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background: The vitamin D receptor (VDR) is expressed in human testis, and vitamin D (VD) has been suggested to affect survival
and function of mature spermatozoa. Indeed, VDR knockout mice and VD deficient rats show decreased sperm counts and low fertility.
However, the cellular response to VD is complex, since it is not solely dependent on VDR expression, but also on cellular uptake of circulat-
ing VD and presence and activity of VD metabolizing enzymes. Expression of VD metabolizing enzymes has not previously been investigated
in human testis and male reproductive tract. Therefore, we performed a comprehensive analysis of the expression of VDR, VD activating
(CYP2R1, CYP27A1, CYP27B1) and inactivating (CYP24A1) enzymes in the testis, epididymis, seminal vesicle (SV), prostate and sperma-
tozoa.

methods: Tissue samples were obtained after orchiectomy (testis n ¼ 13; epididymis n ¼ 7), prostatectomy (prostate n ¼ 5 and SVs
n ¼ 3) and semen samples obtained after ejaculation (n ¼ 13). mRNA was detected with RT–PCR and expression of proteins was deter-
mined by immunohistochemistry.

results: VDR and VD metabolizing enzymes were concomitantly expressed in round and elongated spermatids, vesicles within the caput
epididymis, and glandular epithelium of cauda epididymis, SV and prostate. The expression pattern in ejaculated spermatozoa varied,
although, concomitant expression of VDR, CYP2R1, CYP27B1 and CYP24A1 was observed in neck and midpiece in a subpopulation of
mature spermatozoa.

conclusion: On the basis of the marked expression of VDR and the VD metabolizing enzymes in human testis, ejaculatory tract and
mature spermatozoa, we suggest that VD is important for spermatogenesis and maturation of human spermatozoa.
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Introduction
Development of spermatozoa, and hence male fertility, depends on a
complex series of events that occur in the reproductive organs. Fol-
lowing spermiogenesis, the spermatozoa become motile in the epidi-
dymis, where they are stored until ejaculation. During ejaculation
epididymal content is mixed with secretion from the prostate gland
and seminal vesicle (SV), before the spermatozoa undergo capacita-
tion and fertilization competency in the female reproductive tract
(Cornwall, 2009). Several endocrine factors have been implicated
in sperm production and maturation, but little is known about the
potential role of vitamin D (VD) in male reproduction.

VD is a key regulator of calcium homeostasis and bone mineraliz-
ation, although expression of the vitamin D receptor (VDR) in

various tissues has been related to several functions, comprising an
important role in cell cycle control (Fleet, 2008). VD affects calcium
homeostasis by regulating intestinal absorption, urinary excretion,
secretion of PTH, and by altering expression of intracellular calcium
binding proteins and calcium-channels, -pumps and -transporters.
Calcium is important in the male reproductive tract, where it is essen-
tial for spermatogenesis, sperm motility, hyperactivation and acro-
some reaction (Yoshida et al., 2008).

VD needs to be activated by two enzymatic steps, before it binds
with high affinity to VDR and the systemic activation of VD is a tightly
regulated process. It normally starts in the skin, where UVB radiation
converts 7-dehydrocholesterol to cholecalciferol (vitamin D3). Vitamin
D3 is subsequently metabolized by the hepatic 25-hydroxylases
(CYP2R1 or CYP27A1), before 25-hydroxycholecalciferol (25(OH)D3)
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relocates to the circulation, where the renal 1a-hydroxylase (CYP27B1)
converts 25(OH)D3 to the active 1,25(OH)2D3 (calcitriol). Calcitriol
binds and activates VDR in target cells, until the 24-hydroxylase
(CYP24A1) inactivates it (Prosser and Jones, 2004). VD deficiency in
male rats results in reduced sperm counts, and female rats inseminated
with semen from VD deficient male rats have lower fertility rates
(Kwiecinski et al., 1989; Schleicher et al., 1989; Uhland et al., 1992;
Audet et al., 2004; Hirai et al., 2009). The impaired reproductive perform-
ance induced by VD deficiency is reversible and seems to be mediated
predominantly through calcium imbalance, because it can be corrected
either by supplying VD or by normalizing calcium levels (Uhland et al.,
1992). VD acts through the VDR, and VDR expression has been shown
in testis from rodents, chickens, roosters, humans and recently also in
mature human spermatozoa (Merke et al., 1985; Johnson et al., 1996;
Corbett et al., 2006; Aquila et al., 2008; Oliveira et al., 2008; Hirai et al.,
2009). The importance of this expression is highlighted in VDR knockout
mice, which show decreased sperm counts, reduced sperm motility and
histological abnormalities of the testis, which unlike the VD deficient
male rats only partly can be restored by calcium supplements (Kinuta
et al., 2000). The liver and kidney were previously thought to be the
only organs with the ability to activate VD, but extra-renal expression
of CYP27B1, CYP24A1 and CYP27A1 have been shown in tissues
thought only to be VD responsive (Nagakura et al., 1986). This compli-
cates the supposed cellular response to VD, because in addition to
VDR expression, it also depends on the ability to allow uptake of substrate
and metabolize the circulating forms of VD (Fleet, 2008).

To improve our knowledge of VD in male reproduction, we con-
ducted a comprehensive analysis of the expression of VDR and VD
metabolizing enzymes (CYP2R1, CYP27A1, CYP27B1 and
CYP24A1) in the human male reproductive tissues, including testis,
epididymis, prostate, SV and ejaculated sperm. The pattern of
expression reported here suggests a role of VD in male reproduction.

