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The cellular response of the bronchial epithelium
shapes the protein corona of inhaled nanoparticles

Daniel Sanchez-Guzman, †a Chloé Chivé,a Olivier Taché,b Marco P. Monopoli,c

Armelle Baeza-Squibana and Stéphanie Devineau *a,b

Protein adsorption to nanoparticles is a key molecular event that influences their fate, biodistribution and

toxicity. In the lung, a mucus layer protects the bronchial epithelium from inhaled pollutants. However,

the effect of cell exposure to nanoparticles on the formation of the protein corona in the bronchial

mucus is not well understood. This study aimed to uncover how the bronchial epithelial cell response

shapes the biomolecular corona on inhaled nanoparticles and whether cell adaptation remodels the

nano/bio interface. We reproduced a realistic scenario of lung exposure to silver nanoparticles (AgNPs)

in vitro using a 3D human bronchial epithelium model. AgNPs were incubated in the isolated bronchial

mucus or directly exposed to Calu-3 cells at the air–liquid interface. The stability of AgNPs in the mucus

was characterized by small-angle X-ray scattering, dynamic light scattering, and transmission electron

microscopy. The protein corona formed during the exposure of the bronchial epithelium to nanoparticles

was analyzed using quantitative mass spectrometry and Reactome pathway analysis as a function of NP

concentration and exposure time. Proteomic analysis revealed major differences in the biomolecular

corona formed in situ compared to the corona formed in isolated bronchial mucus. Unique proteins

expressed in the apical secretome of Calu-3 cells exposed to AgNPs were identified in the protein corona

formed in situ. The stress response of the epithelial cells led to a complete reshuffling of the protein

corona after initial deposition of AgNPs on mucus. Our results demonstrate that the cellular response of

the bronchial epithelium plays a critical role in shaping the protein corona of inhaled particles. The remo-

deling of the nano/bio interface by cellular secretory mechanisms during exposure calls for a renewed

focus on the role of cells and NP-cell interactions in biomolecular corona studies using advances 3D

models.

Introduction

The inhalation of natural or engineered airborne nanoparticles
(NPs, defined as particles with a diameter < 100 nm) is a critical
route of exposure, especially in occupational settings. The
potential adverse effects of inhaled NPs depend on their ability
to induce cellular effects, such as oxidative stress, pro-inflamma-
tory effects or the activation of the immune system in the lungs,
and on their ability to cross the epithelial barriers at the bron-
chial and alveolar level, which may result in systemic toxicity.

In the bronchi, the epithelium is protected by a mucus
layer of 25–30 µm that acts as the first line of defense against

pathogens and particles, while the alveoli are covered by a thin
layer of pulmonary surfactant of 0.1 µm that preserves the
alveolar structure during breathing.1 When NPs are deposited
in the respiratory tract, proteins present in biological fluids
adsorb onto the NP surface to form a protein corona (also
called a biomolecular corona or biocorona).2 This biological
layer mediates the interaction of NPs with cells and is often
designated as the new ‘biological identity’ of NPs. It plays a
major role in the toxicity and biodistribution of NPs.3,4

However, little is known about the formation of the protein
corona following inhalation of NPs.

The protein corona differs from the bulk composition of
the surrounding biological medium. Some proteins are
enriched, while others are depleted depending on their affinity
for the surface, a pattern specific to the composition of both
the particles and the biological medium. In addition, the
protein corona undergoes dynamic evolution over time
through continuous protein exchange and conformational
changes in adsorbed proteins.5 As the protein corona forms in
biological systems that can comprise thousands of different
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proteins, its composition has proved difficult to control
despite efforts to prevent protein adsorption on NPs for drug
delivery applications.6 The adsorption of other biomolecules,
such as lipids or polysaccharides, presents additional complex-
ity and analytical challenges to this picture.7,8

Nanotoxicology studies have shown that protein corona can
increase and decrease the toxicity of NPs.9–12 To understand
these effects, great efforts have been made over the past
decade to characterize the biomolecular corona, define the
chemical and biochemical determinants of protein-NP inter-
actions and identify pathways that could link the protein
corona to different toxicological outcomes.13–17 Both specific
and nonspecific mechanisms can be involved: NP internaliz-
ation and translocation can be enhanced by direct binding of
proteins to extracellular receptors,18 NP phagocytosis by
macrophages can be inhibited in the absence of opsonins in
the protein corona,19 and protein fibrillation can be triggered
by structural alterations induced by adsorption on NP
surface.20 Pisani et al. showed that the protein corona formed
in foetal bovine serum increased the toxicity of silica NPs for
HepG2 cells compared to the same particles with a protein
corona formed in human serum.21 The identification of the
protein corona is thus an important parameter to determine
the biological effects of nanomaterials in toxicological studies.

The protein corona has been initially analyzed after incu-
bating NPs in a biological fluid of known composition, such as
plasma, serum, digestive enzymes, or cell extracts. Molecular
dynamics simulations have also been developed to predict
protein-NP interactions in silico.22,23 Although these
approaches are valuable for analyzing the formation of the
protein corona on various NPs, they do not integrate the cellu-
lar response in this process and lack realistic conditions for a
specific exposure scenario.24 Cells exposed to NPs may secrete
biomolecules that change the composition of the extracellular
environment, such as cytokines that modulate the inflamma-
tory cell response. Moreover, NPs elicit a variety of intracellular
responses depending on their physical and chemical pro-
perties.25 The uptake and intracellular accumulation of NPs in
endosomes and lysosomes, which has been shown to induce
lysosomal dysfunction,26,27 also leads to the rearrangement of
the protein corona through protein desorption and adsorption
inside the organelles.28 Furthermore, the intracellular
exchange of extracellular proteins, such as blood plasma pro-
teins, from the corona to the cell cytoplasm could alter pro-
teostasis and interfere with cell metabolism.29 To take into
account such effects, analytical methods were developed to
extract or probe the intracellular protein corona, such as fluo-
rescent or photocatalytic protein proximity labelling,30,31

isotope labelling and NMR,32 fluorescence correlation spec-
troscopy,33 surface-enhanced Raman scattering,34 flow cytome-
try,35 organelle separation29 or PFA cross-linking.36 The
protein corona that forms when cells are exposed to NPs is
often referred to as an in situ protein corona in the literature,
as opposed to the corona that forms in biological fluids in a
tube, even though an isolation step is often necessary to
analyse the adsorbed proteins.37,38 When cells are absent, the

protein corona is formed in a closed system whose compo-
sition is initially fixed and homogeneous. While protein
adsorption can take place in cell-free conditions, it lacks the
cellular input that is associated with cell exposure to NPs.
These effects include the secretion of biomolecules into the
extracellular microenvironment and the uptake and distri-
bution of NPs within different cellular compartments, where
macromolecular crowding may further destabilize NPs and the
biomolecular corona.39

