood PSTI might regulate extracellular
activity of GzmA. Unlike the other two GzmA inhibitors, PSTI inhibits GzmA complexed to
proteoglycans (115). It is still not clear whether any of these GzmA inhibitors are expressed
in cytotoxic lymphocytes.

Viral Granzyme Inhibitors

The pox virus–encoded cytokine response modifier A gene (CrmA) is the first viral inhibitor
that was found to inhibit GzmB (118). CrmA directly binds and inhibits GzmB both in vitro
and in vivo. Overexpression of CrmA in target cells inhibits CTL-mediated cell death.
However, CrmA also strongly binds and inhibits caspases-1 and -8 and weakly inhibits other
caspases like caspase-3; therefore, it is difficult to pinpoint the importance of GzmB inhibition
in these studies (119). Parainfluenza virus type 3 specifically inhibits GzmB by degrading
GzmB mRNA in infected T cells (120). Importantly, GzmA transcripts are not affected by this
virus. The mechanism of virus-mediated GzmB mRNA decay is not known.

Human GzmB is inhibited by the adenoviral assembly protein (Ad5-100K) by a unique
unserpin-like mechanism (121). In adenovirus-infected cells, Ad5-100K rapidly complexes
with GzmB and gets cleaved very slowly at specific sites. GzmB that enters the infected target
cell upon CTL attack is saturated by the abundant Ad5-100K protein. Importantly, the slow
kinetics of the cleavage reaction ensures that there is always a molar excess of Ad5-100K
protein relative to GzmB. Unlike CrmA, which is just an antiapoptotic factor, Ad5-100K is
also necessary for virus assembly (121). It impedes human GzmB but does not inhibit caspases
or other apoptotic pathways (122). Interestingly, the inhibitory activity of Ad5-100K is
specifically directed against human GzmB and not its mouse or rat homolog.

A recent study shows how CTLs have gotten around adenovirus resistance. In adenovirus-
infected cells, the Ad5-100K-mediated GzmB inhibition is released by the action of an orphan
granzyme, GzmH. GzmH cleaves Ad5-100K to rescue GzmB activity (123). Both GzmB and
GzmH target the same adenoviral proteins, DNA-binding protein (DBP) and Ad5-100K. The
direct cleavage of essential viral proteins by granzymes is a novel mechanism by which
cytotoxic cells rapidly and directly block viral replication (123). Additionally, the different
specificities of the granzymes allow distinct substrate processing, leading to synergistic
antiviral activity. Viruses have evolved pathways to evade or inhibit granzymes and block
apoptosis. This is the first example of how the unique catalytic specificities of granzymes
combine to counter a viral challenge.
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Synthetic Inhibitors

Synthetic inhibitors of granzymes are powerful tools both for research (identification of peptide
substrate specificity and determination of granzyme function) and potentially for therapeutic
applications (immune suppression during autoimmune diseases and organ transplantation).
There are several classes of granzyme inhibitors, including isocoumarin derivatives, peptide
chloromethyl ketones, and peptide phosphonates, but the major limitation has been a lack of
specificity (113). Modifications that increase specificity generally diminish efficiency.
Thornberry and colleagues (124) recently reported the identification of a novel class of human
GzmB inhibitors. The key feature of these compounds is a 1,2,3-triazole moiety that is crucial
for their selectivity and cellular efficacy. Future work with these inhibitors will determine their
importance in studying the biology of granzymes.

