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p53-dependent expression of p21WAF-1/CIP1 has been
studied in murine intestinal epithelium after expo-
sure to ionizing radiation. In un-irradiated small in-
testine, neither p53 nor p21WAF-1/CIP1 could be de-
tected by immunohistochemistry. After irradiation (8
Gy), there was a time- and dose-dependent increase in
the expression of both proteins. In the small bowel,
the positional expression of p53 and p21WAF-1/CIP1

was similar but not coincident. Both proteins could be
observed throughout the crypts with greatest fre-
quency of expression over the first 15 cell positions,
which includes the stem cell population (approxi-
mately positions 3 to 5) and the proliferating, transit
cell population (approximately positions 5 to 15).
p53-positive cells were primarily distributed toward
the base of the crypt relative to p21WAF-1/CIP1. Subdi-
vision of the p53-positive cell population revealed
that the cells with strongest p53 immunoreactivity
were positioned farther toward the base of the crypt,
and their distribution was approximately coincident
with the frequency distribution of apoptotic cells.
Cells that were either weakly or moderately immuno-
reactive for p53 were located toward the middle of the
crypt and were approximately coincident with the
distribution of p21WAF-1/CIP1. The numbers of both
p53- and p21WAF-1/CIP1-positive cells declined steadily
with time, and by 6 days after irradiation there were
very few immunoreactive cells to observe. Radiation-
induced increase in p53 and p21WAF-1/CIP1 expression
was not detected in mice homozygously null for p53.
Expression of p21WAF-1/CIP1 and incorporation of tri-
tiated thymidine were found to be mutually exclusive.
In the large bowel, p21WAF-1/CIP1 and p53 expression
were observed along the entire length of the colonic
crypts after irradiation (8 Gy), and, unlike in the
small intestine, this expression was not only main-

tained but increased over 72 hours. p21WAF-1/CIP1 im-
munoreactivity was detected in large intestine epithe-
lium up to 6 days after irradiation. The differential
expression of p21WAF-1/CIP1, observed between the
large and small bowel and within the small intestinal
crypts, is discussed. (Am J Pathol 1998, 153:899–909)

After DNA damage, cells are observed to undergo cell
cycle arrest and/or apoptosis. This process involves a
number of factors, including the detection and signaling
of DNA damage, which is dependent on the function of
proteins such as ATM and Ku1; the ability to process
signals from DNA damage recognition proteins, in which
the effector protein p53 plays a key role2,3; the ability of a
cell to repair DNA damage4; the cellular threshold for
apoptosis, which, among other factors, is determined by
the dynamic equilibrium that exists between the different
members of the Bcl-2 protein family.5

We have investigated the response of intestinal epithe-
lium to ionizing (g) radiation, in vivo. p53 protein levels are
up-regulated rapidly in response to DNA damage in-
duced by a number of noxious stimuli, including ionizing
radiation,2 ultraviolet irradiation,6 cytotoxic drugs,2,7 and
hypoxia.8 It has now been shown that p53 transcription-
ally regulates many genes. This regulation may either be
positive9,10 or negative.9,11 p53 has been shown to reg-
ulate the expression of genes important for both cell
cycle arrest (an event that has been proposed to allow
the cell time to repair), such as p21WAF-1/CIP1,12,13 and
apoptosis, eg, bax14–16 and killer/DR5.17

The expression of p21WAF-1/CIP1 protein mediates p53-
dependent cell cycle arrest.13,18–20 p21WAF-1/CIP1 inhibits
cell cycle progression by binding to and inhibiting the
function of cyclin-dependent kinases and proliferating
cell nuclear antigen.21,22 In addition, p21WAF-1/CIP1 ex-
pression is associated with cell senescence.23 Loss of
p21WAF-1/CIP1 function is associated with the attenuation
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of cell cycle arrest after DNA damage18 and with the
failure of human fibroblasts to senesce in vitro.24

It has been shown previously, by ourselves and oth-
ers,25–28 that p53 protein expression in the intestinal ep-
ithelium is increased in response to g-irradiation. The
acute apoptotic response (3 to 6 hours after irradiation)
observed in the intestinal epithelium was shown to be
entirely dependent on p53 expression, because it was
abrogated in mice homozygously null for p53. In addition,
these studies demonstrated that at later times after irra-
diation (12 to 24 hours), apoptosis could occur indepen-
dently of p53 expression.

