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’ INTRODUCTION

Gene therapy offers the potential to treat a variety of diseases
by delivering a functional copy of a missing or defective gene.
Current research in this field focuses on two major classes of
DNA carriers: viral1�5 and nonviral.6�16 Viral vectors transfect a
significantly greater percentage of genetic material than nonviral
systems, but suffer from a number of drawbacks, including toxicity
and induced immunological response.17 As a consequence, inter-
est in synthesizing and evaluating nonviral delivery systems,
including amphiphilic small molecule and polymeric compounds,
has increased over the last 10 years. Cationic lipids are one type of
amphiphile that can intracellularly transport DNA. Several lipo-
some formulations are commercially available with a few in
clinical trials.16,18 Three examples of such lipids (DOTAP,
DOTMA, and DMRIE) are shown in Figure 1.

Following the initial success of these lipids for DNA transfec-
tion, a number of different lipid forming complexes of varying
structure and composition have been investigated. Within this
context, a few representative examples are described below for
DNA delivery. The acyl chain length and linker bonds connect-
ing the cationic head to the acyl tail(s) have been varied to
enhance transfection efficiency and decrease cytotoxic effects
(e.g., DOTMA).19 Lipospermines, with polycationic headgroups,
have been investigated to increase the affinity for DNA.20

Fluorinated analogues of cationic lipids such as DOTMA have
been explored, and these amphiphilies exhibited higher transfec-
tion activities in vitro21 and in vivo.22 A hydrophilic spacer (such

as PEG) has been placed between the cationic headgroup and
the hydrophobic chains23 to improve transfection efficiency.
Researchers have explored the use of glycosidic cationic head
groups in an attempt to lower toxicity through tighter interac-
tions with DNA24�26 or peptide head groups tomimic peptide�
DNA binding interactions.27�30 Recent reports from our labo-
ratory have also described the use of cationic lipids possessing
nucleic acid recognition components for nucleic acid delivery in
an effort to use more than one type of molecular interaction for
complexation.31�39

In addition to using these strategies to overcome the low
transfection efficiencies of synthetic vectors (estimated to be
0.1% to 1%), functional or stimuli-responsive vectors have also
been developed and evaluated. These cationic amphiphiles are
able to respond to a stimulus that changes their chemical or
physical properties, facilitating DNA delivery. Synthetic vectors
have been prepared that are responsive to pH,40�49 reducing
conditions,50�59 enzymes,43,60�62 or temperature.63,64 Many of
these functional vectors that degrade or change conformation
were designed based on the specific steps in the transfection
pathway. This pathway starts with cellular entry of the
DNA�amphiphile complex by endocytosis, followed by endo-
somal escape, and finally nuclear targeting and DNA expression.
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ABSTRACT: A series of charge-reversal lipids were synthesized that possess
varying chain lengths and end functionalities. These lipids were designed to
bind and then release DNA based on a change in electrostatic interaction with
DNA. Specifically, a cleavable ester linkage is located at the ends of the
hydrocarbon chains. The DNA release from the amphiphile was tuned by
altering the length and position of the ester linkage in the hydrophobic chains
of the lipids through the preparation of five new amphiphiles. The amphiphiles
and corresponding lipoplexes were characterized by DSC, TEM, and X-ray, as
well as evaluated for DNA binding and DNA transfection. For one specific
charge-reversal lipid, stable lipoplexes of approximately 550 nm were formed,
and with this amphiphile, effective in vitro DNA transfection activities was
observed.
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Our research effort is centered on the release of DNA from
the DNA�amphiphile supramolecular complex following cel-
lular uptake, and as such, we have also focused on functional
synthetic vectors. Given that a strong electrostatic assembly is
formed between the cationic amphiphile and anionic DNA,
and that this assembly is unlikely to disassemble sponta-
neously, we are interested in altering the electrostatic interac-
tion to free the DNA.54,65,66 To this end, we have synthesized
and characterized new cationic amphiphiles that are capable of
undergoing an intracellular electrostatic transition from catio-
nic to anionic under the influence of esterases such as those
found in cell lysosomes/endosomes.67,68 This enables these
amphiphiles to release DNA from the supramolecular assembly
(Figure 2).

