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Abstract 

Extracellular matrix (ECM) forms an essential part of tissue microenvironment. Compositional and structural 
properties of ECM modulate behaviour of cells, including their differentiation, proliferation, and turnover. Here 

we aimed at detailed characterization of the nanostructure of lung ECM and evaluation of its bioactivity on cells 
grown in vitro. Mouse lungs were decellularized using 0.2 % sodium dodecyl sulphate, hypotonic solutions, 

and DNase. Morphological analysis of the resulting ECM scaffolds was performed by means of transmission 
and scanning electron microscopy. The ECM scaffolds retained 3D architecture of the main lung anatomical 

regions: the alveolar region and the blood/airway network. The region-specific ECM nanotopology and 
organization of ECM macromolecules such as fibres of collagen, elastin, and fibrillin were characterized. The 

lung ECM scaffolds were also homogenized and applied as a supplement to growth medium on primary lung 
cells in vitro to test the bioactivity of lung ECM. We demonstrate that homogenized ECM does not have a 

negative impact on the proliferation rate of primary lung cells. In conclusion, we herein show at nanoscale the 
morphological characteristics of lung ECM and demonstrate that lung ECM produced by decellularization 
procedure is compatible with in vitro cultured lung cells. These findings add to a better understanding of cells 

with their natural environment and can be valuable when designing applications of ECM for purposes in tissue 

engineering.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Tissue engineering is a clinically driven field, that uses cells and natural or synthetic scaffolds to in vitro 

reconstruct tissues and/or whole organs to serve as an alternative to tissues/organs for transplantation [1].  
Extracellular matrix (ECM) is a highly organized network of nanosized fibers of glycoproteins, proteins, and 

proteoglycans. ECM serves as a natural scaffold defining the shape and physical properties of tissues and 
organs. ECM also provides a niche-specific signaling to resident cells by immobilization of soluble growth 

factors and by exposing sequences for integrin binding. In epithelial tissue, a highly specialized form of ECM 
- the basal membrane is required to maintain epithelial cell polarity and directional movement of metabolic 
content [1]. In vitro, the natural ECM can be substituted with synthetic scaffolds in forms of nanofibers, gels, 

and/or foams, which are fine-tuned by means of their composition and structure [2]. Studies on synthetic 

scaffolds show that micro- and nanotopography of the scaffold are critical parameters, which affect cellular 



Oct 18th -  20th 2017, Brno, Czech Republic, EU 

 

 

561 

processes such as cell adhesion [3,4], orientation [5], migration [3], and differentiation [5,6]. Therefore, to 
design scaffolds that will better mimic the ECM environment, complex knowledge of micro- and 

nanotopography of naturally occurring ECM is currently required. Decellularization is a method developed to 
remove cellular material from a particular tissue and/or organ, while leaving the ECM intact [7-11]. The result 

of tissue decellularization is an acellular 3D ECM scaffold, which maintains the original architecture of the 
tissue. In acellular ECM scaffolds, the nanostructure of the areas where cells are in a direct contact with ECM 

is exposed and can be visualized in detail by means of electron microscopy, unlike in non-decellularized 
tissues where the contact area is covered by continuous layer of cells. Here we decellularized mouse lung 

tissues and characterized micro- and nanotopology of ECM in alveolar, vascular, and airway regions of the 
lungs. The ECM scaffolds generated by decellularization of native lungs can be repopulated with cells in vitro 

and used as 3D tissue constructs for studying of cell-ECM interaction [7], for drug screening[12], and potentially 
also as transplants in clinic[13,14]. Here we investigated whether or not lung ECM influences behaviour of 
primary lung fibroblasts (LFs) cultured in vitro by assessing their cell proliferation. Our data evidence that 

proliferation of LFs is not dramatically affected by lung ECM added to the culture medium.  

 

Figure 1 Microarchitecture of decellularized lungs 

Representative images of alveolar region of decellularized lung tissues (A) with basal membrane of alveolar 
wall (white arrow) and alveolar space (white asterisk), as obtained by scanning electron microscopy. Image of 

decellularized blood vessel (B) showing denuded vascular wall (white arrow) and the lumen (white asterisk). 
Image of decellularized airway (C) showing denuded airway wall (white arrow) and airway lumen (white 

asterisk). 