The analysis of the biomolecular corona in vitro, in vivo,
and ex vivo, combined with technical advances in identifying
and quantifying adsorbed biomolecules has been an active
area of research.12,15–17,40,41 Techniques for separating NPs
from free proteins have also evolved, from centrifugation and
magnetic separation,42 to the development of size exclusion
chromatography, flow-field-flow fractionation and microfluidic
devices for recovering NPs with their hard and/or soft protein
corona.38 Using an in vitro model, Albanese et al. showed that
the exposure of HeLa cells to gold NPs led to the secretion of
proteins that in turn modify the stability and aggregation state
of NPs in the conditioned medium.43 By comparison, few
studies analysed the composition of the protein corona in vivo,
in part due to the difficulty to recover NPs in the organism
after exposure.40 Li et al. showed that graphene oxide sheets
induce higher lung injury in mice when they were covered by a
protein corona with the lowest content in serum proteins.12

Hadjidemetriou et al. reported that the protein corona formed
in vivo after intravenous infusion of PEGylated liposomes in
mice and in humans differs from the one formed in vitro in
mouse or human plasma respectively.44 Local concentration
effects, such as the release of platelet proteins in injured blood
vessels, have been associated with the formation of a transient
protein corona with higher binding properties for endothelial
cells.45 Several factors may modify the protein corona in vivo,
such as the effect of blood flow on protein adsorption,41,46 the
interaction of NPs with circulating blood cells,47 or the
immune response to the injected liposomes,48 but the origin of
the protein corona dynamics cannot be easily defined in vivo.

Finally, few studies analysed the formation of the protein
corona in the respiratory tract lining fluids such as human res-
piratory tract lining fluid (RTLF)49 or non-human bronchoal-
veolar lavage fluids (BALF),50 which are relevant to exposure by
inhalation of NPs.23 Moreover, inhaled pollutants can modify
the production of mucus by the bronchial epithelial cells both
in quantity and in composition.51 Thus, the epithelial
response to exposure to airborne pollutants is likely to modify
the composition of the protein corona, an effect that cannot
be reproduced in cell-free conditions.

The objective of this study is to reproduce a realistic scen-
ario of exposure to inhaled NPs in vitro and to investigate
whether the response of the bronchial epithelial cells changes
the protein corona. We used a 3D model of a mucus-producing
bronchial epithelium obtained by differentiation of Calu-3
cells at the air–liquid interface (ALI). This approach is in line
with the 3R strategy for animal use alternatives in toxicological
studies. The bronchial cells form a tight and functional epi-
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thelium where the apical side is protected by a native mucus
layer. The secreted mucus contains more than 400 extracellular
proteins involved in the lung epithelial and immune function.
We showed in a previous study that the composition of the
mucus was highly similar between Calu-3 cell lines and
primary NHBE (Normal Human Bronchial Epithelial) cells,
making it a good model for the study of the protein corona on
inhaled NPs compared to other sources of mucus proteins
such as lyophilized mucins.52

Silver nanoparticles (AgNPs) present a risk to human health
due to their wide use for commercial and biomedical appli-
cations, with the development of novel, silver-based
nanomedicines.53–55. Inhalation of AgNPs may occur following
the use of face masks treated with antibacterial AgNPs or
hygiene sprays, and in occupational settings during the syn-
thesis of AgNPs and the preparation of silver-coated products.
Despite their widespread use, the application of AgNPs as
therapeutic agents is still being debated, due to concerns
about their toxicity and potential accumulation in organs.56,57

The lung toxicity of AgNPs was reported both in vitro and
in vivo.58–62 Depending on the toxicity endpoint considered,
NOAECs (No Observed Adverse Effect Concentration) ranging
from 110 to 750 µg m−3 were reported following the inhalation
of AgNPs of different sizes.63 An exposure limit of 0.19 µg m−3

has been suggested by Weldon et al. based on a sub-chronic
inhalation study in rats.64 These limits are likely to depend on
the size, functionalization, and dissolution kinetics of AgNPs,
a parameter that is biologically mediated by the adsorbed pro-
teins at the surface of AgNPs.65 Here, we propose to investigate
the formation and the evolution of the protein corona, and the
cellular response to inhaled AgNPs in a human bronchial epi-
thelium model as a determinant of AgNP toxicity in the respir-
atory tract.

The bronchial epithelium was exposed to AgNPs at the ALI
for 1 h and 24 h at a concentration of 10 to 50 µg cm−2 corres-
ponding to a low and high dose of AgNPs.59 In parallel, the
mucus was collected from unexposed cells and incubated with
AgNPs in cell-free conditions. The physical and chemical stabi-
lity of AgNPs was fully characterized in the bronchial mucus by
small angle X-ray scattering (SAXS), dynamic light scattering
(DLS), and transmission electron microscopy (TEM). The epi-
thelial cell response and the composition of the ‘cellular’ and
‘acellular’ protein corona were monitored by biological assays
and quantitative proteomics after 1 h and 24 h exposure.
Unique proteins expressed in the secretome of Calu-3 cells
treated with AgNPs were identified in the protein corona
formed in situ. Our results demonstrate that the cellular
response of the bronchial epithelium plays a crucial role in
shaping the protein corona of inhaled NPs.

Results

Our experimental strategy is presented in Fig. 1A. A functional
3D model of the human bronchial epithelium was developed
by cultivating Calu-3 cells on a porous insert, followed by

differentiation of the epithelial cells at the ALI. After 10 days,
the bronchial epithelium generates a mature, protein-rich
mucus layer, designated the apical secretome.52 The protein
corona that forms on AgNPs in the mucus secreted by Calu-3
cells was analyzed in acellular and cellular conditions, that is,
with and without exposure of the bronchial epithelium to
AgNPs.

In acellular conditions, AgNPs were incubated for 1 h in the
bronchial mucus collected from unexposed cells. In cellular
conditions, the bronchial epithelium was exposed to AgNPs at
the ALI for 1 h and 24 h. The apical secretome was then col-
lected to analyse the protein corona of AgNPs that remained in
the mucus layer. The cellular protein corona refers here to the
corona formed in the apical secretome of Calu-3 cells treated
with AgNPs. It does not correspond to the intracellular corona
of AgNPs inside cells, unless released in the cell microenvi-
ronment. An equivalent particle concentration of 10 and 50 µg
cm−2 was used in both conditions. Control cells were treated
with HBSS buffer.

Stability of AgNPs in the bronchial mucus

First, the size and stability of AgNPs were analyzed in H2O
stock suspension, in HBSSCa

2+/Mg2+ buffer used for cell
exposure, and in the apical secretome of Calu-3 cells (Fig. 1).
TEM, DLS, and SAXS were used as complementary techniques
to measure the size distribution of AgNPs in different media:
the diameter of dried particles was measured by TEM, the
hydrodynamic diameter by DLS, and the radius of gyration in
viscous mucus by SAXS. AgNPs were analyzed by TEM in H2O
stock suspension after drying, after 1 h incubation of AgNPs in
the bronchial mucus, and after 1 h exposure of Calu-3 cells to
AgNPs at the ALI (Fig. 1B–D). The mean diameter measured in
H2O was 25 ± 5 nm. The TEM images of AgNPs incubated in
the bronchial mucus without cells show well-defined spherical
particles without any agglomeration or aggregation (Fig. 1C).
To image AgNPs in cellular conditions, we fixed the bronchial
epithelium after 1 h exposure to AgNPs using an adapted pro-
tocol to preserve the mucus layer.66,67 The TEM images of the
thin sections revealed AgNPs trapped in the mucus network
above the microvilli that form the epithelial brush border
(Fig. 1D).