PROGRAMMED CELL DEATH PATHWAYS INITIATED BY THE GRANZYME

ALPHABET SOUP

We are just beginning to understand how granzymes, other than GzmB, activate cell death, as
laboratories have begun to express active recombinant forms of many of these enzymes. Now
all five of the human enzymes have been expressed. Granzymes likely activate at least three
(and probably more) distinct pathways of cell death (Figure 3, Table 1). We know most about
cell death by GzmB, which activates the caspase apoptotic pathway by cleaving caspase-3 and
also proteolyzes many of the important caspase substrates directly. However, there is good
evidence that GzmB can also activate other pathways of cell death (particularly in the
mitochondrion) that remain to be worked out. GzmA activates cell death that has all the
morphological features of apoptosis but is completely caspase-independent and involves novel
mitochondrial and DNA damage pathways. GzmC (in mouse) and GzmH (in humans) also
activate caspase-independent cell death with a pronounced mitochondrial phenotype. There is
some evidence that GzmM may activate autophagy. Understanding in detail the workings of
these multiple roads to cell death will help us understand the many strategies for protection
against intracellular pathogens and cellular transformation and how viruses and tumors evade
immune destruction. Inevitably, research in this area will also help us comprehend important
mechanisms in normal cellular metabolism and some of the strategies cells have at their
disposal to deal with outside stress. Most of the focus has been on unveiling mitochondrial and
DNA damage pathways. The molecular mechanisms behind other aspects of cell death, such
as how plasma membrane integrity is disrupted (a critical feature of cell death), are still not
well understood.

GRANZYME A

GzmA is a tryptase that induces caspase-independent cell death, which is morphologically
indistinguishable from apoptosis (125,126). Tryptases with homology to GzmA have been
found in cytotoxic cells as far back in evolution as bony fish (127). Although GzmA was the
first granzyme to be described and is the most widely expressed, much less is known about it
than about GzmB. Cells treated with GzmA and perforin die rapidly—within minutes they
undergo membrane blebbing, lose plasma membrane integrity (take up propidium iodide), and
have evidence of mitochondrial dysfunction [increased reactive oxygen species (ROS), loss of
mitochondrial transmembrane potential (Δψm), disruption of mitochondrial morphology]
(128; D. Martinvalet, D.M. Dykxhoorn, R. Ferrini, J. Lieberman, manuscript submitted).
Within an hour or two, the slower-onset hallmarks of apoptosis are apparent: externalization
of phosphatidyl serine (measured by annexin V staining) and DNA damage. DNA is damaged
by single-stranded cuts into megabase fragments that are much larger than the
oligonucleosomal fragments generated during caspase- or GzmB-activated cell death (129).
Because the DNA fragments are too large to be released from the nucleus, assays that measure
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DNA release into culture supernatants are typically negative until many hours later. Until
recently, this was incorrectly interpreted as meaning that GzmA induces a slow, nonapoptotic
death. Indeed, the caspases are not activated, and cell death proceeds unabated in the presence
of pancaspase inhibition or in cells overexpressing bcl-2 family members or other inhibitors
of caspase-mediated apoptosis (125). Moreover, mitochondria are damaged without
mitochondrial outer membrane permeabilization (MOMP) or release of proapoptotic
mediators, such as cytochrome c, from the mitochondrial intermembrane space (128).

The molecular basis for the parallel caspase-independent programmed cell death pathway
activated by GzmA has begun to be elucidated. Triggering mitochondrial damage is key to cell
death induction because treating target cells with superoxide scavengers completely blocks
cell death (and also blocks cell death by CTLs expressing all granzymes) (128). From the
cytosol, GzmA is transported by an unknown mechanism [that may involve its ability to bind
to the mitochondrial chaperone heat shock proteins (130; D. Martinvalet, D.M. Dykxhoorn, R.
Ferrini, J. Lieberman, manuscript submitted)] into the mitochondrial matrix, where it cleaves
a component of the electron transport chain complex I to interfere with mitochondrial redox
function, ATP generation, and maintenance of Δψm and to generate superoxide anion (128,
131; D. Martinvalet, D.M. Dykxhoorn, R. Ferrini, J. Lieberman, manuscript submitted). The
su-peroxide generated by damaged mitochondria drives an ER-associated oxidative stress
response complex, called the SET complex, which plays a critical role in GzmA-induced
nuclear damage, into the nucleus (128,129). The SET complex contains three nucleases [the
base excision repair (BER) endonuclease Ape1, an endonuclease NM23-H1, and a 5′-3′
exonuclease Trex1]; the chromatin-modifying proteins SET and pp32, which are also inhibitors
of the tumor suppressor protein phosphatase 2A; and a DNA-binding protein that recognizes
distorted DNA, HMGB2 (132-136). One of the functions of the complex is to repair abasic
sites in DNA generated by oxidative damage. GzmA, which traffics to the nucleus by an
unknown mechanism, converts this DNA repair complex into an engine for DNA destruction
by cleaving SET, an inhibitor of the endonuclease NM23-H1 (134) (Figure 2). This allows
NM23-H1 to nick DNA; the exonuclease Trex1 then extends the break (133) (Figures 3 and
4). At the same time, GzmA cleaves and inactivates HMGB2 and Ape1 to interfere with BER
(135,136). In addition to disabling BER, GzmA also interferes with DNA repair more generally
by interfering with the recognition of damaged DNA by cleaving and inactivating Ku70
(137) and PARP-1 (P. Zhu, D. Martinvalet, D. Zhang, A. Schlesinger, D. Chowdhury, J.
Lieberman, manuscript in preparation). Within the nucleus, GzmA also opens up chromatin
by cleaving the linker his-tone H1 and removing the tails from the core histones, making DNA
more accessible to any nuclease, and disrupts the nuclear envelope by cleaving lamins (139,
140). It is noteworthy that all the GzmA substrates mentioned above are cleaved both in vitro
and in vivo. When a mutant form of the key substrates that lacks the GzmA cleavage site is
expressed in target cells, the target cell is less susceptible to GzmA-mediated cell death.