In this paper, we have characterized the in vivo expres-
sion of p21WAF-1/CIP1 in response to ionizing radiation,
using immunohistochemistry. We have contrasted the re-
sponse of the different cellular hierarchies within individ-
ual intestinal crypts. The different responses observed
between the epithelia of the small and large bowel have
also been examined.

Materials and Methods

Animals

Male BDF-1 (C57BL 3 DBA/2) mice and male p53-wild-
type (wt) and p53-null mice were bred in house. p53-wt
and p53-null mice were originally obtained from Done-
hower et al.29 Mice were kept under a 12-hour light:12-
hour dark cycle with lights on at 7:00 AM and were
allowed free access to food and water. Mice used in the
experiments were between 10 and 12 weeks of age.

Exposure of Animals to g-Radiation

Mice were irradiated with a 137Cs source, with a dose rate
of 3.8 Gy/minute. Animals were sacrificed by cervical
dislocation at set times after irradiation, and the small and
large bowel were removed.

Immunohistochemistry

For immunohistochemistry, tissue was fixed in 4% form-
aldehyde in phosphate-buffered saline (pH 7.4), before
dehydration in alcohols and embedding in wax. Tissue
sections were cut using a microtome at a thickness of
3 mm.

Rabbit polyclonal anti-p21WAF-1/CIP1 immunoglobulin G
was obtained from Oncogene Research Products (pc55,
through Amersham International, Little Chalfont, UK).
Rabbit polyclonal anti-p53 immunoglobulin G (cm5) was
a kind gift from Prof. D. Lane (Dundee, UK).

Immunohistochemistry was performed using biotin-
conjugated goat anti-rabbit secondary antibody (Pierce
and Warriner, Chester, UK), horseradish peroxidase-
linked avidin-biotin complex reagents (Vector Laborato-
ries, Peterborough, UK), and 39,39-diaminobenzidine as
the immunodetection substrate, as previously de-
scribed.30

Cell Scoring

Apoptosis

Apoptotic cells, mitotic cells, and cells showing immu-
noreactivity for p21WAF-1/CIP1 and p53 were scored on a
cell-positional basis within the crypts of the small and
large bowel according to the method of Ijiri and Potten.31

A minimum of 1000 cells (50 half-crypts) were counted
from each mouse in every group. Apoptosis was as-
sessed on the evidence of morphological characteristics,
such as cell shrinkage, chromatin condensation, and
margination and cellular fragmentation.32 Mitotic cells
were identified by virtue of chromatin condensation in the
absence of cytoplasmic and nuclear shrinkage. In many
mitotic cells, discrete chromosomal structure can be ob-
served, and in addition, mitotic cells appear horizontally
displaced, away from the other epithelial cells, toward the
crypt lumen. To determine the number of cells in S-phase
of the cell cycle at given times after the exposure to
g-radiation, animals were injected intraperitoneally with
925 kBq of [3H]thymidine (248 GBq/mmol, in 0.1 ml of
physiological saline) 40 minutes before sacrifice. Tissue
was then fixed in Carnoy’s fixative before wax embedding
and sectioning. Tissue sections were rehydrated and
coated in K-5 nuclear track emulsion (Ilford, Cheshire,
UK). After the emulsion had dried, sections were boxed
and exposed for 3 days at 4°C. Slides were developed
using Kodak D-19 developer and fixed with Hypam fixa-
tive (Ilford). Sections were counterstained with hematox-
ylin before dehydration and mounting.

Immunohistochemistry

p53 and p21WAF-1/CIP1 immunoreactivity were classi-
fied according to their intensity. Using light microscopy, it
could be seen that for both p53 and p21WAF-1/CIP1, cer-
tain cells exhibited noticeably stronger immunoreactivity
than the rest. These cells were classified as strongly
stained. All other cells were classified together as either
weakly or moderately stained. This is a fairly subjective
approach; however, reproducibility of scoring was ob-
served between mice in the same groups and was also
checked using other observers.

Western Blotting

Epithelial cell preparations using a modified Weiser tech-
nique and Western blotting were carried out as previously
described.30 Immunodetection was carried out using en-
hanced chemiluminescence (Amersham, UK). Rabbit an-
ti-actin antibody was obtained from Sigma Chemical Co.
(Poole, UK).