2. MATERIAL AND METHODS 

2.1. Isolation and processing of lung ECM 

Lungs were excised from mice (strain C57BL/6, 6-9 weeks of age), sectioned into cubic explants of 

approximately 2 mm3 and then decellularized according to previously established protocol [15]. Shortly, the 
samples were embedded in OCT (Cryomatrix 6769006, Thermo Scientific) and underwent freeze/thaw cycle 

at -80°C. Subsequently the samples were incubated and agitated in hypotonic buffers, 0.2 % sodium dodecyl 
sulphate, DNase, followed by washes in PBS to remove cellular material. Resulting ECM scaffolds were 

processed for electron microscopy. For the use as medium supplement the samples were homogenized. ECM 
scaffolds were immersed in sterile PBS and mechanically disrupted by ceramic beads (MagNA Lyser Green 

Beads, Roche) using homogenizator (MagNA Lyser, Roche). Protein concentration was measured with DC 
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Assay according to the manufacturer's instructions (Bio-Rad). The homogenized ECM was passed through 
0.22 μm filter to remove larger insoluble ECM particles. For each culture experiment fresh ECM was isolated 

and homogenized before application. 

2.2. Scanning electron microscopy of lung ECM scaffolds 

Samples of decellularized lungs were fixed in 3 % glutaraldehyde in 100 mM cacodylate buffer for 2 h and then 
washed in cacodylate buffer (100 mmol/l sodium cacodylate in distilled water) for 15 min. The samples were 
dehydrated in 30, 50, 70, 80, and 96 % ethanol gradient (15 min per each concentration). The samples were 
dried at critical point dryer CPD 030 (Balzers Union Limited), sputtered with gold in a sputter coater SCD 030 
(Balzers Union Limited), and observed on scanning electron microscope (Vega, Tescan).  

2.3. Transmission electron microscopy of lung ECM scaffolds 

Samples of decellularized lungs were fixed in 3 % glutaraldehyde in 100 mM cacodylate buffer for 2 h and then 
washed in cacodylate buffer (100 mmol/l sodium cacodylate in distilled water) for 1 h. Samples were 
dehydrated in 70, 96, and 100 % ethanol gradient and then in 100 % acetone at 4°C, 40 min for each step. 
Subsequently, the samples were embedded in Durcupan resin. Ultrathin sections were prepared on 
ultramicrotome (LKB 8802A) and observed on transmission electron microscope (Morgagni 268D TEM, FEI). 

2.4. Isolation of mouse lung fibroblasts 

Lungs from ICR mice (6-7 weeks old) were excised, washed with PBS and minced using scalpel. The sorting 
strategy was adapted from a previously published protocol [16]. For culture experiments primary lung 
fibroblasts from three independent isolations were used. 

2.5. Metabolic labelling with EdU and staining with DAPI 

Cells were labelled with Click-iTTM EdU Alexa Fluor 594 HCS Assay (Invitrogen) as follows: 20 μM EdU was 
added to culture medium for 1 h at 37°C and then the cells were fixed in 3.7 % formaldehyde for 15 min. Cells 
were permeabilized using 0.5 % Triton. Click-iTTM reaction cocktail containing Alexa Fluor 549 azide was added 
and left for 30 min at room temperature, protected from light. Then the cells were washed off and remaining 
cell nuclei were stained with DAPI (Thermo Fisher Scientific, dilution 1:1000).  

2.6. Analysis of proliferation of lung fibroblasts cultured in medium supplemented by ECM  

To study the effect of ECM contained in medium on cell proliferation, the LFs from three independent isolations 
were seeded in 96-well plate in density of 100 000 cells/well in medium (DMEM, 10 % FBS, 1x 
Insulin/Transferrin/Selenium, 0.5 % penicillin/streptomycin) supplemented with increasing concentration of 
homogenized ECM (0 ng/ml, 10 ng/ml, 1000 ng/ml). The cells were cultured for up to 72 h with change of 
medium every 24 h. The cells were taken for analysis (EdU, DAPI) at 24 h, 48 h, and 72 h, respectively. DAPI+ 
and EdU+ nuclei were detected using automatic high-throughput microscope (Image Express Micro, Molecular 
Devices). Image analysis was performed using software Cell profiler 2.4. Number of DAPI+ and EdU+ cells was 
calculated for each condition and expressed as mean ± SEM. The assay was performed using LFs from three 
independent isolations in technical triplicate. 

