
0 

证明材料目录 

附件 1-论文证明材料  ............................. 1 

附件 2-专利证明材料  ............................ 35 

附件 3-项目证明材料  ............................ 36



Contents lists available at ScienceDirect 

Nano Today 

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/nanotoday 

Aggregation-induced emission nanoprobe assisted ultra-deep through- 
skull three-photon mouse brain imaging 

Mubin Hea,1, Dongyu Lic,1, Zheng Zhengd,1, Hequn Zhanga,e, Tianxiang Wua, Weihang Genga,  
Zhengwu Huc, Zhe Fenga, Shiyi Penga, Liang Zhue, Wang Xie, Dan Zhuc, Ben Zhong Tangb,⁎,  
Jun Qiana,⁎ 

a State Key Laboratory of Modern Optical Instrumentations, Centre for Optical and Electromagnetic Research, College of Optical Science and Engineering, 
International Research Center for Advanced Photonics, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou 310058, China 
b Shenzhen Institute of Aggregate Science and Technology, School of Science and Engineering, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, Shenzhen, 2001 Longxiang 
Boulevard, Longgang District, Shenzhen, Guangdong 518172, China 
c Britton Chance Center for Biomedical Photonics, Wuhan National Laboratory for Optoelectronics, MoE Key Laboratory for Biomedical Photonics, Huazhong 
University of Science and Technology, Wuhan, Hubei 430074, China 
d School of Chemistry and Chemical Engineering, Hefei University of Technology, Hefei 230009, China 
e Interdisciplinary Institute of Neuroscience and Technology (ZIINT), College of Biomedical Engineering and Instrument Science, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou 
310027, China    

a r t i c l e  i n f o

Article history: 
Received 6 March 2022 
Received in revised form 29 May 2022 
Accepted 20 June 2022 
Available online xxxx  

Keywords: 
Aggregation-induced emission 
Brain imaging 
Through skull 
Optical clearing 
Three-photon microscopy 

a b s t r a c t

Optical microscopy has enabled in vivo monitoring of brain structures and functions with high spatial re
solution. However, the strong optical scattering in turbid brain tissue and skull impedes the observation of 
microvasculature and neuronal structures at a large depth. Herein, we proposed a strategy to overcome the 
influence induced by the high scattering effect of both skull and brain tissue via the combination of skull 
optical clearing (SOC) technique and three-photon fluorescence microscopy (3PM). The visible-NIR-II 
compatible skull optical clearing agents (VNSOCA) we applied reduced the skull scattering and water ab
sorption in long wavelength by refractive index matching and H2O replacement to D2O respectively. 3PM 
with the excitation in the 1300-nm window reached 1.5 mm cerebrovascular imaging depth in cranial 
window assisted by a kind of bright aggregation-induced emission (AIE) nanoprobe we developed with a 
large three-photon absorption cross section. Combining the two advanced technologies together, we 
achieved so far the largest cerebrovascular imaging depth of 1.0 mm and neuronal imaging depth of >  
700 µm through intact mouse skull. Dual-channel through-skull imaging of both brain vessels and neurons 

was also successfully realized, giving an opportunity of non-invasively monitoring the deep brain structures 
and functions at single-cell level simultaneously. 

© 2022 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.    

Introduction 

Brain structural and functional imaging is essential for mon
itoring neuronal circuitry and pathogenesis of brain diseases in
cluding Alzheimer's disease and Parkinson’s disease [1–6]. Optical 
imaging is optimal for its high spatial resolution, real-time perfor
mance and free of ionizing radiation. However, the strong scattering 
effect of biological tissues [7] has impeded it from observing vas
culature and neuronal structures at a large depth. Many technologies 

have been developed to reduce the scattering effect, including 
photoacoustic tomography [8–12] with acoustic penetration, optical 
coherent tomography [13–15] with optical heterodyne amplification, 
and so on. However, these modalities performed poorly in neuronal 
structure imaging due to the lack of specific mark to neuron, 
let alone neuronal dynamic imaging. 

The mouse cortex is mainly protected by the skull, which exhibits 
strong scattering, causing a severe limitation for large-depth and 
high-contrast optical imaging. In fact, several technologies have been 
proposed to avoid the influence of optical scattering caused by the 
skull, including the open-skull glass window [17], the thinned-skull 
cranial window [18,19] and the skull optical clearing window  
[20,21]. The open-skull glass window, which is formed by removing 
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a part of skull and replacing with a glass coverslip, tends to induce a 
series of inflammatory reactions and increase intracranial pressure  
[22]. The thinned-skull cranial window, which is literally formed by 
thinning the skull, requires operating repeatedly due to bone growth 
and is difficult to use [18]. However, the skull optical clearing 
window, which locally applies some chemical agents to the skull for 
refractive index matching, is safe and repeatable, without any cra
niotomy [20]. Previously developed skull optical clearing windows 
have enabled repeated imaging of the dendritic protrusions, micro
glia dynamics and blood capillaries, combined with optical micro
scopy [20,21]. Nevertheless, most of them employed H2O as solution, 
which has large absorption coefficient in near-infrared region, 

especially beyond 1300 nm. This would inevitably cause adverse 
impact on optical imaging with near-infrared excitation or emission. 

In addition, mouse brain tissue also exhibits strong scattering 
effect and impedes deep imaging, unable to be resolved by in vivo 
tissue optical clearing technology at present. Fortunately, three- 
photon fluorescence microscopy (3PM) is a typical way for deep 
imaging with high contrast in turbid tissue [23]. The character of 
long-wavelength excitation light with low tissue scattering guaran
tees 3PM large penetration depth, thus maintaining well focus effi
ciency in turbid tissue [24]. Meanwhile, high-order nonlinear optical 
effect of three-photon fluorescence (3PF) ensures the localized ex
citation, and therefore improves imaging resolution and contrast. 
The two acknowledged long-wavelength excitation windows for 

Fig. 1. Skull scattering reduction improved performance of through-skull 3PM. (A- B) R-Z plane light distribution simulation of excitation light in the 1300-nm window (A) and the 
1700-nm window (B) penetrating through skull and brain tissue with different remaining skull scattering ratio (100–1%). Focal depth = 1 mm. Each photon package, which was 
generated randomly outside the tissue, propagated toward the focus point in tissue. Stimulated imaging contrast in (A) and (B) was adjusted respectively. (C, E) Light intensity 
profiles along the depth (Radial distance = 0 mm) from 0.8 mm to 1.2 mm with different remaining skull scattering ratios (100–1%) in the 1300-nm window (C) and the 1700-nm 
window (E). (D, F) Light density (light intensity divided by focal spot area at focal plane) at the focal point with different remaining skull scattering ratio (100–1%) in the 1300-nm 
window (D) and the 1700-nm window (F). (G) Absorption spectra of H2O and deuterium oxide (D2O). (H, I) Absorption spectra of solution 1 (S1) and immersed solution 2 (S2) of 
USOCA and VNSOCA. (Optical length = 1 mm). 
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3PM are the 1300-nm and 1700-nm spectral ranges [25]. both of 
which have long attenuation length at brain tissue. Among the two 
excitation windows, the 1300-nm window is favored for its lower 
tissue absorption induced heating effect. Moreover, considering 
universal commercial fluorescent probes for neuronal labeling, the 
1300-nm window is more commonly used in 3PF neuronal structural 
and functional imaging [26,27]. and more capable of simultaneous 
multi-color imaging [28]. However, 3PM using the 1300-nm excita
tion under the intact skull currently achieved only ~300 µm neuronal 
imaging depth [27] and 510 µm cerebrovascular imaging depth [27] 
owing to the low excitation efficiency. 

Developing fluorescent probes with bright 3PF intensity would 
be helpful for increasing three-photon brain imaging depth. The 3PF 
intensity of a probe attributes to its three-photon action cross sec
tion, which consists of three-photon absorption cross section (σ3) 
and quantum yield [28]. Aggregation-induced emission (AIE) lumi
nogen [29] is a kind of ideal organic three-photon fluorophore. 
When forming aggregates in nanoprobes, the intramolecular motion 
of AIE molecules are restricted and their nonradiative process is 
restrained. Thus, the quantum yield of AIE nanoprobes can be en
hanced accordingly [30]. In addition, the large amount of AIE mo
lecules inside can improve the σ3 of nanoprobes effectively [31]. 
Though some of the AIE molecules are photobleached by femtose
cond (fs) irradiation with high peak power during imaging, most 
ones are unbleached and can still emit fluorescence. Thus, the 
photostability of AIE molecule encapsulated nanoprobes are main
tained [32]. Moreover, when AIE molecules are coated with amphi
philic organic polymers to form AIE nanoparticles (NPs), the 
hydrophilicity and biocompatibility of AIE NPs are also ameliorated. 
Features above including highly bright 3PF intensity, high photo
stability and excellent biocompatibility insure AIE nanoprobes quite 
appropriate for 3PM. However, recently reported AIE nanoprobes 
were mostly excited by the fs laser at 1500–1700 nm spectral region  
[33–35]. Few of them were applied in the 1300-nm excitation 
window [36]. 

Herein, we combined in vivo skull optical clearing (SOC) tech
nique and 1300-nm excited 3PM to overcome the scattering and 
absorption of the skull as well as brain during deep-cortical visua
lizing. Skull scattering reduction could improve the performance of 
3PM effectively according to Monte Carlo simulation results. The 
visible-NIR-II compatible skull optical clearing agents (VNSOCA) we 
applied introduced D2O solution to replace H2O solution. Therefore, 
the light scattering and absorption of skull in the 1300-nm window 
were both reduced effectively. Afterwards, we realized largest 3PF 
through-skull cerebrovascular imaging depth (1.0 mm), assisted by a 
kind of AIE nanoprobe called DCBT NP, whose isolated molecule 
possesses extremely larger σ3 (3.53 × 10−78 cm6 s2 photon−2 at 
1300 nm) than other reported organic probes [36]. Meanwhile, 3PF 
through-skull neuronal imaging also improved to >  700 µm depth. 
With prominently reduced scattering effect and near-infrared ab
sorption of skull, 3PM in the 1300-nm window achieved dual- 
channel deep imaging of both brain vessels and neurons under the 
intact skull for the first time. 

Results 

Skull scattering reduction improved performance of through-skull 3PM 

Skull scattering is one of the major barriers that constrains the 
through-skull imaging quality. And SOC technique could reduce the 
skull scattering effectively. Herein, we performed Monte Carlo si
mulation to investigate how SOC would enhance the performance of 
three-photon excitation due to the better focusing inside brain 
tissue. Fig. 1A shows the simulated distribution of light intensity 
when the 1300-nm light was focused on the brain tissue through 
skull with the scattering of skull decreasing. Fig. 1B states the 

situation when a 1700-nm light was focused on the brain tissue. It 
was obvious that reducing the skull scattering would effectively 
reduce the out-of-focus light both for 1300-nm window and 1700- 
nm window (Fig. 1A-B and Fig. S1). In addition, quantitative analysis 
demonstrated that, both the light intensity and light density at the 
focus point were getting better as the skull scattering coefficient 
decreased in the 1300-nm window (Fig. 1C and 1D) and the 1700-nm 
window (Fig. 1E and 1F). In addition, we simulated the amount of 
signal intensity left at the skull surface after penetrating through 
brain tissue and skull when the emission was generated at certain 
depth of brain. As shown in Fig. S2, the signal light showed similar 
distribution on the surface as the skull scattering coefficient de
creased. However, the overall light intensity penetrating successfully 
to the surface obviously increased as the skull scattering coefficient 
decreased (Fig. S3). Simulation results above verified the skull 
scattering reduction induced by SOC could promisingly increase the 
light density of the three-photon excitation light at focus point, and 
decrease the attenuation of the generated three-photon emission 
signals before detected. 

Light absorption by water in near-infrared region was another 
factor that should be considered while applying the skull optical 
clearing agent (SOCA) to 3PM. Since deuterium oxide (D2O) has been 
applied as an immersion medium in near-infrared imaging for its 
reduced absorption in near-infrared region (Fig. 1G) [37]. In this 
work we prepared VNSOCA which replaced H2O in urea-based skull 
optical clearing agents (USOCA) with deuteroxide solution. Then we 
used Monte Carlo simulation to compare two SOCAs to investigate 
the impact of absorption of the SOCA (Fig. 1H and 1I) on 3PM. As 
shown in Fig. S4, after SOC treatment, solution 2 (S2) of the SOC was 
remained on the skull for imaging. Therefore, simulations were 
performed to investigate the 1300-nm and 1700-nm light focusing 
ability when S2 of USOCA and VNSOCA covered skull. As shown in  
Fig. S5, compared with USOCA, VNOSCA can increase the 1300-nm 
light density at the focal point by 1.25 times. Similarly, as shown in  
Fig. S6, VNSOCA can increase the 1700-nm light density at the focal 
point by 2 times. However, in the case of VNSOCA, the absolute value 
of 1700-nm light density was lower than that of 1300-nm light 
density at the focal point (1.4 ×104 VS 3.1 ×104), due to stronger brain 
tissue absorption. 

Furthermore, we also performed ex vivo 3PM test to verify the 
skull clearing effect by VNSOCA. A kind of lab-synthesized AIE na
noprobe named DCBT NP (the details will be discussed later), and a 
lab-built three-photon microscopic system (Fig. S7), were used for 
the test. The results indicated that, covered by an intact skull, the 3PF 
signals of DCBT NPs-filled capillary were rather weak. On the con
trary, when the skull was treated by VNSOCA, the signals were re
markably increased (Fig. S8). In addition, VNSOCA treatment also 
increased the signal-to-background ratio (SBR, Fig. S9) and the re
solving power (Fig. S10) of 3PM. 

Overall, VNOSCA assisted skull optical clearing could reduce both 
light absorption by water in near-infrared region and skull scat
tering, therefore enhanced the performance of through-skull 3PM. 

3PF properties of DCBT NPs under 1300-nm and 1700-nm excitation 
windows 

The benefits of long excitation wavelength and high-order non
linear optical confinement attributed to 3PM were effective ways to 
overcome the scattering effect in deep brain imaging. The greatest 
advantages of the 1300-nm excitation window against the 1700-nm 
excitation window are its much lower tissue absorption and higher 
excitation efficiency. 

We conducted the Monte Carlo simulation of temperature rising 
caused by tissue absorption of excitation light in Fig. S11-S13. 
Compared with 1700-nm window, temperature rising in the 1300- 
nm window was obviously milder. Also, the temperature 
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distribution in the 1300-nm window was more dispersive, avoiding 
local overheating at focused point. On the contrary, 1700-nm light 
would cause a sharp temperature rise near the focus, where over
heated damage tended to happen easier. 

In addition, compared with the 1700-nm excitation window, the 
1300-nm excitation window should obtain higher excitation effi
ciency and fluorescence intensity for its shorter wavelength ac
cording to the multi-photon fluorescence photon flux formula [38]. 
However, the low σ3 of most fluorescence probes restricted their 3PF 
intensity from further strengthening. Fortunately, we currently 

developed an AIE fluorophore named DCBT with large σ3 which was 
realized by the intra- and intermolecular synergistic engineering. 
The compound (Fig. 2A) can be facilely synthesized, and the detailed 
synthetic process are presented in Supporting Information (Scheme 
S1). The optimized molecular geometry of DCBT indicated that 2- 
benzothiazoleacetonitrile and carbazole skeleton were essentially 
planar, which allowed good π-electron delocalization over the whole 
molecule (Fig. 2B). The strong push-pull character and the extended 
π-conjugation of DCBT may effectively led to near-infrared emission 
and large σ3 value. The photophysical property of DCBT at aggregated 

Fig. 2. Optical properties of DCBT NPs. (A) Molecular structure and (B) optimized molecular geometry of DCBT. (C) Schematic illustration of the fabrication of DCBT NPs. (D) DLS 
results of DCBT NPs. (E) Normalized extinction and PL spectra of DCBT NPs. (F) Plot of relative 3PF intensity (I/I0) vs different water fractions (fw) of the acetone/water mixtures of 
DCBT, [DCBT] = 20 μM. (G) 3PF spectrum of DCBT NPs under the excitation of 1300 nm fs laser. (H) Power dependence of fluorescence intensity of DCBT NPs under the 1300 nm fs 
excitation intensity. (I) Photostability of DCBT NPs under the continuous irradiation of 1300 nm fs laser (Average power: 7 mW). (J) Measured σ3 of DCBT molecules in CHCl3 

solution from 1300 nm to 1750 nm. (K) 3PF intensity of DCBT NPs under the excitation of 1300-nm window and 1700-nm window. Insert: 3PF images of DCBT NPs filled in the 
glass capillary. 
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state was studied by increasing the water fraction (fw= volume 
(water)/ volume (water+ acetone)) in acetone/water mixture (Fig. 
S14-S15). The photoluminescence (PL) intensity of DCBT was dra
matically decreased as the water fraction increased from 0% to 50%, 
while further increasing fw from 60% to 90% resulted in the enhanced 
PL intensity because of the aggregates formation. This phenomenon 
revealed the AIE feature of DCBT. Then, we tried to seal it into the 
aggregated nanoparticles. As shown in Fig. 2C, DCBT were en
capsulated by F-127, which was approved by the US Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA), to form amphipathic organic nanoparticles. 
The results of dynamic light scattering (DLS, 36.2  ±  1.9 nm, Zetasizer 
Nano-ZS) in Fig. 2D showed the micellar systems were uniformly 
distributed. The extinction and PL spectra were displayed in Fig. 2E. 
The quantum yield of DCBT NPs was measured as 3.17%. Afterwards, 
we measured the nonlinear optical character of DCBT. With in
creasing fw from 60% to 90% in acetone/water mixture, DCBT mole
cules showed similar enhanced 3PF intensity under the 1300-nm fs 
excitation, which further confirmed aggregation-induced 3PF en
hancement (Fig. 2F and Fig. S16). As shown in Fig. 2G, DCBT NPs 
generated red emission spectrum with a peak at ~640 nm under the 
1300-nm fs excitation. In addition, the dependence relationship 
between the nonlinear fluorescence intensity and the excitation 
light intensity was measured. As shown in Fig. 2H, the logarithm of 
the emission intensity against that of the excitation intensity 
showed a linear slope of approximately 2.95, indicating a major 
three-photon absorption process under 1300-nm fs excitation. 
Moreover, 3PF intensity decreased by only 30% over 16 min of con
tinuous irradiation (Fig. 2I), suggesting the promising photostability 
of DCBT NPs for 3PM. Furthermore, σ3 of DCBT at various wave
lengths were measured, since it was the major feature manifesting 
the 3PM capability of an optical probe. Results showed that, the σ3 of 
DCBT at 1300 nm was much larger than that at 1700 nm (Fig. 2J). The 
largest σ3 at 1300 nm within the test range was calculated to be 
3.53 × 10−78 cm6 s2 photon−2, which is a much higher value than the 
reported organic probes [28,36]. Hence, 3PF intensity excited at the 
1300-nm wavelength was ~10 times higher than that excited at the 
1700-nm wavelength (Fig. 2K). 

