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Eukaryotic organisms rely on the coordinated beating of motile cilia for a multitude
of fundamental reasons. In smaller organisms, such as Paramecium and the single cell
alga Chlamydomonas reinhardtii, it is a matter of propulsion, to swim towards a higher
concentration of nutrients or away from damaging environments. Larger organisms use
instead the coordinated motion of cilia to push fluid along an epithelium: examples common
to mammals are the circulation of cerebrospinal fluid in the brain, the transport of ovules in
the fallopian tubes, and breaking the left/right symmetry in the embryo. Another notable
example, and one that is central to this thesis, is mucociliary clearance in human airways: A
carpet of motile cilia helps keeping the cell surface free from pathogens and foreign particles
by constantly evacuating from lungs, bronchi, and trachea a barrier of mucus.

The question of how motile cilia interact with one another to beat in a coordinated fashion
is an open and pressing one, with immediate implications for the medical community. In
order for the fluid propulsion to be effective, the motion of cilia needs to be phase-locked
across significant distances, in the form of travelling waves (“metachronal waves”). It is still
not known how this long-range coordination emerges from local rules, as there is no central
node regulating the coordination among cilia.

In the first part of this thesis I will focus on studying the coordination in carpets of cilia
with a top-down approach, by proposing, implementing, and applying a new method of
analysing microscope videos of ciliated epithelia.

Chapter 1 provides the reader with an introduction on motile cilia and flagella, treating
their structure and motion and reporting the different open questions currently tackled by the
scientific community, with particular interest in the coordination mechanisms of cilia and the
mucociliary clearance apparatus.

Chapter 2 introduces Differential Dynamic Microscopy (DDM), a powerful and versatile
image analysis tool that bridges the gap between spectroscopy and microscopy by allowing to
perform scattering experiments on a microscope. The most interesting aspects of DDM for
this work are that it can be applied to microscope videos where it is not possible to resolve
individual objects in the field of view, and it requires no user input. These two characteristics
make DDM a perfect candidate for analysing several hundred microscope videos of weakly
scattering filaments such as cilia.

In Chapter 3 I will present how it is possible to employ DDM to extract a wealth of
often-overlooked information from videos of ciliated epithelia: DDM can successfully probe



iv

the ciliary beat frequency (CBF) in a sample, measure the direction of beating of the cilia, and
detect metachronal waves and read their direction and wavelength. In vitro ciliated epithelia
however often do not show perfect coordination or alignment among cilia. For the analysis
of these samples, where the metachronal coordination might not be evident, we developed a
new approach, called multiscale DDM (multiDDM), to measure a coordination length scale,
a characteristic length of the system over which the coordination between cilia is lost.

The new technique of multiDDM is employed in Chapter 4 to study how the coordination
among cilia changes as a response to changes in the rheology of the mucous layer. In particular,
we show that cilia beating under a thick, gel-like mucus layer show a larger coordination length
scale, as if the mucus acted as an elastic raft effectively coupling cilia over long distances.
This is corroborated by the coordination length scale being larger in samples from patients
affected by Cystic Fibrosis than in healthy samples, and much shorter when the mucus layer
is washed and cilia therefore beat in a near-Newtonian fluid. We then show how it is possible
to employ multiDDM to measure the effectiveness of drugs in recovering, in CF samples, a
coordination length scale typical of a healthy phenotype.

In the second part I will focus instead on the single cilium scale, showing how we can
attempt to link the beating pattern of cilia to numerical simulations studying synchronisation
in a model system.

In particular in Chapter 5 I will describe our approach to quantitatively describe the
beating pattern of single cilia obtained from human airway cells of either healthy individuals
or patients affected by Primary Ciliary Dyskinesia. Our description of the beating pattern,
and the selection of a few meaningful, summary parameters, are then shown to be accurate
enough to discriminate between different mutations within Primary Ciliary Dyskinesia.

In Chapter 6 instead I report the results obtained by coarse-graining the ciliary beat pattern
into a model system consisting of two “rotors”. The rotors are simulated colloidal particles
driven along closed trajectories while leaving their phase free. In my study, the trajectories
followed by the rotors are analytical fits of experimental trajectories of the centre of drag
of real cilia. The rotors, that are coupled only via hydrodynamics interactions, are seen to
phase-lock, and the shape of the trajectory they are driven along is seen to influence the steady
state of the system.
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Chapter 1

Cilia and flagella

1.1 Microscopic flow is a fundamental characteristic of life

Many physiological processes depend on the ability of an organism to generate a net flow of
fluid. Microorganisms have to be able to swim along gradients of concentrations towards
regions richer in nutrients (“chemotaxis”), or with the right amount of light: for example, the
ciliated alga Chlamydomonas reinhardtii is [1] able to swim towards dim lights and away
from lights too bright, phenomenon known as “phototaxis”. Multicellular organisms too
have physiological processes that require the generation of flow. A notable example of this is
mucociliary clearance in human airways, where the mucus present in the airways has to be
constantly evacuated from lungs, bronchi and trachea. Other examples common to mammals
are the circulation of cerebrospinal fluid in the brain [2], transport of ovules in the fallopian
tube [3], and breaking the left/right symmetry in the embryo [4, 5]. In all such processes
fluid flow is generated in a similar way, thanks to motile cilia.

The cilia of eukaryotes are sometimes called flagella in the case of single cell motility,
but should not be confused with the very different flagella of motile bacteria [6].

In this chapter is a brief overview of cilia: section 1.2 treats their structure and motion, in
section 1.3 are reported the different open questions that are currently being tackled, with
the prominent question about their coordination mechanisms examined in more depth in
section 1.4. Section 1.5 covers the mechanism of mucociliary clearance while section 1.6
reports instead imaging and analysis techniques that have been employed - both historically
and more recently - to study eukaryotic cilia and flagella.



2 Cilia and flagella
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Fig. 1.1 Structure of a motile cilium. (a) Schematic representation of a eukaryotic motile
cilium. The structural core of a motile cilium is the axoneme, composed by nine peripheral
microtubule doublets, comprising an A- and a B-tubule, and two inner microtubule singlets
(9+2 structure). Inner and outer dynein arms attached to the A-tubules ensure ciliary bending
by reversely binding to the B-tubule. Adapted from [7]. (b) Cross-section of motile cilia,
obtained by imaging a thin section cut through the bronchiolar area of lung of a mouse
via transmission electron microscope. The outer microtubule doublets and the inner micro-
tubule singlets are clearly visible. Scale bar is 60 nm. Adapted from [8], available online at
remf.dartmouth.edu/.

1.2 Structure and motion of motile eukaryotic cilia

Cilia are cell organelles, slender protuberances that stick out of the surface of many eukaryotic
cells [9, 10]. They are covered in cellular membrane, and contain a bundle of microtubules
called axoneme. In virtually all cases, the axoneme can have one of two structures: 9+2, with
9 doublet microtubules arranged radially around two central singlet microtubules (Figure 1.1),
and 9+0, where the two central microtubules are missing. Their structure underpins their
function. Cilia missing the two central microtubules are called “primary cilia”, they are not
motile and have been reported to act as chemical or mechanical sensors [11–13]. Cilia with a
9+2 axoneme are instead motile cilia: a complex of molecular motors (“axonemal dyneins”,
missing in primary cilia) can make the microtubule doublets slide on one another, causing the
entire cilium to bend. This mechanism enables motile cilia to generate a fluid flow [12]. A few

http://remf.dartmouth.edu/images/ciliaTEM/source/4.html
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Fig. 1.2 Beating pattern of motile cilia. Sketch of the beating pattern of a motile cilium.
The cilium moves with a periodic pattern, composed of two strokes. In the power stroke the
cilium is extended, and moves fast. A slower movement in a curled configuration is then
performed to return to the initial position (recovery stroke). This asymmetry of the two
strokes makes the beating cycle non reciprocal, condition required to create a net flow in
low-Reynolds number regimes [19]. The horizontal direction can be thought of as “time",
but alternatively “space" in the case of a ciliated tissue supporting collective waves. Figure
adapted from [20].

exceptions to this categorisation are nodal cilia and Anguilla sperm, which are motile despite
their 9+0 configuration [14]. Their motion however is very different from the planar beating
of 9+2 motile cilia: nodal cilia move with a conical motion while Anguilla sperm propels
itself with the propagation of helicoidal waves along the flagellum (a screw-like motion) [15].
Finally, motile flagella, in some rare cases, can have an axoneme with a different number of
microtubule doublets [14].

Cilia assemble from the bottom up, starting from the basal body which is docked in the
cell membrane and connected to the cytoskeleton. From the basal body grows the axoneme,
which then keeps growing from the tip thanks to a transport system of proteins along the
axoneme itself [16]. The orientation of the basal body dictates the direction of the beat, and
it is not defined during ciliogenesis. The process with which cilia orient themselves along a
preferred direction is still being studied, although there is strong evidence that hydrodynamic
interactions play a fundamental role [17, 18].

The structure of cilia is quite well known, while the dynamics is well characterised only
in a few model organisms such as Chlamydomonas reinhardtii, Paramecium caudatum, and
sperm cells [21–23]. In other interesting systems, as in the ciliated cells that cover human
airways, the level of detail has so far been much lower, mainly because of the great number
of cilia per cell and the presence of mucus that hinders imaging [24, 25]. What it is well
known is that the filaments oscillate with a non-reciprocal motion in time. A sketch of one
of the typical cycles is in Figure 1.2. The motion can be divided in two parts, or strokes.
In the first part, called “power stroke”, the cilium is extended in order to maximise drag
with the fluid, and moves fast. In the second part, the “recovery stroke”, the cilium curls
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up to minimise interaction with the fluid and slowly returns to the initial configuration [26].
The asymmetry between the two strokes is what makes the cycle non-reciprocal, condition
imposed by Purcell’s scallop theorem to generate a flow in low Reynolds number [19]. This
cycle can be repeated up to 100 times per second, although mammalian airway ciliary beat
frequency is mostly reported to be between 10 and 20 Hz [12].

Not all motile cilia have the same beating cycle: for example, uniflagellar spermatozoa
propel themselves by moving their flagellum in a wavelike, planar motion (as a snake slithering
on the ground) or with a helical pattern (as a corkscrew) [27].

Dimensions of motile cilia can vary greatly: while the thickness is fairly consistently
about 200-300 nm, the length of the filaments spans orders of magnitude. For example, cilia
in the human airways are in average 7 µm long [28], flagella in Chlamydomonas are about
12 µm in length [29], spermatozoa are 28 µm long in the porcupine Hystrix africaeaustralis
but 349 µm in the honey possum Tarsipes rostratus (not to mention invertebrate sperm that
can reach a few millimetres in length) [30].

1.3 Understanding cilia motility requires an interdisciplinary
effort

Motile cilia are structurally conserved, allowing motility in single cell eukaryotes and transport
of fluids along cell epithelia in multicellular organisms [31].

Understanding cilia motility requires concepts and a deep understanding from many fields,
from cell biology and medicine, to fluid dynamics, soft matter and non-linear physics [32].
Questions range over many scales: at the level of the individual organelle we want to know
the metabolic path in ciliary motion, the molecular structures involved in this organelle’s
assembly and function, and how a cilia waveform for efficient beating is achieved [25, 33];
At the level of tissues, how many of these beating filaments coordinate with each other, the
importance of arrangement, density, fluid physical parameters, and then the role played by cilia
generated flows in key biological processes such as symmetry breaking and onset of planar
cell polarity in development [4, 5, 17, 34, 35]. The medical community has parallel questions
in understanding how cilia malfunction is related to various pathologies [36–39], and very
practically how to relate imaging of ciliary beating to the diagnosis of such pathologies.
Finally, cilia are studied in engineering to replicate biomimetically their capacity of creating
flow in low Reynolds number environments [40], or even to try and build micro-robots [41].



1.4 Coordinated motion 5

Fig. 1.3 Beating pattern of Chlamydomonas. (top) Typical, in phase beating pattern of
Chlamydomonas reinhardtii, resembling a breaststroke motion. (middle) Synchronisation
is lost and a phase-slip occurs. (bottom) Flagella beating in anti-phase synchronisation,
recently discovered to be possible in a mutant strain. Red curves highlight the cis flagellum
(i.e. the closest to the photoreceptor, in orange), blue curves the trans flagellum. Figure taken
from [47].

1.4 Coordinated motion

A crucial element from the scenario described above is how the coordinated motion of cilia
arises, and how the collective state (e.g. travelling wave) properties relate to the mechanisms
and mechanics of the individual beating filaments. This can be addressed either with a bottom-
up approach, modelling each cilium with something simpler and studying synchronisation of
a few model cilia (our group’s previous work in that direction is reviewed in [32]), or with a
top-down approach, i.e. characterising the collective motion in real systems and trying to
infer some information about the properties at the single cilium level. In either case, one
needs to appreciate that the single cilium itself is a complex non-linear dynamical system
functioning out of thermal equilibrium, and described by many degrees of freedom [42].

Cilia within the same cell are mechanically connected through the cytoskeleton [31], and
are immersed in a fluid which in the case of the airways displays viscoelasticity and complex
heterogeneous composition that are critical for mucociliary clearance [43].

The conclusion that can be drawn from model experiments in our group so far [32] is
that hydrodynamic coupling is sufficient to promote strong synchronization through various
mechanisms, and in simple systems it is possible to link the emergent behaviour to the details
of how each cilium is driven [44, 45], and how cilia are spatially arranged relative to each
other [18, 46].

1.4.1 Cilia synchronisation in Chlamydomonas reinhardtii

A well-studied example of synchronisation between flagella is the observed behaviour of
the model organism Chlamydomonas reinhardtii (Figure 1.3), that has been drawing the
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attention of the physics community in recent years thanks to its fairly simple configuration
but rich behaviour. The two flagella of this alga beat in phase in a cyclic pattern resembling a
“breaststroke” motion for most of the time. Such motion is interrupted by some short periods
of phase drift, in which the two flagella move asynchronously. The swimming of the alga is
of course affected by this change of stroke: it will swim straight while the two flagella are in
sync, and change direction during the out-of-sync period, resulting in what is effectively a
eukaryotic version of the “run-and-tumble” motion so common in bacteria [48].

Fairly recently, evidence emerged that mechanical coupling of the flagella through the cen-
tral body gives an important contribution to flagellar synchronisation in Chlamydomonas [49–
51]. However, experiments on somatic cells from the colonial alga Volvox carterii showed
that their flagella, which are very similar to Chlamydomonas’s, can synchronise purely via
hydrodynamics coupling [52].

1.4.2 Metachronal waves

When cilia are arranged in a tight two-dimensional array as in human airways, or on the
outer surface of Paramecium, a particular type of collective motion has been observed:
Neighbouring cilia do not beat in phase, but maintain a constant, small phase difference (as
can be seen in Figure 1.4). This yields without a central organising node (i.e. just out of ‘local’
rules) a propagating pattern called “metachronal wave” [53–56]. Cilia beat is optimized
for fluid transport [33], and according to recent theoretical studies [57] metachronal waves
are retrieved when trying to maximise the efficiency of a cilia array in generating a net
flow, suggesting that hydrodynamic coupling plays a fundamental role in the swimming of
microorganisms and in mucociliary clearance in human airways. Other studies also strongly
suggest hydrodynamic coupling to be the mechanism through which cilia metachronality
arises [28, 58].

Understanding the physics of how the coordinated behaviour of cilia emerges is still an
open question, currently studied both on model organisms [59], and on model systems [32, 52,
60]. In general we still do not fully know how the collective dynamics yield such a fascinating
emergent behaviour at a tissue scale.

1.4.3 Synchronisation in model systems

As mentioned above, our group has already started tackling the problem of of cilia synchroni-
sation using model systems, in particular through the work of Dr Nicolas Bruot during his
PhD.
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Fig. 1.4 Metachronal wave in a Paramecium. Neighbouring cilia on the outer surface of
Paramecium beat keeping a small, constant phase difference. This leads to the formation of
a metachronal wave, with wave length in the order of tens of cilia. Image taken from [61],
available online at cellsystem.sci.yamaguchi-u.ac.jp/.

The key idea is that in the far field the hydrodynamic flow generated by a moving cilium
can be approximated with the one generated by a spherical bead [62]. This allows one to
coarse-grain the many degrees of freedom of a moving cilium with a configuration-dependent
force used to drive the colloidal bead [18]. The trajectory of this driven bead and its time
dependence can mimic those of the biological cilium; in this simpler system it is possible to
consider analytical, numerical and experimental studies to work out the possible states of
synchronised dynamics between two or more driven objects. In experiments, we can realise
this model system by implementing the motile-cilia mimicking trajectories and driving forces
via optical tweezers; in simulations, it is instead possible to relate the velocities of the beads
to their driving potential via a tensor, without having to solve the Stokes equation numerically
[63].

Two model systems have been studied: a “rower”, namely a one-dimensional free-phase
oscillator, driven by two optical traps that alternatively switch on and off according to the
bead position, and a “rotor”, in which a bead is driven along a circular trajectory. These
model systems, despite being fairly simple to describe, show a very rich range of behaviour.

The earliest experiments explored how a system of rowers is influenced by the thermal
noise, discovering that its synchronisation state (between in-phase and anti-phase) depends
both by the potential driving the oscillators and by the level of thermal noise [44, 64].

Simulations of bidimensional arrays of rowers show how important the spatial arrangement
is for the leading properties of the collective steady state of the system: the placement of
rowers influences the direction the oscillators align to [18], the oscillatory modes shown by
the system [62], and their stability [65]. These results are important especially in view of
better understanding how a ciliated tissue might achieve the high degree of coordination of
cilia beating.

http://cellsystem.sci.yamaguchi-u.ac.jp/
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(a) (b)

Fig. 1.5 Mucociliary clearance depends on several mechanisms. (a) Schematic repre-
sentation of the gel-on-brush hypothesis for the Periciliary Layer: the PCL is occupied by
membrane-spanning mucins and large mucopolysaccharides attached to the surface of the cilia.
These tethered macromolecules form an extracellular brush with mesh size increasing with
the distance from the apical surface of the ciliated cells. Figure taken from [43]. (b) Inhaled
foreign particles and pathogens are trapped in the mucus layer and propelled upwards along
the airways towards the pharynx by the coordinated beating of motile cilia. This defence
mechanism is known as mucociliary escalator. Figure adapted from toxtutor.nlm.nih.gov.

One-dimensional arrays of “rotors” have been proven to show transitions between metachronal
waves [45] and other collective behaviours, influenced by the presence of no-slip bound-
aries [60].

In my PhD I have instead been studying a variation on the rotors, by driving the beads
along trajectories obtained by coarse-graining the properties of the beat pattern of in vitro
human airway cilia. In chapter 6 I will discuss how the synchronisation of two cilia-mimicking
rotors is influenced by the shape of their trajectory.

1.5 Mucociliary clearance

The lungs and airways are kept pathogen and dust free thanks to the process of mucociliary
clearance [66]. The walls of the airways are covered by an epithelium composed by two
types of cells: ciliated cells (around 60-80 %) and mucus producing goblet cells. Cilia
are immersed in the periciliary layer (PCL), around 6 µm thick. According to a recent
study [43], the periciliary layer is occupied by a brush-like structure of macromolecules,
namely membrane spanning mucins and tethered mucopolysaccharides, with a mesh size
that depends on the distance from the surface of the ciliated cells (Figure 1.5a). The PCL is
then topped by a layer of mucus, with a lower osmotic modulus ensuring a stable hydration

https://toxtutor.nlm.nih.gov/10-003.html
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level of the PCL (and therefore its constant height) over a range of dehydration states of the
airway surface [43]. From a rheological point of view, the mucus is a gel whose viscoelastic
properties are strongly dependent on its state of hydration [66].

Mucus is transported out of the airways by mucociliary clearance mechanisms, which
rely on the interaction between cilia, the rheologically complex PCL, and the gel-like layer of
mucus (Figure 1.5b). In particular, efficient mucus clearance relies upon the cilia beating
being aligned in the same direction [67], and coordinated in time and space [53]: in simu-
lations, metachronal coordination was seen to be more efficient both from an energy point
of view [17] and in terms of fluid transport [57]. The clearance mechanisms also depends
on external parameters: It was observed [68] that ideal conditions for mucociliary clearance
are temperature of 37 ◦C with 100 % humidity. The velocity of mucus in human airways
is not known exactly; measurements using different techniques reported 3.6 to 25 mm/min
for mucus in the trachea, while the only measured value in bronchi is, to our knowledge,
2.4 mm/min [69].

The ciliated tissue of the airways is studied also from a medical point of view: conditions
such as cystic fibrosis (CF) and primary ciliary dyskinesia (PCD) can disrupt the airway
clearance mechanism, causing severe consequences such as lung infections, and respiratory
insufficiency. Also, the very common asthma is linked to altered airway clearance [70].

1.6 Methods for video analysis of cilia dynamics

Airway cells from human patients can be obtained by biopsy or nose scrape, and then either
observed directly or cultured to grow up an in vitro epithelium, typically at Air-Liquid
Interface. The latter is the most relevant model system for investigating collective dynamics
(coordination across many cells) and mucociliary clearance.

The tools that physicians can use to analyse microscopy videos of ciliated cells are limited.
A standard is the commercial software Sisson-Ammons Video Analysis (SAVA) [71], which
measures the CBF in a user-selected area. The selected area is small (typically 4 × 4 px),
and CBF is measured by Fourier transforming the signal of the pixel intensity over the video.
The software thus requires input from the user, which means the need for human resource
and possible introduction of bias (e.g. the human eye is naturally drawn towards fast-moving
objects). More importantly, and unlike the method presented in the next two chapters, this
type of analysis does not probe the spatial correlation in the phase of beating cilia, thus
ignores information about metachronal coordination.

This section will provide an overview of how the dynamics of beating cilia have been
investigated so far.
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1.6.1 Tools for investigating the collective properties of beating cilia

Historically, a few approaches have been explored for quantitative measurements on ciliated
cells. Initially, CBF would be measured using a photomultiplier or a photodiode, analysing the
changes in the intensity of the light passing through beating cilia [72–74]. With high frame
rate cameras it became possible to record high-speed videos of beating cilia, for subsequent
analysis. The most straightforward method to measure CBF became therefore to measure
the period over a few beating cycles [75]. This was done by visual inspection of the slowed
down video. The ability to record and store high-speed microscopy video of beating cilia
encouraged development of new algorithms for CBF measurement: Most extract the CBF via
FFT analysis of pixel intensity over time, either in user-selected regions of interest [71, 76, 77]
or in the entire field of view [78]. This method however only performs a temporal analysis.

An alternative approach is to use an optical flow algorithm: After mapping the movements
of objects in between subsequent frames on a vector field, one can obtain the CBF from
the displacement signal via FFT [79, 80] or peak detection [81]. Other tools, also based on
optical flow, try and extract more than just the CBF from microscopy videos in which cilia
are seen from the side: in [82] the beating direction is retrieved, while [83] even attempts
an automatic diagnosis of PCD based on the decomposition of ciliary motion as measured
in a location chosen by the user into quantitative elemental components. Phase-correlation
measurement between physically separated points in the sample are instead at the base of
methods aimed to measure the parameters of metachronal waves [53, 84–88].

A very thorough work by Ryser et al. [89] showed that reflected light microscopy videos
of excised mammalian and aviary ciliated tissues can be analysed to measure both the CBF
and the direction and wavelength of metachronal wave. The analysis presented in [89] and
employed successively in [90] is very well suited to study samples in which the metachronal
coordination is well-developed: First, the sample’s CBF is measured via FFT, then the
metachronal coordination is characterized using space-time correlation functions and the
time evolution of the phase of the recorded signal.

A different approach is however needed when working with ALI cultures, which are
the standard condition for culturing in vitro human airway epithelial cells. Here cilia are
usually not aligned and often only show isolated patches of good metachronal coordination
on the scale of a few cells. This is where the method we suggest in chapter 3 can be very
powerful, in that it performs simultaneously and in a completely automated fashion both a
temporal and spatial analysis on top-view high-speed microscopy videos of a layer of ciliated
cells. Our analysis method, expanding on Differential Dynamics Microscopy (DDM), does
not require any input from the user, and can not only (a) reliably measure the CBF of a
sample, but also (b) quantify to what extent the cilia are synchronized across the field of view,
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(c) identify metachronal waves (if present), and (d) measure their wavelength and direction of
propagation.

1.6.2 Video analysis at the single cilium scale

On a smaller scale, and using different techniques such as video microscopy [75, 91], micro-
Optical Coherence Tomography [92], and Scanning Electron Microscopy [93], encouraging
attempts have been made to systematically study the beating pattern of the single cilium,
either from human [75, 91, 92] or rabbit airways epithelium [93].

This approach presents many challenges: the arrangement of ciliated cells in the epithelium
and the very high number of cilia per cell make it extremely difficult to image clearly the
single cilium for several beating cycles. These limitations are not present when studying
model organisms, such as Chlamydomonas reinhardtii, Volvox carteri, and sperm cells: The
low number of flagella and their spatial arrangement allow for an almost automatic tracking of
the flagellar waveform over time [21, 25, 41, 47, 94]. Since the data so obtained are usually of
high temporal and spatial resolution, they can be used to try and understand how the interplay
between the internal structure of the flagellum and the action of the molecular motors dictates
the flagellar waveform [25, 42, 95].

While the study of the dynamics in model organisms with few cilia and flagella has
benefited from this type of almost automatic tracking, the same can’t be said when it comes
to cells with many cilia. Some of the imaging techniques employed historically to study
multiciliated cells present strong limitations. SEM for example can only image a static system,
so it is necessary to very quickly freeze the ciliated epithelium. If the freezing process is
successful, the cilia will be stuck “mid beat” and it is possible to obtain a very detailed
snapshot of their configuration [93, 96]. Micro-Optical Coherence Tomography on the other
hand can image live, moving cilia, even in in vivo systems, but is limited in terms of spatial
resolution [92, 97]. High speed video microscopy yields recordings of moving cilia with good
spatial and temporal resolution. However so far the assessment of the ciliary beat pattern have
mostly been either qualitative, due to the difficulty of consistently tracking cilia in microscopy
videos [98], or limited in the quantities measured [99]. Our own successful approach to the
in-depth probing of the beat pattern at the single-cilium level, and the results achieved by
applying it to study cilia from donors both healthy and affected by PCD, are described in
chapter 5.
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1.7 Pressing questions about cilia motility and coordina-
tion

There are several open questions regarding cilia motility, and while as previously mentioned
they make for fascinating subjects of study for biologists and physicists, it is the medical
community that would stand to gain the most if they were answered. Cystic Fibrosis is, after
all, one of the most common genetic diseases (more precisely, it is the most common lethal
genetic disease in white population [100]). During my PhD work I have touched on a few
main questions, that feature in this manuscript.

