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Efficient cell electrotransfection can be achieved using combinations of high-voltage (HV; 800
V/cm, 100 s) and low-voltage (LV; 80 V/cm, 100 ms) pulses. We have developed equipment
allowing the generation of various HV and LV combinations with precise control of the lag
between the HV and LV pulses. We injected luciferase-encoding DNA in skeletal muscle, before
or after pulse delivery, and measured luciferase expression after various pulse combinations. In
parallel, we determined permeabilization levels using uptake of 51Cr-labeled EDTA. High voltage
alone resulted in a high level of muscle permeabilization for 300 seconds, but very low DNA transfer. Combinations of one HV pulse followed by one or four LV pulses did not prolong the high
permeabilization level, but resulted in a large increase in DNA transfer for lags up to 100 seconds in the case of one HV + one LV and up to 3000 seconds in the case of one HV + four LV.
DNA expression also reached similar levels when we injected the DNA between the HV and LV
pulses. We conclude that the role of the HV pulse is limited to muscle cell permeabilization and
that the LV pulses have a direct effect on DNA. In vivo DNA electrotransfer is thus a multistep
process that includes DNA distribution, muscle permeabilization, and DNA electrophoresis.
Key Words: gene therapy, electrogenetherapy, DNA electrotransfer, electropermeabilization,
electroporation, electric pulses, nonviral gene therapy, muscle, naked DNA, plasmid DNA

