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Conservation of XYN11A and XYN11B Xylanase Genes in Bipolaris
sorghicola, Cochliobolus sativus, Cochliobolus heterostrophus, and
Cochliobolus spicifer
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Abstract. Two types of xylanase gene, XYN11A (XYL1) and XYN11B (XYL2), were amplified by PCR
and partially sequenced in four phytopathogenic species of the ascomycete fungal genus Cochliobolus
(anamorph genus Bipolaris). Three of the species, C. heterostrophus (B. maydis), C. sativus (B.
sorokiniana), and Bipolaris sorghicola (no teleomorph known), are interrelated; the fourth, C. spicifer (B.
spicifera), was found, through analysis of the 5.8S RNA and internal transcribed spacer (ITS) sequences
of its ribosomal DNA, to be more distantly related to the other three. Isolates from all four species contain
orthologous XYN11A and XYN11B genes, but a set of laboratory strains of C. heterostrophus gave no
product corresponding to the XYN11B gene. The patterns of evolution of the two xylanase genes and
ribosomal DNA sequences are mutually consistent; the results indicate that the two genes were present
in the common ancestor of all Cochliobolus species and are evolving independently of each other.

Hemicelluloses of plant cell walls provide an important
nutrient source for many microorganisms; cell walls of
gramineous plants, in particular, have a high content of
glucuronoarabinoxylans [4]. Breakdown of these poly-
mers by microorganisms requires several enzymes,
among which multiple endoxylanases are likely to have
a major role [11, 14]. Differences in their activities could
be important for their ability to use different substrates
and for tissue and host specificity of pathogens. Although
many xylanase genes from diverse microorganisms have
been described, relatively little is known about patterns
of xylanase gene evolution in groups of related species.
The aim of the work reported here was to investigate the
occurrence and evolution of xylanase genes in the genus
Cochliobolus (anamorph genera Bipolaris and Curvu-
laria). This genus includes several pathogens of gramin-
eous plants. Three xylanase genes, called XYL1, XYL2,
and XYL3, have been characterized in the maize patho-
gen C. carbonum [1, 2]. XYL1 and XYL2 code for typical
members of glycoside (glycosyl) hydrolase family 11,

whereas XYL3 codes for an unusual enzyme that resem-
bles family 11 members but does not have their standard
amino acid “signature” [8]. The only other xylanase gene
described in a Cochliobolus species is an ortholog of the
XYL2 gene of C. carbonum in the wheat and barley
pathogen C. sativus [5]. The XYL2 genes of C. carbonum
and C. sativus are unusual in containing two introns;
most family 11 xylanase genes, including XYL1, contain
only one.

In accordance with current principles for naming
glycoside hydrolases [9], we refer here to the products of
the XYL1 and XYL2 genes as Xyn11A and Xyn11B and
to the genes as XYN11A and XYN11B, respectively. We
describe orthologs of the XYN11A (XYL1) and XYN11B
(XYL2) genes of C. carbonum in four species: Coch-
liobolus sativus, the maize pathogen Cochliobolus het-
erostrophus, the sorghum pathogen Bipolaris sorghicola
(no teleomorph reported), and Cochliobolus spicifer. C.
spicifer is an occasionally serious pathogen of wheat and
barely in warm climates [23] and an opportunistic human
pathogen causing phaeohyphomycosis [12]. We have
also examined the relationship of C. spicifer to other*Correspondence to: E. Hack; email: ethan.hack@ncl.ac.uk
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Cochliobolus species; this has not been reported previ-
ously.

Materials and Methods

Sources of DNA. Cochliobolus sativus isolates were from Scottish
barley, obtained from J. Chard, Scottish Agricultural Science Agency,
except that isolate YB1 was isolated in this laboratory from a Yemeni
barley seed with black point disease [7]. C. heterostrophus isolate
IMI146543 was from the International Mycological Institute (now part
of CABI Bioscience), Egham, Surrey, UK, and near-isogenic C. het-
erostrophus laboratory strains B30.A3.R.1, B30.A3.R.65, and
B30.A3.R.85 were from C.R. Bronson, Department of Plant Pathology,
Iowa State University [20]. Bipolaris sorghicola was International
Mycological Institute isolate IMI146555. The C. spicifer isolate, YW1,
was isolated in this laboratory from a Yemeni wheat seed with black
point disease [7].