Materials and Methods

Patients and ethics
Patients were recruited from the andrology clinic at University Depart-
ment of Growth and Reproduction at Rigshospitalet, Denmark in accord-
ance with the Helsinki Declaration and after approval from the local ethics
committee (permit no. KF 01 2006-3472). Freshly delivered semen
samples from men from the general population with no andrological pro-
blems (n ¼ 13) went through a routine semen analysis, before immuno-
cytochemistry was performed. Samples of 100 ml semen were diluted in
PBS (25 � 106 spz/ml PBS), and were centrifuged using Shandon Cytospin
2 centrifuge (Anatomical Pathology International, Runcorn, UK) at 200g
for 5 min onto SuperFrostRPlus microscope slides (Menzel-Glaser,
Braunschweig, Germany). The cytospins were not fixed.

Epididymis and adult testis samples (n ¼ 7–13) were obtained from
orchidectomy specimens, performed due to testicular cancer. Each
sample was divided into fragments, which were either snap-frozen at
808C for RNA extraction, or fixed overnight at 48C in Stieve’s fluid,
Bouin’s fixative, formalin or paraformaldehyde and subsequently
embedded in paraffin. All testicular tumours were germ cell tumours,
and the surrounding tissue contained tubules with normal spermatogen-
esis. One specimen for RNA extraction contained tubules with
Sertoli-cell-only (SCO). Tissue from the prostate and SV were obtained
after prostatectomy. All tissues used for immunohistochemistry (IHC)
were regarded as normal after histological evaluation, although the

normal tissue was adherent to pathological parts. For additional normal
control, we purchased normal testis RNA from three different companies
(Clontech-Takara Bio Europe, Abcam Plc, Cambridge, UK, Biopharm US),
although normal ovary (used for comparison) was purchased from Abcam
Plc, Cambridge, UK. The kidney samples used for positive controls have
been described earlier (Blomberg Jensen et al., 2009).

RT–PCR
We used the same primers and conditions as described previously
(Blomberg Jensen et al., 2009), except for the investigation of the
CYP24A1-splice variant lacking the mitochondrial-targeting signal
(CYP24SV: TCCTGAAGTTGCAGCTGGAGT & GAGCTCATCTATTC
TGCCCATA 213 bp). Representative bands from each primer combi-
nation were excised and sequenced for verification.

Immunohistochemistry
Paraffin sections were deparaffinized and rehydrated. Antigen retrieval was
accomplished by microwaving the sections for 15 min in TEG buffer (Tris
6.06 g, EGTA 0.95 g in 5 l, pH 9.0). Afterwards all sections were incubated
with 2% non-immune goat serum (Zymed Histostain kit, San Francisco,
CA, USA) or 0.5% milk powder diluted in Tris buffered saline (TBS) to
minimize cross-reactivity. Primary antibodies were purchased from Santa
Cruz Biotechnology Inc., Santa Cruz, CA [CYP2R1 (C-15) sc-48985,
CYP27A1 (P-17) sc-14835, CYP27B1 (H-90) sc-67261, VDR (H-81):
sc-9164, CYP24 (H-87): sc-66851]. CYP2R1 and CYP27A1 were goat
polyclonal antibodies and CYP27B1, VDR and CYP24 were rabbit polyclo-
nal antibodies. All antibodies were tested by western blot in our labora-
tory (data not shown) and have been validated in the normal human
kidney (Blomberg Jensen et al., 2009). In the human kidney we showed
that VDR, CYP24A1 and CYP27B1 were strongly expressed in the prox-
imal tubules in addition to a minor expression in the distal tubules, while
CYP2R1 and CYP27A1 had a marked expression in distal tubules. Pres-
ence of the proteins in the testis and kidney was determined by
Western blot, and subsequently initial experiments were carried out in
the male reproductive tract with different antibody dilutions (1:50
to1:500), different buffers (TEG, citrate, Urea) and with different fixatives
(Stieve’s, Bouin’s, formalin or paraformaldehyd). The optimal dilutions of
the primary antibodies in formalin fixed tissues were: CYP2R1 1:100,
CYP27A1 1:200, CYP27B1 1:200, VDR 1:100 and CYP24 1:200. After
16 h of incubation at 58C, the sections were incubated with biotinylated
goat anti-rabbit IgG (Zymed Histostain kit) or biotinylated donkey anti-
goat IgG (1:400), before a peroxidase-conjugated streptavidin complex
(Zymed Histostain kit) was used as a tertiary layer. Visualization was per-
formed with amino ethyl carbasole (Zymed Histostain kit). Between incu-
bation steps, the slides were washed with TBS. When needed,
counterstaining was performed with Meyer’s haematoxylin. The pro-
cedure for staining of the Leydig cells was performed with a slightly differ-
ent procedure, as described previously in the kidney (Blomberg Jensen
et al., 2009), because a biotin and peroxidase based development is inap-
propriate in Leydig cells due to an unspecific background staining. We used
alkaline phosphatase (AP)-conjugated secondary antibodies (Santa Cruz)
and evaluated expression after visualization with NBT-BCIP [Nitro-Blue
Tetrazolium Chloride-5-Bromo-4-Chloro-30-Indolyphosphate p-Toluidine
Salt] after blocking endogenous AP with Levamisol. All experiments
were performed with control staining without the primary antibody,
which were carefully examined to ensure that negative controls remained
unstained.