To complete the size analysis, the hydrodynamic diameter
of AgNPs was measured by DLS in HBSSCa

2+/Mg2+, which is the
buffer used to collect the bronchial mucus and for cell
exposure to AgNPs. Two populations were identified by DLS
with hydrodynamic diameters of 35 ± 10 nm and 4.5 ± 1.0 nm
respectively (Fig. 1E), reflecting the size distribution of
NM-300 K AgNPs reported in JRC report.68

The stability of AgNPs in the bronchial mucus was analysed
by SAXS, which can be performed on small volumes (50 µL) of
viscous suspensions such as mucus. SAXS provides a better
resolution than DLS for the size metrology of NPs in suspen-
sions and allows measuring the particle concentration. The
intensity of scattered light I(q) measured by SAXS for AgNPs
incubated for 1 h, 24 h, and 48 h in the bronchial mucus and
for control AgNPs in H2O is shown in Fig. 1F. No significant
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difference was observed between water and the apical secre-
tome with a mean diameter of 14.7 ± 2.6 nm in H2O and 15.1
± 2.7 nm in the apical secretome after 1 h incubation. AgNPs
were stable over time with a mean diameter of 15.5 ± 2.3 nm
after 24 and 48 h incubation in the apical secretome. These
results are in good agreement with the interlaboratory com-
parison of AgNPs by TEM provided by the JRC.68 It confirms
that AgNPs do not agglomerate or aggregate in the bronchial
mucus.

If dissolution occurs, the particle diameter and concen-
tration would decrease as a result of the faster dissolution
kinetics of the smallest particles. No significant decrease in
particle concentration was observed over time in the secretome
with an average concentration of 2.7 ± 0.1 × 1014 particles per
mL after 1 h and 24 h incubation and 2.6 ± 0.1 × 1014 particles
per mL after 48 h incubation. The absence of dissolution of
AgNPs in the apical secretome of Calu-3 cells was confirmed

after incubation of AgNPs for 18 days at 37 °C in a previous
study.59 As AgNP dissolution was reported in Lung Simulant
Fluid that does not contain proteins,69 it suggests that the for-
mation of a protein corona in the bronchial mucus may stabil-
ize and protect AgNPs from dissolution.

Formation of the acellular protein corona in the bronchial
mucus

To form a corona in acellular conditions, 10 and 50 µg AgNPs
were incubated in the bronchial mucus without cells. AgNP
concentration in the mucus corresponds to cell exposure to 10
and 50 µg cm−2 AgNPs after collecting the apical secretome in
200 µL of HBSS. The bronchial mucus was pooled to keep the
same protein concentration and composition in all the
conditions.

We adapted the protocol to isolate the protein corona of
AgNPs in the bronchial mucus to avoid the precipitation of

Fig. 1 Characterization of AgNPs in H2O, in HBSS and in the bronchial mucus. (A) Experimental design for the formation of the protein corona by
exposure of Calu-3 cells to AgNPs (right) or by incubation of AgNPs in the bronchial mucus without cells (left). (B–D) TEM image of (B) dried AgNPs,
(C) AgNPs after 1 h incubation in the bronchial mucus in acellular condition, (D) thin section of Calu-3 cells after 1 h exposure to AgNPs at the ALI.
White arrows indicate AgNPs trapped in the mucus. m: microvilli. (E) Size distribution of AgNPs measured by TEM on AgNP suspension in H2O after
drying, and by DLS on AgNP suspension in HBSS. TEM data are represented by a Gaussian distribution of particle sizes measured for 2500 particles.
(F) SAXS profile of AgNPs after incubation in H2O and in the bronchial mucus for 1, 24, and 48 h. Data are presented as I(q)/q3.
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free proteins during centrifugation (Fig. S1A).70 The apical
secretome is a viscous medium composed of high molecular
weight proteins that tend to sediment if a standard protocol
for NP separation by centrifugation is applied. We observed
that a freeze/thaw cycle at −80 °C followed by a low-speed cen-
trifugation reduced the precipitation of free proteins, possibly
by destabilizing the mucus network. No proteins were detected
in the control samples by SDS-PAGE using fluorescence detec-
tion (Fig. S1B). To avoid false positives in mass spectrometry
analysis, the same isolation protocol was applied to the apical
secretome of control cells. The proteins identified by LC-MS/
MS in the pellet of the control samples were excluded from the
protein list of the corona.

The acellular corona was analysed by quantitative mass
spectrometry to identify the adsorbed proteins and determine
their relative abundance (Fig. 2). 73 and 90 proteins were identi-
fied in the protein corona of 10 and 50 µg AgNPs respectively
(Fig. 2A). 65 common proteins were identified independently of
AgNP concentration. In addition, 8 proteins were specific to the
corona formed at low NP concentration, while 25 were specific
to high NP concentration, which indicates that the diversity of
the protein corona increases with the available surface area.
With a 5-fold increase of the surface area from 10 to 50 µg
AgNPs, it suggests that competition for adsorption decreased
and allowed more proteins to bind to the surface.71 A total of
1685 proteins have been identified in the bronchial mucus of
Calu-3 cells.52 The small number of proteins identified here can
be explained in part by the removal of proteins identified in the
control samples labelled as false positive, as we cannot exclude
that they can also be part of the corona.

A gene ontology analysis was applied to identify the intra-
cellular and extracellular proteins in the acellular corona
(Fig. 2B). It is composed of 63% intracellular and 37% extra-
cellular proteins. A similar ratio was observed for the acellular
corona formed at low and high AgNP concentration. The preva-
lence of intracellular proteins in the acellular corona is not
surprising as they represent 75% of the proteins identified in
the mature secretome of Calu-3 cells.52 We chose not to
exclude the intracellular proteins from the analysis as they can
be part of the protein corona both in vitro and in vivo following
cell death and the renewal of the epithelial barrier. In proteo-
mics studies of extracellular matrices, a filter is often applied
on proteomics data to select the extracellular proteins only, so
that the fraction of intracellular proteins is often shielded. Our
results show that they are present in the mucus secreted by the
bronchial epithelium and that they contribute to the formation
of the corona in vitro.

Among the extracellular proteins identified, the acellular
corona is enriched in interleukin-18 (IL-18) pro-inflammatory
cytokine and in midkine (MDK) growth factor that plays a role
in cell growth and in the epithelial–mesenchymal transition of
cancerous cells. A majority of the extracellular proteins (up to
90%) can be classified as proteins associated with extracellular
vesicles (EV), which reflects their role in airway secretions as
shown by Gupta et al.72 Note that the classification of exoso-
mal proteins may differ from one database to another.73

We observed that the relative abundance of proteins in the
acellular corona depends on AgNP concentration (Fig. 2C and
D). The list of the 10 most abundant proteins in each con-
dition is provided in Table S2. The acellular corona is enriched
in proteasome proteins (PSMB3, PSMB4, and PSMB7) and
RNA-binding protein (EWSR1, LUC7L2). As we identified
several subunits of the proteasome complex, it is likely that
the complex is directly or indirectly bound to AgNPs through
protein–surface or protein–protein interactions. At high NP
concentration, the corona is enriched in RNA-binding (YBX1)
and DNA-binding (HMGB3) proteins, which suggests a high
affinity of RNA- and DNA-binding proteins for AgNPs.