These charge-reversal or charge-switchable amphiphiles
possess a positively charged ammonium headgroup that func-
tions to complex DNA and lipophilic acyl chains to promote
bilayer formation, similar to other cationic lipids like DOTAP
(Figure 1). However, these new amphiphiles also contain ester
functionalities near the terminal end of each acyl chain that,
upon hydrolysis, switch the overall charge of the amphiphile
from positive to negative. As an extension of our previous
communication54 in which we introduced the charge-reversal
amphiphile, in this manuscript we have synthesized and in-
vestigated nine amphiphiles possessing C10, C12, or C16 acyl
chain lengths terminally protected by benzyl, ethyl, butyl, or
acetyl groups (Figure 3). The optimal chain length and terminal
groups were determined based on amphiphile�DNA binding
and DNA release. Standard ethidium bromide assays estab-
lished the DNA binding capability of each of the vectors over a
range of pH. The release of DNA from the DNA�amphiphile
assembly was monitored also using an ethidium bromide assay.
To determine the thermal and structural properties of the lipid
and DNA�lipid complexes, differential scanning calorimetery
(DSC), dynamic light scattering (DLS), transmission electronic
microscopy (TEM), and X-ray diffraction were performed.
Finally, the transfection of the amphiphile/DNA complexes
was evaluated in vitro in several cell lines.

’EXPERIMENTAL PROCEDURES

Please see the Supporting Information for complete experi-
mental details.

’RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

To bind DNA, form lipoplexes, and then eventually release
DNA, each amphiphile requires three distinct structural compo-
nents: a cationic headgroup, hydrophobic chains, and terminal
ester linkages. As shown in Figure 3, amphiphile 1 has a cationic
headgroup to bind DNA, lipophilic acyl chains to form a bilayer,
and ester linkages at the end of the acyl chains for enzymatic
hydrolysis. We prepared the series of compounds 2�10, shown in
Figure 3, to systematically assess the role of each structural
component and to evaluate the effects of amphiphile structure
and reactivity (chain length, terminal end group, and ester or
amide terminal group) on DNA binding/release, supramolecular
assembly, and gene delivery efficacy. Specifically, amphiphile 1
possesses a cationic ammonium headgroup and two dodecanoic
acid chains protected with benzyl esters. Hydrolysis of the benzyl
esters of 1 affords compound 2, which is negatively charged at
neutral pH. Amphiphile 3 is an analogue of 1 that possesses
noncleavable amide linkages, whereas compound 4 lacks the long
acyl chains completely. Amphiphiles 6 and 7 are short and long
acyl chain analogues of 1, respectively, with the same terminal
benzyl ester group. Amphiphiles 8 and 9 possess terminal alkyl
ester linkages of two different chain lengths (ethyl and butyl ester,
respectively). Finally, amphiphile 10 contains a similar terminal
ester but upon hydrolysis affords two hydroxyl terminated acyl
chains and thus remains cationic at neutral pH in aqueous solution.

The synthetic route to the amphiphiles is shown in Scheme 1.
The preparation requires the use of functionalized fatty acids. The
monoprotected benzyl ester fatty acids were prepared from the
corresponding diacids (decanoic, dodecanoic, or hexanoic) with
benzyl formate in the presence of Dowex 50W-X2 in octane at
80 �C. The butyl ester fatty acid was prepared in a similar manner
using butyl formate. The ethyl ester fatty acids were obtained by
the addition of ethanol to a solution of dodecanedioyl dichloride
in tetrahydrofuran in the presence of triethylamine at 0 �C. The
benzyl amide analogue was prepared in a similar manner using
benzylamine. The acetylated fatty acid was prepared by acetyla-
tion of the hydroxydodecanoic acid using acetic anhydride in
pyridine. Next, themonofunctionalized fatty acid derivatives were
coupled to 3-dimethylaminopropanediol in the presence of DCC
and DMAP in dichloromethane. The reaction yields ranged from
80% to 95% for all steps. Finally, the amphiphiles were reacted
with methyl iodide in dichloromethane to quaternize the tertiary
amine in quantitative yield. Complete details of the synthesis for
each compound are found in the Supporting Information.

Figure 1. Chemical structures of several common cationic lipids.

