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Abstract: Success in the bottom-up assembly of synthetic cells
will depend on strategies for the division of protocellular
compartments. Here, we describe the controlled division of
phase-separated giant unilamellar lipid vesicles (GUVs). We
derive an analytical model based on the vesicle geometry,
which makes four quantitative predictions that we verify
experimentally. We find that the osmolarity ratio required for
division is
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, independent of the GUV size, while asymmetric
division happens at lower osmolarity ratios. Remarkably, we
show that a suitable osmolarity change can be triggered by
water evaporation, enzymatic decomposition of sucrose or
light-triggered uncaging of CMNB-fluorescein. The latter
provides full spatiotemporal control, such that a target GUV
undergoes division whereas the surrounding GUVs remain
unaffected. Finally, we grow phase-separated vesicles from
single-phased vesicles by targeted fusion of the opposite lipid
type with programmable DNA tags to enable subsequent
division cycles.

Introduction

“Omni cellulae e cellulae.” From the point of view of
modern science, RaspailQs realization from 1825,[1] popular-
ized by Virchow,[2] may state the obvious: Every living cell
found on Earth today originates from a preexisting living cell.
Bottom-up synthetic biology, however, is challenging this
paradigm with the vision to create a synthetic cell from
scratch.[3, 4] Success unquestionably entails that the synthetic
cells must have the capacity to produce offspring, making the
implementation of synthetic cell division an exciting goal.[5–8]

Over the course of evolution, living cells have developed
a sophisticated machinery to divide their compartments in
a highly regulated manner. The reconstitution of a minimal
set of cellular components seems to be a plausible albeit

challenging route towards synthetic cell division.[9–11] These
challenges leave room for creative approaches, seeking
solutions beyond the mimicry of todayQs biological cells.
One exciting strategy is to assemble a division machinery de
novo, by designing active, not necessarily protein-based
nanomachines. DNA origami structures have been used to
shape and remodel lipid vesicles,[12–14] although active force-
generating motors remain a distant goal. A shortcut towards
synthetic cell division is the non-autonomous mechanical
division of liposomes,[15] which may jump-start exciting
directions. The exploitation of physicochemical mechanisms,
on the other hand, could lead to autonomous division.
Noteworthy theoretical work describes the shape transfor-
mations of single-phase[16–18] as well as phase-separated
liposomes[19–21] depending on the surface-to-volume ratio.
Two vesicles connected with a tight neck have been theoret-
ically predicted[20] and can readily be observed in experiments.
A remarkable recent report triggered shape transformations
of lipid vesicles by an internal enzymatic reaction, but neck
fission did not occur.[22] There are few experimental reports
describing the complete dissociation of small buds from
a parent vesicle.[23, 24] Division into more equally sized
compartments has once been reported as an occasional
observation[25] or it relied on multilamellar vesicles[26] or
liquid–liquid phase separation.[27] Moreover, multilamellar
fatty acid vesicle systems have been shown to deform and
sometimes divide[28] and recently, division was shown as
a result of spontaneous curvature.[29] However, we are still
missing a well-controlled division mechanism where desig-
nated vesicles divide with a success rate close to 100%,
combined with a suitable growth mechanism. This would be
an important step for the field of bottom-up synthetic biology
since it could provide the basis for the evolution of synthetic
cells.
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Here, we experimentally demonstrate full spatiotemporal
control over the division of phase-separated GUVs with an
unprecedented success rate. To predict the process quantita-
tively, we show that it is sufficient to look at the vesicle
geometry. We describe the shape transformations of phase-
separated vesicles without fitting parameters, while previous
theoretical work relies on membrane-specific parame-
ters.[19–21] From these geometrical considerations, we can
extract the precise conditions required for division and
thereby provide a reproducible and highly controlled division
mechanism. Notably, we demonstrate that the division of
GUVs can be regulated by a metabolic reaction or triggered
locally by light. We further implement vesicle fusion via
programmable DNA tags as a mechanism to regrow phase-
separated vesicles from single-phased ones to enable subse-
quent division cycles. While our synthetic division mechanism
distinctively differs from that of nowadays living cells, our
results prompt to ask whether similar mechanisms may have
sustained cell division at the onset of life[30, 31] or if remnants
thereof may still play a role for the generation of intracellular
vesicles or to support certain division processes of todayQs
cells.[32–34]

Results and Discussion

Division of Phase-Separated GUVs Triggered by Metabolic
Decomposition

GUVs—that is, micron-sized vesicles enclosed by a single
lipid bilayer—are the most commonly used compartment type
for the assembly of synthetic cells.[4] To realize a controllable
and efficient mechanism for their division, we propose
a strategy that is based on three steps: Step 1) Define the
plane of division; Step 2) Increase the surface-to-volume
ratio, and Step 3) Enable neck fission to allow for the
formation of two smaller second-generation compartments
from a single large compartment. To realize Step 1, we choose
lipid phase separation to define the plane of division as the
interface of the liquid-disordered (ld, orange) and the liquid-
ordered (lo, green) phase as illustrated in Figure 1a. Hence,
an increase in the surface-to-volume ratio (Step 2) requires
a reduction of the GUVQs inner volume. To this end, we
exploit osmosis. An increase of the osmolarity outside the
GUVs, that is, a higher concentration of solutes in the outer
aqueous solution, causes water efflux through the GUV
membrane[35] as illustrated in Figure 1b. Note that the
number of lipids in the membrane, that is, the surface area
of the GUV, remains constant during this process (Figure S1).
There is no lipid addition. As described in previous theoret-
ical work,[20] the GUV deforms to minimize the energy
associated with the line tension at the phase boundary until
a bud is connected to the first-generation vesicle by a tight
neck. A common assumption is that the energy barrier for
neck scission (i.e. the final pinching of the second-generation
vesicle) is too large to enable vesicle fission without coat
proteins. However, while pinching of the lipid constriction
comes with an energy cost for opening up the bilayer
structure, it also removes the phase boundary.[21, 36] Therefore,