Therefore, with the help of the improved σ3 of DCBT NPs and 
lower heating effect, in vivo 3PF imaging in the 1300-nm window 
would be more suitable for the observation of brain tissue with the 
high scattering. 

In vivo deep 3PF brain vasculature imaging of the mouse with the open- 
skull glass window 

With the assistance of DCBT NPs and utilization of open-skull 
glass window (Fig. 3A), we adopted 3PM to perform ultra-deep vi
sualization of mouse cerebral vessels. The mouse was imaged after 
injected with DCBT NPs dispersion (1.5 mg/mL, 0.2 mL). DCBT NPs in 
blood and liver (Fig. S17) showed slightly blue-shifted fluorescence, 
which brought no influence for in vivo three-photon fluorescence 
cerebrovascular imaging. Fig. 3B showed 3D reconstruction of cer
ebral vessels under the excitation of 1700-nm window and 1300-nm 
window. The imaging depth of 3PM using the 1700-nm window only 
reached 1.1 mm (Fig. S18) due to the low three-photon action cross 
section. In contrast, 3PM performed with the 1300-nm window 
could reach 1.5-mm imaging depth. This imaging depth has already 
passed through the white matter layer and reached the hippo
campus regions, and broke the previously reported organic probe- 
assisted 3PF imaging depth record (1.4 mm [36]) using the 1300-nm 
window. 

Brain vessels at various depth was shown in Fig. 3C-J. The tiny 
blood capillary with a size of 3.7 µm could be distinguished at the 
1.5 mm depth (Fig. 3J and Fig. S19). We firstly verified the position of 
white matter based on the third-harmonic generation (THG) mi
croscopic imaging of mouse brain using a kind of nanocrystal. As 

shown in Fig. S20, THG signal outside blood vessels appeared from 
850 µm depth and disappeared at 1050 µm depth, which indicated 
that the position of white matter was within depth between 850 µm 
and 1050 µm roughly. Images at neocortex layer maintained ex
tremely high SBR due to the background-free feature of 3PM as 
shown in Fig. 3K. Some large blood vessels were observed from 
white matter layer to hippocampus layer, which was consistent with 
the results in previous 3PF deep imaging works [39–41]. Because of 
the higher scattering effect of white matter, SBR appeared to de
crease when the region of interest (ROI) travelled through it (Fig. 3K). 
Such situation is similar to what was observed in long-wavelength 
excited confocal fluorescence imaging [42]. 

Nevertheless, even with relatively low SBR (~2), the vessels were 
still distinguishable. 3D reconstruction of brain vessels in the 1.1–1.3 
and 1.3–1.5 mm was displayed in Fig. 3L-M. Large blood vessels ex
tended up to 1.5 mm below was displayed clearly. However, it was 
the working distance of the objective (2 mm) that constrained 
imaging depth available in our experiment. As demonstrated by the 
results above, the scattering effect of brain was effectively overcome 
by 3PM with the improved σ3 of DCBT NPs in the 1300-nm excitation 
window. 

In vivo deep brain 3PM under the 1300-nm excitation window with the 
optical clearing window 

Combining the SOC technique and 3PM together, we performed 
3PF microscopic imaging of the mouse with the skull optical clearing 
window. The schematic of mouse head imaging was displayed in  
Fig. 4A. The typical bright field view of the mouse brain vasculature 
after skull clearing in Fig. 4B showed more apparent than that before 
skull clearing. Intensity analysis of vasculature under the VNSOCA 
treated skull in Fig. 4C demonstrated four distinct brain vessels, 
which were almost invisible under the untreated turbid skull. 
Afterwards, the 3PF cerebrovascular imaging before and after skull 
clearing were carried out on mouse injected with DCBT NPs. As  
Fig. 4D-G showed, 3PF imaging performed through the original skull 
had only reached 550 µm, which was comparable with the pre
viously reported imaging depth [27]. On the contrary, after VNSOCA 
treatment on the skull to decrease its scattering, 3PF imaging of the 
same field of view showed enhanced signal intensity and optimized 
SBR (Fig. 4H-O), especially at large depth. The final 3PF imaging 
depth reached 1.0 mm through the skull optical clearing window 
(Fig. 4P-S). The small blood vessel with a diameter of 4.5 µm at 700- 
μm depth was clearly visualized (Fig. 4P, T). Moreover, a 10.4-μm 
vessel at 1000 µm depth could also be distinguished (Fig. 4S, U). 3D 
reconstruction of brain vessels from 0 to 1000 µm was displayed in  
Fig. 4V. To the best of our knowledge, our 3PM achieved the largest 
millimeter-level imaging depth under the intact skull, thanks to the 
reduced skull scattering induced by VNSOCA and reduced brain 
tissue scattering overcome by 3PF. 

Apart from cerebrovascular imaging, visualization of mouse brain 
neurons at neocortex layers was also conducted under the intact 
skull. As shown in Fig. 5A-D, not only the signal intensity, but also 
the SBR and resolution of neuronal dendrite were considerably en
hanced at shallow depth after skull optical clearing. Fig. 5E-F showed 
that the skull optical clearing treatment introduced a 6-time im
provement of the 3PF intensity, and compressed the half-height full 
width of an imaged dendrite from 3.1 µm to 1.2 µm at 25-μm depth. 
More abundant dendrites emerged at the depths of 75 µm and 
160 µm after skull optical clearing compared with those observed 
through original skull (Fig. 5G-J). 

Thanks to the strengthened signal level and improved image 
contrast after skull clearing, we were able to track the deep axons of 
Thy-1-GFP neurons from 250 to 700 µm (Fig. 5K and Fig. S21). The 
vivid Thy-1-GFP neuron structures were visualized clearly after skull 
optical clearing, with improved imaging depth up to >  700 µm. In 
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virtue of the red emission of DCBT NPs under 1300-nm three-photon 
excitation, multicolor fluorescence imaging was also carried out. The 
3D reconstruction in Fig. 5L clearly displayed the merged image of 
the Thy-1-GFP neurons and DCBT NPs-labeled vessels from 0 to 
600 µm. So far as we know, this is the first reported 3PF deep and 
simultaneous imaging of brain vessels and neurons under the intact 
skull. 

Discussion and conclusion 

We proposed a solution to the high scattering effect of both skull 
and brain tissue through the combination of SOC technique and 
3PM, and therefore realized ultra-deep cerebrovascular and neu
ronal imaging under intact skull. While previous skull optical 
clearing agents were mainly applied in two-photon fluorescence 
microscopy, overlooking large light absorption by water at long ex
citation wavelength, the VNSOCA we prepared could efficiently re
duce both scattering and absorption coefficients of skull during 3PM 

process (Fig. 1). We also proposed a kind of AIE NPs named DCBT NPs 
with large σ3 in the 1300-nm excitation window (Fig. 2). Meanwhile, 
we confirmed its great 3PF performance on the mouse brain imaging 
with an open-skull glass window, and achieved 1.5-mm imaging 
depth employing the 1300-nm excitation window, which was the 
largest one ever known (Fig. 3). Such imaging depth reached hip
pocampal region, and was almost comparable to the depth achieved 
by the 3PM excited in the 1700-nm window [40]. In addition, DCBT 
NPs assisted 3PM on the mouse’s brain with intact skull combined 
with SOC technique enabled 1-mm cerebrovascular imaging depth 
(Fig. 4), which broke the through-skull 3PM depth record using the 
1700-nm excitation window [43]. Finally, the 3PF through-skull 
imaging depth of neuron achieved over 700 µm. In addition, dual- 
channel deep imaging of both vessels and neurons under intact skull 
was also realized thanks to the reduced scattering of skull and brain 
tissue (Fig. 5). 

The combination of the two techniques is quite reasonable. On 
the one hand, despite that 3PM alone could reduce the skull 

Fig. 3. In vivo deep 3PF brain vasculature imaging of the mouse with the open-skull glass window. (A) Schematic of mouse head imaging with the open-skull window. The bright 
field picture of mouse brain was shown at right position. (B) 3D reconstruction of the cerebrovascular imaging under 3PM excited using the 1700-nm window (0–1100 µm) and 
1300-nm window (0–1500 µm). (C-J) 3PF imaging of the mouse brain vasculature at various depths excited in the 1300-nm window. (K) The SBR as a function of imaging depth. 
The white matter region of the mouse brain, where the SBR decreased sharply, is indicated in blue. (L-M) 3D reconstruction of the cerebrovascular imaging in 1100–1300 µm and 
1300–1500 µm depth. 
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scattering effect to a certain extent, the efficiency is not enough 
owing to the extremely higher scattering of skull compared with the 
brain tissue [7]. Our previously reported 3PM on the mouse brain 
with intact skull reached only 400-μm [31,34] depth in cere
brovascular structure imaging with excitation wavelength at 
1550 nm. On the other hand, although in vivo skull SOC could over
come the skull scattering, itself was unable to conquer the scattering 
effect of brain tissue. For instance, 2PM through the optical skull 
clearing window only reached ~300-μm depth in the cortex [20]. 
Therefore, the combination of SOC technique and 3PM is a rather 
necessary solution to through-skull ultra-deep brain imaging. Ac
cordingly, we realized 1000-μm 3PF cerebrovascular imaging and 
over 700 µm 3PF neuronal imaging of mouse brain with intact skull. 

Even with the assistance of SOC technique and 1300-nm excited 
3PM, ideal optical probes are still important for the final imaging 
performance. Although 3PM excited in the 1300-nm window has 
lower heating effect and higher excitation efficiency compared with 
that in the 1700-nm window, the stronger scattering in the 1300-nm 
window still constrained its imaging depth ever reported [36,44]. As 
a solution, we proposed a new kind of AIE NPs with extraordinarily 
large σ3 at 1300 nm to improve the brightness of 3PF, and eventually 
achieved 1.5-mm 3PM depth with open-skull glass window, which 
was the deepest one in the 1300-nm window. 

Since neuronal imaging is more important in monitoring brain 
function, we achieved three-photon through-skull neuronal imaging 
over 700 µm and dual-channel imaging of both vessels and neurons 
over 600 µm. This would be helpful for through-skull visualization of 

Fig. 4. In vivo deep 3PF brain vasculature imaging of the mouse with the optical clearing window. (A) Schematic of mouse head imaging with the optical clearing window. (B) 
Typical bright field pictures of the mouse brain vasculature before and after skull clearing. (C) Intensity profiles along the white dashed lines across the vasculature in (B). The 
arrows indicated the positions of vessels. (D-G) 3PF imaging of the mouse brain vasculature at various depths with original skull. (H-K) 3PF imaging of the mouse brain vasculature 
at various depths after skull clearing. (L-O) Intensity profiles along the white dashed lines across the brain vasculature in (D)-(K) respectively. (P-S) Deep 3PF images of the mouse 
brain vasculature after skull clearing. (T-U) FWHM analysis of the brain vasculature at the depths of 700 µm (T) and 1000 µm (U). (V) 3D reconstruction of the cerebrovascular 
imaging with the optical clearing window (0–1000 µm). 
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interaction between neuron and cerebral vessels at a large depth, 
and thus provide useful tool for monitoring brain disease such as 
epilepsy and stroke. Moreover, another possible way to imaging 
deeper neuron is to apply brighter foreign three-photon fluorescent 
probes to stain neurons. SNAP-tag is a very convenient technique for 
labeling specific cells [45–47]. Briefly, first, a specific kind of cells 
(such as nerve cells) is transfected with virus to express a specific 
protein. Then a specific marker for the protein is conjugated with the 
optical probe, making it able to selectively target the specific cells. 
Here, DCBT was encapsulated with F-127 polymer, which is lack of 
functional groups (e.g. NH2- and -COOH) for marker conjugation. The 
AIE molecules can also be doped into organic NPs by other polymers, 
such as DSPE-PEG- NH2 and DSPE-PEG-COOH [48,49], which can be 
easily conjugated with the specific marker of the protein. Therefore, 
it is possible to use DCBT NPs for three-photon neuron imaging by 
the SNAP-tag technology in the future work. 

The scattering reduction strategy presented here opens the op
portunity for in vivo ultra-deep brain 3PM under the intact skull, 
where the imaging depth was nearly comparable with 3PM through 
the cranial window [50]. In addition, the 1300-nm excitation rea
lized multi-color 3PM, making it possible for in vivo observation of 
molecular and cellular interactions in the brain under intact skull 
over a large depth in future. Moreover, the SOC procedure presented 
here is safe and easy-handling, not as difficult as craniotomy. 
Therefore, 3PM based on the skull optical clearing window can be 
widely used in various situations. We believe that in vivo 3PF ima
ging of hippocampus region under the intact skull of mouse brain 
will be realized with further reduced scattering effect of both brain 
tissue and skull, as well as improved 3PF probes. The combination of 
SOC technique and 3PM will contribute to faster and deeper imaging 
in scattering tissues including skull and brain. 

Fig. 5. In vivo deep 3PF brain neuron imaging and neuron-vessels dual channel imaging of the mouse with the optical clearing window. (A-B) 3PF images of the mouse brain 
neurons at 25-μm depth before and after skull clearing. (C-D) Enlarged 3PF images of the mouse brain neurons in (A) and (B). (E-F) Intensity and FWHM analysis of the brain 
neurons in (C) and (D). (G-J) 3PF images of the mouse brain neurons before and after skull clearing at depth of 75 µm and 160 µm. (K) 3D reconstruction of the 3PF neuronal 
imaging through the original skull (0–400 µm) and the skull optical clearing window (0–800 µm). (L) 3D reconstruction of the neuron-vessels dual channel imaging of the mouse 
with the optical clearing window (0–600 µm). 
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Materials and methods 

Materials 

The details for DCBT synthesis were described in the Supporting 
Information. Pluronic F-127 was bought from Sigma-Aldrich (USA). 
Deionized (DI) water with a resistivity of 16–18.2 MΩ▪cm was pre
pared an Eco-Q15 DI water system (Shanghai Hitech Instruments 
Co., Ltd.). 

Preparation of DCBT NPs 

DCBT NPs were prepared according to the standard procedure 
reported previously [51]. Briefly, 1 mg DCBT molecules and 12 mg 
Pluronic F-127, which were dissolved in 0.5 mL tetrahydrofuran 
(THF) respectively, were mixed together and sonicated for 9 min. 
Then, the mixture solution was dropped into 12 mL DI water. 
Afterwards, the residue THF was evaporated in the fume hood 
though stirring for 5 h. Finally, the DCBT NPs solution was con
centrated in ultrafiltration tube. 

Monte Carlo simulation of NIR photon penetration in skull and brain 
tissue 

The Monte Carlo method was utilized to simulate the propaga
tion of light beams in biological tissues. There are two layers of 
tissue in the simulation, representing the mouse skull and mouse 
brain tissue, respectively. We rasterized the tissue to record the 
scattering and absorption events of photons. In the simulation of 
focusing light in the tissue, photons enter the immersion media from 
the air, pass through the skull and focus on a specific depth in brain 
layer. The position of photon is randomly set within the beam radius. 
Meanwhile, the focal point was set at 1 mm depth in the skull and 
brain tissue after refracting in multiple tissue layers. Absorption 
matrix is formed to record absorbed energy of photons in tissue. The 
temperature profile of brain can be calculated by solving the thermal 
diffusion equation with absorption distribution. We set the re
fractive index of the skull and brain tissue as 1.369, and the scat
tering anisotropy factor as 0.98. The absorption coefficient of skull 
and brain tissue was set according to the water absorption coeffi
cient in 1300 nm and 1700 nm. The reduced scattering coefficient of 
brain tissue was calculated using the following formula: [7] 
µ = 24.2 ( )s nm500

1.611 . Thus, the brain tissue scattering 
coefficient in Fig. 1 was set as 5.192 cm−1 in the 1300-nm window 
and 3.370 cm−1 in the 1700-nm window respectively. The reduced 
scattering coefficient of skull was calculated using the following 
formula: [7] µ = 22.9 ( )s nm500

0.716. Accordingly, the remaining 
skull scattering coefficient in Fig. 1 was set as 11.554 cm−1 (100%), 
5.777 cm−1 (50%), 3.466 cm−1 (30%), 1.155 cm−1 (10%), 0.116 cm−1 (1%) 
in the 1300-nm window and 9.534 cm−1 (100%), 4.767 cm−1 (50%), 
2.860 cm−1 (30%), 0.953 cm−1 (10%), 0.095 cm−1 (1%) in the 1700-nm 
window respectively. 