First, is Ciliary Beat Frequency, which is the parameter most used so far, a complete
and comprehensive indicator for cilia motility? Or should scientists and medical doctors be
looking at other physical quantities in order to fully characterise the behaviour of cilia?

A very closely related question is whether the degree of coordination in the beating across
a ciliated epithelium is an important feature, how it affects mucociliary clearance, and, if it is
an important parameter, why it is not currently exploited.

Diagnosing ciliopathies relies on a series of steps that often involve several tests and
Transmission Electron Microscope (TEM) imaging of samples from ciliated epithelia. This,
as it will be explained better in section 5.2, is often not enough. In the case of Primary Ciliary
Dyskinesia, for example, the assessment via high speed video microscopy of the ciliary beat
pattern by highly trained clinicians has recently being strongly advised by the European
Respiratory Society [101]. In this context it would be extremely useful to understand if it is
possible to develop a software for automatic diagnosis of ciliopathies, based on the analysis
of high speed microscopy videos. As an alternative, it would at least be very helpful if it
were possible to devise an analysis software for high speed microscopy videos that provided
clinicians with precise quantitative measurements they could employ to aid their diagnosis.

A final more fundamental question addressed in this manuscript concerns how the beating
pattern can affect synchronisation, and through it affect the large scale coordination and the
mucociliary clearance mechanism.

As mentioned above, finding an answer to these open questions would bring several
benefits to the medical and pharmaceutical communities. A better understanding of how cilia
work and how they interact to synchronise, both at a small (few microns) and a larger scale
(hundreds of microns), would be advantageous in terms of drug designing. The development
of alternative screening methods would make the drugs development process less expensive.
And more importantly, the availability of new and reliable tools to supply medical doctors
with quantitative measurements would lead to easier, cheaper, more accurate, and more timely
diagnoses.



Chapter 2

Differential Dynamic Microscopy

2.1 Scattering experiments with a microscope

My work builds on Differential Dynamic Microscopy (DDM), which is introduced in this
chapter. DDM is an extremely powerful video analysis technique invented in 2008 by Roberto
Cerbino and Veronique Trappe [102].

DDM effectively bridges the gap between scattering and microscopy, as it allows for
the characterisation of the dynamics of scatterers in the field of view even if they can not
be resolved individually [103]. Ultimately it allows, via the analysis of a standard white-
light microscopy video, to access the same information usually yielded by Dynamic Light
Scattering (DLS) [102].

In section 2.2 we will briefly go over the theoretical foundation of DDM, while section 2.3.1
contains a review of the studies that have recently been undertaken exploiting the power of
DDM.

2.2 What is DDM

DDM is a near-field (or deep-Fresnel) technique that relies on the Fourier analysis of difference
images to retrieve information about dynamics in a sample [102]. As mentioned above, DDM
delivers, in some simple conditions such as colloidal particle diffusion, the same information
usually accessed by DLS. This is possible because, as derived in [104, 105], in near-field
condition the light intensity measured by the microscope gives direct access to the real part
of the scattering field (Figure 2.1).

In a typical imaging experiment a microscope video is acquired via a camera. The raw
input data are thus time-lapse images F (r, t), where r is the position vector in the image
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Fig. 2.1 DDM is a scattering experiment. (a) In a DDM experiment the sample scatters
the incident light at various angles. The scattering light is then collected by the objective
lens and impressed on the camera sensor. The Fourier analysis of the images of the samples
can access information usually investigated through (b) scattering experiments in the far
field, as the generic scattered ray with polar angle θ and azimuthal angle ϕ is collected by the
objective lens and contributes to the image. Two-dimensional Fourier analysis can isolate the
contribution of each scattering wave. (c) It is worth noting that the 2D scattering vector q is
the projection of the 3D scattering vector Q. Figure taken from [104].

plane. Let F (r, t0), the frame recorded at time t0, be the reference image, and D(r, t0, τ) the
algebraic difference between the reference frame and the frame recorded a time interval τ

(“lag time”) after t0:
D(r, t0, τ) = F (r, t0) − F (r, t0 + τ). (2.1)

Let then D(q, t0, τ) be the two-dimensional Fourier Transform of the differential image
D(r, t0, τ). Assuming a stationary and ergodic sample (i.e. the dynamics do not depend on
the reference time t0) it is possible to average over all difference images with the same time τ ,
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obtaining the Image Structure Function

I(q, τ) =
〈
|D(q, t0, τ)|2

〉
t0

. (2.2)

If the sample is also isotropic, then the Image Structure Function will have a circular
symmetry in q. It is therefore possible to perform an azimuthal average: The Image Structure
Function I(q, τ) now depends only on the magnitude of the scattering vector (q =

√
q2

x + q2
y)

and on the lag time τ . It is worth noting that the 2D scattering vector q is the projection of
the 3D scattering vector Q (Figure 2.1c).

Information about the system dynamics is then obtained by looking at how the amplitude
of the Fourier modes (related to q) changes with τ , which is the time separation between the
two subtracted images. More specifically, the Image Structure Function is fitted with the
theoretical expression

I(q, τ) = A(q) [1 − f(q, τ)] + B(q), (2.3)

where B(q) is a background term that takes into account detection noise, and A(q) is the
product between the intensity scattered by the sample and a transfer function that depends on
the microscope. A(q) and B(q), as it will be shown later, do not need to be known, and can
be retrieved as parameters of the fit. The system dynamics are contained in f(q, τ), which
has been shown [106, 107] to be none other than the Intermediate Scattering Function usually
measured in scattering experiments, which is in turn the Fourier transform of the Van Hove
function G(r, τ) [108]. It is worth noting that because of the very definition of f(q, τ) a
decay of the latter to zero (f(q, τ → ∞) → 0) reflects the fact that sample configurations
separated by a progressively larger lag time τ become more decorrelated due to motion in the
imaged sample [109].

As a side note, exploiting the linearity of the Fourier transform, one can rearrange eq. (2.2)
as

I(q, τ) =
〈
|F (F (r, t0)) − F (F (r, t0 + τ))|2

〉
t0

, (2.4)

where F denotes the Fourier transform. This is computationally advantageous: In a video
with N frames, one can compute only N Fourier Transforms and store them in the memory
to be re-used as needed, whereas using eq. (2.2) the number of FFTs to computed can be as
high as N(N − 1).
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2.3 DDM is a general technique apt for several applications

Since it was invented in 2008 DDM proved to be a very general and powerful tool, useful in
probing the dynamics of several systems, both in Soft Matter and in Biological set-ups [110].
This section reports a series of examples of studies in which DDM has been fruitfully
employed, as well as a comparison against particle tracking and dynamic light scattering.

2.3.1 DDM is being employed to study a variety of different systems

In their pioneer work, Cerbino and Trappe [102] demonstrated the validity of DDM by
analysing the q-dependent dynamics of colloidal dispersions, finding good agreement with
what was theoretically expected for Brownian particles in a viscous medium. Ferri et al. [105]
subsequently used DDM to study the kinetics of colloidal fractal aggregation, measuring the
radius of colloidal aggregates over time and extracting their fractal dimension.

The first time DDM was employed on active (living) samples was in 2011, when Wilson
et al. [106] employed it to measure the swimming speed distribution and motile cell fraction
in Escherichia coli suspension. The same group published a second paper one year later
[109], in which also the dynamics of Chlamydomonas was investigated.

All the studies cited so far investigated isotropic dynamics, but in 2012 Reufer et al. tuned
the DDM algorithm to probe the dynamics of anisotropic colloidal samples, and tested the
improved technique on a dilute aqueous dispersion of anisotropic magnetic particles aligned
in a magnetic field. The group measured the diffusion coefficient along the two main axis
(parallel and perpendicular to the field) and also extracted the orientational order parameter
of the system [111].

While DDM is very often used as a particle sizing tool in systems where the viscosity of
the medium is known, if the known variable is instead the particle size then DDM turns into
a viscometry tool. This was exploited in [112] to measure the viscosity of supercooled water
by probing the diffusivity of tracer polystyrene particles. While the experiment performed for
this work could have been done via particle tracking, the advantages of DDM proved to be
the key in exploring very low ranges of temperature: By using many small particles DDM
allows for a statistically significant and user-independent characterisation of the dynamics in
an experiment shorter than the time needed for the water to solidify.

Two key features of DDM, especially as opposed to DLS, are its insensitivity to static
contributions to the image and the contemporaneous access to multiple wave vectors q =
(qx, qy). These features were fundamental in the application of DDM to probe the dynamics of
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nanoscale diffusers in a dense array of nanoposts [113]: As in DDM the images are subtracted
from one another, the static contribution of the nanoposts cancels out allowing the dynamics of
the diffusers to be fully captured, and to be characterised as isotropic despite the confinement
conditions.

DDM has also been shown to be able to investigate dense, opaque, fluorescent samples of
micron-sized object [114] exploiting confocal microscopy. Variations of DDM using more
than one contrast mechanism have been developed to study the dynamics of cytoskeletal
filamentous actin and endogenous vesicles within a Drosophila oocyte [115], and the diffusiv-
ity of a population of small particles in an environment crowded by mobile obstacles [116].
The dynamics of two populations of different size can instead be simultaneously probed by
“standard” DDM [117].

A time-resolved version of the DDM algorithm, implemented by not taking the ensemble
average in eq. (2.2), allowed the characterisation of the complex dynamics in the kinetic arrest
of a colloidal gel undergoing spinodal decomposition [118].

Modifying the experimental DDM set-up (a microscope) with two aptly oriented polarisers
allows to investigate the dynamics of nematic liquid crystals [104], and to simultaneously
characterise the translational and rotational diffusivity of optically anisotropic particles [119].

Recently, Wulstein et al. suggested engineering the point spread function (PSF) of the
microscope to extend the reach of DDM. In their work they explore two main ideas: using an
astigmatic PSF in order to reduce the size of the imaged region without losing information
at low wave-vectors, and using a saddle-point PSF to increase the sensitivity of DDM to
displacements of scatterers in the axial direction [120].

Finally, Edera et al. demonstrated that it is possible to perform microrheology experiments
using DDM, and thus to characterise the mechanical moduli of soft materials in a simple,
calibration-free manner [121].

2.3.2 Advantages (and disadvantages) of DDM compared to DLS and
particle tracking

DDM is an optical technique that bridges the gap between microscopy and light scattering
experiments, and have several advantages over either of them [110].

Compared to dynamic light scattering, DDM shows several strong points. First, it simul-
taneously probes multiple q-vectors, allowing to collect data with very good statistics while
reducing the overall length of the experiment. DDM also explores a range of wave-vectors
that is usually not accessible by DLS: Since low ranges of wave-vectors correspond in DLS
to very small angles off the direction of the incident light, detection is usually perturbed
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by stray light from imperfections in the optical path. DDM on the other hand is robust to
such perturbation, as they would only give a static contribution that cancels out when taking
the difference between frames. This insensitivity to static contributions also makes DDM
especially useful in set-ups with low-quality optics, or where the optical elements are less than
perfectly cleaned. On the other hand any moving imperfection or contamination will give its
contribution - hard or impossible to decouple from the sample’s signal - to the Image Structure
Function. In non-homogeneous samples DDM can probe different regions of the field of
view, yielding a space-resolved information that is very challenging and time consuming
to achieve in DLS experiments. Of course DDM also shows some limitations compared to
scattering experiments, in particular when it comes to the sensor used: camera detectors are
still outperformed by photomultiplier tubes and avalanche photodiodes when it comes to
speed and sensitivity.

The advantages of DDM over particle tracking (PT) are different: In a typical tracking
experiment, the user needs to segment the image and track the desired features across frames
(recognise who’s who in consecutive frames). This usually requires the fine tuning of several
parameters: the minimum and maximum size for a feature to be of interest, the allowed
amount of movement between frames, and so on. DDM has no need for segmentation, and
requires no image pre-processing, which can in fact be very detrimental, in that filters and
operations of simple interpretation in real space play havoc in Fourier space [103]. It is worth
stressing that the single advantage that makes DDM a much better candidate than particle
tracking for automation is that there is no user-defined parameter: only a family of fitting
functions needs to be decided for the analysis of a sample. DDM suffers of course from
some drawbacks against particle tracking: PT offers a more complete characterisation of
the population of tracers, as trajectories can be post-processed, filtered, sorted, and binned,
while in DDM the user can only access probability distributions (e.g. of size or velocity) by
inverting the intermediate scattering function. This makes DDM very susceptible to moving
impurities, as their contribution to the signal can be impossible to remove a posteriori.

The ability of DDM to probe the dynamics of crowded, weakly scattering, un-trackable
objects is what makes it a perfect candidate for the analysis of motile cilia, as it will be
demonstrated in the next chapter. I will also show an extension of DDM, which I called
multiDDM, which extends DDM in a powerful new direction for measuring spatial coherence
of the dynamics.

In order to successfully apply DDM to the investigation of the dynamics of motile cilia,
we had to overcome one of its limitations. In general, DDM is at its most powerful when
combined with a model for the Intermediate Scattering Function. Calculating a priori an
analytical form for the Intermediate Scattering Function has been done now on relatively
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simple systems [102, 106, 109, 117], but it becomes a fairly complicated task on more complex
systems. Without an analytical prediction for the Intermediate Scattering Function, it becomes
potentially difficult to interpret the Image Structure Function yielded by DDM. We overcome
this particular problem by fitting the Image Structure Function with an empirical function.
This allows us to obtain meaningful parameters that describe the dynamics of the sample, as
the next chapter will show in more detail.





Chapter 3

DDM and multiDDM to characterise
ciliated epithelia

3.1 A novel approach to the study of ciliated epithelia

This chapter describes a new approach for user-independent characterisation of cilia collective
dynamics.

As reported in detail in chapter 2, the technique of Differential Dynamic Microscopy
(DDM) was invented fairly recently to characterise dynamics in colloidal suspensions [102,
103] and relies on Fourier analysis of difference images. Here we build on this approach,
developing what might be called a “multiscale-DDM” - multiDDM for short.

The very first goal of our technique is to obtain an unbiased measurement of the Ciliary
Beat Frequency, which can be compared to previous analysis approaches (section 3.3). A
discussion on how to perform a more thorough analysis on the sample in order to retrieve
additional parameters will be carried in sections 3.4 and 3.5, and in Appendices A and B.

MultiDDM offers significant improvements over the most established approaches, based
on single-point FFT, for the analysis of in vitro ciliated cells: First, it requires no user input,
thus removing the most important source of bias and reducing significantly the time required
for analysis; second, as will be detailed in the following sections, it is a technique that
intrinsically extracts physical quantities averaged over the sample, improving statistics over
single-point techniques (it can be easily tuned to maintain the spatial information, if this is
desired). However the most notable advantage of multiDDM over point-FFT approaches is
that DDM measures various physical quantities of the cilia dynamics that might be related to
diseases, thus providing doctors and researchers with full information for diagnostics.
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Fig. 3.1 Sketch of in vitro samples. Cartoon showing the arrangement of the commercially
available samples purchased from Epithelix. The reconstructed airway epithelium is composed
of basal cells, goblet cells, and ciliated cells, and sits on a semipermeable membrane at the
bottom of a plastic insert. The epithelium is kept at Air-Liquid Interface by placing the plastic
insert in a 24-well plate: the semipermeable membrane allows the uptake of nutrients from
the basal medium, but the mucus layer remains exposed to the atmosphere. The drawing,
taken from www.epithelix.com, is not to scale: in real life, the cilia are about 7 µm long,
while the diameter of the membrane supporting the ciliated epithelium is 6.5 mm.

3.2 Methods of cell culture and imaging

Data presented in this chapter was either collected in-house by me on commercial ALI
samples, following 3.2.1, or by Dr Cedar J. Fowler for his PhD research on commercial cells
grown in-house, following methods described in section 3.2.2.

3.2.1 In-house imaging of commercially available assays

The videos analysed for sections 3.3.3 and 3.4 were obtained from assays purchased from a
commercial company and imaged in-house as follows. A healthy Human Airway Epithelium
reconstituted in vitro (MucilAir™, see Figure 3.1) was purchased from Epithelix (Epithelix
Sàrl, Geneva, Switzerland) and maintained following the protocol provided by the company.
The layer of ciliated cells (much more densely ciliated than was possible via the method of
section 3.2.2) was then imaged in bright field on a Nikon Ti-E inverted microscope (Figure 3.2)
equipped with a 40× dry Nikon objective (NA 0.95). High speed videos were then recorded
using a CMOS camera (model No. GS3-U3-23S6M-C; Point Grey Research/FLIR Integrated
Imaging Solutions (Machine Vision), Richmond, British Columbia, Canada) connected to
a LINUX workstation running a custom video grabbing software developed in house. The
videos have a resolution of 1024 px × 1024 px and 150 fps frame rate. This magnification
yields a 0.146 µm/px ratio and, together with the frame size L = 1024 px, a spatial sampling
frequency qmin = 0.042 µm−1.

http://www.epithelix.com/products/mucilair
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Fig. 3.2 Imaging chamber. Cells are imaged on a Nikon Ti-E inverted microscope (a) while
being kept in ideal conditions throughout the experiments thanks to a custom imaging chamber
designed by Dr Jurij Kotar (b, c). Samples are kept at 37 ◦C and in a controlled atmosphere
with 100 % humidity and 5% CO2.

Samples of ciliated cells were kept in ideal conditions (37 ◦C temperature, 5% CO2, 100 %
humidity) during the experiments, thanks to a custom-made imaging chamber designed and
manufactured by Dr Jurij Kotar (Figure 3.2).

3.2.2 Culture of ciliated cells at the air-liquid interface and their imag-
ing

The videos analysed while developing the analysis tools and featured in section 3.3.2 were
collected by Dr Cedar J. Fowler during his PhD as follows.

Commercially available Normal Human Bronchial Epithelial (NHBE) cells provided by
Lonza (Lonza, cat# CC-2540, Walkersville, MD) were grown at the air-liquid interface (ALI)
following a protocol issued by the selling company. After defrosting, 9.5 × 104 cells were
seeded into 6.5 mm collagen-coated polyester Transwell inserts (12-well with a pore size of
0.4 µm, Corning Inc., Lowell, MA) with basal ALI media (Lonza, cat # B-ALI-BulletKit,
Walkersville, MD). When confluent, the transwells were shifted to ALI culture by removing
the apical media and maintaining 800 µl ALI media in the basal compartment. The media
were exchanged every other day. Mucociliary differentiation and cilia beating occurred within
4 weeks.
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Fig. 3.3 Differential Dynamic Microscopy (DDM) allows a complete characterisation
of collective dynamics in ciliated cells. The technique relies on the Fourier analysis of
(a) time-lapsed, bright field microscopy images. (b) Images separated by a time interval
(“lag time”) τ are subtracted, and (c) the absolute value of the two-dimensional Fast Fourier
Transform (FFT) of the differential images is then computed. (d) Assuming a stationary and
ergodic sample we average over all the Fourier transforms of the differential images with
given τ . (e) If sample dynamics is isotropic, then the two-dimensional power spectrum can
be azimuthally averaged yielding a one-dimensional power spectrum.

NHBE cells were imaged in bright field using a 63× glycerol objective with a 1.5×
internal magnification on a Leica DM IRBE inverted microscope (Leica Microsystems, Inc.,
Bannockburn, IL) on a vibration dampened table. An area scan high-speed monochromatic
digital video camera (model A602f-2, Basler AG, Ahrensburg, Germany) was used for image
and video acquisition, recording a ∼2.56 s video with a resolution of 720 px × 480 px and
100 fps frame rate. At this 94.5× magnification 1 px = 0.161 µm. The inverse pixel size
k = 6.2 µm−1 and the frame size L = 480 px (the algorithm was coded to work on square
images, therefore L is the size of the shortest side of the image) define the spatial sampling
frequency qmin = 2πk/L = 0.081 µm−1.

All imaging was done at 37 ◦C in ALI media. At each time point of the experiment,
approximately 40 fields of view (FOV) of each sample were imaged. All samples were kept
at 37 ◦C and 5% CO2 and in ALI media throughout the experiment and imaging.
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3.3 DDM on videos of ciliated cells

Figure 3.3 shows all steps of DDM analysis. As outlined above, the first step is to take
difference images between a reference frame F (r, t0) and a frame recorded a time interval
τ later. 2D power spectra of differential images are then calculated. All 2D power spectra
obtained by the difference of images separated by the same value of τ are averaged, as the
system dynamics is assumed to be stationary.

The next step is the azimuthal average q =
√

q2
x + q2

y , possible when the 2D power spectra
show radial symmetry (i.e. the system dynamics is isotropic). This is clearly not the general
case in samples with planar cell polarity and metachronal waves. Nevertheless, in vitro
cultures often lack directionality. Here, the anisotropy is disregarded as a first approximation,
as the primary goal of the analysis outlined in this section is just the assessment of the
Ciliary Beat Frequency. An example of radially averaged power spectra I(q, τ ′) is shown
in Figure 3.3e. As the Image Structure Function I(q, τ) is a function of the two variables
spatial frequency q and lag time τ , to indicate a cross-section of I(q, τ) at a fixed value
of either variable, such variable will be primed: I(q′, τ) is a cross-section at fixed spatial
frequency, while I(q, τ ′) a cross-section at fixed lag time.

3.3.1 Interpreting motile cilia DDM results

System dynamics are accessible in the Image Structure Function by studying how the ampli-
tude of the Fourier modes changes with τ . The data in each I(q′, τ) (some examples shown
in Figure 3.4b) behave like a damped oscillator, and can therefore be fitted with an empirical
function

I(q′, τ) = A [1 − exp(cos(2πντ))] exp(−τ/τc) + B. (3.1)

The meaning of the fitting parameters A and B has already been discussed in section 2.2, but
for this section of particular interest are ν and τc.

The parameter ν is the frequency of the oscillations of the amplitude of the Fourier
component q′, and this is the Ciliary Beat Frequency of the sample. As shown in Figure 3.4,
such frequency does not depend on the spatial frequency q. This is not (yet) a robust estimate
of CBF, as in many videos the DDM signal was dominated by some high contrast impurity
that would either move randomly or oscillate with a different frequency. The solution to this
issue is addressed in section 3.3.2.

The other interesting parameter is the decay time τc, as this is related to the coherence of
cilia movement. It is sensible to expect that two factors might contribute to the decay time
τc: First, a spatial factor, related to how different cilia (or cells) can beat at slightly different
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(a)
(b)

Fig. 3.4 DDM measures the system dynamics. A one-dimensional power spectrum can
be computed for all possible values of the lag time τ by repeating the steps described in
Figure 3.3, thus yielding (a) the Image Structure Function I(q, τ). (b) The system dynamics
can then be investigated through the dependence of the amplitude of each Fourier mode on
the lag time τ . In the case of a layer of ciliated cells, the Fourier mode amplitudes undergo
damped oscillations, and are fitted with a suitable functions (see eq. (3.1)). Only three Fourier
modes are shown in (b) as an example.

frequencies, therefore not being perfectly phase-locked. This is especially due to the fact that
in most of the videos in the dataset the cilia coverage of the sample surface was patchy, with
only small clumps of ciliated cells surrounded by non-ciliated cells. In the hypothesis that
the synchronisation among cilia comes from hydrodynamic coupling (which decays as the
reciprocal of the separation in the bulk, and as the reciprocal of the separation cubed close to
a wall [32]), we expect to see cilia extruding from the same cell to be better synchronized than
cilia belonging to different cells because of a distance effect. Second, the beating cycle of
one cilium might be not always identical to itself (at least because of thermal noise influence
on molecular motors), and this might affect the decay time as well. This concept, which is
analysed in more detail in Appendix A using simulated data, is the basis of the new method
we propose in section 3.4.

3.3.2 Spatially resolved DDM can provide a more robust estimate of
CBF

In the experimental dataset described here, approximately 40 videos are analysed. Unfortu-
nately in several of them there is some dirt or some other high contrast feature moving in the
field of view, making the results of full-field DDM unreliable. To work around this issue,
the 720 px × 480 px imaged region is divided into square “boxes” of 80 px side, which is
roughly the size of a cell. The DDM algorithm is then run only on the boxes with the most
activity. To select these regions, first we create a “movement map" of the whole movie: this is
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(a) (b) (c)

Fig. 3.5 DDM can yield an accurate and robust measurement of ciliary beat frequency.
While the analysis of the entire field of view with the algorithm described in section 3.3.1
yields an accurate estimate of the average ciliary beat frequency, such measurement can be
affected by stray objects (e.g. cell debris) drifting or being transported into the field of view.
(a) Robustness of the analysis can be improved by dividing the field of view into small square
boxes of approximately the size of a cell, and running the DDM algorithm only on the boxes
with the most activity (selected by thresholding the standard deviation of pixel intensity over
time), yielding one CBF value for each box. Scale bar is 10 µm. (b) A distribution of CBF
arises running DDM (exploiting the division of the field of view into small boxes) on 44
videos, sampling different regions of the same assay. The mean and standard deviation are
shown in green, and compared with CBF values obtained by the commercial software SAVA
on the same set of videos. (c) CBF measurements of a sample of ciliated cells, at increasing
times after addition of Phosphate-buffered saline. Each box shows median (central mark),
25th and 75th percentile (box) and outliers of the distribution of CBF values, extracted from
approximately 40 videos on the same assay. The same set of videos was analysed with the
SAVA software (green circles), showing good agreement with DDM results.

a matrix of the same size of any of the frames of the original video, and each entry contains
the standard deviation over time of the grey level of the corresponding pixels in the original
video, following σvideo(r) =

√
1

N−1
∑

t (F (r, t) − ⟨F (r, t)⟩t)
2, where N is the number of

frames and F (r, t) is the frame recorded at time t. We then divide the field of view into boxes
of the desired size, and coarse-grain the movement map by summing all the entries of it that
lie within the same box. A threshold is set on the coarse-grained movement map via Otsu’s
method [122]. DDM is then performed on the boxes whose “movement level" is over the
threshold (Figure 3.5a).

For each box the Image Structure Function I(q, τ) is obtained, and the τ -dependence of
the amplitudes of the Fourier modes is investigated by fitting I(q′, τ) curves with eq. (3.1).
This yields a value of the frequency νq for each value of q, the average of which, ⟨νq⟩q, is the
estimated CBF for the box. For each sample one value of CBF for each analysed box of each
video is measured, building a distribution as shown in Figure 3.5b. The mean value of the
distribution is the final (and robust) estimate of CBF in the sample, its uncertainty being the
spread of the distribution. It is worth stressing that the error on CBF is not the uncertainty
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with which the DDM can assess a frequency, but it comes from the fact that across the sample
there is a distribution of cells with different CBF, and all beating cells have been measured.

