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Abstract
The biosynthesis of androgens requires multiple steps and during the conversion of pregnenolone
to 17α-hydroxypregnenolone and dehydroepiandrosterone (DHEA) by CYP17a1. Acetaldehyde is
potentially formed as a by-product in theca cells during antral follicular development. In this
study, acetaldehyde level was significantly increased after eCG stimulation and reached a
maximum level at 36-hr post-eCG. By 48 hr, the level of acetaldehyde decreased in association
with the induction of aldehyde dehydrogenase (ALDH) type 1 family members. When immature
mice were co-injected with the ALDH inhibitor, cyanamide, and eCG, the expression of genes
involved in the differentiations of granulosa cells was suppressed and the number of ovulated
oocytes was reduced. The in vitro studies showed that ALDH inhibitors prevented FSH-induced
granulosa cell differentiation. These results indicate that acetaldehyde is generated as a by-product
during steroidogenesis and can exert toxic effects to impair the differentiation of granulosa cells,
reduce ovulation and decrease oocyte quality.
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1. Introduction
The pituitary gonadotropins, FSH (follicular stimulating hormone) and LH (luteinizing
hormone) are essential for the follicular development to preovulatory stage [1]. In growing
follicles LH activates its cognate receptor (LHCGR) present in the theca cell layer external
to the basement membrane and stimulates androgen biosynthesis from cholesterol [2, 3].
The androgens are then converted to estrogens by the aromatase (CYP19a1) enzyme that is
induced in granulosa cells of antral follicles [1,4,5]. Estrogen, mainly estradiol 17β (E2) acts
on ESR2 (estrogen receptor beta; ERβ) that is expressed in granulosa cells, and enhances
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FSH-mediated granulosa cell proliferation and differentiation (Lhcgr induction) and follicle
growth to the preovulatory stage [4,6,7]. Elevated serum E2 activates neuronal estrogen
receptor alpha (ERS1) inducing GnRH synthesis/release, leading to the LH surge and the
initiation of ovulation and luteinization [8,9,10]. Esr2 [11] and Esr1 mutant mice [12] are
subfertile or infertile due to impaired ovarian and hypothalamic functions.

The biosynthesis of androgens (C17) from cholesterol (C21) in theca cells depends on
multiple steps and involves not only the generation of functional steroids but also specific
catabolic by-products. For example, the generation of pregnenolone leads to the release of
the by-product isocaproaldehyde [13]. The conversion of pregnenolone to 17α-
hydroxypregnenolone and dehydroepiandrosterone (DHEA) or progesterone to 17α-
hydroxyprogesterone and androstendione by CYP17a1 (Cytochrome P450 17α-hydroxylase/
C17–20 lyase) [14,15] yields acetaldehyde [16]. Both ioscaproaldehyde and acetaldehyde can
be toxic to cells and therefore are metabolized rapidly by specific reductase and
dehydrogenase enzymes.

The toxic activity of isocaproaldehyde in steroidogenic cells was first reported by
Lefrancois-Martinez et al. [13] who showed that an aldo-keto-reductase like protein
(Akr1b7) is expressed in adrenal cells and catalyzes the breakdown of endogenous
isocaproaldehyde. The transfection of Akr1b7 antisense cDNA to murine adrenocortical Y1
cells, reduced the number of living cells, and the toxicity was decreased by the treatment
with aminoglutethimide, an inhibitor of CYP11A1, the cholesterol side chain cleavage
enzyme. Therefore, in adrenal cells, ACTH increases the expression and activity of both
CYP11A1 and AKR1B7, which produce and immediately catabolize the toxic
isocaproaldehyde, respectively [17,18,19]. However, Akr1b7 knockout mice are fertile [20]
suggesting that other enzyme(s) play a redundant role in metabolizing isocaproaldehyde
[20]. Alternatively, the toxic activity may not be sufficient to alter granulosa cell functions
or induce granulosa cell death during follicular development.

Although acetaldehyde is a potent cellular toxin that can act to suppress DNA repair, cell
proliferation, adhesion and differentiation [21,22], most research is limited to understanding
its actions in alcohol toxicity in the liver. Specifically, alcohol is metabolized to
acetaldehyde by alcohol dehydrogenate (ADH) in liver [23,24,25]. The endogenous
acetaldehyde is neutralized by aldehyde dehydrogenase (ALDH) to acetyl-CoA, and then to
carbon dioxide and water [26]. Mutations of the Aldh gene in human is associated with
decreased dehydrogenase activity, increased of acetaldehyde levels and cell toxicity [27].
Thus, this metabolic pathway is essential for the maintenance of viable cells and normal
liver functions. However there is no report about endogenous acetaldehyde toxicity and the
expression of ALDH family members during antral follicular development. In this study, we
analyzed the levels of acetaldehyde present in the mouse ovary during antral follicular
development when steroidogenesis is increased. Moreover, we detected the induction of
specific ALDH family members in the ovary, and investigated the role of ALDH activity in
follicular development by using a broad ALDH inhibitor, cyanamide [28] or specific ALDH
type I inhibitor, disulfiram [29].