The immunocytochemical staining of the ejaculated spermatozoa was
performed as described above, except that the slides were not fixed,
and we used 2% mouse serum instead of goat serum to avoid cross-
reactivity. Two independent investigators evaluated all slides (M.B.J. and
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J.E.N.). Staining was classified according to an arbitrary semi-quantitative
reference scale depending on the intensity of staining and the proportion
of cells stained: þþþ, strong staining in nearly all cells; þþ, moderate
staining or only a minority of cells positive; þ, weak staining or a low per-
centage of cells stained; þ/2, very weak staining in single cells; neg., no
positive cells detected. Finally, the subcellular location of the expression
was noted.

Results

Expression of the VDR
VDR mRNA was detected in testis, epididymis, prostate, SV, ovary and
kidney, although the level of expression varied (Fig. 1A). High
expression, similar to the level observed in kidney, was detected in
SV and epididymis, although the expression in the remaining tissues
was low. VDR mRNA was detectable in all normal testis samples,
but not in testis with SCO pattern. The mRNA expression was
matched by the presence of VDR protein both in nucleus and cyto-
plasm of spermatogonia, in round and elongated spermatids and in
some spermatocytes (Fig. 1B; summarized in Fig. 4A1). VDR was
markedly expressed in Leydig cells, where expression was aggregated
in small cytoplasmic clusters, with no concomitant nuclear staining
(Fig. 4B1). The lack of VDR mRNA expression in the SCO sample,
which contains Leydig cells, suggests that the expression observed in
Leydig cells should be interpreted with caution. Expression of VDR
in ejaculated spermatozoa varied. In some samples the majority of
spermatozoa expressed VDR, although others only had detectable
expression in a minor proportion of the ejaculated sperm. Morpho-
logically normal spermatozoa often expressed VDR, although

expression also was found in morphologically abnormal sperm
(Fig. 4G1; Table I). The predominant locations of expression were
in the post-acrosomal region (par), neck and in the midpiece of sper-
matozoa, whereas some had a marked staining in the head.

VDR expression was detectable in luminal cytoplasmic vesicles in
caput epididymis, although expression was dispersed in the cytoplasm
of epithelial cells of cauda epididymis (Fig. 4C1 and D1). VDR
expression was detected in both nucleus and cytoplasm of the basal
glandular prostate epithelium and the epithelia lining the prostate
ducts (Figs 1C, 4E1 and Table I). All epithelia of SV had a marked
expression of VDR in cytoplasm and a minor expression in the
nucleus (Figs 1D and 4F1). An overview of expression in the investi-
gated organs can be found in Table I.

Expression of the activating enzymes
(CYP2R1, CYP27A1 and CYP27B1)
The mRNAs encoding CYP2R1 and CYP27A1 were expressed in all
investigated samples, however, with a lower expression in epididymis
and prostate. Highest expression of CYP2R1 was found in testis,
although the level of CYP27A1 mRNA in testis was comparable to
the expression found in the kidney. CYP27B1 was present in all
samples, but the levels differed: high expression in control kidney
and in SV, although expression was low in normal testis and barely
detectable in testis with SCO, epididymis, prostate and ovary
(Fig. 2A).

The CYP2R1, CYP27A1 and CYP27B1 proteins were expressed in
Leydig cells, and IHC results matched by detectable bands in the SCO
sample (Fig. 2A). All the activating enzymes had a marked expression
in round and elongated spermatids (Figs 2B–D and 4A2–A4),

Figure 1 Expression of VDR in the male reproductive tract.
(A) RT–PCR analysis of mRNA expression. From left: normal testis (NT), SCO, epididymis, prostate, seminal vesicles (SV), ovary, kidney and kidney tissue divided in
cortex and medulla. RPS 20 loading control. (B) Normal testis with expression of VDR in spermatogonia (arrow) and in round (arrowhead) and elongated spermatids. (C)
Nuclear staining in the basal epithelia in addition to a luminal cytoplasmic expression of the prostate gland (arrow). (D) A marked cytoplasmic expression in the SV
(arrows). Bar corresponds to 50 mm.
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although CYP2R1 had a marked staining in spermatocytes, where
expression was low for CYP27A1 and CYP27B1, and CYP27B1was
unlike CYP2R1 and CYP27A1 also present in spermatogonia
(Figs 2B–D, 4A2–A4 and Table I). The expression of the activating
enzymes in ejaculated spermatozoa varied. CYP27B1 was predomi-
nantly expressed in post-acrosomal region and neck, and the majority
expressed CYP2R1 predominantly along the tail, post-acrosomal
region and neck (Fig. 4G2–G4). CYP27A1 was only expressed in a
low percentage of sperm, and the subcellular location varied. The
expression of the activating enzymes seemed independent of head
morphology (Fig. 4G2–G4).