To gain more insights into the role of the acellular corona,
the biological function of the adsorbed proteins was examined
using a Reactome pathway analysis, which considers protein
interactions within a functional network. Both the protein rela-
tive abundance and the number of proteins involved in each
pathway are taken into account. We considered that a biological
pathway was identified when at least 10 different proteins were
present in the corona and that it was significantly enriched if p
< 0.05. The results are presented in Fig. 2E. The biological
pathway for the metabolism of amino acids was significantly
enriched in the acellular corona and common to 10 and 50 µg
AgNPs. At 50 µg AgNP, two additional biological pathways were
significantly enriched in the acellular corona for the metabolism
of RNA and the response to infectious disease, reflecting the
richer composition of the corona at high NP concentration.

The detection of protein networks in the protein corona
suggests two possible mechanisms. In the first assumption,
the protein network is reduced to proteins belonging to the
same complex, which may bind to AgNPs through a combi-
nation of protein–surface and protein–protein interactions, as
shown for chaperonins. However, if proteins do not directly
interact within a protein network, another possible mecha-
nism is that proteins involved in the same function may share
structural or chemical features that favour their adsorption to
AgNPs. This mechanism was demonstrated for the family of
RNA-binding proteins, which have a strong affinity for silica
NPs in the absence of DNA.74 The enrichment of the biological
pathway associated with the metabolism of RNA together with
the high relative abundance of RNA- and DNA-binding pro-
teins in the acellular corona suggests that a similar mecha-
nism may take place for AgNPs.

Formation of the protein corona during cell exposure to AgNPs

The cytotoxicity of AgNPs was monitored during exposure of
Calu-3 cells at the ALI to 10 and 50 µg cm−2 AgNPs for 1 h,
24 h, and 48 h. After differentiation at the air–liquid interface,
the bronchial epithelial cells stop proliferating and form a
stable epithelial barrier. The epithelial cells were exposed 10
days after ALI induction, when a mature apical secretome is
produced.52 No significant change of the cell morphology and
ultrastructure was observed following 5 repeated exposures to
AgNPs at 10 µg cm−2 in a previous study.59 The measurement
of the Trans Epithelial Electric Resistance (TEER) and Lucifer
Yellow (LY) permeability show that the epithelial barrier integ-
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rity was preserved in all the conditions (Fig. S2). The metabolic
activity did not significantly change compared to control cells
exposed to HBSS buffer only, except for treatment at 10 µg
cm−2 AgNPs for 48 h where a small decrease was recorded.
Based on these results, we chose to expose Calu-3 cells at the

ALI to non-cytotoxic concentrations of 10 and 50 µg cm−2

AgNPs for 1 h and 24 h for the analysis of the protein corona
in situ.

The proteomic analysis revealed a more diverse and richer
protein corona composed of 367 and 377 different proteins

Fig. 2 Proteomic analysis of the acellular protein corona of AgNPs formed in cell-free condition in the bronchial mucus. (A) Venn diagram of
protein corona composition for 10 and 50 µg AgNP. (B) Total number of intracellular proteins, extracellular proteins (including EV proteins), and pro-
teins associated to extracellular vesicles (EV). (C and D) Relative protein abundance in the protein corona for 10 and 50 µg AgNP. (E) Reactome
pathway analysis of the protein corona. Circle size reflects the number of proteins associated with each pathway. A minimum of 10 different proteins
must be identified to validate a functional pathway. Only pathways significantly enriched in the corona are shown (p < 0.05).
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after exposure of Calu-3 cells to 10 and 50 µg cm−2 AgNPs for
24 h, compared to 100 and 104 proteins after 1 h (Fig. 3A and
B). Only 10% of the adsorbed proteins were common to the
cellular corona formed after 1 h and 24 h exposure, showing
that a major reshuffling of the protein corona of AgNPs took

place during cell exposure. These changes were associated
both with the removal of proteins adsorbed at 1 h (57 and 53
proteins at 10 and 50 µg cm−2) and with the adsorption of new
proteins after 24 h exposure (324 and 327 proteins at 10 and
50 µg cm−2). By comparison, 76% and 85% of the proteins

Fig. 3 Proteomic analysis of the cellular protein corona formed in the apical secretome during exposure of Calu-3 cells to AgNPs. (A and B) Venn
diagram of protein corona composition after 1 and 24 h exposure to 10 or 50 µg cm−2 AgNPs. (C and D) Total number of intracellular proteins, extra-
cellular proteins (including EV proteins), and proteins associated to extracellular vesicles. (E) Relative protein abundance as a function of AgNP con-
centration and exposure time.
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were common to the cellular corona formed at the same
exposure time at 10 and 50 µg cm−2 respectively (Fig. S3).

In the cellular corona, 40 and 170 proteins were classified
as extracellular based on GO analysis, including the EV associ-
ated proteins after 1 h and 24 h exposure. It represents 29%
and 32% of extracellular proteins, respectively (Fig. 3C and D).
A similar ratio was observed for 10 and 50 µg cm−2 AgNPs.
Cytosolic, organelle, membrane, exosomal, and extracellular
proteins were identified in the protein corona in all the con-
ditions. As cells were exposed to AgNPs at the ALI, no cell
damage could occur due to mucus collection before a protein
corona was formed. The presence of intracellular proteins in
the corona suggests that they are naturally present in the
mucus and originate from the natural renewal of the
epithelium.

The relative abundance of the adsorbed proteins shows
changes in the composition of the cellular corona both as a
function of the exposure time and of AgNP concentration
(Fig. 3E). The lists of the 10 most abundant proteins in each
condition are provided in Tables S3 and S4. After 1 h exposure,
the cellular corona was enriched in several RNA-binding pro-
teins (TAF15, YBX1, SLTM, SUB1, and SNRPD2), lipid-binding
proteins (STX7, CLDN4, SEC61G), and NADH-binding protein
(NDUFB6, NDUFB10). After 24 h exposure, the cellular corona
became enriched in chemokine 20 (CCL20) and C1q associ-
ated protein (C1QBP), two extracellular proteins involved in
the epithelial inflammation and immune response that were
absent in the corona at 1 h.

The Reactome pathway analysis shows a higher number of
significantly enriched biological pathways in the cellular
corona at 24 h compared to 1 h (Fig. S4), which is linked with
the larger diversity of the protein corona at longer exposure
time. A majority of the pathways are common to the cellular
corona formed at 10 and 50 µg cm−2. At 1 h, the main biologi-
cal pathway identified in the cellular corona is the metabolism
of RNA (24 and 25 proteins). This pathway becomes more
enriched after 24 h exposure with 57 proteins identified in the
cellular corona. The biological pathways specific to the long
exposure time of Calu-3 cells include the metabolism of pro-
teins (117 proteins) and protein translation (45 proteins). The
same number of proteins were identified for these pathways
after 24 h at 10 and 50 µg cm−2. The NF-κB signalling was
enriched in the cellular corona at 24 h (18 and 19 proteins) at
both concentrations, while it was enriched at 1 h at 50 µg
cm−2 AgNPs only, suggesting that local cytotoxicity effects may
be reflected in the composition of the cellular corona.