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Materials

Equine and human chorionic gonadotropins (eCG and hCG) were purchased from Asuka
Seiyaku (Tokyo, Japan). Ovine follicle stimulating hormone (FSH) and luteinizing hormone
(LH) were a gift from the National Hormone and Pituitary Program (Rockville, MD).
DMEM:F12 medium, penicillin-streptomycin were from Invitrogen (Carlsbad, CA, USA);
fetal bovine serum (FBS) from Life Technologies Inc. (Grand Island, NY); oligonucleotide
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poly-(dT) from Invitrogen, and AMV reverse transcriptase, Taq polymerase from Promega
(Madison, WI). Cyanamide, tetraethyltiuram disulfide and retinoic acid were purchased
from Sigma Chemical Co. (Sigma; St. Louis, MO). Cyanamide was directly dissolved in
medium or saline. Tetraethyltiuram disulfide was dissolved in dimethylsulfoxide (DMSO,
Sigma) at 40 mM, and then diluted (1:1000) with the culture medium. Aminoglutethimide
(AGT, Sigma) was dissolved in DMSO at 1 M, and was stored at −20 degrees C. Final
concentrations were obtained by diluting in the culture medium. Routine chemicals and
reagents were obtained from Nakarai Chemical Co (Osaka, Japan), or Sigma.

2.2. Animals
Immature female C57BL/6 mice were obtained from Clea Japan (Tokyo, Japan). On day 23
of age, female mice were injected intraperitoneally (IP) with 4 IU of eCG to stimulate
follicular growth followed 48 hr later with 5 IU hCG to stimulate ovulation and
luteinization. Animals were housed under a 16-hr light/8-hr dark schedule in the Experiment
Animal Center at Hiroshima University and provided with food and water ad libitum.
Animals were treated in accordance with the NIH Guide for the Care and Use of Laboratory
Animals, as approved by the Animal Care and Use Committee at Hiroshima University.

2.3. Acetaldehyde measurements
The levels of acetaldehyde in control and hormone-stimulated mouse ovaries were
determined using f-kit acetaldehyde (Roche Diagnostics, GmbH, Mannheim, Germany).
Acetaldehyde was oxidized to acetate by exogenous ALDH and NADH shown as follows
“Acetaldehyde+NAD++H2O→Acetate+NADH+H+”. The amount of NADH was equivalent
to the amount of acetaldehyde. NADH was determined by measurement of its absorbance at
340 nm. Collected tissues were weighed and then homogenized in distilled water (80 ml/1 g
sample). The lysed samples were covered with mineral oil to prevent evaporation and then
incubated for 15 minutes at 50 °C. After cooling on ice, 3.6 % (w/v) of K4[Fe(CN6)]·3H2O
(Sigma), 7.2 % (w/v) of ZnSO4·7H2O (Sigma) and 1 M of NaOH (Nakarai tesque) were
added to the reactions. The samples were then centrifuged and the cleared supernatant used
for the measurement of absorbance by NanoDrop 2000 (Thermo scientific, Wilmington,
DE). Levels of acetaldehyde were determined based on a standard curve generated using
acetaldehyde (Sigma).

2.4. RNA extraction and validation of amplified products
Total RNA was obtained from mouse ovaries or positive control tissues (liver, testis, brain
and uterus) using the RNAeasy Mini Kit (Qiagen Sciences, Germantown, MD, USA)
according to the manufacturer’s instructions. RT-PCR analyses were performed as
previously described (Shimada et al., 2008). Briefly, total RNA was reverse transcribed
using 500 ng poly-dT (Amersham Pharmacia Biotech, Newark, NJ, USA) and 0.25 U avian
myeloblastosis virus-reverse transcriptase (Promega Corp., Madison, WI, USA) at 42°C for
75 minutes and 95°C for 5 minutes. For RT-PCR analysis, specific primers pairs as shown
in Table 1, dNTP (Promega), Taq polymerase and Thermocycle buffer (Promega) were
added to PCR mixture. cDNA products were resolved on 2% (w/v) agarose gels.