All the activating enzymes were expressed in epididymal, prostate
and SV epithelium. CYP2R1 were strongly expressed in luminal ves-
icles in caput epididymis, although expression was absent or barely
detectable in cauda epididymis (Figs 2E and 4C2/D2). CYP27A1
and CYP27B1 were stronger expressed in distal parts of the epididy-
mis, where expression was dispersed through out the cytoplasm
(Fig. 4D3–D4). All the activating enzymes were expressed in the
basal layer of the prostate glandular and ductal epithelia (Fig. 4E2–
E4). However, CYP2R1 expression seemed lower than CYP27A1
and CYP27B1 in prostate epithelium, although CYP27A1 in one of
the investigated prostate samples had a strong expression in few of
the epithelial cells (Fig. 4E3). CYP2R1, CYP27A1 and CYP27B1
were all expressed in the epithelium of the SV (Figs 2G, 4F2–F4
and Table I).

Expression of the inactivating enzyme
(CYP24A1)
CYP24A1 mRNA had a marked expression in kidney and a minor
expression in testis, prostate, SV and ovary. Moreover, since there
are splice-variants of CYP24A1 lacking the mitochondrial targeting
domain, we used different primer combinations (Adams et al.,
2007). We did not detect the splice-variant of CYP24A1 lacking the
mitochondrial targeting domain in any of the investigated tissues, but
other splice variants (with no known functional importance, splice
sites in exon 9–11; Muindi et al., 2007) were detected in ovary, epi-
didymis and SV. CYP24A1 mRNA was detected in testis and kidney
with all primer combinations, but expression in ovary, epididymis
and prostate was only detected with primers amplifying a fragment
in the C terminal part of CYP24A1 (Fig. 3A).

The CYP24A1 enzyme was present in spermatogonia, round and
elongated spermatids, Leydig cells and glandular epithelia of epididy-
mis, prostate and SV (Figs 3B–D, 4A5–F5 and Table I). A large pro-
portion of the ejaculated sperm expressed CYP24 in the neck,
midpiece, together with a marked expression in a distinct structure
at the annulus ( Jensen’s ring; Fig. 4G5). A large proportion of sperm
with normal midpiece and tail morphology had this distinct expression
at the annulus, although it was also detected in sperm with abnormal
head morphology. CYP24A1 was expressed in the epithelia of both
caput and cauda epididymis. In the proximal parts of the epididymis,

.................................................................................

.............................................................................................................................................................................................

Table I Description of specimens and assessment of the expression of VDR, CYP2R1, CYP27A1, CYP27B1 and CYP24A1.

Tissue and cell type Receptor
VDR

Activating enzymes In-activating
CYP24A1CYP2R1 CYP27A1 CYP27B1

Normal testis

Spermatogonia þ to þþ neg. to þ/2 neg. to þ þ to þþ þ/2 to þþ

Spermatocytes neg. to þ þ to þþþ neg. to þ/2 neg. to þ neg. to þ

Spermatids (n ¼ 7–13) þþ to þþþ þþ to þþþ þþ þþ to þþþ þ to þþþ

Leydig cells neg. to þþþ þ to þþ þ to þþ neg. to þþþ þþ

Spermatozoa

Head neg. to þþ neg. to þþþ neg. to þþ neg. to þþ neg. to þ

Neck neg to þþ neg. neg. to þþ neg. to þþ neg. to þþþ

Midpiece neg. to þþ neg. to þþ neg. neg. to þþ neg. to þþþ

Tail neg. neg. to þþþ neg. neg. neg. to þþþ

Predominant location (n ¼ 13) P. acr., neck and mid. P. acr. and tail Head, p. acr. and neck P. acr., neck and mid. Neck and annulus

Epididymis

Caput/corpus þ to þþþ þ to þþ þ/2 to þþ þ/2 to þþ þþ

Cauda (n ¼ 7) þþ to þþþ neg to þ/2 þþ þ to þþ þþ

Prostate

Gland þ to þþþ þ/2 to þþ þ to þþþ þþ to þþþ þþþ

Ductal (N ¼ 5) þ to þþ þ/2 to þ þ þ to þþ þþ

Sem vesicle

Gland (N ¼ 3) þþ þþ þ to þþþ þ to þþ þþþ

Subcellular location Nuclear and cytoplasmic Cytoplasmic Cytoplasmic Cytoplasmic Cytoplasmic

P.acr., post-acrosomal region; gland, glandular epithelia; ductal, ductal epithelia. Staining was classified according to an arbitrary semi-quantitative reference scale depending on the intensity
of cellular staining: þþþ, strong staining; þþ, moderate staining; þ, weak staining; þ/2, very weak staining; neg., no staining.
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the expression was located only in the luminal vesicles, while it had a
dispersed expression in the distal epididymal segments (Fig. 4C5 and
D5). In the prostate gland CYP24A1 expression was detected in the
basal layer of the glandular epithelia as well as epithelia lining the pros-
tate ducts (Figs 3D, 4E5 and Table I). In SV all epithelial cells expressed
CYP24A1 (Fig. 4F5).

Co-localization of all vitamin D metabolizing
enzymes and VDR
VDR and all VD metabolizing enzymes co-localized in both Leydig
cells and round and elongated spermatids, although only CYP27B1,
VDR and CYP24A1 were expressed in spermatogonia (Table I).
Some tissue samples contained clusters of Leydig cells and few of
these clustered cells did not express any of the investigated
enzymes. CYP2R1 stained a larger proportion of ejaculated sperm

than CYP27A1, and expression was mainly found along the tail and
in the neck and par, where VDR, CYP24A1 and CYP27B1 also
were expressed. A large proportion of the spermatozoa from
healthy controls seemed to have concomitant expression of the
CYP27B1, VDR and CYP24A1 at the post-acrosomal region, neck
and midpiece (Fig. 4).