GRANZYME B

GzmB is unique among serine proteases because it cleaves after aspartic acid residues, like the
caspases (reviewed in 141,142). It induces target cell apoptosis by activating the caspases,
particularly the key executioner caspase, caspase-3 (143,144) (Figure 3). Human GzmB, but
not the mouse enzyme, also activates cell death by directly cleaving the key caspase substrates,
bid and ICAD, to activate the same mitochondrial and DNA damage pathways, respectively,
as the caspases (53,145-151) (Figure 3). As a consequence, caspase inhibitors have little effect
on human GzmB-mediated cell death and DNA fragmentation, whereas the same inhibitors
significantly block the action of the mouse enzyme. Therefore, human CTLs and NK cells may
be more effective than mouse killer cells at eradicating virus-infected cells or tumors that have
developed methods for evading the caspases. Both human and mouse enzymes cleave many
of the same substrates as the caspases (including PARP-1, lamin B, NuMa, DNA-PKcs, tubulin)
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and have substrate specificity close to that of caspases-6, −8, and −9 (152). However, human
GzmB cleaves optimally after the tetrapeptide IEPD, whereas mouse GzmB has somewhat
different peptide specificity, preferring to cleave after IEFD (53,145). Moreover, other regions,
including the P′ region (C-terminal to the cleavage site) and more distal regions, contribute to
substrate specificity. As a consequence of subtle differences in sequence, the human and mouse
GzmB can differ in important ways with respect to substrates and the efficiency with which
they are cleaved.

The GzmB (and caspase) mitochondrial pathway leads to ROS generation, dissipation of
Δψm and MOMP, with release of cytochrome c and other proapoptotic molecules from the
mitochondrial intermembrane space. Human GzmB activates this pathway directly by cleaving
bid, whereas mouse GzmB activates it indirectly. However, GzmB targets the mitochondria in
other ways that remain to be worked out. Loss of Δψm, but not cytochrome c release, occurs
in the presence of pan-caspase inhibitors (even using mouse GzmB) and in mice genetically
deficient for bid, bax, and bak (the latter two bcl-2 family members are required for bid-induced
mitochondrial damage) (153-156). Mitochondrial damage is key to cell death induction
because treatment of target cells with superoxide scavengers that neutralize ROS completely
blocks cell death by CTLs expressing all granzymes (128). DNA damage by GzmB is mediated
primarily by the activation of the caspase-activated DNase (CAD) following proteolytic
cleavage of its inhibitor ICAD either directly by human GzmB or indirectly by executioner
caspases, such as caspase-3.

In humans, there is a common polymorphism of GzmB in which three amino acids (Q48, P88,
Y245) are mutated to R48A88H24 (157). This polymorphism does not seem to affect cytotoxicity
and probably does not have any clinical significance (158).

