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ABSTRACT: Organs-on-chips are microphysiological in vitro models of human
organs and tissues that rely on culturing cells in a well-controlled microenviron-
ment that has been engineered to include key physical and biochemical
parameters. Some systems contain a single perfused microfluidic channel or a
patterned hydrogel, whereas more complex devices typically employ two or more
microchannels that are separated by a porous membrane, simulating the tissue
interface found in many organ subunits. The membranes are typically made of
synthetic and biologically inert materials that are then coated with extracellular
matrix (ECM) molecules to enhance cell attachment. However, the majority of
the material remains foreign and fails to recapitulate the native microenvironment
of the barrier tissue. Here, we study microfluidic devices that integrate a vitrified
membrane made of collagen-I hydrogel (VC). The biocompatibility of this
membrane was confirmed by growing a healthy population of stem cell derived
endothelial cells (iPSC-EC) and immortalized retinal pigment epithelium (ARPE-19) on it and assessing morphology by
fluorescence microscopy. Moreover, VC membranes were subjected to biochemical degradation using collagenase II. The effects of
this biochemical degradation were characterized by the permeability changes to fluorescein. Topographical changes on the VC
membrane after enzymatic degradation were also analyzed using scanning electron microscopy. Altogether, we present a dynamically
bioresponsive membrane integrated in an organ-on-chip device with which disease-related ECM remodeling can be studied.
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■ INTRODUCTION

The extracellular matrix (ECM) is the noncellular component
of tissues and organs. Not only does it provide physical support
to cells, it initiates biochemical and biomechanical cues.1 ECM
is composed of a great variety of molecules such as collagen-
family proteins, glycosaminoglycans, proteoglycans, and
adhesive glycoproteins. Different organization of these
components gives rise to different tissue characteristics.
Collagens, in particular type I, II, and III, are the most
abundant proteins in the human body.2 Collagens are
responsible for key tissue-level functions such as cell
attachment and spreading, in addition to mechanical and
structural functions. Furthermore, these properties have an
influence on cellular differentiation and movement.3 The
importance of ECM is also illustrated by the wide variety of
diseases that arise from genetic abnormalities in ECM
proteins.4

Considering the significance of the ECM in fundamental
cellular processes and disease pathologies,4 experimental
models where changes to tissues can easily be observed and
experimental conditions can be manipulated are needed. In
recent years, microfluidic organ-on-a-chip devices have been
proven to be promising in in vitro disease modeling platforms

that recapitulate human specific physiology.5−12 These devices
are miniaturized cell culture platforms comprising defined
microchannels that are inhabited by living cells to mimic
tissue−organ level physiology. Depending on the research
question, physicochemical parameters of the native tissue
environment can be incorporated. Whereas simple devices
contain only one type of cell cultured in a perfusable chamber,
more complex devices have multiple channels separated by
semipermeable porous membranes lined by two or more type
of cells.
These semipermeable membranes located between adjacent

culturing chambers in organs-on-chips aim to mimic the
basement membrane, a type of ECM creating boundaries
between tissues. Moreover, these membranes provide physical
anchoring points for cells while enabling compartmentaliza-
tion. This is due to its porous structure, which prevents cell
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migration and allows exchange of soluble signaling cues
through the pores. Despite being widely used in organs-on-
chips, porous membranes are usually made of synthetic
polymers (e.g., poly dimethylsiloxane (PDMS), polycarbonate,
polyester) which differ from ECM found in vivo. They are
often coated with ECM proteins (e.g., fibronectin, collagen,
laminin, or Matrigel) to enhance attachment of anchorage-
dependent cells to the membrane surface, rendering the
membranes more bioactive.13,14 Despite these efforts, the
majority of the material remains synthetic and fails at
mimicking biochemical cues that affect the structure and
function of cells as well as the fibrillar ultrastructure of
basement membranes.15 Furthermore, custom fabrication of
synthetic membranes from alternative materials or with
engineered properties requires dedicated systems such as
track etching,16 chemical etching,17 phase inversion,18 and
electrospinning.19