Preparation and vis-NIR-II absorption measurement of optical clearing 
agents 

VNSOCA contain a saturated supernatant solution of urea and 
ethanol (named S1), and a high-concentration sodium dodecyl 
benzenesulfonate (named S2). To prepare S1, 75% (vol/vol) ethanol in 
deuteroxide solution was dropped onto the excessive urea and 
mixed together in a beaker. The mixture was stirred for 10 min and 
stayed for 15 min to dissolve urea fully. The synthesized S1 was then 
obtained after the supernatant solution was transferred. As to S2, the 
sodium dodecyl benzenesulfonate (mass = 5 g) and 0.7 M NaOH in 
deuteroxide solution (volume = 24 mL) were mixed together, under 

the condition of 7.2–8 pH value. Finally, both S1 and S2 solution of 
VNSOCA were sealed and stored at room temperature. USOCA were 
prepared under the similar procedure, apart from deuteroxide re
placed by deionized water. The absorption spectra of both VNSOCA 
and USCOA were measured from 500 to 1880 nm with two spec
trophotometers (PG2000, Ideaoptics Instruments and NIR2200-Px, 
Ideaoptics Instruments). 

3PF microscopic system 

3PF microscopic system included two major parts, a non-colli
near optical parametric amplifier (NOPA) with wavelength-tunable 
femtosecond (fs) laser output and a commercial Bruker scanning 
microscope. The NOPA system included a 1030 nm fs pump laser 
(Spectra-Physics, Spirit) and an OPA system (Spectra-Physics, NOPA- 
VISIR). 1300-nm fs laser beam (115 fs, 1 MHz) and 1700-nm fs laser 
beam (203 fs, 1 MHz) were obtained through two amplification 
stages in NOPA-VISIR and introduced into the scanning microscope 
as excitation source. The excitation beam was focused on the sample 
through the objective (XLPLN25XWMP2, Olympus, NA=1.05), and 
the excited three-photon fluorescent signals were then collected by 
a GaAs PMT (H7422–40, Hamamatsu), after reflected by a 700 nm 
DMLP and passing through a 560 nm DMLP. The filters for red 
channel and green channel were FF02–641/75 (Semrock) and 
FF02–525/40 (Semrock). 

Optical Characterization of DCBT NPs 

The absorption spectra and fluorescence spectra of DCBT NPs 
were measured on a UV−vis scanning spectrophotometer (UV-2550, 
Shimadzu, Japan) and a HITACHI F-2500 fluorescence spectro
photometer. The PL of DCBP NPs under 1300 nm fs excitation was 
carried out as following. The fs laser beam traveled through a focal 
lens (f= 30 mm) and was focused on a cuvette, which contained the 
dispersion of DCBT NPs. The 3PF signal was recorded with an optical 
fiber spectrometer (PG2000, Ideaoptics Instruments) through an 
objective (XLPLN25XWMP2, Olympus, NA= 1.05). The fluorescence 
quantum yield of DCBT NPs was measured via the comparative 
method with Rhodamine 6 G in DI water as reference. Details were 
described in our previous work [52]. 

P-I relationship measurement and σ3 cross section measurement 

The DCBT NPs were contained in the glass capillary and imaged 
under the 3PF microscopic system. The 3PF images under various 
excitation powers were recorded. The intensity of 3PF (I) vs the 
average power of 1300 nm fs laser (P) was plotted to determine the 
P-I relationship of DCBT NPs. 

To obtain σ3 of DCBT, the comparison method was applied. The σ3 

of TPATCN in CHCl3 solution at 1550 nm [52] was selected as the 
reference. DCBT and TPATCN in CHCl3 solution were excited by the 
1550 nm fs laser, and their 3PF signals were collected by a photo
multiplier tube (PMT). The mean 3PF intensities were calculated by 
ImageJ. The σ3 value of DCBT molecules was calculated by the fol
lowing equation: 

=
F c n
F c n

31 30
1 0 0 0

0 1 1 1 (1) 

Where F is the 3PF intensity, η is the fluorescence quantum yield, c is 
the molar concentration of sample, n is the refractive index of the 
solvent, and the subscripts 1 and 0 represent DCBT and TPATCN, 
respectively. 

σ3 of DCBT at other excitation wavelengths were referenced to 
the value at 1550 nm measured above and calculated by the fol
lowing equation: 
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2

(2) 

Where σ3,λ is the wavelength dependent three-photon absorption 
cross section, σ3,1550 is σ3 of DCBT at 1550 nm, P1550 and Pλ are the 
measured excitation powers on the sample, τ1550 and τλ are the 
measured pulse widths on the sample, and F1550 and Fλ are the 
measured 3PF intensities with excitation at 1550 nm and other 
wavelengths, respectively. 

Ethical approval 

All animal experiments performed in this study were conducted 
strictly in compliance with the ethical standards of the Institutional 
Ethical Committee of Animal Experimentation of Zhejiang 
University. 

In vivo 3PF microscopic cerebrovascular imaging of the mouse with the 
cranial window 

The C57 mouse (male, 8–10 weeks old) was anesthetized by 
pentobarbital sodium (0.14 mL, mass concentration = 1%), and a 
cranial window with diameter of around 6 mm was produced by 
removing the scalp and a small piece of skull. After injected with 
DCBT NPs (1.5 mg/mL, 200 μL) via the tail vein, the mouse was im
mobilized on a lab-built plate and imaged under the 3PF microscopic 
system. The z-stack images were taken at 2-μm step and the scan
ning speed was 2.2 μs/pixel (512 × 512 pixels per frame). 

In vivo 3PF microscopic brain imaging of the mouse with intact skull 

Animal preparations with intact skull window and optical 
clearing window followed standard surgery reported previously  
[53]. The Balb/c mice (male, ~6 weeks old) with intact skull window 
were injected with DCBT NPs (1.5 mg/mL, 200 μL) through tail vein. 
Through-skull imaging was then carried out on the 3PF microscopic 
system. To evaluate the improved effects of imaging depth as well as 
imaging quality of 3PF microscopic cerebrovascular imaging through 
the established vis-NIR-II skull optical clearing window, the skull 
window was treated with S1 and S2 of VNSOCA to get skull optical 
clearing window. After that, imaging of the same field of view was 
conducted on the 3PF microscopic system. Thy-1-GFP-M-line male 
mice (~6 weeks old) were treated by the operation mentioned above 
to obtain the skull optical clearing window. And 3PF neuronal ima
ging and dual-channel cerebrovascular and neuronal imaging were 
carried out under the same 3PF microscopic system. 

Data analysis 

Image J software (Version 1.6.0, National Institutes of Health, 
USA) was applied for quantitative analysis of each fluorescent image. 
Origin Pro software (Version 9.0, OriginLab Company, USA), Imaris 
(Version 9.0, Oxford Instruments) and Adobe Illustrator CC (Version 
2018) was applied for graph generation. 
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Lipid droplets (LDs) participate in many physiological processes, the abnormality of which will
cause chronic diseases and pathologies such as diabetes and obesity. It is crucial to monitor the
distribution of LDs at high spatial resolution and large depth. Herein, we carried three-photon
imaging of LDs in fat liver. Owing to the large three-photon absorption cross-section of the
luminogen named NAP-CF3 (1:67� 10�79 cm6 s2), three-photon °uorescence fat liver imaging
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reached the largest depth of 80�m. Fat liver diagnosis was successfully carried out with excellent
performance, providing great potential for LDs-associated pathologies research.

Keywords: Lipid droplets; three-photon °uorescence microscopy; fat liver, deep-tissue imaging.

1. Introduction

Lipid droplets (LDs) are intracellular organelles for
storing neutral lipids, including triglycerides and
cholesterol esters, which are widely present in adi-
pocytes, hepatocytes, and the adrenal cortex.1 LDs
are involved in many physiological processes, in-
cluding membrane synthesis and tra±cking,2 in-
°ammation,3 and protein degradation,4 and are
associated with chronic diseases pathologies such as
diabetes, obesity, atherosclerosis, and viral replica-
tion.5 Thus, it is critically important to image LDs
for localization and analysis in biomedical research
and clinical diagnosis.

Optical imaging is preferred for the location and
analysis of LDs due to its high spatial resolution,
real-time performance, and speci¯cally staining
ability. Many optical imaging technologies have
been applied to LDs imaging, including confocal
laser scanning microscopy (CLSM),6–9 Raman mi-
croscopy,10 and multi-photon microscopy.11–17

CLSM enables high spatial-resolution performance
of LD imaging, while super-resolution microscopy
including stimulated emission depletion (STED)
and structured illumination microscopy (SIM),
further improves the spatial resolution of LDs' im-
aging.11,18,19 However, they were constrained within
shallow imaging depth due to large scattering e®ect
of short wavelength. As a solution, multi-photon
microscopy is an e®ective way to improve penetra-
tion depth owing to its long-wavelength excitation
and nonlinear con¯nement. Two-photon microsco-
py (2PM) to LDs has been successfully used in cells,
mouse tissues, and living zebra¯sh with good per-
formance.13,15–17 Moreover, three-photon microsco-
py (3PM) holds an even larger penetration depth
than 2PM, maintaining high contrast in turbid
tissue including mouse brain20–24 and liver.25 How-
ever, few three-photon °uorescence imaging of LDs
were reported,25 where the imaging depth as well as
resolution could be further improved.

In this study, we employed a luminogen named
NAP-CF3 with enhanced °uorescence in oleic acid
(OA) for LDs imaging in fatty liver through con-
focal and three-photon microscopy. Moreover,

three-photon °uorescence imaging of LDs in the
fatty liver was conducted and reached the largest
depth ever reported,13,24 which would be signi¯cant
for fatty liver diagnosis and obesity research. The
primary objective of this study was to improve the
imaging depth of LDs at the tissue level.

2. Methods

2.1. Materials

Chemicals and reagents were purchased from qual-
i¯ed chemical sources. NAP-CF3 was synthesized
according to a previously published literature.26 OA
was bought from Sigma-Aldrich (USA). The mouse
(C57BL/6JGpt DIO) was purchased from Gem
Pharmatech Company.

2.2. Characterization of NAP-CF3

The synthetic process of NAP-CF3 was referred to
our previous work.26 The absorption spectra of
NAP-CF3 were recorded by a UV–vis–NIR scan-
ning spectrophotometer (UV-2550, Shimadzu,
Japan), while photoluminescence spectra of the
NAP-CF3 were measured by a HITACHI F-2500
°uorescence spectrophotometer with an excitation
wavelength of 405 nm. To measure the °uorescence
of the NAP-CF3 mixture in OA, the same concen-
tration of NAP-CF3 in dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO)
and OA was illuminated by a Xenon lamp at
405 nm.

2.3. Confocal imaging

Confocal °uorescence imaging was conducted on a
Zeiss LSM 800 laser confocal microscope. HeLa cells
were cultured in standard 5%CO2/air 37�C envir-
onments. NAP-CF3 (50 nM) and Nile Red (100 nM)
were both dispersed in Dulbecco's modi¯ed eagle
medium (DMEM). HeLa cells were further incu-
bated with these compounds. After incubation, the
cells were washed three times with phosphate-
bu®ered saline (PBS, pH ¼ 7:4). To obtain co-stain
imaging, NAP-CF3 was excited by 405-nm laser and
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we collected the °uorescence in the 400–500 nm
range, while Nile Red was excited by 488 nm laser
and its °uorescence was collected in 540–700 nm
range.

2.4. Guinea pig tissue preparation

The high-fat fed and normal guinea pig tissue
samples were obtained from the Experimental An-
imal Center of Guangzhou University of Chinese
Medicine (SYXK (Yue) 2018-0085). 30 Male Hart-
ley guinea pigs were obtained from the Guangdong
Experimental Animal Center. The living condition
of guinea pigs were at constant temperature
(20–25�C) and 65–70% humidity with a 12-h light/
dark cycle in independent ventilation cage. After
one week of adaptive feeding, all guinea pigs were
randomly divided into control group (5 guinea pigs)
and experimental group (25 guinea pigs). The con-
trol group was under normal diet whereas the ex-
perimental group was under high-fat diet. The
guinea pigs were anesthetized with 10% chloral
hydrate (0.3mL/100 g), and the whole livers were
taken every week for ¯ve weeks.

The frozen liver tissue was embedded with opti-
cal cutting temperature (OCT) agent in a cryostat
(Thermo Scienti¯c, USA) and sectioned with the
thickness of 10�m. Tissue samples were stained
with the culture medium containing 1�M of NAP-
CF3 in 5% CO2/air humidi¯ed incubator at 37�C
for 1 h. The tissues were washed three times with
PBS (pH ¼ 7:4) prior to imaging. Fluorescent
images were obtained on Zeiss LSM 800 confocal
scanning microscope (excitation ¼ 405 nm and
emission collection ¼ 480–560 nm for NAP-CF3).

2.5. Three-photon °uorescence

characterization of NAP-CF3

The glass capillaries contained NAP-CF3 in DMSO,
and OA were imaged under a 3PF microscopy.
The 3PF images were recorded under di®erent ex-
citation powers to get the P-I relationship of
NAP-CF3.

The comparison method was applied to measure
�3 of NAP-CF3 according to our previous work.27

Fluorescein in saline solution at 1300 nm was se-
lected as the reference.28 NAP-CF3 in DMSO and
°uorescein in saline solution were excited by the
1300 nm fs laser, and their 3PF signals were

collected by a photomultiplier tube (PMT). The
mean 3PF intensities were calculated by ImageJ.
The �3 value of NAP-CF3 was calculated by the
following equation:

�31 ¼ �30

F1�0c0n0

F0�1c1n1

; ð1Þ

where F is the 3PF intensity, � is the °uorescence
quantum yield, c is the molar concentration of
sample, n is the refractive index of the solvent, and
the subscripts 1 and 0 represent NAP-CF3 and
°uorescein, respectively.

�3 of NAP-CF3 at other excitation wavelengths
were referenced to the value at 1300 nm measured
above and calculated by the following equation:

�3;� ¼ �3;1300
P 3

1300�
2
�F�

P 3
��

2
1300F1300

�

1300

� �
3

; ð2Þ

where �3;� is the wavelength dependent three-
photon absorption cross-section, �3;1300 is �3 of
NAP-CF3 at 1300 nm, P1300 and P� are the time-
averaged excitation photon °ux (photons/s) on the
sample, �1300 and �� are the measured pulse widths
on the sample, and F1300 and F� are the measured
3PF intensities with excitation at 1300 nm and
other wavelengths, respectively.

The 3PF photostability of NAP-CF3 was tested
as following. 0.1mg/mL NAP-CF3 in OA was con-
tained in a tube capillary and imaged for 24min
continuously under the 1300-nn-fs excitation (av-
erage power: 10mW). The °uorescence intensity
was taken from the average intensity of the pixel
counts on tube capillary in the ¯eld of view
(Zoom ¼ 1). Dwell time ¼ 2:2�s/pixel; ¯eld of
view: 480� 480�m; frame rate: 4 frame/slice.

2.6. Three-photon °uorescence

imaging of mice liver tissue

The adult model mouse (C57BL/6JGpt DIO) was
sacri¯ced to obtain the fresh mice liver tissues.
Immediately, the tissues were incubated with NAP-
CF3 (100 nM) at room temperature in culture me-
dium (DMEM) for 2 h. Afterwards, the tissues were
washed with PBS (pH ¼ 7:4) before three-photon
°uorescence imaging. The 3PM used a non-collinear
optical parametric ampli¯er (NOPA) with
wavelength-tunable femtosecond (fs) laser output
and a commercial Bruker scanning microscope. The
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NOPA part consisted of a 1030-nm fs pump laser
(Spectra-Physics, Spirit) and an optical parametric
ampli¯er system (Spectra-Physics, NOPA-VISIR).
1300-nm fs laser beam was selected as the excitation
source and a 60X oil objective (Filling factor ¼ 1;
e®ective NA ¼ 1:35, UPlanSApo60X, Olympus)
was applied for high-magni¯ed °uorescence imag-
ing. The full width at half maximum of 1300-nm fs
laser beam was measured as 115 fs after the objec-
tive. Laser power before objective: 15mW for
0–30�m imaging, 30mW for 31–45�m imaging,
60mW for 46–60�m imaging, and 90mW for
61–80�m imaging. The experiments above were
performed in compliance with the ethical standards
of the Institutional Ethical Committee of Animal
Experimentation of Zhejiang University (ZJU-
IACUC: ZJU20210222).