INTRODUCTION
Cell electrotransfection, or the transfer of DNA into living
cells using electric fields, has been known since the pioneering report of Neumann and colleagues [1]. Because of
its ease of application and its efficiency, use of the method
of DNA electrotransfer rapidly expanded and has become
a routine technique for introducing foreign genes into bacterial, yeast, plant, and animal cells in vitro [2–5]. The high
efficiency of DNA transfer into living cells led to in vivo
experiments that genetically transform tissues and organs.
Particular attention has been devoted to in vivo experiments for gene electrotransfer into skeletal muscles [6–10].
DNA is injected intramuscularly in relatively high volumes
of a physiological solution that allows distribution of DNA
through the tissue by convection. Electric pulses are then
applied, generally using external electrodes. Potential
applications include the treatment of myopathies [11] and
vaccination [12]. The postmitotic nature of myofibers and
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the high vascularization of the muscles make DNA electrotransfer in the muscle particularly promising to achieve
the secretion of therapeutic proteins [13–16].
It is generally accepted that the main action of the
electric pulses in DNA electrotransfer is cell permeabilization. However, it has also been suggested that the
electric fields applied could have other modes of action,
such as a direct effect on DNA molecules. Indeed, DNA
must be present in the cell suspension [17] or in the tissue during the delivery of the electric field [10]. DNA
must also be located close to the cell membranes, in that
divalent ions like Ca2+, which abolish electrostatic repulsion between DNA and the cell membrane, greatly
enhance DNA electrotransfer efficacy [18]. It has also
been suggested that the negative charge of DNA might
lead to its electrophoretic movement by electric forces,
thereby bringing the DNA in contact with the cell membrane and facilitating its transfer. This hypothesis has
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also been advanced in the case of Escherichia coli
in vitro transfection [19].
Such an electrophoretic component of DNA
electrotransfer has been shown in vitro by an
experiment in which transfection efficiency on
cells in monolayer on a porous film was found
to vary depending on whether the electric field
applied had a polarity inducing DNA electrophoresis toward the cells or away from the
cells [20]. Moreover, that transfection efficiency
decreased in conjunction with an increase in
medium viscosity or a decrease of the effective
charge of DNA also indicated there was active
transport of the DNA [20]. Finally, a technique
combining two types of pulses (a high-voltage,
short-duration pulse, HV, and a low-voltage,
long-duration pulse, LV) developed by Sukharev
FIG. 1. Block diagram of the gene transfection system that we designed and built for the genand colleagues [17] was used to separate two dif- eration of combinations of HV and LV pulses.
ferent effects of the electric field and to sustain
the hypothesis that there are two active components in the delivered electric pulses: cell electropermeabilization and electrophoretic forces exerted on
RESULTS
the DNA. Experiments such as these demonstrated the
importance of the lag between HV and LV pulses: the
Pulse Delivery Equipment
shorter the lag between HV and LV pulses, the higher the The custom-made electronic device for the experiments
transfection efficiency obtained. These results were inireported here consists of a commercially available hightially explained by the fact that the resealing of the cell voltage pulse generator with an external trigger that was
membrane from the permeabilized state starts as soon as used to deliver the desired HV pulse. The HV pulse reaches
the electric pulse is turned off [17]. Furthermore, an the electrodes through a gene transfection module specifextremely low transfection efficacy resulted when the DNA ically designed and manufactured to control the sequence
was added to the cell suspension after the HV pulse but of pulses and to generate the signals that are then amplibefore the LV pulse, leading to the suggestion that the fied by a commercially available amplifier to constitute
presence of DNA during the first pulse is also necessary for
the LV pulses. The gene transfection module allows one
successful transfection [17].
to program the number of HV pulses, the duration of the
The hypothesis that electric pulses have electroper- lag between the HV and the (first) LV pulse, the number
meabilizing and electrophoretic components was sub- of LV pulses, the voltage amplitude (and thus the field
stantiated by in vivo experiments using a similar two-type
strength, depending on the distance between the elecpulse technique [7]. A combination of one HV and four
trodes), and the duration of the LV pulses, as well as the
LV pulses was shown to be almost as efficient as the stan- lag between two consecutive LV pulses. When the HV
dard optimal pulses (eight pulses, 200 V/cm, 20 ms, 1 Hz pulse or pulses flow through the gene transfection modfor the skeletal muscle) previously defined [10]. However,
ule, the pulse counter counts down until it reaches the zero
because a manual switch was used to connect the HV
value that triggers the generation of the lag and the delivand LV pulse generators to the electrodes, the lag
ery of the LV pulse(s). Consequently, after the programbetween HV and LV pulses was poorly controlled and
ming and the activation of the gene transfection module,
longer than 1 second. Therefore, it was impossible to prethe entire sequence of pulses is under the control of the
cisely analyze the respective contributions from each “start” button on the HV generator, directly or through a
type of pulse.
pedal connected to the external trigger (Fig. 1).
The objective of this study was to investigate the
importance of the lag between the HV and LV pulses on DNA Electrotransfer
DNA electrotransfer in vivo, using a custom-made autoWe carried out the initial studies using one HV square
matic switch allowing precise control of the duration of
pulse of 100 s at 800 V/cm and one LV square pulse of
this lag. This work led to an analysis of the mechanisms
100 ms at 80 V/cm separated by a lag ranging from 5 ms
involved in DNA electrotransfer in vivo and to a clear to 1000 seconds (Fig. 2).
description of the roles (cell permeabilization and DNA
We obtained little variation in luciferase expression for
electrophoresis) of each component of the HV and LV
experiments with a lag between the pulses comprising
pulse combination.
from 300 ms to 100 seconds. With shorter lags of 5 ms or
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FIG. 2. Luciferase expression after DNA electrotransfer using one HV pulse
(100 s, 800 V/cm) and one LV pulse (100 ms, 80 V/cm) as a function of the
lag between the HV and the LV pulses. We injected 3 g of DNA (in 30 l of
NaCl 0.9%, supplemented with 3.6 IU of heparin) into the muscles. Soon (45
± 15 seconds) after the injection, we pulsed the muscles with either one HV
or one LV or combination of one HV + one LV pulses, with a lag between the
pulses comprising between 5 ms and 1000 seconds. Data are presented as
mean ± SD. For the lags comprising from 300 ms to 100 seconds, the groups
are not statistically different (one-way ANOVA). If we include the groups with
the lags of 5 and 30 ms from one side and/or the groups with the lags of 300
and 1000 seconds from other side, the groups are statistically different (* P <
0.05; one-way ANOVA). Statistical difference between other groups was tested
using Student’s t-test (**P < 0.01; ***P < 0.001).

FIG. 3. Luciferase expression after DNA electrotransfer using one HV pulse and
four LV pulses as a function of the lag between the HV and the LV pulses. We
injected 3 g of DNA (in 30 l of NaCl 0.9%) into the muscles. Soon (45 ±
15 seconds) after the injection, we pulsed the muscles with either one HV or
four LV or a combination of one HV + four LV pulses, with a lag between the
pulses comprising between 5 ms and 10,000 seconds. Data are presented as
mean ± SD. All 1HV + 4LV groups are not statistically different (one-way
ANOVA). If we include the groups marked as “No pulse,” “1HV,” and “4LV,”
the group differences approach statistical significance (***P < 0.001; one-way
ANOVA). “1HV + 4LV 10,000 s” is statistically different (*P < 0.05; t-test) from
the other 1HV + 4LV groups except for “1HV + 4LV 3,000 s.”

