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Swift, Luther M., and Narine Sarvazyan. Localization
of dichlorofluorescin in cardiac myocytes: implications for
assessment of oxidative stress. Am. J. Physiol. Heart Circ.
Physiol. 278: H982–H990, 2000.—Localization and staining
features of the oxidant-sensitive fluorescent probe 2878-
dichlorofluorescin (DCFH) were evaluated in isolated cardiac
muscle cells. Cardiomyocytes rapidly accumulated the probe
and retained steady levels of DCFH and its highly fluorescent
oxidized product dichlorofluorescein (DCF) in probe-free me-
dium for 1.5 h. DCF was associated with mitochondria and
was released by the proton ionophore carbonyl cyanide m-
chlorophenylhydrazone but not by saponin, which permeabi-
lizes the plasma membrane. A mitochondrial distribution of
DCF was also suggested by experiments with the mitochon-
drial marker MitoTracker Red, in which quenching was
observed between DCF and MitoTracker Red in live cells.
Isolated cardiac mitochondria rapidly accumulated DCF, and
high micromolar concentrations of the probe inhibited ADP-
stimulated respiration rate. The study provides an informa-
tion base essential for the interpretation and design of
experiments with DCF as a marker of oxidative stress in
cardiac muscle and reveals preferential localization of the
probe in mitochondria.

confocal microscopy; hydrogen peroxide; heart; fluorescent
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AN INCREASING NUMBER of studies have used the fluores-
cent marker dichlorofluorescein (DCF) and its deriva-
tives to study the role of reactive oxygen species (ROS)
in various pathophysiological and physiological phenom-
ena (4, 11, 12, 25). To successfully employ such fluores-
cent markers and to correctly interpret the acquired
data, one needs to know what types of ROS react with
the dye, in which cellular compartment the probe
localizes, and how long it can be retained inside the
cells in its reduced and oxidized forms. The first
question has been addressed by several studies both in
vivo and in vitro. It was shown that dichlorofluorescin
(DCFH) can be rapidly oxidized to a highly fluorescent
compound called dehydrodichlorofluorescin or DCF by
various ROS as well as by peroxynitrite (3, 13, 15, 30).
However, no systematic studies have addressed the
localization and retention of DCFH and its oxidation
product DCF. According to the general scheme sug-
gested over a decade ago (1), the esterified form of

DCFH (dichlorofluorescin diacetate or DCFH-DA) rap-
idly penetrates cell membranes and becomes deacety-
lated by intracellular esterases. Nonfluorescent DCFH
is then trapped in the cytosol and, upon oxidation to
DCF, serves as a sensitive cytosolic marker for oxida-
tive stress. Later, however, the ability of cells to retain
DCF and DCFH was challenged by findings in cultured
aortic endothelial cells, which are incapable of retain-
ing DCFH and DCF (24). Controversy also exists
regarding the cellular distribution of the probe, and it
becomes more and more evident that intracellular
localization and other features of the probe depend on
the particular tissue or cell type (3, 7, 24, 25). This
study characterizes DCF staining in isolated cardiac
myocytes from adult rats; specifically, it evaluates the
rate of accumulation and retention of the probe and
examines its preferential localization.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Preparation of cardiomyocytes. Rat cardiac myocytes were
isolated as described previously (25). Briefly, 2-mo-old
Sprague-Dawley rats (200–300 g) were injected intraperitone-
ally with 500 U/kg heparin sodium. After 20–25 min, the rats
were anesthetized with pentobarbital sodium (45 mg/kg), and
the excised hearts were perfused for 10 min with Joklik’s
modified minimum essential medium supplemented with
1.25 mM CaCl2. This was followed by a 5-min perfusion with a
nominally calcium-free medium supplemented with 20 mM
creatine and 60 mM taurine and a 5-min perfusion with the
same medium containing 0.5–1 mg/ml of type II collagenase
and 0.1% BSA. The ventricles were then minced and vigor-
ously shaken in the same medium containing 1% BSA. After
two washes in collagenase-free medium, the CaCl2 concentra-
tion of the medium was gradually increased to 1.25 mM. With
this method, a yield of 5–7 3 106 calcium-tolerant cells per
heart was routinely obtained. The percentage of myocytes
retaining rod-shaped morphology ranged from 65 to 75%,
whereas the percentage of cells impermeable to Trypan blue
was ,80%.

Human glomerular endothelial cells. Human glomerular
endothelial cells were obtained from Cell Systems Corpora-
tions (Kirkland, WA). Cells were grown in T-75 culture flasks
using CS-C medium with CS-C RocketFuel supplement in 5%
CO2 atmosphere at 37°C. Cells were subcultured on glass
coverslips at an initial density of ,5 3 103 cells/cm2 and were
used after 2 wk of culture.

Cell loading with fluorescent probes. A 10 mM stock solu-
tion of DCFH-DA was prepared in ethanol on a daily basis.
Myocytes were loaded with DCFH by a 30-min incubation
with 10 µM DCFH-DA at room temperature in the dark
unless otherwise noted. Fluo-3 was used to compare DCF
distribution with the staining pattern of another cytosolic
probe (21). Fluo-3 was loaded by incubating the myocytes
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with 2 µM fluo-3-AM [the acetoxymethyl ester (AM) form of
the probe] at room temperature for 20 min. For comparative
experiments (DCF vs. fluo-3), myocytes were loaded with
DCFH-DA identically with the fluo-3 protocol (2 µM final
concentration from a 1 mM stock solution in DMSO). The cells
were stained with MitoTracker Red (MTR) by a 10-min
incubation with 5 µM MTR at room temperature.

