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activity and exogenous electric fields using
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Graphene-based solution-gated field-effect transistors (QSGFETS) allow the quantification of the brain’s
full-band signal. Extracellular alternating current (AC) signals include local field potentials (LFP, population
activity within a reach of hundreds of micrometers), multiunit activity (MUA), and ultimately single units.
Direct current (DC) potentials are slow brain signals with a frequency under 0.1 Hz, and commonly
filtered out by conventional AC amplifiers. This component conveys information about what has been
referred to as “infraslow” activity. We used gSGFET arrays to record full-band patterns from both physio-
logical and pathological activity generated by the cerebral cortex. To this end, we used an in vitro prepa-
ration of cerebral cortex that generates spontaneous rhythmic activity, such as that occurring in slow
wave sleep. This examination extended to experimentally induced pathological activities, including epilep-
tiform discharges and cortical spreading depression. Validation of recordings obtained via gSGFETS,
including both AC and DC components, was accomplished by cross-referencing with well-established
technologies, thereby quantifying these components across different activity patterns. We then explored
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an additional gSGFET potential application, which is the measure of externally induced electric fields such
as those used in therapeutic neuromodulation in humans. Finally, we tested the gSGFETs in human corti-
cal slices obtained intrasurgically. In conclusion, this study offers a comprehensive characterization of

rsc.li/nanoscale gSGFETSs for brain recordings, with a focus on potential clinical applications of this emerging technology.
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1. Introduction

Many neurological conditions (e.g., stroke, traumatic brain
injury, neurodegeneration, epilepsy, chronic pain) frequently
exhibit alterations in brain rhythms and activity patterns. A
common strategy for treatment is the restoration of physiologi-
cal activity in these pathologies. For this reason, there is an
urgent clinical need for the precise recording, modulation,
and restoration of neural activity in the form of novel neural
interfaces, which can benefit from state-of-the-art technologi-
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cal developments in a variety of fields, nanotechnology being a
critical one.

Brain electrophysiology is the study of the electrical pro-
perties of neurons and networks ranging from whole brain
electroencephalograms to single ionic channel recordings. It
has been a key technique for understanding brain physiology
and pathology. Historically, passive electrodes have been the
most commonly used transducers for recording brain activity;
however, they are highly susceptible to DC offsets and low-fre-
quency drifts present at the electrode tissue interface, impair-
ing the high-fidelity recording of the brain’s infraslow activity
and introducing high common voltage offsets. This limitation
led to the standardized use of high-pass filter commercial
amplifiers for extracellular recordings, while DC amplifiers
were to a large extent restricted to intracellular recordings. It is
for this reason that the DC or infraslow components (<1 Hz) of
the extracellular signals have been widely overlooked until rela-
tively recently.

However, from the beginning of the twenty-first century,
brain imaging studies began to report on the high relevance of

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2024
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infraslow components for brain states, neural dynamics, cogni-
tion, and disease processes.” Infraslow potentials can be
physiological and linked to normal neural dynamics, like
sleep,® or as a critical mechanism for long-range communi-
cation across cortical areas." They are also an important
marker of pathology: electrophysiological studies of seizures
have reported negative DC-shifts during depolarization of pyra-
midal neurons, transitioning into positive shifts during the
postictal period.? Further, DC-shifts have been reported pre-
ceding the occurrence of seizures.>® The negative infraslow
potential has also been reported as an electrophysiological cor-
relate of infarction in human cerebral cortex.” In recent years,
graphene solution-gated field-effect transistors (gSGFETs) have
emerged as a promising solution for obtaining full-band or
DC-coupled recordings as well as information about the infra-
slow components.® These transistors exhibit high sensitivity to
local electrical potential changes, making them capable of
detecting subtle variations in the electric field generated by
neuronal activity.”'® gSGFET arrays have proven useful for
recording from the cerebral cortex in vivo.'>'* To our knowl-
edge, gSGFETs have not been used to record from spon-
taneously active cortical slices in vitro.">'* This preparation
method offers an experimentally accessible view into the
intrinsic cortical mechanisms, not only for physiological
activity patterns such as slow oscillations, which are highly
similar to slow waves as in slow wave sleep,™® but also for the
generation of pathological patterns such as epileptiform dis-
charges,'® and cortical spreading depression (CSD).