Dividing the field of view into boxes proved to be an effective way to minimise the effect
of debris on the measurements: When a high contrast feature moves across a region analysed
with DDM it gives its own contribution, difficult to separate from the cilia’s, to the Image
Structure Function. This effect is maximum when taking DDM on the entire field of view, as
the dirt will affect the only box of the video and for many frames. When dividing the field of
view into many boxes instead only the boxes on the trajectory of the debris will be affected
and for fewer frames. In this way we do not need to exclude the boxes crossed by debris from
the analysis, but rather we minimise the effect of this high contrast features on the analysis.

A by-product of using an - albeit rudimentary - motion-detection algorithm is the ability
of providing the user with a percentage of regions showing movement. This can be useful in
comparing, for example, different culture methods or stages of development.

Comparisons between CBF as obtained through DDM and by using the commercial
software SAVA are shown both in Figure 3.5b for a single set of 44 videos taken on the same
assay in a limited amount of time, and in Figure 3.5c where the evolution of CBF in a sample
is followed in time after Phosphate-buffered Saline (PBS) was added to the sample. The
results show very good agreement between DDM and SAVA measurements of CBF. It is
worth stressing that CBF measurements with DDM are completely automatic, requiring no
user input that might induce a bias towards faster beating (high frequencies). Keeping in
mind that DDM can also extract other physical quantities (as described later), this is a serious
improvement on the existing approaches for analysing in vitro samples of ciliated cells.

3.3.3 DDM-based detection of metachronal waves

Arguably the most prominent feature of a ciliated tissue is that phase-locking among beating
cilia yields a metachronal wave. It is thus essential that DDM can provide insight into the
metachronal wave for it to be deemed suitable for the analysis of ciliated tissues. Unfortunately
almost the entirety of in vitro samples analysed in this chapter do not display long range
metachronal waves (as discussed in section 3.3.1, instead of a continuous carpet of cilia
the samples described in section 3.2.2 are constituted of small regions of only few ciliated
cells). We believe that a possible reason for the lack of metachronal waves may be the
absence (unlike the in vivo case) of flow at the moment of cilia development, and the low
density of ciliated cells. Metachronal waves were therefore studied on the commercially
available cultures described in section 3.2.1, where despite the absence of flow during ciliary
development the higher density of ciliated cells makes it possible to have some degree of
long range coordination in the ciliary beat (Video B.1 in the supplementary materials).
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(a) (b) (c) (d)

θ ≈ 30°

λ

Fig. 3.6 DDM can detect a metachronal wave and measure its wavelength. A metachronal
wave is a travelling wave with wavelength λ: it shows up as a sharp peak in the Image Structure
Function, at qwave = 2π/λ. (a) A section of the Image Structure Function at fixed lag time
τ ′, showing the sharp peak at low q signature of a metachronal wave. The green line shows a
direct measurement of qwave, and the shaded region its standard deviation. (b) The high speed
video analysed in (a) (Video B.1) was processed by taking the differences between subsequent
frames, and calculating the local standard deviation of each differential frame (Video B.2). A
kymograph was then built by taking a cross section of the processed video along a manually
selected line that would follow the direction of propagation of the wave. The average slope of
the characteristic regions of high intensity in this kymograph (typical of travelling waves) is
the reciprocal of the wave velocity c, and the wavenumber is then qwave = 2πν/c, where ν
is the CBF. (c) Manual measurement of the metachronal wave in a microscopy video of an
ovine trachea, published as supplemental information in [89]. The measuring line (white)
is defined so to be perpendicular to the wavefronts (red lines). The wavelength is then the
distance between two wavefronts along the measuring line: λ = (70 ± 2) px at 30° from
the horizontal axis. (d) The lag-time-averaged Image Structure Function of the same video
clearly shows two peaks at low Fourier modes mx and my (red +) symmetrical with respect
to mode (0, 0) (white +). Then λ = 2π/q = L/

√
m2

x + m2
y = 57.3 px, and the propagation

direction is θ = tan−1(qy/qx) = 26.6°. The confidence intervals are λ ∈ [50.2, 81.0] px,
and θ ∈ [11.3°, 45°], obtained assuming a ±0.5 uncertainty on both mx and my. The large
confidence intervals are a direct consequence of the inherently poor spatial resolution at low
Fourier modes. The manual and DDM results are in very good agreement.

We found that DDM is particularly well suited to spot metachronal waves, as shown
in Figure 3.6a: Since a metachronal wave is a travelling wave with a well-defined wavelength
λ, it creates a very sharp peak in the Image Structure Function at the spatial frequency
corresponding to its wavenumber qwave = 2π/λ. The wavelength obtained in a completely
automated fashion by DDM was then cross-checked with a manual measurement, obtaining
good agreement. Details of this alternative method are in Figure 3.6b and in the supplementary
materials.

A second example of DDM-based detection metachronal wave is shown in Figure 3.6c
and 3.6d: we analysed a microscopy video published as supplemental information in [89]
featuring a very well developed MW in ovine tracheal tissue, obtaining a measurement of
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wavelength and propagation direction in good agreement with a manual measurement. To
manually analyse the video first we measured the slope of a line drawn along each wavefront,
as shown in Figure 3.6c (red lines). The wavelength is then measured along a set of several
parallel lines drawn perpendicularly to the wavefronts (an example is in white in Figure 3.6c).
A measurement of λ was taken at each frame per each measurement line as the distance
between two peaks of the gradient of the pixel-value cross-sections along the measurement
line, yielding λ = (70 ± 2) px for measuring lines at 30° from the horizontal axis. The DDM
algorithm was then run on the video, but without performing the azimuthal average on q, so
to yield an Image Structure Function I(q, τ). The metachronal wave showed up in the I(q, τ)
as a pair of sharp, symmetrical q-peaks (Figure 3.6d). The wavelength can be calculated as
λ = 2π/|q|, while the propagation direction of the metachronal wave can be measured as
θ = tan−1(qy/qx). As shown in Figure 3.6, the manual and DDM results are in very good
agreement.

3.4 Multiscale-DDM can provide information about the spa-
tial coordination of beating cilia

Spatial information on how cilia are coupled can be recovered from the analysis of a sample
with an extension of the DDM algorithm. In the scope of this work, interesting information
are whether the DDM is able to give an estimate of a length scale across which cilia beat
cooperatively, if the algorithm is able to detect a metachronal wave, and how this shows up in
the I(q, τ) signal. The latter two points are discussed in sections 3.3.3 and A.2. The case of
in vitro cultures, where the metachronal coordination might not be evident, is where a DDM-
based, multiscale approach can be powerful particularly giving valuable information about
ciliary coordination. In this section we exploit an idea already mentioned in section 3.3.1:
that the characteristic time τc for the decay of the oscillations in the time behaviour of the
Image Structure Function accounts both for how well synchronised the cilia in the FOV are,
and for how consistent the period of each cilium is over time. In this section we show how, by
running the DDM algorithm on a whole series of tilings of the field of view, we can extract a
coordination length scale, a characteristic length of our system over which the coordination
between cilia is lost.

Length scale of synchronisation: in vitro samples

The hypothesis of a better synchronisation amongst cilia on the same cell than across different
cells is easy to verify. The resolution of all videos in the dataset described in section 3.2.1 is
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(a)

(b)

Fig. 3.7 DDM can detect a characteristic length scale for synchronisation. (a) The DDM
algorithm was run on computer generated data (see section A.3), a greyscale matrix with
pixel intensity oscillating over time, divided into phase-locked hexagonal tiles. This was done
several times, changing the area (“window”) of DDM. Notably, the decay time τσ of ⟨I(q, τ)⟩q

diverges when the DDM window becomes smaller than the size of a phase-locked tile. The
transition is smooth because of the shape mismatch between the hexagonal tiles and the square
DDM windows. The green line is an empirical fit of the data to 1/τσ = ax/(x+ b)+ c, where
x is the DDM window area normalised over the area of the hexagonal tiles. The error on
the data is comparable with the marker size. (b) In experimental data a similar behaviour is
observed when plotting the reciprocal 1/τc of the decay time of I(q′, τ) against the size of the
DDM window (following section 3.4). Again the decay time increases significantly when the
DDM algorithm is run on a small enough window, here this happens at ≈ 700 µm2. The red
markers show the median, and the error bars the 25th and the 75th percentile for each value of
the DDM window area. The green line is an empirical fit of the data to 1/τc = ax/(x+ b)+ c,
while the blue line shows the position of its inflection point with the 95% confidence interval
in shaded blue.

1920 px × 1024 px. First, a square region of the largest possible size, 1024 px × 1024 px, is
selected in each video and analysed with the DDM algorithm. Then, the region is divided
in smaller sub-regions, and the DDM is run on each one. This process of ‘multiscale-
DDM’ continues with the “window” on which the DDM runs getting smaller and smaller
(from 1024 px × 1024 px to 16 px × 16 px). The I(q, τ) signal of each window is fitted as in
eq. (3.1), thus extracting an amplitude, frequency and (the one this section focuses on) decay
time as a function of q for each region (A(q), ν(q), τc(q)). Comparing values of τc(q) as a
function of the DDM window size should give insight into the length scale of synchronisation.
As the DDM algorithm was run on regions of different size, also the range of spatial frequency
q it probed is different (although overlapping). In order to compare the decay time τc(q)
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across different sizes of the analysed region, one interval in q was selected. This interval
(q = 2.35 ± 0.4 µm−1) was chosen so that all τc(q) curves (one for each DDM window, or
box) have at least one point in it. The reciprocal of the decay time, measured as the median
of the distribution of τc(q) at q ≈ 2.35 µm−1 across the windows of the same size on all 30
videos in the dataset is plotted in Figure 3.7b against the size of the DDM window. The
median of the distribution, and not its mean, was chosen to increase robustness against outliers.
The plot shows that the decay time increases significantly when the DDM window becomes
smaller than a critical area, estimated to be ≈ 700 µm2 by fitting the data to the empirical
curve

1/τc = ax/(x + b) + c (3.2)

where x is the window area, and locating its inflection point (the empirical curve is a sigmoid
when plotted on a logarithmically spaced x−axis). This value is significantly higher than the
area of a single ciliated cell, whose diameter is ≈ 10 µm [123].

3.5 DDM can identify the beating direction

One of the steps of the DDM algorithm, as presented in 2.2 and 3.3, is the azimuthal average
of the Image Structure Function I(q, τ) over the angles of the scattering vector q. In a sample
with anisotropic dynamics this step effectively leads to the loss of information about the
anisotropy. While this was acceptable in the case of cilia as a first approximation, it is worth
remembering that DDM can indeed access this information [111].

The benefits of accessing the information on anisotropy are obvious in the case of cilia, as
it would mean measuring the direction along which the cilia beats. This would make DDM
an invaluable tool also in the study of Planar Cell Polarity, as there are still open questions
about how the cilia align themselves to all beat in the same direction in vivo, why this does
not happen in vitro, and how the in vivo results can be achieved in vitro.

In simple cases, as for example small particles oscillating back and forth, all moving
along the same direction, it is easy to use DDM to find the direction of movement: without
the average across the angles of the scattering vector, the direction of movement is simply
the angle in the (qx, qy) plane where, in the relevant q-range, the signal I(q, τ) is maximum.
This simple example is shown in Appendix A and Figure A.1.

In vitro ciliated epithelia are a much more complicated system, in which the simple
approach of the previous paragraph does not work for two reasons. First, when imaging in
vitro ciliated epithelia a field of view typically contains cilia that beat in different directions.
This is a problem easy to overcome: one only needs to divide the field of view into smaller
tiles and analyse the section of the microscope video pertaining to each tile to have a spatially-
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Fig. 3.8 DDM can measure the beating direction. (a) The FOV is first divided into small
tiles within which the beating direction is homogeneous. (b) The difference between the
image structure function at the two smallest accessible values of τ highlights two oblong
regions in the (qx, qy) plane in which the signal is relatively higher in I(q, τ = 1 frame) than
it is in I(q, τ = 2 frames). The short axis of these regions, identifiable via segmentation, is
aligned with the beating direction. (c) Repeating the analysis described in (a) and (b) over
all the tiles (in green) of the FOV yields a spatially resolved measurement of the beating
direction (orange arrows). This was found to be in good agreement with visual evaluation
of the high speed microscope video (motion map in the background) and with tracking of
impurities propelled by the cilia (line indicating the trajectory, with the time going from blue
to yellow). Scale bar is 20 µm.

resolved measurement of the beating direction (Figure 3.8a,c). The other issue that makes
finding the beating direction challenging is that, even in a tile within which all cilia are



34 DDM and multiDDM to characterise ciliated epithelia

aligned, the direction in the (qx, qy) plane where the signal I(q, τ) is maximum changes with
τ . We hypothesise that this stems from the fact that DDM takes differences of images of,
in this case, long filaments imaged from above. When the time difference between the two
subtracted frames τ is high, one can see long stripes in the differential image caused by cilia
parallel to the focal plane. These stripes then give a high contribution to the 2D Fourier
transform. To prevent this we only look at the very fast dynamics (Figure 3.8b), measuring
the Image Structure Function only up to the two shortest values of τ we can access (1 and
2 frames). We then normalise I(q, τ = 1 frame) and I(q, τ = 2 frames) so that they only
assume values between 0 and 1, and take their difference. This process effectively finds
the areas in the (qx, qy) plane in which I(q, τ = 1 frame) has a stronger signal relatively to
I(q, τ = 2 frames). These areas are of oblong shape, with their short axis aligned to their
beating direction. A simple intensity-based segmentation to identify the short axes of the two
oblong regions in the fast-dynamics signal yields therefore the beating direction.

This empirical algorithm does not require any input by the user once the size of the tiles
has been chosen, and yields a spatially resolved measurement of the beating direction (a
“direction field”). We found the results to be accurate, and in good agreement with both visual
examination of the high speed microscopy videos and manual tracking of the rare impurities
that are transported by the ciliated epithelium (Figure 3.8c). We are however attempting to
perform this same measurement of beating direction with a different technique so that we can
thoroughly cross-validate the results.

3.6 MultiDDM probes the coordination in time and space
of ciliated epithelia

We have presented a new toolkit for the analysis of ciliated tissues based on Differential
Dynamic Microscopy, extending to “multiscale-DDM”, proving this to be a valuable tool to
measure the ciliary beat frequency of in vitro human airways ciliated cells at the air-liquid
interface. On one hand, this yields results in agreement with point-FFT approaches but in
a completely automated procedure without any user input, thus reducing a source of bias
and speeding up the analysis. This suggests DDM analysis to be a serious alternative to
commercial software for providing a reliable, fast and unbiased estimate of the ciliary beat
frequency, even in a clinical environment. On the other hand, conceptually new information
is retrieved using DDM compared to fixed-point FFT analysis: the algorithm gives an output
signal which is closely related to the intermediate scattering function, quantifying fully the
system dynamics.
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Guided also by simulated data, presented in more depth in Appendix A, we have sug-
gested new ways of extending the DDM algorithm (“multiDDM”) to extract spatio/temporal
information from the samples, namely the correlation length for cilia beating.

The analysis algorithm was also shown able to detect the presence of a large length scale
feature such as a metachronal wave, and to measure its wavelength and direction. Being
able to estimate these quantities (a length scale across which movement is coordinated, the
angular spread of cilia beating, and properties of the metachronal wave) is fundamental
towards a possible employment of DDM in a clinical environment, in particular to assess
the structural and functional integrity of ciliated tissues. For example, in chapter 4 we use
multiDDM to assess how modifying the mucus rheology affects the ciliary movement in
samples from Cystic Fibrosis donors. This technique could also be of use in studying if and
how ciliated airways tissues can recovery after being damaged because of a blast wave [124]
or in regenerative medicine.





Chapter 4

Response of respiratory ciliated epithelia
to changes in the rheology of the mucus
layer

4.1 MultiDDM as a tool to assess the response of ciliated
epithelia to drug treatments

This chapter is focused on testing our new method on an important disease, Cystic Fibrosis
(CF). CF is a life-threatening genetic disorder caused by loss-of-function mutations in the
cystic fibrosis transmembrane conductance regulator (CFTR) gene [125].

This study was conducted in collaboration with Dr Maurizio Chioccioli, a postdoc in
our group, and Dr Preston Bratcher, from the Division of Pediatric Pulmonary Medicine at
National Jewish Health, in Denver, CO, USA, who provided cells and shared in the study
design.

After introducing the F508del/F508del mutation, which is one of the genotypical causes
of Cystic Fibrosis (section 4.2), and three drugs used to tackle its effects (section 4.3), in
section 4.5 multiDDM analysis is used to measure CBF and cilia coordination on human
airways epithelial cells (HAEC) samples from subjects both healthy and affected by the
F508del/F508del mutation. The ability of multiDDM to quantify the loss of cilia coordination
over distance is used here to measure how coordination is affected by mucus properties in both
direct perturbations and pharmacological intervention, providing new important information
about coordination of cilia dynamics in the context of CF. In particular, section 4.6 shows
data collected upon repeated washes of the mucous layer on samples from CF patients. In
section 4.7 instead multiDDM is used to demonstrate the efficacy of the CFTR-modulating
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drug combination of VX-770 (ivacaftor/ KALYDECO®) and VX-809 (lumacaftor, together
termed ORKAMBI®) on HAECs derived from subjects homozygous for F508del CFTR. We
also investigated the effect of VX-809 alone on these cells, as well as a recently-reported
CFTR-modulating compound Tα1 [126]. The development of a rapid, quantitative assay for
characterising collective cilia beating dynamics in a standard cell culture model has important
applications in diagnostics and drug screening. To our knowledge, these data represent the
first in-depth, quantitative assessment of cilia coordination in HAECs derived from subjects
with CF and how this changes in response to CFTR-modulating drugs. Although this study
applies multiDDM analysis to investigate ciliary beating dynamics in the context of CF,
this technique could be applied to the other respiratory diseases in which ciliary beating is
affected.

4.2 Homozygous F508del mutation of the Cystic Fibrosis
Transmembrane conductance regulator gene

Cystic Fibrosis (CF) is one of the most common lethal autosomal recessive diseases in the Cau-
casian population [100, 125, 127]. It does not only affect the lungs, but all mucus-producing
organs, such as the lungs, sinuses, reproductive organs, intestine, and pancreas [127]. In the
airways, CF causes the build-up of thick, sticky mucus of abnormal composition. This in
turn reduces the mucociliary clearance, which can then lead to plugging of the airways, and
favour the onset of chronical bacterial infections and inflammations [43, 127, 128].

As discovered almost 30 years ago, CF is caused by a mutation in the CF TransMembrane
conductance regulator gene (CFTR) [70, 100]. More than 1500 mutations have been identified
so far, albeit not all mutations cause CF. Only a few mutations have been characterised
extensively enough to learn their functional importance [100].

The lack of a Phenylalanine at position 508 (F508del) is the most common mutation by far,
accounting for about 2/3 of mutated alleles in Caucasian patients [100]. During translation,
the missing amino acid causes the synthesis of a protein with a folding defect. When the
quality control mechanism in the endoplasmic reticulum recognises the defect, the protein
is chaperoned, ubiquinated, and marked for degradation [100]. Misfolded proteins that get
to the cell surface despite the quality control mechanism only retain a degree of the normal
levels of functionality [100, 125].

The CFTR gene encodes for a Chloride channel present on the surface of several epithelia
that also acts as a regulator for other membrane proteins, including the epithelial sodium
channel (ENaC)[127].
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Malfunction of the CFTR gene leads to dehydration of the airways. In particular, the
concentration of mucins in the mucus layer increases. By osmosis, the mucus layer then
draws more water from the periciliary layer, which is in part occupied by mucins tethered to
the surface of cilia. The PCL collapses, greatly hindering the ciliary beat, if the concentration
of mucins in the mucus layer grows past a critical value of 5 % solid, as the osmotic pressure
of the PCL becomes lower than that of the mucus layer [43, 70, 127].

The impaired mucociliary clearance then paves the way to bacterial growth, and the
formation of biofilms. This in turn triggers a complex biological feedback mechanism: for
example, bacterial inflammation causes an increase of the number of goblet cells (goblet cells
hyperplasia) and the recruitment of neutrophils (one type of white blood cells, part of the
innate immune system). The immune system response leads to the release of extracellular
DNA in the mucus, worsening its properties and further reducing clearance [127].

Only the most common CF-causing mutations expressed by large groups of subjects
have been targeted for drug screening due to the high cost and time-consuming nature of
clinical trials. Many mutations that are rare or uncharacterised have not been tested for their
responsiveness to clinically available CF drugs yet.

However, a recent study showed that selected CFTR-modulating drugs used to treat patients
with the common F508del-CFTR mutation could in some cases be effective in treating patients
with rare, uncharacterised CFTR mutations that are currently not registered for treatment,
if only cost-effective assays could be used to screen such samples [129]. MultiDDM is a
technique that could be useful in this direction.

Airways mucus is a complex material that behaves, from a rheological point of view, as a
viscoelastic gel-like material [130]. Mucus owes its gel-like properties to its main organic
components, a family of gel-forming proteins called mucins. These cross-link and form
a network via both covalent bonding and reversible interactions, such as electrostatic and
hydrophobic interactions [131–133]. The viscoelastic properties of the mucus affect the ability
of the mucociliary clearance mechanism to transport it along the epithelium. In particular,
transport is hindered if the mucus rheology exhibits a marked elastic component [134]. This
is relevant since, as mentioned in the section above, CFTR mutations lead to an increase in the
mucins concentration in CF mucus, and hence to an increase in its solid content [133, 135]. In
turn, the high percentage of solid content typical of CF mucus has been shown to cause both a
reduction of the pore size of the mucins network and, crucially, an increase of about two orders
of magnitude in the elastic modulus of CF mucus with respect to “healthy” mucus [133, 136].
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Fig. 4.1 Action of CFTR-modulating compounds. Administration of (a) CFTR correctors
increases the number and function of CFTR channels at the cell surface, while (b) CFTR
correctors increase the gating ability of such CFTR channel. Since in the F508del mutation
both the number of CFTR proteins located at the cell membrane and their gating are reduced,
(c) a combination of a corrector and a potentiator is needed to rescue CFTR functionality.
Figure adapted from www.cftr.info.

4.3 CFTR modulating drugs

The F508del-CFTR mutation affects both protein folding and channel gating, resulting in a
protein which not only does not function properly but where the majority is degraded before
it can reach the plasma membrane. Given the two distinct defects caused by F508del-CFTR,
it is generally believed that two complementary strategies are required to target it (Figure 4.1).
Agents that correct the location of the protein, allowing it to leave the endoplasmic reticulum
for the cell surface, are called “correctors", while drugs that enhance the activity of correctly
located CFTR proteins are called “potentiators". The combination of a corrector and a
potentiator can increase the number of CFTR proteins at the cell surface and improve their
functionality [100].

VX809 (Lumacaftor)

VX809 is a CFTR corrector, as it increases the trafficking of the CFTR protein to the cell
membrane. It acts as a chaperone, promoting the folding process of a fraction of F508del-
CFTR and allowing it to exit the endoplasmic reticulum without being tagged for degradation,
and has been shown to have a significant impact in in vitro testing [137, 138]. In a randomised,
double-blind, placebo-controlled study on a cohort of patients, however, while VX809 alone

http://www.cftr.info
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improved CFTR function in the sweat glands, it did not have any clinically significant effect
on the nasal epithelium nor on lung function [139].

VX809/VX770 (Lumacaftor+Ivacaftor)

VX770 is a CFTR potentiator, and has been shown to increase the gating activity of the
CFTR protein in in vitro F508del samples [138, 140]. However trials on patients showed
no clinically significant effect, and VX770 was not authorised for treatment of homozygous
F508del CF [138].

While separate treatments with VX809 and VX770 were not deemed effective enough
in treating patients with the homozygous F508del CFTR mutation, their combined correc-
tor/potentiator effect was shown to provide a benefit for patients in clinical trials [138, 141].
The drug was approved for use by the FDA and is commercialised with the trade name
ORKAMBI® (Vertex Pharmaceuticals Boston, MA.).

Thymosin α1

Thymosin α1 (Tα1, commercialised as ZADAXIN®) is a peptide of 28 amino acids that is
already used routinely as an immunomodulator for treating viral infections, immunodeficien-
cies, HIV/AIDS, and, notably, infections of the airways, for example in COPD [126, 142].
Its potent anti-inflammatory action prompted a study to assess its effectiveness to alleviate
inflammation in the early stages of CF, possibly breaking the vicious circle that leads to
chronically inflamed lungs in response to infectious agents. A very recent study by Romani
et al. [126] conducted on mouse models and human bronchial epithelial cells reported that
not only Tα1 has a beneficial effect in improving inflammation and immune tolerance in
CF, but it also has a secondary effect of increasing the trafficking, stability, and gating of
F508del-CFTR. Unlike VX809 and VX770, Tα1 is primarily an anti-inflammatory drug, that
can also rescue F508del-CFTR functionality. Its cost-effectiveness and safety suggest that it
will be tested in clinical trials as a beneficial treatment for CF.

4.4 Experimental methods

Data featured in this chapter were collected in-house both on the commercially available assays
described in section 3.2.1 and on ciliated epithelia cultured from primary clinical samples
by Dr Preston Bratcher at National Jewish Health in Denver, Colorado. Data collection
was performed in collaboration with Dr Maurizio Chioccioli, who also co-designed the
experiment.
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4.4.1 Study design

The overall objective of this chapter was to use the recently developed multiDDM algorithm
to characterise ciliary beating in cells from subjects with CF, and to test whether the approach
was sensitive enough to detect changes in ciliary beating over time and in response to various
drug treatments.

As a first-pass, we applied multiDDM to the primary HAECs purchased from Epithelix
detailed in section 3.2.1 and manipulated the mucous layer to affect ciliary beating. Once
our approach was validated – i.e., it became clear that the data obtained from multiDDM
analysis could be used to distinguish between different samples under different conditions
- we obtained primary clinical samples for experiments involving CFTR-modulating drug
treatments. For every experiment, the DDM analysis was based on data collected from HAECs
obtained from three different subjects, either healthy subject controls or cells harbouring the
F508del/F508del mutation in CFTR. We chose to focus on this mutation as it is the most
common cause of CF and one for which at least one therapeutic drugs has been approved
(ORKAMBI®).