Fluorescence measurements. Levels of DCF in cell lysates
or in solutions were measured using 488 nm excitation/530
nm emission settings with 4-nm slit widths (DMX-1000
spectrofluorometer; Spectronics Instruments, Urbana, IL).
When used in suspension, myocytes (2.5 3 105 cells/ml) were
loaded with the probe by preincubation in a Tyrode solution
supplemented with 20 mM HEPES, pH 7.4, 10 mM glucose,
and 10 µM DCFH-DA. At designated times, myocytes were
washed two times with dye-free Tyrode and disrupted in a
sonication buffer of 50 mM potassium phosphate buffer, 0.1
mM EDTA, and 0.1% 3-[(3-cholamidopropyl)dimethylammo-
nio]-1-propanesulfonate. The level of nonenhanced fluores-
cence was used to indicate the basal level of oxidized probe
(DCF) in the myocytes. Addition of 25 µg/ml horseradish
peroxidase and 1 mM H2O2 leads to a complete conversion of
DCFH to DCF and was used to assess the total dye amount
(DCFH 1 DCF). To assess the interaction of DCF and MTR
probes, several concentrations of MTR were added to 1 µM
DCF in 50 mM phosphate buffer, pH 7.0, and emission spectra
were acquired while exciting at 488 nm. To address the effect
of carbonyl cyanide m-chlorophenylhydrazone (CCCP) in cells
suspensions, myocytes were loaded with DCFH-DA, exposed
to 100 µM CCCP for 5 min, and centrifuged to separate
supernatants from cell pellets (2 min at 70 g). Total dye
(DCFH 1 DCF) levels in supernatants and sonicated pellets
were then measured.

Image acquisition and analysis. Cells were observed
through a Plan-Apo X60 oil-immersion objective mounted on
an inverted Olympus microscope with an Olympus LSM
GB200 confocal imaging system attached. Excitation of dyes
was achieved using the 488-nm line of a 15-mW argon ion
laser attenuated to 1% intensity. The emitted light was
collected using a 515-nm longpass filter, and a 510 6 20 nm
bandpass was added in dual-staining experiments. With
these settings, cell autofluorescence was below detection
levels. All images were collected at room temperature. Mean
fluorescence intensity was calculated by averaging area inten-
sities from a number of outlined cells. For each condition
described, four to seven images of different cells were col-
lected, and experiments were repeated at least three times.
Representative myocyte images in Figs. 2–6 and 8 were saved
as TIFF files and were pseudocolored using National Insti-
tutes of Health Image software.

Plasma membrane permeabilization by saponin. After at-
tachment to laminin-treated glass coverslips and loading
with DCFH-DA, cells were exposed to 2 mM H2O2 for 1 min to
obtain bright images of DCF-stained myocytes. Alternatively,
repetitive laser scanning was used to convert DCFH to DCF
by photooxidation. The bathing medium was then changed to
a cytosol-like high-potassium buffer (in mM: 120 potassium
aspartate, 25 KCl, 3 MgATP, 0.5 MgCl2, 0.2 EGTA, 20
K-HEPES, and 5 phosphocreatine, pH 7.3) to avoid myocyte
collapse after plasma membrane disruption, and the cells
were permeabilized by a 1-min treatment with 0.01% sapo-
nin. The same buffers were used in experiments with cell
suspensions, when DCFH/DCF and fluo-3 release into the
medium was assessed.

Isolation of rat heart mitochondria. Mitochondria were
isolated as described previously (18). After brief retrograde
perfusion to remove blood, the ventricles were minced and

homogenized in ice-cold isolation buffer (300 mM mannitol, 1
mM EGTA, 1 mg/ml BSA, and 10 mM HEPES, pH 7.4). Cell
debris was removed by two 5-min centrifugations at 1,000 g.
Supernatant was collected and centrifuged for 5 min at
8,000 g. The mitochondrial pellet was washed with isolation
buffer and centrifuged again (5 min at 8,000 g). The mitochon-
dria were then washed two times with BSA-free isolation
buffer, resuspended in 2 ml of respiration medium (210 mM
mannitol, 60 mM Tris ·HCl, 10 mM KCl, 10 mM KH2PO4, and
0.5 mM EGTA, pH 7.4), and kept on ice. Protein content was
determined by a Lowry assay kit (Sigma Chemical) using
BSA as the protein standard.

Mitochondrial respiration. Respiration experiments were
carried out immediately after isolation of the mitochondrial
fraction. Oxygen consumption was measured at 30°C with an
oxygen electrode (MI-730; Microelectrodes, Bedford, NH) in 2
ml of respiration medium. Rotenone (5 µM) was added to
block electron transport proximal to succinate entry into the
respiratory chain. ADP-stimulated respiration (state III) was
measured in the presence of 0.3 mM ADP (17).

Materials. Collagenase II was obtained from Worthington
(Freehold, NJ). Culture medium for human glomerular endo-
thelial cells was purchased from Cell Systems Corporations.
BSA, HEPES, saponin, and other chemicals were purchased
from Sigma (St. Louis, MO). Fluorescent indicators were
obtained from Molecular Probes (Eugene, OR).

RESULTS

Kinetics of DCF accumulation and retention in suspen-
sions of cardiomyocytes. The amount of the probe
(DCFH 1 DCF) increased in a time-dependent manner
and reached a steady state within 10 min after
DCFH-DA addition (Fig. 1A). Thereafter, the amount of
fluorescent probe was constant for loading times up to
60 min (Fig. 1A and data not shown). To evaluate
retention of the probe, loaded cells were incubated in
probe-free media for up to 1.5 h, and intracellular
DCFH 1 DCF levels were assessed every 30 min. The
levels of DCF 1 DCFH remained constant for at least
90 min of incubation in probe-free medium (Fig. 1B).