An increasingly common therapeutical strategy is to modu-
late exogenously cortical activity using transcranial direct
current stimulation (tDCS), a non-invasive brain stimulation
technique that involves applying electrical currents through
scalp electrodes. This technique has earned significant interest
as a potential therapeutic approach for various neuropsychia-
tric disorders.”™*° To fully control its therapeutic potential, it
is crucial to enhance our understanding of the precise effects
of tDCS, the intensity of the fields that actually reach the brain
and their interactions with endogenous fields.>’

In the current study, we have used gSGFET arrays for the
first time, to our knowledge, to record physiological and
pathological emergent patterns from in vitro-maintained corti-
cal slices. This accessible preparation has allowed us to,
firstly, validate the full-band recordings by obtaining simul-
taneous recordings using traditional passive recording tech-
niques. Next, we systematically quantified the commonly over-
looked infraslow component associated with physiological
slow waves and pathological patterns such as pre-epileptic
events, epileptiform activity, and cortical spreading
depression. This exploration has led us to the discovery that
the DC-shifts preceding epileptiform discharges occur not
only in vivo but also in vitro, strongly suggesting that the
origin is rooted in the local circuitry. This finding holds sig-
nificant physiological relevance.

Additionally, we incorporated cortical slices from human
tissue obtained during surgery into our sample. These slices
were recorded for the first time using gSGFET arrays, providing
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valuable insights into the AC- and DC-coupled components.
Finally, we harnessed the unique properties of gSGFET arrays
to investigate a novel potential application—precisely measur-
ing the exogenous electric field applied during tDCS. This
measurement can be highly relevant for the design of closed-
loop circuits aimed at precisely modulating brain activity.>!
This comprehensive characterization of gSGFETs for recording
cerebral cortex activity serves as the foundation for exploring
potential clinical applications of this technique, bringing it
one step closer to validation for clinical use.

2. Methods

2.1 Preparation of ferret cortical slices

Ferrets were treated in accordance with the European Union
guidelines on the protection of vertebrates used for experimen-
tation (Directive 2010/63/EU of the European Parliament and
of the council of 22 September 2010). All experiments were
approved by the ethics committee of the University of
Barcelona. Ferrets (4-10 months old; either sex) were deeply
anesthetized with isoflurane and a combination of 8 mg kg™
of ketamine with 0.1 mg kg™ of medetomidine before decapi-
tation. The brain was quickly removed and placed in an ice-
cold sucrose solution containing (in mM): 213 sucrose,
2.5 KCl, 1 NaH,PO,4, 26 NaHCO;, 1 CaCl,, 3 MgSO, and
10 glucose and acute coronal slices (400-pm-thick) of the occi-
pital cortex containing visual cortical areas 17, 18, and 19 from
both hemispheres were obtained.

Slices were placed in an interface-style recording chamber
(Fine Science Tools, Foster City, CA) and superfused with an
equal mixture of the above-mentioned sucrose solution and
artificial cerebrospinal fluid (ACSF) for 30 min. The ACSF con-
tained (in mM): 126 NacCl, 2.5 KCl, 1 NaH,PO,, 26 NaHCO3;, 2
CaCl,, 2 MgSO, and 10 glucose. Next, slices were bathed with
ACSF for 1 h for stabilization. For slow oscillatory activity to
spontaneously emerge, slices were superfused for at least
30 min before starting the electrophysiological recordings with
an in vivo-like modified ACSF containing (in mM): 126 NaCl,
4 KCl, 1 NaH,PO,, 26 NaHCO;, 1 CaCl,, 1 MgSO, and
10 glucose. All solutions were saturated with carbogen (95%0,
5%CO,) to a final pH of 7.4 at 34 °C.

2.2 Preparation of human cortical slices

Human cortical tissue samples were obtained from Hospital
Clinic de Barcelona following surgery of patients that required
temporal resection due to refractory epilepsy or tumor biopsy.
Slices of 400 pm thickness were prepared following the same
protocol described above for ferret slices, except for the
addition of 3 mM sodium pyruvate and 0.5 mM ascorbic acid
to the sucrose-substituted solution. Following electrophysio-
logical recording, human slices were preserved in paraformal-
dehyde and sent for histological processing to obtain a recon-
struction of the cortical layers. Ethical approval was obtained
from the Hospital Clinic de Barcelona ethical committee.
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2.3 Electrophysiological recordings of cortical slices in vitro

A variety of techniques were used for the electrophysiological
recordings, including gSGFETs and other approaches for vali-
dation that are described next.

2.3.1 Full-bandwidth recordings with 16-channel graphene
arrays of microtransistors (gSGFETS). Full-bandwidth electro-
physiological recordings were performed with flexible neural
probes containing an array of 16 gSGFETSs (4 x 4 array, 400-um
separation). Whereas most currently available electrodes are
passive, gSGFETs are active devices that transduce local voltage
changes to current, enabling full-bandwidth electrophysiologi-
cal recordings.’ Neural probes were fabricated at the clean
room facilities of IMB-CNM as reported by Hebert et al® In
brief, single-layer graphene was grown by chemical vapor depo-
sition and transferred to a silicon wafer previously coated with
a polyimide layer and patterned metal traces. After defining
the graphene channels (50 x 50 pm?®) and before evaporating a
second metal layer, UVO treatment was applied to improve the
graphene-metal interface and reduce its contact resistance.””
Finally, SU-8 was used as a passivation layer and the polyimide
layer was etched to define the geometry of the neural probes.
Devices were gently peeled off from the wafer and inserted to
zero insertion force connectors for electronic interfacing. A
custom g.Hlamp biosignal amplifier, (g.RAPHENE, g.tec
medical engineering GmbH Austria) was used for signal acqui-
sition at 9.6 kHz and 24 bits. The system enables simultaneous
recording in two frequency bands with different gains prevent-
ing amplifier saturation; low-pass filter (LPF) (f <0.16 Hz, 10*
gain) and band-pass filter (BPF) (0.16 Hz < f < 6 kHz, 10° gain).