Previous studies used either ex vivo basement membranes or
vitrified membranes fabricated using different configurations of
natural hydrogels to address these challenges.20−29 For
example, Mondrinos et al.21 reported membranes that use
three-step fabrication (gelation, dehydration, and vitrification).
The resulting membranes are thin, fibrillar, and stable enough
to be incorporated into a microfluidic device. Although these
studies demonstrate the feasibility of integrating these
membranes in microfluidic chips, none of them provide full
characterization of the incorporated membranes in terms of
ultrastructure, enzymatic degradation, and dynamic perme-
ability or simplification of the integration process in organs-on-
chips.
Here, we report a collagen I based membrane incorporated

in an organ-on-chip device. In our study, we study membrane
ultrastructure and permeability, as well as adhesion of both

endothelial and epithelial cells. Moreover, we characterize the
degradation and remodeling of the basement membrane by a
protease. In addition, we provide an injection molding design
to fabricate our devices, which eliminates the labor intensive
utilization of the toxic PDMS mortar to incorporate the
membranes between channels. Our study reinforces the notion
that vitrified collagen membranes have strong added value in
organ-on-chip engineering.

■ EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
Membrane Fabrication. Collagen I based membranes were

prepared via multistep procedure depicted in Figure 1A. First, rat tail
collagen type I (VWR, The Netherlands) was prepared according to
the manufacturer’s instructions at a concentration of 3 mg/mL and a
pH between 7.5 and 8 by mixing with dH2O, phosphate buffered
saline (PBS, ThermoFisher, USA), and 1 M sodium hydroxide
solution. Afterward, the collagen solution was pipetted evenly onto a
PDMS slab (0.25 mL/cm2). This was followed by overnight
dehydration in aseptic conditions at room temperature (RT).
Evaporation of water resulted in a thin film of collagen on the
surface of PDMS. Subsequently, this collagen film was rehydrated
with dH2O for 4 h at RT to remove salts and other impurities.
Membranes underwent another drying cycle after gentle aspiration of
water. Following this second dehydration step, membranes were cut
into chip sized pieces (∼6 mm2).

Following incorporation to devices, membranes were enzymatically
treated. First, collagenase II was diluted in PBS to a desired
concentration (24, 48, 120 U/mL) and pipetted onto membranes.
Afterward, devices were incubated for 5 min at 37 °C with 5% CO2.

Following treatment, collagenase II was removed from the culture
chamber, and membranes were washed with PBS to remove any
remaining enzyme.

To generate multilayered membranes, we prepared collagen
membranes with 3 and 4 mg/mL collagen I as mentioned. A second
layer of the membrane was placed onto the first layer following the
addition of 10 mU/mL transglutaminase (Ajinomoto, Germany) in

Figure 1. Fabrication of vitrified collagen membrane and organ-on-a-chip device in which the membranes were integrated. (A) Vitrified collagen
membranes were fabricated by depositing a neutralized collagen solution on a PDMS slab with defined rectangular shapes, which was subsequently
dried in aseptic conditions. This resulted in a thin film of collagen along with salts and other phenol red. Following drying, the collagen film was
washed with deionized water to remove salts and phenol red. After a second drying process, a thin film of collagen was obtained, which was easily
handled and could be incorporated into the organ-on-a-chip device. (B) PDMS-based organ-on-a-chip device with exploded view (left) and
assembled final device (right). The device contains a 1 mm2 square microchannel (i), at the center of which the membrane (ii) was located. There
is an open-top culture chamber (3 mm Ø) situated above the membrane (iii). PDMS layers were assembled by applying mortar to surfaces (blue, I
and III) to sandwich the membrane in between. (C) Injection molding was used to eliminate the labor intensive fabrication procedure. (Left)
Different layers of the device were assembled by incorporating the collagen I based membranes in between the channels held by magnets on each
end. (Middle) Final assembled device consists of a PDMS-coated glass coverslip, a square microchannel, collagen-based membrane stretched in the
center, and another square microchannel on top. (Right) The final assembled layer requires only plasma activation of surfaces to be attached to
glass coverslip.
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PBS onto the first dehydrated membrane for 2 h at 37 °C. Following
incubation, the membranes were washed three times with PBS. Cross
sections of membranes were done by first immersing the double-
layered membranes in liquid nitrogen until they were completely
frozen and then manually breaking the layers.
Chip Fabrication. Casted poly(methyl methacrylate) (PMMA,