we postulate that complete division could be favorable if the
line tension is high enough (Step 3). To implement the
proposed division mechanism experimentally, we first need
a controlled mechanism to increase the outer osmolarity of
the solution. Metabolic processes, that is, the decomposition
of molecules through enzymes, inevitably lead to an osmo-
larity increase. We thus set out to metabolize the sugar

Figure 1. Division of phase-separated GUVs. Schematic illustration of
the division mechanism relying on a) phase separation of the GUVs
and b) osmosis. C0, C1, and C2 denote the osmolarity outside of the
GUVs and V1, V2, and V3 describe their volume at different time points.
c) Chemical reaction pathway of sucrose degradation catalyzed by the
enzyme invertase. d) Osmolarity ratio C/C0 over time for GUV-contain-
ing solutions composed of 300 mm sucrose, 10 mm HEPES (pH 7.4)
and 44 mgL@1 (blue) or 22 mgL@1 invertase (gray). Error bars are too
small to be visible. The data was fitted with limited growth fits (solid
lines). The dotted black line indicates the time point at which division
occurs (see f). e) Overlay of brightfield and confocal image of a phase-
separated GUV with equally large hemispheres (Lipid Mix 1, Table S2,
ld phase labeled with LissRhod PE (orange), lex = 561 nm). f) Confocal
fluorescence time series depicting the division process in the presence
of 44 mgL@1 invertase. The vesicles are fully separated and quickly
diffuse apart after division (see 45 min time point). Scale bars: 10 mm.
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solution in which GUVs are often immersed. For this purpose,
we make use of the enzyme invertase. Extracellular invertase
is secreted by yeast as a form of cell–cell cooperation to
decompose sucrose into fructose and glucose (Figure 1c).[37]

We performed osmometer measurements to test if extracel-
lular invertase in a solution of phase-separated GUVs can
produce an increase of the osmolarity ratio C/C0 as required
for division. Indeed we find that the osmolarity of the initially
300 mm sucrose solution increases significantly over time (see
Figure 1d). The rate of increase depends on the enzyme
concentration. In the presence of 44 mgL@1 invertase, the
initial osmolarity almost doubles over the course of 150 mi-
nutes.

Note that we did not optimize the conditions for invertase
activity but chose conditions compatible with the proposed
mechanism for GUV division. Phase-separated GUVs with
two distinct hemispheres (Figure 1 e), were successfully
electroformed using a lipid mixture consisting of DOPC,
cholesterol, DPPC, CL and LissRhod PE (DOPC (18:1 1,2-
dioleoyl-sn-glycero-3-phosphocholine), DPPC (16:0 1,2-di-
palmitoyl-sn-glycero-3-phosphocholine), CL (Cardiolipin
(Heart, Bovine)), LissRhod PE (18:1 1,2-dipalmitoyl-sn-
glycero-3-phosphoethanolamine-N-(lissamine rhodamine B
sulfonyl)); Tables S1 and S2, Mix 1).[38] LissRhod PE labels
the ld phase (orange). To test the proposed mechanism for
division, we add 44 mg L@1 invertase to the GUV-containing
sucrose solution. Figure 1 f shows a time series taken over the
course of 45 minutes (see Figure S2 for an overview image
with multiple dividing vesicles). We observe the formation of
a constriction at the interface of the two phases, eventually
leading to complete division. As visible in the final timestep,
the second-generation vesicles diffuse apart as soon as the
division is completed, proving that complete neck scission
occurred. Control experiments confirm that neither phase
separation, nor osmosis alone are sufficient to promote GUV

division (Figure S3). To appreciate the continuous deforma-
tion process leading to division, Video S1 is recommended. To
probe the versatility, we tested twelve additional lipid
mixtures and obtain GUVs with two distinct hemispheres
from mixtures containing positively, neutral, and negatively
charged lipids. Interestingly, we find that the choice of
fluorophore attached to the lipid affects the phase separation
behaviour (Figure S4, Tables S2–S4). Division was also ob-
tained for GUVs composed from a distinctively different lipid
mixture (Table S2, Mix 2, Video S2). We have thus achieved
the division of phase-separated GUVs by increasing the outer
osmolarity with an enzymatic reaction. It is interesting to
consider that phase separation may have come into play when
phospholipids emerged.[30, 31] By regulating the transcription
of a metabolic enzyme like invertase, primitive cells could, in
principle, maintain a high level of control over their division
without a sophisticated division machinery.