Results

The intestinal epithelium from both BDF-1 and p53-wt
animals showed time- and dose-related increases in ap-
optosis and in p53 and p21WAF-1/CIP1 immunoreactivity
after exposure to 8 Gy g-radiation. The frequencies of
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Figure 1. Radiation-induced apoptosis and expression of p53 and p21WAF-1/CIP1 in murine small intestinal epithelium. Line graphs show distributions of apoptotic
(bold, solid line), p53-positive (shaded line), and p21WAF-1/CIP1-positive (dashed line) cells in small intestinal crypts at indicated times after exposure to 8 Gy
g-radiation. Cells are scored on a positional basis, as previously described (Ijiri and Potten 1983).31 a, c, e, g, and i illustrate p53 immunoreactivity; b, d, f, h, and
j show P21WAF-1/CIP1 immunoreactivity. Data are mean results from a minimum of three mice at each time point. At least 1000 cells (50 half-crypts) were scored
from each mouse. The data are from one representative experiment typical of three.
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apoptosis and p21WAF-1/CIP1- and p53-immunoreactivity
were scored for each cell position within the intestinal
crypts at given times after irradiation.

Small Intestine

Apoptosis, p53, and p21WAF-1/CIP1 Expression after 8
Gy g-Radiation

Small intestinal crypts show a characteristic peak in
apoptotic frequency at cell position 3 to 6, 4 to 48 hours
after irradiation (Figure 1, left, solid black line).33

Changes in p53 and p21WAF-1/CIP1 immunoreactivity were
observed coincidentally with apoptosis. Neither p53 nor
p21WAF-1/CIP1 could be detected in un-irradiated epithe-
lium. p53 immunoreactivity was detectable 1 hour after
irradiation and p21WAF-1/CIP1 after 2 hours (data not
shown). The distribution of p53-positive cells (Figure 1,
left, shaded line) was mainly toward the base of the
small intestinal crypts relative to the distribution of
p21WAF-1/CIP1-positive cells (Figure 1, left, dotted line).
p53 immunoreactivity was maximal at 4 hours after irra-
diation, showed a gradual decline at 24 hours and 48
hours, and was almost absent by 72 hours (see Table 1).

p21WAF-1/CIP1 expression peaked at 24 hours. There
was a slow drift in the distribution of p21WAF-1/CIP1-posi-
tive cells toward the top of the crypts, and by 72 hours,
these cells were exiting the crypts and could be ob-
served on the lower portion of the villi. p21WAF-1/CIP1

expression could still be observed 96 hours after irradi-
ation; however, by 6 days only very rare, positively stain-
ing cells could be observed on the villi (see Figure 7, b
and d).

Subdivision of p53-Positive Cell Populations and the
Distribution of p21WAF-1/CIP1

The expression of both p53 and p21WAF-1/CIP1 was
subclassified as either weak/moderate or strong (Table
1). Data from crypts 4 hours after exposure to ionizing
radiation are shown in Figure 2 and reveal that cells with
strongest p53 immunoreactivity (Figure 2, bold solid line)
were positioned farther toward the crypt base and that
their distribution was approximately coincident with the
positional distribution of apoptotic cells (Figure 2, fine
solid line), as previously shown by Merritt et al.25 The
majority of apoptotic cells, however, showed no p53 im-
munoreactivity: this may reflect the loss or masking of the
epitope recognized by the anti-p53 antibody during
apoptosis.

The distribution of weak/moderate p53 immunoreactiv-
ity (Figure 2, shaded line) was centered toward the top of
the crypt and was approximately coincident with the dis-
tribution of p21WAF-1/CIP1-positive cells (Figure 2, fine
dashed line). There was no difference between the dis-
tribution of cells that were either weakly or moderately
stained for p21WAF-1/CIP1 and that of those cells that were
strongly stained for p21WAF-1/CIP1 (data not shown).