2.3.2 Local field potential recording using 16-channel
black platinum multielectrode arrays. Extracellular local field
potentials (LFP) were recorded using a 16-channel black plati-
num multielectrode array (MEA).>* The signal was amplified
by 100 using a PGA16 Multi Channel System Amplifier (MCS,
Reutlingen, Germany), digitized using a Power 1401 CED
(CED, Cambridge, UK) at a sampling frequency of 5 kHz and
acquired with the Spike2 software (CED).

2.3.3 DC-coupled extracellular field recording with glass
pipette. DC-coupled extracellular field recordings were
obtained using glass pipettes connected to an Axoclamp-2B
amplifier (Axon Instruments, CA, USA). Pipettes were pulled
from borosilicate glass to a tip diameter of approximately
1-2 pm using a pipette puller. The pipettes were then filled
with a solution of 150 mM Nacl to establish an electrical con-
nection between the recorded field and the recording equip-
ment. The filled pipette was mounted on a micromanipulator
for precise positioning under the microscope. A silver-silver
chloride (Ag-AgCl) wire was inserted into the back of the
pipette, which was connected to the headstage of an
Axoclamp-B amplifier to amplify and capture the DC-coupled
extracellular field potentials.

2.4 Electronics for gSGFETSs recordings

A custom biosignal amplifier system with 64 channels (g.
RAPHENE, g.tec medical engineering GmbH, Austria) was uti-
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lized for signal acquisition at a sampling rate of 9.6 kHz and a
resolution of 24 bits. This system enables simultaneous record-
ing in two frequency bands with different gains to prevent
amplifier saturation. It allows setting VS and VD bias voltages,
along with current-to-voltage conversion for proper adjustment
to the graphene transistors. Furthermore, it supports an auto-
mated IDS-VGS characterization process for each transistor, in
order to determine the optimal bias point efficiently. The user
interface comprises two custom-made Simulink models, incor-
porating g.HISYS libraries for high-speed online processing.
One model performs the IDS-VGS characterization at the start
of each experiment while the other is used for the setting of VS
and VD bias voltages and manages the signal acquisition
process during the experiments.

2.5 Cortical modulation through electrical stimulation

We applied DC electric fields by current injections ranging
between —500 pA and 500 pA, in intervals of 100 pA.>***> To
create a homogenous electric field perpendicular to the corti-
cal layers, two Ag-AgCl electrodes were placed 4-8 mm apart
parallel to the cortical surface. The electrical stimulation proto-
cols were defined in Spike2 (CED), programmed using a
Power1401 ADC/DAC (CED) and converted to current through
a stimulus isolator (360A, WPI, Aston, UK). Positive fields are
defined as those oriented from the white matter to the cortical
surface, inducing depolarization of pyramidal neurons,
whereas negative fields are oriented in the opposite direction,
prompting hyperpolarization.

2.6 Cortical modulation through pharmacology

To create a model of epileptic activity in vitro, we added to the
bath medium 0.5-4.0 pM bicuculline methiodide (BMI), a
GABA, receptor antagonist. Cortical spreading depression was
induced by local application of 0.5 M KCI.

2.7 Data analysis

2.7.1 Multiunit activity. We estimated the multiunit activity
(MUA) from the LFP as previously reported.'®>*

2.7.2 DC amplitude difference. Data from four different
conditions were collected for analysis, namely slow oscillation,
pre-epilepsy, epilepsy and CSD. Event detection for each
condition involved identifying the peaks of the events (“Ups”)
in the AC signal with the scipy.signal.find peaks function.
Once identified, these were later validated through visual
inspection.

To establish a temporal reference point for each event, the
baseline was determined by considering the time index occur-
ring 2 s before the event. This temporal index was used to syn-
chronise and align the peak measurements accurately.

The DC signal, necessary for subsequent analysis, was
derived from the graphene microtransistors full-band data. To
obtain the DC signal, a low-pass third-order Butterworth filter
was applied. The cut-off frequency for this filter was set at 0.25
Hz to isolate the desired infraslow components from the input
signal.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2024


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d3nr03842d

Open Access Article. Published on 15 Desemba 2023. Downloaded on 04/11/2025 15:11:18.

Thisarticleislicensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 3.0 Unported Licence.

(cc)

Nanoscale

The absolute amplitude difference between peak and base-
line was computed from the DC signal. This computation
aimed to quantify the magnitude of change in the infraslow
amplitude during the identified events. The bottom left panel
of Fig. 4 visually represents the computed absolute amplitude
differences for all conditions.

The entire data processing and analysis pipeline was
implemented using Python (Python Software Foundation,
Wilmington, DE, USA), making extensive use of the scipy
library®® for signal processing tasks.

2.7.3 Burst frequency. In order to compute the frequency
of the bursts in the absence or presence of electrical stimu-
lation, the peaks of the events were detected in the AC (third-
order Butterworth high-pass filter) signal. The frequency was
then calculated for every different stimulation condition as the
inverse of the time difference between consecutive events. This
analysis was conducted using a custom-made Python script.

2.7.4 Spectrogram calculation. The spectrogram of the
signal was computed using a custom-made Python function
based on a wavelet approach. Wavelet transforms were applied
to achieve time-frequency analysis, capturing dynamic changes
and frequency patterns within the data.

2.7.5 Statistical analysis. The Mann-Whitney test
(Wilcoxon rank-sum test) was used to compare across con-
ditions in Fig. 4B and 7. The significant levels were set to *p <
0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 and ****p < 0.0001.

2.7.6 Signal to noise ratio quantification. We performed a
quantification of the SNR based on the methods previously
described in Suarez-Perez et al. (2018).>> We used the fSNR
_PSDup) ) and the
PSD (pown)
vSNR defined as the ratio between the average peak-to-peak of
the up states divided by the standard deviation of the down
states.

While the fSNR gives information about the performance in
terms of SNR for each frequency, the vSNR is only informing
about the SNR at low frequencies (approximately 1-10 Hz). In
the case of the standard deviation of the Down state, since in
this period the neural activity is almost silent, the main fre-
quency content will be due to high frequency noise mostly
coming from the 50 Hz and its harmonics.

expressed in dB defined as 10 xlog(

3. Results

To investigate the full-band frequency activity of the cerebral
cortex in vitro, we employed 16-channel arrays of graphene
solution-gated field-effect transistors (gSGFETSs) which allowed
the recording of cerebral cortex activity with a high spatiotem-
poral resolution. This approach was implemented across a
total of 38 ferret cortical slices and 6 human cortical slices,
each exhibiting spontaneous rhythmic activity as will be
described. By combining the gSGFET full-bandwidth record-
ings with other well-established recording techniques based
on passive electrodes as well as glass micropipettes connected

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2024
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to a DC amplifier, we validated both the AC (>0.1 Hz) and DC
(<0.1 Hz) components of the signal.

We studied different patterns of emergent activity, includ-
ing physiological activity (slow oscillations) and other cortical
patterns that are models of pathological conditions, such as
epileptiform discharges or CSD. In our analysis, we measured
both high-frequency components and the often-neglected
infraslow associated components across all patterns. Our
inclusion of a sub-sample of human tissue obtained during
surgery for epilepsy allowed us to test the gSGFET in con-
ditions closer to the clinical situations, and to quantify activity
patterns generated by the human cerebral cortex.

In a second part, we explored a novel use for arrays of non-
ferromagnetic graphene microtransistors which is the quantifi-
cation of electric fields exogenously imposed on the brain
tissue. While the brain’s electromagnetic stimulation is
increasingly used as an intervention for different pathologies
(for a review see*”*®), the actual fields that reach the brain
tissue and the exact mechanisms of action are still in discus-
sion.** We investigated the extent to which gSGFETs can be
used to quantify these fields while we can measure the effect
that they have on the activity patterns of the cerebral cortex.

3.1 Graphene transistor (gSGFETSs) arrays: design, operating
point, and recordings

gSGFET active transducers leverage graphene’s electrochemical
stability and local amplification to implement high-quality
DC-coupled recordings, overcoming the main limitations of
passive electrodes for recording ultra-low frequency brain
signals.”'® Full-band electrophysiological recordings were
obtained following the procedure shown in Fig. 1A. Prior to
recording, I~V curves were obtained at constant Vg, voltage
(Vbs = 0.05 V), the optimal bias point for signal recording was
determined using a custom code (Fig. 1C, average across the
arrays of the maximum of the mean normalized transconduc-
tance). Subsequent interpolation of acquired current signals
into the transfer curve results in DC-coupled voltage signals.
Fig. 1D shows the comparison between the transfer curve at
the start and at the end of the recording session, where no sig-
nificant variations were observed. Importantly, no variation in
the dispersion of the CNP (charge neutrality point) is observed.
The CNP is related to the capability to operate all transistors
inside the array at the optimal bias voltage. A detailed electri-
cal characterization of the performance of the devices can be
found in the ESL{