2.5. Quantitative PCR analyses in hormone stimulated ovarian samples
Quantitative real-time PCR analyses were performed as previously [30]. Briefly, total RNA
was extracted from hormone stimulated mouse ovaries at selected time intervals. The RNA
was reverse transcribed using 500 ng poly-dT (Invitrogen) and 0.25 U avian myeloblastosis
virus-reverse transcriptase (Promega) at 42°C for 75 minutes and 95°C for 5 minutes. cDNA
and primers were added to 15 μl total reaction volume of the Power SYBR Green PCR
Master Mix (Applied Biosystems, Foster City, CA). PCR reactions were then performed
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using the StepOne real time PCR system (Applied Biosystems). Conditions were set to the
following parameters: 10 minutes at 95 °C followed by 45 cycles each of 15 seconds at 95
°C and 1 minute at 62 or 64 °C. Specific primers pairs were selected and analyzed as
indicated in Table 1 and verified as above (2.5).

2.6. TUNEL assay
Analysis of apoptotic cells (containing fragmented DNA) in immature mouse ovaries treated
with or without cyanamide was performed by the terminal deoxynucleotidyl transferase
(Tdt)-mediated biotinylated deoxyuridine triphosphates (dUTP) nick end-labeling (TUNEL)
method (In Situ Cell Death Detection Kit POD, Roche Diagnostics) according to the
manufacturer’s instructions. Paraffin-embedded tissue sections (4 μm) of mouse ovary were
de-paraffinized and treated with 30 % H2O2/methanol to block endogenous peroxidase
activity. After washing with PBS, the slides were incubated with 20 μg/ml proteinase K
(Sigma) in 10 mM Tris-HCl, pH 7.4, at room temperature for 30 min. After washing with
PBS, the positive control sample (but not experimental samples) was treated with DNase (5
μg/ml) for 15 minutes at 4°C. Then, all tissue samples were rinsed in PBS and incubated
with TUNEL reaction mixture at 37°C for 30 min. The tissue was treated in POD
(Converter-peroxidase) for 30 min at 37°C. Subsequently, tissues were rinsed in PBS and
incubated in DAB (POD substrate) for 10 min. From the next process, we performed by the
same method as immunohistochemistry. The sections were observed under light microscope.

2.7. Ovulation rate analyses
Immature mice (Day 23) were co-injected (i.p.) with eCG (4IU) and/or the ALDH inhibitor,
cyanamide (15 mg/kg) and/or retinoic acid (RA) (2.5 mg/kg). Cyanamide and retinoic acid
were re-administrated 24-hr later. At 48 hr post-eCG, the mice were treated with hCG (5IU)
and 16-hr later the ovulated cumulus cell-oocyte complexes (COCs) were collected from
oviducts and the number of oocytes counted.

2.8. Three-dimensional follicle culture
Ovaries isolated from immature mice were cut and opened by forceps to form a sheet under
the microscope. After washing with PBS, the separated follicles were placed into 0.5% (w/v)
sodium alginate (WAKO, Osaka Japan)/PBS (Ca2+, Mg2+ free) and then dropped into 50
mM CaCl2 (Nakarai tesque)/saline to cross-link the alginate. Alginate beads, each
containing ovaries ????, were rinsed and cultured for 48 hr in the medium (DMEM: F12
containing penicillin and streptomycin) containing in 500 ng/ml ovine FSH (NIDDK,
Torrance, CA), 50 ng/ml of ovine LH (NIDDK) and 10 ng/ml testosterone (Sigma). These
ovaries were further treated with the ALDH inhibitor, disulfiram. Retinoic acid (10 μM) was
also added. To determine if the acetaldehyde was generated in the ovary was related to
steroid biosynthesis, ovaries were also cultured with the CYP11A1 inhibitor,
aminoglutethimide. The concentrations of tadded reagents is shown in Figure 4.

2.9. Fertilization and oocyte quality
Adult mice (8 weeks) were co-injected with eCG (5 IU) and/or ALDH inhibitor, cyanamide
(15 mg/kg) by i.p. injection. After 48 hr, these mice were treated with hCG (5 IU). After
hCG injection, each female mouse was mated with a proven fertile male mouse overnight.
Successful mating was confirmed the following morning by the presence of a vaginal plug.
Two days later from mating, the fertilized/unfertilized eggs or fragmented eggs were
collected from oviducts by perfusion using PVP (Sigma)/DMEM (0.04 g/10ml). All 2 cell
embryos were cultured in the developing medium (KSOM+Amino Acid, Millipore,
Billerica, MA) for 3 days and the number of eggs which developed to the blastocyst stage
was counted.
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2.10. Statistics
Statistical analyses of all data from three or four replicates for comparison were carried out
by one-way ANOVA followed by Duncan’s multiple-range test (Statview; Abacus
Concepts, Inc., Berkeley, CA).

