








with diffused DNA fragments in control E. coli cultures, the
DBD-FISH technique was employed (14, 15). This procedure
uses the same microgel as the diffusion assay, allowing simul-
taneous or sequential visualization of the nucleoids with or
without fragmented DNA and labeling of DNA breaks. DBD-
FISH is a powerful procedure that involves microgel embed-
ding, lysis, and incubation with a limited alkaline DNA un-
winding step (3, 32). This final step transforms DNA breaks
into limited single-stranded DNA (ssDNA) segments gener-
ated from the ends of the breaks, which hybridize to fluores-
cent DNA probes. As DNA breaks increase, more ssDNA is
produced, increasing probe hybridization and fluorescence in-
tensity. Fluorescence may be quantified using image analysis
software. When hybridizing with a whole-genome probe, DNA
breaks in the entire genome are assessed. Damage within spe-
cific DNA sequence areas may be evaluated by hybridizing
specific DNA probes.

The DBD-FISH procedure was applied to E. coli (Fig. 2)
and other microorganisms lysed in the microgel. Nucleoids
with diffused spots were strongly labeled, further confirming
massive DNA breaks.

Three kinds of experiments demonstrated the potential of
the procedure to determine chromosomal DNA fragmenta-
tion, as follows: (i) analysis of cells with spontaneous frag-
mented DNA in culture, (ii) reactive oxygen species-induced

DNA damage, and (iii) analysis of antibiotic and antifungal
agent effects.

Batch cultures. P. mirabilis was incubated in liquid LB me-
dium for 106 h, while the turbidity was monitored and aliquots
were removed periodically to determine membrane permeabil-
ity and DNA fragmentation. Bacteria with fragmented DNA
were easily separated from nucleoids without fragmented

FIG. 3. Images after the application of Micro-Halomax to cultures of P. mirabilis (a) and C. albicans (b), processed as indicated in Materials
and Methods. Nucleoids without DNA fragmentation released DNA loops around a central core from the residual cell. Otherwise, nucleoids with
fragmented DNA were clearly identified by a big halo of DNA spots (asterisks). Bar: 5 �m.

FIG. 4. Kinetics of the frequency of P. mirabilis cells with frag-
mented DNA and with a PI-permeable membrane. Identification of
bacteria with fragmented DNA was performed using the Micro-Halo-
max kit, as indicated in Materials and Methods. OD600, optical density
at 600 nm.
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DNA (Fig. 3a). The frequency of bacteria with DNA fragmen-
tation was established using the Micro-Halomax kit. This eval-
uated nucleoids with diffused DNA fragments in 1,000 to 5,000
cells per experimental point. Membrane permeability was de-
termined by SYBR Green II and PI staining. All cells were
permeable to SYBR Green II, but PI is a vital dye, so only cells
with membrane permeability, which do not exclude the dye,
appear red under the PI filter set of the microscope. The
frequency of PI-permeable cells was established in 1,000 to
5,000 microorganisms per experimental point (Fig. 4).

The culture changed from the exponential growth phase to
the stationary phase after 9 h. The percentage of cells perme-
able to PI increased at 48 h from 0.5% to 5% and then pro-
gressively rose through the end of the experiment to 88%. The
proportion of bacteria with fragmented DNA significantly in-
creased after 81 h from 0.5 to 1% up to 9.5%. It remained
constant at 35% from 99 to 103 h and then rose to 52% 3 h
later.

These results suggest that membrane permeability does not
indicate the presence of fragmented DNA, being that these are
independent parameters related to different initial targets and
not correlated in time. Moreover, the stationary phase does
not seem to be steady in the frequency of bacteria with frag-
mented DNA. In the initial period of the stationary phase, the
proportion of bacteria with DNA fragmentation did not in-
crease over that in the exponential phase. The percentage
increased later, probably reflecting a progressive change in the
turnover rate between dead and dividing cells. Perhaps with
the accumulation of metabolites and the depletion of nutrients,
the fraction of cells with fragmented DNA should increase
further.

Hydrogen peroxide treatment. The effect of reactive oxygen
species on DNA integrity was evaluated. Hydrogen peroxide
decomposes into hydroxyl radicals (�OH) through catalysis by
low-valence-transition metal ions in a Fenton-Haber-Weiss re-
action. These oxidizing agents strongly reacted with macromol-
ecules. �OH attack on DNA results in a variety of base damages
and DNA breaks (8, 9). In the only report using the TUNEL
assay for bacteria (31), labeling of DNA breaks was detected in
exponentially growing cultures of E. coli after exposure to
extremely high doses of H2O2 (86 mM for 30 min). Surpris-
ingly, in stationary-phase cultures, even doubling the H2O2

dose (172 mM) did not result in DNA breakage. This sug-
gested that H2O2 does not directly cause DNA breaks, which
could be transient intermediates in DNA repair produced by
the DNA repair enzymes (31).