30 ms (5 ms was the shortest lag that the pulse delivery
equipment could generate), luciferase expression was at
least three times lower. With longer lags, 300 seconds or
1000 seconds, we also observed a net decrease in DNA
expression (Fig. 2).
The levels of luciferase expression using one HV pulse
and one LV pulse were lower than those previously
reported using one HV and four LV pulses of 83 ms [7].
Therefore, we also studied the influence of the lag in a
combination of one HV + four LV pulses—that is, under
more efficient conditions (Fig. 3).
High luciferase expression in the muscles was obtained
using lags ranging from 5 ms to 3000 seconds with insignificant variation (Fig. 3). With longer lags, luciferase expression started to decline. When we set the lag to 10,000 seconds, luciferase expression was significantly (P < 0.05; t-test)
lower than with the lags up to 3000 seconds. Nevertheless,
even with this long lag, gene expression was significantly
higher (P < 0.001; t-test) than when we used the HV pulse
alone or with only the four LV pulses (Fig. 3).
Comparison of the results obtained with one HV + one
LV and one HV + four LV revealed that gene transfer efficacy was one order of magnitude higher after the delivery
of one HV + four LV pulses. Moreover, we detected a high
plateau level of luciferase expression for longer lags.
Indeed, the significant decline from the plateau value with

the one HV + four LV pulses combination appeared when
we used a lag of 10,000 seconds, whereas we already
observed a significant decrease at 300 seconds lag in the
case of the one HV + one LV combination (Figs. 2 and 3).
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Determination of Muscle Permeabilization
We investigated muscle permeabilization levels as a function of the time after the HV pulse delivery. For this purpose, we injected 51Cr-EDTA into the muscles at various
times after the delivery of the HV pulse alone. We measured the radioactivity still present in the muscles 24 hours
later (Fig. 4).
Muscle permeabilization declined with an increase of
the 51Cr-EDTA injection time after HV pulse delivery.
However, this decrease was not statistically significant during the first 300 seconds. Moreover, our results showed
that muscle permeabilization was long-lived and that
uptake of 51Cr-EDTA injected 50 minutes (3000 seconds)
after HV pulse was still significantly higher (P < 0.05; t-test)
than that detected in the absence of any pulse (Fig. 4).
We also determined muscle permeabilization after the
delivery of various combinations of HV and LV pulses, as
a function of the lag between these two types of pulses
(Fig. 5, one HV + one LV, and Fig. 6, one HV + four LV).
The combination of one HV + one LV pulses, with the lags
up to 300 seconds, gave rise to a somewhat higher uptake
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change significantly whether we injected the DNA before
the HV and LV pulses or in between them (Fig. 7).
Reversing the order of the pulses resulted in a reduction
of two orders of magnitude in luciferase expression, down
to a level similar to that obtained with the HV pulse alone.
DNA injection after the combination of HV and LV pulses
resulted in a reduced luciferase expression similar to that
obtained with only the LV pulse (Fig. 7).

DISCUSSION

FIG. 4. Muscle permeabilization after the HV pulse. We injected 51Cr-EDTA
either before or at various times after the HV pulse. Data are presented as mean
± SEM. Even if a clear tendency to cell resealing is seen, the permeabilization
levels before and at 30, 100, and 300 seconds after HV pulse are not statistically different (P > 0.05; t-test). For longer lags we found statistical differences
with the permeabilization measured when 51Cr-EDTA was injected before the
HV pulse (*P < 0.05; **P < 0.01; t-test).

of 51Cr-EDTA than the HV pulse alone (P < 0.05 for 1, 100,
300 seconds; t-test). At longer lags of 1000 seconds and
3000 seconds, 51Cr-EDTA uptake sharply decreased and
was lower than the uptake achieved after the HV pulse
alone (Fig. 5). Similarly, the combination of one HV + four
LV pulses gave rise to higher uptake (P < 0.05 for 1 second;
P < 0.001 for 5 ms, 10, 100, 300 seconds; t-test) of 51CrEDTA than HV alone, only for the lags up to 300 seconds.
At longer lags, starting from 1000 seconds, 51Cr-EDTA
uptake decreased to levels similar to those in the case of
one HV + one LV (Fig. 6).
With only four LV pulses we were able to slightly permeabilize the muscles (P < 0.01; t-test), whereas we
achieved no effect when using only one LV pulse (no statistically significant difference between no pulse and one
single LV pulse, that is, P > 0.05; t-test). On the contrary,
the single HV pulse did permeabilize muscle tissue, and
51
Cr-EDTA uptake was as much as twofold or more higher
than it was without any pulse or with only four LV pulses
(P < 0.001; Figs. 5 and 6).
Interpulse DNA Injection
The observation that lags of as long as 100 seconds did not
result in a reduction of DNA electrotransfer efficacy led us
to investigate the specific contributions of HV and LV
pulses using interpulse DNA injections, that is, injections
done just after the “permeabilizing” HV pulse and before
the LV pulse. We used a lag of 100 seconds between the
HV and LV pulses, having determined that such a lag was
sufficient to assure a reproducible experimental procedure.
The results showed that luciferase expression did not
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Some earlier insights into the mechanism of DNA electrotransfer had been obtained in vitro as well as in vivo
using two-pulse techniques [7,17]. Both reports concluded
that electric pulses mediate DNA internalization by exerting two different effects: cell membrane permeabilization
and DNA electrophoresis. We used the same approach to
further characterize the effects of the electric pulses on the
DNA delivery into the muscle cells in vivo. Several technical improvements we made allowed us to study the respective specific contributions of electropermeabilizing (HV)
and electrophoretic (LV) pulses, and to emphasize new
aspects of the mechanisms of DNA electrotransfer using
combinations of HV and LV pulses.
First, our recent finding that polyanionic heparin
inhibits naked DNA uptake by the muscle cells in vivo [21]
enabled us to separate the expression of spontaneously
uptaken DNA from that attributable to the electric pulses.
This finding in turn led to the possibility of simplifying
the combination of the two types of pulses to a sequence
of one HV and one LV (noting that without the inhibition
with heparin, expression of spontaneously uptaken DNA