Figure 2. Charge-reversal or charge- switchable effect of the
amphiphiles.
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As the first step toward evaluating these amphiphiles for the
delivery of nucleic acids, we used an ethidium bromide displace-
ment assay to determine whether the amphiphiles bind DNA.69

This fluorescence quenching assay is an indirect method to
measure DNA binding by monitoring the displacement of the
ethidium bromide from DNA by the cationic amphiphile. This
assay is widely used to assess small molecule/DNA binding, and
it is assumed that the small molecule binder is responsible for
displacing ethidium bromide and causing fluorescence decrease.

As shown in Figure 4, the fluorescence intensity decreases for
amphiphiles 1, 3, 6�10, and DOTAP upon addition to the
ethidium bromide�DNA solution, but does not decrease for
amphiphiles 2 and 4. Amphiphile 2 possesses an overall negative
charge and, consequently, does not bind DNA due to unfavor-
able electrostatic interactions. Compound 4 is a cationic amphi-
phile but does not bind DNA, indicating the importance of the
hydrophobic acyl chains for the formation of a strong interaction
with DNA.

The different terminal ester groups (ethyl, butyl, benzyl,
acetyl) of the cationic amphiphiles do not appear to have a

significant effect on DNA binding, as all of the amphiphiles bind
DNA. The binding constants can be estimated and compared by
measuring the loss of EtBr fluorescence as a function of the vector
added. The concentration which produces 50% of the inhibition
of fluorescence (IC50) approximates the binding constant. The
apparent binding constants were calculated as follows: Kapp =
(1.26� 10�6/ IC50)� KEtBr with KEtBr = 107 M�1 as described
elsewhere.70 The binding constant for all the amphiphiles is on
the order of 106 M�1 and similar in magnitude to DOTAP (K =
106 M�1). These binding curves indicate that a ∼1:1 charge
complex is formed between DNA andmost of these amphiphiles,
except for 7, which forms a ∼ 2:1 charge complex with DNA.

We next determined the effect of pH on DNA binding for
amphiphiles 1 and 2. We chose two pH conditions near phys-
iological pH (pH 7 and 8) and a lower pH of 5.5 that mimics the
conditions of the early endosome. Figure 5 shows the fluores-
cence intensity as a function of amphiphile/DNA charge ratio for
amphiphiles 1, 2, and 5 (DOTAP) at the three different pH
conditions. The fluorescence intensity decreases as a function of
charge ratio for both amphiphile 1 and DOTAP across all three

Scheme 1. Synthesis of the Charge-Reversal Amphiphiles

Figure 3. Structures of the charge-reversal amphiphiles under investigation for gene delivery.
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pHs. The binding curves look similar, with a 1:1 charge complex
being formed between the amphiphile and DNA. The fluores-
cence intensity is constant and does not decrease for amphiphile
2, indicating that 2 does not displace EtBr fromDNA. This result

is consistent with 2 being anionic over this pH range and as that
the pKa for the terminal carboxylic acids is below 5.5. Overall,
these pH conditions do not play a significant role in DNA binding
of the amphiphiles.

To evaluate the release of the DNA from the amphiphi-
le�DNA complex, the amphiphile/EtBr/DNA solution was
incubated with a porcine liver esterase at pH 7.4 (1000 units/
mL; 37 �C; 100 mM NaCl, 100 mM Tris buffer). For these
release studies, the fluorescence intensities as a function of time
for the various amphiphiles (including DOTAP) are shown in
Figures 6 and 7. The increase in fluorescence from EtBr results
from reintercalation of EtBr in the DNA; once the DNA is “free”
from the amphiphile complex, ethidium bromide can bind with
the DNA. As shown in Figure 6, amphiphile 1 no longer binds
strongly to the DNA as a consequence of hydrolysis of its ter-
minal benzyl esters. This result is consistent with the binding
studies conducted with 2, the hydrolyzed product of 1 prepared
independently. However, in the presence of the enzyme, no
increase in fluorescence over time is observed with amphiphile 3
or 5 (DOTAP), which possesses a terminal amide linkage or
methyl group, respectively. A slightly slower increase in fluores-
cence is observed with compound 10, which upon hydrolysis
affords a neutral hydroxyl group.