Theoretical Prediction of the Division Process

To gain control over the process, we set out to predict the
osmolarity ratio required to achieve division of a phase-
separated GUV. For this purpose, we develop an analytical
model describing the geometrical GUV shape throughout the
deformation process as two spherical caps with a base radius
s0 for the initially spherical GUV and s< s0 for the deformed
GUV. One of them represents the ld phase with a surface area
Ald and the other one the lo phase with a surface area Alo,
respectively. The relevant geometrical properties (Figure 2 a)
can be extracted from confocal images. This representation
provides a good approximation of our experimentally ob-
served GUV shapes including a kink at the phase boundary
compared to the dumbbell shape expected for single-phased
GUVs. We assume that the total area Atot remains constant

Figure 2. Theoretical predictions for the division process of phase-separated GUVs based on an increase in the osmolarity ratio. a) Schematic
illustration describing the relevant geometrical properties of a deformed GUV (top) and its initially spherical state (bottom). Ald and Alo are the
surface areas of the spherical caps representing the two phases. s0 is the radius of the base of the caps, V0 the volume and r0 the radius of the
initially spherical GUV. s is the reduced radius of the base of the caps and V the reduced volume of the deformed GUV. b) Theoretical prediction
of the division parameter d as a function of the osmolarity ratio C/C0 for different lipid ratios l. d =0 corresponds to a spherical GUV, d = 1 to
a fully divided one. c) Predicted shapes of GUVs with different lipid ratios (l =0.80, 0.65, 0.50) at defined points during the division process
(d = 0.0, 0.5, 1.0). The corresponding positions (1–9) are indicated in the plot in (b).
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throughout the division process. If the outer osmolarity
increases (C>C0), the volume of the GUV will decrease due
to water efflux. This process is fast compared to the time scale
of the division process[39] and therefore assumed to be
instantaneous in our model. The equilibrated inner volume
is then given by V = C/C0 V0. The resulting excess membrane
area allows for deformation of the initially spherical GUV.
Deformation minimizes the phase boundary (s< s0) to reduce
the energy associated with the line tension.[20] To quantify the
progression of the division process, we define a division
parameter d :

d ¼ 1@ s
s0
: ð1Þ

d is 0 for the initial spherical GUV and 1 for a divided GUV.
Based on these geometrical considerations, the osmolarity
ratio C/C0 needed to achieve a certain deformation d for
a symmetric GUV (Ald = Alo) can be calculated as

C=C0 ¼
2ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

2@ 1@ dð Þ2
p

1@ dð Þ2 þ 1
E C : ð2Þ

The model thus postulates that the osmolarity ratio
required for complete division (d = 1) is C/C0 =

ffiffiffi
2
p & 1.41

(Prediction 1). Since Equation (2) does not depend on the
initial radius r0 of the GUV, the osmolarity ratio required for
division is independent of the size of the GUV (Prediction 2).
While living cells normally undergo symmetric division,
where both second-generation compartments are of similar
size, some processes like oocyte maturation rely on
asymmetric division.[40] To extend our model for asymmetric
GUVs with Ald¼6 Alo we define a lipid ratio parameter
l ¼ Ald=Atot ¼ 1@Alo=Atot and hence obtain

C=C0 ¼
1

T1 þ T2

with the terms T1 ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
l@ 1@ dð Þ2 l @ l2ð Þ

q
2 1@ dð Þ2 l @ l2

E Cþ l
E C

and T2 ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1@ lð Þ@ 1@ dð Þ2 l @ l2ð Þ

q
2 1@ dð Þ2E E

l @ l2Þ þ ð1@ lÞÞ:
ð3Þ

See Note S1 in the Supporting Information for a detailed
derivation of the equations.

It follows that GUVs with higher asymmetry should
require lower osmolarity ratios for complete division and
should hence divide faster (Prediction 3). Figure 2b shows the
predicted division parameter d as a function of the osmolarity
ratio C/C0 for different lipid ratios l. A GUV with l = 0.8
divides already at an osmolarity ratio of approximately 1.22
(compared to 1.41 for symmetric GUVs with l = 0.5). For
clarity, Figure 2c displays the predicted shapes of the GUVs
corresponding to specific points of the phase space spanned
by the division parameter and the osmolarity ratio as
indicated in Figure 2b. Finally, any process that provides
a sufficient change in the osmolarity ratio should lead to
division of phase-separated vesicles, independent of the
chemical nature of the process (Prediction 4). Compared to
previous models describing the shape transformations of lipid
vesicles,[19–21] our model merely considers geometric proper-

ties without fitting parameters. Nevertheless, the model yields
four predictions, which we will now test experimentally.

Quantitative Comparison of Experiments and Theoretical
Predictions

To test the predictions of our model in a quantitative
manner, we first observe symmetric phase-separated GUVs
(l = 0.5) in solutions with different well-defined osmolarity
ratios C/C0. It is crucial to immerse the GUVs slowly to avoid
lipid tubulation (see Figures S2 and S5). To be able to extract
geometrical parameters more precisely from the confocal
images, we additionally label the lo phase. For this purpose,
we add cholesterol-tagged 6-FAM-labeled DNA to the
GUVs, which self-assembles selectively into the lo phase
(green) in a Mg2+-containing buffer (see Figure S6). Note that
Mg2+ leads to a significant reduction of the invertase activity
in the presence of GUVs (see Figure S7), likely due to
electrostatic interactions between the invertase and the
GUVs mediated by divalent ions. Therefore, labelling of the
lo phase was omitted for experiments involving invertase.
Similarly, we find that in the presence of Mg2+ ions, the
vesicles remain in close contact after division, again likely due
to electrostatic interactions. After soft shaking, they are found
in complete isolation (see Figure S8). Figure 3a shows the
theoretically predicted shapes for the different osmolarity
ratios. The corresponding representative confocal fluores-
cence images are presented in Figure 3b. Note that the shapes
are static since the osmolarity ratio is kept constant, unlike in
the case of invertase activity. We extract the geometrical
parameters required to calculate the division parameter d
from multiple images. As postulated, we observe division at
an osmolarity ratio of approximately