3. Results
3.1. Acetaldehyde levels in the ovary increase during hormonal stimulation of antral
follicular development

Acetaldehyde is potentially synthesized as a by-product of CYP17A1 (Fig. 1A). To
determine the levels of acetaldehyde in ovary during follicular development, whole ovaries
were collected from immature (day 15, 20, or 23) and d23 mice prior to and at 0, 12, 24, 36
or 48 hr after eCG. The ovaries were lysed to analyze the acetaldehyde concentrations using
f-kit acetaldehyde (Roche Diagnostics). Levels of acetaldehyde were less than 0.1 mg/g at
day 15 and 23 or at 12 hr after eCG stimulation. However, the levels were significantly
increased at 24 hr and reached a maximum level at 36 hr after eCG (0.43+/−0.11 mg/ml,
Fig. 1B). By 48 hr, however, the levels of acetaldehyde decreased to that observed at 24 hr
after eCG injection.

To relate changes in acetaldehye with ovarian steroidogenic activity, the expression levels of
genes involved in steroid biosynthesis, including Cyp17a1, were examined using RNA
prepared from whole ovaries prior to or after eCG injections into mice on day 23 of age.
With the exception of Hsd3b6, genes in the steroidogenic pathway increased significantly in
whole ovarian samples within 12 hr after eCG treatment (Fig. 1C). When the female mice
were co-injected with eCG and aminoglutethimide, the levels of acetaldehyde were
significantly suppressed at 36h (Fig. 1B). To determine the association between the
production of acetaldehyde and steroidogenesis in more detail, we injected hCG into
immature female mice without prior eCG priming. The expression of Cyp17a1 was
significantly increased by hCG alone whereas that of Aldh1a1 was significantly lower than
that in immature control mice (Fig. 1D; Fig. 2A). As with eCG, the levels of acetaldehyde
were also significantly increased by hCG alone (Fig. 1D) suggesting that acetaldehyde was
produced as by product in the steroidogenic pathway in theca cells.

3.2. Specific acetaldehyde dehydrogenases are expressed in the mouse ovary during
follicular development

Because acetaldehyde exerts potent cellular toxicity [21,22] and because it is increased
transiently in ovaries after eCG stimulation, we predicted that the induction and activation of
one or more members of the Aldh family would reduce acetaldehyde toxicity by 48 hr post-
eCG. Using RT-PCR and specific primers for all family members, we detected PCR
products for 7 ALDH family members (Fig. 2A). To determine the levels of ALDH activity
in mouse ovary, the levels of ovarian acetaldehyde was measured in female mice treated
with vehicle, eCG or eCG combined with the broad ALDH inhibitor, cynamide. The levels
of acetaldehyde were significantly increased by the treatment with cyanamide as compared
with those in ovaries recovered from eCG-primed mice (0.36+/−0.05 μg/g vs. 0.18+/−0.03
μg/g, Fig. 2B).

3.3. ALDH may promote survival and differentiation in granulosa cells during follicular
development

To elucidate the physiological role of acetaldehyde in the mouse ovary, immature mice were
injected with eCG alone or co-injected with cyanamide (15 mg/kg) and eCG. Whereas eCG
alone stimulated the development of antral follicles with healthy granulosa cells, eCG and
cyanamide caused granulosa cells of large antral follicles to detach from the basal lamina
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and many non-adherent cells were TUNEL positive, indicative of apoptosis (Fig. 3A). The
number of TUNEL positive cells in the liver was not increased by the injections of
cyanamide and/or eCG (data not shown).

In addition, cyanamide treatment negatively affected the expression of genes in both
granulosa cells and theca cells. The cell proliferation maker, Ccnd2 mRNA was significantly
lower in the cyanamide treatment group as compared with that in the eCG controls.
Moreover, markers (Lhcgr, Fshr and Cyp19a1) of differentiated granulosa cells present in
preovulatory follicles were dramatically increased 48 hr after eCG alone but were decreased
by cyanamide (Fig. 3B). The expression of genes selectively expressed in theca cells
(Cyp17a1 and Bmp7) was also suppressed by cyanamide (Fig. 3B).