FIG. 5. Muscle permeabilization after one HV pulse alone or after a combination of one HV + one LV pulses as a function of the lag between the pulses.
We injected the 51Cr-EDTA 45 ± 15 seconds after the delivery of the LV pulse.
As a control, 51Cr-EDTA injection after one LV alone is also reported. Data
are presented as mean ± SEM (NS, not significant; *P < 0.05; **P < 0.01;
***P < 0.001; t-test).
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FIG. 6. Muscle permeabilization after one HV pulse alone or after a combination of one HV + four LV pulses as a function of the lag between the pulses.
We injected the 51Cr-EDTA 45 ± 15 seconds after the delivery of the last LV
pulse. As a control, 51Cr-EDTA injection after four LV alone is also reported.
Data are presented as mean ± SEM (*P < 0.05; **P < 0.01; ***P < 0.001;
t-test).

FIG. 7. Luciferase expression after DNA electrotransfer using one HV pulse and
one LV pulse and various combinations of pulse delivery and DNA injection.
We injected the DNA (in 30 l of NaCl 0.9% supplemented with 3.6 IU of
heparin) into the muscles before, after, or in between the HV and the LV
pulses, according to the sequence shown below the corresponding histogram.
When we used a combination of pulses, the lag between the pulses was 100
s. Data are presented as mean ± SD (**P < 0.01; ***P < 0.001; t-test).

reaches a level close to that obtained after DNA electrotransfer using pulse combinations of one HV + one LV).
Second, we improved the method of 51Cr-EDTA uptake
[22] by greatly increasing its sensitivity: measuring muscle radioactivity after a time lapse of 24 hours after the
injection of the 51Cr-EDTA allowed a more extensive
washout of the radioactive molecules from the blood and
from the muscle extracellular spaces, permitting us to
determine more specifically the actual accumulation of
radioactivity in the muscles due to 51Cr-EDTA internalization into the reversibly electropermeabilized myofibers.
Third, we developed equipment that allowed precise control of the lags between the HV and LV pulses, making it
possible to separate accurately the HV and LV pulses and
to analyze separately their respective contributions (Fig. 1).
Initial DNA electrotransfer experiments with pulse combinations of one HV and one LV pulse revealed that similar and almost constant levels of luciferase expression can
be achieved with lags between the pulses ranging from 300
ms to 100 seconds (Fig. 2). The result was somewhat unexpected because in previous in vitro studies using similar combinations of two types of pulses, a decrease in transfection
efficacy was found with the increase of the lag [17]. Contrary
to that, we found in our in vivo study a significant decrease
of luciferase expression with the shortest lags of 5 and 30
ms (Fig. 2). This lower value cannot be attributed to an
insufficiency in the time necessary to achieve a permeabilized state, because in vitro [23–25] and in vivo (David
Cukjati, D.M., and L.M.M., unpublished data) studies estimated that structural rearrangements require only a few
tens of microseconds.