ffiffiffi
2
p

(Prediction 1). We
find that 90 % percent of the GUVs are single-phased (n =

200) at this osmolarity ratio, suggesting a remarkably high
division rate. To verify the size independence of the division
process (Prediction 2), we used the images of the deformed
GUVs to calculate the radius r0 of the initially spherical GUV.
The scatter plot of the division parameter d over r0 is shown in
Figure 3c. As expected, no significant size-dependent devia-
tions from the theoretical value (blue line) can be observed in
the size range of GUVs. For vesicles below 1 mm, size effects
and membrane-specific parameters will likely come into play.
As a quantitative comparison of the experimental results with
the theoretical prediction [Eq. (2)], we plot the mean division
parameter as a function of the osmolarity ratio. Figure 3d
shows that the experimental data agrees well with the
theoretical prediction. Deviations may occur due to the fact
that GUVs are imaged in solution and can hence rotate in the
confocal plane. Trapping can lead to lipid tubulation and
hinder the division process (see Figure S9). Note that the
quantitative understanding of the vesicle shape as a function
of the osmolarity ratio allows us to use phase-separated
GUVs as precise osmolarity sensors. This could for instance
be useful for measuring extracellular osmolarity in cell culture
based on conventional microscopy without any additional
equipment (conventional osmometer measurements require
freezing of the sample).
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Figure 3. Quantitative comparison of experiment and theoretical prediction. a) Theoretically predicted shapes of symmetric GUVs at different
osmolarity ratios C/C0 as indicated. b) Representative confocal fluorescence images of symmetric phase-separated GUVs immersed in solutions of
the corresponding osmolarity ratios C/C0. The ld phase is labeled with LissRhod PE (orange, lex = 561 nm), the lo phase with 6-FAM-labeled
cholesterol-tagged DNA (green, lex =488 nm). Scale bars: 10 mm. c) Scatter plots of the experimentally determined division parameters plotted
against the radius of the initially spherical GUVs. Solid blue lines represent the theoretical prediction, which postulates size-independence of the
division process. d) Division parameter d as a function of osmolarity ratio C/C0. The mean values of the measured division parameters (black)
and the theoretical prediction from Equation (2) (solid blue line) are plotted. Error bars correspond to the standard deviation of the values for d
extracted from confocal fluorescence images. e) Confocal fluorescence time series of GUVs with asymmetric lipid ratios (l = 0.65 and l =0.80) in
the presence of 44 mgL@1 invertase. Scale bars: 10 mm. f) Division parameter d of four different symmetric GUVs (l =0.5) in the presence of
44 mgL@1 invertase plotted against the osmolarity ratio C/C0. The values for C/C0 were obtained from the osmolarity measurements displayed in
Figure 1d. The solid blue line shows the theoretically predicted division curve. g) Division parameter d of GUVs with different lipid ratios in the
presence of invertase plotted against the osmolarity ratio C/C0. Solid lines are the theoretically predicted division curves for the corresponding
lipid ratios.
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To show that our geometrical description does not only
predict the static GUV shapes but also the dynamic division
process, we analyse confocal time lapses of the division
process in the presence of invertase. We can extract the
osmolarity ratio at a given time point from the osmometer
measurements in Figure 1 d. Figure 3 f confirms that the
division process of symmetric GUVs with two equally large
hemispheres (l = 0.5) agrees well with the prediction. Finally,
asymmetric GUVs with l> 0.5 should require lower osmo-
larity ratios for division and hence divide faster (Predic-
tion 3). To test this, we observed GUVs with different lipid
ratios. Figure 3e shows that asymmetric GUVs indeed exhibit
shorter division times—approximately 27 min for l = 0.65 and
20 min for l = 0.80 compared to 40 min for l = 0.50 (see
Figure 1 f). Figure 3g confirms that the division parameter
plotted as a function of the osmolarity ratio follows the
theoretical predictions [solid lines, Eq. (3)]. The fact that
asymmetric division happens at lower osmolarity ratios may
explain why budding was more frequently reported in the
literature[23, 24] than symmetric division.

Light-Triggered Local Division

Any process that achieves a sufficient increase of the
osmolarity ratio should, in principle, be suitable to trigger
division of phase-separated GUVs (Prediction 4). We first
demonstrate this by showing that water evaporation can be
used instead of invertase activity to increase the osmolarity
ratio, see Figure S3 a. This confirms that the division process is
not dependent on the chemical nature of the enzymatic
reaction but relies on the resulting osmolarity increase.
Exploiting this versatility, we want to realize a mechanism
with full spatiotemporal control over the division process,
such that a selected vesicle divides at a chosen time point
whereas surrounding vesicles remain unaffected. We success-
fully achieve this aim based on the light-triggered uncaging of
bis-(5-carboxymethoxy-2-nitrobenzyl)-ether (CMNB)-caged
fluorescein. Upon 405 nm illumination, this initially non-
fluorescent compound splits into three components—two
CMNB molecules and the fluorophore fluorescein (Fig-
ure 4a). Its contribution to the overall osmolarity should
thus triple. The successful uncaging of fluorescein can be
monitored with UV/Vis spectrometry (see Figure S10a).
Figure 4b illustrates our concept for the localized light-
triggered division: Phase-separated vesicles are immersed in
a solution containing CMNB-fluorescein. Subsequently, a tar-
get GUV is chosen for division. The division process is
initiated by illuminating the surrounding area with a 405 nm
laser diode leading to uncaging of CMNB-fluorescein.
Fluorescein release increases the osmolarity locally, hence
leading to division of the selected GUV, while surrounding
GUVs remain unaffected. Based on theoretical considera-
tions (Note S2) and osmometer measurements (Figure S10b),
we set the initial concentrations to achieve the required
increase of

ffiffiffi
2
p

in the overall osmolarity. Figure 4c shows
snapshots from a confocal fluorescence time series before (i)
and during illumination (ii) of the selected area (Video S3).
While division previously happened within tens of minutes