3.4. The ALDH type I family inhibitor, disulfiram, altered granulosa cell functions in 3-D
ovary cultures

The ALDH family is not only expressed in the ovary but also liver and other tissues [29]. To
eliminate the possibility that the effects of acetaldehyde produced by the liver might alter
ovarian functions, we cultured follicles from immature mice using a 3-D culture system
[30]. The follicles were embedded in alginate gels and cultured with FSH, LH and
testosterone. The levels of acetaldehyde in the cultured ovares were significantly increased
by FSH, LH and testosterone (83.29+/−9.48 μg/ml) as compared with that in ovary without
any hormone (10.41+/−3.22 μg/ml). Addition of the CYP11A1 inhibitor, aminoglutethimide
(500 μM), significantly reduced the levels of acetaldehyde (5.21+/−1.36 μg/ml) and this was
associated with increased expression of the genes known to be makers of LH+FSH
+testosterone-mediated granulosa cell differentiation. By contrast, the expression of these
same genes was suppressed by treatment with 40 μM of disulfiram, a highly specific ALDH
type I (not type II) family inhibitor [29] (Fig. 4). LH+FSH+testosterone also increased the
expression of genes selectively expressed in theca cells (Cyp17a1 and Bmp7)) and the
expression of these genes was also significantly suppressed by the treatment with 40 μM of
disulfiram (Fig. 4).

The ALDH family is also involved in retinoic acid metabolism [31]. Therefore, we
determined if co-treatment with retinoic acid (RA) would overcome the inhibitory effects of
disulfiram on granulosa cell functions. The reduced expression of Cyp19a1, Ccnd2, Fshr,
Cyp17a1 and Bmp7 mRNA that occurred in response to disulfiram was not reversed by the
addition of RA to the inhibitor-containing medium (Fig. 4). However, the expression of
Lhcgr was significantly increased by RA treatment as compared with that in disulfiram
treatment group (Fig. 4). On the other hand, the addition of RA to the LH+FSH+testosterone
cocktail did not change the gene expression level of granulosa cell markers including Lhcgr
(Fig. 4). However, the expression of genes selectively expressed in theca cell (Cyp17a1 and
Bmp7) was significantly decreased by RA (Fig. 4). These results suggest that Lhcgr, unlike
other genes, is not a target of acetaldehyde toxicity but rather is regulated by a RA-
dependent mechanism(s).

3.5. ALDH activity is required for the development of small follicles to the preovulatory
stage

The present in vivo and in vitro data provide data that the suppression of ALDH activity
abolishes the induction of eCG-target genes that are essential for ovulation. To test this
hypothesis, mice were injected with eCG and cyanamide, followed by hCG for 48 hr. At16
hr after hCG, the ovulated COCs were collected from oviducts and the oocytes counted. The
number of ovulated oocytes was significantly decreased by cyanamide in a dose-dependent
manner (Fig. 5). Co-injection of cyanamide with RA did not increase the number of
ovulated oocytes (Fig. 5).
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When the hormonaly-primed, cyanamide-treated mice were mated with adult male mice, the
fertilization rate of ovulated oocytes in vivo was significantly lower as compared with that in
control mice (Table 2). When fertilized eggs (2 cell embryos) were further cultured for 3
days, the majority of the embryos from control mice developed to blastocyst stage.
However, blastocyst formation was significantly decreased in the cyanamide treated group
(Table 2).

4. Discussion
The biosynthesis of steroids not only generates critical hormones required for reproductive
success but also specific catabolic by-products, such as isocaproaldehyde (derived during
the conversion of cholesterol to pregnenolone by CYP11A1) and acetaldehyde (CYP17A1
dependent conversions) that are potentially cytotoxic to gonadal cells. In this study, we
document that acetaldehyde is produced in the mouse ovary in response to gonadotropin
(eCG or hCG) stimulation, most likely by theca cell derived CYP17A1 that converts 17α-
hydroxypregnenolone to dehydriepiandrosterone, or 17α-hydroxyprogesterone to
androstendione (Fig. 1). Furthermore, we document that acetaldehyde altered not only theca
cell but also granulosa cell functions.