In the proximal part of epididymis the VDR and the metabolizing
enzymes were confined to luminal vesicles in the cytoplasm, although
cytoplasmic expression of all investigated proteins except CYP2R1were
higher in cauda epididymis. The epithelia in prostate and SV co-expressed
VDR and the metabolizing enzymes, and they were also expressed in the
ducts from both organs. In addition we noticed a minor staining in the
endothelium, stroma, peritubular and inflammatory cells.

All the results reported here were reproducible, although
expression of VDR in the spermatocytes varied. There were no
major discrepancies in the ratings performed by the two observers.

Figure 2 Expression of the VD activating enzymes in the reproductive tract.
(A) RT–PCR with the same panel and control as described above (Fig. 1A). (B) IHC analysis of CYP2R1 in NT with expression in round spermatids (arrowhead) and
arrow indicates expression in spermatocytes. (C) IHC analysis of CYP27A1 in NT showing expression in round spermatids (arrowhead). (D) IHC analysis of CYP27B1 in
NT with expression in spermatogonia (arrow) and in round spermatids (arrowhead). (E) CYP2R1 expression in corpus epididymis (arrow). (F) Cytoplasmic expression of
CYP27A1 in the prostate gland (arrows). (G) Cytoplasmic expression of CYP27B1 in epithelium of the SV (arrows). Bar corresponds to 50 mm.
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Discussion
We show here for the first time that the human testis and epithelia of
the ejaculatory tract are capable of metabolizing VD. The expression
of VDR and VD metabolizing enzymes is present in germ cells during
spermatogenesis and persist during transit through the ejaculatory
duct and in ejaculated mature spermatozoa. Extra-renal metabolism
of VD has to our knowledge not previously been shown in testis, epi-
didymis, SV or mature spermatozoa, but it has been detected in
several other mesenchymal-derived tissues, where local activation of
VD is important for cell cycle control (Fleet, 2008). Although this is
a descriptive study, we believe the concomitant expression of VDR
and VD metabolizing enzymes in male germ cells and reproductive
tract indicates that local activation of VD may be important for sper-
matogenesis and sperm maturation.

VDR expression is required for the cell to respond to activated VD,
and the subcellular location of VDR seems to be important for the
VD-mediated action. The partial nuclear expression of VDR in sper-
matogonia indicates a genomic action, where VDR forms a heterodi-
mer with the retinoid receptor (RXR), binds to vitamin D response
elements (VDRE) and regulates transcription of several genes involved
in mitotic activity, differentiation and apoptosis (Fleet, 2008). VD can
also induce a rapid non-genomic action, which is mediated through
membrane bound or cytoplasmic VDR and alter cellular activity
through second messengers (Fleet, 2008). VDR expression has pre-
viously been shown in the reproductive tract in rats, in human
testis, prostate and spermatozoa (Johnson et al., 1996; Bieche et al.,
2007). The IHC results of our analysis are in agreement with earlier
reports (Merke et al., 1985; Johnson et al., 1996; Corbett et al.,
2006; Nangia et al., 2007; Aquila et al., 2008; Oliveira et al., 2008;

Hirai et al., 2009), although there are a few discrepancies, which
could be caused by antibody properties together with use of different
fixatives, species and method selection. We evaluated the expression
in morphologically normal tissue from pathological specimens, because
biopsies or surgery can only be performed if there is a clinical indi-
cation for the procedure. The normal tissue, which we used for our
investigation, was sometimes present adjacent to pathological tissue
such as carcinoma in situ, SCO, or a fibroid prostate. This could
partly be responsible for the range of expression reported in
Table I, because levels of fibrosis, inflammation, metabolism etc. in
the tissue may induce variation in the cellular expression between
the different tissue samples.

The cellular response to VD is not solely dependent on VDR
expression, but depends also upon the presence of VD activating
and inactivating enzymes. Spermatogonia express VDR, CYP27B1
and CYP24A1, with no concomitant expression of the
25-hydroxylases. This implies that spermatogonia could have easier
access to circulating 25(OH)D3, while concomitant expression of
VDR and all the VD metabolizing enzymes were detected in round
spermatids, situated behind the blood-testis barrier. In addition to
its role in cell cycle control, VD may be important for the synthesis
of VD-dependent calcium transporters (TRPV5, TRPV6), the
calcium pump (PMCA), calbindin and calmodulin, which all are impor-
tant for sperm function (Schuh et al., 2004; Inpanbutr et al., 1996;
Schoeber et al., 2007; Fleet, 2008; Li et al., 2009).

The expression of VDR and VD metabolizing enzymes in Leydig
cells were evaluated by using AP-conjugated secondary antibodies,
because the peroxidase based visualization resulted in a minor staining
of Leydig cells in negative controls. The IHC expression is partly
reflected by the mRNA level in the SCO sample, which contains

Figure 3 Expression of the inactivating enzyme (CYP24A1) in the reproductive tract.
RT–PCR with the same panel and control as described above (Fig. 1A). (B) IHC detection of CYP24A1 in NT with marked expression in spermatogonia (arrow) and
round spermatids (arrowhead). (C) Marked expression of CYP24A1 in the luminal vesicles in caput epididymis (arrows). (D) Cytoplasmic staining in the epithelium of the
prostate gland (arrows). Bar corresponds to 50 mm.