(see Figures 1 and 3), the rapid uncaging dynamics of CMNB-
fluorescein promote division after a few seconds. Other
representative examples of GUVs undergoing similarly fast
division are shown in Figure S11. Note that we could only
record one fluorescence track to capture the fast dynamics.
The increase in the background fluorescence intensity is due
to bleed through from the 405 nm excitation and the release
of fluorescein (for confocal images of the fluorescein channel
before and after release, see Figure S12). Finally, Figure 4d
highlights the locality of the division: As expected, a vesicle
outside the illuminated area does not undergo division.
Moreover, illumination alone, in the absence of CMNB-

Figure 4. Light-triggered local division of phase-separated GUVs via
uncaging of CMNB-fluorescein. a) Chemical reaction pathway of fluo-
rescein release induced by UV or 405 nm illumination. CMNB-caged
fluorescein decomposes into three products thus tripling its contribu-
tion to the osmolarity. b) Schematic illustration of the localized light-
triggered division process. Phase-separated GUVs are immersed in
a solution containing CMNB-fluorescein. Illumination with a 405 nm
laser diode leads to a local increase in osmolarity by uncaging of
CMNB-fluorescein and hence to GUV division. c) Representative
confocal fluorescence images of a phase-separated GUV (ld phase
labeled with LissRhod PE, lex =561 nm) undergoing full division within
seven seconds of 405 nm illumination (time points i and ii are
illustrated in b). d) Confocal fluorescence image of a phase-separated
GUV outside the illuminated area maintains its spherical shape (iii as
illustrated in b). Scale bars: 10 mm. e) Division parameter d of the
GUV shown in (c) over time. The GUV instantly deforms with start of
405 nm illumination (indicated by the vertical blue dashed line) and
fully divides within seconds.
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fluorescein, does not lead to division of phase-separated
GUVs (Figure S13). Figure 4e plots the division parameter
for the vesicle shown in c as a function of time (for more
examples see Figure S11). The plot clearly shows that no
shape changes occur before illumination (the frame rate was
reduced to avoid bleaching and the GUV was observed for in
total 100 s before illumination). As soon as the local
osmolarity change is induced by uncaging of CMNB-fluo-
rescein at t = 0 s, the vesicle starts to deform and fully divides
after 7.9 s. The shape of the curve is likely to be a result of the
non-linear increase in osmolarity (Figure S10b): Uncaging
increases the osmolarity locally in the illuminated confocal
volume, yet components freely diffuse in and out. Caged
compounds have previously been used to change the osmo-
larity to induce compartment rupture.[41] Here, we have shown
that they offer the additional possibility to trigger the division
of phase-separated GUVs locally with light, achieving a rapid
time response and division within seconds.

Regrowth of Phase-Separated Vesicles After Division

Crucially, synthetic cell division should be followed by
a growth phase in order to ultimately sustain multiple growth
and division cycles. In our system, this process has to restore
the initial phase separation of the GUV. Different methods
for vesicle fusion have previously been employed to grow
GUVs.[42–45] However, it is not trivial that these conventional
fusion mechanisms can lead to phase-separated GUVs: The
emerging line tension adds to the energy barrier for the fusion
of a lo-phase vesicle to a ld-phase vesicle. As a proof-of-
principle experiment, we produced carboxyfluorescein-la-

beled lo GUVs and rhodamine-labeled ld GUVs separately,
mimicking the single-phase GUVs after division. With this
strategy we can be absolutely sure that a GUV, which contains
both fluorescent dyes, results from a fusion event.

We mixed ld and lo GUVs and added Ca2+-ions. This leads
to attractive interactions between the GUVs[46] and has been
shown to mediate fusion between identical lo-phase GUVs.[47]

We find that this process yields phase-separated GUVs, which
unambiguously demonstrates that fusion between the lo and
ld GUVs has occurred (Figure S14, Video S4). It should be
noted, however, that despite frequently observed hemifusion
and attachment of GUVs to one another, full fusion is a rare
event and the vast majority of GUVs (over 95%) remains
single-phased. Moreover, fusing GUVs again after division
cannot lead to growth of the GUV population.