At least sixteen - often more - videos were taken of each of the samples at each data
collection point, avoiding the perimeter of the cell culture insert due to the accumulation
of mucus in that region (an experimental artefact caused by the geometry of the vessel).
MultiDDM analyses were performed as previously described in [143] and chapter 3 and in
such a manner as to ensure the entire field-of-view was represented in an unbiased manner.
This study was not blinded.

4.4.2 Culture of nasal epithelial cells from primary clinical samples

Culturing of ciliated epithelia from primary clinical samples was performed by Dr Preston E.
Bratcher.

HAECs were isolated from nasal brushings of the inferior turbinate performed using a
cytology brush on CF subjects attending the Adult Clinic at National Jewish Health (Denver,
CO, USA). Samples were collected using a protocol approved by the Institutional Review
Board at National Jewish Health, and all subjects provided written informed consent. The
median age of the donors was 41 years old, 4/6 were female, and all were Caucasian and of
the CFTR genotype F508del/F508del.

Nasal epithelial cells obtained from brushings were expanded in culture using previously
described methods of conditional reprogramming culture (CRC) [144]. Briefly, nasal brushing
samples were dissociated in Dulbecco’s phosphate buffered saline solution containing 5 mm
EDTA and 5 mm EGTA and mechanically processed by repeatedly pipetting. After washing,
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cells were resuspended in CRC medium containing the rho-kinase inhibitor, Y-27632, and
plated on a feeder cell layer of gamma-irradiated 3T3 fibroblasts. Reprogrammed epithelial
cells were expanded at 37 ◦C in a humidified incubator in an atmosphere containing 5% CO2,
removed using two-stage trypsinisation, and replated on a fresh feeder layer. After reaching
∼ 80% confluence, passage 2 cells were aliquoted and stored in liquid nitrogen. Later,
thawed cells were plated onto feeder layers in CRC media with Y-27632 and expanded until
∼ 80% confluence was reached. After a two-stage trypsinisation and treatment with DNase
I, cells were plated onto collagen-coated permeable supports in a 24-well format (Corning
Incorporated, Tewksbury, MA, USA) at a density of 105 cells/cm2. Once confluence was
reached, apical media was removed and basal media was switched to PneumaCult ALI media
(STEMCELL Technologies). Cells formed well-differentiated cultures after 4 to 6 weeks at
the air-liquid interface.

4.4.3 Mucus washing

The experiments described in this chapter required the mucous layer present on the epithelial
layer to be washed. This was done by incubating the apical surfaces for 20 minutes in 200 µl
sterile Phosphate-Buffered Saline, PBS (GIBCO™), and then gently removing the solution
by suction pipette. This procedure was repeated twice.

4.4.4 CFTR-modulating drug assays

Solutions of VX-809 (lumacaftor; Selleck Chemicals LLC, Huston, USA), and VX-809 and
VX-770 (ivacaftor; Selleck Chemicals LLC, Huston, USA) were prepared in DMSO (Sigma)
at 3 mm, 0.1 mm concentrations respectively. Thymosin α1 (Tα1, CRIBI Biotechnology,
Padova, Italy) was reconstructed in MilliQ water at 100 µg/ml concentration [126]. All
compounds were then diluted 1000-fold in culture media and added basolaterally to HAECs
in ALI culture at 0, 24, and 48 hours into the experiment. The control treatment consisted of
dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) 0.1% (Sigma).

4.4.5 Data processing

The results presented in this chapter are obtained employing multiDDM as detailed in chapter 3
and in [143].

Distributions of CBF featured in sections 4.5.1, 4.6.1, and 4.7.1 are obtained by dividing
the field of view of each microscopy video in small tiles of ∼ 9.3 µm side and running
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Fig. 4.2 MultiDDM captures the CBF distribution of a sample. (a) shows an example
image from a microscopy video used in the analysis. To build a full distribution of CBF values
we divided the whole field of view into a collection of square tiles, and measured the CBF via
DDM on each of the tiles. Here the measured CBF values are overlaid (in false colours) to
the video microscopy frame. Tiles where no motion was detected are left transparent. Three
boxes are highlighted as an example, and their CBF reported in (b) overlaid to the full CBF
distribution of the field of view (grey). To have a more exhaustive measurement of CBF
of an ALI sample one should take several microscopy videos from FOVs scattered around
the insert: (c) shows the distribution of CBF values built by aggregating the distributions
from all such FOVs. We also show on the same axes, for sake of comparison, the same CBF
distribution as in (b).

the DDM algorithm on the tiles that showed movement, and pooling together CBF values
obtained by tiles belonging to different videos taken across the sample (Figure 4.2).

The sigmoidal curves showing the loss of coordination upon increasing the DDM tile
size are built by pooling together data from many fields of view on the same sample. For
each analysed tile size, we build the distribution of values of decay time τc measured on tiles
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of matching size across all videos on the same sample. The marker in the plots shows the
medians of such distributions, while the whiskers show the 25th and 75th percentiles (see an
example in Figure 4.3). The experimental data points are then fitted as

τ−1
c = a

1 + µ/A
+ c, (4.1)

where a and c give the level of the left and right plateaus, A is of the area of the DDM tile. In
a plot with the x-axis on a logarithmic scale, this curve is a sigmoid, and µ is the abscissas of
its inflection point. The left and right shoulders of the sigmoidal curve are then the abscissas
(λ2 = µe−2 and Λ2 = µe2) of the points where, again in a plot with the x-axis on a logarithmic
scale, the line that best fits the central slope meets the prolongation of respectively the left
and right plateaus.

Improved motion detection algorithm

The motion detection used for the experiments in sections 4.5 and 4.6 is described in chapter 3,
and relies on thresholding an image obtained by taking the standard deviation of the fluctuation
of each pixel’s recorded grey level over time. This simple approach works well in most cases,
but struggled in some videos during the experiments described in section 4.7, because it
did not discard some DDM tiles where there was no ciliary motion. We therefore devised
a different motion detection algorithm, geared towards better performances in case of low
signal-to-noise ratio.

In this revised algorithm we take differences between every other frame, to highlight
regions where the sample shows fast motion. These images undergo a median filtering, to
reduce the effect of camera noise, and a local standard deviation filtering. This last filter
highlights regions with high alternation of dark and bright pixels, where the moving cilia are
located. We then take the log10 of the standard deviation across all these filtered images. The
motion map thus obtained is bright in correspondence of moving cilia, and dark over static
regions of the sample. Segmentation then finds the foreground features, where the beating
cilia are. This is done by fitting the dark end of the pixel values histogram with a Gaussian,
and marking as background (so, no moving cilia) all pixels with value smaller or equal than
the sum of mean and width of the fitted Gaussian.

This algorithm essentially differs from the one described in chapter 3 in that by looking
at the difference between subsequent frames we are favouring the signal corresponding to
fast timescale motion, and in that we take the motion map is built by taking the logarithm
of the standard deviation across filtered differential images. This was seen to improve the
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Fig. 4.3 MultiDDM decouples the contributions to the decay of the ISF. MultiDDM can
measure a synchronisation length scale by systematically changing the size of the regions
DDM is run on, to probe to which extent cilia beating is coordinated in space. To measure the
synchronisation length scale we first divide the field of view into tiles, repeating this process
while systematically increasing the size of the tiles. DDM is then run on each tile. In (a) we
show the outline of 4 tiles, each of a different size, as an example. As extensively detailed in
section 3.3 we can fit the time dependence of the Image Structure Function with an oscillating
function multiplied by an exponentially decaying term. The frequency of the oscillations is
the CBF, while the time constant of the decaying term is a proxy for how well coordinated
the motion within the analysed region is. (b) shows examples of the oscillating and decaying
behaviour of the Image Structure Function. Fitted curves (solid lines, colours matching the
respective regions in (a) are superimposed to the experimental data (dots), showing excellent
agreement. Note how the time constant increases for smaller tiles. In (c) we build a sigmoidal
curve by plotting the median of the inverse time constant τc (circles, while whiskers show the
25th and 75th percentile) measured at each tile area across several fields of view. By fitting the
experimental data points with eq. (3.2) we can locate the shoulders of the sigmoidal curve
(geometrically, this is where the left and right plateau respectively meet with the line that
approximates the central slope). Physically, the right shoulder marks the length scale above
which there is no coordination left, while the left shoulder locates the length at which objects
start not being perfectly coordinated. As the left and right shoulders are separated by a fixed
shift on the (log-scaled) x-axis (see eq. (3.2)) we will be using either of the two, according to
which one falls within the accessible range of our microscope setup. The position of the left
and right shoulder is shown here as dashed vertical lines lines (in green and red respectively),
while the shaded region indicates the 68 % confidence interval. The area of the highlighted
tiles in (a) is reported here as a dotted line of matching colours.
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Fig. 4.4 Rheological properties of mucus affect the CBF. (a) CBF measured on cells
obtained from healthy subjects (s1 to s3) compared to (b) subjects with CF (s4 to s6). The
CBF was measured before and after mucus removal. Markers show the median, the horizontal
caps mark the 25th and 75th percentile, and the vertical thin lines mark the 5th and 95th

percentile. CBF was measured on at least 20 FOVs, using a tile of ∼ 9.3 µm side.

thresholding in case of low signal-to-noise ratio. This algorithm was seen to reliably work as
long as some static regions are present in the field of view.

4.5 Collective dynamics in ciliated epithelia of healthy and
CF samples

We used multiDDM to compare CBF and cilia coordination in HAECs from both healthy
donors and from subjects affected by CF. CF samples are characterised by a defective CFTR
gene, which leads to a loss of airway surface liquid and incompletely hydrated periciliary
layer. This results in a thick mucus layer that restricts cilia beating.

4.5.1 CBF in healthy and CF samples

The distribution of CBF measured on three healthy samples and three CF samples are shown
in Figure 4.4. CF samples show a lower frequency than the healthy ones in the presence of
mucus. In line with the literature, we hypothesise that the difference in CBF between the
healthy and CF sample is attributable only to the physical properties of the mucus, since
the CFTR mutation only affects the properties of the mucous layer but not the structure or
function of the cilia [100]. We therefore analysed the CF samples following a wash treatment
to remove the mucus layer. CBF values following mucus removal are higher than in the
presence of mucus, for both healthy and CF samples. Moreover, the CF samples do not
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with mucuswashed

(a) (b)

Fig. 4.5 Rheological properties of mucus affect the synchronisation length scale.
(a) shows the sigmoidal curves of the inverse of the time constant as a function of the area
of the DDM tile for samples from three healthy donors (top) and three CF donors (bottom),
before and after mucus removal (respectively right and left). The coordination length scale
squared λ2 is measured as the left shoulder (vertical line, shaded area showing uncertainty) of
the curve (continuous line) obtained fitting the experimental data (symbols).Each sigmoidal
curve is built from at least 20 FOVs imaged across the sample. (b) Comparison of λ2 for
each sample revealed significant changes in the length scale of ciliary coordination following
removal of the mucus (p < 0.05 and p < 0.01 for healthy and CF samples respectively.
Paired, two-tailed Student’s t-test comparing log10 λ2). CF samples are characterised by a
higher synchronisation length scale than healthy samples. This difference could be due to
different rheological properties of the mucus layer, as it is not apparent after washing the
mucus.

exhibit lower beating frequency with respect to the healthy samples. This confirmed that
mucus hinders the beating of cilia, and particularly so when the composition of the mucus
layer is altered by the CFTR mutation.

4.5.2 Coordination of cilia beating in healthy and CF samples

We next assessed the degree of ciliary coordination in the CF samples in the presence of
mucus and after a wash treatment. In Figure 4.5a we show the curves obtained plotting the
reciprocal of the decay time of the Image Structure Function versus the size of the analysis tile,
following the procedure described in section 3.4 and depicted in Figure 4.3. The position of
the left shoulder of these sigmoidal curves (λ2), that we use to measure a length scale of ciliary
coordination, differs depending on the absence or presence of the mucus layer (Figure 4.5b):
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Fig. 4.6 Repeated mucus washes. In this experiment we repeatedly imaged samples from
three subjects affected by CF in different mucus conditions. We first imaged the samples (0h)
then proceeded to wash the mucus and imaged the samples again (2h). We imaged the sample
again after allowing the sample to re-grow the mucus (24h), then washed and imaged (26h).
Finally, we imaged the samples (48h) after allowing the mucus to reform for a second time.

Following a wash, the ciliary coordination length scale decreases towards values measured
on healthy samples. We measured a statistically significant shift of λ2 towards smaller values
following the wash treatment (p < 0.01) in CF samples. This is also observed, albeit to
a smaller extent, when mucus is removed from samples from healthy donors (p < 0.05,
Figure 4.5b).

A decrease in the length scale of ciliary coordination means that cilia are worse coupled
with their neighbours in absence of mucus. This implies that the mucus, acting like an
elastic gel-like raft, helps cilia synchronising. This is consistent with our observation that,
in presence of mucus, λ2 is lower in healthy samples than in CF samples, where the mucus
layer is thicker and its elastic modulus much higher [133, 145].

4.6 Repeated cycles of mucus wash/regrowth on Cystic Fi-
brosis ciliated epithelia

The experiments with multiDDM presented in section 4.5 compared the results of the analysis
of different HAEC samples maintained under constant cell culture condition. While this is
useful to convey information about the differences between the samples, it does not explore
how the collective dynamics of cilia evolve over time in response to external stimuli. This is
particularly relevant for understanding the response of the ciliated epithelium to pathogenic
infections and/or pharmacological treatments. Having shown how the presence of mucus has
a dramatic effect on both CBF and cilia coordination in section 4.5, we tested the effect of
successive cycles of washing the epithelium and allowing the mucus layer to regenerate.

HAECs obtained from three different subjects (s1 to s3) affected by homozygous F508del
mutation were subjected to successive rounds of mucus removal and regeneration over two
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Fig. 4.7 Mucus removal consistently increases CBF. (a) shows how the CBF distribution
of each subjects evolves over the different time points. Empty and full markers show whether
the sample had just been washed or if the mucus layer had had time to regenerate. Markers
show the median of each CBF distribution, the horizontal caps mark 25th and 75th percentile,
and the thin lines 5th and 95th percentile. Each distribution was built from at least 20 fields
of view imaged across each of the three samples. CBF constantly increases subsequently
to a mucus wash, and decreases again upon the regeneration of the mucus layer. (b) The
absolute value of the difference in CBF upon mucus wash/regrowth was consistent across the
entire experiment and between different subject samples regardless of the time interval. The
markers show the absolute value of the difference between the average of CBF distributions
at consecutive time points, and the error bars the square root of the sum of their standard
deviations squared.

days. As detailed in Figure 4.6, the samples were imaged in presence of mucus (0 h), shortly
after the epithelium was washed (+2 h) and then again after the mucus had regenerated
(+24 h). This cycle was repeated at +26 h and +48 h. We observed a complete regeneration
of the mucus layer, and consequently a compromised cilia beating, both after the first and the
second wash.

4.6.1 Evolution of CBF upon repeated wash treatments

The DDM analysis provided a quantitative measure of the complete regeneration of the mucus
layer, revealing cyclical changes in CBF over time (Figure 4.7): the average CBF was in the
2.4 Hz to 5.1 Hz range in the presence of mucus, and in the 8.4 Hz to 10 Hz range after a wash
treatment. The change in CBF upon successive imaging time points is shown to be consistent
(Figure 4.7b).
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Fig. 4.8 Mucus removal consistently decreases the length scale of coordination. (a) shows
the sigmoidal curve of the inverse of the time constant as a function of the area of the tile
DDM was applied to. Experimental data points (symbols, error bars mark 25th and 75th

percentiles), are fitted (continuous line) in order to find the square of the coordination length
scale λ (vertical line, shaded region shows its uncertainty). (b) shows λ2 as a function of
time for each sample. Empty markers are used for data points collected when the mucus had
just been washed, full markers if the mucus layer had had time to regenerate, and error bars
show the uncertainty on λ2. The length scale of cilia coordination consistently decreases after
removing the mucus layer, and increases again after the mucus layer is regenerated. This can
be appreciated also in (c) where we plot the geometric average of λ2 across the three samples
versus time (squares, with the error bar showing the geometric standard deviation).

4.6.2 Evolution of the length scale of cilia coordination upon repeated
wash treatments

The sigmoidal curves generated by multiDDM show a similar cyclical behaviour as the CBF,
as we show in Figure 4.8a. Consistent with the experiments presented in section 4.5 the
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coordination length scale of cilia beating decreases upon removal of mucus, and increases
again after the mucus layer has regenerated. This behaviour is highlighted if we plot λ2

measured on each sample at each time point (Figure 4.8b, and the average across samples in
Figure 4.8c). All measurements of the coordination length scale in presence of mucus cluster
together, separately from values of λ2 on freshly washed samples. We found a statistically
significant difference in the values of λ2 measured between each consecutive time point
(p < 0.05, unpaired, two-tailed Student’s t-test on log10 λ2). This results show how the
progressive accumulation of mucus increases the length scale over which cilia lose the phase
locking, and that multiDDM is particularly well-suited to measure this phenomenon.

4.7 Response of Cystic Fibrosis ciliated epithelia to CFTR-
modulator drugs

Having demonstrated how multiDDM can measure changes in the CBF and spatial coordina-
tion of a ciliated epithelium, also in response to experimental variables, we now show how
multiDDM can be used for screening and testing of therapeutic compounds for the treatment
of respiratory diseases, or in general any condition affecting ciliary beat. In the experiment
presented in this section we assess the effect of the three compounds detailed in section 4.3
on ALI samples from donors with the homozygous F508del mutation of the CFTR gene:
VX809, VX809/VX770, and Tα1.

Four samples from each of the three CF donors were treated respectively with VX809,
VX809/VX770, Tα1, and DMSO (for the control) as detailed in section 4.4.4. The samples
were imaged at 0 h, 24 h, and 48 h into the treatment. The inserts were washed of mucus 48 h
prior to the beginning of treatment.

4.7.1 CBF response to CFTR modulating drugs

CBF measurements on microscope videos taken at 0 h, 24 h, and 48 h into the treatment
show an increase of CBF over time for samples treated with VX809 and VX809/VX770
(Figure 4.9a,b). This increase is highlighted by plotting the evolution of ∆CBF (t), defined as
the difference between the CBF measured at each timepoint and at 0 h (Figure 4.9c,d). While
samples treated with Tα1 do not show an increase of CBF over time, they do show a less
marked decrease in CBF over time than in the DMSO control, which becomes evident when
plotting the difference between ∆CBF (t) measured on the treated samples and on the control
(Figure 4.9e,f).
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(a) (b)

(c) (d)
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Fig. 4.9 Effect of CFTR-modulating drugs on ciliary beat frequency. (a) shows the evolu-
tion of CBF on each sample (s1 to s3, from left to right) versus treatment time. The error bars
show mean ± standard deviation, while the dotted lines guide the eye. Each data point is built
from at least 16 FOVs. The standard deviation here measures the spread in the distribution
of CBF values within a single sample. (b) shows instead the time evolution of the average
CBF across samples (the error bars showing the standard deviation of the samples’ means).
Trends in the data are easier to see in (c), where we plot the difference in CBF after the initial
time point ∆CBF(t) = CBF(t) − CBF(0 h) for each sample, and (d) where we show the
average across samples. While treatment with VX809 (blue triangles) and with VX809 and
VX770 combined (green circles) show an increase in CBF over time, this is not the case for
the control (black squares) or for the samples treated with Tα1 (orange diamonds). Tα1 is
however reducing the decrease in CBF we see in control samples. This can be seen in (e),
where we plot the difference between the time evolution of CBF in each treated sample and
their respective control sample, and in (f) where we plot the average across samples.

Among the compounds tested in the experiment presented in this section the combination
of VX809 and VX770 affected the beat frequency the most, with an average increase in CBF
compared to the control of 3.6 ± 0.4 Hz. In comparison, the treatment with VX809 alone
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and Tα1 yielded an increase of CBF of respectively 2.5 ± 0.5 Hz and 1 ± 0.7 Hz compared
to the DMSO control.

4.7.2 Length scale of ciliary coordination upon treatment with CFTR
modulating drugs

MultiDDM allowed us to measure the length scale of cilia coordination on the samples treated
with CFTR modulating drugs, thus extracting additional important information beyond the
CBF.

By looking at the left shoulder point of the sigmoidal curve obtained as detailed in
sections 3.4 and 4.4.5 we can see how, on average, the length scale of coordination increases
with time in the control sample. This is expected, and consistent with the experiments reported
in sections 4.5 and 4.6, as the mucus layer thickens over time (Figure 4.10a). On the other
hand in all samples treated with CFTR modulating drugs we see either a decrease in the
coordination length scale, or a smaller increase compared to the control sample (Figure 4.10).
As we saw in sections 4.5 and 4.6 a reduction in the coordination length scale when compared
to the CF phenotype is a shift towards healthy ciliary beating dynamics, especially when
coupled with an increase in CBF.

Not all the CFTR modulating drugs cause the same amount of response in coordination
length scale. In Figure 4.10b we show the relative change in λ2 in each sample, normalised
by the change in λ2 measured on the relative control. Here we can see how, while all three
compounds are effective in reducing the coordination length scale, Tα1 causes the most
marked response. The same can be seen in Figure 4.10 where we show the relative change in
λ2 over time averaged across the three donors.

The data presented in this section make a compelling case for using multiDDM as a tool
during screening for putative drugs: while samples treated with Tα1 only showed a marginal
increase in CBF when compared to the control, they showed the most marked response in
terms of the coordination length scale. The effectiveness of Tα1 would therefore be severely
underestimated by only measuring the CBF of the samples.

4.8 MultiDDM is well suited to measure the response of cil-
iated epithelia to drug treatments

The ability to determine whether a given treatment has a positive therapeutic benefit on
cells with different classes of CFTR mutations is of great value. Out of the nearly 2000
different mutations in CFTR, there are still many that, despite inducing Cystic Fibrosis, are
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(a)

(b) (c)

Fig. 4.10 Effect of CFTR-modulating drugs on ciliary coordination. Treatment with
VX809, VX809 and VX770, and Tα1 not only increases CBF with respect to the control
samples, but decreases the coordination length scale, similar to what was observed upon
removal of mucus in Figure 4.5 and Figure 4.8. This can be seen in (a), where we plot the
sigmoidal curves of the reciprocal of the DDM time constant as a function of the area of
the analysed window, at the start of the experiment and after 48 h of treatment. The vertical
line is the coordination length scale squared λ2 (shaded region marking its uncertainty),
measured as the shoulder of the sigmoid (line) obtained fitting the experimental data (markers
and whiskers showing median and 25th and 75th percentile). (b) shows the ratio between λ2

measured at 48 h and 0 h for each subject and treatment separately, normalised by the same
λ2 ratio measured on the control. All data points are below 1 (dashed grey line). For each
treatment, every subject showed an improvement in ciliary coordination relative to the control
at the same time point. (c) The time evolution of the length scale of ciliary coordination
showed the greatest response to Tα1, as determined by the ratio between λ2(t) and the initial
λ2(t = 0 h) geometrically averaged over the three donors (whiskers mark the geometric
standard deviation) against time.
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rare, uncharacterised, and have not been tested for their responsiveness to clinically available
CF drugs.

MultiDDM could be a powerful tool to test the efficacy of CFTR modulating drugs, and
has several key points to that regard. First, it is based on primary HAECs grown at ALI,
which is a relatively simple cell culture method widely used amongst clinicians. Application
of multiDDM to assess putative drug treatments would require the culture of HAECs isolated
from the subject and application of multiDDM analysis before and after the treatment, which
is quite straightforward. Furthermore, and unlike current techniques for analysis of ciliary
beating, multiDDM is automated, reducing the need for trained technicians and removing
a possible human bias. Finally, multiDDM considers not only CBF but also the spatio-
temporal coordination of cilia beating across the entire FOV. This is an important point,
as it yields important information regarding collective cilia beating and fluid transport in a
clinically-relevant setting.

The analysis of cilia beating beyond the simple CBF is critical in order to gain a more
complete picture of how different candidate drug treatments affect mucociliary clearance.
An example of this is the data collected on HAECs treated with Tα1, where despite only a
modest improvement in CBF with respect to the vehicle-only control we observed a marked
improvement in cilia coordination, even greater than that seen in response to the combination
of VX-770 and VX-809.

MultiDDM could enrich the tool set available to clinicians in multiple ways. Firstly, it
should now be possible to characterise the effect of a wide range of putative CF-treating drugs
on HAECs, measuring changes in ciliary beating and coordination over time and respect to a
control. In vivo, mucociliary clearance is mediated by the beating of thousands of cilia in
a coordinated fashion, therefore a quantitative measurement of ciliary coordination would
be suited to the testing of drugs that modulate MCC. In particular, it would be useful for
those drugs such as mucus hydrators and DNAses/mucus disruptors that do not alter CFTR
function and so cannot be tested using a Ussing chamber nor the Forskolin-induced swelling
assay [146–148].

A second possible application for multiDDM is in testing CFTR-modulating drugs, as a
complementary option to the Ussing chamber assay [146, 147]. Theoretically, restoration of
CFTR ion channel function as measured via Ussing chamber should lead to mucus rehydration
and increased MCC. However the relationship between the Ussing chamber results and the
observed clinical response is not always clear, and the degree of rescued CFTR activity varies
across patients. It would be useful to employ multiDDM as an additional step to quantify the
response of samples to treatment with a putative drug.
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An additional application of multiDDM is to investigate ciliary beating dynamics in
diseases other than CF, such as in ciliopathies, where over 187 genes have been associated
with a defect in cilia form or function [149]. Characterising ciliary beating in terms both of
CBF and coordination in different ciliopathies and in the different tissues affected will help
to better understand this broad class of diseases, possibly leading to better diagnostic tools.

4.9 MultiDDM can be a valid help to clinicians

Probing the collective cilia beating dynamics and mucociliary clearance across cells at ALI
with multiDDM provides a direct quantitative phenotyping of cilia function and represents a
new approach to determine the coordination of cilia and their efficiency in propelling mucus.
MultiDDM is not limited to the estimation of the CBF in ALI culture, but crucially also gives
information about the coordination and the spatio-temporal correlation of the ciliary beating
as well. The ability of multiDDM to probe cilia coordination is key in the study presented in
this chapter.

First, we showed how the length scale of cilia coordination is lower in epithelia from
healthy samples than from CF samples, as (we hypothesise) the mucus layer acts as an elastic
gel raft coupling cilia beating. This difference disappears upon removing the mucus layer,
strengthening our hypothesis about the role played by the mucus.