GRANZYMES C AND H

Mouse GzmC and human GzmH, homologous granzymes that lie downstream from GzmB,
are predicted to have chymotryptic activity and cleave substrates after aromatic residues
(159,160). GzmH is thought to have arisen during primate evolution, independently of GzmC,
in an intergenic recombination event between GzmB and a mast cell chymase (161). Both
induce caspase-independent death with hallmarks of programmed cell death—ROS generation,
dissipation of Δψm, chromatin condensation, and nuclear fragmentation (159,160). DNA
destruction by GzmC (and probably GzmH as well) is via single-stranded nicks and does not
involve CAD. Rapid mitochondrial swelling and disruption of mitochondrial ultrastructure are
particularly striking in cells treated with GzmC. The mitochondrial pathways activated by
GzmC and GzmH may be different; GzmC has been reported to trigger cytochrome c release,
a sign of MOMP, whereas GzmH does not seem to cause cytochrome c release (159,160).

Although no normal cellular substrates have yet been identified for GzmC or GzmH, GzmH
cleaves two adenoviral proteins— DBP (also a GzmB substrate) and the adenovirus 100K
assembly protein, a previously described inhibitor of GzmB (121,123). Cleavage of DBP
interferes with viral DNA replication, whereas cleavage of 100K restores GzmB function in
adenovirus-infected cells. Therefore, GzmH may play a special role in adenoviral immune
defense. Because GzmH is expressed in NK cells, it may be used to eliminate adenovirus early
in infection, before adaptive immunity has had a chance to develop.

GRANZYME K

GzmK (also known as Gzm 3) is another tryptase found in mice, rats, and humans, encoded
downstream close to GzmA on human 5q11–12 (or the syntenic region of mouse chromosome
13). It is expressed much less than GzmA and, unlike GzmA, is a monomer, not a dimer. Mice
genetically deficient in GzmA express GzmK, which may explain the lack of a significant
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phenotype of GzmA−/− mice, except when challenged with some viruses (162,163). Purified
rat and recombinant human GzmK has been available for some time (164,165), but little was
known about its cell death activation until recently. Like GzmA, purified rat GzmK efficiently
induces caspase-independent cell death, characterized by mitochondrial dysfunction without
MOMP (ROS and loss of Δψm, but without cytochrome c release) (154). However, unlike
GzmA, rat GzmK–induced cell death was originally reported to be inhibited in cells
overexpressing bcl-2 (154). This finding was surprising because bcl-2 inhibits MOMP, which
leads to cytochrome c release, which was not detected in GzmK-treated cells. In fact, a more
recent study found that cell death by recombinant human GzmK did not activate caspase-3 and
was unaffected by caspase inhibitors or bcl-xL overexpression (166). GzmK mimics GzmA
DNA damage (166)—it causes caspase-independent nuclear fragmentation and nuclear
condensation and single-stranded DNA breaks by targeting the SET complex. Like GzmA,
GzmK causes SET complex nuclear translocation and hydrolyzes and inactivates SET, Ape1,
and HMGB2 in the SET complex (166). Presumably, cleavage of SET, the inhibitor of NM23-
H1, triggers DNA damage by the GzmA-activated DNases, NM23-H1 and Trex1, in the SET
complex (133,134). The same group recently reported that GzmK causes mitochondrial
damage that includes not only ROS generation and dissipation of Δψm, but also bid cleavage
(to a fragment that appears to be the same size as is generated by GzmB) and MOMP with
release of cytochrome c and endoG (167). This finding needs to be verified because rat GzmK
does not cause cytochrome c release (154), and this same group showed that caspases are not
activated by GzmK, nor does overexpression of bcl-xL interfere with human GzmK–induced
cell death (166), as would be expected if MOMP is triggered. Although GzmK appears to
duplicate GzmA's nuclear damage pathway, further studies are needed to determine whether
the mitochondrial GzmK pathway resembles that activated by GzmA (no MOMP) or GzmB
(bid cleavage, MOMP) or is a hybrid of both.

GRANZYME M

GzmM is the most distinctive of the granzymes. It likely arose from a gene duplication of a
neutrophil protease because it is encoded near a cluster of other neutrophil proteases in human
chromosome 19p13.3 (or a synteic region of mouse chromosome 10) and is slightly more
homologous to one of them (complement factor D) than to the other granzymes (168). Unlike
the other granzymes, GzmM cuts after Met or Leu (169,170). None of the serine protease
inhibitors that block the other granzymes, including the pangranzyme inhibitor 3,4-
dichloroisocoumarin, effectively inhibit GzmM (171). Moreover, GzmM appears to function
primarily in innate immunity, as it is expressed mostly in NK cells and γδ T cells and only in
the subset of CD56+ T cells (112). Until recently it was not clear whether GzmM induces cell
death (172). GzmM−/− mice have unimpaired NK and T cell development and NK cell-
mediated cytotoxicity but are less able to defend against mouse cytomegalovirus infection
(173).