The increased levels of acetaldehyde in the eCG-primed mouse ovaries reached a maximum
at 36 hr after eCG stimulation and then decreased significantly by 48 hr. Because
acetaldehyde has toxic activity and can induce apoptosis or inflammatory-like responses in
the liver [32], we hypothesized that aldehyde dehydrogenase enzymes capable of
metabolizing acetaldehyde during follicular development would be induced to remove the
cytotoxic metabolites. Strikingly, two members of Aldh type I family (Aldh1a1 and
Aldh1a7) were expressed in the mouse ovary and increased significantly in response to eCG.
However, eCG did not increase the expression of Aldh type II, a form dominantly expressed
and functional in liver tissue [26,33].

Cyanamide is a well-known broad ALDH inhibitor that reduces the activity of both type I
and type II enzymes and has been used to study the effects of alcohol in vivo [26].
Therefore, to determine the role of ALDH enzymes during follicular development, we co-
injected cyanamide with eCG into immature female mice. Whereas ovaries of control mice
contained healthy preovulatory follicles at 48-hr post injection, ovaries of the cyanamide
treated mice exhibited altered morphology and function associated with increased levels of
acetaldehyde. Specifically, the mural granulosa cell layer was perturbed and some of non-
adherent cells were apoptotic (TUNEL positive). Although the precise targets of
acetaldehyde in the granulosa cells are not yet known, acetaldehyde may alter the functions
of protein tyrosine phospathase 1B that normally complexes with E-cadherin to prevent
apoptosis and maintain epithelial cell-cell adhesion [33–36].

Because the decreased the expression of granulosa cell specific genes by the administration
of cyanamide in vivo could have been due to direct as well as indirect effects of increased
acetaldehyde and/or altered metabolic functons in liver or other organs, we cultured follicles
with hormones (LH-FSH-Testosterone) alone to stimulate follicle cell differentiation or
combined the hormones with disulfiram, a drug that dominantly suppresses ALDH type I
but not ALDH type II activity [29]. The differentiationa hormone treatment increased the
expression of marker genes in control ovaries, whereas the addition of disulfiram
significantly decreased the level of Lhcgr, Cyp19a1, Ccnd2, Fshr, Cyp17a1 and Bmp7
mRNAs. Thus, acetaldehyde negatively regulates not only theca cell functions but also
granulosa cell differentiation. Although we presume that most of the acetaldehyde is
produced in theca cells, this has not been directly tested.
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In addition, it is known that ALDH1 is involved in the retinoic acid (RA) synthetic pathway
[31], that RA receptor (RAR) is expressed in granulosa cells of eCG-primed rat ovary [37]
and that RA can impact FSH regulation of granulosa cell differentiation [38,39,40,41].
Therefore, to determine if RA could overcome the inhibitory effects of disulfiram, ovaries
were cultured with RA and disulfiram alone or in the presence of LH, FSH and testosterone.
Although RA facilitated the expression of Lhcgr mRNA, other marker genes were not
increased by treatment with RA in the presence of disulfiram. Thus, ALDH appears to have
dual roles in follicular development; one is to synthesize RA, and the other is to metabolize
and inactivate cytotoxic acetaldehyde. The latter pathway may be most critical because RA
did not prevent the decreased number of ovulated oocytes in mice treated with cyanamide
and because the addition of RA to LH+FSH+testosterone hormone cocktail did not enhance
the expression genes, including Lhcgr. By contrast, Bagavandoss and Midgley [38] cultured
granulosa cells with FSH and showed that RA significantly suppressed Lhcgr expression in
a dose-dependent manner. In the present study, follicles were cultured in the presence of not
only FSH but also LH, testostereone and serum. Because serum contains high level of
retinol, it is possible that the synthesis of RA from retinol may occur in the ovary and that it
plays multiple roles in a context specific manner. Therefore, the roles of RA during
follicular development are under further investigation.

Lastly, the reduction of acetaldehyde toxicity during follicular development appears to be
critical not only for granulosa cell differentiation but also for proper oocyte development.
Specifically, the cyanamide-treated mice showed decreased numbers of ovulated oocytes
after hCG, the ovulated oocytes were of poor quality and the fertilized eggs exhibited poor
growth in culture. These results indicate that acetaldehyde generated during steroidogenesis
can have toxic effects that impair proper granulosa cell differentiation and reduce oocyte
viability either as consequence of granulosa cell malfunctions or by direct effects. Thus,
ALDH activity is critical to metabolize acetaldehyde and prevent its accumulation to toxic
levels that disrupt not only granulosa cell and theca cell functions but also proper oocyte
development.
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Research Highlights

We analyzed the kinetic changes of acetaldehyde level in ovary during follicular
development.

The level was transiently increased as a byproduct in a steroidogenic pathway.

However, the level was decreased in an ALDH dependent manner.