We then checked that the increase in length scale of coordination upon formation of the
mucus layer was reproducible by imaging a sample that underwent multiple cycles of mucus
wash and re-growth. This experiment confirmed that the length scale of coordination we
measure is higher in the presence of the mucus layer.

Lastly, we performed a proof-of-concept work to show how this technique could be used
to help gather more information towards a diagnosis. We treated samples from patients
affected by the homozygous F508del mutation to the CFTR gene with a CFTR corrector,
a combination of CFTR corrector and potentiator, and an anti-inflammatory drug that also
rescues CFTR functionality [126], and tracked the temporal evolution of ciliary coordination.
We were able to detect an improvement on the condition of the samples upon treatment, to
different degrees according to the the type of treatment (as expected). This improvement
could be seen as in all samples the treatments lower the length scale of ciliary coordination
(compared to a vehicle-only control), thus moving the sample towards a healthy phenotype.

In conclusion, the study presented in this chapter shows how multiDDM can be at the
foundation of a straightforward, quantitative assay to characterise and detect changes in
ciliary beating and coordination in ciliated epithelia. This can be used, for example, to assess
patient responses to putative and existing drug treatments for CF, and may be applied to



58 Response of respiratory ciliated epithelia to changes in the rheology of the mucus layer

CFTR-modulating and non-CFTR-modulating drugs alike. MultiDDM improves on previous
methods of ciliary beat analysis in that it is unbiased and automated, and because it captures
the spatio-temporal coordination of collective cilia beating which is crucial for mucociliary
clearance, and not simply the CBF.

Finally, since multiDDM is ultimately a means to assess cilia beating dynamics, its use is
not limited to CF samples, but may be applied to other diseases in which ciliary beating is
affected. Application of multiDDM is in fact not limited to human ciliated epithelia at the
Air-Liquid interface: it can be deployed to characterise any ciliated epithelium that can be
imaged with a microscope and, more generally, any sample that shows multi-scale dynamics.



Chapter 5

Studying Ciliary Beating Pattern to
profile Phenotypes of Ciliopathies

5.1 A closer look at the scale of cilia

Studying the motion and coordination of cilia is a feat that needs to be accomplished by in-
vestigating different length scales. As discussed in the introduction, our long-term hypothesis
and quest is to verify how the macroscopic state depends on the microscopic (single cilium
and arrangement) properties.

MultiDDM, that we extensively presented in chapter 3 and tested out in chapter 4, is a
very powerful tool for characterising a ciliated epithelium on a large length scale (hundreds
of micrometers), being able to measure the distribution of CBF, find metachronal waves, and
measure how the phase-locking among cilia is lost over distance. Being such a complete
tool, multiDDM can be used to study how ciliated epithelia respond to external stimuli, in
particular changes in the mucus rheology (chapter 4).

This chapter treats instead how we approached the task of investigating smaller length
scales (tens of micrometers), at the level of waveforms and beating of individual cilia. This is
a level of great interest to biologists and clinicians, to understand the way individual cilia
assemble and function, and what goes wrong in various genetic diseases. Of course, ultimately,
the questions of dynamics at the cilia and inter-cilia scales will need to be addressed jointly.

First, we devised a way to image cilia beating from the side (Figure 5.1), obtaining high
speed microscopy videos of very good quality (example frames in Figure 5.2). We then
tried two different approaches to analyse the microscopy videos: First, inspired by [59] we
attempted to use Particle Image Velocimetry (PIV). PIV proved soon to not be the most
appropriate technique to analyse this type of video: cilia have poor contrast, and their contrast



60 Studying Ciliary Beating Pattern to profile Phenotypes of Ciliopathies

changes in sign as they cross the focal plane. More importantly, given the finite depth of focus
of the objective, the microscopy videos show background cilia moving out of phase from cilia
in the foreground, potentially leading to an underestimation of motion between frames. Given
the shortcomings of PIV on this particular system (more details about this path of analysis
are given in Appendix C), we eventually settled for a lower-throughput, more laborious, but
more reliable type of analysis, focused on resolving the beating pattern of the single cilium.
Here we present such single-cilium-oriented analysis, and we apply it to the characterisation
of the beating pattern of cilia both from healthy donors and from patients affected by two
variants of Primary Ciliary Dyskinesia. This study was conducted in collaboration with Dr
Maurizio Chioccioli, and the groups of Dr Vito Mennella (The Hospital for Sick Children,
Toronto, Canada) and of Dr Max Seibold (National Jewish Health, Denver, Colorado, USA).

5.2 Primary Ciliary Dyskinesia

Primary Ciliary Dyskinesia (PCD) is an umbrella term for a phenotypically and genetically
heterogeneous disease characterised by abnormal ciliary function. Whilst the structural
molecular biology of motile cilia is well understood, the way individual proteins interact to
create the reproducible motion that is the ciliary beat pattern (CBP), and how this can adapt
to external cues, are still open questions [150, 151].

Given the structural and molecular complexity of motile cilia it is not surprising that PCD
has complex genetics, and effects spanning both ciliogenesys and function. So far 37 genes
have been shown to be linked to PCD [149], although this was estimated to only represent
about 70 % of all cases [39] The vast majority of PCD cases [152] stem by ultrastructural
defects that hinder the function of either the inner, the outer, or both dynein arms, which are
the molecular motors that make ciliary motility possible.

5.2.1 PCD variants: DNAH11 and HYDIN

Recently a lot of effort has been put into mapping the genetic defects onto the defects in
cilia ultrastructure, however up to 20 % of PCD cases do not show any ultrastructural defects,
but still exhibit abnormal motility [101, 153–156]. An example of a PCD variant with no
apparent ultrastructural defect is the one caused by mutations in the dynein axonemal chain
11 (DNAH11) protein. Despite the ciliary ultrastructure being normal, inspection via high
speed video microscopy (HSVM) reveals aberrant beating pattern [157–159].

Other PCD variants are characterised by ultrastructural defects so subtle that they can
be difficult to detect with standard diagnostic techniques, putting patients at risk of being
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misdiagnosed [160, 161]. Mutations in the protein HYDIN, for example, cause a PCD variant
in which the CBF is reportedly normal, there are no situs anomalies, defects in the axonemes
are only rarely seen under transmission electron microscopy (TEM), but the beat pattern is
abnormal.

5.2.2 High Speed Video Microscopy for the diagnosis of PCD

Together with the evaluation of the clinical presentation, measurements of nasal nitric oxide
levels, transmission electron microscope, genotyping, and immunofluorescence, HSVM is
one of several approaches used to characterise PCD, as it allows to record and investigate
the ciliary beating pattern [101]. CBP has been linked to particular variants of PCD and/or
types of ultrastructural defects [98, 153], however HSVM analyses have so far mostly been
qualitative. A more rigorous analysis is needed to characterise fully the parameters of the
beating pattern, as these can affect the way cilia synchronise and how successful mucociliary
clearance is [32]. A quantitative approach to the analysis of the CBP is thus essential in order
to map the genetic mutations onto the variety of defects in cilia motility, and would also
help improving diagnosis of PCD, particularly in the case where known genetic mutation or
ultrastructural defects are not detected.

5.3 Methods for single cilium analysis

Most of the high speed microscopy videos analysed in this chapter were supplied by the group
of Dr Vito Mennella, in The Hospital for Sick Children, Toronto, Canada. In particular, all
videos featuring samples affected by PCD were provided by Dr Mennella, together with about
half of the healthy control videos presented in this chapter. The remaining half of the healthy
control videos were recorded (on samples kindly provided by Dr Max Seibold, NJH, Denver,
CO, USA) by me in collaboration with Dr Maurizio Chioccioli, who also performed the first
step of the analysis detailed in section 5.3.2 (in particular, the initial tracking of the cilium
and the identification of the cell surface).

5.3.1 Culture and imaging of nasal epithelial cells

Samples were isolated from healthy subjects and subjects with PCD (mutations in DNAH11
or HYDIN) as follows. Human primary nasal airway cells were collected from healthy and
PCD patients (HYDIN and DNAH11 mutants) with a cytology brush by an experienced
nurse at the Hospital for Sick Children. The protocol was approved by Sickkids Ethics
Committee. Airway cells were plated on collagen-coated (PurCol, Bovine Collagen Type I,
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Fig. 5.1 Imaging cilia from the side. The plastic insert (a) for ALI culture can be manipulated
to image the cilia from the side, so to see their beating pattern. First, the porous membrane
that supports the ciliated epithelium needs to be carefully excised and removed from the
plastic insert (b) without damaging the supported epithelium. The membrane is then folded
around a glass coverslip (c), and sandwiched with a few µl of medium between two other glass
coverslips (d). The imaging chamber thus formed is then placed on an inverted microscope
and imaged, as detailed in section 5.3.1.

Advanced BioMatrix) T-25 Primaria flasks (Corning) with PneumaCult-Ex Medium (Stem
Cell Technologies) supplemented with ROCK Inhibitor (5 µm; Y-27632; Enzo Life Sciences)
and hydrocortisol solution (96 ng/ml; Stem Cell Technologies). Under these conditions, basal
(stem) cells were then expanded, seeded on transwells (Corning HTS Transwell-96 and -24
permeable support; 0.4 µm pore size), and differentiated following Stem Cell Technologies
protocols using PneumaCult-Ex and PneumaCult-ALI media. This differentiation process
spanned over a minimum 35-days period. PneumaCult-Ex and -ALI media were supplemented
with the following antibiotics: Vancomycin (100 µg/ml; Bioshop Canada Inc), Tobramycin
(80 µg/ml; Bioshop Canada Inc), Gentamicin (50 µg/ml, Thermo Fisher Scientific) and
Antibiotic-Antimycotic (1 X; Thermo Fisher Scientific). Human primary nasal cells were
cultured at 37 ◦C with 5% CO2. Cilia from each sample type were imaged by placing the
filters cell-side down on a 1.5 round coverslip mounted on a holder. HSVM (500 frames per
second; 8s videos) was performed using spinning disc confocal microscopy for a total of one
(healthy), two (DNAH11) and two (HYDIN) samples. This was conducted in Dr Mennella’s
lab in Toronto.
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The remaining 6 tracked cilia from two healthy donors were instead imaged in house
on a Nikon Eclipse Ti-E inverted microscope (Nikon, Japan), equipped with a 60× water
immersion objective (NA = 1.2, Nikon, Japan) and a further 1.5× magnification in the
optical path (1 px = 0.065 µm). The high speed videos were acquired with a CMOS camera
(GS3-U3-23S6M-C, FLIR Integrated Imaging Solutions Inc., Canada).

To image the beating cilium from the side, we excised the bottom membrane of the plastic
insert supporting the cell epithelium, very carefully folded it around a coverslip, and finally
sandwiched, together with some culture medium, between two more coverslip before placing
it onto the microscope. This protocol, depicted in Figure 5.1, allowed us to image the cilia on
the folded edge.

5.3.2 Tracking and reconstruction of the cilium shape

The protocol detailed in section 5.3.1 yields good quality videos of cilia beating approximately
in the focal plane of the microscope. Each ciliated cell has about 200 to 300 cilia [70], and as
the cilia move slightly above or below the focal plane their contrast change from positive to
negative [162]. Trying to automatically track individual weakly scattering objects of changing
contrast in a field of view crowded with extremely similar other objects proved to be too
challenging a feat.

I developed a user interface in MATLAB to aid in manually tracking the cilium position
over time, and then extracting its evolving mathematical shape. In each pre-recorded frame,
the user clicks P points along the cilium shape (with, on average, P = 7), obtaining P

couples of coordinates (Xi, Yi), with i being an index that grows from 1 to P from the base
to the tip of the cilium. These points need not be exactly evenly spaced. An example is in
Figure 5.2a. Cilia clicking was performed by M. Chioccioli on these datasets.

My analysis software then reconstructs a smooth representation of the cilium by fitting the
coordinates of the clicked points with two 4th degree polynomials. First, we measure the Eu-
clidean distance between subsequent couples of points Dj =

√
(Xj − Xj−1)2 + (Yj − Yj−1)2.

We then define the parameter Si, corresponding to the coordinates (Xi, Yi), as the sum of all
the Euclidean distances between the base and the i-th point: Si = ∑i

j=1 Dj , with S1 := 0.
The discrete series of data points [(S1, X1), . . . , (SP , XP )] and [(S1, Y1), . . . , (SP , YP )] are
then fitted with two 4th degrees polynomials A and B so that Xi = A(Si) = ∑4

k=0 ak Sk
i

(and likewise Yi). A much smoother representation of the cilium can then be obtained by
evaluating the polynomials on s, a finely spaced variable ranging from 0 (at the base of the
cilium) to SP (at the distal end), resulting, for each frame, in a parametric representation of
the cilium as (x(s), y(s)), where x(s) = A(s) = ∑4

k=0 ak sk and y(s) = B(s) = ∑4
k=0 bk sk

(Figure 5.2b-e).
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Fig. 5.2 Reconstructed cilia beating pattern. To build a smooth function that approximates
the shape of the cilium over time we first manually track (a) the cilium at different timepoints
(t1 − t4, series of dots) and then interpolate the x and y coordinates of each of the series of
points with two 4th degree polynomials (b) (green lines), as detailed in section 5.3.2. Scale
bars are 5 µm. (c) shows the reconstructed beating pattern of a single cilium from a healthy
patient. Scale bar is 2 µm. We then measure the amplitude of the beating pattern at different
distances from the cell surface as (d) the distance between the intersection points of the cilium
with each measuring line that are further apart from each other.

5.3.3 Amplitude and velocity of the ciliary stroke

Having found a smooth representation for the cilium shape at each timepoint, we measure
several parameters, explained in this and the following sections. The first two of such
parameters are the amplitude of the beating stroke and the average velocity during the power
and recovery stroke, typically at different distances from the cell surface.

Still in a custom user interface the user creates a binary mask that closely follows the
cell surface. Example of such masks can be seen in Figure 5.2d. The measuring line, for
example at a distance h from the cell surface, is found by performing a dilation of the binary
mask using a disk of radius h and taking the edge of the dilated mask. The data presented
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in this chapter were analysed for amplitude and velocity at 2, 3, 4, and 5 µm from the cell
surface (Figure 5.2d). The amplitude of the cilium beat at distance h from the cell surface is
measured as the distance between the intersection points of the cilium with the measuring
line that are further apart from each other (highlighted in Figure 5.2d).

By taking the intersection points of the cilium in two consecutive frames and measuring
the distance between them, and dividing it by the time interval, we measure the instantaneous
values of velocity. We then average all velocities measured on displacements towards the
power stroke direction (“power stroke velocity”) and, separately, towards the recovery stroke
direction (“recovery stroke velocity”).

5.3.4 Local curvature of the cilium

In each frame, the unsigned curvature of the cilium approximated by the parametric curve
(x(s), y(s)) is measured as

κ = |x′y′′ − y′x′′|
(x′2 + y′2)3/2 ,

where the derivatives are in the parameter s. To be able to average the curvature across
different tracked cilia we express the curvature as a function of the relative length of the
cilium, a variable that ranges from 0 (base of the cilium) to 1 (distal end). As the cilium
beats its tip moves in and out the focal plane, and is therefore hard to track consistently. To
normalise the cilia length we discard very short regions of some tips, assigning the value
“1” to the length of the reconstructed cilium that was the shortest during the beating cycle.
Cilia shape can sometimes not be determined in some few frames, but we are able to retain
analysis of the video as a whole by reconstructing the cilium shape in the missing frame
by interpolating the coefficients of the two 4th degrees polynomials (x = A(s), y = B(s))
between the previous and following frames, i.e. assuming that the shape of the cilium changes
smoothly over time. To address the possibility that using polynomials to reconstruct a smooth
mathematical model for the cilium shape might lead to overestimating the curvature at the
proximal and distal end of the cilium, we tracked and reconstructed 9 immotile cilia, and
measured their curvature along the length of the cilium. We then subtracted the curve obtained
averaging across the immotile cilia from each of the active cilia’s curvature curves.

5.3.5 Force exerted by the cilium

Resistive Force Theory (RFT) allows us to measure the force exerted by the cilium on the
surrounding fluid, based on the method described in [52] and depicted in Figure 5.3.
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Fig. 5.3 The force the cilium exerts on the fluid can be estimated by its beating pattern.
By tracking the cilium over time (a) and employing Resistive Force theory we can estimate
the force exerted by the moving cilium on the surrounding fluid. Consecutive snapshots of the
cilium are divided into a series of cylinders approximately 1 µm long. A few non-overlapping
cylinders are shown (b) as an example. From the velocity at which each cylinder moves we
can calculate the force it exerts on the surrounding fluid (details in section 5.3.5). The local
force density can thus be measured along the cilium (c) and throughout a beating cycle (d).

To measure the force exerted in the time between two frames, first we approximate the
reconstructed snapshot in each of the two frames with a series of cylinders about 1 µm long.
We then measure the displacement ∆ri of the midpoint of each cylinder between the two
frames along the direction parallel and perpendicular to the cylinder itself. We can then define
the velocity the cylinder moved at as the ratio between its displacement and the time interval
between the two frames.

Given the velocity of the i-th cylinder as vi = vi∥ + vi⊥, thanks to RFT we can find the
force the cylinder exerts on the fluid as

f i = f i∥ + f i⊥ = (c∥vi∥ + c⊥vi⊥) li,

where li is the length of the i-th cylinder. The two constants

c⊥ = 8πη

1 + log l2/a2 and c∥ = 4πη

−1 + log l2/a2

have the units of viscosity and are the drag coefficients of a slender cylinder of length l

and radius a. The total force is then found by integrating the force contributions of all the
cylinders, taking into account overlapping cylinders.

It is worth noting that this approach only represents a first approximation for our system,
as it holds for Newtonian fluids of viscosity η. For the purposes of the analysis presented in
this work we used η = 1 mPa s. In general however the fluid surrounding the beating cilium
can typically be non-Newtonian. The approximation also assumes that the individual cylinder
segments are in an unbounded fluid.
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5.4 Differentiating between healthy samples and PCD vari-
ants

In order to obtain quantitative data on the ciliary beating in HAECs obtained from healthy
subjects as well as subjects with PCD, specifically with mutations in DNAH11 and HYDIN
(see Fig. 1 and Supplementary methods) we analysed a series of high speed microscopy
videos imaging the cilia from the side as detailed in section 5.3.

The reconstructed waveforms for each of the three different conditions are strikingly
different, with the most obvious difference being the severely restricted beating amplitude and
curvature of the cilium in cells with mutations in either DNAH11 or HYDIN, compared to
healthy cells. This is consistent with qualitative data previously reported for these mutations
[153, 158, 163]. However, the reconstructed beating pattern also differs between the HYDIN
and DNAH11 mutant HAECs: the beating amplitude of the DNAH11 mutant cilia is slightly
reduced compared to that of HYDIN, and the curvature appears to be more pronounced. While
the reconstructed beating patterns give an excellent overall impression of the differences in
the ciliary beating phenotype, they do not yield by themselves any quantitative information
into the parameters that drive mucociliary clearance nor how these are affected in the PCD.
In order to obtain these data, further processing is required.

5.4.1 Amplitude and velocity of the cilium beat cycle

Reconstructing the cilium shape over time allows us to measure the amplitude of the beating
pattern at increasing distances from the cell surface, as detailed in section 5.3.3. As shown
in Figure 5.4, the beat amplitude of the cilia increases with a roughly linear dependence on
the distance from the cell surface, but, as expected, there is a striking difference between cilia
from healthy and PCD samples as healthy cilia sweep a much wider region than PCD cilia.
This is captured by the much higher gradient of the healthy data in the amplitude vs distance
from cell surface plot. The two variants of PCD differ from each other as well, the beat in
HYDIN cilia being approximately twice as ample as in DNAH11. These quantitative data
are consistent with descriptions of reduced ciliary beating amplitude previously reported for
both the DNAH11 and HYDIN mutant forms of PCD [158, 163].

A measure of the linear velocity of the beating cilium at increasing height is obtained as
detailed in section 5.3.3 from the distance travelled across two frames by the intersection
point of the cilium with the measuring line. Trivially, the velocity increases with the distance
from the cell surface, and we found it to be overall lower in PCD cells compared to healthy
cells (Figure 5.5). We next considered whether we could measure a difference between the
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Fig. 5.4 PCD reduces amplitude of beating pattern. The average amplitude increases
roughly linearly with the increasing distance from the cell surface, with healthy samples
showing a much wider stroke compared to HYDIN and DNAH11 mutations. The beating
amplitude at 5 µm from the cell surface (red dotted oval) is one of the parameters used to
build a “barcode” for the Principal Component Analysis reported in section 5.4.4.

velocity of the power and recovery stroke, and if so, how this evolved at increasing distance
from the cell surface. As we show in Figure 5.5 healthy beating cilia exhibit a higher average
velocity of the power stroke relative to the recovery stroke, as expected. This is however
not the case in the PCD samples: In the HYDIN mutant cells, our data show no detectable
difference between the average velocity of the power and recovery stroke at any distance along
the cilia. In the DNAH11 mutant cells, the average velocity of the power stroke is higher
only at the most distal measurements (4 µm and 5 µm), whereas at the proximal end there
appears to be no difference (Figure 5.5). Thus, while we can measure a distinct difference in
the velocity of the power and recovery strokes in healthy beating cells, much or all of this
difference is lost in cilia from PCD patients with mutations in either DNAH11 or HYDIN.

5.4.2 Curvature of the cilium evolves along the arc length and across
the beat cycle

We can measure the local curvature along the reconstructed cilium using eq. (5.3.4) during
the entire ciliary beat cycle, and create kymographs that show how the curvature evolves
along the cilium and throughout a beating cycle. A few examples are in Figure 5.6, where we
show the evolution of the local curvature along the cilium and over time on representative
reconstructed cilia from healthy, HYDIN, and DNAH11 samples. In healthy cilia we can
see how the kymograph of the curvature shows very obvious patterns in space and time,
indicating travelling waves of curvature along the cilium (Figure 5.6a). In contrast to healthy
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Fig. 5.5 There is no significant difference in cilium velocity between the power and re-
covery stroke in PCD samples. We measure the velocity of each cilium at different distances
from the cell surface by dividing the distance between intersection points between the mea-
suring line and the cilium reconstructed at consecutive time points by the time interval. We
then average between all the values of velocity in the direction of the power stroke, and
all the ones in the direction of the recovery stroke. By plotting the velocity of the power
stroke on the y-axis, and of the recovery stroke on the x-axis, it becomes easy to see both a
difference between the two velocities (points depart from the y = x line, on the side of the
higher velocity) and a general increase in the total velocity of the cilium (lower velocities
will be shown as data points closer to the origin of the axes, higher velocities will be shown
further from the origin). Here we plot the average (markers) across data points measured
on the different tracked cilia at the same distance from the cell surface (increasing from
cyan to magenta). The error bars show the standard deviation in the direction parallel and
perpendicular to the y = x line (black). This was done because the points averaged formed
an elongated cluster oriented along the y = x line. While in the healthy samples the power
stroke is on average faster than the recovery stroke, this difference is much less marked in
DNAH11 samples and lost in HYDIN samples.

cells, beating cilia from either the DNAH11 or the HYDIN PCD variants do not show distinct,
obvious patterns of dynamic curvature. The representative kymographs in Figure 5.6b,c
show that the overall curvature is low in both variants, although with some differences: the
kymograph for the HYDIN cilium shows a region of extremely low curvature centred at
mid-length, while the DNAH11 kymograph is characterised by low, constant curvature in the
middle section of the cilium. Finally, the kymographs of the curvature in PCD variants do
not highlight an obvious lag-phase - the pause between the end of the power stroke and the
beginning of the recovery stroke - unlike in healthy samples (Figure 5.6a).

While the curvature kymographs in Figure 5.6 are informative, they only each represent a
single cilium. We analysed cilia from different cells from each of the three genetic background



70 Studying Ciliary Beating Pattern to profile Phenotypes of Ciliopathies

(a) (b) (c)

Fig. 5.6 Representative kymographs of single cilia in healthy and PCD samples highlight
very different dynamics of curvature along the cilium. Reconstructed ciliary beating
patterns with the local curvature indicated in colour (top) and curvature kymographs (bottom)
show the time evolution of the curvature in representative cilia from (a) healthy, (b) HYDIN
and (c) DNAH11 samples. Very obvious patterns show in the healthy samples, where regions
of high/low curvature travel from basal to distal end during the recovery stroke, and the
curvature is lower overall in the power stroke, during which the cilium moves in an extended
configuration. It is also possible to spot a “lag-phase”, in which the cilium pauses between
the end of a power stroke and the beginning of the recovery stroke. PCD samples do not
exhibit such marked features.

(healthy, DNAH11, HYDIN), and pooled together the data of samples within each type to
obtain average measurements.

The average curvature (measured as the average within each sample type of the time-
averaged curvature) along the cilium is much higher in healthy cells than in both PCD variants,
with DNAH11 showing higher curvature than HYDIN at mid-cilium (Figure 5.7a). This is
consistent with what shown in the representative tracked cilia in Figure 5.6.

The degree to which the curvature at a given position along the cilium changes throughout
the beating cycle can be measured by taking its standard deviation over time. The standard
deviation of the curvature is on average lower for PCD samples caused by mutations in both
DNAH11 and HYDIN than that observed in healthy cells, and does not vary as markedly
along the arc length of the cilium (Figure 5.7b). This is consistent with the reconstructed cilia
shown as an example in Figure 5.6.
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(a) (b) (c)

Fig. 5.7 Curvature captures difference in beating patterns. (a) Time-averaged curvature
as a function of the relative position along the cilium, plotted as average across tracked cilia
(solid lines) ± standard deviation (shaded regions). The curves from the different samples
are clearly different, and they reflect the differences in beating patterns of the three samples.
(b) To measure how much the local curvature changes over a beating cycle we plot the
standard deviation of the curvature over time as a function of the relative position along the
cilium. The solid line shows the average, while the standard deviation across reconstructed
cilia is depicted as a shaded region. Again, values for the healthy samples are much higher
than for the PCD variants, showing how much the healthy cilia change configuration during
the beat. (c) The autocorrrelation of the curvature plotted here as average across tracked
cilia ± standard deviation (solid line and shaded region) shows how gradually or suddenly
the curvature changes along the cilium. The curves are significantly different: p-value at
∆s = 0.15 is < 0.05 between healthy and HYDIN, < 0.01 between HYDIN and DNAH11,
and ≪ 0.01 between healthy and DNAH11 (unpaired, two-tailed Student’s t-test). The red
dotted lines throughout the figure highlight a subset of the parameters used to build the
“barcode” for Principal Component Analysis as reported in section 5.4.4.