The literature does not agree about the type of cell death activated by GzmM. On the one hand,
Kelly et al. (172), using recombinant human GzmM expressed from baculovirus in insect cells,
found that GzmM induced rapid, caspase-independent cell death that looked like autophagic
death and did not find evidence for DNA fragmentation, mitochondrial depolarization,
phosphatidyl serine externalization, or caspase activation. On the other hand, using human
GzmM expressed in yeast, the Fan laboratory (174,175) argued that GzmM activated caspase-
dependent cell death with phosphatidyl serine externalization, caspase activation, ICAD
cleavage, and CAD activation with oligonucleosomal DNA laddering, PARP cleavage, and
mitochondrial disruption with MOMP (mitochondrial swelling, dissipation of Δψm, ROS
generation, cytochrome c release). This group also provides evidence that another GzmM
substrate may be TRAP75, a heat shock protein that inhibits GzmM-induced ROS generation
(175). However, one aspect of this study that may not be completely consistent with what is
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known about GzmM is that the Fan paper (174,175) claims that GzmM cleaves ICAD after a
Ser residue, whereas peptides containing Ser at the P1 site are not substrates of GzmM
expressed in yeast. Therefore, further work is needed to determine whether GzmM activates
GzmB-like caspase-dependent cell death or a completely novel pathway distinct from any of
the other granzymes. Examining cell death induced by native purified GzmM may be necessary
to determine what type of cell death is induced by this enzyme. One other intriguing activity
of GzmM may be to cleave and inactivate the GzmB serpin inhibitor PI-9, which it does in
vitro (170). If this proves to be a physiologically relevant substrate in cells, then one function
of GzmM may be to potentiate the activity of GzmB.

EXTRACELLULAR ROLES OF GRANZYMES

Although most research has focused on the cell death–inducing properties of granzymes, there
is an older and growing literature to suggest that granzymes may have extracellular functions
in promoting inflammation and degrading extracellular matrix, potentially to allow cytotoxic
cells access to target cells within tissue or to induce death by anoikis of anchorage-dependent
cells. It is unclear whether, during killer cell degranulation, the immune synapse forms a
perfectly tight gasket that completely prevents granzymes from leaking out into the
extracellular space. Moreover, increasing evidence suggests that granzymes may be expressed
without perforin and secreted by other types of white blood cells during inflammation,
including mast cells, neutrophils, activated macrophages, as well as potentially some
nonhematopoietic cells, such as UV-damaged keratinocytes (7,10,11,176-178). GzmB is even
expressed by developing germ cells in the testes and by syncytial trophoblasts in the placenta
(14).

Low concentrations of GzmA, GzmB, and GzmK have been detected in the serum of healthy
donors (179). During inflammation and infection, elevated levels of granzymes exist in both
serum and other bodily fluids. Examples in which extracellular granzymes have been detected
include the serum of patients undergoing acute cytomegalovirus infection or chronic HIV
infection, the joints of rheumatoid arthritis patients, and the bronchoalveolar lavage fluid of
allergen-challenged patients with asthma and patients with chronic obstructive pulmonary
disease (9,114,179-183). Elevated granzyme levels also occur in the serum of patients with
endotoxemia and bacteremia, supporting the idea that granzymes are expressed and secreted
by activated leukocytes, not just by lymphocytes (184). In fact, in sepsis patients, not only is
serum GzmK elevated, but its natural inhibitor (inter-α protein) is depleted, so the free active
form of the enzyme is circulating and may cause damage (185). GzmB has also been detected
in macrophages of atheromatous lesions and rheumatoid joints (176). Proteolysis by
extracellular granzymes is inhibited to some extent by serum and extracellular protease
inhibitors, such as the trypsin inhibitors antithrombin III and alpha-2-macroglobulin (114).
Some conditions that induce extracellular granzymes may also increase the release of
intracellular serpins (186).