To conclude this part, major reshuffling of the protein
corona with exposure of Calu-3 cells to AgNPs was observed
through a 3-fold increase in protein diversity and by change in
both the relative protein abundance and functional protein
network.

The response of epithelial cells shapes the corona of AgNPs

We compared the composition of the acellular and cellular
protein corona after incubation in the bronchial mucus or
exposure of Calu-3 cells for 1 h (Fig. 4A and B). Only 6% and

9% of the proteins were common to the acellular and cellular
protein corona at 10 and 50 µg cm−2, demonstrating the major
role of cell exposure in the formation of the corona. At low NP
concentration, 63 proteins were specific to the acellular
protein corona, while 90 proteins were specific to the cellular
protein corona. At high NP concentration, 74 proteins were
specific to the acellular protein corona, while 88 proteins were
specific to the cellular protein corona.

A heat map of the 10 most abundant proteins highlights
the major differences in protein composition and relative
abundance between the acellular and cellular protein corona
(Fig. 4C). Several proteins highly enriched in the cellular
corona are missing in the acellular corona, while some pro-
teins enriched in the acellular corona are lacking in cellular
conditions. Despite the incubation of the same NPs in the
same initial biological medium, major differences are thus
observed in the formation of the protein corona in situ during
cell exposure.

This analysis could not be performed at 24 h due to the fast
enzymatic degradation of some proteins in the mucus during
incubation at 37 °C in the absence of protease inhibitors.
However, our results demonstrate that even after 1 h exposure,
when protein corona diversity is not yet maximized under cel-
lular conditions, the compositions differ significantly between
coronas formed in bronchial mucus with and without cell
exposure.

Cell secretory mechanisms remodel the nano/bio interface

We monitored the cellular response of Calu-3 cells after
exposure to 10 and 50 µg cm−2 AgNPs for 1 h, 24 h, and 48 h
to further explore the connection between cell exposure,
protein secretion, and the formation of the protein corona
in situ. We quantified the mRNA expression of interleukins 6
and 8 (il6, il8), heme oxygenase (hmox-1), metallothioneins
(mt1x, mt2a), albumin (alb), and mucine 5AC (muc5ac) as
markers of the pro-inflammatory, antioxidant, metal detoxifi-
cation, stress response, and the production of gel-forming
mucin respectively (Fig. 5A–G).

After 1 h exposure, we observed a significant and concen-
tration-dependent increase of hmox-1, mt1x, and mt2a gene
expression corresponding to the antioxidant and metal detoxi-
fication pathways. This induction was no longer observed after
24 h and 48 h exposure to low AgNP concentration, while over-
expression was observed only at 48 h at high AgNP concen-
tration, suggesting cellular adaptation to AgNP pro-oxidant
and metallic stress effects. A concentration-dependent downre-
gulation trend of alb expression suggests a stress response of
the epithelial cells,75 albeit not significant in our conditions.

No significant increase of il6, il8, and muc5ac expression
were observed. The secretion of IL-6 and IL-8 cytokines was
measured in the apical secretome by ELISA assays (Fig. 5H and
I). AgNPs induced a significant increase of IL-6 and IL-8
secretion after 24 and 48 h exposure compared to the control,
but not after 1 h. These results suggest that the pro-inflamma-
tory response was induced at the mRNA level between 1 and
24 h. The secretion of cytokines in the apical secretome during
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cell exposure to AgNPs represents a single change in the com-
position of the mucus where the protein corona forms.

To complete this analysis, the composition of the apical
secretome of untreated and treated cells was compared based
on published datasets.59 Calu-3 cells were exposed to 50 µg
cm−2 AgNPs at the ALI for 48 h, and control cells were exposed
to HBSS. The apical secretome of control and treated cells
shared 527 common proteins (84%) (Fig. 5J). 94 proteins
(15%) were unique to cells exposed to AgNPs, while 12 proteins
(2%) were expressed or detected in control cells only.59

To take into account changes in protein abundance, the
data are visualized in a Volcano plot to identify proteins with
statistically significant overexpression or underexpression in
the secretome of Calu-3 cells exposed to AgNPs relative to the
control (Fig. 5K). 9 proteins were significantly overexpressed in
treated cells (log2 fold change > 1 and −log10 P > 1.5), while 1
protein was significantly underexpressed (log2 fold change <
−1 and −log10 P > 1.5). AgNPs enhanced the secretion of 8 pro-
teins that can be associated with extracellular exosomes
(Table S5) such as adenylyl cyclase-associated protein 1 (CAP1)
and glyceraldehyde-3-phosphate dehydrogenase (GAPDH).76

Finally, we used this dataset to compare the compositions
of the apical secretome of Calu-3 exposed to AgNPs with the
protein corona formed in situ. For this analysis, we focused on
proteins uniquely expressed in the secretome of treated cells

only to determine whether the cellular response to AgNPs can
directly influences the biomolecular corona formation. The
exposure time differed between datasets (24 h for the protein
corona versus 48 h for the secretome) but the use of identical
cellular models, AgNP concentrations, and exposure con-
ditions provides a good first step to compare both datasets.
Our analysis identified 20 proteins present in both the apical
secretome of AgNP-exposed cells and the protein corona
formed in situ (Table S6). This finding provides evidence that
the cellular response to NP exposure contributes to the for-
mation of the corona, demonstrating a dynamic interplay
between cellular secretory mechanisms and the nano/bio
interface.

Discussion

Quantitative proteomic analysis of the biomolecular corona
formed on AgNPs in cell-free bronchial mucus and during
exposure of Calu-3 cells to AgNPs revealed major changes in
both protein nature and abundance. The protein corona
formed in situ contains unique proteins and is richer and
more diverse than that formed in bronchial mucus collected
from untreated Calu-3 cells, demonstrating how exposure to

Fig. 4 Comparison of the NP protein corona formed in the apical secretome of Calu-3 cells with and without direct cell exposure to AgNPs. (A and
B) Venn diagram of the composition of the protein corona in acellular and cellular condition for 10 and 50 µg cm−2 AgNPs after 1 h incubation or
exposure. (C) Heat map of the 10 most abundant proteins in each condition. Abs: not present in the corona.
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AgNPs induces cellular pathways in epithelial cells that modify
the protein corona.