3. Results and Discussions

The structure of NAP-CF3 is shown in Fig. 1(a).
The normalized extinction and FL spectra of NAP-
CF3 have been demonstrated in our previous
work.26 We ¯rst testi¯ed the °uorescent enhance-
ment of NAP-CF3 when bound to LDs. Figure 1(a)
showed the extinction spectra of NAP-CF3 in
DMSO and OA. NAP-CF3 showed an absorption
peak at around 420 nm both in DMSO and OA.
There is little di®erence in the extinction spectral
shape. However, the °uorescence of NAP-CF3 in
OA showed a strongly enhanced intensity compared
with that of NAP-CF3 in DMSO [Fig. 1(b)]. The

blue-shifted and enhanced °uorescence of NAP-CF3

in OA is attributed to the nonpolar character of OA
and solvatochromic property of NAP-CF3.

With enhanced emission in OA, NAP-CF3 could
possibly target to LDs speci¯cally, since the vis-
cosity inside LD is very high. Our previous work
have con¯rmed a high clog P value of NAP-CF3.

26

Therefore, NAP-CF3-labeled LDs possibly have
extremely high contrast in imaging.26 To illustrate
it, we performed the co-staining LD imaging with
commercially available LD-labeled probe, Nile Red
(Fig. 2). As shown in Figs. 2(a) and 2(b), LDs were
clearly stained with NAP-CF3 and Nile Red. The
merged imaging in Fig. 2(c) demonstrated that the
°uorescence of NAP-CF3 and Nile Red were over-
lapped well, con¯rming the high staining speci¯city
of NAP-CF3 to LDs. The enlarged images in
Figs. 2(d)–2(f) showed LDs with high spatial reso-
lution. In Fig. 2(d), other parts which were out
of LDs emitted little °uorescence. As shown in
Fig. 2(h), NAP-CF3 displayed clear background,
whereas Nile-Red showed partly nonspeci¯c °uo-
rescence from cells that are stained with LDs. The
case above veri¯ed the enhanced °uorescence of
NAP-CF3 when binding to LDs.

Sequentially, we monitored the development
process of fatty liver through confocal microscopy.
As shown in Fig. 3, small LDs could be discrimi-
nated at an early stage (Week 1). Over time, the
size and density of LDs grew bigger and higher.
Finally, the fatty liver was full of large LDs, indi-
cating that the fatty liver was mature. High-

(a) (b)

Fig. 1. Optical characterization of NAP-CF3. (a) The extinction spectra of NAP-CF3 in DMSO and oleic acid (OA). The
concentration of NAP-CF3 is 10�g/mL, optical length ¼ 1mm. Insert: The structure of NAP-CF3. (b) The °uorescence spectra of
NAP-CF3 (10�g/mL) in DMSO and OA (Excitation wavelength is 420 nm).

M. He et al.

2250033-4

15



contrast LDs imaging labeled by NAP-CF3 success-
fully monitored the fatty liver at di®erent stages,
ensuring the high e±ciency of fatty liver diagnosis.

Although confocal imaging of LDs could realize
fatty liver diagnosis, the imaging was constricted
within shallow slices (within 10-�m thickness).
However, multi-photon imaging allows imaging
with larger depth. Therefore, we tested multi-
photon absorption performance of NAP-CF3. First,
we measured the power dependence relationship
between the °uorescence intensity of NAP-CF3 and
the excitation intensity. The ¯tted curve between
logarithm of the °uorescence intensity and the ex-
citation intensity was measured with a slope of 2.91
in Fig. 4(a), which indicated that a major three-

photon absorption process happened under 1300-
nm fs excitation. We then measured three-photon
absorption cross-section (�3) spectrum of NAP-CF3

through comparison method reported previously.27

The results showed that NAP-CF3 had peak �3 at
1300 nm. The �3 at 1300 nm was calculated to be
1:67� 10�79 cm6 s2, which is larger than most of
commercial °uorophores.22 Moreover, we compared
three-photon °uorescence imaging of NAP-CF3 in
DMSO and OA. The three-photon °uorescence of
NAP-CF3 in OA was brighter than it in DMSO.
Fluorescence intensity of NAP-CF3 in OA in
Fig. 4(c) was 2.2 times as high as the °uorescence
intensity of NAP-CF3 in DMSO. The NAP-CF3 in
OA also showed excellent photostability under

(a) (b) (c)

(d) (e)

(g) (h)

(f)

Fig. 2. Colocalized and zoomed-in confocal laser scanning microscope images (�ex ¼ 405 nm for NAP-CF3 and �ex ¼ 488 nm for
Nile-Red) of HeLa cells stained with (a, d) NAP-CF3 (50 nM) and (b, e) Nile Red (100 nM). (c, f) merged images obtained from two
di®erent °uorescent panels and (g) image obtained from the bright ¯eld. (h) Fluorescent intensity obtained from NAP-CF3 and
Nile-Red.
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continuous 1300 nm fs excitation for more than
20min in Fig. 4(d), where a power intensity of
10mW is enough for three-photon imaging of LDs
in liver tissues. The three-photon °uorescence had
only been bleached by less than 15%. The remark-
able three-photon performance of NAP-CF3 guar-
antees its potential for 3PF LDs imaging.

Given its remarkable 3PF imaging performance,
we further performed three-photon °uorescence
imaging of LDs in liver tissues. The intensity of 3PF
mainly constrains the imaging depth, while the
emission wavelength plays a small role because the
emission wavelength from green to red in 3PM does
not signi¯cantly in°uence the °uorescence collection

Fig. 3. Confocal laser scanning microscopic images (�ex ¼ 405 nm) of high-fat feeding control (Week 0) and experimental (Week 1
to Week 5) guinea pig liver tissues stained with NAP-CF3 (50 nM) within 10-�m depth.

(a) (b)

Fig. 4. (a) The logarithm of the °uorescence intensity of NAP-CF3 against that of the 1300-nm fs excitation intensity curve.
(b) The three-photon absorption cross-section spectrum of NAP-CF3 in DMSO. (c) Quantitative analysis of °uorescence intensity of
NAP-CF3 (10�g/mL) in DMSO and OA. Insert: three-photon °uorescence imaging of NAP-CF3 (10�g/mL) in DMSO and OA
under 1300-nm fs excitation. (d) Photostability of NAP-CF3 (10�g/mL) in OA under the continuous irradiation of 1300 nm fs laser
(Average power: 10mW).
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(c) (d)

Fig. 4. (Continued)

(a) (b) (c)

(d) (e) (f)

(g)

(k) (l) (m)

(h) (i)

(j)

Fig. 5. Ex vivo three-photon °uorescence imaging of LDs in live mice fatty liver tissues. (a–i) Three-photon °uorescence micro-
scopic imaging of LDs from 0 to 80�m depth. (j) Reconstructed 3D three-photon °uorescence imaging of LDs (0–80�m). (k–m)
Gaussian analysis of arrow-pointed LD at imaging depth of 10�m (b), 40�m (e), and 80�m (i).
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e±ciency.29 Thus, the blue shift of NAP-CF3 in OA
would not hinder the 3PF imaging depth. Due to the
enhanced three-photon °uorescence intensity of
NAP-CF3 in OA, deep LDs imaging was carried out
in Fig. 5. The high nonlinear e®ect of 3PMguarantees
good optical tomographic capability. Three-photon
°uorescence imaging of LDs at di®erent depths from
0 to 80�m was shown with high contrast in Figs. 5
(a)–5(i). Single LD as small as 1.1�mwas shownwith
high SBR [Fig. 5(k)]. Big LD at depth of 40�m was
also analyzed and was measured to be 11.7�m [Fig. 5
(l)]. Even small LD at depth of 80�m was distin-
guishable with large SBR around 12 [Fig. 5(m)]. Fi-
nally, the reconstructed 3D images of LDs in Fig. 5(j)
clearly showed the distribution of LDs. The e®ective
attenuation length of 3PF imaging in liver was
measured as around 15.0�m, which demonstrated
very high turbidity of liver tissue. In vivo, three-
photon °uorescence imaging of LDs in our work was
not achieved due to the fast jitter caused by mouse's
breathing. Three-photon °uorescence imaging of LDs
demonstrated lots of advantages, including high
contrast, high resolution, and large imaging depth.

4. Conclusion

Our study demonstrated excellent imaging perfor-
mances of NAP-CF3 in precise high-resolution
confocal imaging in vitro, and three-photon °uo-
rescence imaging of LDs ex vivo. Due to the high
speci¯city of this marker for LDs staining, the
background °uorescence interference in imaging is
dramatically reduced compared with commercial
Nile Red. Meanwhile, the high speci¯city of NAP-
CF3 to LDs guarantees the diagnosis of fatty liver at
an early stage. Three-photon °uorescence imaging
promotes LDs imaging to a large depth. The high
resolution and deep-tissue imaging of LDs achieved
using NAP-CF3 are important for future LDs-
assisted pathologies research.
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Near-Infrared Photothermal Manipulates Cellular
Excitability and Animal Behavior in Caenorhabditis elegans

Siyi Zhuang, Mubin He, Jiaqi Feng, Shiyi Peng, Haochen Jiang, Yunhao Li, Ning Hua,
Yujie Zheng, Qizhen Ye, Miaojin Hu, Ying Nie, Peilin Yu, Xiaomin Yue,* Jun Qian,*
and Wei Yang*

Near-infrared (NIR) photothermal manipulation has emerged as a promising
and noninvasive technology for neuroscience research and disease therapy for
its deep tissue penetration. NIR stimulated techniques have been used to
modulate neural activity. However, due to the lack of suitable in vivo control
systems, most studies are limited to the cellular level. Here, a NIR
photothermal technique is developed to modulate cellular excitability and
animal behaviors in Caenorhabditis elegans in vivo via the thermosensitive
transient receptor potential vanilloid 1 (TRPV1) channel with an
FDA-approved photothermal agent indocyanine green (ICG). Upon NIR
stimuli, exogenous expression of TRPV1 in AFD sensory neurons causes Ca2+

influx, leading to increased neural excitability and reversal behaviors, in the
presence of ICG. The GABAergic D-class motor neurons can also be activated
by NIR irradiation, resulting in slower thrashing behaviors. Moreover, the
photothermal manipulation is successfully applied in different types of
muscle cells (striated muscles and nonstriated muscles), enhancing muscular
excitability, causing muscle contractions and behavior changes in vivo.
Altogether, this study demonstrates a noninvasive method to precisely
regulate the excitability of different types of cells and related behaviors in vivo
by NIR photothermal manipulation, which may be applied in mammals and
clinical therapy.

1. Introduction

In order to explore the complex nervous system and achieve pre-
cise therapy, a variety of neural manipulation techniques have
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been developed, such as optogenetics,[1–4]

chemogenetics,[5–7] electrical stimula-
tion,[8–11] ultrasound stimulation,[12–15]

and magnetothermal modulation.[16–19]

Among them, the most widely used
neuromodulation technique is optoge-
netics, which can manipulate neurons by
optical stimulation with spatiotemporal
precision and sensitivity. However, im-
plantation of optical fibers often causes
tissue damage and immune response,
and the penetration of visible light is
too shallow to stimulate deep brain
tissues.[20,21] The invasive problem also
exists in traditional electrical stimulation,
due to the electrodes are needed to be im-
planted into the mouse brain.[22,23] Then
some non-invasive techniques emerged,
such as the magnetothermal modula-
tion, which can perform strong tissue
penetration without brain implants con-
cerns, has been applied to evoke motor
behaviors in mice. Yet, the activation
requires high magnetic field strength,
a resonant coil in close vicinity to the
subject’s head is needed.[16–18] Another
option for non-invasive manipulation

is chemogenetics, using small chemical molecules to regu-
late target cells through ligand receptors. But the time reso-
lution is coarse and hard to control, because the drugs have

M. He, S. Peng, J. Qian
State Key Laboratory of Modern Optical Instrumentations
Centre for Optical and Electromagnetic Research
College of Optical Science and Engineering
International Research Center for Advanced Photonics
Zhejiang University
Hangzhou 310058, China
E-mail: qianjun@zju.edu.cn
P. Yu
Department of Toxicology
Department of Medical Oncology of the Second Affiliated Hospital
Zhejiang University School of Medicine
Hangzhou 310058, China
W. Yang
MOE Frontier Science Center for Brain Research and Brain-Machine Inte-
gration
Zhejiang University School of Medicine
Hangzhou 310058, China

Small Methods 2023, 2300848 © 2023 The Authors. Small Methods published by Wiley-VCH GmbH2300848 (1 of 14)

21

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1002%2Fsmtd.202300848&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-09-08


www.advancedsciencenews.com www.small-methods.com

long residence time in vivo.[6,7] Ultrasound stimulation is also
a non-invasive technique for neural modulation, which can pass
through the skull to deep brain regions. And the derived sono-
genetics, refers to using ultrasound to modulate neural activity
through ultrasound-responsive channels, such as MscL, Prestin,
Piezo1 and TRP family channels.[24–28] However, since the devel-
opment of ultrasound stimulation is still in its infancy, the un-
derlying mechanism and potential side effects are poorly studied,
there are still many uncertainties in its specificity and safety.[29]

Therefore, it is desirable to develop a non-invasive technique to
precisely modulate neural activity with high biosafety, especially
in vivo.

Near-infrared (NIR) light modulation with a wavelength of
700–1880 nm, which is well known as “biological transparency
window” due to its deep tissue penetration, has emerged as
a promising and noninvasive technology for neuroscience re-
search and disease therapy.[30,31] Especially, NIR-stimulated op-
togenetic tools have been used to directly regulate neural activity
through NIR-responsive materials. Such as the lanthanide up-
conversion nanoparticles (UCNPs), which can convert NIR light
into short wavelength visible light emission to stimulate pho-
tosensitive proteins sensitive to visible light (ChR2, Chrimson
and NpHR, et al.).[32–34] Another type of emerged NIR responsive
materials is NIR-responsive photothermal materials, which can
convert NIR light energy into heat and then trigger thermosen-
sitive proteins expressed on cell membranes. Various kinds of
photothermal agents have been synthesized and studied, includ-
ing organic polymers,[35,36] gold nanoparticles,[37] carbon-based
materials,[38,39] semiconductors,[40] and samll dyes.[41] Although
some NIR-responsive materials have excellent photoconversion
or photothermal conversion properties, and already be used to
regulate cellular signaling pathways and gene transcription in a
noninvasive manner. However, it should be noted that most of
the NIR-responsive materials are inorganic or metal nanomateri-
als, which are difficult to apply in modulation of neural activity in
vivo or clinical therapy, due to their biological toxicity and safety
hazards.

Indocyanine green (ICG) dye is an FDA-approved photother-
mal agent, which can effectively transfer optical energy to ther-
mal energy in response to NIR stimuli. And ICG can be metab-
olized by livers, has a short life time in blood circulation. Due
to its excellent photothermal conversion efficiency and biosafety,
ICG is widely used in angiography and photothermal treatment
of tumor.[42–45] Therefore, ICG may be a promising candidate ma-
terial for photothermal modulation of cellular activity in vivo.

The nematode Caenorhabditis elegans (C. elegans) is an exten-
sively used model organism with numerous advantages for neu-
roscience research, including the small but well-characterized
nervous system, complete connectome, amenability to ge-
netic manipulation, short life span, and complex behavioral
characteristics.[46,47] C. elegans offers a fast and mature in vivo ex-
perimental system to critically evaluate and optimize the effects
and efficacy of neural modulation techniques.

In the present study, we developed a NIR photothermal system
to regulate C. elegans cellular excitability and related behaviors
in freely moving animals through thermosensitive TRPV1 chan-
nel with ICG in vivo. We successfully applied the photothermal
modulation specifically in different types of neurons and muscle
cells to mediate corresponding behaviors. Upon NIR stimuli at

793 nm with ICG, TRPV1 exogenously expressed AFD sensory
neurons showed Ca2+ influx and increase of neural excitability,
and then induced backward locomotion. The GABAergic D-class
motor neurons can also be activated by NIR irradiation, resulting
in slower thrashing behaviors. Moreover, our system can also ac-
tivate body wall muscles and vulva muscles, enhancing muscular
excitability, leading to muscle contractions which induced paral-
ysis and egg-laying behaviors respectively in C. elegans. Mean-
while, ICG showed no negative effects on survival, reproduction
and lifespan of the nematodes. Altogether, we demonstrate a non-
invasive and effective method to precisely regulate the excitabil-
ity of different types of cells and animal behaviors in vivo by NIR
photothermal manipulation.

2. Results

2.1. Optical and Photothermal Characterization of ICG in vitro

ICG is a tricarbocyanine dye with a molecular weight of 751.4 Da.
It is an FDA-approved clinical drug with high biocompatibil-
ity and has been widely used in angiography and fluorescence
imaging.[44,45] First, we measured the optical and photothermal
characterization of ICG. In our test, ICG showed an absorp-
tion spectrum ranging from 600 to 850 nm, the maximum
absorption peak was observed at 796.5 nm, and the emission
spectrum ranging from 700 to 1100 nm with a peak value at
865.2 nm (Figure 1a). These results suggested that ICG can be
effectively excited by NIR stimuli at 793 nm, which would be
used in our following experiments. Then, we tested the pho-
tothermal efficacy of ICG. After continuous irradiation by 793 nm
(10 mW mm−2) near-infrared laser, the temperature increased in
a dose-dependent manner with ICG concentration at 1, 3, 10, 30,
50, and 100 μg mL−1 (Figure 1c). The temperature of ICG reached
plateau to 28.40 ± 0.10, 30.17 ± 0.23 °C, 40.40 ± 1.00 °C, 46.00 ±
0.95 °C, 50.97 ± 0.90 °C and 52.17 ± 0.12 °C, at the time of 0.67,
2.33, 3.00, 4.33, 4.91, and 5.33 min, respectively (Figure 1c-d), but
did not change upon laser irradiation at the absence of ICG. The
photothermal efficacy of ICG reached saturation level from the
concentration of 50 μg mL−1.