To measure how suddenly or gradually the curvature changes along the cilium we look
at the autocorrelation of the curvature over the the arc length. Figure 5.7c shows how the
curve obtained from the healthy sample decays faster than both the DNAH11 and HYDIN
curves, consistent with the rapid variations of curvature along the cilium that can be seen
in Figure 5.6a. The curvature autocorrelation decays the slowest in the DNAH11 variant,
compatible with cilia affected by this PCD variants having a low but persistent curvature
along their length.

5.4.3 Force exerted by the cilium during the beat cycle

Inspired by [52] we used Resistive Force Theory to calculate the force that a single cilium
exerts on the surrounding fluid along its entire length during a single beat cycle (5.3.5,
Figure 5.3a-c), and then considered the force per unit length throughout the beat cycle of
a single cilium, represented as a kymograph in Figure 5.3d. For all samples the force per
unit length exerted by the cilium cilium increases from base to tip, as expected since as the
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Fig. 5.8 Force measurements captures differences between healthy and PCD variants.
Time-averaged force density as average across tracked cilia ± standard deviation (solid line
and shaded region) versus the position along the cilium. As expected the force the cilium
exerts on the surrounding fluid increases with the distance from the basal end of the cilium,
and is much higher for healthy samples than for respectively HYDIN and DNAH11. The
force density measured at 9/10 of the cilium length (red dotted line) is one of the parameters
used to build the “barcode” for PCA.

distance from the basal body increases the corresponding point on the cilium must cover
increasingly larger amplitudes in the same amount of time (Figure 5.8).

In the population of healthy beating cilia, the force exerted at the distal end is approximately
twice as large as the force exerted by cilia from cells with mutations in DNAH11, and
approximately five times higher than cilia from cells with mutations in HYDIN. In cilia
affected by the PCD variant HYDIN the increase in force along the cilium is minimal,
while for DNAH11 mutant cells the force density increases at a higher rate starting from
approximately a third of the cilium arc length.

Having measured the force along the cilium during the beat cycle, one can map the position
of the “centre of drag” of the cilium over time by calculating the average of the cylinders’
positions weighted with the magnitude of the force they exert on the fluid. The motion of the
centre of drag has been shown [32] to be important in synchronising cilia dynamics to enable
mucociliary clearance. In chapter 6 we study the synchronisation of a model system of two
free-phase rotors driven along paths that mimic the trajectory of the centre of drag of cilia.
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5.4.4 Principal component analysis discriminates between DNAH11 and
HYDIN PCD variants

In the previous sections we showed in detail how the analytical methods described in this
chapter allow us to measure several quantities on a tracked cilium shape. We hypothesised that
a subset of these values would be sufficient to build a quantitative “barcode” that characterises
the sample and that can be used to discriminate between different PCD variants. To test this,
we ran Principal Component Analysis (PCA) on the subset of all analysed cilia in which all
of the measurements detailed so far in this chapter were undertaken (14 HYDIN cilia, 10
DNAH11 cilia, and 12 healthy cilia). Out of all the measurements taken we chose five specific
parameters to build the “barcode” for our samples: i) the amplitude of the beat at 5 µm from
the cell surface, ii) the time averaged curvature measured at mid-length, iii) the standard
deviation of the curvature over time measured at mid-length, iv) the autocorrelation of the
curvature, measured at ∆s = 0.15, and v) the mean force exerted on the fluid, measured at
nine tenths of the cilium length.

Our first PCA (Figure 5.9a) demonstrates how the data points, projected on the first 2
principal components (PCs), cluster very obviously according to whether they were collected
on healthy or PCD samples. The separation of the data according to their genotype was con-
firmed by an unsupervised clustering algorithm (k-means by MATLAB), which successfully
separated data from healthy and PCD samples based exclusively on the score of the data
points along the first two PCs, i.e. their position in the plot in Figure 5.9a. It is worth stressing
that neither the PCA algorithm nor the clustering algorithm knew the genotype of the data
points.

While the first PCs obtained by PCA on the entire set of measurements are effective in
separating healthy from PCD data, they struggle to distinguish between the DNAH11 and
HYDIN PCD variant forms. To address this, we ran PCA on a dataset of PCD data only. The
PCD data projected on the new set of axes show two non-intersecting clusters (Figure 5.9b),
while the data from healthy cilia, projected onto this set of PCs, form a third, separated cluster.
Thus, principal components found on the PCD-only dataset can be used to discriminate
between the phenotypes of DNAH11, HYDIN, and healthy cilia. It is worth noting however
that, in this case, the k-means clustering algorithm was not able to correctly separate the two
PCD clusters without prior knowledge of the sample type.
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Fig. 5.9 PCA differentiates between PCD variants. Having built a smooth representation
of the cilium configuration over time, we can extract five parameters (reported in section 5.4.4
and highlighted with red dotted lines throughout Figures 5.4, 5.7, and 5.8) to create a “barcode”
that characterises the beating pattern. (a) Principal Component Analysis on the “barcode”
data highlights the difference in phenotype between Healthy and PCD cilia. Here we plot the
projection on the 2 first Principal Components of data from 12 healthy cilia, 14 HYDIN cilia,
and 10 DNAH11 cilia. Data from the healthy samples cluster very obviously from data on
PCD samples. While the colour of the markers codes the genotype of the samples, the shape
of the markers show the clustering obtained by an algorithm that was blind to the sample type
of each data point: this clustering algorithm was able to successfully separate the healthy
data from the PCD data without any prior knowledge. The separation in PCA shows that
the set of measurements described in this work could be useful to discriminate between a
healthy sample and a sample affected by DNAH11 and HYDIN. (b) Principal Component
Analysis furthermore shows the difference in beating pattern between DNAH11 and HYDIN
cilia. We plot the projection on the first principal components of data from 14 reconstructed
trajectories of HYDIN cilia and 10 reconstructed trajectories of DNAH11 cilia (full symbols).
The principal components were obtained by running PCA on the set of 14+10 PCD cilia only.
Data points from the two PCD mutations form two different clusters in the plane defined by
the first two PCs. The data points from the healthy cilia (empty symbols) form a third cluster
when projected on the same PCs.

5.4.5 Supervised machine learning correctly classifies new data

As a sanity check, to try and assess how well the analysis suggested in this chapter can
highlight the difference between healthy, DNAH11 and HYDIN cilia, we tried performing a
machine learning assisted “diagnosis” of sorts.

Our collaborators in Toronto provided us with additional high speed microscopy videos of
samples from the two PCD variants, collected on samples from the same donors as previously,
but at a different time point. Our goal was to have the computer classify these new data as
DNAH11 or HYDIN samples.
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Fig. 5.10 Supervised machine learning successfully classifies PCD variants. We used
the projection of the dataset featured in this chapter on the first two Principal Components
defined by the PCD-only data (full symbols) to train a classifier (fitcecoc, by MATLAB).
We can see that the training was successful since all training data (light colours show the
sample type) have been correctly classified (markers show the classification performed by
the trained model). Crucially, when projecting an additional test dataset of HYDIN (dark
orange) and DNAH11 (dark violet) reconstructed cilia from the same donors on the same
set of Principal Components, the classifier successfully labels them as HYDIN (circles) and
DNAH11 (diamonds) without prior knowledge of their genotype. No data point was classified
incorrectly. The grey lines show the boundaries of the genotype-specific regions individuated
by the classifier.

The base of Principal Components found by running PCA on the PCD-only data analysed
so far is effective in separating the two PCD variants from each other and the healthy samples
(Figure 5.9b). This prompted us, as a first step, to use the data projected on the first two
of these Principal Components as a labelled training dataset for a Multiclass Classification
Model (using fitcecoc by MATLAB). The model was trained successfully, in that no data
point in the training dataset was misclassified. After reconstructing the beating pattern of
cilia in the new PCD videos we had the model classify the projection of their “barcodes” onto
the same base of Principal Components. The test dataset was classified perfectly: as shown
in Figure 5.10 the trained model, without prior knowledge of the phenotype of the new data,
did not miscategorise any data point.

While this is not a very meaningful application of machine learning, as the sample size
is extremely restricted, it still represents a proof-of-concept of how the reconstruction and
analysis of the cilium beat pattern from high speed microscopy videos could be used to aid
clinicians in their diagnosis.
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5.5 Accurately tracking the cilium shape yields a wealth of
yet-unused information

The analysis presented in this chapter enabled a good characterisation of ciliary beating
defects observed in PCD and allowed us to assign unique quantitative profiles to specific
PCD variants with mutations in either DNAH11 or HYDIN within the analysed samples.
This fairly straightforward analysis requires only standard HSVM data as input, and does
not require the use of specialised microscopy or experienced clinicians. We anticipate that a
quantitative approach to characterising ciliary beating defects will advance both the diagnosis
and understanding of PCD, particularly in cases where no ultrastructural defect or causal
mutation is detected.

Despite being the most widely-reported parameter about ciliary beating, CBF is not
the key parameter behind the physics of ciliary waves [32] and neither it is a very robust
metric for the diagnosis and analysis of variant forms of PCD, or even PCD versus non-PCD
[154]. An example is the HYDIN variant form of PCD, which is characterised by CBF
ranges indistinguishable from healthy cells [153]. In the analysis presented here, however,
the HYDIN variant PCD cilia were clearly distinguishable from healthy control on the basis
of velocity and amplitude of the beating stroke, and on the curvature of the cilium throughout
it. Previous attempts to quantify velocity and amplitude of ciliary beating have been reported
[99, 164], however these studies analysed only the movement of the tip of the cilia relative to
the base. This basic measurement does not fully capture how the parameters that characterise
a beating stroke vary along the cilium length or throughout a beat cycle. Using a more
extensive description of the beating pattern is necessary to build an accurate reconstruction
of the ciliary waveform and to quantify important differences between PCD DNAH11 and
HYDIN variants.

Many cases of PCD are characterised by defects in ciliary bending [153]: both the
HYDIN- and DNAH11-causing PCD variants have been described as “bending capacity
reduced” (HYDIN; [163]) and “reduced bending/increased stiffness” (DNAH11; [153]).
However this qualitative description does little to distinguish between the two forms. Our
analysis on the other end found quantitative differences in the local curvature of DNAH11
and HYDIN variant PCD cilia. The two variants also differed in the force the cilia exert
on the surrounding fluid. Principal component analysis showed how, taken together, the
measurements undertaken can form a quantitative “barcode” that can be used to discriminate
between different variant forms of PCD, and between PCD and healthy samples.
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5.6 Diagnostic potential of ciliary beat pattern analysis

The analysis presented in this work is quite simple and straightforward, but gives already good
results in terms of identifying the beating pattern of cilia, in that data points from different
genotypes cluster in different regions of the variables’ space. The next logical step to expand
this work would be its diagnostic implementation, that would depend on the collection of a
much bigger dataset, ideally on all variants of PCD. These data would be used to establish a
reference database of ciliary beat “barcodes”: an extensive dataset of parameters measured
on several patients for each of the PCD variants that could then be used as a training database
for a supervised machine learning algorithm. A successful application of machine learning
would then be an invaluable help to medical doctors in classifying an “unknown” sample as
one of the PCD variant forms (or a healthy sample).

The main limiting factor to achieve this objective would be the reconstruction of the
beating pattern, as of now this happens by painstakingly, manually tracking the cilium frame-
by-frame. Moreover, while 5 parameters are enough to discriminate between the 3 genotypes
analysed in this chapter, a higher dimensional dataset might be necessary to have the same
level of success on a wider range of PCD variants. This would not be a problem if the tracking
of the cilia were automated, as then one could perform a more sophisticated analysis, possibly
employing tools that have already been developed but so far only applied to the study the
motion of isolated flagella on single cell eukaryotes [21, 47, 48, 51, 52, 59, 165–167], or the
behaviour of model organisms such as C. elegans [168].

Many institutions already use HSVM as a primary method to diagnose PCD, however
evaluation criteria vary between groups and the data are largely qualitative. Furthermore,
current HSVM methods give little insight into the nature of the beating defect itself nor
where it manifests on the cilium, nor when it occurs during the beat cycle. A quantitative
database of ciliary beat “barcodes” unique to each PCD variant, even obtained without an
automated tracking system, would be useful in aiding diagnoses, particularly in cases where
no ultrastructural defect or known causal mutation is detected.





Chapter 6

Coarse-graining the ciliary beat pattern
to understand strength of
synchronisation

6.1 Colloidal rotors as a model system for beating cilia

The problem of how cilia synchronise is a non trivial one, and it can be tackled from different
perspectives. The work presented so far studies cilia and their synchronisation with a “top-
down” approach: starting from data acquired on a sample fairly similar (from a physicist’s
point of view) to the airway epithelial tissue, we tried to extract features so that we could take
measurements on how cilia interact and beat in a coordinated fashion. The complementary
path is the “bottom-up” approach: starting from analysing the behaviour of a very simple
model, we try to infer the properties of the more complex situation.

Building on the work done by our group [18, 32, 44–46, 62–64, 169], in this chapter I
will model cilia as free-phase oscillators, only coupled via hydrodynamics interactions, and
study their synchronisation. In particular, I will coarse-grain the beat pattern of a cilium,
characterised following chapter 5, into parameters of a free-phase rotor: a simulated colloidal
bead driven along a closed trajectory by a periodically modulated force (Figure 6.1). To
achieve free-phase the driving force is set, via a feedback loop, as a function of the position
of the bead along its prescribed trajectory (and not as a function of time). The rotor model is
powerful because it is possible in principle to calculate properties of the steady state dynamics
of coupled rotors analytically. This has been done by Uchida and Golestanian on simpler
orbits than the ones employed here [170–172].
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d

ϵ(Φ
)

a

Fig. 6.1 We model cilia as colloidal rotors. Using Resistive Force Theory we coarse-grain the
parameters of the ciliary beat into the trajectory of free-phase colloidal rotors (see section 6.3
and 5.3.5). Each rotor is driven along a closed path by a modulated driving force, implemented
as a harmonic potential (a “trap”) with the minimum placed at a tunable distance ϵ(Φ) ahead
of the rotor (red cross). The driving force (colour coded, increasing from blue to red) only
depends on the phase (i.e. the angular position) along the trajectory. The two orbits are shown
very close here for display purposes.

Section 6.2 will briefly go over the physics of hydrodynamic interactions between spherical
objects at low Reynolds number, section 6.3 will explain how the ciliary beat pattern is coarse-
grained into the closed trajectory of a rotor, while section 6.4 will report measurements of
the strength of synchronisation between two rotors.

6.2 Hydrodynamics of colloidal beads at low Re

At the scale of cells or bacteria, hydrodynamics is very different than the fluid dynamics of
macroscopic systems. This is well captured by the Reynolds number, the dimensionless ratio
between the inertial forces and the viscous forces of a system with typical size L and flow
velocity u:

Re = Finertial

Fviscous
= ρuL

η
, (6.1)

where ρ is the density of the fluid and η its viscosity.
For an airway cilium of L ∼ 10 µm, beating in medium of ρ = 103 kg3/m and η =

10−3 Pa s after having washed the mucus, its tip moving at a typical velocity of u ∼ 200 µm/s,
the Reynolds number is ∼ 10−3. In comparison, a human swims at Re ∼ 104.

This affects dramatically the way swimmers propel themselves: in the words of Edward
Purcell, for low Re swimmers “inertia is totally irrelevant. We know that F = ma, but they
could scarcely care less” [19]. At low Re, as soon as a swimmer stops deforming its body,
the surrounding fluid stops moving instantaneously, and no propulsive force is maintained
by inertia. This also means that a swimmer, to have net propulsion over time, needs a cyclic
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deformation of its body that is non reciprocal [19]. An example of this is the way the airway
cilia deform over time.

6.2.1 Hydrodynamic coupling

As mentioned in the introduction, in this chapter we are going to approximate the cilium with
a driven, simulated colloidal bead of radius a, and we are going to study how two of these
rotors synchronise. In a system of n driven beads coupled via hydrodynamic interactions the
velocity of each bead depends on the driving force acting on it, but also on the velocity of the
other beads, and on Brownian noise [169]:

vi =
n∑

j=1
µi,j (Fj + f j) , (6.2)

where vi is the velocity of the bead i, and Fj is the driving force acting on the bead j.
µi,j represents the mobility matrix, that in our model system implements the dynamics of
two particles in a viscous fluid accounting for their distance from a solid surface with no-
slip boundary conditions (a “wall”). f i is the stochastic Brownian noise acting on bead i,
characterised by zero mean ⟨f(t)⟩ = 0 and correlation ⟨f i(t)f j(t′)⟩ = 2kBTµ−1

i,j δ(t − t′)
[45].

Blake’s mobility matrix

The diagonal terms of the mobility matrix µi,j are given by the viscous drag coefficient of
the bead. In bulk, the viscous drag is simply the Stokes drag, so that µi,i = I

6πηa
. Close to

a wall we can instead add corrections to the Stokes drag as terms of a series expansion in
a/zi [173], with zi the distance of the i-th bead from the wall:

µx,x
i,i = µy,y

i,i = 1
6πηa

[
1 − 9a

16zi

+ 1
8

(
a

zi

)3
− 1

16

(
a

zi

)5
]

(6.3a)

µz,z
i,i = 1

6πηa

[
1 − 9a

8zi

+ 1
2

(
a

zi

)3
− 1

8

(
a

zi

)5
]

(6.3b)

µα,β
i,i = 0 for α ̸= β (6.3c)

As the simulations carried out in this work are conducted far enough from the wall, only the
first order correction to Stokes drag was implemented in the code.

To find the non-diagonal terms of the mobility matrix µi,j (i ̸= j) Blake suggested in [174]
to describe the flow created by a Stokeslet (a point-like delta force) near a surface with an
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image method. The no-slip boundary condition of the wall is implemented by describing the
effect of the wall as equivalent to an infinite fluid, but with an “image Stokeslet” at the mirror
position of the first Stokeslet and with an opposite force. This yields the following expression
for the off-diagonal terms of the mobility matrix µi,j [63, 174]:

µB
i,j = 1

8πη

[
GS(ri − rj) − GS(ri − r̄j) + 2z2

j GD(ri − r̄j) − 2zjGSD(ri − r̄j)
]

. (6.4)

In this equation ri = (xi, yi, zi) is the position of the i-th Stokeslet, r̄i = (xi, yi, −zi) the
position of the image Stokeslet, and the wall is at z = 0. GS , GD, GSD are respectively the
contribution of a Stokeslet, source doublet, and Stokeslet doublet, and are defined in [63, 171,
174] as:

GS
α,β(r) = δα,β

r
+ rαrβ

r3 (6.5a)

GD
α,β(r) = (1 − 2δβ,z) ∂

∂rβ

(
rα

r3

)
(6.5b)

GSD
α,β(r) = (1 − 2δβ,z) ∂

∂rβ

GS
α,z(r) (6.5c)

with α, β ∈ {‘x’, ‘y’, ‘z’}, r = (rx, ry, rz) and δ the Kronecker delta.

6.2.2 Numerical simulations

The simulations in this thesis are carried out using a C++ program that implements the Brownian
dynamics Ermak McCammon algorithm to integrate the equations of motion (eq. 6.2) of N

interacting particles with hydrodynamically coupled Brownian fluctuations [175].
The C++ program was initially written by Loïc Damet in 2010, and has been modified by

Dr Nicolas Bruot during his PhD. It was initially able to simulate systems of either rowers
(oscillators moving back and forth along a line) or rotors moving along a circular trajectory.
My updates enable the simulation of rotors along a closed, non circular, non self-intersecting,
analytically defined trajectory.

6.3 From cilia to rotors

In chapter 5, and in particular in section 5.3.5, we reported our efforts to measure the force
exerted by the cilium onto the fluid during its beat cycle. Briefly, we divide the cilium
into cylinders, and track the displacement of each cylinder between consecutive frames.
Resistive Force Theorem gives us the coefficients of anisotropic drag c∥ and c⊥ needed
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rcod(t)F(t)

(a) (b)

Fig. 6.2 We use Resistive Force Theory to find the centre of drag of the cilium. (a) As
detailed in section 5.3.5 we find the force per unit length (red arrows) exerted by the cilium
on the fluid over time (colours, from blue to yellow) using Resistive Force Theory. (b) At
each time (colours) we then find the centre of drag of the cilium by averaging the positions
of the small cylinders used to measure the force, weighted by their contribution to the total
force (red arrows).

to link the velocity of the i-th cylinder vi = vi∥ + vi⊥ to the force it exerts on the fluid
f i = (c∥vi∥ + c⊥vi⊥)li, with li the length of the cilium. Repeating this for all cylinders
along the cilium and for all the snapshots of the cilium configuration over time we obtain a
measurement for the force density throughout the beat cycle (Figures 6.2a and 5.3).

In this section I present how these data are used to determine a trajectory and a modulated
driving force for a colloidal rotor that coarse-grains the cilium.

6.3.1 How to coarse-grain the cilium as a rotor moving along the tra-
jectory of its effective centre of mass

Having found the force density we can then define an effective centre of mass of the cilium,
that we will call “centre of drag”, as the average of the positions of the cylinders weighted
with the magnitude of the force they exert on the fluid: At time t, with the cilium split in N

cylinders at position ri = xi + yi, each of them exerting a force of magnitude fi on the fluid,
the centre of drag will be located at

rcod =
∑N

i=1 firi∑N
i=1 fi

. (6.6)

The natural choice to coarse grain the parameters of the ciliary beat pattern into a colloidal
rotor is then to have the latter follow the trajectory of the centre of drag rcod(t) over time
(Figure 6.2b).
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(a) (b) (c)

Fig. 6.3 Fourier series yield an analytical description of the trajectory of the centre of
drag. (a) The experimental trajectory of the centre of drag (dots, time increases from blue
to yellow) needs to be approximated by an analytical function. This is achieved by taking
the Fourier transform of the dependence of the x- and y-coordinate (circles) with the phase
along the cycle, and only keeping the first few modes (b, c). The continuous lines show the
analytical description of the x- and y-coordinates given by a Fourier series truncated at mode
n = 3.

6.3.2 Fourier Transform yields an analytical description for the trajec-
tory

The trajectory of the centre of drag obtained by analysing the experimental data needs to
be written in an analytical form to be used for simulations. The simulations will eventually
need the trajectory, and the driving force along it, to be an analytical function of a phase
variable Φ. The first step towards this goal is to find an analytical form for the trajectory
as a function of the time t (rescaled on the cilia beating period T ). A very effective way to
do so is to use Fourier Transforms. In particular, each of the components of the trajectory
rcod(t) = xcod(t)î + ycod(t)ȷ̂ is Fourier transformed independently. An analytical description
for the two components is then achieved by inverting the Fourier Transform while selecting
only the first modes (up to n included). This effectively applies a low-pass filter to the
trajectory, and it is necessary to reduce the noise given by the experimental error on the final
reconstructed trajectory (Figure 6.3).

Given a discrete signal x(Φ) with N data points, the Matlab implementation of the N -
points fft will yield a {x̂0...x̂N} array which has again N entries. The coefficients of the low
Fourier modes are at the beginning and the end of the array, and the very first entry (mode 0)
only encodes the average ⟨x(Φ)⟩t. So, to only keep the modes up to n we set to 0 all entries
with index ∈ [n + 1, N − n + 1] and then invert via ifft the resulting array.
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Analytically, this corresponds to taking the Fourier series of the initial signal x(Φ) only
up to mode n:

x̃(Φ) = 2
N

n∑
k=0

Re(x̂k) cos (kΦ) − Im(x̂k) sin (kΦ) . (6.7)

By applying this method to the time series of the centre of drag position along the x- and
y- coordinates we obtain an analytical description for the trajectory as a function of a phase
variable Φ that grows from 0 to 2π during the beat cycle:

r̃cod(Φ) = x̃cod(Φ)î + ỹcod(Φ)ȷ̂ (6.8)

This new variable Φ can be thought of as a rescaling of the time in the experimental data
Φ = 2πt/T . In the simulations Φ is simply a phase variable, that indexes the position of the
bead along the prescribed trajectory.

Modulated driving force

The linear velocity of the centre of drag in the experimental data is not constant over time:
it is higher during the power stroke than during the recovery stroke, and slowest during the
transitions between the two. This is conserved in the analytical reconstruction of its trajectory,
as its velocity along the trajectory | d

dΦ r̃cod(Φ)| changes in magnitude with Φ.
The modulation in the velocity of the centre of drag translates naturally in a modulation

of the driving force of the rotor: the driving force along the trajectory will simply be

F(Φ) ∝ γ

(
d

dΦ x̃cod(Φ)î + d
dΦ ỹcod(Φ)ȷ̂

)
, (6.9)

where γ = 6πηa is the Stokes drag. Since the evolution of the x- and y-coordinate with Φ
is simply a sum of sine and cosine terms we obtain an analytical expression for the driving
force as well.

The method employed throughout this work, that only employs the velocity of the centre
of drag to calculate the driving force, is a first approximation. A more refined approach would
take into account the change of drag coefficient of the cilium throughout the beat cycle.

6.3.3 Finding the phase of the rotor along its prescribed trajectory

A key point of our simulations is that we do not impose the phase of the rotor. The driving
force only depends on the position of the rotor along its trajectory (its phase Φ), rather than on
time. This is implemented via a feedback loop: at each time-step (or at the time-step in which
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Fig. 6.4 Finding the correct phase of the bead is fundamental for accurately applying
the driving force. The driving force of the rotor only depends on the position of the rotor
along its trajectory. When the bead is displaced by its path (e.g. because of thermal noise,
or interaction with the other rotor) it is crucial to project it onto the prescribed trajectory in
the correct fashion. In red we show how the “naive” approach that works in case of circular
trajectories is not suitable for non-circular ones. In green the correct approach.

we want to update the driving force) the program finds the position of each bead along its
trajectory and applies the correct driving force. The prescribed trajectory is not infinitely rigid,
and several factors contribute to displacing the bead from it, namely its relaxation towards the
minimum of the driving potential, the displacements due to the fluid flow caused by the other
bead, and thermal noise. The bead is kept close to the trajectory by a harmonic restoring force
acting perpendicularly to the prescribed path. The C++ program implements the tangential
driving force by placing the minimum of a harmonic potential (a “trap”) a modulated distance
ahead of the projection of the bead onto the trajectory: correctly projecting the bead onto the
trajectory is thus necessary to ensure the driving force applied to the bead follows eq. (6.9).