Moreover, the results using a pulse combination of one
HV and four LV showed no significant decrease in DNA
expression using the shortest 5-ms and 30-ms lags (Fig. 3).
We will discuss below these apparently contradictory observations. With the one HV + four LV combination, we found
a plateau in transfection efficacy for lags ranging between
5 ms and 3000 seconds. The decline from the DNA expression plateau started at 10,000 seconds with one HV + four
LV pulses, although we already observed a significant difference from plateau value at the lag of 300 seconds with
one HV + one LV (Figs. 2 and 3 and Table 1).
To gain insight into the reasons for the existence of
these plateaus in luciferase expression, as well as the other
differences between the one HV + one LV and one HV +
four LV combinations, we determined muscle permeabilization by means of 51Cr-EDTA uptake using the various
combinations of HV and LV pulses (Figs. 4–6 and Table 1).
It was interesting to note that muscle permeabilization achieved with the HV pulse was long-lived. Muscle
permeabilization was high (without significant difference)
up to 300 seconds after the HV pulse with, nevertheless,
continuous and progressive cell resealing for more than
3000 seconds (Fig. 4). With both the one HV + one LV and
one HV + four LV combinations we observed a high permeabilization with lags not exceeding 300 seconds (Figs.
4–6 and Table 1). Nevertheless, despite these similarities
in the muscle permeabilization, the transfection efficiencies with various combinations of pulses (one HV + one
LV and one HV + four LV) differed substantially. These
results therefore suggest a major role of LV pulses in transfection efficacy.
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The efficacy of DNA electrotransfer using an interpulse DNA injection
helps to explain the differences
High level
High level
observed in electrotransfer efficacy
of permeabilization
of gene expression
with the very short time lags of 5 and
30 ms (that is, with one HV + one LV,
HV pulse alone
Until 300 s after HV
No large improvement
efficacy was lower than for longer
HV + 1LV
Until lags of 300 s after HV
Improvement for lags up to 100 s
lags, whereas there was no such
HV + 4LV
Until lags of 300 s after HV
Improvement for lags up to 3000 s
decrease with the one HV + four LV
combinations). First, it is necessary to
recall that muscle tissue electroperAccording to previous hypotheses [7,17,19] and to the meabilization affects muscle cells as well as other cells in
theory of Neumann and colleagues [18,26], LV pulses can the volume of the tissue exposed to the electric pulses.
DNA injected in a given volume of saline before or after
contribute to the electrophoretic transport of DNA toward
the cell membranes, which would facilitate DNA interac- the HV pulse is distributed in the tissue by convection
tion with the permeabilized membrane and its subsequent (that is, by means of the liquid in which DNA is diluted).
internalization into the electropermeabilized cell. The data The electropermeabilization achieved by the HV pulse
reported in Table 1 seem to sustain the existence of this could thus overcome tissue barriers to permeabilization,
role of the electric pulses, demonstrating moreover that allowing a better redistribution of the solution (NaCl 0.9%)
the electrophoretic role of the electric pulses is critical in containing the DNA within the muscle tissue. Moreover,
the muscle contractions stimulated by the pulses could in
transfection efficacy.
First of all, a single LV pulse appeared to have no effect themselves facilitate the redistribution of the solution in
on cell electropermeabilization. The transfection of the the cases in which DNA was injected before HV delivery.
cells in this case was also negligible. However, if the LV The importance of the access of plasmid to the muscle
pulse followed the HV pulse, it resulted in a large increase fibers has already been demonstrated: an improved plasmid distribution increased DNA expression both in the
in transfection efficacy. Thus, an LV pulse should have
mainly a direct effect on DNA. Second, the number of LV case of naked DNA injections [27] and in that of DNA elecpulses was critical in transfection efficacy: the larger the trotransfer [28]. In these reports, improved DNA distribuelectrophoretic component after a HV pulse was applied, tion was achieved by means of the preinjection (before
the greater the efficacy of DNA transfer obtainable. This the DNA injection) of either a sucrose solution that forced
was also demonstrated by the observation that one HV the generation of spaces between muscle fibers [27], or
pulse followed by four LV pulses resulted in 10 times hyaluronidase, which breaks down components of the
higher luciferase expression than one HV pulse followed extracellular matrix and provides some permeability of the
by only one LV pulse (Figs. 2 and 3). Table 1 also shows connective tissues without total disruption [28].
In our case, the permeabilization achieved by the HV
that the electrophoretic component was so important that
even if permeabilization is not optimal (for example, for pulse, and perhaps the concomitant muscle contraction,
lags > 300 seconds and < 3000 seconds), efficiency is main- could facilitate DNA redistribution before the one LV or
tained if the electrophoretic component remains intense four LV pulses push the DNA toward and/or inside the
(four LV). Nevertheless, LV pulses alone (even four) did not cells. It may thus be hypothesized that with one LV pulse
result in efficient DNA transfer, demonstrating the neces- delivered very shortly after the HV pulse (at 5- or 30-ms
lags in our experiments), DNA does not have enough time
sity of permeabilization.
to redistribute within the tissue and the efficacy of transTo definitively demonstrate the interaction of the two
fer is not maximized (plateau level). With four LV pulses
different effects of HV and LV pulses in DNA electrothis expression decrease at 5 ms was not observed because
transfer according to the mechanism described above,
we investigated DNA electrotransfer using interpulse the second LV pulse was delivered at 1105 ms (lag of 5 ms
DNA injections, that is, injections done just after the HV + LV of 100 ms + interval of 1000 ms) after the HV, thus
pulse, but before the LV pulse. We found that luciferase at a time at which redistribution had already been
expression was not significantly affected by the timing achieved as shown in the experiments involving one sinof DNA injection: before the one HV and one LV pulses gle LV pulse. This plausible explanation of the observations reported here reinforces our conclusions that the HV
or in between the two (Fig. 7). We obtained a similar
pulse affects the cells (membrane permeabilization), but
result using one HV + four LV (data not shown). This
does not directly affect DNA transfer, thus highlighting the
indicates that DNA must be present after tissue permeimportant electrophoretic role of the LV pulse in the effiabilization by HV pulse and before LlV pulses delivery to
cacy of DNA electrotransfer.
ensure DNA electrotransfer efficacy by LV pulses, but the
Our results demonstrate that in vivo DNA transfer with
presence of DNA is not required before the “permeabielectric pulses is a process that includes injection and
lizing” HV pulse.
TABLE 1: A comparison of tissue permeabilization and gene expression levels and
their duration as a function of the combination of HV and LV pulses applied
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distribution of the DNA in the tissue, cell permeabilization
(HV pulse), a probable improvement in DNA distribution
in the permeabilized tissue, and DNA transfer facilitated
by DNA electrophoresis in the tissue (LV pulse).