We ultimately need a “feeding mechanism” as illustrated
in Figure 5a, where each growth-division cycle can increase
the total number of GUVs. CaCl2-mediated fusion can restore
phase-separation upon addition of small unilamellar vesicles
(SUVs) to GUVs (Figure S15). However, this approach lacks
programmability. In order to achieve targeted fusion of SUVs
to GUVs of the, respectively other lipid phase in a mixture,
we thus make use of the sequence-programmable base-
pairing of DNA. As we already demonstrated, cholesterol-
tagged DNA self-assembles selectively into the liquid-
ordered phase. We find that in our system tocopherol-tagged
DNA, on the other hand, attaches to both phases equally
(Figure S16). By designing complementary single-strands of
DNA, one with a 3’ cholesterol and the other one with a 5’
tocopherol, we can thus selectively bring vesicle membranes
into close proximity as illustrated in the zoom in Figure 5a.
Such zipper-like DNA-based mimics of SNARE proteins

Figure 5. Regrowth of phase-separated vesicles. a) Schematic illustration of a programmable vesicle growth and division cycle mediated via
fusogenic membrane-bound DNA. The zoom image shows the zipper-like arrangement of the DNA, bringing the membranes into close proximity.
b) Representative confocal fluorescence image of a fluorescently labeled ld-phase GUV (orange, lex = 561 nm) in a feeding bath of lo SUVs
functionalized with cholesterol-tagged 6-FAM-labeled DNA (green, lex = 488 nm). c) Addition of complementary tocopherol-tagged DNA leads to
SUV fusion and hence the formation of phase-separated vesicles (as identified via partitioning of cholesterol-tagged 6-FAM DNA in presence of
unlabeled SUVs). Scale bars: 10 mm. d) Confocal fluorescence overview image (left, scale bar: 50 mm) after the DNA-mediated fusion process.
Fusion took place for the majority of GUVs (highlighted with white boxes). Zoom images (right, scale bars: 10 mm) show the successful
regeneration of phase-separated GUVs with a lipid ratio of l&0.5.
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have been used to trigger fusion of SUVs of the same kind,[44]

but it is not trivial that phase-separated vesicles can be
formed. We hence immersed ld GUVs in a feeding bath
containing DNA-functionalized lo SUVs (Figure 5b). Note
that the SUVs (green) with a diameter of around 100 nm
(Figure S17) are too small to be resolved individually. Upon
addition of the complementary DNA, we observe phase-
separated GUVs with a sufficiently large lo phase to restore
the initial condition. Given the area of the ld phase in
Figure 5c, we estimate that approximately 5600 SUVs have
fused to the GUV. We hypothesize that the line tension at
phase boundary present after the first fusion event lowers the
energy barrier for subsequent fusion. Lipid phase boundaries
have been shown to promote other fusion events including
HIV entry.[48] The time-resolved growth process is depicted in
Figure S18. Note that the SUVs have a larger surface-to-
volume ratio compared to the GUVs and thus are supplied in
a lower osmolarity solution in order to obtain spherical GUVs
after fusion. The small osmolarity mismatch is likely to be
beneficial for the fusion process itself.[15] By preventing
duplex formation, that is, in absence of tocopherol-tagged
DNA, we do not observe vesicle fusion (Figure S19). Com-
pared to Ca2+ mediated fusion, we did not only gain
programmability, but also increased the efficiency of the
process. Figure 5d shows an overview image, which demon-
strates that phase-separation was restored in the majority of
GUVs after incubation. A lipid ratio of l& 0.5 could be
restored reproducibly.

Conclusion

Synthetic cell division is one of the most exciting albeit
challenging tasks towards the bottom-up construction of
cellular systems. Our study realizes the division of GUVs,
fully controllable by two physical parameters—phase separa-
tion and osmosis. Phase separation of the lipids in the GUV
membrane defines the plane of division such that an increase
of the surface-to-volume ratio by osmosis leads to contraction
at the phase boundary and thus the formation of two second-
generation compartments. We derived a model of the division
process based on geometrical considerations. The analytical
model makes four predictions, which were all verified
experimentally: First of all, the osmolarity ratio required for
division of GUVs with equally sized phases is

ffiffiffi
2
p

; secondly,
the time-point of division is independent of vesicle size; third,
asymmetric division happens faster (i.e. at lower osmolarity
ratios) and fourth, any process, which leads to a sufficiently
large osmolarity increase, can trigger division. We showcased
the latter by demonstrating division as a result of fundamen-
tally distinct processes, including water evaporation, meta-
bolic decomposition of sugars and light-triggered uncaging of
CNMB-fluorescein. Using light as a stimulus for division
provides full spatiotemporal control, which could, in the
future be exploited to perform directed evolution of a vesicle
population. The concept to exploit caged compounds for local
vesicle division is new and broadly applicable. It does not rely
on specific environmental conditions and can directly be
extended from CMNB-caged fluorescein to other caged

compounds. Any suitable division mechanism for synthetic
cells should have the capacity to sustain multiple growth-and-
division cycles. In our case, growth has to restore phase
separation in the second-generation compartments. We
achieve fusion of SUVs of the other phase to single-phased
GUVs with programmable DNA-based SNARE protein
mimics—thus restoring the initial conditions for subsequent
division cycles, which will undoubtedly be a prerequisite for
the evolution of synthetic cellular systems. The future
integration of information storage and replication will be
yet another important milestone towards the visionary
transition from matter to life, or, in other words, towards
a synthetic cell which truly deserves its name. In the mean-
time, our engineering approach to synthetic cell division
prompts questions about cellular life as we know it: We may
be curious to discover whether phase separation and osmosis
may have sustained compartment division at the onset of life,
possibly regulated by the expression of metabolic enzymes.
And we may further ask how remnants thereof play a role in
cell biology today—continuously nurturing the emergence of
cells from cells.