1308 Blomberg Jensen et al.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/hum

rep/article/25/5/1303/638467 by U
.S. D

epartm
ent of Justice user on 16 August 2022



Figure 4 Cellular expression pattern of VDR and the VD metabolizing enzymes in the male reproductive tract.
(A1) VDR expression in the nucleus and cytoplasm (black arrow) of spermatogonia and in round spermatids (arrowhead). (A2) CYP2R1 expression in spermatocytes
(arrow) and round spermatids (arrowhead). (A3) CYP27A1 expression in round spermatids (arrowhead). (A4–5) Expression of CYP27B1 and CYP24A1 in spermato-
gonia (arrow) and round spermatids (arrowhead). (B1–5) Cytoplasmic expression of VDR and all the metabolizing enzymes in Leydig cells. (C1–5) Black arrows indicate
expression of VDR and all the enzymes in the luminal vesicles, whereas double arrow points on expression of CYP27A1 in basal cells of caput/corpus epididymis. (D1–5)
Abundant cytoplasmic expression of all investigated proteins except for CYP2R1 (D2) in cauda epididymis. (E1) Nuclear and cytoplasmic staining (arrow) in the epithelium
of the prostate. (E2–3) A few cells (arrow) with a marked cytoplasmatic expression of CYP2R1 and CYP27A1 in the prostate gland. (E4–5) Abundant expression of
CYP27B1 and CYP24A1 in the prostate. (F1–5) A strong cytoplasmic expression of VDR and all the enzymes in the epithelium of the SV. (G1) expression of VDR in the
midpiece (arrows). (G2) CYP2R1 expression in par, neck and tail of ejaculated spematozoa. (G3) no detectable expression of CYP27A1 in sperm. (G4) expression of
CYP27B1 in par and neck of spermatozoa. (G5) detection of CYP24A1 in the neck and at the annulus (arrow). (A6–G6) Negative controls, all except B6 and G6 coun-
terstained with Mayer’s. A6, B6 and G6 with monkey secondary antibody, although C6, D6, E6 and F6 with goat secondary antibody. Bar corresponds to 10 mm.
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Leydig cells, although, VDR mRNA was not detected. VDR has pre-
viously been shown in human Leydig cells, and we show here that
VDR is expressed concomitantly with all the metabolizing enzymes
in Leydig cells, although the intensity of the expression should be inter-
preted with caution (Nangia et al., 2007). The cytoplasmic
co-expression of VDR and the metabolizing enzymes in Leydig cells
suggest that VD might affect male reproductive hormone production.
However, the impact of VD on sex hormone production is largely
unexplored, although VDR knockout mice develop hypergonadotropic
hypogonadism with low estrogen levels, because of low aromatase
activity (Kinuta et al., 2000). Estrogen is important for reabsorption
of water during transit of sperm from testis to epididymis, and low
estrogen results in altered osmolarity, which may lead to dysfunction
of spermatozoa (Hess et al., 1997).

The ejaculatory tract originate like the kidney from intermediate
mesoderm and estrogen dependent iso-osmotic reabsorption of
water and electrolytes in rete testis, resembles the iso-osmotic reab-
sorption (not estrogen-dependent) that takes place in the proximal
tubules of the kidney (Clulow et al., 1994). We show here that the
distal part of epididymis, SV and prostate all express VDR and VD
metabolizing enzymes. These organs also express VD-dependent ion
channels and proteins, which are expressed in the distal tubules of
human kidney, where VD is important for calcium reabsorption and
intracellular transport (Kumar et al., 1994). We propose that VD in
the ejaculatory tract is important for transcellular calcium transport,
like it is in kidney and intestine (Blomberg Jensen et al., 2009). This
hypothesis is supported by high calcium content in fluid from epididy-
mis, SV and prostate, where concentration of calcium is 2–3-fold
higher than in serum (Kavanagh, 1985; Wong et al., 2001). The
marked difference suggests active transport from the circulation to
the lumen of the ejaculatory tract, and this transcellular transport
may be VD-dependent, in analogy to the intestine and kidney (Kava-
nagh, 1985; Wong et al., 2001). VDR and the VD metabolizing
enzymes are also expressed in the luminal vesicles of caput/corpus
epididymis, which are excreted into the lumen of the ejaculatory
tract. Thus, function of VD may be different in the proximal part of
epididymis. Here it could affect the activity of the aromatase, acts as
a paracrine signalling molecule, or in case the vesicles fuse with the
membrane of spermatozoa, it may initiate rapid non-genomic
actions in the sperm.

The ejaculated spermatozoa are known to be genetically silent;
there is, if any, only limited transcriptional activity after the DNA is
packed with protamines (Galeraud-Denis et al., 2007). Since mature
spermatozoa co-express VDR and the metabolizing enzymes in the
post-acrosomal region/neck and midpiece, we speculate that acti-
vated VD may have a non-genomic action in spermatozoa. Activated
VD in small concentrations has been shown to prolong survival of eja-
culated spermatozoa, modulate cholesterol composition and induce
phosphorylation of selected proteins (Aquila et al., 2008). Immature
mice Sertoli cells, which unlike mature human Sertoli cells express
VDR, can respond to VD by an increase in intracellular calcium
content, which is caused by an increased calcium-influx either by acti-
vating membrane-channels, -transporters, intracellular store-operated
calcium channels or through second messengers like cAMP (Aker-
strom and Walters, 1992; Fleet, 2004; Zanello and Norman, 2006).
VD may be a regulator of the intracellular calcium content in mature
sperm, which is supported both by a study showing that the effect

of VD on spermatozoa can be diminished by using a calcium
channel blocker, and by the positive effect of calcium in the VD
deficient male rats (Uhland et al., 1992; Menegaz et al., 2009).