The figure shows components of extracellular matrix of decellularized lungs as visualized by transmission 
electron microscopy (A-C). Image of alveolar region (A) with thin basal membrane (full arrowhead) separating 
the alveolar space (Al). Image of airway wall (B) showing basal membrane (full arrowhead) oriented towards 
the lumen of the airway (L), longitudinal section of collagen I fibers (full arrow) and transversal section of 
collagen I fibers (arrowhead), white area of elastin (asterisk) and fibers of fibrillin (arrow). 
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Figure 2 Nanoarchitecture of decellularized lung tissues 

3. RESULTS 

3.1. Morphology of lung ECM scaffolds 

 
Figure 3 Effect of ECM contained in culture medium on proliferation of lung fibroblasts 
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Lung ECM scaffolds were devoid of cells and exhibited porous structure, in which blood vessels, airways, and 
alveoli were identified by means of scanning electron microscopy (Figure 1). In the alveolar region, thin basal 
membranes, oriented towards the alveolar spaces, were exposed (Figure 1A). Basal membranes were also 
observed to form inner layers of blood vessel walls (Figure 1B) and walls of airways (Figure 1C). Transmission 

electron microscopy images of lung ECM scaffolds showed, at nanoscale, the organization of the alveolar 
region (Figure 2A). Thin basal membranes, which in native lungs underlay a monolayer of epithelial cells, are 
exposed in ECM scaffold, separating individual alveoli (Figure 2A). Walls of airways are composed of 
intertwined bundles of elastin and fibrillin located underneath the basal lamina. Bundles of collagen I 
macromolecules are present throughout the walls, oriented to multiple directions as shown in Figures 2B  
and 2C. 

Number of cell nuclei as determined over time of three days of culture of lung fibroblasts from three 
independent isolations in media supplemented with increasing concentrations of extracellular matrix (A). 
Percentage of proliferating cells, as determined by EdU positivity, over the time of 3 days of culture of lung 
fibroblasts from 3 independent isolations in media supplemented with increasing concentrations of extracellular 
matrix (B). Data are expressed as mean ± standard error of the mean. 

3.2. Effect of ECM contained in culture medium on proliferation of LFs. 

The similar growth of cells as determined by counting cell nuclei was evident in LFs from all three independent 
isolations irrespectively of the presence or absence (and concentration) of the ECM components in culture 
medum (Figure 3A). In other words, contents of ECM in culture medium did not influence growth of cells. We 
then determined the percentage of EdU+ cells to determine number of cells in S-phase under the same 
conditions as described above. In all groups of LFs, the number of EdU+ cells decreased over the time of 72 h 
in culture (Figure 3B). The content of ECM in culture medium affected slightly, however not significantly, the 

percentage of EdU+ cells in all groups of LFs. We observed an increase in percentage of EdU+ cells 
corresponding to increasing concentration of homogenized ECM in the medium. This effect was most 
pronounced at 24 h of culture and became diminished with the timely progression of culture. The increase in 
percentage of EdU+ cells was not large enough to be significantly different when analyzed by two-tailed T-test.  

4. DISCUSSION 

Cells bind to the growth substrate via integrins, surface receptors, which upon binding activate cytoplasmic 
kinases, growth factor receptors, and control the organization of actin cytoskeleton. Also, in order for cells to 
proliferate, an integrin-mediated ECM anchorage is required [17,18]. Thus, the ECM exerts profound control 
over cells. Nanoscale surface topology of ECM directly influences integrin binding by defining the shape and 
area of the substrate to which the cells can attach [1]. In our work, we characterized the micro- and 
nanostructure of lung extracellular matrix by means electron microscopy. First, we decellularized mouse lungs 
in order to expose the ECM for visualization of the inner and superficial ECM structures. Along the alveolar 
and airway system the lungs are lined with epithelial cells attached to basal membranes - a specialized ECM 
structure consisting predominantly of collagens, laminins, and heparan sulphate proteoglycanes among other 
components [15]. In decellularized lungs we observed a typical porous structure of alveolar region consisting 
of network of thin basal membranes enclosing the alveolar spaces. The inner surface of the decellularized 
airways and blood vessels also consisted of relatively smooth layer of basal membrane. It was notable that 
the basal membrane in airways and blood vessels was creased. However, it is important to consider that the 
creasing could be a result of collaps of the airway and blood vessel walls during decellularization. Under the 
basal membranes of airway walls, we identified fibers of individual ECM macromolecules such as collagen I, 
fibrillin, and elastin, showing their spatial arrangement at nanoscale.  

We then investigated if addition of homogenized ECM to growth media will affect proliferaltion of primary lung 
cells. We isolated LFs from mouse lungs and cultured them in ECM-supplemented medium. We show that 
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ECM contained in culture medium does not affect proliferation of LFs in vitro. We also show that in dose-
dependent manner, the ECM in culture medium slightly, however not significantly, increases the percentage 
of cells in S-phase. This observation directs us to further investigation. 

5. CONCLUSION 

Our study shows morphology of micro- and nanostructures of lung ECM, characteristics, which can be 
translated to development of synthetic scaffolds for lung tissue engineering. Also, we show that lung ECM 
produced by decellularization is compatible with cells in vitro, as it does not negatively impact on proliferation 
of primary lung cells. 
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