3.2 Using gSGFETs as a tool for measuring physiological and
pathological neural events: validation against passive metal
electrodes arrays

We validated the gSGFET arrays recordings of cerebral cortex
activity through comparisons with single tungsten electrode
recordings (n = 17), as well as black platinum arrays compris-
ing 16 channels (n = 31) (Fig. 2A). Recordings were conducted
on spontaneously active cortical slices, which spontaneously
generate slow oscillations, characterized by alternating Up and
Down states (periods of activity and periods of silence, respect-
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Fig. 1 Electrophysiological recording with gSGFETs arrays. (A)
Schematic of the gSGFET recording setup and signal postprocessing
methodology. The custom electronic circuit is used to perform the
in vivo characterization (transfer curve) and to record the transistor
current in the LPF and BPF bands. From the combination of the two
signals and considering the current-to-voltage conversion, the cali-
brated wide-band signal (V) is obtained. (B) Optical microscope
images of the active area of a 4 x 4 gSGFET array. (C) Example of transfer
curve for each transistor of the array obtained in the cerebral cortex
using Vgs = 50 mV (l4s current in blue, normalized transconductance in
red). Brown shadow shows the optimal bias voltage range for perform-
ing the recordings. (D) Mean and standard deviation of all transistors of
the array before (Blue) and after (Green) of the recording session, the
inset shows the dispersion of the position of the CNP (charge neutrality
point, Vg value for the minimum /4 current).
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ively). As depicted in Fig. 2, both arrays were concurrently posi-
tioned over the same cortical slice, enabling us to simul-
taneously observe and analyse the shape and characteristics of
the recorded activity.

Under these conditions, we studied three distinct patterns
of activity: slow oscillations, pre-epileptic, and fully developed
epileptic activity, as well as spontaneous and induced CSD.

Detailed descriptions of these activity patterns can be
found in the subsequent section. To enhance the intensity of
the discharges, we often added an inhibition blocker to the
bath (0.5-4.0 uM bicuculline methiodide, BMI, a GABA, recep-
tor blocker) that induced pre-epileptic discharges and even-
tually full-blown epileptiform discharges as previously
described."®

Our observations revealed that the AC signal recorded with
the gSGFETS closely resembled that obtained with single tung-
sten electrodes or the arrays of black platinum electrodes
across all activity patterns (Fig. 2B). In the top, the multielec-
trode metal array recorded pre-epileptic, highly synchronous
bursts that appeared with a low frequency (0.05-0.2 Hz), events
that can be observed in more detail in the right panel. In the
gSGFET recordings, the DC-coupled signal was simultaneously
obtained from the same slice, evidenced by the almost simul-
taneous recording of the events. Full-band recordings offer
additional information compared to AC recordings.
Specifically, they capture the infraslow component between
pre-epileptic events and the one associated with the activity,
that will reveal DC-shifts on relation to epileptiform discharges
(see below). It can also be seen that the shape of the individual
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Fig. 2 Graphene microtransistor arrays as a tool for measuring physiological and pathological events. (A) Experimental arrangement for the record-
ings performed with gSGFETs and validated against standard black platinum microelectrodes arrays (MEAs (top) in ferret (middle) and human
(bottom) cortical slices in vitro. (B) Physiological events were simultaneously recorded in MEA and gSGFETSs. The top trace is the local field potential
(LFP) and displays pre-epileptic events that are expanded on the right hand inset. In blue is the relative firing rate or logMUA in arbritary units (see
Methods), in which the events are detected and quantified. The lower part of B displays the full-band or DC-coupled recordings in red, further
expanded on the right, from which the relative firing rate or logMUA is obtained. High-pass filtering (>0.05 Hz) provides the AC component. Isolated
AC-events are represented on the right inset, following detection. (C) Quantification of the frequency signal-to-noise ratio (fSNR) for the 3.5-1000
Hz frequency band for the gSGFET and black platinum MEA (red and black trace, respectively)(top). Traces depict the average fSNR among a total of
53 gSGFETs and 73 black platinum electrodes. Boxplot of the voltage signal-to-noise ratio (vSNR) for the gSGFET (n = 53) and black platinum MEA
(n = 73) (red and black trace, respectively. Mann—-Whitney test n.s.) (bottom left). Boxplot of the standard deviation of the Down states for the
gSGFET (n = 53) and black platinum MEA (n = 73) (red and black trace, respectively. Mann—Whitney test ****p < 0.0001) (bottom right).
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events is different, due to the high-pass filtering in the case of
the AC-coupled signals.