The increase in the number of proteins in the corona after
24 h exposure of Calu-3 cells compared to 1 h illustrates the

time scale of the cell response. Because differentiated cells do
not proliferate in the 3D model, they form a stable epithelium
for the analysis of the cellular response in vitro without inter-
ference from the cell cycle. While it is well known that the

Fig. 5 Cellular response of Calu-3 cells exposed to 10 and 50 µg cm−2 AgNPs at ALI for 1 h, 24 h, and 48 h. (A–G) mRNA expression of mucin 5AC
(muc5ac), heme oxygenase (hmox-1), albumin (alb), metallothioneins (mt1x, mt2a), interleukins 6 and 8 (il6, il8). (H–I) Concentration of IL-6 and IL-8
in the apical secretome. (J) Venn diagram of the composition of the apical secretome of control cells and cells exposed to 50 µg cm−2 AgNPs for
48 h, adapted from.59 (K) Volcano plot of the composition of the protein corona and the apical secretome of Calu-3 cells exposed to 50 µg cm−2

AgNPs. Data are presented as log2 fold change versus −log10 p-value. Significantly over- or underexpressed proteins are highlighted in red. NS: non-
significant.
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protein corona evolves with the incubation time in a biological
fluid, such as plasma or serum, due to differences in protein
affinity for the NP surface and structural changes, few studies
have reported the evolution of the protein corona during cell
exposure. Based on our results, we can propose that the follow-
ing stages occur:

(a) AgNP deposition in the airways;
(b) AgNP diffusion into the mucus layer;
(c) Direct or indirect interaction of AgNPs with the apical

membrane of epithelial cells;
(d) Cellular response to AgNPs exposure;
(e) Remodeling of the corona by protein adsorption/

desorption.
Each step is described and discussed in more detail below:
(a) In an inhalation scenario, AgNPs are transported by

airflow to the bronchi and alveoli where they can be deposited
depending on their hydrodynamic diameter, shape and
density. The NPs are thus free of any biomolecule and main-
tain a pristine or environmental surface until they are de-
posited in the airways. This step corresponds to the time t0.

(b) Bronchial mucus is a viscoelastic gel network of cross-
linked mucins with pore sizes ranging from tens to hundreds
of nm. The diffusion of NPs in mucus is well documented in
the literature for drug delivery applications using various
mucus models, including the apical secretome of Calu-3
cells.77 The effective diffusion coefficient of polymeric NPs in
the respiratory mucus varies from tens to thousands of times
lower values compared to diffusion in water.78,79 It depends on
the size, shape and surface charge of the NPs and on the visco-
elastic properties of the mucus sample used for analysis. The
diffusivity and mean squared displacements of particles in
mucus also depend on their coating.80 Pre-coating with BSA
can increase the mobility of NPs across the mucus barrier com-
pared to bare particles. This suggests that changes in the com-
position or structure of the protein corona may alter NP
diffusion through the mucus layer, allowing more particles to
come into contact with epithelial cells.

As protein adsorption is a rapid process, we hypothesise
that an initial protein corona forms on contact with bronchial
mucus before any cellular response alters the cell microenvi-
ronment. This protein corona would be identical to the
protein corona formed in bronchial mucus collected from
control cells. It could evolve as a function of protein distri-
bution within the mucus layer, differences in protein affinity
for the surface, and structural changes in the adsorbed
proteins.

(c) Direct interaction of AgNPs with Calu-3 cells refers to
endocytosis or binding to the outer apical membrane of the
cell. This mechanism can be non-specific or specific if pro-
teins in the corona bind to membrane receptors.18

Interactions with microvilli are also possible. The observation
of AgNPs in the cytoplasm of Calu-3 cells reported in59

suggests that direct interaction and endocytosis of AgNPs
occurred, albeit on a small scale. Indirect interactions refer to
the release of silver ions by AgNPs and the production of reac-
tive oxygen species through chemical and biochemical reac-

tions within the mucus layer. SAXS data show that AgNPs are
stable in the bronchial mucus with little or no dissolution
observed.

(d) The cellular response to AgNPs involves the activation of
intracellular pathways to counteract the toxic effects of silver in
particulate or ionic form. Overexpression of metallothioneins
is required for silver ion sequestration and detoxification, an
indicator of partial dissolution of AgNPs in cells. Superoxide
dismutase and heme oxygenase protect cells from ROS by cata-
lysing the dismutation of superoxide anion and the degra-
dation of heme, respectively. Other intracellular pathways not
investigated in this study are likely to be involved in the cellu-
lar response to AgNPs, as documented in other studies using
whole genome transcriptomic analysis.81 The proteomic ana-
lysis of the apical secretome of exposed cells reported in ref. 59
provides additional information on the secretory machinery of
Calu-3 cells. Several proteins are secreted into the extracellular
space, either freely or as extracellular vesicles. These proteins
may be involved in cell–cell communication, immune response
and inflammatory response between airway epithelial cells.72

Inhalation of AgNPs has been reported in occupational epi-
demiologic studies. Exposure to AgNPs in a manufacturing
facility was estimated to 1.35 µg m−3. Higher concentrations of
5 to 290 µg m−3 have been measured during the production
step of AgNPs.82 Absorption of silver by inhalation or other
routes in exposed workers resulted in blood concentrations
ranging from 6 to 74 µg(Ag) L−1, with the highest concen-
tration of 154 µg(Ag) L−1 measured in a 27 year-old man
exposed to aerosolised silver.63 These data confirm that a frac-
tion of inhaled AgNPs is translocated to the blood, either at
the bronchial or alveolar level.

(e) These different steps may occur sequentially or, more
likely, in an overlapping time frame. The evolution of the
protein corona between 1 h and 24 h exposure suggests that
the cellular response has started before 1 h (the protein corona
is different from that formed in acellular bronchial mucus),
but is more prominent between 1 h and 24 h. The kinetics of
the cellular detoxification process is likely to depend on the
concentration, composition and pathways activated by a par-
ticular NP. Typical timescales for detoxification pathways in
eukaryotic cells range from a few minutes for the initial enzy-
matic response, to several hours and up to several days for cell
adaptation,83 which is consistent with our results.

Several exosomal proteins were identified in the apical
secretome of Calu-3 cells exposed to AgNPs for 48 h. Since
these proteins were absent from the apical secretome of
control cells, we conclude that they are part of the secretory
response of Calu-3 cells to NP exposure. The same proteins
were identified in the biomolecular corona formed in situ, con-
firming that they were already secreted after 24 h exposure of
Calu-3 cells to AgNPs. Adsorption on AgNPs shows that these
exosomal proteins have a strong affinity for the NP surface.
Other exosomal proteins produced by the cells may not be
present in the corona. It is likely that exosomes secreted by
Calu-3 cells exposed to AgNPs come into contact with the par-
ticles trapped in the mucus layer, leading to destabilization of
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the exosomes or extracellular vesicles and protein exchange
with AgNPs.84 Other possible mechanisms include internaliz-
ation of AgNPs and subsequent release of NP-loaded exo-
somes, or binding of AgNPs to the outer membrane where EVs
would form. To our knowledge, very little is known about the
relationship between exosomes and NPs. A dedicated study of
EVs in bronchial mucus from cells exposed to AgNPs may help
to elucidate their specific role in mediating the epithelial cell
response to toxic particles.