We then evaluated the temperature oscillation of ICG in fetal
bovine serum (FBS) or in ultrapure water under a pulsed NIR
irradiation (10 mW mm−2, 4 min duration, 4 min intervals, 5 cy-
cles). It was observed that the peak temperature of ICG dissolved
in ultrapure water did not decrease significantly during the first
three NIR exposures, but began to decrease significantly at the
fourth irradiation. However, there was no significant change in
the ICG solution mixed with FBS during the entire irradiation
(Figure 1b). We also confirmed that pure FBS solution has no
temperature oscillation under NIR irradiation (Figure S1, Sup-
porting Information). These results showed a more stable pho-
tostability of ICG in FBS at NIR laser irradiation, which can be
used for photothermal manipulation, so we performed our exper-
iments with ICG dissolved in FBS.

2.2. In Vitro NIR Photothermal Activation of TRPV1 with ICG

We further evaluated the photothermal efficiency of ICG under
NIR illumination in cultured cells. First, we examined whether
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Figure 1. Optical and photothermal characterization of ICG. a) The absorption and fluorescence spectra of ICG. b) The temperature oscillation of
100 μg mL−1 ICG in FBS or ultrapure water, within five irradiation-cooling cycles (793 nm, 10 mW mm−2). c) 793 nm NIR-induced photothermal effect
of ICG. Data shown as mean ± SEM, n = 3. d) The temperature change of ICG with different concentration when reached the final plateau under NIR
irradiation, as in (c). Data shown as mean ± SEM, n = 3. ns, not significant (p > 0.05), * p < 0.05, **** p < 0.0001 by one-way ANOVA.

ICG can be effectively taken up by cells. After 1 h incubation, both
the SY5Y neuroblastoma cells (Figure S2a, Supporting Informa-
tion) and HEK293T cells (Figure S2d, Supporting Information)
were effectively labeled by ICG and sustained a detectable signal-
to-noise ratio fluorescence in NIR fluorescence microscopic
imaging.

Then, to explore if the NIR-ICG photothermal system can
modulate cellular activity, we transfected the mouse TRPV1
(mTRPV1) tagged with mCherry in HEK293T cells. The tran-
sient receptor potential cation channel subfamily V member
1 (TRPV1) is a well-known temperature-sensitive ion chan-
nel. Activating TRPV1 by high temperature (>43 °C) can in-
duce Ca2+ influx, which is a vital physiological process in neu-
ral firing.[48,49] The Ca2+ influx was monitored using an intra-
cellular calcium fluorescent indicator Fluo-8am in our study.
When elevated both temperature to 45 °C, a calcium increase
was observed in mTRPV1-mCherry transfected HEK293T cells
(Figure S2b, Supporting Information), but not in control cells
which were transfected with mCherry only (Figure S2c, Sup-
porting Information). Importantly, the mTRPV1 transfected
HEK293T cells can also be activated by NIR irradiation af-
ter ICG incubation, exhibited a significant calcium increase
(Figure S2e, Supporting Information). When the cells were
treated with ICG or NIR only, or not transfected with mTRPV1,
there was no significant change in intracellular calcium sig-
nal. These cells could still be activated by capsaicin, the ago-
nist of TRPV1, suggested the effective expression of TRPV1 and
normal cellular physiological functions after treatment with the
NIR and ICG. These data demonstrated that exogenously ex-
pressed TRPV1 could be activated by NIR stimuli with pho-
tothermal agent ICG, leading to a calcium response in HEK293T
cells.

2.3. Photothermal Characterization of ICG in C. elegans In Vivo

Having demonstrated the effectiveness of NIR-ICG system in
vitro, we asked whether the photothermal manipulation can be
used in living animals. We chose Caenorhabditis elegans as the ex-
perimental model, and investigated the photothermal character-
ization of ICG in vivo. In order to test whether ICG could be in-
troduced into the nematodes, we mixed ICG with Escherichia coli,
the food of C. elegans. After ≈12 h of feeding, the wide-field near-
infrared fluorescence imaging was performed. And the ICG fluo-
rescence signals could be firstly observed in the anterior pharynx
in C. elegans after feeding with 0.2 μg mL−1 ICG. Moreover, when
increasing the ICG concentration to 1 μg mL−1 and 2 μg mL−1,
the whole pharynx and intestine of the nematode progressively
exhibited obvious ICG fluorescence signals (Figure 2a). These re-
sults indicated that ICG could enter the nematodes by feeding
and distribute along the digestive system of the worms.

To explore whether the heat generated by NIR-ICG photother-
mal system was sufficient to regulate the physiological activities
of C. elegans, we generated a transgenic strain carrying a tran-
scriptional reporter gene gfp driven by the promoter of hsp-4 gene
(heat shock protein). Using this transgenic strain, we can directly
detect the expression of HFP-4 by observing the GFP fluores-
cence intensity changes. HSP-4 is expressed in several tissues
including hypodermis, intestine, spermatheca, and some neu-
ron cells. And the transcription of hsp-4 can be upregulated in
response to endoplasmic reticulum stress induced by dithiothre-
itol (DTT) or tunicamycin (unfolded protein response) as well
as in response to heat shock.[50,51] To test the thermal activation
efficiency of Phsp-4::GFP strain, we incubated the nematodes at
33 °C for different lengths of time, then detected the GFP fluores-
cence intensity of the worms. We found that the GFP represented
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Figure 2. Photothermal characterization of ICG in C. elegans in vivo. a) Wide-field near-infrared fluorescence images of C. elegans after feeding with ICG
(0, 0.2, 1, 2 μg mL−1, 12 h). Scale bar = 50 μm. b) Confocal images of Phsp-4::GFP strain C. elegans after heating at 33 °C (0, 1, 10, 30 min). Scale
bar = 200 μm. c) Confocal images of Phsp-4::GFP strain C. elegans after NIR irradiation (0, 1, 5, 10 min, 793 nm, 10 mW mm−2) with ICG (10 μg mL−1).
Scale bar = 200 μm. d,e) Quantification of Phsp-4::GFP expression in the entire animals as depicted in (b) and (c). Fluorescence intensity was detected
2 h after treatment. Data shown as mean ± SEM, n ≥ 35. ** p < 0.01, **** p < 0.0001 by Brown-Forsythe and Welch ANOVA tests.

expression of HSP-4 increased obviously and progressively after
heating from 1 to 30 min (Figure 2b,d). Then, we performed the
heat shock experiment through our NIR-ICG photothermal sys-
tem. Excitingly, the photothermal manipulation also induced sig-
nificant heat shock effect. After feeding with 10 μg mL−1 ICG for
12 h, worms were irradiated by continuous NIR light (793 nm,
10 mW mm−2). We also applied gradient experiments at different
stimulation times. With the extension of NIR irradiation time,
the expression of HSP-4 also increased, in the presence of ICG.

It showed that the expression of HSP-4 was visibly upregulated
under NIR irradiation for only 1 min. And treated worms with
NIR-ICG photothermal stimulation for 5 min or 10 min was suf-
ficient to fully activate HSP-4 expression, which demonstrated
the high efficiency and effectiveness of our photothermal system
(Figure 2c,e). NIR irradiation at 793 nm had no effect on temper-
ature change of the NGM plates per se (Figure S3, Supporting
Information). Collectively, these data suggested that ICG could
successfully perform photothermal conversion response to NIR

Small Methods 2023, 2300848 © 2023 The Authors. Small Methods published by Wiley-VCH GmbH2300848 (4 of 14)
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stimuli in vivo. Moreover, it is the first time to modulate the ex-
pression of heat shock proteins by a photothermal system, rather
than direct heat in C. elegans.

2.4. Distribution of ICG in C. elegans Ingested by Feeding

To further test if our NIR-ICG photothermal system can regulate
the activity of specific tissue cells in vivo, we constructed trans-
genic nematode strains expressing TRPV1 in different types of
neurons and muscle cells. DsRed was used to label the target tis-
sue cells. Confocal images showed the exogenously expression
of mTRPV1-sl2-DsRed in AFD sensory neurons, the GABAergic
D-class motor neurons (D-MNs), body wall muscles and vulva
muscles in C. elegans driven by their own tissue-specific promot-
ers, respectively (Figure S4, Supporting Information). Then to
test if these tissue cells can be activated specifically by NIR with
ICG, these transgenic worms were fed by Escherichia coli food
mixed with ICG, as in the previous photothermal heat shock ex-
periment indicated. After about 12 h of feeding, two-photon scan-
ning fluorescence microscopic (TPFSM) imaging was performed
to detect the expression of mTRPV1-sl2-DsRed and the location
of ingested ICG on the same worm. The ICG fluorescence sig-
nals were widely distributed along the alimentary canal of C. el-
egans (Figure 3). We then measured the distance between ICG
and TRPV1 expressed tissue cells (Figure 3b–d). We found that
the ingested ICG has a distance ≈5 μm from AFD sensory neu-
rons, 9 μm from D-class motor neurons, 8 μm from vulva mus-
cles and 10 μm from body wall muscles, respectively. As the data
showed, the distance between ICG and tissue cells was less than
10 μm, indicating a possible effective photothermal transfer to
targeted cells. Next, we examined the activation of these specific
tissue cells by NIR-ICG photothermal stimulation and detected
some interesting corresponding behavioral output.

2.5. In Vivo NIR Photothermal Modulation of AFD Sensory
Neurons Excitability and Reversal Locomotion

AFD neurons are the main thermosensors in C. elegans, which
respond to thermal fluctuations at temperatures above its culti-
vation temperature (Tc).[52,53] The animal increases its reversal
and turn frequency when detects a rise in temperature and then
moves back down the gradient toward Tc (negative thermotaxis).
This avoidance response requires the cell autonomous func-
tion of cGMP-dependent TAX-2/TAX-4 cation channels in AFD
neurons.[54,55] We constructed a transgenic strain expressing
mTRPV1 in AFD neurons in tax-2 mutant worms (tax-2; Pgcy-
8::mTRPV1::sl2::Dsred, also shown as tax-2; AFD::mTRPV1).
When performed NIR irradiation at 50 mW mm−2 power den-
sity, N2 worms fed with ICG showed a rapid retreat behav-
ior, and the reversal rate increased with the concentration of
ICG (Figure 4a-b). This result proved our NIR-ICG photother-
mal system can effectively induce thermal sensing retreat be-
havior. While there was no obvious behavioral response to the
photothermal system in tax-2 mutant worms, which is consis-
tent with previous research that tax-2 mutations lost the ma-
jor heat sensing abilities. Excitingly, tax-2; AFD::mTRPV1 trans-
genic worms showed a rescued heat sensing phenotype, exhib-

ited a ICG concentration-dependent (from 0 to 4 μg mL−1) pho-
tothermal reversal behavior as N2 worms (Figure 4a-b). What’s
more, both N2 and tax-2; AFD::mTRPV1 transgenic worms
showed NIR power-dependent (from 0 to 16 mW mm−2) pho-
tothermal reversal behavior with ingested ICG concentration at
2 μg mL−1, but not in tax-2 mutations (Figure 4a,c). These re-
sults showed that our NIR-ICG manipulation can effectively in-
duce thermosensitive reversal behavior through the thermosen-
sitive TRPV1 channel expressed in AFD sensory neurons in
vivo.

Previous research reported AFD neurons responded to ther-
mal stimuli above Tc with Ca2+ influx via cGMP-dependent
TAX-2/TAX-4 cation channels.[56–58] To further test if our NIR-
ICG photothermal system can regulate the excitability of AFD
sensory neurons through TRPV1, we co-expressed TRPV1 and
GCaMP5 in AFD neurons in the background of tax-2 muta-
tion (tax-2; Pgcy-8::mTRPV1::sl2::Dsred+Pgcy-8::GCaMP5, also
showed as tax-2; AFD::mTRPV1+ GCaMP5), which enabled us
to measure the intracellular calcium changes in AFD neurons.
When we rapidly raised the temperature of the bath solution
in which the C. elegans were incubated to ≈45 °C, the AFD
neurons showed an increase in calcium signal. Interestingly,
a large increase in calcium was also observed in AFD neu-
rons upon NIR irradiation at 25 mW mm−2 power density with
ICG concentration of 10 μg mL−1. But there was no response
when NIR was performed alone (Figure 4d–f). Compared with
direct heating, it took a longer time for AFD neurons to in-
crease the intracellular calcium to the peak value under NIR-
ICG photothermal stimulation, although the peak values were
almost equal (Figure 4d). The different dynamic characteristics
suggested that photothermal manipulation can activate AFD neu-
rons in a slower and gentler manner, indicating a better controlla-
bility in vivo. Together, these results demonstrated our NIR-ICG
manipulation can effectively activate AFD sensory neurons and
regulate thermosensitive reversal behavior through TRPV1 in
vivo.

2.6. NIR Activate D-Class Motor Neurons to Reduce Thrashing
Frequency in Swimming Behavior

Next, we examined if our NIR-ICG photothermal system
can regulate the activity of motor neurons which did not
have temperature sensitivity. We constructed a transgenic
strain expressing mTRPV1 in D-class motor neurons (tax-
2; Pttr39::mTRPV1::sl2::Dsred, also shown as tax-2; D-
MNs::mTRPV1). In C. elegans, D-MNs are inhibitory motor
neurons which can release GABA neurotransmitter to muscle
cells, causing muscle relaxation along the body, then slow
down or halt locomotion.[59,60] We performed a thrashing assay,
wherein nematodes generated body bends in M9 solution. NIR
illumination (793 nm, 12.5 mW mm−2) induced a significantly
reduced thrashing frequency with ICG (1 μg mL−1) in tax-2;
D-MNs::mTRPV1 animals. And the motor behaviors can resume
after the light was removed, which showed that the photother-
mal manipulation did not cause any tissue damage (Figure 5a).
Neither N2 nor tax-2 mutant animals showed obvious slower
thrashing upon NIR stimulation with ICG, suggested that TAX-2
did not function in D-MNs, it was the exogenously expressed
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Figure 3. The distribution of ICG ingested by feeding and the expression of mTRPV1 in specific tissue cells in C. elegans. Representative two-photon
fluorescence images of ICG distribution (gray) after feeding (2 μg mL−1, 12 h) and mTRPV1-sl2-DsRed (red) expression in C. elegans. a) tax-2(p691) was
imaged as a control group. mTRPV1-sl2-DsRed were specifically expressed in AFD sensory neurons b), D-class motor neurons c), body wall muscles
and vulva muscles d), respectively. Scale bar = 100 μm (a,c), 20 μm (b), 25 μm (d). White arrows, the position of tissue cells. Yellow line in Merge group,
the position where fluorescence intensity was determined. Right panel in each row showed fluorescence intensity value along the line (yellow, in merge
group) and the distances between mTRPV1 and ICG in each group.

mTRPV1 which be activated by the photothermal stimulation.
And applying NIR or ICG alone also did not slow down the
swimming behaviors (Figure 5a-b). What’s more, the D-MNs
regulated thrashing had NIR intensity dependence and ICG
dose dependence (Figure 5c-d). These results suggested that NIR
irradiation can activate mTRPV1 expressed in D-MNs to excite
the motor neurons through photothermal conversion material
ICG, and then induce motor behavior changes mediated by
the motor neurons. In conclusion, our photothermal system
regulates not only the activity of thermosensory neurons, but
also the activity of motor neurons and related behaviors.

2.7. NIR Photothermal Modulation of Muscle Cells and
Physiological Behaviors in C. elegans

So far, our NIR-ICG photothermal manipulation has been effec-
tively applied in nervous system in vivo, then we wondered if it
could also be used in other systems to manipulate the excitability
of other excitable cells besides neurons in freely behaving ani-
mals. To explore the possibility, we expressed mTRPV1 in mus-
cle cells driven by muscular system specific promoter Pmyo-3
(Pmyo-3::mTRPV1::sl2::Dsred). There are two main types of mus-
cle in C. elegans: multiple sarcomere/obliquely striated muscles

Small Methods 2023, 2300848 © 2023 The Authors. Small Methods published by Wiley-VCH GmbH2300848 (6 of 14)

 23669608, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/sm

td.202300848, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [23/09/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense26

mbhe9
高亮



www.advancedsciencenews.com www.small-methods.com

Figure 4. In vivo NIR photothermal modulation of AFD sensory neurons excitability and reversal locomotion. a) Representative track graphs of N2,
tax-2(p691) and tax-2;Pgcy-8::mTRPV1::sl2::Dsred C. elegans strains, when treated with ICG and/or NIR. Also see Video S1 (Supporting Information). b)
Quantification of reversal rate under NIR (793 nm, 16 mW mm−2) irradiation fed with different concentration of ICG. c) Reversal rate under different
power densities of NIR laser irradiation fed with ICG (2 μg mL−1). Each measurement was repeated 3 times, n ≥ 20. Data shown as mean ± SEM. ns,
not significant (p > 0.05), * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001, **** p < 0.0001 by two-way ANOVA. d) Calcium responses of AFD neurons in tax-2;
AFD::mTRPV1 C. elegans upon heating (45 °C, 15 s) or NIR (25 mW mm−2, 30 s) with/without ICG (10 μg mL−1). e) Representative time-lapse rainbow
images of GCaMP5-based calcium responses (up) and soma fluorescence change (down) from an AFD neuron. NIR (25 mW mm−2) was applied for
30 s with ICG (10 μg mL−1). f) Representative calcium responses of AFD neurons upon NIR or heating as in (d). The ordinate indicated the number of
worms used in the experiments.