On the technical side, some transistors failed to produce
quality recordings, resulting in a highly noisy signal. The
higher noise recorded with the gSGFETs is also evidenced by
the fact that when we estimate the multiunit activity (MUA)
using the logMUA technique,®®*' the relative amplitude
obtained with the microtransistors was often lower, due to a
reduced signal-to-noise ratio at frequencies above 200 Hz.®

Additionally, we performed event detection to validate the
capability of graphene to detect neuronal activity. Event detec-
tion is important for the quantification of neuronal firing. In
our experiments, we observed that the detection of pre-epi-
leptic and epileptic activity was successfully accomplished
with the graphene transistors. The distinct firing pattern
characteristic of these pathological states was readily captured,
indicating the sensitivity and reliability of the graphene-based
recording system in identifying abnormal neural activity
associated with epilepsy.

However, when it came to slow oscillations, we encountered
some challenges related to the small amplitude of the signal
(30-40 pv) and the relative signal-to-noise ratio. Slow oscil-
lations are low-frequency brain waves (<1 Hz), and their detec-
tion requires a high signal-to-noise ratio to distinguish the
weak neural signals from background noise. While some of
the graphene transistors exhibited consistent and reliable
detection of slow oscillations, others did not, possibly due to
variations in device performance or tissue properties.

In order to quantitatively compare the recording devices in
terms of SNR we measured the SNR at different frequencies
showing that the gSGFET performance is comparable to that

A C

gSGFETs

View Article Online

Paper

of the black-Pt MEA for frequencies below 10 Hz (Fig. 2C, top).
This result is strengthened by the vSNR which shows no stat-
istical difference between the gSGFET and black-Pt (Fig. 2C
bottom left, average vSNR 15.9 + 6.2 and 14.7 t 6.7, respect-
ively). The performance discrepancy between the two recording
devices increases with the frequency. Above 10 Hz, the SNR of
gSGFETs shows a decay of more than 15 dB/decade while the
black-Pt MEA has a decay of 10 dB/decade. This decay in per-
formance for higher frequencies is quantified by the standard
deviation of the Down states (DOWNgrp) which gives a
measure of the intrinsic noise of the device. The gSGFETs
show an average DOWNSTD which is 2-fold larger than the
black-Pt MEA (Fig. 2C, bottom right, average DOWNgrp 73.4 +
25.3 pV and 35.8 + 8.4 pV, respectively). This result is critical
since the gSGFET will not be able to discern any event whose
amplitude on average is below 73.4 pV.

3.3 Using gSGFETs as a tool for measuring physiological and
pathological neural events: validation against DC-coupled
recordings with glass pipettes

A classical way to measure DC-coupled extracellular fields is
the use of glass pipettes filled with a solution of NaCl con-
nected through a silver-silver chloride (Ag-AgCl) wire to a DC
amplifier, such as an intracellular amplifier. We illustrate this
recording in Fig. 3A, which represents an epileptiform dis-
charge recorded simultaneously with a tungsten electrode
(top) and a glass pipette (bottom). The glass pipette shows an
infraslow component with an extracellular negative voltage of
longer duration to the one recorded in AC mode (LFP), thus
high-pass filtered by the amplifier. The middle trace represents
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Fig. 3 AC and DC components of the gSGFETs wide-band recordings and validation of the DC measures with saline pipettes. (A) Simultaneous
recording of an epileptiform discharge with a tungsten electrode (AC recording) and a glass pipette connected to a DC amplifier (DC recording). LFP
(black), MUA (green) and DC component (yellow). (B) Experimental arrangement for C and D, representing a cortical slice and on top of it a black
platinum 16-channel array, a glass pipette in the centre and the gSGFETSs array on the right. (C) Fluctuations in the AC (>0.5 Hz; black) and DC (<0.25
Hz; blue) components of the signal recorded with gSGETs over time (top) displaying pre-epileptic and epileptic discharges in the presence of 1 pM
bicuculline. In red, three channels from the same array displaying the DC coupling version of the same signal (bottom). (D) Simultaneous recordings
obtained with the arrangement in B with gSGFETs, MEA and saline pipette. The components and their colour code is represented in the figure.
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the enhanced extracellular multiunit activity obtained through
a high-pass filter (>200 Hz).

The full-band or DC-coupled recording provides the infra-
slow or DC component along with the higher frequencies,
which can then be separated using high-pass and low-pass
filters. In order to further validate both components, we used
the arrangement shown in Fig. 2B: an array of 16 passive black
platinum electrodes, a NaCl glass pipette in the centre con-
nected to a DC amplifier, and on the right, an array of
gSGFETs (n = 4). In Fig. 3C, the recorded activity is represented
in black for the AC component, obtained through a high-pass
filter at 0.05 Hz. The blue represents the DC component low-
pass filtered at 0.25 Hz. The red traces are the full-band DC-
coupled recordings corresponding to three different microtran-
sistors in the array. It clearly displays the negative DC-shift
that is generated during the pre-epileptic discharges and that
precedes the full-blown epileptic discharge.