MATERIALS

AND

METHODS

Plasmid DNA. We used the plasmid pXL 3031 (pCMV-Luc+) containing
the cytomegalovirus promoter (nt 229–890 of pcDNA3, Invitrogen) inserted
upstream of the coding sequence of the modified cytosolic luc+ gene coding for firefly luciferase [29]. We prepared the plasmid DNA using the usual
procedures [30]. As a general rule, at least 80% of the plasmid molecules
were supercoiled.
Animals. For all experimental procedures we anesthetized female, 7- to
9-week-old, C57BL/6 mice by the i.p. administration of the anesthetics: ketamine (100 mg/kg; Ketalar, Panpharma, France) and xylazine (40 mg/kg;
Rompun, Bayer, France). Preceding the experiments, we shaved the legs
using an electric shaver. At least 10 muscles were included in each experimental group.
DNA injection. We injected 3 g of plasmid DNA prepared in 30 l of
0.9% NaCl. In the electrotransfer experiments involving one HV and only
one LV (Figs. 2 and 7), we supplemented the DNA solution with polyanionic heparin 120 IU/ml (Laboratoires Leo, Saint Quentin en Yvelines,
France; 1 mg heparin (MW 10–12 kDa) corresponded to ~ 137 IU) to analyze with more precision the effects of the electric pulses. Indeed, we had
already shown that this amount of heparin was able to block spontaneous
DNA uptake by muscle cells in vivo, without modifying DNA electrotransfer efficacy [21]. In the experiments involving one HV and four LV (Fig.
3), the increase in DNA uptake was larger and it was not necessary to avoid
the spontaneous DNA uptake using heparin. We injected the DNA into tibial cranial muscles using a Hamilton syringe with a 26-gauge needle.
DNA electrotransfer. To generate the HV pulse (1 pulse, 800 V/cm, 100
s) we used a square-wave electropulsator PS-15 (Jouan, St Herblain,
France). The LV pulses (one or four pulses of 80 V/cm and 100 ms, delivered at 1-second intervals) were generated by a gene transfection module
(a microprocessor-driven switch/function generator) built at the University
of Ljubljana (Faculty of Electrical Engineering, Slovenia) and amplified by
a power amplifier (Kepco Inc., Flushing, NY). The module also allowed for
precise control of the lag between HV and LV pulses, ranging from 5 ms
to 10 seconds or more.
Muscles were pulsed soon (40 ± 15 seconds) after intramuscular DNA
injection. Depending on the protocol, we used various lags between HV
and LV pulses ranging from 5 ms to 10,000 seconds. When interpulse DNA
injections were performed, we fixed a lag between HV and LV to 100 seconds. In such cases we injected the DNA as soon as possible (20 ± 5 seconds) after the HV pulse.
For pulse delivery to the muscles we used two opposing stainless-steel
plate electrodes, of 1 cm width and 0.5 mm thickness, maintained 4.4 mm
apart by an insulating holder. The electrodes encompassed the whole leg
of the mouse. We applied conductive gel to assure a good contact between
the shaved leg skin and the electrodes.
Luciferase activity measurement. Two days after DNA electrotransfer,
the mice were killed and the muscles removed and homogenized in 1 ml
cell culture lysis reagent solution (10 ml cell culture lysis reagent (Promega
Charbonnières, France), diluted with 40 ml distilled water and supplemented with one tablet of protease inhibitor cocktail (Boehringer
Mannheim, Mannheim, Germany)). After centrifugation at 12,000 rpm for
10 minutes at 4C, we assessed the luciferase activity on 10 l of the supernatant, using a Walac Victor2 luminometer, by integration of the light produced during 1 second, starting after the addition of 50 l of Luciferase
Assay Substrate (Promega) to the muscle lysate. We collected the results
from the luminometer in relative light units (RLU). Calibration with purified firefly luciferase protein showed that 106 RLU corresponds to ~ 70 ng
of expressed luciferase. We expressed the final results as picograms of
luciferase per muscle.
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Measurements of 51Cr-EDTA muscular uptake. For the evaluation of the
muscle permeabilization generated by the electric pulses, we used a
described method [22]. We injected 30 l 51Cr-EDTA (Amersham, UK; specific activity 3.7 MBq/ml) diluted in 0.9% NaCl (1:1) into both tibial cranial muscles using a Hamilton syringe. Specific pulse sequences, as defined