Small Methods 2023, 2300848 © 2023 The Authors. Small Methods published by Wiley-VCH GmbH2300848 (7 of 14)
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Figure 5. NIR activate D-class motor neurons to reduce thrashing frequency in swimming behavior. a) The series images of thrashing in tax-2; D-
MNs::mTRPV1 animals before (upper panel NIR-), during (middle panel NIR+) and after (lower panel NIR-) NIR (793 nm, 12.5 mW mm−2) illumination,
with ICG concentration at 1 μg mL−1 in M9 solution. Thrashing was significantly reduced during NIR illumination. Scale bar = 200 μm. Also see
Video S2 (Supporting Information). b) Quantification of thrashing frequency during NIR irradiation in respective genetic backgrounds and experimental
conditions. Control: no NIR, no ICG; NIR: 793 nm, 12.5 mW mm−2, ICG: 1 μg mL−1. n ≥ 34. Data shown as mean ± SEM. ns, not significant (p >

0.05), **** P < 0.0001 by two-way ANOVA. c) Quantification of thrashing frequency in tax-2; D-MNs::mTRPV1 animals before (left column NIR-), during
(middle column NIR+) and after (right column NIR-) NIR (793 nm, 12.5 mW mm−2) illumination, with different concentrations of ICG dissolved in
M9 solution. d) Quantification of thrashing frequency in tax-2; D-MNs::mTRPV1 animals in the presence of ICG (1 μg mL−1) before (left column NIR-),
during (middle column NIR+) and after (right column NIR-) NIR (793 nm) illumination of different intensities. c,d) Data shown as mean ± SEM. n ≥35.
The NIR+ data were compared with both before and after NIR application. ns, not significant (p > 0.05), **** p < 0.0001 by two-way ANOVA.

and nonstriated muscles.[61] The 95 striated body wall muscle
cells are the functional equivalents of vertebrate skeletal mus-
cles. First, we examined the effects and efficacy of the NIR-ICG
photothermal system on body wall muscles. Other studies have
shown that activating body wall muscles with drugs or optoge-
netic tools will cause muscle contraction and induce nematodes
to be stiff and paralyzed. As we expected, our photothermal ma-
nipulation (200 mW mm−2 NIR with 10 μg mL−1 ICG) could also
induced stiffness and paralysis of C. elegans by excited the body
wall muscles. And the mTRPV1 expressed worms (also shown
as BM::mTRPV1) had a much higher ratio of paralysiscompared
with N2 worms(Figure 6a). At the same time, the BM::mTRPV1
worms took significantly shorter time to be stiff respond to NIR
irradiation (Figure 6b). These results proved the effectiveness
of our photothermal system in activating body wall muscles in
vivo.

Next, we examined its modulatory effect on another type of
muscle, the vulva muscles, which belong to the nonstriated mus-
cles and directly regulate egg-laying behavior in C. elegans. A
young adult hermaphrodite generally has a store of 10–15 eggs

in its uterus at any given time. Increasing the cellular excitabil-
ity of the vulva muscles can result in muscle contractions, open
the vulva and compress the uterus, then allow the eggs to be ex-
pelled into the environment.[62] In our previous study, we suc-
cessfully used Channelrhodopsin-2 (ChR2) optogenetic tools to
activate vulva muscles and induced nematodes egg-laying.[63] In-
terestingly, the egg-laying behavior driven by vulva muscles also
be triggered by NIR-ICG photothermal system (50 mW mm−2

NIR with 7.5 μg mL−1 ICG) in mTRPV1 expressed worms (also
shown as VM::mTRPV1), but not in N2 worms (Figure 6c-d). And
the egg laying could not be stimulated by ICG alone (Figure 6d).
So, our photothermal system can modulate not only straited mus-
cles, but also nonstriated muscles in vivo.

Collectively, we successfully modulated two types of neurons
(AFD sensory neurons and D-MNs motor neurons) and two types
of muscles (BM straited muscles and VM nonstriated muscles)
through our photothermal system in freely moving animals. As
far as we know, it was the first time to achieve precisely pho-
tothermal modulation of different types of excitable cells and cor-
responding behaviors in different systems in vivo.

Small Methods 2023, 2300848 © 2023 The Authors. Small Methods published by Wiley-VCH GmbH2300848 (8 of 14)
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Figure 6. NIR photothermal modulation of paralysis and egg-laying behaviors through mTRPV1 expressed in muscles with ICG. a) Ratio of paralysis in
N2 and BM::mTRPV1 animals under NIR (793 nm, 200 mW mm−2) illumination for 10 s, with ICG (10 μg mL−1). n ≥ 70. Also see Video S3 (Supporting
Information). b) NIR irradiation time required for animals to be stiff. Data shown as mean ± SEM. n ≥ 35. *** p < 0.001 by Welch’s t test. c) Time
course of laid eggs upon NIR (793 nm, 50 mW mm−2) stimulation with ICG concentration at 7.5 μg mL−1. d) The number of eggs laid per min before
or during NIR illumination. Also see Video S4 (Supporting Information). c,d) Data shown as mean ± SEM. n ≥ 58. ns, not significant (p > 0.05), ****
p < 0.0001 by two-way ANOVA.

2.8. Biological Safety of ICG

ICG is an FDA-approved photothermal agent. It has been largely
used in fluorescent imaging and photothermal therapy. In or-
der to widely apply our photothermal manipulation in mammals
or other experimental systems, we tested the biological safety of
ICG. We incubated nematodes with different concentrations of
ICG (up to 10 μg mL−1), then counted the survival rate of the
worms after 24 h of feeding. In our experiments, almost all the
worms were still alive with ingested ICG (Figure S5a, Supporting
Information). To examine the long-term toxicity of ICG, we com-
pared the lifespan and reproduction of C. elegans cultured with
or without ICG. When worms were continually fed with ICG,
the lifespan of adults showed no significant difference compared
with the control animals. Interestingly, worms fed with ICG at a
concentration of 10 μg mL−1 even had a slight increase in lifes-
pan (Figure S5b, Supporting Information). The reproduction was
examined by measuring the number of eggs. We found the ne-
matodes did not exhibit any egg-laying defects when fed with
different concentrations of ICG (0, 2, 10 μg mL−1). The number
of eggs accumulated in uterus in D2 worms, which represented
the ability of egg-laying behavior was almost equal (Figure S5e,
Supporting Information). And the number of eggs laid per day

also exhibited no difference (Figure S5c, Supporting Informa-
tion), showing that ICG did not affect the brood size of the worms
(Figure S5d, Supporting Information). These results all demon-
strated the high biological safety of ICG.

Taken all together, we developed a 793 nm NIR light irradiation
photothermal manipulation system with ICG to regulate cellular
excitability in different systems through thermosensitive TRPV1
channel, and mediated corresponding physiological behaviors in
vivo (Figure 7).

3. Discussion

Non-invasive neuromodulation techniques have attracted much
attention in neuroscience research and disease therapy in recent
years. Photothermal modulation offers a new approach to this
field. However, due to the lack of research in vivo, most stud-
ies and applications were limited to the cellular level. Our study
first achieved precise photothermal modulation of different types
of excitable cells and related behaviors in freely moving animals
with a non-invasive manner.

In our study, by activating the thermosensitive channel TRPV1
under NIR irradiation with photothermal agent ICG, which has
excellent photothermal conversion efficiency and biosafety, we

Small Methods 2023, 2300848 © 2023 The Authors. Small Methods published by Wiley-VCH GmbH2300848 (9 of 14)
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Figure 7. NIR modulates C. elegans cellular excitability and animal behaviors through TRPV1 with ICG. NIR light (793 nm) irradiation can activate the
thermosensitive TRPV1 channel through photothermal agents ICG to precisely regulate the excitability of different types of cells and related behaviors
in C. elegans in vivo. Mouse TRPV1 channels are expressed exogenously in AFD sensory neurons, D-class motor neurons (D-MNs), body wall muscles
and vulva muscles. In the presence of ICG, NIR illumination effectively activate TRPV1, cause Ca2+ influx, lead to increased excitability of tissue cells,
and then induce reversal, slower thrashing, paralysis and egg-laying behaviors, respectively.

successfully achieved in vivo precise regulation of the cellular ex-
citability in both nervous and muscular systems, and mediated a
variety of related physiological behaviors. In order to fully demon-
strated the effectiveness of our photothermal manipulation, we
performed multiple experiments including animal behaviors, in
vitro and in vivo calcium imaging, wide-field near-infrared flu-
orescence imaging, two-photon fluorescence imaging, confocal
imaging, heat shock assay, biosafety test, and pharmacological as-
say. After demonstrated TRPV1 expressed HEK293T cells could
be activated by NIR stimuli with photothermal agent ICG with
a calcium response, we applied our photothermal modulation in
C. elegans for in vivo detection. In our test, ICG showed widely
distribution in C. elegans after 12 h of feeding, and performed
photothermal conversion response upon NIR stimuli to induce
the expression of heat shock protein HSP-4 in vivo. And then
we successfully modulated two types of neurons (AFD sensory
neurons and D-MNs motor neurons) and two types of mus-
cles (BM straited muscles and VM nonstriated muscles) through
NIR stimulation with ICG. We specifically excited these different
types of excitable cells and induced reversal locomotion, slower
swimming, paralysis and egg-laying behaviors, respectively. In
addition, we tested the biosafety of ICG for survival, reproduction
and lifespan, and found no negative effect. We developed a non-
invasive photothermal manipulation system to regulate cellular
excitability in different systems and mediated related physiologi-
cal behaviors in vivo.

The wavelength of NIR we used in our experiments was
793 nm, which belongs to the range of NIR-I, due to ICG showed
the highest absorption peak at this value (Figure 1a). Compared
to visible light, NIR-I light exhibits a deeper tissue penetration.
Compared to NIR-II light, the NIR-I light shows less water ab-
sorption, non-specific thermal effect and hyperthermia effect.

However, it cannot be avoided that NIR-I light possessed rela-
tively lower tissue penetration depth compared to NIR-II, which
might hinder deep NIR photothermal manipulation. In our in
vivo experiments, the minimum NIR light intensity used was
only 4 mW mm−2, and the concentration of ICG just ranged
from 0.2 μg mL−1 to 10 μg mL−1. Both the NIR light intensity
and ICG concentration we applied were at a very low level, al-
most the lowest values used for cellular activity modulation in
vivo. The low light power density and low agent concentration re-
quirement demonstrated the sensitivity and effectiveness of our
photothermal manipulation.

There are several NIR stimulated photothermal materials have
been synthesized and studied. Such as the semiconducting poly-
mer nanoparticles have been applied to target TRPV1-expressed
neuron cells response to NIR stimuli in vitro, or as a cargo en-
capsulating TRPV1 agonist capsaicin in cancer therapy.[64,65] The
gold nanoparticles packed microcapsules were used to regulate
Wnt signaling pathway upon NIR stimuli in Hydra.[37] And Cu2-
x Se-anti-TRPV1 nanoparticles were used to target the microglia
and open TRPV1 channels under NIR irradiation to promote
phagocytosis and degradation of 𝛼-syn in PD model.[66] However,
the biosafety of these inorganic or metal nanomaterials still needs
to be considered and further tested, which resulting in the re-
search and application of these materials still be limited to the cel-
lular level in vitro. In our study, the photothermal conversion ma-
terial ICG showed excellent photothermal conversion efficiency
compared to these materials, as well as excellent photostabil-
ity in FBS solution (Figure 1b). ICG showed higher photother-
mal stability when binding to FBS, because ICG could bind to
the hydrophobic region of protein, avoiding aggregation induced
quenching effect.[67,68] Due to the weak photodynamic character
of pure ICG, we didn’t observe ICG induced ROS production in

Small Methods 2023, 2300848 © 2023 The Authors. Small Methods published by Wiley-VCH GmbH2300848 (10 of 14)
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C. elegans. Meanwhile, ICG exhibited high biocompatibility and
high biosafety performance. Long term continuously fed by ICG
had no negative effects on survival, reproduction and lifespan
in C. elegans (Figure S5, Supporting Information). What’s more,
worms fed with ICG at a concentration of 10 μg mL−1 even had a
slight increase in lifespan. As an FDA-approved agent, ICG has
already been widely used in angiography and photothermal treat-
ment of tumor. And clinical studies have shown that ICG has a
short life time in blood circulation, which can be metabolized by
the livers. Due to its excellent photothermal conversion efficiency
and biosafety, ICG exhibited its advantages in photothermal reg-
ulation in vivo.

Recently, some other neural activity modulations by NIR were
also performed in behaving animals. Gao’s group has applied
NIR to manipulate the upconversion nanoparticles (UCNPs)
for motor regulation and neuron ablation in C. elegans. NIR at
808 nm stimulated Er-UCNPs and specifically controlled Chrim-
son expressed DVC interneuron and D-class motor neurons.[32]

In addition, they used orthogonal emissive UCNPs excited by
dual-NIR illumination (808 and 980 nm) to activate the opto-
genetic sensor BiPOLES expressed cholinergic motor neurons,
which enabled bidirectional control of motor behaviors.[69] And
they also developed an 808 nm NIR light-induced neuron abla-
tion method by simultaneously activating miniSOG and Chrim-
son based on UCNPs.[70] Another work needs to be mentioned
is made by Hong and Pu’s group, TRPV1 ectopically expressed
neurons in the hippocampus, motor cortex and ventral tegmen-
tal area of mice can be activated upon NIR-II illumination at
1064 nm, with macromolecular transducers consisting of a semi-
conducting polymer core and an amphiphilic polymer shell.[71]

However, in both works, only the neurons were modulated. In
our study, in addition to in vivo manipulate neural activity and
motor behaviors in two different types of neurons, the AFD ther-
mosensitive neurons and the D-class motor neurons, we also suc-
cessfully performed the NIR photothermal modulation in mus-
cular system. Both the straited muscles (body wall muscle cells,
functional equivalent to vertebrate skeletal muscles) and nons-
triated muscles (vulva muscles) can be excited by NIR stimuli,
induced paralysis and egg-laying behaviors respectively, which
verified a broader application of our photothermal manipulation.
So far, our approach appears to be the first photothermal modula-
tion method to regulate different types of excitable cells and corre-
sponding behaviors in vivo. In clinical treatment for neurodegen-
erative diseases and movement disorders (Parkinson’s disease,
Alzheimer’s disease, Huntington’s disease, amyotrophic lateral
sclerosis, et al.), as well as in sports rehabilitation trainings, direct
regulation of neurons often cannot achieve desired therapeutic
effect, due to the complexity of neural circuits. Our photother-
mal manipulation can also regulate muscle cells directly in vivo,
providing a new approach for clinical treatment. And the efficacy
and specificity of our photothermal manipulation suggest it may
also be applied in some other type of excitable cells or in other
experimental systems. At the same time, some photothermal
heater-thermometer platforms that can simultaneously achieve
heating and thermometry have been standardized, which will
accelerate the application of photothermal manipulation and
therapy.[72–74]

In conclusion, this study demonstrates a noninvasive and ef-
fective method to precisely regulate the excitability of different

types of cells and mediate related animal behaviors in vivo by
NIR photothermal manipulation. The approach appears to be the
first photothermal modulation method to be applied in both ner-
vous and muscular systems in freely moving animals with a non-
invasive manner. And the manipulation system shows excellent
effectiveness, specificity and biological safety, suggesting a wide
range of application prospect.

4. Experimental Section
Optical and Photothermal Characterization of ICG: The absorption

spectra of ICG (10 μg mL−1 dissolved in ultrapure water) were measured
by a UV-vis-NIR scanning spectrophotometer (UV-2550, Shimadzu Co.,
Ltd). And the emission spectra were recorded by a PG2000 spectrometer
(Ideaoptics Instrumnets). For photothermal efficacy measurement, ICG in
FBS solutions (0, 1, 3, 10, 30, 50, and 100 μg mL−1, 100 μL) were irradi-
ated by a 793 nm CW laser (Suzhou Rugkuta Optoelectronics Co., Ltd.,
China) at a power density of 10 mW mm−2. Temperatures were recorded
every 15 s by an infrared thermal imaging camera (Ti25, Fluke IR Fusion
Technology Inc., USA). For photostability test, 100 μg mL−1 ICG in FBS or
ultrapure water were irradiated by NIR (793 nm, 10 mW mm−2) for 4 min,
following with 4 min cooling time. The irradiation and cooling cycles were
repeated 5 times. Temperatures were recorded every 30 s by an infrared
thermal imaging camera (Ti25, Fluke IR Fusion Technology Inc., USA).

Cell Culture and Transfection: SY5Y neuroblastoma cells were cul-
tured in DMEM/F-12 (Gibco) and HEK293T cell were cultured in DMEM
(Gibco), containing 10% Fetal Bovine Serum Premium (PAN, ST30-3302)
and 1% Pen Strep-Penicillin Streptomycin (Gibco), maintained at 37 °C
with 5% CO2. Cell transfection was performed using lipofectamine 3000
(Thermo Fisher) with 1.5 μg of mouse TRPV1 (mTRPV1) plasmid or 0.2 μg
mCherry plasmid in 3.5 cm plates.