Effect of Radiation Dose on p21WAF-1/CIP1 Expression

In the small bowel, the radiation-induced increase in
p21WAF-1/CIP1 showed dose dependency. Figure 3 con-
trasts the response to 0.3 and 16 Gy 4 hours after expo-

Figure 2. Relationship between weak and strong p53 and p21WAF-1/CIP1

expression and apoptosis. Shown is the subdivision of the p53-positive cell
population into weakly/moderately immunoreactive (shaded line) and
strongly immunoreactive (solid, bold line) groups. Also shown are the dis-
tribution of apoptotic cells (solid, fine line) and p21WAF-1/CIP1-positive cells
(dashed line). Data are for the 4-hour time point after exposure of BDF-1
mice to 8 Gy g-radiation. Data are mean results from a minimum of three
mice at each time point. At least 1000 cells (50 half-crypts) were scored from
each mouse. The data are from one representative experiment typical of
three.

Table 1. Small Bowel

Time (hours) % apoptosis

% p21WAF-1/CIP1 positive % p53 positive % [3H]thymidine

Total Weak Strong Total Weak Strong Total Dual*

4 6 24.7 19.3 5.4 34.3 27.9 6.4 3.9 0.8
24 8.2 25.9 19.9 6 23.3 20.4 2.7 15.1 2.9
48 3.8 16.5 12.8 3.7 18.5 16.6 1.9 22.8 2.1
72 1.1 4.8 4.4 0.4 4.7 4.4 0.3 27.7 0.2

*Cells showing both [3H]thymidine incorporation and p21WAF-1/CIP1 immunoreactivity.

Table 2. Comparison of p21WAF-1/CIP1 Expression, 4 Hours
after Exposure to Different Doses of g-Radiation

Dose

% p21WAF-1/CIP1-positive cells

Total Weak Strong

SI
0.3 Gy/4 hours 4.3 4.3 0
8 Gy/4 hours 24.7 19.3 5.4
16 Gy/4 hours 38.6 31.2 7.4

LI
0.3 Gy/4 hours*
8 Gy/4 hours 24.5 18.5 6
16 Gy/4 hours 13.6 11.9 2.7

*Not detected.
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sure to g-radiation. Exposure to 0.3 Gy resulted in mini-
mal p21WAF-1/CIP1 expression (Figure 3, a and b, and
Table 2). Considerable expression of p21WAF-1/CIP1 was
induced after exposure to 16 Gy, with a greater percent-
age of p21WAF-1/CIP1-positive cells than was observed
after exposure to 8 Gy (39%; compare 25%: see Table 2).

Effect of p53 Status on p21WAF-1/CIP1 Expression

The expression of p21WAF-1/CIP1 was confirmed to be
dependent on p53 function, as mice homozygously
null for p53 showed no radiation-induced increase in
p21WAF-1/CIP1, as detected by immunohistochemistry

Figure 3. The effect of radiation dose on p21WAF-1/CIP1 expression. a and b: p21WAF-1/CIP1 expression in small and large bowel, respectively, after 0.3 Gy. c and
d: p21WAF-1/CIP1 expression after 16 Gy.

Figure 4. Radiation-induced p21WAF-1/CIP1 expres-
sion is dependent on p53 function. This figure
shows p21WAF-1/CIP1 immunoreactivity in wild-type
mice (a) or mice homozygously null for p53 (b) 2
hours after exposure to 8 Gy g-radiation.
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(Figure 4). The radiation-induced increase in p21
WAF-1/CIP1

was confirmed by Western blotting, which also confirmed
the absence of p21WAF-1/CIP1 up-regulation in p53-null
mice (Figure 5). Control Westerns blots for actin showed
comparable levels of expression in samples from both
p53-wt and p53-null mice (data not shown). Even transfer
of protein to nitrocellulose membrane was confirmed by
staining with Ponceau-S (data not shown).

Large Intestine

p53 and p21WAF-1/CIP1 Expression after 8 Gy
g-Radiation

In the large intestinal epithelium, radiation-induced
p53 and p21WAF-1/CIP1 expression showed both spatial
and temporal differences from the small bowel (Figure 6).
The p53 response was attenuated (proportion of p53-
positive cells per half-crypt) relative to that observed in
the small intestinal epithelium (see Tables 1 and 3). In
contrast to the small bowel, however, the number of
p53-positive cells also declined more slowly up to 72
hours after irradiation. The p21WAF-1/CIP1 response was of
a similar magnitude to that in the small bowel up to 24
hours; however, the frequency of p21WAF-1/CIP1 expres-
sion gradually increased up to 72 hours and was still
present up to 6 days after irradiation. This longevity of
p21WAF-1/CIP1 expression in the large bowel, relative to
that observed in the small bowel, is shown in Figure 7.