Acknowledgements

The authors thank Martin Schrçter, Desiree Sauter and
Alexandra Teslenko for helpful discussions. K.J. thanks the
Carl Zeiss Foundation for financial support. J.P.S. acknowl-
edges funding from the European Research Council, Grant
Agreement no. 294852, SynAd and the MaxSynBio Consor-
tium, funded by the Federal Ministry of Education and
Research of Germany and the Max Planck Society, from the
SFB 1129 of the German Science Foundation and the
VolkswagenStiftung (priority call “Life?”). J.P.S. is the West-
on Visiting Professor at the Weizmann Institute of Science
and part of the excellence cluster CellNetworks at Heidelberg
University. K.G. received funding from the Deutsche For-
schungsgemeinschaft (DFG, German Research Foundation)
under GermanyQs Excellence Strategy via the Excellence
Cluster 3D Matter Made to Order (EXC-2082/1-390761711)
and the Max Planck Society. The Max Planck Society is
appreciated for its general support. Open access funding
enabled and organized by Projekt DEAL.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare no conflict of interest.

Keywords: DNA structures · GUV division · osmosis ·
synthetic biology · vesicles

[1] F. V. Raspail, Ann. Sci. Nat. 1825, 224, 384 – 427.
[2] R. Virchow, Die Cellularpathologie in ihrer Begrgndung und in

ihrer Auswirkung auf die physiologische und pathologische
Gewebelehre, Verlag A. Hirschwald, Berlin, 1858.

[3] P. Schwille, Science 2011, 333, 1252 – 1254.
[4] K. Gçpfrich, I. Platzman, J. P. Spatz, Trends Biotechnol. 2018, 36,

938 – 951.

Angewandte
ChemieResearch Articles

10668 www.angewandte.org T 2020 The Authors. Angewandte Chemie International Edition published by Wiley-VCH GmbH Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 2021, 60, 10661 – 10669

https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1211701
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tibtech.2018.03.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tibtech.2018.03.008
http://www.angewandte.org


[5] P. Schwille, Emerging Top. Life Sci. 2019, 3, 551 – 558.
[6] D. A. Ramirez-Diaz, A. Merino-Salomon, M. Heymann, P.

Schwille, bioRxiv 2019, https://doi.org/10.1101/587790.
[7] K. Vogele, T. Pirzer, F. C. Simmel, ChemSystemsChem 2019, 1,

e1900016.
[8] Y. Caspi, C. Dekker, Syst. Synth. Biol. 2014, 8, 249 – 269.
[9] M. Osawa, D. E. Anderson, H. P. Erickson, Science 2008, 320,

792 – 794.
[10] T. Litschel, B. Ramm, R. Maas, M. Heymann, P. Schwille, Angew.

Chem. Int. Ed. 2018, 57, 16286 – 16290; Angew. Chem. 2018, 130,
16522 – 16527.

[11] T. Wollert, C. Wunder, J. Lippincott-Schwartz, J. H. Hurley,
Nature 2009, 458, 172EP.

[12] H. G. Franquelim, A. Khmelinskaia, J.-P. Sobczak, H. Dietz, P.
Schwille, Nat. Commun. 2018, 9, 811.

[13] Z. Zhang, Y. Yang, F. Pincet, M. C. Llaguno, C. Lin, Nat. Chem.
2017, 9, 653 – 659.

[14] K. Gçpfrich, T. Zettl, A. E. C. Meijering, S. Hernandez-Ainsa, S.
Kocabey, T. Liedl, U. F. Keyser, Nano Lett. 2015, 15, 3134 – 3138.

[15] S. Deshpande, W. K. Spoelstra, M. van Doorn, J. Kerssemakers,
C. Dekker, ACS Nano 2018, 12, 2560 – 2568.

[16] U. Seifert, K. Berndl, R. Lipowsky, Phys. Rev. A 1991, 44, 1182 –
1202.

[17] J. K-s, E. Sackmann, Biophys. J. 1991, 60, 825 – 844.
[18] R. Lipowsky, Curr. Opin. Struct. Biol. 1995, 5, 531 – 540.
[19] R. Lipowsky, J. Phys. II France 1992, 2, 1825 – 1840.
[20] F. Jglicher, R. Lipowsky, Phys. Rev. E Stat. Phys. Plasmas Fluids

Relat. Interdiscip. Top. 1996, 53, 2670 – 2683.
[21] T. Baumgart, S. Das, W. W. Webb, J. T. Jenkins, Biophys. J. 2005,

89, 1067 – 1080.
[22] Y. Miele, Z. Medveczky, G. Holll, B. Tegze, I. Der8nyi, Z.

Hlrvçlgyi, E. Altamura, I. Lagzi, F. Rossi, Chem. Sci. 2020, 11,
3228 – 3235.

[23] M. Yanagisawa, M. Imai, T. Taniguchi, F. Ade, Phys. Rev. Lett.
2008, 100, 148102.

[24] H. G. Dçbereiner, J. K-s, D. Noppl, I. Sprenger, E. Sackmann,
Biophys. J. 1993, 65, 1396 – 1403.

[25] T. Baumgart, S. T. Hess, W. W. Webb, Nature 2003, 425, 821 – 824.
[26] J. M. Castro, H. Sugiyama, T. Toyota, Sci. Rep. 2019, 9, 165.
[27] M. Andes-Koback, C. D. Keating, J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2011, 133,

9545 – 9555.
[28] T. F. Zhu, J. W. Szostak, J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2009, 131, 5705 –

5713.
[29] J. Steinkghler, R. L. Knorr, Z. Zhao, T. Bhatia, S. M. Bartelt, S.

Wegner, R. Dimova, R. Lipowsky, Nat. Commun. 2020, 11, 905.