Kidroni et al. (1983) showed that tissue concentration of
25-hydroxycholecalciferol in male rats after eight subcutaneous injec-
tions of tritiated 25-hydroxycholecalciferol was highest in the kidney,
followed by epididymis, prostate, testis and SV (Kidroni et al.,
1983). They also measured 24,25(OH)2D3, and found that the
concentration of this metabolite was higher in both epididymis and
prostate compared with the kidney, which could be explained by
the marked expression of CYP24A1 we show in cauda epididymis
and prostate gland. Following intravenous injections of [3H]
25-hydroxycholecalciferol they found a high concentration of
1,25(OH)2D3 in the kidney, epididymis and testis, which is in accord-
ance with the presence of the metabolizing enzymes documented in
this study.

In conclusion, we analysed the expression pattern of the vitamin D
metabolizing machinery, and showed that VDR, CYP2R1, CYP27A1,
CYP27B1 and CYP24A1 were concomitantly expressed in the
human testis, epididymis, prostate, SV and mature spermatozoa.
This finding is novel and provides a necessary reference for further
mechanistic studies, which are needed to elucidate the precise role
of VD in human spermatogenesis and reproduction.

Acknowledgements
We thank Brian Vendelboe for skillful technical assistance.

Funding
Financial support was obtained from Rigshospitalet and the Danish
Agency for Science, Technology and Innovation, grant no. 271070678.

References
Adams JS, Chen H, Chun R, Ren S, Wu S, Gacad M, Nguyen L, Ride J,

Liu P, Modlin R et al. Substrate and enzyme trafficking as a means of
regulating 1,25-dihydroxyvitamin D synthesis and action: the human
innate immune response. J Bone Miner Res 2007;22:V20–V24.

Akerstrom VL, Walters MR. Physiological effects of 1,25-dihydroxyvitamin
D3 in TM4 Sertoli cell line. Am J Physiol 1992;262:E884–E890.

Aquila S, Guido C, Perrotta I, Tripepi S, Nastro A, Ando S. Human sperm
anatomy: ultrastructural localization of 1alpha,25-dihydroxyvitamin D
receptor and its possible role in the human male gamete. J Anat 2008;
213:555–564.

Audet I, Laforest JP, Martineau GP, Matte JJ. Effect of vitamin supplements
on some aspects of performance, vitamin status, and semen quality in
boars. J Anim Sci 2004;82:626–633.

Bieche I, Narjoz C, Asselah T, Vacher S, Marcellin P, Lidereau R, Beaune P,
de W I. Reverse transcriptase-PCR quantification of mRNA levels from
cytochrome (CYP)1, CYP2 and CYP3 families in 22 different human
tissues. Pharmacogenet Genomics 2007;17:731–742.

Blomberg Jensen M, Andersen CB, Nielsen JE, Bagi P, Jørgensen A,
Leffers H. Expression of the vitamin D receptor, the 25-hydroxylases,
the 1-hydroxylase and the 24-hydroxylase in normal human kidney
and in renal clear cell cancer. J Steroid Biochem Mol Biol 2010
(Submitted 2009).

Clulow J, Jones RC, Hansen LA. Micropuncture and cannulation studies of
fluid composition and transport in the ductuli efferentes testis of the rat:

1310 Blomberg Jensen et al.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/hum

rep/article/25/5/1303/638467 by U
.S. D

epartm
ent of Justice user on 16 August 2022



comparisons with the homologous metanephric proximal tubule. Exp
Physiol 1994;79:915–928.

Corbett ST, Hill O, Nangia AK. Vitamin D receptor found in human
sperm. Urology 2006;68:1345–1349.

Cornwall GA. New insights into epididymal biology and function. Hum
Reprod Update 2009;15:213–227.

Fleet JC. Rapid, membrane-initiated actions of 1,25 dihydroxyvitamin D:
what are they and what do they mean? J Nutr 2004;134:3215–3218.

Fleet JC. Molecular actions of vitamin D contributing to cancer prevention.
Mol Aspects Med 2008;29:388–396.

Galeraud-Denis I, Lambard S, Carreau S. Relationship between chromatin
organization, mRNAs profile and human male gamete quality. Asian J
Androl 2007;9:587–592.

Hess RA, Bunick D, Lee KH, Bahr J, Taylor JA, Korach KS, Lubahn DB. A
role for oestrogens in the male reproductive system. Nature 1997;
390:509–512.

Hirai T, Tsujimura A, Ueda T, Fujita K, Matsuoka Y, Takao T, Miyagawa Y,
Koike N, Okuyama A. Effect of 1,25-dihydroxyvitamin d on testicular
morphology and gene expression in experimental cryptorchid mouse:
testis specific cDNA microarray analysis and potential implication in
male infertility. J Urol 2009;181:1487–1492.