The reduction of acetaldehyde level was required for granulosa cell differentiation
during follicular development.
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Fig. 1. The production of acetaldehyde in mouse ovary during follicular development
(A) Schematic pathway of acetaldehyde production from cholesterol in developing follicles
(B) Levels of acetaldehyde in ovaries of mice treated with or without eCG, a–c; Letters that
are not common designated significance (p<0.05). Values are mean +/−SEM of three
replicates. AGT; Immature mice (Day 23) were co-injected with eCG (4IU) and/or
CYP11A1 inhibitor, aminoglutethimide (4mg/kg) by i.p. injection. After 36-hr injection,
ovary was collected to use for detection of acetaldehyde level. *; Significant difference was
observed as compared with those in ovaries of control mice (P<0.05).
(C) Temporal changes in expression of steroidogenic genes ovaries of mice treated with or
without eCG, For reference, the day 23 value was set as 1, and the data are presented as fold
increase. Values are mean +/−SEM of three replicates. *; Significant differences were
observed as compared with those in ovaries of untreated day23 mice (P<0.05). day23; day
23 immature female mice before eCG priming
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(D) The effects of hCG injection to immature mice without eCG priming on acetoaldehyde
production. Immature mice (Day 23) were injected with hCG (5IU) by i.p. injection. After
48-hr injection, ovary was collected to use for detection of acetaldehyde level and analyze
the gene expression levels. *; Significant difference was observed as compared with those in
ovaries of immature mice (P<0.05).

Kawai et al. Page 16

Reprod Toxicol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2013 June 01.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Fig. 2. The expression of acetaldehyde dehydrogenase family members in ovaries of mice treated
with eCG for 48 hr
(A) The expression patterns of Aldh family genes in ovaries of mice treated with eCG for 48
hr.
(B) Levels of acetaldehyde in ovaries of mice 48 hr after the treatment with eCG and/or
ALDH inhibitor, cyanamide (15 mg/kg), Values are mean +/−SEM of three replicates. *;
The injection of 15 mg/kg cyanamide with eCG significantly increased the level of
acetaldehyde in ovary (P<0.05).
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Fig. 3. The broad ALDH inhibitor, cyanamide, impaired follicular development in eCG-primed
mice
(A) Cyanamide induced apoptosis in granulosa cells as detected by TUNEL assay
(B) The expression genes known to be markers of granulosa cell differentiation and
follicular development, *; Significant differences were observed as compared with those in
granulosa cells recovered from mice coinjected with eCG and cyanamide (P<0.05). Values
are mean +/−SEM of three replicates. immature: immature mice before eCG priming,
control: 48 hr after eCG priming, cyanamide: coinjection with eCG and 15 mg/kg of
cyanamide for 48 hr
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Fig. 4. The expression of FSH target genes was suppressed by disulfiram, a selective ALDH1
inhibitor, in in vitro cultured mice ovary
The expression level of genes known as follicular development makers in granulosa cells, *;
Significant differences were observed as compared with those in ovary cultured for 48 hr
with 4 or 40 μM of disulfiram in the presence of LH, FSH and testosterone (LH+FSH+T)
(P<0.05). **; The addition of retinoic acid (RA) to LH+FSH+T and 40 μM of disulfiram-
containing medium significantly increased the expression of Lhcgr mRNA as compared with
that in ovary cultured with LH+FSH+T and 40 μM of disulfiram. ***; The addition of RA
significantly suppressed the expression of Bmp7 and Cyp17a1 as compared with those in
ovary cultured with LH+FSH+T. Values are mean +/−SEM of three replicates. C; ovaries
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were embedded in alginate gels and then cultured for 48 hr. RA; ovaries were cultured with
10 μM of RA in the presence of LH+FSH+T for 48 hr. dis+RA; ovaries were cultured with
40 μM of disulfiram and 10 μM of RA in the presence of LH+FSH+T for 48 hr.
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Figure 5.
Ovulation was also suppressed by ALDH inhibitor, Immature mice were co-injected with
eCG and/or ALDH inhibitor, cyanamide and/or retinoic acid (RA). After 48 hr, these mice
were treated with hCG. 16-hr post-hCG injection, the ovulated oocytes were collected from
oviducts and counted. *; The injection of 15 mg/kg cyanamide with eCG significantly
reduced the number of ovulated oocytes (P<0.05). Values are mean +/−SEM of 9 mice. Cyn
+RA; 15 mg/kg cyanamide and RA were co-injected with eCG.
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Table 1