Fig. 1. Accumulation and retention of dichlorofluorescein (DCF) and
dichlorofluorescin (DCFH) by isolated cardiomyocytes in suspen-
sions. A: cells were incubated for indicated periods of time with 10 µM
DCFH diacetate (DCFH-DA), washed by probe-free medium, and
assayed for DCF 1 DCFH content as described in MATERIALS AND
METHODS. B: cells were preloaded with 10 µM DCFH-DA for 30 min,
washed, and incubated in probe-free medium. At indicated times,
aliquots were removed to assess cell viability and probe levels.
DCFH 1 DCF content in rod-shaped cells is presented as percentage
of initial values. Values are means 6 SE from 4 different prepara-
tions.
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The baseline DCF levels in quiescent (nonstimulated)
myocytes remained ,3% of the total probe amount
(data not shown).

DCFH retention and oxidation: Endothelial cells vs.
cardiomyocytes. The ability of cardiomyocytes to retain
DCFH/DCF sharply contrasts with rapid leakage of the
dye from endothelial cells reported earlier (24). There-
fore, the abilities of myocytes and human glomerular
endothelial cells to retain the dye were compared in the
same experimental settings. Specifically, both types of
cells were attached to glass coverslips, loaded with 10
µM DCFH-DA, washed with dye-free Tyrode buffer, and
treated with 2 mM H2O2 for 1 min. Buffer was then
replaced, and DCF levels were monitored for another
hour. Cardiomyocytes treated with H2O2 showed the
same level of DCF fluorescence after 1 h as newly
treated cells. In contrast, endothelial cells rapidly
leaked the probe (Fig. 2).

Intracellular distribution of DCFH. The DCF stain-
ing pattern was readily revealed by treatment of DCFH-

loaded cells with H2O2 or by repeated scanning with the
laser beam, leading to photooxidation of DCFH to DCF.
The intracellular pattern of staining was different from
the expected uniform distribution of cytosolic probes
such as fluo-3 (Fig. 3A). It suggested the presence of
DCF either inside or in close proximity to the mitochon-
dria (Fig. 3B), because the staining pattern closely
resembled one with the mitochondrial marker MTR
(Fig. 3C) or rhodamine 123 (25). Mitochondrial compart-
mentalization of cytosolic probes is a well-known phe-
nomenon (21) that can be reduced by decreasing the
time or altering the temperature of dye loading (2).
However, neither shortening the incubation time to 5
min nor lowering DCFH-DA concentration to 2 µM
substantially affected the distribution of DCF. Another
potential explanation for the preferential mitochon-
drial localization is active transport of the probe out of
the cells, although this is unlikely considering the
retention data (Fig. 1B). However, addition of 50 µM
verapamil to the loading solution, which reportedly

Fig. 2. Retention of DCF by cardiomyocytes and
human glomerular endothelial cells. Monolayers
of attached cells were preloaded with DCFH-DA
and exposed to 2 mM H2O2 for 1 min. Intensity of
DCF fluorescence was quantified after medium
was changed to H2O2-free buffer. Average values
for representative experiment are shown (mean 6
SD, 5 cells). Experiment was repeated three
times with similar results.

Fig. 3. Representative myocyte staining with character-
istic cytosolic and mitochondrial pattern. A: cell loaded
with calcium-sensitive probe fluo-3. B: typical DCF
staining pattern. C: mitochondrial staining with Mito-
Tracker Red (MTR). Cardiac mitochondria can be seen
in long rows between rows of myofibrils. Dye-free areas
correspond to the nuclei (myocytes are mostly binuclear
cells). Color scale shows false color referring to increas-
ing fluorescence values, from lowest (purple) to highest
(red).
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prevents cells from extruding the AM form of the dyes
before they can be hydrolyzed (8, 20), did not change
the distribution of DCF.

Effects of saponin on DCF-stained myocytes. Perme-
abilization of cells with saponin to release cytosolic
components is a widely used technique in different cell
systems (29), including myocytes. To avoid irreversible
cell contraction after perforation of sarcolemma, such
treatment is performed in a cytosol-like buffer contain-
ing high potassium and ATP (details in MATERIALS AND
METHODS). Indeed, application of 0.01% saponin to
fluo-3-loaded myocytes led to a rapid loss of fluores-
cence (although mitochondria can become increasingly
bright due to the Ca21 uptake by these organelles and
inclusion of ruthenium red prevents this effect). In
contrast, DCF staining was only slightly affected by
saponin addition. Specifically, saponin ‘‘clarified’’ the
DCF staining pattern by releasing a small amount of
cytosolic DCF (see below).

The results of the imaging experiments were con-
firmed by fluorometer measurements of cell suspen-
sions. Specifically, myocytes were loaded identically
with fluo-3-AM and DCFH-DA, washed by probe-free
Tyrode, and transferred to cytosol-like buffer. Cells
were then incubated with 0.01% saponin for 10 min,
followed by centrifugation and assessment of DCF and
fluo-3 content in cell pellets and supernatants (per-
oxidase/H2O2 and 1 mM CaCl2 were added to con-
vert DCFH to DCF and saturate the fluo-3 signal).
Saponin treatment released only 24.4 6 5.4% of initial
DCF/DCFH content compared with 66.9 6 7.9% loss of
the fluo-3 fluorescence (n 5 3).