Effect of Radiation Dose on p21WAF-1/CIP1 Expression

As in the small intestine, no p21WAF-1/CIP1 was de-
tected in colonic epithelial crypts 4 hours after exposure
to 0.3 Gy g-radiation. Exposure to 16 Gy g-radiation re-
sulted in a large increase in p21WAF-1/CIP1 immunoreac-
tivity; however, in contrast to the small bowel, exposure to
16 Gy resulted in a smaller increase in p21WAF-1/CIP1

expression than an 8-Gy exposure (Figure 3). This was an
unexpected observation; however, it remains to be de-
termined whether this effect is demonstrated at other time
points.

p21WAF-1/CIP1 Expression and [3H]Thymidine
Incorporation

Incorporation of [3H]thymidine was measured to estimate
the number of cells undergoing DNA synthesis. In both
the small and large intestinal crypts exposure to g-radia-
tion severely depressed thymidine incorporation (Figures
8 and 9). There was a gradual recovery in thymidine
incorporation, and by the 72-hour time point, it had re-
turned to normal. Cells re-entering the cell cycle (thymi-
dine labeled) were observed at a lower position in the
crypts than the p21WAF-1/CIP1-positive cells. Positional
analysis of p21WAF-1/CIP1 immunoreactivity and [3H]thy-
midine incorporation revealed that they were almost mu-
tually exclusive: fewer than 10% of p21WAF-1/CIP1-positive
cells at any one time demonstrated [3H]thymidine incor-
poration, although the frequency of dual-labeling cells
did show a gradual time-dependent increase (Figure 8
and Tables 1 and 3).

Discussion

The data presented here clearly demonstrate the heter-
ogeneity in the response of different cell populations
within the intestinal epithelium to g-radiation, with respect
to expression of p53 and p21WAF-1/CIP1, apoptosis, and
inhibition of DNA synthesis. If it is presumed that the
potential for cellular damage induced by exposure to
g-radiation is equivalent for all of the cells of a given
crypt, then the heterogeneous response must represent
phenotypic variations defined by the topological position
of each epithelial cell within the crypt.

Within the small intestinal epithelium, the distribution of
g-radiation-induced p21WAF-1/CIP1 expression was cen-
tered toward the top of the crypts relative to the distribu-
tion of p53 and apoptotic cells. When the population of
p53-positive cells was subclassified as either weakly/
moderately stained or strongly stained, it was revealed
that the distribution of cells strongly positive for p53 was
coincident with that for apoptosis (4 hours after exposure
to 8 Gy g-radiation). Previous work from this laboratory
had also identified coincidence of p53-positive cells and
apoptotic cells after irradiation at 8 Gy.25 The greater
number of p53-positive cells observed after irradiation in
the current study may be explained by a different immu-
nostaining protocol and a different batch of cm5 anti-
body. Arai et al34 have also reported the positional asso-
ciation of p53 expression and apoptosis. The distribution
of cells that were weakly/moderately positive for p53 was
positionally coincident with p21WAF-1/CIP1-positive cells, 4
hours after exposure to 8 Gy g-radiation. This cell popu-
lation showed little frequency of apoptosis.

The apoptotic response in the large intestinal epithe-
lium was attenuated relative to that in the small intestine.
The acute response (at 4 hours) was very similar. How-
ever, at the later time points, apoptotic events were much
less frequent in the large bowel. This was associated with
a greater percentage of cells within the large bowel
crypts showing radiation-induced p21WAF-1/CIP1 expres-

Figure 5. Western blot demonstrating radiation-induced increase in
p21WAF-1/CIP1 expression in the small intestine of mice that are either wt or
homozygously null for p53. Figures along the top indicate time (hours) after
irradiation (8 Gy). Western samples were prepared by pooling epithelial cell
preparations from at least three mice.
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Figure 6. Radiation-induced apoptosis and expression of p53 and p21WAF-1/CIP1 in murine large intestinal epithelium. Line graphs show distributions of apoptotic
cells (bold, solid line), p53-positive cells (shaded line), and p21WAF-1/CIP1 in large intestinal crypts, at indicated times, after exposure to 8 Gy g-radiation. Cells
are scored on a positional basis, as previously described (Ijiri and Potten 1983).31 a, c, e, g, and i illustrate p53-immunoreactivity; b, d, f, h, and j show p21WAF-1/CIP1

immunoreactivity. Data are mean results from a minimum of three mice at each time point. At least 1000 cells (50 half-crypts) were scored from each mouse. The
data are from one representative experiment typical of three.
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sion and a lower frequency of p53-positive cells, espe-
cially those demonstrating strong immunoreactivity.