C. elegans Strains and Culture: Strains were maintained at 20 °C
on nematode growth medium (NGM) plates seeded with the OP50
strain of Escherichia coli under standard conditions,[75] unless otherwise
stated. For ICG-feeding groups, ICG was mixed with E. coli to a final
diffusion concentration on the plates as needed, then fed nematodes
for 12 h before experiments. The N2 Bristol strain of C. elegans was
used as wild-type. Transgenic lines used in this study include: Ym_ST089
YmIS6[Phsp-4::GFP], Ym_ST055 tax-2(p691), Ym_ST087 tax-2(p691);
YmEx27[Pgcy8::mTRPV1::sl2::Dsred+Pgcy8::GCaMP5], Ym_ST198
tax-2(p691); YmEx28[Pttr-39::mTRPV1::sl2::Dsred+Pttr39::GCaMP5],
Ym_ST059 YmEx1[Pmyo-3::mTRPV1::sl2::Dsred+Ptmc-2-GCaMPx].

NIR Fluorescence Microscopic Imaging In Vitro: NIR-I fluorescence mi-
croscopic imaging of SY5Y neuroblastoma cells were operated on confocal
microscopy (STELLARIS 8 FALCON, Leica). NIR-II wide-field fluorescence
microscopic imaging of HEK293T cells were operated on NIR-II-MS opti-
cal system (Sunnyoptical). The cells were incubated with ICG (50 μg mL−1)
in HBSS solution for 1 h. The extra ICG was washed away or just left while
imaging.

Confocal Imaging of C. elegans: The NaN3 anesthetized young adult C.
elegans were immobilized on a glass slide with an agar pad. After cover
the agar pad with a coverslip, the fluorescence signals were recorded us-
ing Z axis scanning mode by a confocal microscope (FV1000, Olympus)
with a Plan-Apochromatic 20× (Figure 2a,c) or 60× (Figure S4, Supporting
Information) objective.

Two-photon Fluorescence Imaging of C. elegans: Worms were fed with
ICG (0, 0.2, 1, 2 μg mL−1) for 12 h, then anesthetized and immobilized
as described before. The images were taken by a two-photon fluorescence
scanning microscope (Olympus, FV1200). A 1040 nm femtosecond (fs)
laser (150 fs, 50 MHz) was introduced as excitation source. The signal
of DsRed fluorescent probe was recorded by inner photomultiplier tube
(PMT), while the fluorescence of ICG was collected by an outer photomul-
tiplier tube (PMT, H7422-50, Hamamatsu) through NDD mode using a
750 nm long-pass filter.

Calcium Imaging: HEK293T cells were incubated with calcium indi-
cator Fluo-8am for 30 min at 37 °C in the dark. Cells transfected with
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 23669608, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/sm

td.202300848, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [23/09/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense31



www.advancedsciencenews.com www.small-methods.com

mTRPV1-mCherry or mCherry only were used to detect the fluorescence
intensity changes under heat, capsaicin or NIR treatments. The heating
process was controlled by perfusing preheated bath solution at 45 °C. And
then 10 μM capsaicin was given after 5.5 min. The optical fiber was used
to lead the light source of NIR stimulation (793 nm, 10 mW mm−2) to
detect photothermal effect. HEK293T cells in ICG group were incubated
with 50 μg mL−1 ICG for 1 h. After washing twice with HBSS, Fluo-8am
was added for incubation. The extracellular solution (ECS) for cell calcium
imaging contained 140 mM NaCl, 5 mM KCl, 1.2 mM MgSO4, 1.5 mM
CaCl2, 10 mM HEPES, 10 mM D-glucose, and pH 7.4.

For calcium imaging in vivo, AFD::GCaMP5 expressed young adult C.
elegans were immobilized with surgical glue (Gluture Topical Tissue Ad-
hesive, Abbott Laboratories) on a glass pad, covered with bath solution
(145 mM NaCl, 2.5 mM KCl, 1 mM MgCl2, 5 mM CaCl2, 10 mM HEPES,
20 mM glucose, 325≈335 mOsm, pH 7.3). Heat stimulation was per-
formed by perfusing preheated bath solution at 45 °C. The worms in the
NIR+ICG group were fed with 10 μg mL−1 ICG for 12 h and covered in a
bath solution with 10 μg mL−1 ICG when recording. The optical fiber was
used to lead the light source of NIR stimulation (793 nm, 10 mW mm−2).
Calcium imaging was acquired on an inverted microscope (Olympus IX71)
with a 40× objective lens. Raw images were acquired with a QImag-
ing optiMOS Scientific CMOS (sCMOS) camera controlled by the micro-
Manager 1.4 software. All image stacks were analyzed using the ImageJ
software.

Optical System for Photothermal Manipulating of C. elegans Behaviors In
Vivo: The optical system was based on a stereomicroscope (SZN71 Sun-
nyoptical). 793 nm CW laser was focused on the plate through a focus lens
(focus length = 160 mm) and control the spot diameter of 2 mm or as
needed. The behavior changes of C. elegans was recorded by a VIS CCD
(RETIGA-SRV, QImaging) with a white LED illumination.

Heat Shock of C. elegans: A total of 100 adult worms of YmIS6[Phsp-
4::GFP] were placed on a seeded NGM plate to lay eggs for 2 hours, and
the eggs were cultured at 20 °C until the young adult stage. For the heat
group, enough nematodes were transferred to fresh NGM plates. Then the
plates were heated in water bath at 33 °C for 0, 1, 10, 30 min, respectively.
For the NIR+ICG group, nematodes were incubated on fresh NGM plates
with ICG (10 μg mL−1) for 12 h to get the young adult stage. Then trans-
ferred enough nematodes to M9 droplets with ICG (10 μg mL−1) on glass
pads. 793 nm CW laser was focused on the droplets for 0, 1, 5, 10 min, re-
spectively. Fluorescence intensity was detected 2 h after treatment. Worms
were anesthetized and immobilized as described before. Imaging was per-
formed using an upright fluorescence microscope (Olympus, BX51WI)
with a 5× objective lens (Figure 2d,e). Raw images were acquired with a
QImaging optiMOS Scientific CMOS (sCMOS) camera controlled by the
micro-Manager 1.4 software. All image stacks were analyzed using the Im-
ageJ software.

Reversal Assay: After fed with different concentrations of ICG for 12 h,
young adult C. elegans were transferred to a fresh test plate without Es-
cherichia coli food on it. After a few minutes of acclimatization, NIR irra-
diation (793 nm) was performed with different power densities as stated.
The NIR spot with a diameter less than 2 mm was placed in front of the
C. elegans when the worm moved forward. The response behaviors when
worms moved into the NIR spot were recorded and classified as go for-
ward and go backward (reversal behavior). A stereoscope (SZN71 Sun-
nyoptical) equipped with a high-sensitivity digital CCD camera (RETIGA-
SRV–Qimaging, Fast1394) was used for recording.

Thrashing Assay: M9 solution with different concentrations of ICG
were dropped (50 μL each) on glass pads. Young adult nematodes fed by
the equal concentration of ICG were transferred into the droplets to accli-
mate for ≈1≈2 min. Then thrashing behaviors were recorded by a digital
camera. For NIR irradiation experiments, animals were first recorded for
20 s as a baseline value, then illuminated under 793 nm NIR light for 20 s to
detect the effect of photothermal stimulation, finally recorded for another
20 s after removing NIR to examine the recovery of swimming behaviors.

Paralysis Assay: Young adult worms fed by ICG (10 μg mL−1, 12 h) were
transferred to a fresh plate without E. coli food on it. After a few minutes of
acclimatization, the NIR (793 nm, 200 mW mm−2) light was placed onto
the body of the nematodes. The motor behaviors upon NIR were recorded

and classified as movement and paralysis. And the NIR irradiation time
(within 10 s) required for animals to be stiff was also be counted.

Egg-Laying Assay: For the egg-laying behavior test under photothermal
manipulation, nematodes in D2 stage which have been fed by 7.5 μg mL−1

ICG were transferred to fresh NGM plates with ICG. After a few minutes of
acclimatization, laid eggs by each worm before or during NIR irradiation
(793 nm, 50 mW/mm2) were recorded by a digital camera (Figure 6c-d).
For biological safety test of ICG, the effects on reproduction were examined
by counting the number of eggs laid per day by each worm in the whole life,
and the unlaid eggs in D2 animals, respectively. Worms were incubated on
NGM plates with different concentrations of ICG (0, 2, 10 μg mL−1), sin-
gle worm on single plate. Then the worms were transferred to fresh ICG
plates every day after D1 stage, until the egg-laying physiological behav-
ior was over. The number of eggs laid per day was recorded and manually
counted (Figure S5c, Supporting Information), and the number of progeny
was calculated by accumulating all data (Figure S5c, Supporting Informa-
tion). For egg retention assays, individual D2 worm was dissolved in a
10 μL droplet of 50% NaOCl solution and the number of retained eggs
was counted after 5 min.

Lethality Assay: ICG at different concentrations was added to NGM
plates mixed with E. coli. After dry for 1–2 h at room temperature, the L4
larva were allowed to transfer onto the plates. Number of dead worms
was recorded after 24 h incubation and the viability rate of C. elegans was
estimated after 3 times repetition.

Lifespan Analysis: For biological safety test of ICG, the effects on lifes-
pan were performed by counting the number of survival nematodes cul-
tured on NGM plates at 20 °C with different concentrations of ICG (0, 2,
10 μg mL−1) until all tested animals were dead. Every 15≈20 N2 worms
at L4 stage were cultured on a 6 cm NGM plate with ICG, and needed to
be transferred to a fresh plate every day in egg-laying period. The survival
number was recorded from D1 stage. And the nematodes lost or died acci-
dentally due to crawling off or drilling into the NGM plates were removed
out from the test. The number of valid worms was more than 110 in each
group.

Quantification and Statistical Analysis: All statistical tests in this study
were performed using GraphPad Prism 8. Student’s t test, or one- or two-
way ANOVA were performed to determine statistical significance. If the
variances were significantly different, the Welch’s t test or Brown-Forsythe
and Welch ANOVA tests were used. P values below 0.05 were considered
significant. Data were presented as mean ± SEM. Details of the statistical
analyses performed for each figure were provided in the figure legends.

Supporting Information
Supporting Information is available from the Wiley Online Library or from
the author.
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国家自然科学基金委员会资助项目计划书填报说明

一、项目负责人收到《关于国家自然科学基金资助项目批准及有关事项的通知》（以下简

称《批准通知》）后，请认真阅读本填报说明，参照国家自然科学基金相关项目管理

办法及《国家自然科学基金资助项目资金管理办法》（请查阅国家自然科学基金委员

会官方网站首页“政策法规”栏目），按《批准通知》的要求认真填写和提交《国家

自然科学基金委员会资助项目计划书》（以下简称《计划书》）。

二、填写《计划书》时要求科学严谨、实事求是、表述清晰、准确。《计划书》经国家自

然科学基金委员会相关项目管理部门审核批准后，将作为项目研究计划执行和检查、

验收的依据。

三、《计划书》各部分填写要求如下：

（一）简表：由系统自动生成。

（二）摘要及关键词：各类获资助项目都必须填写中、英文摘要及关键词。

（三）项目组主要成员：计划书中列出姓名的项目组主要成员由系统自动生成，与申

请书原成员保持一致，不可随意调整。如果批准通知中“项目评审意见及修改

意见表”中“对研究方案的修改意见”栏目有调整项目组成员相关要求的，待

项目开始执行后，按照项目成员变更程序另行办理。

（四）资金预算表：根据批准资助的直接费用，按照《国家自然科学基金项目预算表

编制说明》填报资金预算表和预算说明书。国家重大科研仪器研制项目、重大

项目还应按照预算评审后批复的直接费用各科目金额填报资金预算表、预算说

明书及相应的预算明细表。

（五）正文：

1. 面上项目、青年科学基金项目、地区科学基金项目：如果《批准通知》中没有

修改要求的，只需选择“研究内容和研究目标按照申请书执行”即可；如果《

批准通知》中“项目评审意见及修改意见表”中“对研究方案的修改意见”栏

目明确要求调整研究期限和研究内容等的，须选择“根据研究方案修改意见更

改”并填报相关修改内容。

2. 重点项目、重点国际（地区）合作研究项目、重大项目、国家重大科研仪器研

制项目：须选择“根据研究方案修改意见更改”，根据《批准通知》的要求填

写研究（研制）内容，不得自行降低、更改研究目标（或仪器研制的技术性能

与主要技术指标以及验收技术指标）或缩减研究（研制）内容。此外，还要突

出以下几点：

（1）研究的难点和在实施过程中可能遇到的问题（或仪器研制风险），拟采用

的研究（研制）方案和技术路线；

（2）项目主要参与者分工，合作研究单位之间的关系与分工，重大项目还需说

明课题之间的关联；

（3）详细的年度研究（研制）计划。
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3. 国家杰出青年科学基金、优秀青年科学基金和海外及港澳学者合作研究基金项

目：须选择“根据研究方案修改意见更改”，按下列提纲撰写：

（1）研究方向；

（2）结合国内外研究现状，说明研究工作的学术思想和科学意义（限两个页面

）；

（3）研究内容、研究方案及预期目标（限两个页面）；

（4）年度研究计划；

（5）研究队伍的组成情况。

4. 国家自然科学基金基础科学中心项目：须选择“根据研究方案修改意见更改”

，应当根据评审委员会和现场考察专家组的意见和建议，进一步完善并细化研

究计划，作为评估和验收的依据。按下列提纲撰写：

（1）五年拟开展的研究工作（包括主要研究方向、关键科学问题与研究内容）

；

（2）研究方案（包括骨干成员之间的分工及合作方式、学科交叉融合研究计划

等）；

（3）年度研究计划；

（4）五年预期目标和可能取得的重大突破等；

（5）研究队伍的组成情况。

5. 对于其他类型项目，参照面上项目的方式进行选择和填写。

第2页
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简表

申
请
者
信
息

姓      名 钱骏 性 别 男
出生
年月

1981年07月 民 族 汉族

学      位 博士 职称 教授

是否在站博士后 否 电子邮件 qianjun@zju.edu.cn

电      话
0571-88206515转2
15

个人网页
http://mypage.zju.edu.cn/qianju
n

工 作 单 位 浙江大学

所 在 院 系 所 光电科学与工程学院

依
托
单
位
信
息

名      称 浙江大学 代码
31005808A11
12

联  系  人 薛建龙 电子邮件 new@zju.edu.cn

电      话 0571-88981080 网站地址 www.zju.edu.cn

合
作
单
位
信
息

单 位 名 称

项
目
基
本
信
息

项  目  名  称 CW光激发的ICG近红外反斯托克斯荧光特性及其活体功能应用

资  助  类  别 面上项目 亚 类 说 明

附  注  说  明

申  请  代  码
F051201:光学探针、标记
与光学成像

F051206:医学光学诊断与治疗

基  地  类  别 现代光学仪器国家重点实验室

执  行  年  限 2020.01-2023.12

直  接  费  用 63万元
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科学问题属性

 科学问题源于科研人员的灵感和新思想，且具有鲜明的首创性特征，旨在“鼓励探索，突出原创”：
通过自由探索产出从无到有的原创性成果。

 科学问题源于世界科技前沿的热点、难点和新兴领域，且具有鲜明的引领“聚焦前沿，独辟蹊径”：
性或开创性特征，旨在通过独辟蹊径取得开拓性成果，引领或拓展科学前沿。

 科学问题源于国家重大需求和经济主战场，且具有鲜明的需求导向、问题“需求牵引，突破瓶颈”：
导向和目标导向特征，旨在通过解决技术瓶颈背后的核心科学问题，促使基础研究成果走向应用。

 科学问题源于多学科领域交叉的共性难题，具有鲜明的学科交叉特征，旨“共性导向，交叉融通”：
在通过交叉研究产出重大科学突破，促进分科知识融通发展为完整的知识体系。

请阐明选择该科学问题属性的理由（800字以内）：
反斯托克斯发光能将长波长(低能量)的激发光子转换为短波长(高能量)的发射光子，因此，反斯托

克斯发光生物成像具有信噪比高、深度大和光损伤小等众多优势。多光子荧光成像和基于稀土纳米颗粒
的上转换发光成像是目前研究最广泛的两种反斯托克斯荧光生物成像方式，引起了国内外研究者们的广
泛关注。与它们不同的是，基于热带吸收的反斯托克斯发光可通过CW激光激发实现，且发光强度显著依
赖于温度，此外，它还具有光致漂白效应不明显，能产生光致制冷效应等优势。目前，它已被逐渐用于
生物成像、温度传感等。遗憾的是，由于缺乏激发和荧光发射波长都位于近红外波段、且具有高生物兼
容性、可代谢的小分子探针，基于热带吸收的反斯托克斯发光成像目前很少被用于活体研究。为了解决
这一问题，申请人独辟蹊径，通过仔细观察与对比，发现吲哚菁绿（ICG）这一唯一在临床上批准使用
的近红外荧光成像造影剂的分子结构和典型的热带吸收分子polymethiine的结构相似，表明它的振动能
级较丰富；此外，ICG还具有大的吸收、荧光发射效率以及小的斯托克斯频移——以上特征表明ICG很好
地符合了热带吸收材料的基本光学、化学特征。通过前期研究，申请人已证明ICG具有反斯托克斯荧光
，且其是基于热带吸收而产生的。鉴于此，申请人将在本项目中对ICG的热带吸收诱导反斯托克斯发光
特性进行系统研究，搭建反斯托克斯荧光小动物全身成像系统、扫描显微成像系统等，开展ICG在活体
功能成像、光热治疗、生物调控中的应用，如：小动物全身成像、脑血管扫描显微成像、活体光热治疗
过程中温度的实时监测、光致制冷生物调控等。填补热带吸收小分子材料在近红外波段以及活体应用中
的空缺，在反斯托克斯发光生物成像这一前沿热点领域取得开拓性成果，为材料化学研究者们开发新的
近红外热带吸收材料提供借鉴，为将来的基础医学研究和潜在的临床应用提供参考。
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项目摘要