We tested this hypothesis by using our DNA fragmentation
assay. The percentage of E. coli cells with fragmented DNA
was 0.4% and 37.6% in untreated control cells growing expo-
nentially and in the stationary phase, respectively (Fig. 5a and
c). Using a lower dose for a shorter length of time than in the
previous report (10 mM and 10 min), 100% of nucleoids

showed extensively fragmented DNA, either in the exponential
or stationary growth phase (Fig. 5b and d). This result suggests
a higher sensitivity in the microgel-based assay than in the
TUNEL assay for bacteria and illustrates a difficulty with en-
zymatic procedures for labeling DNA breaks. In the case of
TdT, a free 3�-OH group at the terminus of the DNA break is
essential as a substrate in order to polymerize the nucleotides
(10). Attack by agents like H2O2 does not produce “clean”
DNA termini but rather chemically modified ends, such that
direct DNA breaks could be undetectable to enzymes (9). To
allow for DNA repair, exonuclease III removes blocking
groups at the 3� terminus (9). Labeling by TdT should there-
fore be possible. The absence of enzymatic labeling in station-
ary-phase cultures could be explained if end processing is im-
paired at this stage. Nevertheless, H2O2-induced DNA breaks
are visible with our assay, since it is independent of the chem-
ical nature of the DNA break. Overall, our diffusion assay
identifies DNA damage by �OH, in both the exponential and
stationary growth phases.

Ampicillin incubation. To evaluate the influence of ampicil-
lin treatment on chromosomal DNA, exponentially growing
cultures of TG1 were exposed to 300 �g/ml ampicillin for 40
min or 24 h. This dose was much higher than the MIC of 3
�g/ml. In contrast to the target of ciprofloxacin, which affects

FIG. 5. Exponentially growing cultures from E. coli control cells (a) and from those exposed to 10 mM hydrogen peroxide for 10 min (b),
evaluated with the diffusion-based assay using the Micro-Halomax kit. (a) Bacterial nucleoids from control cultures only show spreading of DNA
loops. Some nucleoids had a big halo of diffused DNA spots, as indicated in the image (asterisk). (b) All nucleoids observed after H2O2 treatment
reveal a halo of DNA spots. In stationary-phase cultures, untreated cells (c) showed similar images to those in panel a, with a higher proportion
of background nucleoids with diffused DNA spots (asterisks), whereas those treated with H2O2 (d) were similar to those in panel b. Bar: 5 �m.

FIG. 6. E. coli cultures processed with the Micro-Halomax kit after
ampicillin treatment, 300 �g/ml, for 24 h. Nucleoids from residual cells
appear more relaxed, accompanied by a dense background of DNA
fragments. Bar: 5 �m.
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DNA, the cell wall is the primary target for ampicillin; it
inhibits peptidoglycan synthesis after binding to penicillin
binding proteins and activating autolysins (5, 16).

Unlike with ciprofloxacin, a 40-min treatment with ampicil-
lin barely increased the frequency of cells with fragmented
DNA or with the appearance of DNA damage. The nucleoids
were similar to those from untreated control cells. When in-
cubated for 24 h, the density of bacteria and corresponding
nucleoids was reduced but had a uniform background of DNA
spots that were probably from spontaneously lysed cells that
released the DNA fragments to the medium (Fig. 6). This
suggests that cell death initially appears to be independent of
DNA damage but may evolve later in DNA degradation.

Amphotericin B incubation in yeast. A presumed PCD has
been described in S. cerevisiae, following acidic, oxidative, or
osmotic stress and after UV exposure (23). This has also been
reported for Candida albicans after acetic acid, H2O2, or am-
photericin B treatment (28, 29). Apoptotic cells were very
significantly increased after a 200-min incubation with 4 �g/ml
amphotericin B (28). Apoptotic cells were considered those
not growing and not permeable to PI. DNA fragmentation was
not assessed. After a dose of 16 �g/ml, practically no Candida
cells grew, with the cells appearing 10% PI impermeable as-
sumed to be apoptotic and the PI-permeable cells presumed to
be necrotic.

An image of C. albicans showing DNA fragmentation is
presented in Fig. 3b. Nevertheless, we assessed the possible
induction of DNA fragmentation by amphotericin B in S. cer-
evisiae. In untreated control cultures, no cells with fragmented
DNA were detected in 6,000 yeasts. There was no evidence of
fragmented DNA with any dose of the antifungal agent when
incubated for 3 h. After a 24-h incubation with amphotericin B,
yeast cells with fragmented DNA were recorded in a dose-
dependent manner (Fig. 7). The frequency of cells with frag-
mented DNA was lower than that with the PI-permeable mem-
brane. In fact, with the highest dose assayed, 5% of the cells

contained fragmented DNA, whereas 85% were PI permeable.
This decouples membrane permeability from DNA fragmen-
tation as being indicative of death in these microorganisms, at
least after treatment with antifungal agents, like amphotericin
B, that target yeast cell membranes (4). A substantial and
proportional decrease in viability with the dose, assayed 48 h
after treatment, was demonstrated (Fig. 7), suggesting that
DNA fragmentation after amphotericin B treatment is either a
rare phenomenon or a late response.

Conclusion. The experiments presented here illustrate the
ability of the technique, assembled as a kit, to determine the
presence of fragmented DNA in microorganisms. Its simplic-
ity, short assay time (50 min), and efficacy make this technique
useful for the routine determination of DNA fragmentation
and intercellular variation. Applications may be extensive for
both basic and clinical research. Only a fluorescence micro-
scope is required. Though direct visual identification is quite
sharp, the scoring process may be partially automated by
adapted image analysis software. This automation could be
more complete by integrating a microscope with a motorized
plate and focus, a charge-coupled-device camera for image
capture, and image analysis software. This could be useful
when scoring many thousands of microorganisms, resembling
the conditions in flow cytometer facilities.
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