Effects of CCCP on DCF-stained myocytes. Additional
evidence that DCF accumulates primarily in the mito-
chondria is that application of a well-known protono-
phore, CCCP, that disrupts the mitochondrial mem-
brane potential led to a rapid decrease of the intensity
of DCF staining (Fig. 4). We confirmed the specificity of
CCCP treatment by comparing its effect on cells stained
with mitochondrial dye (MTR) and cytosolic dye (fluo-3).
CCCP application diminished MTR staining similar to
DCF. In contrast, protonophore application to fluo-3-
loaded cells led to a transient elevation of the fluores-
cent signal, presumably due to Ca21 release from
depolarized mitochondria into the cytosol (28). How-
ever, we saw no indication of decreased fluo-3 signal in
CCCP-treated myocytes.

To confirm that CCCP-induced changes in DCF stain-
ing intensity were not artifacts of changes in intracellu-
lar pH or dye redistribution, we measured release of the
probe in the surrounding medium. Specifically, a 5-min
addition of suspensions of DCF-stained cells to 100 µM
CCCP (myocytes were loaded with 10 µM DCFH-DA,
oxidized by brief exposure to H2O2, washed, and ex-
posed to CCCP) did not have an immediate impact on
cell viability but caused a fall of total DCF/DCFH by
59.2 6 3.8% and increased the probe’s concentration in
the medium by 451 6 18 nM (n 5 3).

DCF colocalization with MTR. Concentration-depen-
dent quenching of DCF fluorescence occurred in vitro
when MTR was added to a solution containing DCF

(Fig. 5A). To further illustrate this phenomenon, data
were presented in a Stern-Volmer relationship: the
ratio of DCF fluorescence in the absence and in the
presence of MTR was plotted as a function of increasing
quencher (MTR) concentrations (Fig. 5B), and the
Stern-Volmer quenching constant (6.9 6 0.2 3 104 M21)
was obtained. Similar quenching effects were observed
in vivo (Fig. 5, C and D) when the addition of MTR to
DCF-stained cells led to a rapid ‘‘redistribution’’ of DCF
from a distinct mitochondrial pattern to a more homoge-
neous distribution (with quenching occurring faster if
higher concentrations of MTR were added). When the
excitation spectrum of one probe overlaps the emission
spectrum of another, quenching of fluorescence may
occur via a fluorescence resonance energy transfer
(FRET) mechanism (9, 10). DCF emission peaks at 525
nm, and the MTR excitation spectrum overlaps signifi-
cantly (MTR excitation is maximal at 578 nm). There-
fore, the observed quenching likely is due to FRET
between DCF and MTR within myocytes and indicates
their colocalization in the same intracellular compart-
ment.

DCF effects on mitochondria. Because the above data
suggest mitochondria as a primary site for DCF accumu-
lation, we addressed the ability of isolated mitochon-
dria to accumulate DCF and to release the dye after
disruption of the organelle’s membrane potential. The
mitochondria obtained were of good quality, with oxida-
tion and phosphorylation tightly coupled and compa-
rable to values obtained in other studies (6, 18). Iso-
lated mitochondria avidly accumulated DCF and,
similar to the live cells, released the probe after expo-
sure to CCCP. Specifically, DCF-loaded mitochondria
incubated with 50 µM CCCP for 10 min contained only

Fig. 4. Protonophore-induced release of the mitochondrial pool of
DCF. Cells loaded with 10 µM DCFH-DA were exposed to 2 mM H2O2
for 1 min to reveal DCF staining. Application of 100 µM carbonyl
cyanide m-chlorophenylhydrazone (CCCP) rapidly released DCF
staining. Experiment was repeated 5 times with similar results, and
a representative myocyte is shown.
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28.4 6 9.5% (n 5 3) of the probe compared with
mitochondria subjected to the same washing proce-
dures but without CCCP.

Avid accumulation of DCF by the mitochondria was
also visualized when DCF was added to saponin-
permeated myocytes. DCF by itself is not cell perme-
able; therefore, in the absence of saponin, black shad-
ows of myocytes on a bright DCF background were
seen. For one such experiment, representative traces of
mean fluorescence intensity for random regions of

interest are shown (Fig. 6A). Figure 6B displays the
observation field 2 min after DCF addition (presence of
10 µM DCF in the incubation medium gives a purple
color to the background). This time point was chosen to
illustrate extracellular and intracellular DCF levels
within the same image, since longer exposure leads to a
further increase in DCF signal from the mitochondria
(.30-fold accumulation), exceeding the dynamic range
of the system to capture mitochondrial and the medi-
um’s DCF levels concurrently. After changing to a

Fig. 5. Quenching of DCF staining by MTR in vitro and
in situ. A: addition of MTR in µM concentrations
(indicated at right of each emission curve) diminished
intensity of DCF fluorescence (1 µM DCF in 50 mM
phosphate buffer, pH 7.0) in a concentration-dependent
manner. B: Stern-Volmer plot: ratio of DCF fluorescence
in the absence (Fo) and in the presence (F) of MTR as a
function of MTR concentration. C: cardiomyocyte loaded
with 10 µM DCFH-DA and laser scanned to reveal DCF
staining (image acquired using 515- to 530-nm emission
range). D: same cell after addition of 5 µM MTR (using
the same acquisition settings).