Although these extracellular granzymes may not be able to get into the cytoplasm of cells to
induce cell death without a high local concentration of perforin, they could proteolyze cell
surface receptors or extracellular proteins. The extracellular functions of the granzymes that
have been reported are summarized below, but these proteases, despite their high degree of
substrate specificity, likely have multiple, as yet unappreciated, destructive effects, particularly
if present at high concentrations at inflamed sites in the absence of natural inhibitors.

The known extracellular activities of GzmA suggest a proinflammatory effect. GzmA can
activate the proinflammatory cytokine IL-1β directly by cleaving its propep-tide (187). Other
reports suggest that GzmA may proteolytically activate macrophages to secrete cytokines
(188). It can also cause neurite retraction on astrocytes and inhibit thrombin-induced platelet
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aggregation by cleaving the thrombin receptor (189,190). One study suggests another
anticoagulant effect via activating prourokinase to activate plasminogen (191). Other papers
suggest possible roles in degrading extracellular matrix proteins, including heparin sulfate
proteogly-cans, collagen type IV, and fibronectin (192-194). Moreover, binding of GzmA to
basement membrane proteoglycans may protect it from extracellular tryptase inhibitors and
serve to release growth factors, such as bFGF, that are stored bound to the extracellular matrix
(194).

GzmB also remodels the extracellular matrix by direct cleavage of vitronectin, fibronectin, and
laminin (195). In fact, GzmB can cleave after the RGD integrin-binding domain of vitronectin.
Proteolysis of the extracellular matrix may cause anchorage-independent cell death, restrict
tumor cell invasion, facilitate lymphocyte migration to sites of infection or inflammation, or
cause tissue destruction at sites of inflammation (195,196). In addition, GzmB can degrade
cartilage proteoglycans potentially to exacerbate autoimmune or inflammatory arthritis (197,
198). In the central nervous system, GzmB cleaves a glutamate receptor (GluR3), potentially
contributing to immunoneurotoxicity, excitation, and autoimmunity in the brain (199,200).
GzmB on its own causes death of neurons in a pertussis toxin-sensitive manner, suggesting
possible cleavage or involvement of G protein-coupled receptors (201). Other potential GzmB
receptor targets are Notch1 and FGFR1, which may inhibit growth signals to developing or
malignant cells (202).

LESSONS FROM KNOCKOUT MICE

GzmA-, GzmB-, and perforin-deficient mice were generated a decade ago, and early studies
have been extensively reviewed (1). Although perforin-deficient mice are severely
immunodeficient and compromised in their ability to defend against viruses and tumors, mice
deficient in any one of the ten granzymes, or even of the GzmB cluster, have only subtle
differences compared with wild-type animals. These experiments highlight the functional
redundancy of the granzymes. Although only one molecule (perforin) effectively delivers the
granzymes into target cells, each of the granzymes can trigger cell death. However, target cells
may be selectively resistant to one or another of the granzymes, i.e., by bcl-2 overexpression
or by expression of viral ser-pins, and granzyme expression also varies in different types of
immune responders. Specific requirements for a single granzyme have been shown in some
cases by specific immune challenges. For example, GzmA-deficient mice are particularly
susceptible to the pox virus ectromelia (203), and GzmB-deficient mice have a markedly
attenuated incidence of graft-versus-host disease (204). In constructing genetically deficient
mice, genetic alterations of one gene can affect the expression of nearby granzyme genes. In
the original GzmB-knockout mice, the presence of a phosphoglycerate kinase promoter-
neomycin resistance gene cassette in the GzmB locus impedes the expression of the GzmB-
proximal genes (GzmC, D, and F). The GzmB gene has also been deleted while keeping the
expression of GzmC, D, and F intact (205). CTL from the GzmB-specific deletion mouse are
significantly more effective at inducing apoptosis than the earlier GzmB cluster–knockout
animal, underlining the importance of the other GzmB cluster granzymes.