Internalization of AgNPs by Calu-3 cells after repeated
exposure for 12 days at ALI was shown by TEM on thin sections
after cell fixation.59 Less than 0.2% of the silver translocated to
the basal compartment, either in particulate or ionic form,
while an increased silver concentration in the mucus
suggested that AgNPs accumulated in the mucus layer. In a co-
culture model of Calu-3 epithelial cells, THP-1 macrophages
and endothelial cells, the combined silver uptake of Calu-3
and THP-1 cells was estimated to 9% after a single exposure of
24 h at ALI.85 These data suggest that AgNPs remaining in the
mucus, as observed in the TEM images in this study, represent
the majority of particles delivered to the bronchi, where they
become available for mucociliary clearance and cellular inter-
actions with resident macrophages. Therefore, analysis of the
protein corona in bronchial mucus is relevant for assessing
the toxicity and fate of inhaled AgNPs. The analysis of the
interaction between macrophages and AgNPs covered by a cel-
lular biomolecular corona is a direct perspective of this
study.67

We termed the biomolecular corona formed by the epi-
thelial response to NP exposure the ‘cellular corona’ in con-
trast to the ‘acellular corona’ formed only in cell-free bronchial
mucus. However, the composition of the intracellular protein
corona of AgNPs after uptake by epithelial cells remains a
blind spot. Recycling of the protein corona into endosomes
has been demonstrated in murine RAW264.7 macrophages
using fluorescently labelled plasma proteins and polystyrene
NPs.86 A previous study using a similar approach observed
only partial degradation of the protein corona, with some pro-
teins retained on polystyrene NPs in the lysosome of alveolar
A549 cells.30 While fluorescent labelling provides high sensi-
tivity for the detection and localization of proteins in cells, it
alters the composition of the protein corona86 and does not
provide information on the newly formed intracellular corona.
If the protein corona is partially or completely degraded, other
mechanisms may be at work at the nano/bio interface, such as
NP-membrane interactions.87 In the case of AgNPs, the dis-
solution kinetics of silver, especially in more acidic lysosomes,
is a competing mechanism that may further destabilise the
interface at the molecular level.

The formation of the protein corona has been reported in
isolated pulmonary fluids, in bronchial alveolar lavage from
humans or small animals, and for different lung cell
lines.8,30,49,88,89 The advantage of the 3D model of the bron-
chial epithelium at ALI is that it combines the cellular and
barrier functions of the epithelial cells together with the pro-
duction of a mature mucus layer on the apical side. Analysis of

the protein corona formed in situ using a 3D model of the
bronchial epithelium provides a more realistic and accurate
description of corona formation after NP inhalation. Although
cells do not actively construct the corona on NPs, the cellular
pathways and biochemical changes induced by the exposure to
AgNPs modify its composition.25 This effect depends on the
intracellular localization and fate of NPs in a specific cell or
tissue.90 Very few studies have investigated the formation of
the protein corona in pulmonary fluids. This methodology
could be applied in future work at the alveolar level, such as in
co-culture of type I and type II pneumocytes,66 to complete the
knowledge of the interplay between cellular response and
adsorption of biomolecules on inhaled particles or fibres.

Experimental
Chemicals

AgNPs were provided by the European Commission Joint
Research Centre (NM300K, JRC). NM300K is a reference manu-
factured nanomaterial.68 AgNPs are spherical with an average
TEM diameter of 17 ± 8 nm with smaller NPs < 5 nm present.
The aqueous suspension has a nominal Ag concentration of
10% w/w and is stabilized with 4% w/w polyoxyethylene gly-
cerol trioleate and polyoxyethylene 20 sorbitan monolaurate
(Tween 20). AgNP stock suspension was diluted to 1 mg mL−1

in Hanks’ Balanced salt solution (Gibco, France) sup-
plemented with Ca2+ and Mg2+ (HBSSCa

2+/Mg2+) and sonicated 2
× 2 min on ice with a cup horn sonicator (450 W, 60 Hz,
Branson).

Characterization of AgNPs

The diameter of AgNPs in the stock suspension was measured
by TEM. The suspension was diluted to 0.5 mg mL−1 in milliQ
water and a drop was deposited and dried on Cu–C–Formvar
grid. The images were acquired at 80 kV on a Jeol JEM-100S
microscope (Jeol Ltd Tokyo, Japan) equipped with an Orius
200 digital camera (Gatan-Roper Scientific, France). The
images were analyzed with ImageJ software to determine the
average diameter of AgNPs. A total number of 2500 particles
were analyzed. Results are expressed as mean ± standard
deviation.

The hydrodynamic diameter of AgNPs in HBSSCa
2+/Mg2+ was

measured by DLS. AgNPs were diluted to 0.01 mg mL−1 in
HBSSCa

2+/Mg2+ and incubated for 1 h at 37 °C. The hydrodyn-
amic diameter was measured on a Zetasizer (Malvern, UK). It
is expressed as mean ± standard deviation of 3 independent
replicates.

The diameter and stability of AgNPs in the apical secretome
of Calu-3 cells was measured by SAXS. AgNPs were diluted to
0.5 mg mL−1 in the secretome of mature Calu-3 cells for 1, 24,
and 48 h at 37 °C. The secretome was incubated in the same
condition without AgNPs as a control. 50 µL of the suspension
was transferred to a kapton capillary and analyzed on a Xeuss
2.0 high resolution X-ray spectrometer (Xenocs, France). The
signal was acquired for 3600 s for each sample. The capillaries
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were measured at different y-positions along the vertical axis
during the experiment. Two replicates were analyzed for each
condition. After subtraction of the background signal, SAXS
data were fitted with a Gaussian polydisperse sphere model
using the following parameters: ρAg = 10.5 g cm−3, scattering
length density SLDwater = 9.39 × 10−10 cm−2 and SLDAg = 7.76 ×
10−11 cm−2. The particle size distribution and concentration
(in number per mL) were calculated by curve fitting of SAXS
data using a monodisperse sphere model. Data are expressed
as mean ± standard deviation.

3D model of human bronchial epithelium

Calu-3 human adenocarcinoma epithelial cells (ATCC®
HTB-55™, LGC standard, France) were used from passage 27
to 34. The protocol for Calu-3 cell culture and differentiation
at ALI was described in our previous study.52 Briefly, Calu-3
cells were seeded on Millicell® porous inserts (Millipore,
Sigma, France) in MEM supplemented with 10% FBS (F7524,
Sigma, France). The surface area of each insert is 1.1 cm2 and
the pore diameter is 3 µm. When Calu-3 cells reached a transe-
pithelial electric resistance (TEER) of 700 Ω cm2, the apical
medium was removed to induce ALI. The concentration of
serum in the basolateral medium was reduced to 4% FBS one
day after ALI. Cultures were maintained in ALI for 10 days to
obtain a mature secretome.52

Formation of the acellular protein corona

AgNP stock suspension was first diluted to 0.5 or 2.5 mg mL−1

in HBSSCa
2+/Mg2+ buffer and sonicated 2 × 2 min on ice. 20 µL of

AgNP diluted suspension were mixed with the apical secre-
tome of the mature bronchial epithelium collected at ALI in
200 µL HBSSCa

2+/Mg2+. The acellular protein corona was formed
by incubating 10 or 50 µg AgNPs in 200 µL of apical secretome
for 1 h at 37 °C under gentle mixing. Samples were stored at
−80 °C before analysis.