Fig. 6. DCF accumulation by saponin-perme-
ated myocytes. Myocytes were placed in intra-
cellular-like buffer and treated with 0.01%
saponin. A: 10 µM DCF was then added, and
mean fluorescence intensity of specified re-
gions of interest (ROI) was measured (ROI 1
corresponds to the level of DCF in the me-
dium). B: image taken 2 min after DCF addi-
tion. Longer incubations led to exceedingly
high DCF signals from the intracellular ROI.
Experiment was repeated 3 times with simi-
lar results.
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probe-free medium, we observed that mitochondrial
DCF levels of saponin-permeated cells remained quite
stable, but fluorescence was immediately (within tens
of seconds) diminished by the application of 100 µM
CCCP.

Another set of experiments addressed DCF effects on
mitochondrial respiration. High concentrations of DCF
(100 µM) added to mitochondrial suspensions led to a
significant inhibition of ADP-dependent respiration
when succinate was used as a substrate (Fig. 7).

Localization of DCFH. The above experiments sug-
gest that DCF accumulates mostly in mitochondria.
However, the question about intracellular localization
of its reduced precursor, nonfluorescent DCFH, still
remains. Two alternatives can be suggested. The first
alternative is that DCFH is oxidized to DCF in the
cytosol, and DCF then enters the mitochondria. The
second alternative is that DCFH accumulates in mito-
chondria where it is converted to DCF. We addressed
DCFH localization by the following two experiments.
The first experiment used DCFH prepared from
DCFH-DA by mild hydrolysis (24). Saponin-permeated
cardiomyocytes were placed in cytosol-like buffer con-
taining either 10 µM DCF or 10 µM DCFH. Cells in
DCF-containing buffer rapidly acquired fluorescence
signals due to the accumulation of DCF in the mitochon-
dria (similar to Fig. 6). In contrast, DCFH accumula-
tion in saponin-treated cells was not visible. However,
when the medium was replaced with probe-free buffer
and cells were subjected to photooxidation to convert
accumulated DCFH to DCF, similar levels of fluores-
cence intensity were reached compared with the cells in
DCF buffer (as assessed by average fluorescence inten-
sity for 6 randomly chosen cells from each treatment
group: 114.7 6 22.6 vs. 113.8 6 6.3). This experiment
suggests that mitochondria can accumulate DCFH to
the same extent as DCF. In the second set of experi-
ments, intact myocytes were loaded with cell-perme-
able DCFH-DA, washed by probe-free medium, and
divided into two groups. The first group was treated
with saponin (to release the cytosolic part of the probe)
and was scanned with the laser beam to convert the

remaining DCFH to fluorescent DCF (Fig. 8). The
second group was not subjected to saponin but was
scanned in the same way as the first group. The
fluorescent intensities of cells from both groups rose to
similar levels and had similar mitochondrial staining
patterns. The fact that the release of cytosolic compo-
nents before oxidation did not significantly affect mean
fluorescence intensity after oxidation strongly suggests
that the reduced form of the dye is mostly present in the
mitochondria of cardiac myocytes.

DISCUSSION

ROS have been shown to be of major importance in
heart ischemia-reperfusion injury, left ventricular hy-
pertrophy, induction of preconditioning, cardiac arrhyth-
mias, and drug cardiotoxicity (4, 5, 11, 12, 19, 25).
Therefore, development and characterization of suit-
able fluorescent markers for oxidative stress, employ-
able simultaneously with other fluorescent indicators
(like calcium, pH, or cAMP probes), are extremely
important. The present study evaluates DCFH as a
fluorescent probe for intracellular oxidation in cardiac
tissue. Two names, 2878-dichlorodihydrofluorescein and
dichrolofluorescin (DCFH) have been used in the litera-
ture for this oxidant-sensitive probe. Cells and tissues
are usually loaded with the esterified form, DCFH-DA.
DCFH-DA is a stable lipid-soluble compound that can
easily penetrate cell membranes and, subsequently,
become deacetylated by intracellular esterases, form-
ing a nonfluorescent product, DCFH. Although a small
amount of DCFH-DA can penetrate cellular organelles
(especially if high concentrations of DCFH-DA are used
for loading), DCFH is currently considered to be a
cytosolic probe (3, 8, 13, 30). It is a small negatively
charged water-soluble molecule that can be oxidized to
a highly fluorescent compound, DCF, by various ROS
(7, 15, 30), peroxynitrite (3, 7, 13), intracellular oxi-
dases, and peroxidases (15). Although several studies
have aimed to establish the specificity of DCFH oxida-
tion, it was concluded that it is nonspecific and that the
appearance of a DCF-derived signal reflects an increase
in overall ROS formation radicals (15, 30). In our
previous study, this probe was used successfully to
detect low levels of oxidative stress in situ when live
cardiomyocytes were treated with the anticancer antibi-
otic doxorubicin (25). However, the confocal images
obtained in that study posed the question of whether
the augmentation of DCF fluorescence in close proxim-
ity to the mitochondria reflected an increase in ROS
formation by these organelles or was an artifact of DCF
staining. Mitochondrial localization is a well-known
phenomenon for so-called cytosolic probes, including
many Ca21 indicators. However, when the origin of an
increase in Ca-sensitive fluorescence is questionable,
inhibitors of mitochondrial calcium transport are avail-
able to resolve these issues. Unfortunately, no such
inhibitors exist to correctly interpret increases in DCF
fluorescence, making it important to understand where
this probe predominantly resides. The present study
addresses this question and further characterizes the

Fig. 7. Effect of DCF on mitochondrial respiration. Respiratory rate
of isolated cardiac mitochondria in the absence and presence of 100
µM DCF. Respiration was measured in 2 ml buffer at 30°C in the
presence of 5 µM rotenone in the basal state (state II) and in the
ADP-stimulated state (state III). Values are means 6 SE, *P , 0.01
for state III, n 5 6 preparations.
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probe’s behavior in cardiomyocytes isolated from adult
rats.