To confirm that enzymatic hydrolysis cleaved the benzyl ester
bond, liposomes formed from amphiphile 1 were incubated in
PBS at 37 �C in the presence of porcine liver esterase, and the
reaction products were examined by LC-MS. The results show
that, within 30 min,∼58% of 1 had converted to the hydrolyzed
product 2, and 1 was completely hydrolyzed by 2.5 h.

When the terminal ester is changed from a benzyl to an ethyl
group as in compound 8, similar EtBr�DNA binding curves to
those of compound 1 are obtained (Figure 7). The increases in
fluorescence indicate that both benzyl and ethyl terminal esters
are readily hydrolyzed. Likewise, similar results are obtained
when the acyl chain length is shortened fromC12 to C10 (1 vs 6)
while maintaining the terminal benzyl esters. However, upon
extending the acyl chain length to C16 from C12 (1 vs 7), no
increase in fluorescence is observed. Our interpretation of this

Figure 5. Fluorescence intensity as a function of amphiphile/DNA charge ratio in pH solutions of 5.5, 7.0 and 8.0. N = 3 Avg ( SD.

Figure 4. (top) Fluorescence intensity as a function of amphiphile/
DNA charge ratio. (bottom) The fluorescence intensity as a function of
amphiphile/DNA charge ratio for amphiphiles 1, 6�10, and DOTAP.
N = 3 Avg ( SD.
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result is that the long chain analogue forms a more stable bilayer
structure, reducing accessibility of the ester bonds to the enzyme,
and therefore inhibiting hydrolysis. The phase-transition tem-
perature (Tm) for 7 is 23 �C higher than for 1, as shown in
Table 1, which is consistent with this interpretation. Upon
changing the benzyl to an ethyl ester but maintaining the chain
length of C12, we observe a similar rate of hydrolysis (6 vs 8).
However, 9, which possesses an n-butyl ester as opposed to an
ethyl ester (9 vs 1), shows a slower rate of fluorescence increase
during the assay. In this amphiphile, the hydrolyzable ester is
buried further in the hydrophobic chain, leading to a slower rate
of hydrolysis. The enzymatic mechanism is still unknown,
although we suspect that, during the flip-flop of the lipids, the
enzyme hydrolyzes the terminal ester bonds.

Overall, the fluorescence data indicate that release of DNA
from the supramolecular assembly does not occur for amphi-
philes lacking a terminal hydrolyzable ester linkage, and those
linkages near the headgroup or buried deeper in the chain are less
accessible to enzymatic hydrolysis. The data also show the
difference in DNA release from an amphiphilic complex that
generates a resulting anionic amphilphile product versus a
neutral one (1 vs 10).

Next, transfection experiments using the reporter gene,
β-galactosidase (β-gal, pVax-LacZ1, Invitrogen), were performed
with Chinese hamster ovarian (CHO) cells. The reporter gene was
first mixed with the cationic lipid, at a defined amphiphile/DNA
ratio, in potassium phosphate buffer (PBS) at room temperature.

The complexes were added to CHO cells after 15 min. The
amount of DNA used was the same as was used in the naked
DNA control (no amphiphile) and positive control experi-
ments (DOTAP and Transfast). The negative control was
amphiphile 1 without DNA. After incubation at 37 �C and 5%
CO2 for 2 h, the solution containing the lipoplexes was
removed and fresh growth medium with serum was added.
Transfection efficiencies were assessed after 48 h using the
β-galactosidase enzyme assay in conjunction with a standard
curve. The efficacy of each transfection was calculated as β-gal
activity normalized to total protein. We first performed a
screen to identify the optimal amphiphile 1/DNA ratio for
greatest transfection examining ratios of 1:1, 2:1, 5:1, 10:1,
15:1, and 45:1. We also varied the time of incubation of the
lipoplex with the cells from 30 min to 3 h, as well as performed
analyses at the 24 and 48 h time points. On the basis of these
experiments, the highest transfection efficiency was at a 5:1
ratio, an exposure time of 2 h, and analysis after 48 h. With
these optimal conditions, we then performed a series of
transfection experiments with the charge-reversal amphiphiles,
as summarized in Figure 8. Amphiphile 1was the most effective
vector for transfection. The other compounds (2�4 and
6�10) showed minimal transfection activity, comparable to
the negative control and naked DNA. The transfection efficacy
of amphiphile 1 was significantly better than that of DOTAP
(p < 0.05) and comparable to that of Transfast (p > 0.05). In
the literature, it has also been shown that the addition of
neutral lipids (i.e., helper lipids) such as dioleylphosphatidy-
lethanolamine (DOPE) to a cationic lipid formulation can

Figure 6. Ethidium bromide intercalation assay showing the fluores-
cence intensity as a function of time in the presence of a porcine liver
esterase (1000 units/mL). N = 3 Avg ( SD.