Altuglass) master molds containing channel imprints were first
designed using Solidworks and fabricated with a computer numerical
control (CNC) milling machine (Datron Neo, Datron AG).
Afterward, PDMS base and curing agent were mixed at a ratio of
10:1 (wt: wt) (Sylgard 184 Silicone elastomer kit, Dow Corning). It
was then degassed and poured onto the positive PMMA molds and
subsequently cured for at least 3 h at 65 °C. After that, cured PDMS
was separated from the molds as slabs. PDMS slabs with square
microchannels (1 mm2) were cut from each side to generate side
inlets (Figure 1B-i). After that, 2 inlets and 1 culture chamber (1.2
mm and 3 mm in diameter respectively) were punched into the
PDMS slab corresponding to the middle part of the final assembled
device Furthermore, three reservoirs were punched (5 mm in
diameter) into another PDMS slab for the top compartment of the
assembled device (Figure 1B-iv). Subsequently, all three slabs were
aligned and cut into device-sized pieces. Prior to assembly of the
device parts, dust was removed by Scotch tape (3M). Leak-free
assembly of the parts was achieved by using uncured PDMS/toluene
mortar (5:3 wt ratio) (toluene from Merck) as previously
reported.30,31 First, this mixture was spin-coated onto a glass coverslip
(1500 rpm, 60 s, 1000 rpm/s, Spin150, Polos) and transferred to the
device parts with an ink roller. Second, membranes were cut into
small squares (∼36 mm2) (Figure 1B-Membrane), aligned and
sandwiched between the center of the bottom (Figure 1B-i) and
middle (Figure 1B-iii) compartments. Afterward, assembled parts
were baked overnight at 65 °C. Finally, the surfaces of the top
compartment and the preassembled device were exposed to air plasma
(50 W) for 40 s (Cute, Femto Science). After plasma treatment,
activated surfaces were pressed together to complete the assembly of
the device.
In addition to mortar-assembled devices, injection molding was

used to incorporate membranes. First, collagen membranes were
wetted to attach to top channel imprints in PMMA molds. This was
followed by closing the bottom mold and applying four magnets per
side from each end to hold the membrane in between during PDMS
injection. Afterward, PDMS was freshly prepared and mixed as
aforementioned with additional carbon powder (1 wt %:vol ratio,
Vulcan XC-72R, Fuel Cell Store). The mixture was then injected
through the inlet of the mold using a syringe (Norm-Ject, Henke Sass
Wolf). As soon as the mold was filled with PDMS, syringe was
removed and mold inlet was sealed with cured PDMS. The final mold
was first incubated for 30 min at RT to eliminate any air bubbles, and
was then baked for at least 3 h at 65 °C.
Permeability Assay. On-Chip. The permeability of vitrified

collagen membranes was measured by means of fluorescein diffusion.
First, the culture chamber (Figure 1B-iii) was filled with phosphate
buffered saline (PBS, ThermoFisher). Second, 200 μg/mL fluorescein
sodium salt (0.3 kDa, SigmaAldrich) diluted in PBS was pipetted into
the microchannel (Figure 1B-i). After that, from the beginning of the
experiment, a sample of 5 μL was collected from the culture chamber
every 15 min and the levels were normalized by adding PBS to the
culture chamber. To ensure homogeneity of the dye concentration
along the microchannel, we transferred dye from one inlet to the
other after every sampling. To avoid flow from the microchannel to
the culture chamber, we maintained fluid levels in the culture chamber
at the same level as the highest inlet (Figure S1A−C).
These samples were read by a plate reader (Victor3, PerkinElmer).

Using a standard curve, fluorescence values were matched with
concentrations. The permeability (Pmembrane) of membranes was
calculated by

P
c
t C

d
d

Volume
Areamembrane

chamber

i chamber
=

where Pmembrane is the permeability in cm/s, Ci the initial fluorescein
concentration in μg/mL, Areachamber and Volumechamber are the
dimensions of the culture chamber in cm2 and cm3, and dC/dt was
the change in the concentration (μg/(mL s)).

Permeability measurements were repeated following enzymatic
treatment of membranes.

Transwell. On-chip permeability assay with synthetic membranes
were compared with conventional Transwell systems. The levels of
solutions in both Transwell compartments were equalized to avoid
pressure-driven fluid flow. Although the bottom well was filled with
PBS, the inset was filled with 200 μg/mL fluorescein. Afterward, the
permeability assay was carried out as described in the section above
(Figure S1B, C).

Imaging of Membranes. Prior to imaging, membranes were fixed
with fixation buffer that contains 2% paraformaldehyde (Sigma-
Aldrich), 2.5% glutaraldehyde (Sigma-Aldrich) in 0.1 M sodium
cacodylate buffer (sodium cacodylate trihydrate in ultrapure H2O at
pH 7.4) overnight at 4 °C. Fixation buffer was gently aspirated and
membranes were washed three times with cacodylate buffer. After
that, membranes were treated with 2% osmium tetroxide solution in
sodium cacodylate buffer for 1 h at RT. After osmium tetroxide
treatment, membranes were washed again with sodium cacodylate
buffer three times. Afterward, membranes were dehydrated pro-
gressively by submerging membranes in ethanol with increasing
concentrations (70, 80, 90, and 100%) for 5 min at RT. This was
followed by drying membranes with a critical drying point apparatus
(Leica EM CPD030) according to manufacturer’s instructions.