by the protocol, were applied to muscles before or after the injection. Mice
were killed 24 hours after 51Cr-EDTA injections and the radioactivity of
treated muscles was measured on a Cobra 5002 Packard -counter (Packard
Instrument Company, Meridien, CT). We expressed the final results as
nanomoles of 51Cr-EDTA uptake per gram of muscle.
Statistical analysis. Unless otherwise stated, we tested the significance
of the differences between the individual groups using the one-tailed
Student’s t-test for unpaired values. For statistical comparison of several
groups we used the one-way ANOVA. In the figures we report luciferase
expression data as mean ± SD, and we express 51Cr-EDTA uptake as mean
± SEM.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
We thank Raphael Davalos (Laboratory of Mechanical Engineering, University
of California, Berkeley, CA) for the editorial revision of the paper. We also thank
the staff of the Service Commun d’Expérimentation Animale of the IGR for animal maintenance. This research has been supported through various grants of
CNRS, Institut Gustave-Roussy, Aventis-Gencell, EU (project QLK3-1999-00484),
and Ministry of Education, Science and Sports (MESS) of the Republic of Slovenia.
Exchanges have been possible also thanks to the bilateral program of scientific,
technological, and cultural cooperation between CNRS (project n°5386) and MESS
(Proteus program). S.S. was the recipient of a research grant from Aventis to
L.M.M.
RECEIVED FOR PUBLICATION OCTOBER 9; ACCEPTED DECEMBER 5, 2001.

REFERENCES
1. Neumann, E., Schaefer-Ridder, M., Wang, Y., and Hofschneider, P. H. (1982). Gene
transfer into mouse lyoma cells by electroporation in high electric fields. EMBO J. 1:
841–845.
2. Drury, L. (1996). Transformation of bacteria by electroporation. Methods Mol. Biol. 58:
249–256.
3. Simon, J. R. (1993). Transformation of intact yeast cells by electroporation. Methods
Enzymol. 217: 478–483.
4. Terzaghi, W. B., and Cashmore, A. R. (1997). Plant cell transfection by electroporation.
Methods Mol. Biol. 62: 453–462.
5. Andreason, G. L., and Evans, G. A. (1989). Optimization of electroporation for transfection of mammalian cell lines. Anal. Biochem. 180: 269–275.
6. Aihara, H., and Miyazaki, J. (1998). Gene transfer into muscle by electroporation in vivo.
Nat. Biotechnol. 16: 867–870.
7. Bureau, M. F., Gehl, J., Deleuze, V., Mir, L. M., and Scherman, D. (2000). Importance
of association between permeabilization and electrophoretic forces for intramuscular DNA
electrotransfer. Biochim. Biophys. Acta 1474: 353–359.
8. Mathiesen, I. (1999). Electropermeabilization of skeletal muscle enhances gene transfer
in vivo. Gene Ther. 6: 508–514.
9. Mir, L. M., Bureau, M. F., Rangara, R., Schwartz, B., and Scherman, D. (1998). Longterm, high level in vivo gene expression after electric pulse-mediated gene transfer into
skeletal muscle. C. R. Acad. Sci. III. 321: 893–899.
10. Mir, L. M., et al. (1999). High-efficiency gene transfer into skeletal muscle mediated by
electric pulses. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 96: 4262–4267.
11. Vilquin, J. T., et al. (2001). Electrotransfer of naked DNA in the skeletal muscles of animal models of muscular dystrophies. Gene Ther. 8: 1097–1107.
12. Bachy, M., et al. (2001). Electric pulses increase the immunogenicity of an influenza DNA
vaccine injected intramuscularly in the mouse. Vaccine 19: 1688–1693.
13. Kreiss, P., Bettan, M., Crouzet, J., and Scherman, D. (1999). Erythropoietin secretion and
physiological effect in mouse after intramuscular plasmid DNA electrotransfer. J. Gene
Med. 1: 245–250.
14. Mallat, Z., et al. (1999). Protective role of interleukin-10 in atherosclerosis. Circ. Res. 85:
e17–e24.
15. Rizzuto, G., et al. (1999). Efficient and regulated erythropoietin production by naked
DNA injection and muscle electroporation. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 96: 6417–6422.
16. Bettan, M., et al. (2000). High-level protein secretion into blood circulation after electric pulse-mediated gene transfer into skeletal muscle. Mol. Ther. 2: 204–210.
17. Sukharev, S. I., Klenchin, V. A., Serov, S. M., Chernomordik, L. V., and Chizmadzhev,
Yu. A. (1992). Electroporation and electrophoretic DNA transfer into cells. The effect of
DNA interaction with electropores. Biophys. J. 63: 1320–1327.