Figure 7. Ethidium bromide intercalation assay showing the fluores-
cence intensity as a function of time in the presence of a porcine liver
esterase. N = 3 Avg ( SD.

Table 1. DSC Results for the Amphiphile Assemblies

compound Tm (�C) ΔH (kcal/mol)

1 52.55 2.03

6 46.32 3.18

7 75.45 1.57

8 78.44 8.47

9 76.14 3.78

10 50.77 0.102

Figure 8. Transfection efficiency of the different amphiphiles in CHO
cells. N = 3 Avg ( SD.
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improve DNA transfection efficiency.19 Consequently, the
above transfection experiments were repeated using the helper
lipid, DOPE, and the charge-reversal amphiphiles at a 1:1 ratio.
No increase in transfection efficiency was observed for these
conditions (data not shown).

Micrographs of the β-galactosidase transfected CHO cells
using amphiphile 1 are shown in Figure 9. This transfection
experiment was conducted in a similar manner except it was done
on a glass slide that had been previously modified with collagen
to anchor the cells. The cells are expressing the protein β-gal
(dark blue stain), and there appear to be few patches containing
no cells, indicating minimal toxicity under these experimental
conditions. This lack of cytotoxicity was quantitatively deter-
mined in our next set of experiments.

Cytotoxicity experiments were performed with CHO cells
using both a formazan-based proliferation assay and a total
protein assay. The cells were seeded onto a 96-multiwell micro-
liter plate with an approximate density of 1 � 104 cells per well.
The compounds were added to the cells 24 h later. After 24 h, cell
proliferation was determined and expressed as a percentage of
nontreated cells as shown in Figure 10. None of the amphiphiles
showed a significant cytotoxicity, with values similar to the
negative control (i.e., nontreated cells).

With these encouraging results, we then evaluated the trans-
fection activity of amphiphile 1 in four other cell lines. Transfec-
tion experiments using human embryonic kidney (HEK293),
erythroleukemic (K562), mouse fibroblast (NIH 3T3), and
human liver carcinoma (HepG2) cell lines were performed with
compound 1 (see Figure 11). Once again, we varied amphiphile
1/DNA ratio, and only at high amphiphile/DNA ratio did we
observe transfection (HEK 15:1; K562 45:1). Amphiphile 1
transfected DNA with similar efficiency to Transfast in the
HEK293 and K562, but we did not observe significant transfec-
tion in the NIH 3T3 or HepG2 lines (data not shown).

With the above transfection activities recorded, we embarked
on a series of physiochemical experiments to elucidate the key
structural and physical properties of amphiphile 1 likely respon-
sible for transfection activity. Given the polar headgroup and
long hydrophobic acyl chains present in amphiphile 1, it is likely
to form bilayer structures in aqueous solution. To test this idea,
differential scanning calorimeter (DSC), dynamic light scattering
(DLS), transmission electron microscopy (TEM), and X-ray
diffraction (XRD) experiments were performed. The samples
were prepared for these studies by introducing a chloroformic

Figure 10. Cytotoxicity of the different lipids in CHO cells. N = 3
zAvg ( SD.

Figure 11. Transfection efficiency of amphiphile 1 with HEK293 and
K562 cell lines. N = 3 Avg( SD. First data set with 1 is at 15:1 and the
second data set is at 45:1 charge ratio.

Figure 9. Photograph of β-galactosidase transfected cells using amphi-
phile 1 at low and high magnification. Dark blue stain represents B-gal
expression.
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solution of amphiphiles into a pear-shaped flask. The solution
was evaporated under vacuum, leaving a thin film deposited onto
the flask wall. A total of 1 mL Tris buffer (100 mMTris, 100 mM
NaCl, pH 7.4) was then added, and the film was peeled off by
vortexing. After 20 extrusions though a 50 nm polycarbonate
membrane (Avanti Polar Lipids), the milky aqueous suspension
turned into a homogeneous solution. The lipoplexes were
prepared in an analogous manner by addition of the DNA to
the previously prepared liposome solution.