Since the prescribed trajectory is effectively a limit cycle for our system, choosing a
procedure for the projection of a bead onto the trajectory effectively prescribes a dynamics
around the limit cycle. To be consistent to previous experiments in our group, we chose the
projection to simply be perpendicular to the prescribed trajectory. Given the position rb of a
bead its projection is then just its closest point on the analytically defined trajectory r̃cod(Φ)
centred in the origin of the axes, which means we need to find the phase Φ0 that minimises
the distance

∣∣∣rb − r̃cod(Φ)
∣∣∣.

This is an easy feat in the case of circular trajectories, where the driving force is defined
as a function of the angle ϑb between rb and the horizontal axis, as in this case the projection
of the bead onto the trajectory happens along rb itself.

In our more general case (Figure 6.4) the most conceptually simple approach to find the
position Φ0 along the trajectory would be using a minimising routine, and actually solving the



6.4 Synchronisation of two cilia-modelling rotors 87

problem of finding the value of phase Φ0 that minimises the distance
∣∣∣rb − r̃cod(Φ)

∣∣∣. While
this would be the most accurate approach it is also the slowest, as the minimisation routine
would be invoked hundreds of thousands of times in each simulation. I devised a faster
approach that finds Φ0 by interpolating between values of a lookup table. Details of this
approach can be found in Appendix E.

6.4 Synchronisation of two cilia-modelling rotors

In the previous sections we have given a brief overview of the hydrodynamics of driven rotors,
and explained how we coarse-grain the properties of the ciliary beat into a rotor. This section
presents instead the results of simulations of two such model rotors, independently driven
along identical trajectories with modulated force. The two rotors interact via hydrodynamics
only, and their phase is free: the driving force only depends on where they are along their
trajectory, and not on an external clock. The fluid flow generated by one of the rotors thus
perturbs the motion of the second, and vice-versa. In these simulations, the centres of the
rotors’ trajectories are separated by a distance d and both lie along the x-axis. The simulations
are run using the C++ program introduced in section 6.2.2. The parameters used to run the
simulations are given in detail in Appendix E.

6.4.1 An effective potential drives the time-evolution of the phase dif-
ference between two hydrodynamically coupled rotors.

The evolution of the phase difference ∆(t) = Φ2(t) − Φ1(t) between the two rotors can be
seen as driven by an effective potential. Previous work by our collaborators [170, 171] and
our group [172] showed that it is possible to calculate such effective potential V (∆) based on
the temporal evolution of the phase difference, ∆̇(t). In our simulations, ∆̇(t) is defined as:

∆̇(t) = ∆(t + T0) − ∆(t)
T0

(6.10)

where T0 is the period of an unperturbed rotor.
By running several simulations starting from different initial conditions one builds a

distributions of ∆̇ for each value of ∆. After averaging, the effective potential can then be
calculated as:

V (∆) = −
∫ ∆

0
∆̇d∆. (6.11)
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Fig. 6.5 An effective potential drives the evolution of the phase difference. The effective
potential can be calculated starting from the time evolution of the phase difference (a), by
integrating it over the phase difference: V (∆) = −

∫∆
0 ∆̇d∆. In this case, the potential drives

towards in-phase synchronisation (b). Note that for display clarity the potential is plotted
over two periods of the phase difference ∆. The depth of the well of the potential can then be
used as a measure of the synchronisation strength between the beads.

The position of the minimum of the potential shows at what phase difference the rotors are
phase-locked, as in the minimum d

d∆V = −∆̇(t) = 0. For the purpose of this work, we will
use the depth of the potential well as a measure of the synchronisation strength (Figure 6.5).

6.4.2 Synchronisation strength between two hydrodynamically coupled
rotors on cilia-mimicking trajectories.

Following section 6.3.2 we coarse-grained the parameters of 10 healthy cilia and 5 cilia of
patients affected by PCD (in particular, by a mutation in the gene that codes for the protein
HYDIN) that we had already tracked for the analysis in chapter 5 into closed, analytically
described trajectories, shown in Figure 6.6. For each of said trajectories we ran a series of
simulations exploring a complete range of initial phase difference ∆0, and were thus able to
measure the effective potential that drives the time evolution of the phase difference between
the two rotors following the procedure described in section 6.4.1.

The most striking aspect of the measured effective potentials, shown in Figure 6.6, is how
much they depend on the shape of the trajectory, for what concerns the depth of the potential
wells (i.e. the synchronisation strength) but also the number of minima: In several cases,
the prescribed trajectories lead to local minima in the potential that reflect the existence of
meta-stable states of the phase difference ∆. The location of the potential wells is not fixed
either, with a few couples of rotors locked in anti-phase (with a phase difference ∆ = π). A
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Fig. 6.6 The effective potential is heavily influenced by the shape of the rotors’ trajectory.
In each panel we plot the trajectory of the rotors (top), and the effective potential we found
driving their phase difference (bottom). (a-j) show trajectories obtained by the tracking of
healthy cilia, and the corresponding effective potentials, while in (k-o) are the trajectories
obtained from cilia of patients affected by PCD (in particular, with mutation in the gene
coding for the HYDIN protein). The coloured line shows the prescribed trajectory, with the
velocity increasing from blue to red, and is superimposed to a heat map of the positions of
one of the two rotors throughout the simulations (density increasing from light blue to dark
blue). The centres of the two rotors’ trajectories lie on the x-axis and are separated by a
distance d = 15 µm. Scale bar is 2 µm. The potentials are plotted over two periods of the
phase difference ∆ as this improves the readability of the graphs.

further important characteristic of the potentials shown in Figure 6.6 is that they are tilted,
allowing for biased phase slips between the two rotors [29].
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Fig. 6.7 Cilia can be coarse-grained further as rotors driven along elliptical trajectories.
By only keeping the terms up to mode 1 in the procedure described in section 6.3.2 we
approximate the trajectory of the centre of drag of the cilium with an ellipse. In each panel
we show the prescribed trajectory (top, coloured lines, with velocity increasing from blue to
red), the positions of one of the two rotors throughout the simulation (top, heat map, density
increasing from light to dark blue), and the effective potential driving the time evolution of
the phase difference (bottom), either in the case of healthy cilia (a-j) or in cilia from patients
affected by a mutation in the gene that codes for the HYDIN protein (k-o). Here we plot
only the elliptical approximation of the same cilia as in Figure 6.6 for symmetry purposes.
The centres of the two rotors’ trajectories lie on the x-axis and are separated by a distance
d = 15 µm. Scale bar is 2 µm. The potentials are plotted against two periods of the phase
difference ∆ as this improves the readability of the graphs.

6.4.3 Synchronisation strength between elliptical rotors.

As reported in the previous section, the effective potentials driving the synchronisation of
rotors on coarse-grained orbits are varied and seemed to be strongly influenced by the shape
of the trajectory. To simplify the model further, the trajectory of the centre of drag of a
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cilium can be coarse-grained by only taking up to mode n = 1 in eq. (6.7) for both x- and y-
coordinates, effectively approximating it with an ellipse.

This approach allowed us to coarse-grain a few more tracked cilia than in the previous
section (7 PCD cilia and 11 cilia from healthy patients), because it avoids one of the limitations
of the current simulation software: by keeping higher modes in eq. (6.7) the coarse-graining
trajectory can intersect itself, and this is a situation not handled by the simulation software. A
self-intersecting trajectory would lead to ambiguity in the process described in Appendix E
to find the phase of the rotor during the simulation, leading to unpredictable and unwanted
behaviours. However, this approach also leads to an extremely simplified model in which,
by definition, the force driving the bead is the same in opposite points along the ellipse, and
it is maximal at low-curvature points of the orbit. In the future we plan to overcome this
limitation, by decoupling the prescribed force from the description of the trajectory in our
simulation program.

The effective potentials driving the temporal evolution of the phase difference ∆ show a
less rich variety of behaviours in the case of rotors on an elliptical trajectory, as displayed in
Figure 6.7. Here all couples of rotors evolve towards an in-phase configuration, there are no
metastable states, and the potentials are considerably less tilted. In the near future we plan
to investigate the reason for such a stark difference in the effective potentials between the
elliptical trajectories in Figure 6.7 and the more structured ones in Figure 6.6.

By plotting the synchronisation strength against the amplitude of the modulation of the
velocity of the rotors along their trajectories (i.e. the difference between the maximum and
minimum velocity along the cycle) we can see how these two quantities are strongly correlated
(Figure 6.8). This is in agreement with what theoretically predicted [171] and previously
observed [45] in the case of rotors driven along circular trajectories with a modulated force,
where the strength of the synchronisation depended on the amplitude of the modulation of
the driving force.

6.5 Colloidal rotors are a powerful model system to study
synchronisation at low Re

This chapter presents a way to coarse-grain the parameters of the beating pattern onto a free-
phase oscillator, in particular a simulated colloidal particle driven along a closed trajectory
by a periodically modulated force. The phase of the oscillator is left free by implementing
the driving force via a feedback loop, so that the driving force is only dependent on the
position of the particle along its trajectory, and not on an external clock. This allow two such
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(a) (b)

(c)

Fig. 6.8 Synchronisation strength correlates with the velocity modulation. After mea-
suring the effective potential that drives the phase difference between rotors on elliptical
trajectories, here we show how the synchronisation strength is correlated with the modulation
of the velocity of the rotors. (a) shows box plots of the synchronisation strength, highlighting
how this is on average lower in the elliptical trajectories derived from PCD cilia (red) than
in those obtained from healthy cilia (blue). In (b) instead the plot of the synchronisation
strength of each couple of rotors against the amplitude of the modulation of their velocity
highlights how the two quantities are correlated. (c) shows how on average the difference
between the highest and lowest value of the velocity of a rotor driven along the trajectories
obtained from PCD cilia (red) is smaller than in “healthy” trajectories (blue).

oscillators, if close enough to one another, to interact via hydrodynamic coupling, and to
achieve phase-locking.

A system of free-phase rotors had already been realised by our group in the past [32, 45,
60, 172], but while the driving force could be modulated, the rotors had to be driven along a
circular trajectory. The method proposed in this chapter allows for a more realistic model.
The key point is that the trajectory of the driven oscillator is obtained from experimental
data: after tracking the cilium shape over time in a microscopy video, we find the centre of
drag of the cilium throughout its beating cycle. Using Fourier series we then find a relatively
simple analytically described closed curve that approximates the experimental trajectory of
the centre of drag. The stable and metastable states of the system can be effortlessly identified
by calculating, on the basis of the simulation data, an effective potential that drives the time
evolution of the phase difference between the two interacting rotors.

This more realistic model system can be used to investigate how different beating patterns
lead to different synchronisation strengths, or different stable states. While this chapter does
feature a proof-of-concept in this direction, the possibility of a more methodical study would
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rely on the ability to track a great amount of cilia, from good quality microscopy videos, in
order to extract the trajectory of the centre of drag.

From a more physics-oriented point of view, the ability to simulate rotors driven along
customisable trajectories can help understand what parameters influence the phase-locking of
the system. In particular, it could be interesting to gradually modify the shape of the trajectory
exploring, for example, the transition from a circular trajectory to an ellipse with very high
eccentricity, extrapolating then the behaviour towards a 1D oscillator. This would be an
effective way to link the two model systems for free-phase oscillators that have been studied
extensively via experiments, simulations, and theory, by our group: the 1D “rowers” [44, 64,
65, 169] and the circular rotors [32, 45, 60, 172].

Exploiting instead the possibility of driving the rotors along more complicated trajectory,
in the future we plan on exploring the transition from an elliptical trajectory to a more struc-
tured “bean-shaped” trajectory. This would help us investigate what triggers the transition
between the simple effective potentials that in my work constantly yield in-phase synchro-
nisation in the elliptical case (Figure 6.7), and the more varied effective potentials found in
Figure 6.6. More importantly, studying the transition between such different regimes would
give insight into motile cilia synchronisation, as it could help identify regions in the parameter
space where small changes in the driving parameters yield little variations in the effective
potential (a scenario that would be desirable in carpets of synchronised cilia) and also regions
where the driving potential is extremely susceptible to small changes in the driving parameters.
The ability of a system to achieve considerable changes in its synchronisation state via small
variations in its driving parameters would be desirable in some scenarios, and could help
explaining for example the large scale changes of the cilia-driven flow in the brain during
sleep [151], or the transition between the different synchronisation states of the two flagella
of Chlamydomonas during the “run” and “tumble” phases of its motion [29, 47, 48].





Chapter 7

Conclusions and outlook

The problem of how cilia synchronise and coordinate to yield long range coordination when
arranged in an epithelium is a complex one, that has implication for and requires tools and
skill sets from several different fields. Within cell biology, the field is active in studying the
metabolic path in ciliary motion, and the molecular structures involved in their assembly
and function. Physicists are instead interested in how an efficient beating pattern is achieved
to maximise fluid displacement, and, on a tissue scale, in how the collective phenomena,
coordinated on a large scale, emerge starting only from local rules, and without a central
organising node. Questions are still open regarding the importance of the cilia arrangement
in a tissue, of their density and orientation, and of the rheological properties of the fluid
surrounding them. Expanding our knowledge in this field would yield immediate applications
that transcend from basic science, as the medical community is interested in exploring the
link between cilia malfunction and various pathologies.

During my PhD I have studied the synchronisation of cilia in two ways: First, using a
“top-down” approach, I have studied the large scale synchronisation of cilia in in vitro ciliated
epithelia, by means of analysis of high speed microscopy videos. In the second part, on a
smaller scale, I have studied the beating pattern of the single cilium, and how it is affected
by ciliopathies. Finally, I have been working on a way to map the ciliary beat pattern onto a
simple model system of free-phase oscillators.

In the first part of my PhD I have successfully applied Differential Dynamic Microscopy
to characterise ciliated epithelia, demonstrating how it is possible to extract a wealth of
often-overlooked information from microscopy videos: DDM allows to measure the ciliary
beat frequency, the direction along which cilia are aligned, and the parameters of metachronal
waves when present in the sample.

Extending on DDM I have developed a new approach, called multiscale DDM, that allows
to measure the coordination length scale of a system: in this case, a characteristic length scale
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over which cilia lose their phase-locking. This tool is particularly useful in examining in vitro
ciliated epithelia, where cilia are usually not aligned on very large scales (but only locally),
and metachronal coordination is not evident.

As a first and natural application of multiDDM, we have employed it to assess how the
coordination of cilia in an in vitro epithelium is affected by changes in the rheology of the fluid
they beat within. We show evidence that epithelia covered in thicker, more elastic, gel-like
mucus, as the one covering the ciliated epithelia of patients affected by Cystic Fibrosis, are
characterised by a larger coordination length scale. This property was then exploited to show
that multiDDM can measure the effect of established and putative drugs on in vitro Cystic
Fibrosis ciliated epithelia. In particular, novel information is unlocked by fully exploiting
the multiscale nature of multiDDM: the coordination length scale measured on treated CF
samples decreases, compared to an untreated CF control, partially recovering towards a
healthy phenotype. This is also supported by the information obtained by monitoring the CBF,
which is seen to increase in treated CF samples relative to untreated CF control samples. These
results are really encouraging, hopefully paving the way to a widespread use of multiDDM
as a tool for assessing the efficiency of new candidate medications.

In the second part of my PhD I moved towards the single-cilium scale, with the goal
of linking the beating pattern of the cilia with a minimal model to study synchronisation.
The idea was to build the tools needed to investigate how the shape of the beating pattern
affects the coordination of cilia. As a first step, I developed an approach to quantitatively
describe the beating pattern of single cilia. This part of the project is interesting in and of
itself, as while high speed microscopy videos are routinely used in clinics to assess whether
or not cilia in a sample beat with a normal pattern, the assessment tends to be a qualitatively
or semi-quantitative one, that needs to be conducted by a trained physician. Accurately
measuring the parameters of the beating pattern would help standardising the process, and
highlight small differences and variations in the beating pattern that can be missed upon visual
inspection and qualitative description. This application is explored in this thesis, as we track
cilia from healthy individuals and from patients affected by two variants of PCD, obtaining a
quantitative description of the beating pattern that yields a very complete information. We
then show how by selecting a few meaningful, summary parameters (a “barcode” of the beat
pattern), we can accurately discriminate between different mutations within Primary Ciliary
Dyskinesia.

Finally, I worked towards linking the experimental data collected by accurately tracking
the ciliary beat pattern with a minimal model that our group have been using to investigate
hydrodynamic synchronisation. Such minimal model consists of two “rotors”: simulated
colloidal particles driven along a circular trajectory with a position dependent force. The phase
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of each rotor is left free, and the two rotors are only coupled by hydrodynamic interactions. In
this work I expanded on this existing model by finding a way to coarse-grain the parameters
of the ciliary beat pattern onto the details of how the rotors are driven. This was achieved by
calculating the trajectory of the “centre of drag” of the cilium throughout its beating cycle
based on the experimental data, and approximating it with a closed, analytically described,
parametric curve. The improved model system of “cilia-mimicking” rotors is then realised
by driving the rotors along the analytical representation of the experimentally determined
trajectory of the centre of drag. By running simulations on cilia-mimicking rotors based off
several different experimental cilia both from healthy individuals and PCD patients, we show
how the state of synchronisation of the rotors strongly varies with the shape of the driving
trajectory.

The different tools I developed during my PhD, and the preliminary findings they allowed,
can be used as starting points for future work in several directions. First and foremost, multi-
DDM, the technique proposed in the first part of this thesis, is a superior tool to characterise
ciliated epithelia, as it is a completely automatic analysis technique that yields a very complete
information about how the cilia beat, their alignment, how their coordination decays with
distance, and about metachronal waves. MultiDDM can be an extremely useful tool for all
scientists and clinicians studying ciliated epithelia. For example multiDDM can be used to
study how the alignment of the cilia, either in vitro on in a tissue, evolve during development.
Clinicians, as we have demonstrated, can exploit the power of multiDDM in the context of
assessing the effectiveness of candidate medications. Another possible application is to assess
the structural and functional integrity of ciliated tissues, and if and how ciliated airways can
recovery after being damaged, for example, by a blast wave which could lead to patchy loss
of cilia. Coupled with an endoscope, multiDDM could even be used to conduct this type of
assessments on in vivo ciliated epithelia.

The ability of multiDDM of extracting the characteristic scale of the dynamics of a system
makes it a very general tool, that is not restricted to motile cilia. If a system is characterised by
a scale for coherent or collective motion, this spatial scale will be highlighted by the process
of comparing the dynamics across different tilings of the field of view. This is the main reason
multiDDM is a good candidate for probing a variety of dynamically heterogeneous systems,
both on a microscopic and macroscopic scale.

At the single-cilium level the quantitative analysis of the cilium beat pattern presented
in this thesis, despite being quite straightforward and not extremely refined, already gives
good results in terms of providing the user with a low dimensional, quantitative “barcode” of
the beating pattern that captures the differences between different phenotypes. The obvious
application for this analysis technique would be its refinement and implementation for diag-
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nostic purposes: By building a large reference database of beating patterns upon imaging of
cilia from patients with various ciliopathies we could train a supervised machine learning
algorithm, that would then be able to help clinicians to correctly classify an “unknown” new
sample. This diagnostic implementation would however realistically rely on the development
of a software for the automatic tracking of cilia.

The colloidal oscillators, while a very simple and powerful model to study hydrodynamic
synchronisation, can still be developed further to include other parameters, as of now not
studied, that could be crucial for understanding synchronisation. For example viscoelasticity
of the fluid should be implemented, as cilia in the airways beat in a non-Newtonian fluid.
Moreover, the model of rotors used in this work is only accurate in approximating cilia in the
far field, which is, when they are separated by a larger distance than their size. This is clearly
not the case for the ciliated epithelia in the airways, where cilia are very densely packed. A
much more detailed approach would require modelling elongated filaments. Such models,
coupled with our quantitative assessment of the ciliary beat pattern, would also yields insights
into the works of the molecular motors that power and regulate the bending of the cilium
throughout its beating cycle.

The study of coordination of airway cilia conducted in my PhD both on a large and on
a single-cilium scale, via experiments and simulations, has brought new insights, and new,
powerful tools, towards understanding how the collective dynamics of motile cilia emerge.
This remains however an extremely rich and complicated system, with many yet-unanswered
questions, that still require the concerted efforts of researchers from different fields to be fully
understood.



Appendix A

Testing DDM on synthetic datasets

In order to conclusively demonstrate the power of DDM to extract spatio/temporal correlation,
its use is explored here on datasets (synthetic videos) that have known characteristics. In
particular, it is interesting to understand what can contribute to a decay of the Image Structure
Function with the lag time τ .

A.1 Phase drift yields decay of the Image Structure Func-
tion with the lag time

To investigate the cause of the ISF decay with the lag time we ran the DDM algorithm on
synthetic videos of oscillators. Tweaking the properties of the individual oscillators, we are
able to get an insight into the decay mechanism.

A.1.1 Perfectly phase-locked movement

In particular, we first create a synthetic video with phase-locked oscillators, that start off
a random phase. To do so, a simple synthetic movie was devised to prove that the DDM
algorithm, if run on a video of phase-locked oscillators, yields an Image Structure Function
I(q, τ) that does not decay as a function of the lag-time τ . The DDM algorithm was thus run
on a greyscale image with pixels changing their grey level (or “intensity”) as a function of
time. The image is a 480 × 480 matrix, and the pixel intensity is an 8-bit unsigned integer
variable (between 0 and 255). The intensity Mi,j of the i, j-th pixel at time t is given by

Mi,j(t) = 127 + 127 sin(2πν0t + φi,j), (A.1)
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Fig. A.1 Image Structure Function gives access to information on phase coherence and
anisotropy in the sample’s dynamics. (a-f) We simulate here (see section A.1) oscillators
that are not completely phase-locked. The envelopes of the Fourier mode amplitudes decay
with a timescale τ . In (a, c, e), the frequencies of the oscillators are drawn from a distribution
of finite width σ. In (b, d, f) instead all the oscillators have the same frequency but their phase
undergoes a random walk with step probability p. In both cases the lack of any special length
scale in the simulated data yields no q-dependence in the DDM output. (a, b) Behaviour
with τ of the amplitude of three Fourier modes: I(q′, τ) curves are fitted (green line) with
the models in eq. (A.3) and eq. (A.6). Information about the decay can be obtained simply
by fitting the envelopes (red lines) of the I(q′, τ) curves with eq. (A.4) and eq. (A.7). (c)
The same type of simulation as in (a) was repeated changing the width σ of the frequency
distribution. Here the envelope of ⟨I(q, τ)⟩q is drawn (dots) for various values of σ. The
data are then fitted (continuous lines) with eq. (A.4). (e) The decay time τσ was found to
be ∝ 1/σ. (d) Similarly, the envelopes of ⟨I(q, τ)⟩q obtained by changing the phase-step
probability p are plotted (dots), and fitted (continues lines) with eq. (A.7). (f) The decay time
τp was found to be ∝ 1/p. (g-h) DDM was run on synthetic data, generated so to have a
travelling longitudinal wave moving leftwards (see section A.2). (g) A travelling wave shows
up as a sharp peak in the DDM signal. Changing the periodicity of the metachronal wave
in the simulations (see section A.2) reflects in a change of the spatial frequency of the peak,
while the broader maximum of the spectrum (due to the oscillating dots) is not affected. The
inset shows a still frame from the synthetic videos. (h) Each curve is the average of the 2D
power spectrum over the angles labelled with the corresponding colour in the inset. The peak
signature of the metachronal wave shows only in the spectrum obtained averaging the sector
with ϑ ∈

[
−π

8 , +π
8

]
, ϑ being the angle between q and the horizontal axis. The amplitude of

the broader signal due to the oscillation of the dots has a maximum in this sector as well, and
it goes to zero in the perpendicular direction.
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where φi,j , the phase, is for each pixel a random number between 0 and 2π, while ν0 = 15 Hz
is the frequency, constant across all pixels. The time t is a multiple of the simulation time
step ∆t = 1/300 s. The intensity of all pixels therefore oscillates between 0 and 254 as a sine
function with the same period, and the phase difference between pixels is constant in time. In
this case, there is no q-dependence: as all pixels start off a randomly distributed phase there is
no spatial periodicity or particular length scale in the differential images to yield a structured
power spectrum. This synthetic video, with perfectly phase-locked oscillators, was seen to
yield no decay of the ISF: as the correlation between oscillators does not decay, neither does
I(q′, τ).

A.1.2 Phase drift due to spatial heterogeneity

The second type of synthetic video is used to investigate whether, as hypothesised in sec-
tion 3.3.1, the ISF decays because cilia within the same field of view beat with slightly different
frequencies. We implement oscillators with frequencies drawn from a normal distribution
centred in ν0, and with standard deviation σ, starting off at a random phase. The simulation is
still based on a 480 × 480 greyscale matrix with pixels changing intensity over time, except
that in this case the intensity Mi,j of the i, j-th pixel follows

Mi,j(t) = 127 + 127 sin(2πνi,jt + φi,j), (A.2)

where the frequency νi,j is drawn for each pixel from a normal distribution peaked at 15 Hz
and with standard deviation σ = 0.2 Hz. The randomness in the starting phase yields again
no appreciable q-dependence of the I(q, τ) signal. On the other hand introducing a finite
width in the distribution of the frequencies does affect the behaviour of I(q′, τ) that oscillates
and decays exponentially with the second power of τ . In particular, as shown in Figure A.1,
the oscillating signal can be fitted with

I(q′, τ) = A
(
1 − cos(2πντ)e−τ2/τ2

σ

)
+ B. (A.3)

The frequency as calculated from the fit is, unsurprisingly, ν = ⟨νi,j⟩i,j .
The simulation was repeated for several values of the standard deviation σ of the frequency

distribution. As the I(q, τ) signal consistently showed no appreciable trend with q, the decay
time τσ was calculated by fitting the envelope of the average ⟨I(q, τ)⟩q of the I(q′, τ) curves
as

E(τ) = Ae−τ2/τ2
σ + B. (A.4)
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As shown in Figure A.1e the decay time τσ is inversely proportional to the width σ of the
frequency distribution, hence the larger the spread in the frequencies of the oscillators in the
field of view, the faster the amplitude of the oscillations in the I(q′, τ) signal decays.

A.1.3 Phase drift due to phase noise

To test our second hypothesis for the decay of the ISF, which is that there is some drift in the
phase of each cilium (imperfect coherence, expected not at least due to thermal noise), a third
type of synthetic video was devised. The oscillators here beat with the same base frequency
ν0, but their phase undergoes a random walk with step probability p.