Several factors make DCFH an appealing dye to
monitor oxidative stress in cardiac tissue: 1) steady
intracellular levels of DCFH can be achieved rapidly by
myocyte incubation with the diacetate form of the probe
(Fig. 1A); 2) intracellular levels of the probe remain
constant for at least 1 h after cell transfer to a
probe-free medium (Fig. 1B); 3) the baseline oxidation
levels of the probe in quiescent (nonstimulated) cells
are very low (,3% of total probe amount); 4) oxidation
of DCFH to DCF can be induced by extracellular
application of H2O2 in a concentration-dependent man-
ner (data not shown); and 5) the achieved levels of DCF
stay constant for at least 1 h. Excellent retention of the
probe by cardiomyocytes is in sharp contrast to leakage
of DCF and DCFH from bovine aortic endothelial cells
(24) and human glomerular endothelial cells (Fig. 2).
These findings stress that experiments with DCFH/
DCF require knowledge of probe behavior in the spe-
cific cell or tissue type to be used. The reason for this
specificity may be accumulation of the probe in cell
organelles, as discussed below.

When DCFH-loaded cells were incubated with H2O2,
treated with doxorubicin (25), or exposed to laser
illumination (resulting in photooxidation of DCFH to
DCF), a distinct intracellular staining pattern was
observed (Fig. 3). It was quite different from the

pattern observed with many cytosolic probes, such as
fluo-3, a calcium indicator (Fig. 3A), and was identical
to the mitochondrial staining pattern of rhodamine 123
(25) or MTR (Fig. 3C). Neither shortening of the loading
time to 5 min, lowering dye concentration to 2 µM, nor
altering the loading temperature significantly changed
the staining pattern. Moreover, addition of verapamil
to the loading solution, which prevents extrusion of the
AM form of dyes from the cytosol before they can be
hydrolyzed (8, 20), did not have any effect on the dye
distribution.

The observed effect cannot be explained by the pH
sensitivity of DCF, which (similar to other fluorescein-
based probes) has a higher quantum yield at more
alkaline pH (23). The fluorescence intensity of 1 µM
DCF in solution increased ,10% when the pH was
raised from 6.5 to 8.0, which are estimates of the lowest
cytosolic and mitochondrial pH values, respectively.
Thus pH sensitivity cannot account for the bright
mitochondrial staining observed in DCF-stained cells.

Another possibility is that, contrary to common be-
lief, DCF is not a cytosolic probe but preferentially
stains the mitochondria in cardiac myocytes. Indeed,
the DCF staining pattern was not changed by sarcolem-
mal permeabilization with saponin, which releases
cytosolic dyes. The observed quenching of DCF by the
mitochondrial probe MTR (Fig. 5) can occur only if the
two fluorophores are separated by ,100 Å (9), which

Fig. 8. Intracellular localization of DCFH. A: DCFH-
loaded myocytes after small amount of DCFH was
oxidized by low-intensity laser exposure to reveal its
staining pattern. B: same cell after 1 min incubation
with 0.01% saponin. A slight widening of the cells,
typical for saponin treatment, is seen as well as release
of the probe’s cytosolic component. C: subsequent oxida-
tion by laser reveals high levels of oxidized probe in
cardiac mitochondria, suggesting that the major portion
of DCFH is not released by the saponin treatment.
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requires colocalization of DCF and MTR in the mito-
chondria. Moreover, our experiments with mitochon-
dria isolated from rat hearts revealed that they rapidly
accumulate the probe. Addition of CCCP, a well-know
protonophore, led to the rapid release of DCF either
from mitochondria or from isolated cells (Fig. 4), sug-
gesting that the probe’s binding could be affected by
either the mitochondrial membrane potential, the pro-
ton gradient, or both. Mitochondria have several carri-
ers to support anion transport into the organelle.
Therefore, because DCF is an organic anion, it could
inhibit mitochondrial respiration by competing with
another anion transport system. This was tested in the
experiments with isolated mitochondria in which DCF
significantly reduced succinate-linked mitochondrial
respiration (Fig. 7). These data indicate that DCF may
limit the availability of succinate, implicating the dicar-
boxylate transporter as a means of mitochondrial trans-
port of DCF. This is similar to fluorescein, which has
been shown to compete with this anion carrier in rat
isolated proximal tubular cells (16, 17). The fact that
high micromolar concentrations of DCF can impact
mitochondrial function also calls for caution when one
selects the concentration of DCFH-DA to be employed
(22).

Low mitochondrial potentials (2) were used to ex-
plain unusually high retention rates of rhodamine 123
in cardiac muscle cells (27) compared with other cell
types. It cannot be excluded that such specific proper-
ties are also responsible for the observed ability of
cardiomyocytes to accumulate and retain DCF and
DCFH. However, a closer examination of the confocal
images of endothelial cells loaded with DCFH-DA also
reveals mitochondria-like structures, which may be
less apparent in this and other cell types due to their
low mitochondria content. The large quantity of mito-
chondria in ventricular myocytes, which encompassed
,30% of total cell volume in contrast to the cytosol,
which occupies only 10% of total cell volume (26), can be
a reason for the cardiomyocyte prominent DCF stain-
ing pattern and the probe’s retention. Indeed our
experiments with saponin-permeated myocytes, which
demonstrated a high rate of DCF accumulation by the
mitochondria, also revealed steady levels of mitochon-
drial DCF staining after removal of extracellular DCF.
Addition of CCCP to such permeated cells immediately
(within tens of seconds) diminished DCF fluorescence.
On the other hand, when DCF-stained intact myocytes
were treated with CCCP to disrupt the mitochondrial
potential, the probe was found in the extracellular
space within several minutes (Fig. 4 ). Together, these
observations suggest that, once released from the mito-
chondria to the cytosol, DCF readily escapes through
the sarcolemma, similar to its ability to penetrate the
plasma membrane of endothelial cells (30). Based on
our data, we therefore hypothesize that cells with fewer
mitochondria retain the probe to a lesser extent; that is,
DCF retention is proportional to the mitochondrial
volume.