DSC traces of the aqueous hydrated amphiphiles (1, 6�10)
show for each lipid a single phase-transition temperature (Tm).
TheTm and transition enthalpy (ΔH) vary as the chain lengthens
(C10, C12, and C16; 6 vs 1 vs 7, respectively) when the end
groups remain the same. For example, the Tm increases from
46 �C for 6 to 75 �C for 7, indicating that amphiphile 7 forms a
more stable structure than 1 or 6. This trend with increasing
chain length and higher Tm is true for Tm, but not for enthalpy.
The enthalpy is smaller for 7 than for 6 or 1. These results are
consistent with reports on other lipid families (e.g., phosphati-
dylcholine and Avanti polar technical data). When the chain
lengths are kept constant but the end group is changed from a
benzyl to an alkyl ester on the amphiphile (e.g., 1 vs 8), the Tm

and enthalpy increase by about 25 �C. On the other hand,
reversing the directionality of the ester linkage (10 vs 8) leads to a
decrease in the Tm, possibly reflecting the greater ease that water
molecules can hydrate and destabilize the terminal chain end
group in 8 relative to 10. In all, the DSC data showed that these
charge-reversal lipids form organized structures with melting
temperatures higher than 0 �C, the melting temperature of
DOTAP, a common amphiphile used for gene transfection.

The mean diameter of the supramolecular structures formed
by the different amphiphiles and by the amphiphile/DNA
complexes was measured by dynamic light scattering (DLS).
Compound 1 formed structures with amean diameter of 110 nm,
and the diameter increased to 562 nm in the presence of DNA.
Amphiphile 6 formed structures with the same mean diameter
(110 nm) and in presence of DNA formed structures with amean
diameter of 680 nm. Compounds 8 and 9 formed aggregates of 1
μm and larger in diameter as measured by DLS. Likewise,
compounds 2, 3, 7, and 10 afforded very large aggregates and
precipitated products.

At 22 �C, X-ray diffraction patterns of amphiphile 1 in the
absence of DNA gave three orders of a lamellar repeat period of
5.22 ( 0.03 nm with a sharp wide-angle spacing of 0.46 (
0.01 nm. These data indicate that compound 1 formed gel-phase
multibilayers at 22 �C, consistent with the DSC data (Table 1).
In the presence of DNA, fully hydrated amphiphile 1 gave a
lamellar repeat period of 5.31( 0.14 nm with a sharp wide-angle
spacing of 0.46 ( 0.01 nm. Thus, the presence of the DNA did
not significantly change d, indicating that the DNA was not
intercalated between the lipid layers. Typically, an increase of 1 to
1.4 nm in d is observed with formation of a DNA�lipid sandwich
structure.71 These XRD data suggest a model where the DNA is
entrapped at the surface or at the interface between the multi-
lamellar vesicles (MLVs) in solution. This model is consistent
with the increase in size observed by DLS, which could be caused
by DNA bridging between these large MLVs. We were able to
obtain a TEM image of amphiphile 1 in the presence, but not the
absence, of DNA. The TEM micrograph showed multilamellar
structures with an average vesicle diameter of 200 nm
(Figure 12). Repeated attempts to obtain X-ray data on 6 in
the presence and absence of DNA were unsuccessful.

Of the amphiphiles, compound 6 has a melting temperature
slightly lower than 1 and forms similarly sized structure by DLS
as 1, but does not give high transfection activity.We subsequently
examined if the difference in activity between 1 and 6 was related
to the amount of lipoplex taken up by the CHO cells. Cells were
transfected with rhodamine-labeled DNA using either 1 or 6, and
the resulting cellular rhodamine fluorescence signal was recorded
by flow cytometry. As shown in Figure 13, a significant amount of
fluorescence was observed when DNA was delivered using 1,
while the fluorescence signal was almost the same as that of the
negative control when delivered using 6. Cell population analysis
revealed that 27% of the cells were rhodamine-positive when
transfected with 1, compared to only 0.5% cells when transfected
with 6. These data suggest that the difference in cellular uptake
may be responsible for the difference in the transfection activity
between 1 and 6. The underlyingmechanism for the difference in
cellular uptake is unknown and currently under investigation, but
6 does form a relatively weaker supramolecular structure than 1
as evident by the lower Tm.