Exposure of Calu-3 cells to AgNPs

The apical secretome was collected 12 h before starting the
treatment. Calu-3 cells were exposed to 10 or 50 µg cm−2

AgNPs at ALI for 1 h and 24 h for the analysis of the cellular
corona, and for 1 h, 24 h, and 48 h for toxicity endpoints.
AgNP stock suspension was first diluted to 0.5 or 2.5 mg mL−1

in HBSSCa
2+/Mg2+ buffer and sonicated 2 × 2 min on ice. 20 µL of

AgNP diluted suspension were deposited on the apical side of
Calu-3 cells at ALI as 4 drops of 5 µL each. Following exposure,
the mucus layer containing AgNPs was collected in 200 µL
HBSSCa

2+/Mg2+. Control cells were treated with the same volume
of HBSS. Samples were stored at −80 °C before analysis.

Toxicity endpoints

The epithelial barrier integrity was monitored by measuring
the TEER and the Lucifer Yellow paracellular permeability.
The TEER was measured with an EVOM2 ohmmeter (World
Precision Instrument, USA) equipped with an STX2 electrode
after replacing the culture medium by HBSSCa

2+/Mg2+. The
Lucifer Yellow (LY) permeability was measured by fluorescence

after incubation of 0.5 mL of LY dye in the apical compartment
for 1 h at 37 °C. The fluorescence intensity of LY in the basal
medium was measured in HBSSCa

2+/Mg2+ on a microplate reader
(Flexstation 3, Molecular Devices) using an excitation and an
emission wavelength of 485 and 535 nm.

The metabolic activity was measured using the Alamar Blue
assay, which is based on resazurin reduction to resorufin by
metabolically active cells. Cells were incubated with the
reagent for 1 h at 37 °C. The fluorescence intensity of resorufin
in the basal medium was measured in HBSSCa

2+/Mg2+ on a
microplate reader using an excitation and an emission wave-
length of 545 and 590 nm. No interference with AgNPs was
observed.

The secretion of interleukin-6 (IL-6) and interleukin-8 (IL-8)
pro-inflammatory cytokines was quantified in the apical and
basal media by ELISA assays (DuoSet ELISA kit, R&D Systems,
France). The absorbance at 490 nm was measured on a micro-
plate reader.

The gene expression of cytokines il6 and il8, heme oxyge-
nase hmox-1, metallothioneins mt1x and mt2a, mucin muc5ac,
and albumin alb, was quantified by RT-qPCR. The sequence of
the primers is detailed in Table S1. RNA was extracted using
the NucleoSpin® kit (Macherey-Nagel, France) and reverse
transcribed using High-capacity cDNA Reverse Transcription
kit (Thermo Fisher, France). Reactions were carried out in
sealed 384-well plates in a LightCycler 480 thermocycler
(Roche Diagnostics, France). Gene expression was quantified
using 2−ΔΔCt method to yield log2 fold change of a gene rela-
tive to rpl19 as housekeeping gene and normalized to the
control.

Isolation of AgNPs in the bronchial mucus

AgNPs were separated from free proteins in solution by cen-
trifugation at 3000g for 20 min at 4 °C followed by 3 washes in
HBSSCa

2+/Mg2+ and centrifugation at 14 000g for 20 min at 4 °C
(Fig. S1A). We adapted the protocol to isolate the protein
corona of AgNPs in the bronchial mucus to avoid the precipi-
tation of free proteins during centrifugation.70 The apical
secretome is a viscous medium composed of high molecular
weight proteins that tend to sediment if a standard protocol
for NP separation by centrifugation is applied. Freeze/thaw
cycle at −80 °C followed by a low-speed centrifugation reduced
the precipitation of free proteins. Supernatants and washes
were analyzed by standard SDS-PAGE. The same isolation pro-
tocol was applied to the apical secretome of control and
treated cells.

Proteomics

After isolation of AgNPs from the mucus, the protein corona
was extracted by SDS-PAGE using a short migration time to
concentrate the desorbed proteins in one large band. Proteins
were treated in the gel with dithiothreitol and iodoacetamide
(Sigma, France) and digested with trypsin (Trypsin Gold
V5280, Promega, France). The peptides were extracted from the
gel and rinsed using Pierce® C18 tips (Thermo Fisher, France)
following manufacturer’s instructions. The protocol for AgNP
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isolation by centrifugation was applied to the apical secretome
of untreated cells as a control to exclude false positive. The
pellet was digested using the same protocol and analyzed by
LC-MS/MS to identify free proteins that sedimented without
AgNPs. The proteins identified were excluded from the protein
list of the corona.

The peptides from the protein corona and control samples
were analyzed by LC-MS/MS on an Orbitrap Fusion Tribrid
mass spectrometer following the protocol described by
Soliman et al.91 Peptide and protein identification were per-
formed with MaxQuant software and Andromeda peptide
search engine using a mass tolerance of 10 ppm and a frag-
ment tolerance of 0.5 Da.92 The Homo sapiens and Bos Taurus
RefSeq databases from the NCBI were used to identify proteins
based on the peptide sequence with a maximum of 2 missed
cleavages. A false positive discovery rate of 0.01 was chosen for
both peptides and proteins. MaxLFQ algorithm was used to
extract normalized semi-quantitative data for each protein
(relative abundance). The functional analysis of the quantitat-
ive proteomic datasets was done using Perseus bioinformatics
platform.93 The results are presented using R software (v.
3.6.2) implemented with pheatmap and packcircles
packages.94 Gene ontology and functional enrichment analysis
were performed with g:Profiler and g:GOSt implemented with
g:SCS.95 A threshold of 0.05 was applied to the results.

Statistical analysis

The statistical analysis was performed with Prism GraphPad
Software (v. 7.0). Results are expressed as mean ± standard
error of 3 independent replicates. Normality was tested using
Agostino and Pearson or the Shapiro–Wilk test with a = 0.05.
When comparing groups, two-way ANOVA corrected with
Benjamini, Krieger and Yekutieli test was applied. When com-
paring time variability within a group, three-way ANOVA cor-
rected with Benjamini, Krieger and Yekutieli test was applied.
The Bonferroni-Dunn t-test method was applied to LY per-
meability data. P-values < 0.05 were considered as statistically
significant. For Volcano plot, a threshold of log2 fold change
>1 or <1 and −log10 P > 1.5 was defined to identify over-
expressed and underexpressed proteins.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates the role of the epithelial cell response
in the formation and composition of the protein corona on
silver nanoparticles. The marked difference in composition
between the corona formed in the bronchial mucus without
cells and in situ during cell exposure to NPs calls for a renewed
focus on the role of cells and cell-NP interaction in bio-
molecular corona studies. It encourages the community to
develop innovative methods to analyse molecular mechanisms
such as protein adsorption and structural changes in a more
complex living cell environment. The rapid development of
omics technologies and advanced 3D cell models, from co-cul-
tures in fluidic devices to functional organoids, can support

these efforts without resorting to animal testing to better
understand the molecular and cellular mechanisms of NP
toxicity.

Author contributions

D. S. G. performed the experiments and analyzed the data.
C. C., O. T., and M. P. M. contributed to the experiments.
D. S. G. and S. D. analyzed the proteomic data. S. D., A. B. S.
and D. S. G. designed the study. S. D. and D. S. G. wrote the
manuscript. All authors reviewed the manuscript.

Conflicts of interest

There are no conflicts to declare.

Abbreviations

ALI Air–liquid interface
AgNP Silver nanoparticle
BALF Bronchoalveolar lavage fluid
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