These data support the hypothesis that the fate of an
individual cell to undergo either p53-mediated growth
arrest or apoptosis in response to g-radiation is depen-
dent on the concentration of active p53 protein, with high
p53 expression resulting in apoptosis and low p53 ex-
pression resulting in growth arrest. Similar proposals re-

garding p53 action have been put forward by others
using in vitro models.35–37 At levels of p53 expression
below that capable of inducing neither growth arrest nor
apoptosis, p53 has been proposed to suppress apopto-
sis36 and to promote differentiation.37 Such a hypothesis
suggests that p53-binding domains, within promoter se-
quences of p53-regulated genes, display different affin-
ities for binding p53. It could be, therefore, that the p53-
binding domain of the p21WAF-1/CIP1 has a higher affinity
for p53 than that of the p53-regulatory sequences in
genes that regulate the apoptotic process within the cell,
as originally suggested by Chen et al.35 This is certainly
true for mutant forms of p53.38,39 Studies by Gottlieb et
al40 suggest that p53 function may show cell- and tissue-
specific regulation in vivo.

What determines the degree of p53 expression within
the different cell populations in the small intestinal crypts
and the intestinal epithelium as a whole? Factors that
could affect the degree of p53 protein expression include
the ability of the cell to detect DNA damage and the
efficiency of signal transduction pathways between DNA
damage-recognition proteins and effector proteins such
as p53. The failure of such pathways is clearly illustrated
in individuals with ataxia telangiectasia.3 Transcriptional
regulation of the p53 gene itself through signal transduc-
tion pathways may also be of some importance. Studies
by Komarova et al41 suggest that the absolute level of
p53 mRNA transcript within a cell directly determines the
ability of the cell to up-regulate and maintain p53 protein
levels. Finally, regulation may occur by the targeting of
p53 protein for inactivation/degradation via the binding of
mdm-2.42–45

Cell- and tissue-specific variation in the efficacy of p53
to execute either cell cycle arrest or apoptosis could be
determined by the expression of other proteins that di-
rectly interact with p53 to affect its transcriptional activity.
Examples of such proteins are IRF-146 and p33ING1,47

both of which have been shown to be essential for the
transcriptional activity of p53 in vitro.

It has been demonstrated that there is an association
between the expression of p21WAF-1/CIP1 and attenuation
of apoptosis. Waldman et al48,49 have shown that after
treatment with agents such as Adriamycin and g-radia-
tion, the human colorectal tumor cell line HCT116, which
has transcriptionally functional p53, underwent cell cy-
cle arrest. However, cell clones with nonfunctional
p21WAF-1/CIP1 underwent apoptosis.48. Waldman et al49

also demonstrated this effect of p21WAF-1/CIP1 expression
in vivo, using HCT116 xenografts in nude mice. Similar
results using the same colorectal cell line were obtained

Table 3. Large Bowel

Time (hours) % apoptosis

% p21WAF-1/CIP1 positive % p53 positive % [3H]thymidine

Total Weak Strong Total Weak Strong Total Dual*

4 6.3 24.5 18.5 6 17.9 17.7 0.2 0.2 0.1
24 3.1 25.3 18 7.3 15.4 14.5 0.9 1.7 0.4
48 0.8 32.2 23.2 9 12.8 12.4 0.4 5.8 2.8
72 1.1 38.3 27.5 10.8 11.4 10.8 0.6 10.2 2.8

*Cells showing both [3H]thymidine incorporation and p21WAF-1/CIP1 immunoreactivity.

Figure 7. Comparison of the longevity of radiation-induced p21WAF-1/CIP1

expression in the small and large bowel. Shown are large bowel (a and c)
and small bowel (b and d) at either 96 hours (a and b) or 6 days (c and d)
after irradiation. Data are the mean results from a minimum of four mice at
each time point. At least 1000 cells (50 half-crypts) were scored from each
mouse. The data are from one experiment typical of two.