139

ARTICLE

doi:10.1006/mthe.2002.0526, available online at http://www.idealibrary.com on IDEAL

18. Neumann, E., Kakorin, S., Tsoneva, I., Nikolova, B., and Tomov, T. (1996). Calcium-mediated DNA adsorption to yeast cells and kinetics of cell transformation by electroporation. Biophys. J. 71: 868–877.
19. Kimoto, H., and Taketo, A. (1997). Initial stage of DNA-electrotransfer into E. coli cells.
J. Biochem. (Tokyo) 122: 237–242.
20. Klenchin, V. A., Sukharev, S. I., Serov, S. M., Chernomordik, L. V., and Chizmadzhev,
Yu. A. (1991). Electrically induced DNA uptake by cells is a fast process involving DNA
electrophoresis. Biophys. J. 60: 804–811.
21. Satkauskas, S., Bureau, M. F., Mafhoudi, A., Schwartz, B., and Mir, L. M. (2001). Slow
accumulation of plasmid in muscle cells: supporting evidence for a mechanism of DNA
uptake by receptor-mediated endocytosis. Mol. Ther. 4: 317–323.
22. Gehl, J., and Mir, L. M. (1999). Determination of optimal parameters for in vivo gene
transfer by electroporation, using a rapid in vivo test for cell permeabilization. Biochem.
Biophys. Res. Commun. 261: 377–380.
23. Abidor, I. G., et al. (1979). Electric breakdown of bilayer lipid membranes. I: The main
experimental facts and their qualitative discussion. Bioelectrochem. Bioenerg. 6: 37–52.
24. Hibino, M., Itoh, H., and Kinosita, K., Jr. (1993). Time courses of cell electroporation as

140

revealed by submicrosecond imaging of transmembrane potential. Biophys. J. 64:
1789–1800.
25. Kinosita, K., Jr., and Tsong, T. Y. (1979). Voltage-induced conductance in human erythrocyte membranes. Biochim. Biophys. Acta 554: 479–497.
26. Neumann, E., Kakorin, S., and Toensing, K. (1999). Fundamentals of electroporative
delivery of drugs and genes. Bioelectrochem. Bioenerg. 48: 3–16.
27. Davis, H. L., Whalen, R. G., and Demeneix, B. A. (1993). Direct gene transfer into skeletal muscle in vivo: factors affecting efficiency of transfer and stability of expression. Hum.
Gene Ther. 4: 151–159.
28. McMahon, J. M., Signori, E., Wells, K. E., Fazio, V. M., and Wells, D. J. (2001).
Optimisation of electrotransfer of plasmid into skeletal muscle by pretreatment with
hyaluronidase–increased expression with reduced muscle damage. Gene Ther. 8:
1264–1270.
29. Soubrier, F., et al. (1999). pCOR: a new design of plasmid vectors for nonviral gene therapy. Gene Ther. 6: 1482–1488.
30. Ausubel, F. M., et al. (1994). Current Protocols in Molecular Biology. John Wiley, New York,
NY.

MOLECULAR THERAPY Vol. 5, No. 2, February 2002
Copyright © The American Society of Gene Therapy