DNA preparation and analysis. Fungi were grown in liquid CM
medium [22]. Total DNA was extracted as described previously [5, 22].
Xylanase genes were amplified by PCR with primers described previ-
ously [5]; ribosomal internal transcribed spacer (ITS) regions and the
5.8S rRNA gene of C. spicifer were amplified by PCR by using
standard fungal primers ITS4 and ITS5 [21]. Amplification was carried
out with the Expand High Fidelity PCR Kit (Roche Diagnostics). PCR
products were either subjected to direct sequencing or cloned in the
pGEM®-T Easy (Promega) or pCR®-Blunt (Invitrogen) vectors. Nu-
cleotide sequences were determined for both strands at the Molecular
Biology Facility of the University of Newcastle.

Sequences were analyzed with programs in the EMBOSS pack-
age [15] and were aligned by using CLUSTAL [19]; alignments were
adjusted manually with the aid of the SEAVIEW multiple sequence
alignment editor [6]. For investigation of the relatedness of C. spicifer
to other Cochliobolus species, the C. spicifer ITS/5.8S rDNA sequence
was aligned to ITS/5.8S rDNA sequences for Cochliobolus and related
genera [3] obtained from TreeBASE (http://herbaria.harvard.edu/tree-
base/; matrix accession number M523). Phylogenetic analysis was
carried out by using PAUP* version 4.0b4a [17], and trees were drawn
with the NJplot program [13]. The Kishino-Hasegawa test [10, 18] was
used to compare support for different trees.

Results and Discussion

Phylogeny of C. spicifer. In order to determine the
taxonomic position of C. spicifer, the sequence of its
rDNA internal transcribed spacers and 5.8S rRNA gene
was determined (EMBL accession number AJ303084)
and fitted into the tree reported for Cochliobolus and
related species by Berbee et al. [3]. Cochliobolus divides
naturally into two groups; C. sativus, C. heterostrophus,
and B. sorokiniana belong to group 1 [3]. Figure 1 shows
that C. spicifer is a member of a cluster of species in
group 2 of the genus. This cluster has 90% bootstrap
support in parsimony analysis and 95% bootstrap support
in distance analysis with the neighbor-joining method
(not shown). The finding that C. spicifer belongs to
group 2 is consistent with its morphological characteris-
tics, notably the characteristics of its conidia [16]. The
most serious pathogens in the genus Cochliobolus are in

group 1 [3], but C. spicifer shares an ability to attack
plants with several other group 2 species [16]. In being
an opportunistic human pathogen, it resembles two of its
close relatives, C. australiensis and C. hawaiiensis [12].

Xylanase genes in Cochliobolus (Bipolaris) isolates
and species. A region of approximately 530 bp of the
XYN11B gene, including its two introns, can be amplified
by PCR with primers corresponding to sequences that are
nearly identical in C. sativus XYN11B, C. carbonum
XYN11B, and C. carbonum XYN11A, and with primer
annealing at 62°C [5]. Figure 2 shows that when the
annealing temperature is reduced to 52°C, two DNA
fragments, about 530 and 470 bp in length, are amplified
from DNA of C. sativus, B. sorghicola, and C. het-
erostrophus isolate IMI146543. DNA of C. heterostro-
phus laboratory strains B30.A3.R.1, B30.A3.R.65, and
B30.A3.R.85 gives only the smaller band. DNA from
other C. sativus isolates and from C. spicifer gives two
bands (not shown).

DNA sequencing showed that the longer products
(452–455 nucleotides between the primers) correspond
to the XYN11B (XYL2) genes of C. carbonum and C.
sativus, and the smaller products (395–398 nucleotides
between the primers) correspond to the XYN11A (XYL1)

Fig. 1. Fast parsimony bootstrap tree for selected Cochliobolus (C.),
Bipolaris (B.), and Curvularia (Cu.) species showing position of C.
spicifer. The tree was constructed by using all taxa in TreeBASE
alignment M523; then, all except those studied here and close relatives
of C. spicifer were removed. Bootstrap values are not shown because
they would pertain to the complete tree. The scale represents 10
nucleotide substitutions.
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gene of C. carbonum.1 Sequences of each type are sim-
ilar throughout their lengths, implying that the genes
have corresponding introns. All putative intron se-
quences begin with GT and end with AG, as expected.
The most variation among sequences, including all vari-
ation in length, is in the intron regions. The XYN11B
sequences from isolates SB2 and SB5 of C. sativus are
identical, whereas the sequence from isolate YB1 differs
from these at four positions. The XYN11A sequences
from the three near-isogenic laboratory strains of C.
heterostrophus are identical but differ at five positions
from the C. heterostrophus isolate 146543 sequence.