Following fixation, membranes were sputtered with gold (Sputter
Coater 108auto, Cressington Scientific Instruments) for imaging with
scanning electron microscope (SEM, JSM-IT100, JEOL).

Cell Culture. Human immortalized retinal pigment epithelial cells
(ARPE-19, ATCC) were cultured with DMEM/F12 (with Gluta-
MAX, ThermoFisher) supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum
(FBS) and 50 U/mL penicillin/streptomycin (P/S). ARPE-19 cells
were cultured in noncoated T75 flasks. Human iPSC derived
endothelial cells (hiPSC-EC) were derived from a healthy control
hiPSC line as described previously.32 hiPSC-EC were cultured in
human endothelial serum free medium (ThermoFisher) supple-
mented with 1% platelet poor plasma derived serum (BioQuote), 0.6
μg/mL VEGF (R&D Systems), and 0.2 μg/mL FGF (Milteny) in
collagen coated flasks (0.1 mg/mL). The cells were incubated at 37
°C in humidified air with 5% CO2. Flasks with confluent monolayers
were either used for experiments or subcultured. ARPE-19 and
hiPSC-EC were kept in culture up to passage number 30 and 4,
respectively.

Prior to staining, ARPE-19 and hiPSC-EC cells were seeded on
membranes. hiPSC-EC and ARPE-19 cells were obtained from a
confluent flask using 1× Tryple (ThermoFisher) and 0.05% Trypsin-
EDTA (ThermoFisher), respectively.

Cell Staining. Cells cultured on membranes were stained for cell
specific adhesion markers, actin filaments and nuclei for confirmation
of cell monolayers and their health. First, cells were washed with PBS
and fixed with 4% formaldehyde (in PBS, ThermoFisher) for 15 min
at RT. Following fixation, cells were washed 3 times with PBS. After
that, cells were permeabilized for 60 min at RT with permeabilization
buffer (PB), which contains 0.1% Triton X-100 (Sigma-Aldrich) and
10 mg/mL bovine serum albumin (BSA) in PBS. Afterward, ARPE-19
were incubated with mouse antihuman ZO-1 IgG (5 μg/mL in PB,
BD Transduction Laboratories) for 2 h at RT. Following incubation,
the cells were rinsed three times with PBS and washed three times
with PBS for 10 min at RT. After that, the cells were incubated with
1.25 μg/mL 4′,6-diamino-2-Phenylindole (DAPI, ThermoFisher), 2
drops/mL ActinGreen (binds to actin filaments, ThermoFisher),
donkey antimouse IgG Alexa Fluor 647 (5 μg/mL, ThermoFisher) in
PB for 1 h at RT.

The cells were imaged with phase contrast, fluorescence
microscopy using the EVOS FL Cell Imaging System (Life
Technologies; GFP filter (ex 470/22 em 510/42) for ActinGreen,
Cy5 filter (ex 628/40 em 692/40) for ZO-1 and DAPI filter (ex 357/
44 em 447/60) for DAPI).
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■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Integration of Membrane to Devices. Conventionally,
integration of membranes to organ-on-a-chip devices, depend-
ing on the type of membranes, requires plasma activation of
surfaces or application of PDMS mortar to adjacent surfaces
between which membranes are incorporated.33 Using a PDMS
mortar in these devices requires the assembly of each device
separately, which in turn increases the fabrication time. Here,
in addition to mortar-based assembly of devices, we utilize
injection molding as an alternative to conventional fabrication
method. This eliminates the separate assembly of devices and
significantly reduces the fabrication time (Figure 1C, Figure
S5A). Integrated membranes are held between the channels by
magnets from both ends. Resulting membranes do not contain
any PDMS residues that is indicated by the absence of black
PDMS on the membrane (Figure S5B).
Production of Collagen I Based Bioresponsive

Membranes. In this study, we aim to mimic the native in
vivo tissue interface provided by basal membranes. As the
material of our membranes we chose collagen type I, because it
is the most abundant protein in the human body. Moreover,
one of the components of the basement membrane, basal
lamina, anchors to the adjacent connective tissue using
networks of type I collagen fibers in the reticular lamina.21,34