In Fig. 3D, the simultaneous recordings with gSGFETs,
MEA and saline pipette (Fig. 3B) are displayed. From the full-
band obtained with gSGFETs (red trace) we obtain the equi-
valent to the AC band (black trace; >0.16 Hz) that we compared
against recordings obtained with the passive metallic electrode
array (MEA in Fig. 3D). Further, the low-pass (<0.16 Hz), DC
component (red trace), was compared against the one obtained
with the glass pipette (yellow trace), revealing a precise corre-
spondence in both cases, providing an additional validation of
the gSGFET methodology.

3.4 Full-band recording of cerebral cortical activity: DC and
AC components in slow oscillations, epileptiform discharges
and CSD

Graphene microtransistors allow the quantification of the
brain’s full-band signal. Extracellular AC signals include LFPs
(population activity within a reach of hundreds of microns),
multiunit activity and eventually single units. DC potentials
are slow brain signals, with a frequency under 0.2 Hz, and
commonly filtered out by conventional AC amplifiers. DC
potentials, therefore, convey information about what has been
referred to as “infra-slow” components of the signal. Here, we
used this unique capability provided by gSGFETs to explore a
part of the signal that is most commonly filtered out.

First of all, we investigated a spontaneous rhythmic activity
that is generated by the cortical circuits: slow oscillations. This
is a physiological pattern of activity that is equivalent to the
one observed during slow wave sleep or deep anesthesia.***
In the same or other slices, we studied pre-epileptic activity as
described in,'® following a block of GABA,-mediated inhi-
bition, which consists in a more synchronized, higher firing
rate burst. Further GABAergic blockade results in full-blown
epileptiform discharges, which are an in vitro model of epi-
lepsy."® Next, we investigated CSD, a well-known phenomenon
characterized by a massive depolarization of neurons and glial
neurons that travels slowly (in the order of mm min™") and
that is followed by a long period of silence that can last
minutes and even over an hour.**
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We recorded the extracellular DC associated with physio-
logical slow oscillations, an activity pattern that is highly
similar to slow wave sleep. Slow oscillations consist of up
states and down states (for a review, see’), and the DC change
is associated with this bistability (Fig. 4A). The occurrence of
rhythmic slow oscillations was detected in an oscillation in the
DC (as <0.25 Hz), with an average amplitude for the event of
0.03 = 0.02 mV (Fig. 4B and C).

Next, we investigated the DC changes associated with pre-
epileptic and full-blown epileptiform activity which is gener-
ated in the presence of GABAergic blockers such as bicucul-
line. The amplitude of the associated DC was on average 0.06 +
0.04 mV and 0.39 * 0.07 mV, respectively, being thus larger for
epileptic discharges (Fig. 4B and C) as expected.

Finally, we induced CSD using local potassium application
(0.5 M KCl). This is a relevant activity associated with patho-
logical states such as migraine, traumatic brain injury or
stroke.>> We observed that CSD evoked the largest DC
change with an amplitude of 10.43 + 2.23 mV, two-orders of
magnitude larger than an epileptic discharge. Given its large
amplitude and duration, the changes in DC associated with
CSD were of the first pathological discharges characterized by
gSGFETs in vivo,” where they have also been described in
association with optogenetic stimulation.>®
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Fig. 4 DC component of slow oscillations, pre-epileptic activity, epi-
leptic activity, and cortical spreading depression (CSD). Differences in
amplitude of the infra-slow across different conditions. (A) High-pass
0.5 Hz filtered (black traces) along with the corresponding low-pass
0.25 Hz filtered infra-slow (colored traces) for slow oscillations, pre-epi-
leptic, epileptic and cortical spreading depression discharges. (B)
Absolute change in amplitude of the infra-slow events with respect to
their baseline for the four different conditions. Mann—Whitney test
(Wilcoxon rank-sum test) *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 and ****p <
0.0001. (C) Representative change of the averaged infraslow component
during the events across the four different conditions.
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3.5 Physiological relevance of infraslow components in
different cortical patterns

We explored the DC-coupled recordings during cortical in vitro
epileptiform discharges obtained by blocking inhibition (as
in'®). We induced pre-epileptiform activity by adding
0.5-1.0 uM of bicuculline methiodide (BMI) to the ACSF, fol-
lowed by the application of 4 pM to induce full-blown epilepti-
form discharges. Lastly, we reverted to control ACSF to record
the associated DC-shifts back to baseline.

Our investigations revealed a tight relationship between
DC-shift changes observed in the full-band recordings and the
occurrence of epileptiform discharges. The DC-shift displayed
a potential predictive capacity for full-blown epileptiform
activity. Graphene microtransistor recordings allowed for the
precise visualization of DC-shifts preceding alterations in
activity patterns for over 1000 s (Fig. 5A and B), a feature that
was exclusively captured through DC-coupled recordings
(n = 5). An average across five events is displayed in Fig. 5C.