primer list

gene Forward Primer Reverse Primer Size (bp) anneling temperature

Aldh1a1 5′-CCCGGATTTTTGTTGAGGAG-3′ 5′-GAGAACACTGTGGGCTGCAC-3′ 244 64

Aldh1a3 5′-CTGGATGCACTGAGCAGAGG-3′ 5′-GTCCTGCCCTGGATTTTGTC-3′ 194 62

Aldh1a7 5′-CTGTCCCTGTCCAATGCCCA-3′ 5′-GGTGACTGTATGAGATGTACAGC-3′ 190 64

Aldh1l2 5′-CCAAGGACGCCTTTGAGAAC-3′ 5′-CCAGCCTGCGAAGTATCTGA-3′ 206 62

Aldh2 5′-GGACCGTGGCTACTTTATCCAG-3′ 5′-AGAGGTTGGGACAGGTAATTGG-3′ 213 64

Aldh3a2 5′-TCAGTGAAAACACGGCCAAG-3′ 5′-GCCACGTCCAGATCACAGTC-3′ 259 64

Aldh6a1 5′-GATCCAACCAGGCAGGAGAG-3′ 5′-ACCAGTTCTGGCAGCCACTT-3′ 229 64

Aldh8a1 5′-GGGTGAGACACAAGGGCTTC-3′ 5′-ATGAGCCACCTGGGCTGTAT-3′ 275 64

Aldh9a1 5′-CTTCACGCCTGTGTCTGCTC-3′ 5′-AGGAGATTTGCCCCCAAGTT-3′ 232 64

Aldh16a1 5′-TTCTGCGACGGACTCTAGCA-3′ 5′-CCATCCAGTCCTCTCCCACT-3′ 244 64

Aldh18a1 5′-TGGACTGATGGCCTTGTACG-3′ 5′-GACGGCATCGTTTGTGTTGA-3′ 175 64

Bmp7 5′-ACCATCTGGGCTTCTGAGGA-3′ 5′-CAGGGCCTCTTGGTTCTTTG-3′ 297 62

Ccnd2 5′-TCACCACGTGTTCCCAAGAC-3′ 5′-AGCGAATTCCCTCCATCAGA-3′ 243 60

Cyp11a1 : 5′-GGGAGACATGGCCAAGATGG-3′ 5′-CAGCCAAAGCCCAAGTACCG-3′ 279 60

Cyp17a1 5′-GGCCCCAGATGGTGACTCT-3′ 5′-GGGACTCCCCGTCGTATGTA-3′ 205 64

Cyp19a1 5′-TTGCACCCAAATGAGGACAG-3′ 5′-CTTCACTGGTCCCCAACACA-3′ 290 60

Hsd3b1 5′-TGGGGAGAGAAGTCCATTCA-3′ 5′-GGAGCCCCCATTCCTTACTA-3′ 263 60

Hsd3b6 5′-CGGTTGTACGGGCAAATTCT-3′ 5′-GAAGCCCCACTCCTTGCTC-3′ 199 64

Hsd17b1 5′-GAAGGTTTGTGCGAGAGTCTG-3′ 5′-AAGCGGTTCGTGGAGAAGTAG-3′ 287 64

Fshr 5′-TGGCCATTACTGGGAACACC-3′ 5′-TGCCAAAGATGGGGAAGAGA-3′ 261 60

L19 5′-GGCATAGGGAAGAGGAAGG-3′ 5′-GGATGTGCTCCATGAGGATGC-3 199 60

Lhcgr 5′-ACTGGTGTGGTTTCAGGAATT-3′ 5′-CCTAAGGAAGGCATAGCCCAT-3′ 244 60

Star 5′-GCAGCAGGCAACCTGGTG-3′ 5′-TGATTGTCTTCGGCAGCC-3′ 249 60
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Table 2

The effects of cyanamide (ALDH inhibitor) injection to eCG-treated mice on the fertilization and oocyte
developmental compartment

Total number of ovulated oocytes1 Rate of fertilization (%)2 Rate of blastocyst stage (%)3

Control (n=4) 91 78.0+/−8.1 85.9+/−8.7

Cynamide (n=4) 64a 41.4+/−4.8b 39.7+/−12.9c

1
ovulated oocytes were recovered from oviducts of 4 female mice in each treatment group

2
Fertilization rate was 2cell embryo/ovulated oocytes

3
Rate of blastocyst stage was blastocyst stage/2 cell embryo

a,b,c
The significant difference was observed between the treatment groups.

Reprod Toxicol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2013 June 01.