The fact that DCFH localizes predominantly in car-
diac mitochondria makes it an excellent marker for
ROS produced by these cellular organelles. However,
this does not exclude the possibility that DCFH also
reports ROS formed extracellularly or in the cytosol.
For example, H2O2, an ultimate product of superoxide
dismutation, is highly permeable and can oxidize mito-
chondrial DCFH, regardless of its initial location. The
question remains whether intracellularly formed H2O2
can exceed the antioxidant capacity of the cytosol and
reach the mitochondria during anoxia-reoxygenation
(12), drug administration (25), or other experiments
that simulate pathophysiological conditions (4, 7, 11).
Although cardiac muscle is relatively low in antioxi-
dant enzyme activities (14), they still would be ex-
pected to diminish the ability of DCFH to report ROS
formed outside the mitochondria.

It is concluded that DCFH and DCF localize mainly
in the mitochondria and not in the cytosol of cardiac
myocytes. Consequently, the distinct mitochondrial pat-
tern of DCF staining in cardiomyocytes subjected to an
oxidative stress cannot be attributed solely to ROS
formation in these organelles but is also a result of the
probe’s localization. Nevertheless, due to the cytosol’s
scavenging capacity, DCFH is likely to be more affected
by the ROS formed in the mitochondria.

We are grateful to Keley Booth for dedicated technical assistance,
to Drs. Tatiana Gudz and Richard Nathan for invaluable suggestions,
and to Dr. Raul Martinez-Zaguilan for helpful discussions and kind
permission to use a spectrofluorometer and human glomerular
endothelial cells from his laboratory.

This work was supported by National Heart, Lung, and Blood
Institute Grant R01HL-62419 and by the American Heart Associa-
tion, Texas Affiliate.

Address for reprint requests and other correspondence: N. Sar-
vazyan, Dept. of Physiology, Texas Tech University Health Sciences
Center, 3601 4th St., Lubbock, TX 79430 (E-mail: phynas@ttuhsc.edu).

Received 2 March 1999; accepted in final form 13 October 1999.

REFERENCES

1. Bass, D., J. Parce, L. Dechatelet, P. Szejda, M. Seeds, and
M. Thomas. Flow cytometric studies of oxidative product forma-
tion by neutrophils: a graded response to membrane stimulation.
J. Immunol. 130: 1910–1917, 1983.

2. Chacon, E., J. M. Reece, A. L. Nieminen, G. Zahrebelski, B.
Herman, and J. J. Lemasters. Distribution of electrical poten-
tial, pH, free Ca21, and volume inside cultured adult rabbit cardiac
myocytes during chemical hypoxia: a multiparameter digitized
confocal microscopic study. Biophys. J. 66: 942–952, 1994.

3. Crow, J. P. Dichlorodihydrofluorescein and dihydrorhodamine
123 are sensitive indicators of peroxynitrite in vitro: implications
for intracellular measurement of reactive nitrogen and oxygen
species. Nitric Oxide 1: 145–157, 1997.

4. Duranteau, J., N. S. Chandel, A. Kulisz, Z. Shao, and P. T.
Schumacker. Intracellular signaling by reactive oxygen species
during hypoxia in cardiomyocytes. J. Biol. Chem. 273: 11619–
11624., 1998.

5. Ferrari, R., L. Agnoletti, L. Comini, G. Gaia, T. Bachetti, A.
Cargnoni, C. Ceconi, S. Curello, and O. Visioli. Oxidative
stress during myocardial ischaemia and heart failure. Eur. Heart
J. 19: B2–B11., 1998.

6. Flarsheim, C. E., I. L. Grupp, and M. A. Matlib. Mitochon-
drial dysfunction accompanies diastolic dysfunction in diabetic
rat heart. Am. J. Physiol. Heart Circ. Physiol. 271: H192–H202,
1996.

7. Gabriel, C., A. Camins, F. X. Sureda, L. Aquirre, E. Es-
cubedo, M. Pallas, and J. Camarasa. Determination of nitric

H989DICHLOROFLUORESCIN IN CARDIOMYOCYTES

 on M
ay 20, 2008 

ajpheart.physiology.org
D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://ajpheart.physiology.org


oxide generation in mammalian neurons using dichlorofluores-
cin diacetate and flow cytometry. J. Pharmacol. Toxicol. Methods
38: 93–98, 1997.

8. Haugland, R. Handbook of Fluorescent Probes and Research
Chemicals. Eugene, OR.: Molecular Probes, 1996.

9. Herman, B. Resonance energy transfer microscopy. In: Fluores-
cence Microscopy of Living Cells in Culture, edited by D. L. Taylor
and Y.-L. Wang. San Diego, CA: Academic, 1989, p. 219–270.