906 Wilson et al
AJP September 1998, Vol. 153, No. 3



by Wouters et al.50 Studies by Polyak et al51 and Chen et
al35 suggest that enforced expression of wt p53 in tu-
mor cell lines can induce apoptosis irrespective of
p21WAF-1/CIP1 status. These studies suggest, therefore,
that p21WAF-1/CIP1 does not provide a dominant signal for
the suppression of apoptosis and fit well with observa-
tions of cell- and tissue-dependent efficacy of p53-medi-
ated transcriptional activation.40

One of the major differences between the response of
the large and small intestinal epithelial cells to g-radiation
was the relative longevity of p53 and p21WAF-1/CIP1 ex-
pression observed in the large bowel. One possible rea-
son is that cell proliferation within the crypts of the large
intestine is much slower compared with the crypts of the

small intestine (cell cycle times are 12 hours and 35 hours
for crypt epithelium from murine small and large intestine,
respectively: also, the number of cells undergoing DNA
synthesis at anyone time is two to three times greater in
the small intestine).52 Therefore, labeled cells migrate
more slowly up the crypts in the large intestine. The large
intestinal crypts are also longer than those in the small
intestine (large intestinal crypt length is approximately 45
cells, compared with small intestinal crypt length, which
is approximately 25 cells). Immunoreactivity is, therefore,
observed for a longer period in the large intestinal crypt
epithelium.

In summary, g-radiation exposure resulted in apopto-
sis and a reduction in the fraction of proliferating cells, as

Figure 8. Effect of radiation on [3H]thymidine incorporation and its relation-
ship to p21WAF-1/CIP1 expression in the small bowel. Line graphs show the
distribution of thymidine-labeled (solid line) and p21WAF-1/CIP1-positive
(dashed line) cells at indicated times after exposure to 8 Gy g-radiation.
Accompanying plates demonstrate more clearly the distribution of thymidine
incorporation (as black silver grains) and p21WAF-1/CIP1 immunoreactivity.
Data are mean results from a minimum of three mice at each time point. At
least 1000 cells (50 half-crypts) were scored from each mouse. The data are
from one experiment typical of two.

Figure 9. Effect of radiation on [3H]thymidine incorporation and its relation-
ship to p21WAF-1/CIP1 expression in the large bowel. Line graphs show the
distribution of thymidine-labeled (solid line) and p21WAF-1/CIP1-positive
(dashed line) cells at indicated times after exposure to 8 Gy g-radiation.
Accompanying plates demonstrate more clearly the distribution of thymidine
incorporation (as black silver grains) and p21WAF-1/CIP1 immunoreactivity.
Data are mean results from a minimum of three mice at each time point. At
least 1000 cells (50 half-crypts) were scored from each mouse. The data are
from one experiment typical of two.
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indicated by a decrease in [3H]thymidine incorporation.
These cellular responses were associated with a time-
and dose-dependent increase in the expression of p53
and p21WAF-1/CIP1. Heterogeneity in the response of the
small intestinal epithelium to g-radiation was observed.
Cells at the base of the small intestinal crypts showed
strong p53 expression and a higher frequency of apo-
ptosis relative to the cells toward the top of the crypt. The
latter showed primarily weak p53 expression that was
correlated with an increased frequency of p21WAF-1/CIP1

expression and cell survival. Regional variation was also
noted in the response of the intestinal epithelium to ion-
izing radiation. The small bowel showed a greater in-
crease in radiation-induced p53 expression, relative to
the large bowel, with greater numbers of p53 positive
cells at all time points up to 48 hours. A larger proportion
of cells that were strongly positive for p53 was also ob-
served in the small bowel. In contrast, a greater number
of p21WAF-1/CIP1-positive cells were found in the large
intestinal epithelium and also in the top half of the small
intestinal crypts; this was associated with a lower fre-
quency of radiation-induced apoptosis in these regions.
Coincidence between p21WAF-1/CIP1 expression and re-
sistance to g-radiation-induced apoptosis has been ob-
served by others.48–51 However, it has been shown that
p21WAF-1/CIP1 does not act as a dominant suppressor of
apoptosis.35,51 It would appear, therefore, that resistance
to g-radiation-induced apoptosis is related to a reduced
ability to increase functional p53 to a level sufficient to
initiate apoptosis.
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