[30] M. Morasch, J. Liu, C. F. Dirscherl, A. Ianeselli, A. Kghnlein, K.
Le Vay, P. Schwintek, S. Islam, M. K. Corpinot, B. Scheu, D. B.
Dingwell, P. Schwille, H. Mutschler, M. W. Powner, C. B. Mast,
D. Braun, Nat. Chem. 2019, 11, 779 – 788.

[31] J. W. Szostak, Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 2017, 56, 11037 – 11043;
Angew. Chem. 2017, 129, 11182 – 11189.

[32] G. van Meer, H. Sprong, Curr. Opin. Cell Biol. 2004, 16, 373 –
378.

[33] K. C. Huang, R. Mukhopadhyay, N. S. Wingreen, PLoS Comput.
Biol. 2006, 2, e151.

[34] H. T. McMahon, J. L. Gallop, Nature 2005, 438, 590 – 596.
[35] D. W. Deamer, J. Bramhall, Chem. Phys. Lipids 1986, 40, 167 –

188.
[36] A. Callan-Jones, B. Sorre, P. Bassereau, Cold Spring Harbor

Perspect. Biol. 2011, 3, a004648.
[37] J. H. Koschwanez, K. R. Foster, A. W. Murray, PLoS Biol. 2011,

9, e1001122.
[38] P. A. Beales, J. Nam, T. K. Vanderlick, Soft Matter 2011, 7, 1747 –

1755.
[39] M. Jansen, A. Blume, Biophys. J. 1995, 68, 997 – 1008.
[40] N. Klughammer, J. Bischof, N. D. Schnellb-cher, A. Callegari, P.

Lenart, U. S. Schwarz, PLoS Comput. Biol. 2018, 14, e1006588.
[41] A. Peyret, E. Ibarboure, A. Tron, L. Beaut8, R. Rust, O. Sandre,

N. D. McClenaghan, S. Lecommandoux, Angew. Chem. Int. Ed.
2017, 56, 1566; Angew. Chem. 2017, 129, 1588.

[42] S. Deshpande, S. Wunnava, D. Hueting, C. Dekker, Small 2019,
15, 1902898.

[43] J. Dervaux, V. Noireaux, A. J. Libchaber, Eur. Phys. J. Plus 2017,
132, 284.

[44] Y.-H. M. Chan, B. van Lengerich, S. G. Boxer, Proc. Natl. Acad.
Sci. USA 2009, 106, 979 – 984.

[45] R. B. Lira, T. Robinson, R. Dimova, K. A. Riske, Biophys. J.
2019, 116, 79 – 91.

[46] D. Papahadjopoulos, S. Nir, N. Duzgunes, J. Bioenerg. Bio-
membr. 1990, 22, 157 – 179.

[47] J. Bentz, N. Duezguenes, Biochemistry 1985, 24, 5436 – 5443.
[48] S.-T. Yang, V. Kiessling, L. K. Tamm, Nat. Commun. 2016, 7,

11401.

Manuscript received: October 22, 2020
Revised manuscript received: December 13, 2020
Accepted manuscript online: December 23, 2020
Version of record online: March 24, 2021

Angewandte
ChemieResearch Articles

10669Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 2021, 60, 10661 – 10669 T 2020 The Authors. Angewandte Chemie International Edition published by Wiley-VCH GmbH www.angewandte.org

https://doi.org/10.1101/587790
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11693-014-9145-7
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1154520
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1154520
https://doi.org/10.1002/anie.201808750
https://doi.org/10.1002/anie.201808750
https://doi.org/10.1002/ange.201808750
https://doi.org/10.1002/ange.201808750
https://doi.org/10.1038/nature07836
https://doi.org/10.1038/nchem.2802
https://doi.org/10.1038/nchem.2802
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.nanolett.5b00189
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsnano.7b08411
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevA.44.1182
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevA.44.1182
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0006-3495(91)82117-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/0959-440X(95)80040-9
https://doi.org/10.1051/jp2:1992238
https://doi.org/10.1529/biophysj.104.049692
https://doi.org/10.1529/biophysj.104.049692
https://doi.org/10.1039/C9SC05195C
https://doi.org/10.1039/C9SC05195C
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0006-3495(93)81203-7
https://doi.org/10.1038/nature02013
https://doi.org/10.1021/ja202406v
https://doi.org/10.1021/ja202406v
https://doi.org/10.1021/ja900919c
https://doi.org/10.1021/ja900919c
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41557-019-0299-5
https://doi.org/10.1002/anie.201704048
https://doi.org/10.1002/ange.201704048
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ceb.2004.06.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ceb.2004.06.004
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pcbi.0020151
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pcbi.0020151
https://doi.org/10.1038/nature04396
https://doi.org/10.1016/0009-3084(86)90069-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/0009-3084(86)90069-1
https://doi.org/10.1101/cshperspect.a004648
https://doi.org/10.1101/cshperspect.a004648
https://doi.org/10.1039/C0SM01055C
https://doi.org/10.1039/C0SM01055C
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0006-3495(95)80275-4
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pcbi.1006588
https://doi.org/10.1002/anie.201609231
https://doi.org/10.1002/anie.201609231
https://doi.org/10.1002/ange.201609231
https://doi.org/10.1002/smll.201902898
https://doi.org/10.1002/smll.201902898
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0812356106
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0812356106
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bpj.2018.11.3128
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bpj.2018.11.3128
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00762944
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00762944
https://doi.org/10.1021/bi00341a023
http://www.angewandte.org