10. Hudson, C. A., J. D. Rojas, N. Sarvazyan, D. E. Wesson, and
R. Martinez-Zaguilan. Interactions between benzylamiloride
and fura-2: studies in vitro and in cardiac myocytes. Arch
Biochem. Biophys. 356: 25–34, 1998.

11. Kehrer, J. P., and T. Paraidathathu. The use of fluorescent
probes to assess oxidative processes in isolated-perfused rat
heart tissue. Free Radic. Res. Commun. 16: 217–225, 1992.

12. Khalid, M. A., and M. Ashraf. Direct detection of endogenous
hydroxyl radical production in cultured adult cardiomyocytes
during anoxia and reoxygenation. Is the hydroxyl radical really
the most damaging radical species? Circ. Res. 72: 725–376, 1993.

13. Kooy, N. W., J. A. Royall, and H. Ischiropoulos. Oxidation of
28,78-dichlorofluorescin by peroxynitrite. Free Radic. Res. 27:
245–254, 1997.

14. Lai, C. C., W. H. Huang, A. Askari, Y. Wang, N. Sarvazyan,
L. M. Klevay, and T. H. Chiu. Differential regulation of
superoxide dismutase in copper-deficient rat organs. Free Radic.
Biol. Med. 16: 613–620, 1994.

15. LeBel, C. P., H. Ischiropoulos, and S. C. Bondy. Evaluation of
the probe 28,78-dichlorofluorescin as an indicator of reactive
oxygen species formation and oxidative stress. Chem. Res. Toxi-
col. 5: 227–231, 1992.

16. Masereeuw, R., W. C. Saleming, D. S. Miller, and F. G.
Russel. Interaction of fluorescein with the dicarboxylate carrier
in rat kidney cortex mitochondria. J. Pharmacol. Exp. Ther. 279:
1559–1565, 1996.

17. Masereeuw, R., E. J. van den Bergh, R. J. Bindels, and F. G.
Russel. Characterization of fluorescein transport in isolated
proximal tubular cells of the rat: evidence for mitochondrial
accumulation. J. Pharmacol. Exp. Ther. 269: 1261–1267, 1994.

18. Mela, L., and S. Seitz. Isolation of mitochondria with emphasis
on heart mitochondria from small amounts of tissue. Methods
Enzymol. 55: 39–46, 1979.

19. Muscari, C., A. Giaccari, E. Giordano, C. Clo, C. Guarnieri,
and C. M. Caldarera. Role of reactive oxygen species in
cardiovascular aging. Mol. Cell. Biochem. 160: 159–166, 1996.

20. Nelson, E. J., N. T. Zinkin, and P. M. Hinkle. Fluorescence
methods to assess multidrug resistance in individual cells.
Cancer Chemother. Pharmacol. 42: 292–299, 1998.

21. Ohata, H., E. Chacon, S. A. Tesfai, I. S. Harper, B. Herman,
and J. J. Lemasters. Mitochondrial Ca21 transients in cardiac
myocytes during the excitation-contraction cycle: effects of pac-
ing and hormonal stimulation. J. Bioenerg. Biomembr. 30: 207–
222, 1998.

22. Oyama, Y., A. Hayashi, T. Ueha, and K. Maekawa. Character-
ization of 28,78-dichlorofluorescin fluorescence in dissociated mam-
malian brain neurons: estimation on intracellular content of
hydrogen peroxide. Brain Res. 635: 113–117, 1994.

23. Reynolds, I. J., and T. G. J. Hastings. Glutamate induces the
production of reactive oxygen species in cultured forebrain
neurons following NMDA receptor activation. Neuroscience 15:
3318–3327, 1995.

24. Royall, J. A., and H. Ischiropoulos. Evaluation of 28,78-
dichlorofluorescin and dihydrorhodamine 123 as fluorescent
probes for intracellular H2O2 in cultured endothelial cells. Arch.
Biochem. Biophys. 302: 348–355, 1993.

25. Sarvazyan, N. Visualization of doxorubicin-induced oxidative
stress in isolated cardiac myocytes. Am. J. Physiol. Heart Circ.
Physiol. 271: H2079–H2085, 1996.

26. Severs, N. J. Constituent cells of the heart and isolated cell
models in cardiovascular research. In: Isolated Adult Cardiomyo-
cytes, edited by H. M. Piper and G. Isenberg. Roca Baton, FL:
CRC, 1989, p. 3–41.

27. Summerhayes, I. C., T. J. Lampidis, S. D. Bernal, J. J.
Nadakavukaren, K. K. Nadakavukaren, E. L. Shepherd,
and L. B. Chen. Unusual retention of rhodamine 123 by
mitochondria in muscle and carcinoma cells. Proc. Natl. Acad.
Sci. USA 79: 5292–5296, 1982.

28. White, R. J., and I. J. Reynolds. Mitochondria and Na1/Ca21

exchange buffer glutamate-induced calcium loads in cultured
cortical neurons. J. Neurosci. 15: 1318–1328, 1995.

29. Wilcox, R. A. Measurements of calcium fluxes in permeabilized
cells using a 45Ca21 uptake and release assay. In: Calcium
Signaling Protocols, edited by D. G. Lambert. Totowa, NJ:
Humana, 1998, p. 175–184.

30. Zhu, H., G. L. Bannenberg, P. Moldeus, and H. G. Shertzer.
Oxidation pathways for the intracellular probe 28,78-dichlorofluo-
rescein. Arch. Toxicol. 68: 582–587, 1994.

H990 DICHLOROFLUORESCIN IN CARDIOMYOCYTES

 on M
ay 20, 2008 

ajpheart.physiology.org
D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://ajpheart.physiology.org