中文摘要：
反斯托克斯发光生物成像具有信噪比高、深度大和光损伤小等众多优势。基于热带吸

收的反斯托克斯发光可通过CW激光激发实现，且显著依赖于温度，已被逐渐用于生物成像
、温度传感等。然而，由于缺乏激发和荧光发射波长都位于近红外波段、且具有高生物兼
容性、可代谢的小分子探针，基于热带吸收的反斯托克斯发光成像很少被用于活体研究。
在本项目中，我们拟对唯一在临床上使用的近红外荧光成像造影剂ICG的热带吸收诱导反
斯托克斯发光特性进行系统研究，搭建反斯托克斯荧光小动物全身成像系统、扫描显微成
像系统等，开展ICG在活体功能成像、光热治疗、生物调控中的应用，如：小动物全身成
像、脑血管扫描显微成像、活体光热治疗过程中温度的实时监测、光致制冷生物调控等。
为材料化学研究者们开发新的近红外热带吸收材料提供借鉴，为将来的基础医学研究和潜
在的临床应用提供参考。

Abstract：
Anti-stokes luminescence bioimaging possesses the advantages of high signal to
noise ratio, large penetration depth and low photon-damage. Anti-stokes
luminescence based on hot-band absorption can be directly excited by the
continuous wave (CW) laser and is highly dependent on the temperature, and has
been gradually employed for bioimaging, temperature sensing and so on.
However, due to the lack of biocompatible and clearable small-molecule probes
whose excitation and emission wavelength are both in the near infrared (NIR)
spectral region, optical bioimaging based on hot-band absorption induced
anti-stokes luminescence are rarely utilized for in vivo study. In this
proposed project, we will systematically investigate the hot-band absorption
induced anti-stokes luminescence features of indocyanine green (ICG), which is
the only kind of NIR optical contrast agent adopted in clinically
applications. We will further build anti-stokes fluorescence in vivo
whole-body and scanning microscopic imaging systems, and utilize ICG for in
vivo functional imaging, photothermal therapy, and biological regulating,
including small animal whole-body organ imaging, real-time temperature
monitoring during in vivo photothermal therapy, photon-induced cooling for
biological stimulation, and so on. We really hope that our work can provide
references for developing new NIR-emitted hot-band absorption materials, as
well as be helpful for the future basic medical research and potential
clinical applications.

荧光脂质体；吲哚菁绿；热带吸收；反斯托克斯发光；活体功能应关键词(用分号分开)：
用

fluorescent liposome; indocyanine green (ICG); hot-bandKeywords(用分号分开): 
absorption; anti-stokes luminescence; in vivo functional applications

第5页

国家自然科学基金项目计划书

41



项目组主要成员

编号 姓名 出生年月 性别 职称 学位 单位名称 电话 证件号码 项目分工
每年工
作时间
（月）

1 钱骏 1981.07 男 教授 博士 浙江大学
0571-88206515
转215

33068119810726
1555

项目负责人 6

2
阿卜杜热合
曼·则比布

拉
1987.04 男 医师 博士 浙江大学 15924110078

65312319870428
1112

活体和临床（如有
）光学生物成像

3

3 冯哲 1995.10 男 博士生 学士 浙江大学 18530193366
41088319951015
0319

开展活体光学生物
治疗和调控

9

4 周静 1995.12 女 博士生 学士 浙江大学 18888763019
33068219951222
0926

研究ICG反斯托克斯
发光等光学特性、
搭建光学成像系统

9

5 何木斌 1996.11 男 博士生 学士 浙江大学 17816890181
36253119961104
0316

开展活体光学生物
成像

9

6 薛丁玮 1992.08 男 博士生 学士 浙江大学 15700179920
33022619920827
2892

开展活体光学生物
治疗

6

7 朱亮 1994.03 男 博士生 学士 浙江大学 15868181658
33052219940330
3915

开展活体光学生物
调控

4

8 蔡朝冲 1994.12 男 硕士生 学士 浙江大学 13291899389
36233019941208
5039

搭建光学成像系统 9

9 倪沪桅 1995.03 男 硕士生 学士 浙江大学 18868109583
33038219950318
4090

搭建光学成像系统 9

总人数 高级 中级 初级 博士后 博士生 硕士生

9 1 1 5 2
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国家自然科学基金委员会资助项目计划书填报说明

一、项目负责人收到《关于国家自然科学基金资助项目批准及有关事项的通知》（简称《

批准通知》）后，请认真阅读本填报说明，参照国家自然科学基金相关项目管理办法

和《国家自然科学基金资助项目资金管理办法》（请查阅国家自然科学基金委员会官

方网站首页“政策法规”栏目），按《批准通知》的要求认真填写和提交《国家自然

科学基金委员会资助项目计划书》（简称《计划书》）。

二、填写《计划书》时要科学严谨、实事求是、表述清晰、准确。《计划书》经国家自然

科学基金委员会相关项目管理部门审核批准后，将作为项目研究计划执行、检查和验

收的依据。

三、《计划书》各部分填写要求如下：

（一）简表：由系统自动生成。

（二）摘要及关键词：各类获资助项目都应当填写中、英文摘要及关键词。

（三）项目组主要成员：计划书中列出姓名的项目组主要成员由系统自动生成，与申

请书原成员保持一致，不可随意调整。如果批准通知中“项目评审意见及修改

意见表”中“对研究方案的修改意见”栏目有调整项目组成员相关要求的，待

项目开始执行后，按照项目成员变更程序另行办理。

（四）资金预算表：根据批准资助的直接费用，按照《国家自然科学基金项目预算表

编制说明》填报资金预算表和预算说明书。国家重大科研仪器研制项目、重大

项目还应按照预算评审后批复的直接费用各科目金额填报资金预算表、预算说

明书及相应的预算明细表。国家杰出青年科学基金项目资助经费试行包干制管

理，无需填报资金预算表和预算说明书。

（五）正文：

1. 面上项目、青年科学基金项目、地区科学基金项目：如果《批准通知》中没有

修改要求的，只需选择“研究内容和研究目标按照申请书执行”即可；如果《

批准通知》中“项目评审意见及修改意见表”中“对研究方案的修改意见”栏

目明确要求调整研究期限和研究内容等的，须选择“根据研究方案修改意见更

改”并填报相关修改内容。

2. 重点项目、重点国际（地区）合作研究项目、重大项目、国家重大科研仪器研

制项目、原创探索计划项目：须选择“根据研究方案修改意见更改”，根据《

批准通知》的要求填写研究（研制）内容，不得自行降低、更改研究目标（或

仪器研制的技术性能与主要技术指标以及验收技术指标）或缩减研究（研制）

内容。此外，还要突出以下几点：

（1）研究的难点和在实施过程中可能遇到的问题（或仪器研制风险），拟采用

的研究（研制）方案和技术路线；

（2）项目主要参与者分工，合作研究单位（如有）之间的关系与分工，重大项

目还需说明课题之间的关联；

（3）详细的年度研究（研制）计划。
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3. 国家杰出青年科学基金、优秀青年科学基金和创新研究群体项目：须选择“根

据研究方案修改意见更改”，按下列提纲撰写：

（1）研究方向；

（2）结合国内外研究现状，说明研究工作的学术思想和科学意义（限两个页面

）；

（3）研究内容、研究方案及预期目标（限两个页面）；

（4）年度研究计划；

（5）研究队伍的组成情况。

4. 国家自然科学基金基础科学中心项目：须选择“根据研究方案修改意见更改”

，应当根据评审委员会和现场考察专家组的意见和建议，进一步完善并细化研

究计划，作为评估和验收的依据。按下列提纲撰写：

（1）五年拟开展的研究工作（包括主要研究方向、关键科学问题与研究内容）

；

（2）研究方案（包括骨干成员之间的分工及合作方式、学科交叉融合研究计划

等）；

（3）年度研究计划；

（4）五年预期目标和可能取得的重大突破等；

（5）研究队伍的组成情况。

5. 对于其他类型项目，参照面上项目的方式进行选择和填写。
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简表

项
目
负
责
人
信
息

姓 名 丁志华 性 别 男
出生
年月

1967年10月 民 族 汉族

学 位 博士 职称 教授

是否在站博士后 否 电子邮件 zh_ding@zju.edu.cn

电 话 0571-87951194 个人网页

工 作 单 位 浙江大学

所 在 院 系 所 光电科学与工程学院

依
托
单
位
信
息

名 称 浙江大学 代码
31005808A11
12

联  系  人 薛建龙 电子邮件 new@zju.edu.cn

电 话 0571-88981080 网站地址 www.zju.edu.cn

合
作
单
位
信
息

单 位 名 称

新疆医科大学 

项
目
基
本
信
息

项  目  名  称 无标记受激辐射寿命成像介导的活体肿瘤微环境调控研究

资  助  类  别 重点项目 亚 类 说 明

附  注  说  明 光学成像介导的活体肿瘤微环境调控研究

申  请  代  码
F0511:生物、医学光学与
光子学

基  地  类  别 现代光学仪器国家重点实验室

执  行  年  限 2021.01-2025.12

直  接  费  用 296万元
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科学问题属性

 科学问题源于科研人员的灵感和新思想，且具有鲜明的首创性特征，旨在“鼓励探索，突出原创”：
通过自由探索产出从无到有的原创性成果。

 科学问题源于世界科技前沿的热点、难点和新兴领域，且具有鲜明的引领“聚焦前沿，独辟蹊径”：
性或开创性特征，旨在通过独辟蹊径取得开拓性成果，引领或拓展科学前沿。

 科学问题源于国家重大需求和经济主战场，且具有鲜明的需求导向、问题“需求牵引，突破瓶颈”：
导向和目标导向特征，旨在通过解决技术瓶颈背后的核心科学问题，促使基础研究成果走向应用。

 科学问题源于多学科领域交叉的共性难题，具有鲜明的学科交叉特征，旨“共性导向，交叉融通”：
在通过交叉研究产出重大科学突破，促进分科知识融通发展为完整的知识体系。

请阐明选择该科学问题属性的理由（800字以内）：
尽管发展了手术治疗、放射性治疗、化学治疗、分子靶向药物治疗，以及免疫疗法等，目前恶性肿

瘤的治疗效果仍不尽如人意，主要表现为治疗本身的毒副作用、肿瘤的耐药、以及治疗后肿瘤的复发与
转移等，而肿瘤微环境的组织乏氧、弱酸性等生理特征被认为是影响治疗效果的重要因素。调控肿瘤微
环境，干预肿瘤细胞的新陈代谢水平，成为了改善肿瘤治疗效果的国际热点课题。但目前缺乏检测细胞
新陈代谢水平的有效手段。时间分辨寿命成像是一种高灵敏的方法，但现有技术存在诸多局限性，如成
像速度难以适应活体检测、需要外源性的标记物、不能针对非荧光样品等，限制了其对活体肿瘤组织的
检测能力，制约了肿瘤调控研究中对纳米载运体系和细胞间相互作用机制的揭示、对纳米粒子调控方案
与效果的反馈、对配套抗肿瘤药物疗法的评估。

为此，本项目提出一种具有原始创新性的时间分辨寿命成像方法。基于受激辐射寿命成像机制，并
引入基于谱域光学相干显微术的轴向并行探测方法，以实现对代谢特异性非荧光/荧光物质的快速成像
。其中，受激辐射突破了荧光物质的框架，可对非荧光色团实现寿命成像，拓展了代谢成像的应用范畴
。同时，创造性地将相干探测的理念引入到受激辐射寿命成像中，通过轴向并行探测手段，预期在时间
效率上比目前的荧光寿命成像提高约一个数量级。

本项目以宫颈癌为典型应用对象，研究以调节组织溶氧量、酸碱度等为目标、具备优化的药物负载
率、肿瘤靶向性、微环境摄取率的纳米载运体系，构建基于受激辐射与相干探测的内窥式寿命成像系统
，以适应宫颈癌的微环境调控与探测需求。开展定量化的图像表征和多元参量的融合分析，精准解析宫
颈癌微环境调控中的代谢途径改变，形成对纳米载运体系调控水平的定量评价与反馈，以期最终改善治
疗方案。本项目无需任何外源性的标记而实现细胞代谢水平的精准描述，尽可能避免了标记物对活体肿
瘤微环境的改变，为阐明肿瘤细胞的耐药、优化和创新肿瘤治疗手段提供了一种全新的思路。
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项目摘要

中文摘要：
肿瘤微环境的组织乏氧和弱酸化等特征与肿瘤的转移、复发、耐药等密切相关。通过肿瘤微环境

调控干预细胞新陈代谢水平是解决问题的可行途径，但是高灵敏的细胞代谢探测手段极度缺乏。代谢
分子寿命成像是满足上述需求的潜在方法，但现有技术存在诸多局限性，如成像速度难以适应活体检
测、依赖外源性标记物、不能针对非荧光样品等。本项目提出受激辐射寿命成像机制，引入基于谱域
光学相干显微技术的轴向并行探测方法，可实现对非荧光/荧光物质的快速寿命成像，在成像速度上比
现有方法提升一个数量级。本项目研发以调控宫颈组织溶氧量、酸碱度等为目标的纳米载运体系，构
建内窥式寿命成像系统，开展高度定量化的图像表征，实现细胞代谢途径的精准描述，形成宫颈癌微
环境调控水平的定量评价和反馈。本项目开辟了非荧光物质的寿命成像新技术，规避了外源性标记物
对活体肿瘤微环境的改变，为阐明肿瘤细胞的耐药、优化和创新宫颈癌治疗手段提供了一种全新的思
路。

Abstract：
Tumor microenvironment is characteristic of hypoxia and weak acidity, closely related to
the metastasis, recurrence and drug-resistance. It is possible to solve the problem by
altering cellular metabolism via tumor microenvironment regulation; however, there is
lack of highly-sensitive detection approaches. Lifetime imaging of metabolic molecules is
a potential promising approach, while it has several limitations, including its limited
time-efficiency for in vivo imaging, relying on exogenous labels, and the inability to
detect non-fluorescent samples. In this project, we have proposed the stimulated emission
based time-resolved lifetime imaging mechanism, applied the parallel detection along the
axial direction by frequency-domain optical coherence microscopy, so as to achieve fast
lifetime imaging of both non-fluorescent and fluorescent specimens, with about one order
of improvement in time-efficiency. We will develop nano-materials aiming at adjusting
oxygen concentration and pH value of cervical tissues, build the lifetime imaging
endoscope, and perform highly-quantitative image analysis, so as to achieve accurate
description of cellular metabolism and quantitative feedback of regulation ability of the
nano-materials in cervical cancer. This project provides a scheme that enables lifetime
imaging for non-fluorescent specimens, avoids the possible disruptions to tumor
microenvironment by exogenous labels, and provides new insights into understanding
drug-resistance, as well as improving and/or developing treatments for cervical cancer.

肿瘤微环境；寿命成像；受激辐射；光学相干层析；微环境调控关键词(用分号分开)：

Tumor microenvironment; Lifetime imaging; StimulatedKeywords(用分号分开): 
emission; Optical coherence tomography; Microenvironment regulation
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项目组主要成员

编号 姓名 出生年月 性别 职称 学位 单位名称 电话 证件号码 项目分工
每年工
作时间
（月）

1 丁志华 1967.10 男 教授 博士 浙江大学 0571-87951194
33010619671028
0578

项目负责人 6

2
努尔尼沙·
阿力甫

1988.11 女 讲师 博士 新疆医科大学 15925692249
65310119881111
2025

纳米载运体系制备 6

3 胡燕军 1971.01 女 主任医师 博士 浙江大学 13588006497
33010319710124
0023

实验结果的医学解
读

6

4 陈立峰 1971.01 男 副主任医师 硕士 浙江大学 13735867156
33010319710112
003X

实验结果的医学分
析

6

5 何木斌 1996.11 男 博士生 学士 浙江大学 17816890181
36253119961104
0316

操作动物实验 9

6 邱建榕 1993.09 男 博士生 学士 浙江大学 15267015639
36242819930902
731X

光学系统构建 10

7 孟佳 1993.04 男 博士生 硕士 浙江大学 17717806216
13020319930405
3014

负责图像分析 10

8 杨珊珊 1991.09 女 博士生 硕士 浙江大学 18958088203
41092219910917
0324

光学系统搭建 10

9 韩涛 1995.12 男 硕士生 学士 浙江大学 18520729210
34080219951210
0212

光学系统搭建 10

10 王迪 1995.07 男 硕士生 学士 浙江大学 18868159915
61012619950703
7018

光学系统搭建 10

总人数 高级 中级 初级 博士后 博士生 硕士生

10 3 1 0 0 4 2
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