Altogether, the results suggest a number of key findings
responsible for the higher transfecton activity observed with
amphiphile 1 compared to compounds 2�10. First, compounds
2 and 4 do not bind DNA, while amphiphiles 1, 3, and 5�10 do
bind DNA, at roughly the same magnitude. Amphiphiles 1, 6, 8,

Figure 13. Flow cytometry histogram for CHO cells transfected with
rhodamine-labeled DNA using either 1 (blue) or 6 (red). Negative
control (black).

Figure 12. TEM micrographs of amphiphile 1 in aqueous solution,
negative staining with ammonium molybdate 1% in water.
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and 10 release DNA relatively rapidly in the presence of an
esterase compared to the amphiphile 9. Amphiphiles 3, 5
(DOTAP), and 7 do not release DNA in the presence of an
esterase. Amphiphiles 3, 7, 8, 9, and 10 formed aggregates of 1
μm or larger in diameter. Amphiphiles 1 and 6 both form
similarly sized nanometer lipoplexes; however, more lipoplexes
formed with amphiphile 1 are taken up by CHO than 6.

In summary, in vitro gene delivery using charge reversal or
charge switchable amphiphiles is a new approach and, like other
functional delivery systems, provides a means to increase transfec-
tion activity, as well as potentially new reagents to study the
transfection pathway. These amphiphiles were designed to trans-
form from a cationic species that binds DNA to an anionic species
that loses affinity to DNA after cleavage by an esterase. This
charge-reversal effect would releaseDNA from the supramolecular
complex. To evaluate the role of key amphiphile structural
components, we synthesized in good yield a series of amphiphiles
to determine the physicochemical properties and transfection
efficiency of these amphiphiles. This series of amphiphiles in-
cluded those that had C10 to C16 chains and a benzyl, n-butyl, or
ethyl ester terminal group, as well as amphiphiles possessing very
short alkyl chains and chains terminated with a carboxylate. All of
these amphiphiles bind DNA and form amphiphile/DNA assem-
blies except for the compounds lacking long hydrophobic chains or
those terminated with a carboxylate. The DNA release from the
complexes and the dissociation rate of the complexes is controlled
by the chemical structure of the lipid, which plays an important
role in the stability and organization of the resulting supramole-
cular assembly. For example, the enzymatic hydrolysis rate of the
ester linkage was dependent on hydrophobicity of the amphiphile,
as the rate of hydrolysis was faster for the ethyl than the n-butyl
analogue. The XRD data showed that amphiphile 1 forms bilayer
organizations in the presence and absence of DNA, and DLS and
TEM data showed that this amphiphile formed vesicles and
lipoplexes with DNA on the order of 550 nm. The other
amphiphiles organized themselves in larger aggregates. DSC data
showed that themelting temperatures were between 45 and 80 �C,
with those amphiphiles possessing the longer alkyl chains having
higher melting temperatures.

The transfection experiments showed that the highest DNA
transfection activity was observed for amphiphile 1. This activity
was observed in three different cell lines—Chinese hamster
ovarian (CHO), human embryonic kidney (HEK293), and
erythroleukemic (K562) cells. All other amphiphiles (except
DOTAP and Transfast) showed minimal transfection activity,
comparable to that of the negative control. Further studies will
investigate the mechanism of cellular uptake andDNA delivery to
the nucleus. This concept of charge reversal or charge switching
has been successfully extended to additional cationic lipid
structures,66 zwitteronic lipids,65 ferrocene-containing lipids,55,56

and polymers41,72 for DNA transfection, suggesting that this is an
important, and potentially general, approach. Our data show that
charge-reversal amphiphile 1 has all of the characteristics neces-
sary for DNA delivery: it binds DNA, releases DNA upon charge
reversal, forms well-ordered bilayers, forms lipoplexes of nan-
ometer size, is taken up by cells, and efficiently transfects several
cell types.
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