The DNA sequences were translated, with the ex-
pected introns removed. The Xyn11A and Xyn11B
amino acid sequences are the same length, but the two
sequences in any one species are only about 67% iden-
tical. In contrast, sequences of each type differ from each
other at no more than 6 positions out of 114. Amino acid
differences between sequences of the same type are
generally conservative, whereas several of those between
types are nonconservative. Thus, there are likely to be
functional differences between the types.

Since all the Cochliobolus species tested possess
orthologs of the XYN11A and XYN11B genes first de-
scribed in C. carbonum, both types of gene predate the
genus Cochliobolus and have been conserved in this

genus. PCR with DNA of a set of near-isogenic labora-
tory strains of C. heterostrophus gave only a XYN11A
product. Because this could have been owing to a muta-
tion in one of the sequences corresponding to the prim-
ers, despite their high conservation, we attempted to
amplify DNA of C. heterostrophus strain B30.A3.R85
with an alternative, XYN11B-specific primer pair (RT-
PCR primers [5]). In this case, too, no product was
obtained, suggesting that the laboratory strains of C.
heterostrophus have lost their XYN11B gene. Since these
strains are pathogenic, the XYN11B gene is apparently
dispensable for pathogenicity in C. heterostrophus. Sim-
ilarly, deliberate disruption of either the XYN11A or the
XYN11B gene in C. carbonum does not affect the patho-
genicity [1, 2]. These genes are present in both strong
and weak pathogens of different hosts and were probably
present in the common ancestor of all Cochliobolus
species. Thus, it is likely that the fundamental role of
both gene products is in saprotrophic growth.

Evolution of Cochliobolus xylanase genes. Because of
the similarity of their amino acid sequences, evolution of
xylanase genes in Cochliobolus was analyzed at the
nucleotide sequence level. Figure 3 shows the tree gen-
erated by parsimony analysis with bootstrap replication
for all the XYN11A and XYN11B sequences, including
those from C. carbonum [1, 2]. This tree shows identical
patterns for divergence of the XYN11A and XYN11B
genes. Where more than one XYN11A or XYN11B se-
quence was determined for a single species, the se-

1 Accession numbers for the new sequences are: XYN11A, AJ297244
(C. heterostrophus IMI146543); AJ297246 (C. heterostrophus
B30.A3.R1); AJ297248 (C. sativus SB5); AJ297245 (B. sorghicola);
AJ297247 (C. spicifer); XYN11B, AJ303046 (C. heterostrophus
IMI146543), AJ303047 (C. sativus YB1); AJ303048 (B. sorghicola);
AJ303049 (C. spicifer).

Fig. 2. PCR amplification products with xylanase gene primers from
DNA of Cochliobolus (Bipolaris) species, analyzed by agarose gel
electrophoresis. Lane 1, 100-bp ladder; lane 2, Bipolaris sorokiniana;
lanes 3–6, C. heterostrophus isolate IMI146543 and strains
B30.A3.R.1, B30.A3.R.65, and B30.A3.R85; lane 7, C. sativus isolate
SB5. Fig. 3. Phylogenetic tree of Cochliobolus XYN11A and XYN11B genes,

generated using parsimony analysis. The scale represents 10 nucleotide
substitutions. Numbers on branches are bootstrap values. The align-
ment used to calculate the trees is available on request.
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quences cluster together. Bootstrap analysis gives 100%
support to the separation of XYN11A and XYN11B genes
and �90% support to separation of each of the C. spici-
fer sequences from the others. Support for the pattern
shown within species group 1 is relatively weak.

The consistency among the patterns of divergence of
the XYN11A and XYN11B genes and the ITS/5.8S rDNA
sequences was evaluated. The 15 unrooted trees possible
for five species were compared by using the XYN11A and
XYN11B sequences both separately and concatenated to
form a single sequence. Which tree is best depends on
which sequence is used, but the differences are not
statistically significant, according to the Kishino-Hase-
gawa test. Berbee et al. [3] studied Cochliobolus evolu-
tion by using rDNA and glyceraldehyde-3-phosphate
dehydrogenase (GPD) gene sequences. They could not
establish unambiguously the order of species divergence
within group 1; this implies that this group evolved
through a rapid radiation of species [3]. The results for
the xylanase sequences, which provide better discrimi-
nation than ITS/5.8S rDNA sequences and similar dis-
crimination to GPD sequences, support this view. The
data are consistent with the arrangements of species in
both Figs. 1 and 3 and with the hypothesis that the
XYN11A and XYN11B genes have evolved independently
of each other and together with the organisms that con-
tain them.
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