The simulation to test this hypothesis is still based on a 480×480 matrix of 8-bit unsigned
integer pixels, the intensity of which changes in time as a sine function with frequency
ν0 = 15 Hz, same for all pixels. Unlike in the previous simulations, the phase of each pixel
intensity is not a constant in time. In fact, at each step of the simulation (i.e. at each ∆t, so
1

∆t
1
ν

= 20 times per cycle) the phase can take a step of ±π/32 with probability p (also called
a “phase-step”). In other words, the intensity of pixels will be

Mi,j(t) = 127 + 127 sin(2πν0t + φi,j(t)), (A.5)

where the phase φi,j(t) undergoes a (one-dimensional) random walk with probability p centred
at the starting point φi,j(t = 0) that simulates a phase noise.

The output of the DDM analysis on this simulation bears some similarities to the one
in section A.1.2: no q-dependence and I(q′, τ) oscillating and decaying with the lag time τ .
But while in section A.1.2 I(q′, τ) would decay due to heterogeneity following eq. (A.3) i.e.
as a negative exponential with τ 2, here the data show a linear decay envelope

I(q′, τ) = A
(
1 − cos(2πντ)e−τ/τp

)
+ B, (A.6)

and consequently, as shown in Figure A.1d, the envelopes of the I(q′, τ) curves are fitted by

E(q′, τ) = Ae−τ/τp + B, (A.7)

retrieving ν = ν0. In order to understand how the characteristic time τp depends on the
phase-step probability p the simulation was repeated for different values of p. As shown in
Figure A.1f τp is inversely proportional to p: the less the oscillation of each pixel is regular,
the faster the I(q′, τ) signal decays with the lag time τ .
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(a) (b)

Fig. A.2 Different contributions to the phase drift affect the Image Structure Function
in different ways. (a) Each sub-plot shows the envelope (dots) of the ⟨I(q, τ)⟩q for the
simulations explained in section A.1.4. The parameters of the simulations change along the
rows and columns of the figure: the distribution from which the pixel frequencies are drawn
broadens from left to right, and the probability of phase-steps increases from the bottom to
the top. The red curves are fits of the data following eq. (A.9). The statistical error on the
data is of the same size of the markers. (b) Heat maps of the decay times for the simulations
described in section A.1.4. From this panel it is clear that the two contributions to the decay
of the ⟨I(q, τ)⟩q curves are independent: τσ only depends on the spread σ of the frequency
distribution, while τp only on the probability p of a phase-step.

A.1.4 How contributions to the decay combine

Having established that at least two factors can affect the decay of the ISF, the next step is
understanding how the two contributions combine. The DDM algorithm is thus run on a
synthetic video of oscillators with frequencies drawn from a normal distribution around ν0

with standard deviation σ, and whose phase undergoes a random walk with step probability p.
In more detail, the DDM algorithm was run on a 480 × 480 matrix of 8-bit unsigned

integer pixels, the intensity Mi,j(t) of which changes in time according to

Mi,j(t) = 127 + 127 sin(2πνi,jt + φi,j(t)), (A.8)

where each pixel frequency νi,j is drawn from a normal distribution centred at ν0 = 15 Hz with
width σ, and the phase φi,j(t) undergoes a (one-dimensional) random walk with probability
p centred at the starting point φi,j(t = 0), which is a random number between 0 and 2π.

This simulation was run several times, changing the two parameters σ and p. Results are
shown in Figure A.2a. As the goal of these simulation was to better understand the decay
with τ , and as the I(q, τ) signal showed no q-dependence, only the envelope of the ⟨I(q, τ)⟩q
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curve is plotted for each combination of values for σ, p. Each envelope curve is then fitted as

Eσ,p(τ) = Ae−(τ2/τ2
σ)−(τ/τp) + B, (A.9)

meaning that the two contributions affect the decay independently. This claim is substantiated
by Figure A.2b, in which the reciprocals of the decay times τσ and τp are shown in a heat map
as a function of the two simulation parameters σand p. As the figure shows, changing one of
the two parameters only affects the corresponding decay time, but not the other.

A.2 Metachronal wave detection

As we saw in section 3.3.3, DDM is well suited to detect metachronal waves. A simple
synthetic dataset was used to demonstrate in depth how DDM based approach can recover
metachronal wave dynamics. The synthetic videos feature finite-size oscillating dots whose
initial phases are assigned so to have a longitudinal wave along the x-axis. In detail, 4096
dots of 8 px diameter whose initial positions are randomly assigned on a 1024 × 1024 matrix
are made to oscillate along the x-axis following a sine function. The frequency ν0 is the same
for all the dots. The time step of the simulation is ∆t = 1/200 s. The simulation runs for
2000 time steps ∆t. The metachronal wave is implemented by giving the oscillating dots an
initial phase directly proportional to their x coordinate. The position of the i-th dot at time t
is thus given by xi(t) = x0

i + A sin(2πν0t + φi)
yi(t) = y0

i

(A.10)

with the initial phase φi ∝ x0
i . The DDM algorithm is run on the whole 1024 × 1024 field of

view.
The Image Structure Function I(q, τ), unsurprisingly, oscillates with τ . More interest-

ingly, the metachronal wave sets a spatial length scale that is highlighted by the Fourier
transform. This is particularly evident when plotting the lag-time averaged 1D power spec-
trum (Figure A.1g): apart from the broad maximum caused by the dots oscillating, there is
also a sharp peak at smaller Fourier modes. The simulation was run changing the wavelength
of the metachronal wave, and the power spectra are shown in Figure A.1g. The grey thick
line is obtained by having the oscillating dots to start off a random phase. This yields no
metachronal wave, and it shows in the power spectrum I(q, τ ′) as there is only one broad
maximum. The green, light blue, navy and magenta lines are the result of runs in which the
metachronal wave has a wavelength of respectively 1/4, 1/6, 1/8 and 1/10 the size L of the
field of view. These spectra, in addition to the broad maximum, show a sharp peak each, at
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mode respectively 4, 6, 8 and 10, that correspond to the metachronal wave wavelengths. This
shows that the peaks are the signature of the metachronal waves.

A.3 Length scale of synchronisation: numerical data

Further proof of the ability of the DDM algorithm in finding an estimate for the length scale
of synchronisation comes from the analysis of another specific simulation. As in sections A.1
and A.2 this synthetic dataset is used to demonstrate in very controlled conditions how the
multiscale-DDM approach works. The simulation is based on a greyscale matrix of pixels
with intensity oscillating in time as a sine starting off at a random phase. The matrix is divided
in hexagonal tiles, and all pixels within the same tile oscillate with the same frequency. Pixels
in different tiles can have different frequencies. Tile frequencies are drawn from a normal
distribution peaked at ν0 = 15 Hz and with standard deviation σ = 0.2 Hz. As with real data,
the simulated video is divided in regions (windows) of decreasing size, and for each size all
regions are analysed with the DDM algorithm. For each region the very same analysis as in
section A.1.2 applies, yielding a single value of the decay time τσ. Values of τσ measured
from different windows of the same size are averaged. Figure 3.7a shows that, as in real data,
the decay time τσ diverges as the size of the DDM window becomes smaller than the size
of the tile. The transition is not sharp because of the mismatch in shape between the square
DDM window and the hexagonal frequency tile (i.e. each square window can probe pixels
belonging to at least two different tiles). The simulation could have been carried out with
square frequency tiles, but the hexagonal tiles were chosen to make the simulation closer to
the real conditions, where it is highly probable that a square DDM window chosen a priori
will probe cilia belonging to multiple cells.

A.4 Anisotropic dynamics

One of the approximations made when explaining the algorithm in section 3.3 was to analyse
the sample as if it were isotropic, thus taking a radial average of the 2D Fourier transform of
differential images. This allows to have a power spectrum that only depends on the spatial
frequency, which is the magnitude of the scattering vector, discarding the direction of the
latter. In a slightly more sophisticated analysis, one might want to maintain information about
anisotropy in the sample when using the DDM algorithm. Let ϑ be the angle between the
scattering vector q and the horizontal axis. An easy way of keeping the information about
anisotropy is to bin ϑ and to do a radial average only within each bin. Changing the bins
allows to tune the resolution in ϑ, or to pick the signal only for certain ranges of ϑ [104, 111].
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An example of using DDM maintaining the angular information is in Figure A.1h, which
shows a sample image from the DDM algorithm run on the simulation described in section A.2.
The direction of oscillation of the dots, and more importantly the direction of propagation of
the metachronal wave, are successfully retrieved.



Appendix B

Metachronal waves in in vitro samples

In section 3.3.3 it is explained how DDM can provide a completely automated measurement of
the wavelength of a metachronal wave. The result thus obtained was cross-checked manually,
as per the following video analysis procedure.

B.1 Manual measurement of metachronal wave on in vitro
samples

The high speed video B.1 was processed by taking algebraic differences between subsequent
frames, and then calculating the local standard deviation of each differential frame. This type
of processing highlights areas with more movement and suppresses the static contributions
to the signal given by the background (Video B.2). Eleven measuring lines, parallel to each
other and separated by a distance of 1 px were selected along the direction of propagation
of the wave, and used to define as many cross-sections of the processed video. Averaging
across the cross-sections yielded the kymograph shown in Figure 3.6b. This is a particularly
straightforward, albeit cumbersome, fashion of manually measuring the wave’s parameters:
to obtain the wave velocity c from the kymograph one only has to take the reciprocal of
the slope of the bright regions. Knowing the CBF ν the wavenumber was then obtained
by qwave = 2πν/c and found to be consistent with the location of the q-peak in the Image
Structure Function.
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Fig. B.1 Metachronal coordination in an in vitro sample. Raw microscopy video of cilia
beating, slowed down by a factor of 5, showing metachronal coordination. Scale bar is 10 µm.
The video can either be accessed by clicking on the preview above, or as part of the Supporting
Materials of [143].

Fig. B.2 Manual measurement of a metachronal wave. Movie processed to highlight the
metachronal wave: First we take the algebraic difference of each couple of subsequent frames
of Video B.1. Each frame of the differential video is then filtered using a local standard
deviation filter. Areas of Video B.1 with the most movement are thus highlighted to have a
high signal (white) in the processed video. The measuring lines for the procedure described
in section B.1 are shown here in red. Scale bar is 10 µm. The video can either be accessed by
clicking on the preview above, or as part of the Supporting Materials of [143].

http://people.bss.phy.cam.ac.uk/~lf352/out_public/PhD_thesis_SM/vidS1.mp4
http://people.bss.phy.cam.ac.uk/~lf352/out_public/PhD_thesis_SM/vidS2.mp4


Appendix C

Optical flow analysis of High Speed
Microscopy Videos of motile cilia

MultiDDM is a very powerful tool to characterise ciliated epithelia on a large scale, but
high speed microscopy videos imaging a few cells from the side need to be analysed in a
different way (Figure 5.1, Figure C.1 for example images). While chapter 5 presents a single-
cilium-oriented analysis, focused on reconstructing the ciliary beating pattern by tracking a
moving cilium, here we report an alternative method we used in the attempt of studying the
coordinated motion - in particular metachronal waves - of motile cilia. Inspired by [59] we
attempted to employ an optical flow algorithm to measure the velocity field of moving cilia.
Crucially, we didn’t use a suspension of tracer colloidal particles near the ciliated epithelium,
but we employed the optical flow algorithm on the cilia themselves, somewhat similar to what
previously done in [79].

Fig. C.1 Cilia imaged from the side. Power (top row) and recovery (bottom row) stroke in
a healthy sample imaged from the side, as sketched in Figure 5.1. Scale bar is 5 µm.



110 Optical flow analysis of High Speed Microscopy Videos of motile cilia

(a) (b) (c)

Fig. C.2 Extracting information from optical flow algorithm results. Out of all the vectors
of the velocity field (cyan) output of PIVlab (a) we select the ones closest to the measuring
lines (b). The measuring lines (red lines) are selected so to be parallel to the cell surface (red
mask) at increasing distances from it (here at 2.5, 3.5, 4.5, and 5.5 µm). (b, c) Each of the
velocity vectors v is decomposed onto the local reference system defined by the measuring
line in its two components v∥ (green) and v⊥ (blue).

C.1 Short primer on optical flow

The common element of optical flow algorithms is that they measure a displacement field
between two consecutive frames of a video [79]. This goal can then be achieved in several
ways, but here I will only report one of the most common methods that is used in the software
we employed in this work (PIVlab, [176]).

First the images in the video are pre-processed, to maximise their contrast and improve
readability in general, and the first image in a pair is divided into several small subregions.
Each subregion (the “template”) is in turn looked for in the second frame (or a subregion of
it - the “interrogation area”) by the algorithm. This is achieved by calculating, either in the
direct or Fourier space, the cross-correlation of the template and the interrogation area. The
position of the peak of the cross-correlation yields the displacement of the template between
the two frames examined. Finally, the vector field thus obtained is post-processed: vectors are
validated by setting a threshold for a maximum displacement, the vector field is interpolated
where the outliers fail the validation, and the result is smoothed to reduce the noise [176].

C.2 Data exploration

After Dr Chioccioli had processed the microscope videos using PIVlab we analysed the
results using a custom MATLAB software.

The software was developed with the goal of measuring parameters of the cilia beating at
different distances from the cell surface. To do so, the cell surface is first identified by the user
and covered by a binary mask (red region in C.2). The binary mask is dilated (imdilate,
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(a)

(b)

Fig. C.3 Optical flow algorithm measures CBF. (a) Kymograph of v∥. To get a cleaner
signal we take its autocorrelation (b), from which we can measure the CBF and, if the video
showed a metachronal wave, its wavelength.

MATLAB), using a disk of radius h as structuring element. A “measuring line”, parallel
to the cell surface and at a constant distance h from it, is obtained by taking the edge of the
dilated mask.

As the focus is on analysing the velocity of cilia parallel to the cell surface, the values of
the velocity field obtained by PIVlab are decomposed in their components in the set of axes
defined locally by the measuring line (Figure C.2). PIVlab works on a grid with spacing of a
few pixels, so the values of v∥ need to be interpolated to have a smooth quantity all along the
measuring line: at each point, the interpolated value is the average, weighted with the distance
from the point, of the two closest values of v∥ measured on the PIV grid. This is tantamount
to a linear interpolation, but deals with the fact that the points where PIVlab evaluated the
velocity might not lie on the measuring line. The values of v∥ along each measuring line,
and for each couple of frames, create a kymograph (Figure C.3a).
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To further clean the data we take the autocorrelation of the velocity kymograph (Fig-
ure C.3b) over space and time. The CBF can then be measured as the frequency of the very
clear oscillations in time. If the video captured a section of a metachronal wave then this
translates into slanted ridges in the autocorrelation of the velocity kymograph, and the wave
number can be obtained by measuring their slope.

C.3 Considerations about the optical flow analysis of cilia

We encountered a series of problems when analysing side-view videos of cilia beating with the
optical flow algorithm. Most notably the cilia have poor contrast, and their contrast changes
sign as they cross the focal plane, with the cilium going from darker than the background
to brighter. This can be a problem for optical flow algorithms, as they are based on the
assumption that intensity variations in the image are only caused by movement of the objects,
meaning that the objects in the field of view should have constant brightness (at least on short
time intervals) [79].

Another important problem is caused by the finite depth of field of the microscope
objective, as often a microscopy video featured cilia in the background moving out-of-phase
with cilia in the foreground. This can lead to underestimating the displacements, and in
general to a poorer match of the “template” with the “interrogation area” in the following
frame.

Despite these issues we did manage to obtain very reliable measurements of the CBF
from the side-view videos, although as the samples are imaged at room temperature and CBF
is temperature-dependent [177] these values are not very informative.

We eventually settled on working with multiDDM and reconstruction of the beat pattern:
multiDDM is superior in reliability, throughput, wealth of information yielded, and statistics,
and is therefore the natural choice for many-cilia analysis. For the single cilium the recon-
struction of the beating pattern, that we initially tried only as a way to validate optical flow
measurements, actually yields more complete information.

It could however be worth it in the future to try a different approach to this challenge: many
laboratories work with nasal brushings, in which cilia are seen from the side [178–181], and
the analysis described in this Appendix is less taxing than the pattern reconstruction detailed
in chapter 5. Analysis with a different optical flow algorithm [79–81, 83, 182] coupled with
better preprocessing of the image and a temperature-controlled imaging chamber could in
our opinion yield interesting results.
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Fluid transport in the Periciliary Layer

The seminal work of Button and collaborators shed light on the composition of the periciliary
layer (PCL) showing how the latter is occupied by mucins grafted to the surface of the cilia
that create a brush with mesh size increasing with the distance from the cell surface [43].
How the liquid trapped in this brush is propelled by the cilia is however still an open question:
earlier studies have measured the displacement of fluorescent dyes localised in the PCL [183],
but haven’t managed to study how the displacement varies, within the PCL, with the distance
from the apical surface of the epithelium. Moreover, while [183] found extremely reduced
fluid transport after removal of the mucus layer, the same result was not observed in a more
recent study [184] that used tracer particles on mucus-washed epithelial tissues.

In this Appendix we present very preliminary experiments that could yield some insight
into how the PCL is moved (if at all) by the coordinated beating of cilia. Briefly, as shown in
Figure D.1, we image cilia from the side, photoactivate a fluorescent dye in a localised region
within the PCL, and follow the displacement of the dye over time.

t = 0.00s t = 0.03s t = 0.05s

Fig. D.1 Measurement of PCL transport with photoactivated fluorescent dye. After
being photoactivated, the fluorescent dye diffuses and is transported by the cilia beating.
Scale bar is 20 µm.
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Fig. D.2 Schematic representation of the experimental set-up. (a) A 16 ms pulse of col-
limated 405 nm light from a laser diode, focused by the objective onto a ∼ 1.5 µm radius
spot activates the caged fluorescent dye. (b) After the pulse we image how the activated
fluorescent dye diffuses and is moved by the cilia.

D.1 Experimental methods

The optical set-up was designed and purpose-built by Dr Jurij Kotar (Figure D.2), and the
experiments were conducted in collaboration with him and Dr Maurizio Chioccioli.

A Healthy Human Airway Epithelium reconstituted in vitro (MucilAir™) was purchased
from Epithelix (Epithelix Sàrl, Geneva, Switzerland) and maintained following the protocol
provided by the company.
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To image the cells from the side we excised the membrane supporting the epithelium
and folded it between two coverslips as detailed in Figure 5.1, together with some culture
medium and photoactivated fluorescent dye (F7103, Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham,
Massachusetts, USA) in PBS (final concentration ∼ 1 mm).

We used a 16 ms pulse of 405 nm collimated light from a 200 mW laser diode (SLD3237VF,
Sony, Tokyo, Japan) focused through the objective to uncage the fluorescent dye in a ∼ 1.5 µm
radius spot within the PCL.

Photoactivation and imaging was done on a Nikon Eclipse Ti-E inverted microscope
(Nikon, Japan), equipped with a 60× water immersion objective (NA = 1.2, Nikon, Japan)
and a further 1.5× magnification in the optical path (1 px = 0.065 µm). Videos were acquired
using a CMOS camera (GS3-U3-23S6M-C, FLIR Integrated Imaging Solutions Inc., Canada),
with frame rate set at 100 fps.

D.2 Image Analysis

After photoactivating the fluorescent dye in a localised spot in the PCL we measure how the
fluorescent patch moves along the ciliated epithelium.

First, we define a “measuring line”. This is at the moment implemented in two ways:
for an almost completely automated analysis the PCL is identified with minimal user input
as the region of the field of view where movement is detected (e.g. red shaded region in
Figure D.3a), and then fitted with a parametric line (the measuring line). In the alternative
and slightly more hands-on approach the user needs to trace the boundary of the cell surface
obtaining a binary mask, and then to dilate it until its edge (the measuring line) is at the
desired distance from the cell surface. Ideally, the measuring line is chosen so that it passes
through the photoactivating light spot.

The measuring line is dilated into a 20 px thick “measuring strip” for better statistics:
the quantities that we measure in a point will be averaged over the small region of space
perpendicular to the measuring line at that point. The measuring strip is orientated by the
user so that its arclength increases (coloured thin region, from blue to yellow, in Figure D.3a)
in the direction of the power stroke.

In each frame after the activation of the dye we measure the fluorescence intensity along
the measuring strip and fit it with a Gaussian curve

f(s) = Ae− 1
2( s−s0

σ )2

+ c.
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(a) (b)

Fig. D.3 Tracking of the fluorescent dye measures PCL transport. (a) We measure the
fluorescent intensity profile along a “measuring strip” orientated (blue to yellow) in the
direction of the power stroke. The measuring strip in this figure is found automatically
as dilation of a parametric line that fits the PCL region, detected with a motion detection
algorithm. Scale bar is 20 µm. (b) The mean (blue dots) and width (red dots) of the Gaussian
profile fitted to the fluorescence intensity along the measuring strip show respectively how
the fluorescent dye is transported in the direction of the power stroke and diffuses over time.

Its mean s0(t) and width σ(t) yield respectively the displacement of the centre of the fluores-
cent patch and its spread along the measuring line over time (Figure D.3b).

D.3 Considerations and outlook

The experimental set-up and analysis presented in this Appendix represent a step forward
towards understanding how the PCL is moved by the cilia beating.

The preliminary experiments carried out during my PhD showed us that it is possible
to localise a caged fluorescent compound into the PCL, and that by activating the dye and
tracking it we can measure the PCL transport. However, in order to get definitive results to
compare with the existing literature about experiments [183, 184] and numerical simulations
[185] on PCL transport more experiments and some refinement to the analysis are needed.

Experiments-wise, more videos need to be taken both in the presence and absence of
mucus, to study how the layer of mucus affects the PCL transport. Moreover, while the
procedure of folding the membrane supporting the ciliated epithelium and imaging its edge
is quick and delivers good quality videos, it often yields unexpected geometries in how the
epithelium itself is arranged, and this could affect the validity of the experiments. Alternative
assays or imaging set-ups in which side-view high-speed videos of the PCL can be recorded
in more controlled conditions would be invaluable towards obtaining meaningful results.
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Tracers (e.g. colloidal beads) could be added to the medium as well, in order to measure the
fluid flow outside of the region where the fluorescence dye diffuses - this would give us a
measurement of the transport both of the PCL and of the fluid above the cilia (either mucus or
culture medium) at the same time. The assay could also be used to study the effect of drugs
and stimulants on the beating cilia.

For what concerns the analysis, an obvious improvement could be to have multiple
measuring lines, all strictly parallel to the cell surface and at increasing distances from it, so
to measure the transport as a function of the position within the PCL.

In conclusion, in this Appendix we presented preliminary experiments and analysis to
measure fluid transport within the PCL, and suggested possible ways to further improve
on the experimental set-up and analysis. The approach presented should yield interesting
results and, possibly in conjunction with numerical simulations, help to give insight into the
hydrodynamics of ciliated epithelia.





Appendix E

Details of the colloidal rotors simulations

This Appendix gives a few extra details in how the simulations of the colloidal rotors are
realised. The first section details the procedure implemented to find the phase of a rotor along
its prescribed trajectory. As explained in chapter 6, in particular in section 6.3, when dealing
with trajectories of general shape and non constant driving force this is not a trivial feat to
achieve without slowing down the simulation considerably. A second section reports the
parameters used to run the simulations featured in this thesis.

E.1 Projection of a rotor onto its prescribed trajectory

Given a bead at position rb, typically not lying on its prescribed trajectory r̃cod(Φ), we need
to find a value of the phase Φ∗ that minimises the distance |rb − r̃cod(Φ)|. I found it efficient
to store in the memory of the simulation a lookup table. The lookup table links an array of
N values of phase, {Φ0...ΦN}, to an array of couples of coordinates {(X0, Y0)...(Xn, Yn)},
evaluated at {Φ0...ΦN} so that Xi = x̃cod(Φi) and Yi = ỹcod(Φi).

The first step is to find the point (Xj, Yj) in the lookup table that is closest to the bead.
We then need to find whether the projection of the bead will fall on the segment joining
(Xj−1, Yj−1) and (Xj, Yj) (‘left’ segment), or between (Xj, Yj) and (Xj+1, Yj+1) (‘right’
segment). To do this we calculate the projections

ll = d cos θl = L2
l + d2 − d2

l

2Ll

(E.1a)

lr = d cos θr = L2
r + d2 − d2

r

2Lr

(E.1b)

of the bead onto the left and right segment (symbols refer to Figure E.1), and select the one
where the projection is maximum. Then we find a good approximation for Φ∗ by interpolating
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Fig. E.1 Efficient projection of a bead onto its prescribed trajectory. The phase of the
bead along the trajectory is found by interpolating its position between entries of a lookup
table. First we find between which two entries of the lookup table the bead projection will
fall: in the case in the figure, the projection of the bead falls on the segment that links point j
and j + 1. We then estimate the phase of the projection of the bead along the trajectory as
Φ∗ = Φj + lr

Lr
(Φj+1 − Φj).

between Φj and the Φj±1 (according to whether we selected the left or right segment):

Φ∗ = Φj + lα
Lα

(Φj±1 − Φj),

where α = ‘l’, ‘r’. Finally, our estimate for the projection of the bead along its trajectory is
r̃cod(Φ∗).

E.2 Simulation parameters

As mentioned in section 6.2.2, the simulations in this thesis are realised using a C++ program
that implements the Brownian Dynamics Ermak McCammon algorithm in order to integrate
the equations of motion of N interacting particles, with hydrodynamically coupled Brownian
fluctuations (eq. 6.2) [175].

The C++ code implements the driving force by placing the minimum of a harmonic potential
a certain distance ϵ(Φ) tangentially ahead of the projection of the bead on the prescribed
trajectory (see Figure 6.4). At each time the bead i is thus subject to a driving force

Fi = Fi,∥ + Fi,⊥ = k∥ϵ(Φ)êi,∥ − k⊥

∣∣∣rb − r̃cod(Φ)
∣∣∣ êi,⊥. (E.2)
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The tangential component Fi,∥ is the one that propels the bead along its orbit, while the
perpendicular component Fi,⊥ is a restoring force that keeps the bead on the prescribed
trajectory. In the simulations featured in this work, k∥ = k⊥ = k = 3 pN/µm.

The simulated beads have radius a = 1 µm and orbit along trajectories whose centres lie
on the x-axis, separated by a distance d = 15 µm. The viscosity of the surrounding fluid is
set to η = 10−3 Pa s, and the temperature of the system is T = 10 K.

The frequency of an unperturbed rotor is set at ν0 = T −1
0 = 15 Hz, and we chose the

integration time step (the fundamental unit of time of the simulation) so to have 6000 steps in
one revolution of the bead. The integration time step is therefore dt = T0

6000 = 1.11 × 10−5 s.
The position of the harmonic potential is updated at every iteration, while the position of the
beads and of the harmonic potentials is outputted every 10 iteration, so every 1.11 × 10−4 s.
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