In addition, type I collagen is found in specialized membranes
such as Bruch’s membrane, which facilitates nutrient/waste
exchange between retinal pigment epithelium and choroidal
capillaries in the retina and provides structural support for
adjacent tissues.35

The fabrication process of the membrane relied on drying
collagen I solutions on a nonadhesive PDMS surface.
Fabrication did not require dedicated equipment and resulted
in membranes with a thickness of ∼2 μm and a fibrillar
structure (Figure 3A-I, Figure S4A). Membranes were
prepared using a concentration of 3 mg/mL collagen I in the

original solution. Lower concentrations resulted in membranes
that were not sturdy enough to be handled.
In addition to single-layered membranes, we also fabricated

double-layered membranes using membranes with collagen
concentrations of 4 and 3 mg/mL. Cross-sectioning of these
membranes were proven to be challenging as the fibrous
structure does not separate well enough using the freeze
fracture method; however, a multilayered structure can be
deduced (Figure S4B).
These membranes also allow for cell culturing as evident in

Figure 2. We obtained monolayers of cells lining the
membrane surface indicated by the homogeneous distribution
of nuclei and actin cytoskeleton stainings (Figure 2).
Moreover, these cells grow to a healthy population as evident
by their respective cell−cell adhesion markers (VE-cadherin
for hiPSC-ECs, ZO-1 for ARPE-19). A healthy morphology
can also be seen when these cells were seeded to glass
coverslips, and express their respective markers (Figure S6).
According to the manufacturer’s information, collagen I from
rat tail was isolated using acetic acid extraction without any
further enzymatic treatment. As a result, in the final isolated
proteins, telopeptide domains are intact. It has been reported
by studies using porcine or bovine collagen that may illicit an
immune response in planted microdevices or scaffolds in
humans even though this is rare.36 Moreover, to the best of our
knowledge, a potential immune response to rat tail collagen
was not reported by the manufacturer, and this does not cause
any issues regarding a decrease in viability and attachment of
cells.

Enzymatic Degradation of Membranes. During embry-
onic development, as well as in disease processes, multiple cell
types traverse the barriers of the basal lamina.37 These
transmigrations are often associated with proteases, a class of
enzymes responsible for remodeling the basement membranes.
This has been supported by the observation of irreversible
changes to the ECM during tissue-invasive events that are

Figure 2. Collagen-based membranes are biocompatible and allow for adhesion and formation of monolayers of cells. Immunolabeling of cells on
collagen-based membranes revealed a continuous distribution of each cell type indicated by DAPI (nuclei) and actin filament staining. These cells
were positive for their respective cell−cell adhesion markers: VE-cadherin expression for hiPSC-EC and ZO-1 expression for ARPE-19, inset
showing the highlighted area. Scale bars: 50 μm.
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associated with development and disease states.37 For example,
gaps in the basement membrane have been identified at sites of
cancer invasion in vivo.37−40 In addition, an increased
expression of ECM degrading proteases has been observed in
neoplastic epithelial cells.41−43 Moreover, in retinal diseases
such as the wet form of age-related macular degeneration,
choroidal capillaries penetrate the Bruch’s membrane and grow
into the retina, leading to leakage of the contents, which leads
to blindness. In patients, the expression of matrix remodeling
enzymes are elevated.44 These enzymes secreted by the
surrounding vascular endothelium and macrophages degrade
the extracellular matrix, which allows infiltration of Bruch’s
membrane by the adjacent capillaries.45,46 Given the
importance of basement membrane remodeling in develop-
ment and disease, we set out to study the enzymatic
remodeling of our vitrified collagen membranes.
We treated the membranes with collagenase-2 to affect their

structure and properties. We selected this enzyme because it
has been used in tissue dissociation and is extensively
characterized.47 Because of its potency in tissue dissociation,
we exposed the membranes to relatively low concentrations
(24, 48, or 120 U/mL) for a short duration of 5 min.
Membranes that were treated longer or with higher enzyme

concentrations became unstable and easily fractured during
permeability measurements (Figure S2).
SEM imaging of membranes treated with collagenase

showed striking differences in morphology between treatment
conditions. Single collagen I fibers can easily be distinguished
from one another in the untreated membranes (Figure 3A-i).
However, upon treatment with increasing concentrations of
collagenase (Figure 3A-ii−iv) this clarity is lost. Moreover,
there is a dose-dependent trend in terms of fiber diameters
when compared to untreated membranes. In treated
membranes, the majority of fibers have a diameter of 50 nm,
in contrast to untreated membranes in which diameters
exhibited a broad distribution from 50 to 400 nm. (Figure 3B).
This observation is in line with existing information about the
fiber size as it ranges between 50 and 200 nm in diameter.48