Because GzmA and GzmB are the most abundantly expressed granzymes in T cells, GzmA/B
doubly deficient mice are more immunodeficient than the single knockouts (206-208). CTLs
from GzmA/B-deficient mice, although somewhat impaired in cytotoxicity relative to wild-
type cells, nonetheless largely retain the ability to kill target cells (131,209,210). However, the
timing of key molecular events during apoptosis, such as membrane ruffling and
externalization of phosphatidylserine (annexin V staining), is markedly different during cell
death induced by wild-type CTLs versus GzmA/Bdeficient CTLs (210). CTLs lacking GzmA
and GzmB induce a modified form of cell death that is morphologically distinct from either
perforin-mediated necrosis or wild-type CTL-mediated apoptosis (210). These differences
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could potentially be physiologically significant. In contrast to perforindeficient mice, GzmA/
B-deficient animals develop normally, do not develop spontaneous tumors, and clear many
viruses normally. The most economic explanation of these results is that the other death-
inducing, perforin-dependent granzymes (particularly C, K, and M) (154,159,172) substitute
for GzmA and GzmB. GzmM, abundantly expressed in NK cells, may be particularly important
in early innate defense to contain the spread of infection or recognize transformed cells.

SUMMARY: WHY SO MANY GRANZYMES?

Recent studies have begun to define multiple death pathways activated by individual
granzymes and potentially important extracellular roles of these enzymes. The granzymes can
trigger at least three distinct cell death pathways, which are just being elucidated with the recent
availability of recombinant active forms of many of the granzymes. The immune system needs
to contend with a wide variety of tumors and infections, which have elaborated multiple
strategies to evade apoptosis and immune destruction. Moreover, the granzyme-perforin
system may also play a significant role in regulating immune cell numbers and function and
disarming specific intracellular pathogens. The redundancy of granzymes makes sense, given
the variety of tasks they need to accomplish. The example of the interplay between GzmB and
GzmH and adenovirus illustrates why multiple granzymes may have evolved to eliminate
important pathogens (121-123). Although both enzymes can cleave and inactivate at least two
adenoviral proteins, the virus has also developed a way of inactivating GzmB. It appears that
GzmH can potentiate the effect of GzmB by destroying the GzmB inhibitor. In the future,
careful in vitro and in vivo studies of immune protection from important pathogens will likely
define the specific role of each of the granzymes and help us understand their evolution.
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Figure 1.

The family of human granzymes are encoded in three clusters.
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Figure 2.

Crystal structure of the GzmA homodimer. (a) GzmA is a disulfide-linked dimer in which the
two active sites, indicated on the right (His57-Asp102-Ser195), face in opposite directions.
The surface of the molecule contains concentrations of basic amino acids, which may explain
the preference for acidic protein substrates through binding outside the active site through an
extended exosite. (b) The SET protein is an important target of GzmA, whose cleavage triggers
its unique pathway of DNA damage. Model of how the SET peptide surrounding the GzmA
cleavage site fits into the GzmA active site. [Figures based on the structure obtained by Hink-
Shauer and colleagues (54a), reprinted with permission.]
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Figure 3.

Granule exocytosis-mediated cell death. When a CTL or NK cell recognizes a target cell,
cytolytic granules containing perforin (PFN) and granzymes move to the immune synapse, and
the granule membranes fuse with the killer cell plasma membrane, releasing PFN and
granzymes into the synapse. PFN facilitates the entry of granzymes into the cytosol of the target
cell. The most abundant granzymes are GzmA and GzmB. GzmA activates cell death
independently of the caspases, whereas GzmB activates the caspase pathway both directly by
cleaving the caspases and indirectly by cleaving key caspase substrates. Some of the key
substrates of human GzmA and GzmB are shown. Both GzmA and GzmB traffic to the nucleus
by an unknown pathway, where many of the nuclear substrates are cleaved.
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Figure 4.

The GzmA pathway of DNA damage. ROS generated by GzmA in mitochondria drives the
ER-associated SET complex into the nucleus. GzmA also enters the nucleus by an unknown
pathway. In the nucleus, GzmA cleaves three components of the SET complex (SET, HMGB2,
and APE1) to activate two nucleases in the complex to make single-stranded DNA lesions—
NM23-H1 makes a nick, which is extended by the exonuclease TREX1. GzmA also degrades
the linker histone H1 and removes the tails from the core histones, opening up chromatin and
making it more accessible to these nucleases.
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