Inpanbutr N, Reiswig JD, Bacon WL, Slemons RD, Iacopino AM. Effect of
vitamin D on testicular CaBP28K expression and serum testosterone in
chickens. Biol Reprod 1996;54:242–248.

Johnson JA, Grande JP, Roche PC, Kumar R. Immunohistochemical
detection and distribution of the 1,25-dihydroxyvitamin D3 receptor
in rat reproductive tissues. Histochem Cell Biol 1996;105:7–15.

Kavanagh JP. Sodium, potassium, calcium, magnesium, zinc, citrate and
chloride content of human prostatic and seminal fluid. J Reprod Fertil
1985;75:35–41.

Kidroni G, Har-Nir R, Menezel J, Frutkoff IW, Palti Z, Ron M. Vitamin D3
metabolites in rat epididymis: high 24,25-dihydroxy vitamin D3 levels in
the cauda region. Biochem Biophys Res Commun 1983;113:982–989.

Kinuta K, Tanaka H, Moriwake T, Aya K, Kato S, Seino Y. Vitamin D is an
important factor in estrogen biosynthesis of both female and male
gonads. Endocrinology 2000;141:1317–1324.

Kumar R, Schaefer J, Grande JP, Roche PC. Immunolocalization of calcitriol
receptor, 24-hydroxylase cytochrome P-450, and calbindin D28k in
human kidney. Am J Physiol 1994;266:F477–F485.

Kwiecinski GG, Petrie GI, DeLuca HF. Vitamin D is necessary for
reproductive functions of the male rat. J Nutr 1989;119:741–744.

Li S, Wang X, Ye H, Gao W, Pu X, Yang Z. Distribution profiles of
transient receptor potential melastatin- and vanilloid-related channels
in rat spermatogenic cells and sperm. Mol Biol Rep 2010;37:1287–1293.

Menegaz D, Rosso A, Royer C, Leite LD, Santos AR, Silva FR. Role of
1alpha,25(OH)2 vitamin D3 on alpha-[1-(14)C]MeAIB accumulation in
immature rat testis. Steroids 2009;74:264–269.

Merke J, Hugel U, Ritz E. Nuclear testicular 1,25-dihydroxyvitamin D3
receptors in Sertoli cells and seminiferous tubules of adult rodents.
Biochem Biophys Res Commun 1985;127:303–309.

Muindi JR, Nganga A, Engler KL, Coignet LJ, Johnson CS, Trump DL.
CYP24 splicing variants are associated with different patterns of
constitutive and calcitriol-inducible CYP24 activity in human prostate
cancer cell lines. J Steroid Biochem Mol Biol 2007;103:334–337.

Nagakura K, Abe E, Suda T, Hayakawa M, Nakamura H, Tazaki H.
Inhibitory effect of 1 alpha,25-dihydroxyvitamin D3 on the growth of
the renal carcinoma cell line. Kidney Int 1986;29:834–840.

Nangia AK, Hill O, Waterman MD, Schwender CE, Memoli V. Testicular
maturation arrest to testis cancer: spectrum of expression of the vitamin
D receptor and vitamin D treatment in vitro. J Urol 2007;178:1092–1096.

Oliveira AG, Dornas RA, Kalapothakis E, Hess RA, Mahecha GA,
Oliveira CA. Vitamin D3 and androgen receptors in testis and
epididymal region of roosters (Gallus domesticus) as affected by
epididymal lithiasis. Anim Reprod Sci 2008;109:343–355.

Prosser DE, Jones G. Enzymes involved in the activation and inactivation of
vitamin D. Trends Biochem Sci 2004;29:664–673.

Schleicher G, Privette TH, Stumpf WE. Distribution of soltriol
[1,25(OH)2-vitamin D3] binding sites in male sex organs of the mouse:
an autoradiographic study. J Histochem Cytochem 1989;37:1083–1086.

Schoeber JP, Hoenderop JG, Bindels RJ. Concerted action of associated
proteins in the regulation of TRPV5 and TRPV6. Biochem Soc Trans
2007;35:115–119.

Schuh K, Cartwright EJ, Jankevics E, Bundschu K, Liebermann J,
Williams JC, Armesilla AL, Emerson M, Oceandy D, Knobeloch KP
et al. Plasma membrane Ca2þ ATPase 4 is required for sperm
motility and male fertility. J Biol Chem 2004;279:28220–28226.

Uhland AM, Kwiecinski GG, DeLuca HF. Normalization of serum calcium
restores fertility in vitamin D-deficient male rats. J Nutr 1992;
122:1338–1344.

Wong WY, Flik G, Groenen PM, Swinkels DW, Thomas CM,
Copius-Peereboom JH, Merkus HM, Steegers-Theunissen RP. The
impact of calcium, magnesium, zinc, and copper in blood and seminal
plasma on semen parameters in men. Reprod Toxicol 2001;15:131–136.

Yoshida M, Kawano N, Yoshida K. Control of sperm motility and fertility:
diverse factors and common mechanisms. Cell Mol Life Sci 2008;
65:3446–3457.

Zanello LP, Norman A. 1alpha,25(OH)2 vitamin D3 actions on ion
channels in osteoblasts. Steroids 2006;71:291–297.

Vitamin D receptor and vitamin D metabolizing enzymes 1311
D

ow
nloaded from

 https://academ
ic.oup.com

/hum
rep/article/25/5/1303/638467 by U

.S. D
epartm

ent of Justice user on 16 August 2022