The morphological changes upon treatment with collagenase
are in line with its mechanism of action, which depends on
cleavage of the triple helix of collagen at multiple sites. As a
result, fiber thinning occurs.49,50

Considering the importance of diffusion of solutes across a
barrier in modeling barrier tissues that many organ-on-a-chip
platforms tackle, we characterized the membranes in terms of
permeability by measuring the diffusion of fluorescein (Figure
4). First, we measured the permeability on membranes in

Figure 3. Characterization of collagen membranes following enzymatic treatment. (A) SEM images of membrane structure that are untreated or
treated with various concentrations of collagenase-2 (24, 48, and 120 U/mL). Scale bars: 2 μm. (B) Distribution of fiber diameters of enzymatically
treated membranes.

Figure 4. Collagen membranes were characterized in terms of permeability. (A) Permeability of various membranes were measured: Polycarbonate
transwell membrane (PC Transwell), polyester (PE), collagen (UT), and enzymatically treated (Col-2+) membranes. Significant differences (p <
0.05, Student’s t test) are denoted by an asterisk. (B) Effect of cell seeding on collagen membranes by means of permeability. Nontreated collagen
membranes (UT), nontreated membranes with ARPE-19 cells seeded (UT+ ARPE-19), and enzyme-treated membranes (Col-2+ ARPE-19) were
measured. Significant differences according to one-way ANOVA and Posthoc Tukey’s tests are indicated by asterisks.
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which cells were not cultured. On the basis of these
measurements, collagen membranes showed a comparable
permeability to polyester membranes, which we incorporated
in our devices (Figure 4A). Apparent permeability values of
membranes in our devices were significantly lower overall than
the polycarbonate membranes in Transwell inserts (Figure
4A). This difference might be due to minor advective transport
due to a pressure gradient over the membranes in the devices.
Here, it is worth noting that the polycarbonate and polyester
membranes have the same pore density and pore size. In
addition, upon treatment with collagenase, membrane
permeability was significantly lowered (Figure 4A). This
might be due to the partial degradation of collagen fibers,
with the degraded material forming a gelatin hydrogel. This
would decrease the open porous structure and thereby lower
the amount of fully open paths between fibers through which
fluorescein can diffuse. In addition to this decreased porosity,
one of the collagenase isoforms present in our enzyme,
clostripain, can act as a transpeptidase, which may cross-link
the fiber fragments resulting in the formation of a gelatin
film.49 Higher collagenase concentrations or treatment times
caused membranes to burst or puncture, thus they were not
taken into consideration for permeability measurements
(Figure S2).
As a next step, we measured the permeability of membranes

that were incorporated in the devices and on which ARPE-19
cells were cultured. We performed the permeability measure-
ments after 3 days of culturing to ensure a healthy monolayer
on the membranes (Figure S3). Here, according to our
measurements, ARPE-19 growing on membranes significantly
lowered the permeability (Figure 4B), indicating the formation
of a tight monolayer of these epithelial cells. Upon treatment of
these cultures with collagenase, no significant effect on the
permeability was observed, presumably because the ARPE-19
monolayer shields the membrane from the soluble enzyme
(Figure 4B).
This result also highlights the fact that cells are the main

diffusion barrier to small molecules just as is the case in healthy
in vivo situation, and that the VC membrane does not
significantly interfere in the diffusion process.

■ CONCLUSIONS

As current cellular and animal models fail at fully recapitulating
the in vivo microenvironment of human organs and tissues,
organ-on-a-chip systems have great potential in investigating
disease pathology and organ-level physiology. These systems
incorporate various cell types from the human body as well as
clinically relevant readouts. To that end, we aimed to eliminate
the usage of synthetic membranes as they are not an actual part
of the in vivo ECM. Here we reported a collagen I based
membrane that can be incorporated in organs-on-chips and
which we characterized in terms of cell adhesion, ultra-
structure, and permeability. We demonstrated that these
membranes can be treated with proteases and changes in
fiber thickness and permeability can be evaluated. Our results
provide actual quantitative permeability values that can be
compared with future studies.
As a next step, different ECM proteins like collagen IV and

laminin can be integrated into our membrane fabrication to
generate an even more representative model of the basement
membrane.
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