Previous research in vivo had reported the occurrence of DC
shifts in association with seizure onset, even preceding seizure
onset,>® and providing information about the epileptogenic
zone. However, the fact that this DC-shift preceding epileptic
discharges occurs in the local circuit of a cortical slice strongly
suggests that this can be explained by a local mechanism that
may involve potassium accumulation and neuronal-glial inter-
actions.® The ability to identify and assess DC-shift as a poten-
tial predictor of epileptiform activity carries significant clinical
relevance.

3.6 Cortical full-band recordings from human cerebral cortex
in vitro

Even though the cerebral cortex of mammal animal models
share many properties with the cerebral cortex of humans, the

human cerebral cortex is more complex, thicker, has more
37-39

neurons, more connections and functional differences.
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Given that the final objective of the graphene microtransistor
arrays is to improve the neural interfaces for clinical appli-
cations, it is important to evaluate new interfaces in human
tissue. However, for ethical reasons, there is less availability
for this use because it requires invasive procedures that need
to be justified.

We conducted recordings on brain cortical slices (n = 6)
obtained from six patients with refractory epilepsy, out of
which n = 4 slices presented rhythmic spontaneous activity,
and they have been included here. Different activity patterns
were recorded, including both spontaneous events and evoked
ones by local application of glutamate.

In Fig. 6, we display both spontaneous (Fig. 6A) and evoked
activity as a result of the local application of glutamate (see
Methods). In both cases we represent the full-band or DC
coupled recording, DC and AC components, MUA and also the
spectrogram. Fig. 6C and D represent the experimental setup
overlayed with the anatomical reconstruction.

This is a small sample of human slices that are a proof of
concept of the use of gSGFETs on human tissue and the suc-
cessful recording of activity. However, to gain a comprehensive
understanding of the complex nature of infraslow oscillations
in human cortical slices, additional experiments and more
extensive analyses are necessary.

3.7 Using gSGFETs as a tool to quantify exogenously applied
electric fields

Infraslow oscillations have been suggested to represent a slow,
recurring modulation of gross cortical excitability.*® As such,
changes in the DC component of the electrophysiological
signal can be associated with changes in excitability levels. As
graphene microtransistors can precisely capture changes in
the DC bandwidth,”'* gSGFETS have the potential to reveal
mechanistic  insights into  excitability  fluctuations.
Furthermore, the application of DC fields to cortical tissue has

Time [min]

Fig. 5 DC-coupled signal predicts full-blown epileptiform activity. (A) Example of the DC-coupled decay (red) superimposed on the AC component
(black) starting around 1000 s before the onset of the epileptic seizure. Insets in (A) depicts a zoom in on the activity in the AC and DC components
(black and blue, respectively) before the seizure (left) and at the onset of the seizure (right). (B) DC-coupled (red) and AC component (black) time
course of the buildup of an epileptic seizure recorded simultaneously in 9 gSGFETs with different spatial location. (C) Waveform average of the DC-
coupled for n = 5 epileptic seizures aligned at the onset of the seizure (SDM in pink).
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Fig. 6 Graphene microtransistors for measuring human cortical
activity. Spontaneous (A; left) and evoked (B; right) activity from human
cortical slices in vitro recorded with graphene microtransistors. Traces
of full-band signals (red), firing rate or logMUA in arbritary units (blue),
spectogram and AC component of the signal (black). In the inset, single
detected events are overlapped. C and D represent the experimental
set-up with the overlapping anatomical reconstructions.

been reported to modulate cortical excitability. Weak DC fields
shift the somatic transmembrane voltage either towards
depolarization or hyperpolarization, therefore affecting the
probability of action potential firing.>* Consequently, cathodal
transcranial direct current stimulation (tDCS), a non-invasive
neuromodulation technique in which weak DC fields are deli-
vered to the brain, has been suggested to decrease cortical
excitability.*' ™ The recording of full-bandwidth electrophysio-
logical signals with graphene microtransistors while exogenous
DC fields are applied to the cortical tissue can provide not only
a direct measure of the field being applied but also a quantifi-
cation of the excitability changes induced by the field itself.
Here, we applied positive and negative exogenous DC fields
with intensities ranging from 100 to 500 pA while simul-
taneously recording the DC and AC signal components with
2SGFETs (Fig. 7A and B). The AC components revealed an
increase in the frequency of the oscillatory events with depolar-
izing fields. This protocol was repeated for slices expressing
pre-epileptic and epileptiform activity induced by the appli-
cation of BMI and for dead slices (by glucose elimination)
(Fig. 7C). In the dead-slice condition, the DC component cap-
tures the intensity of the exogenous electric field alone, while
in the active slice the DC component contains the exogenous
electric field combined with the endogenous electric field due
to the extracellular potentials originated by the neuronal mem-
brane potential or activity. We recorded the DC component
when the DC fields were applied in both conditions, allowing
us to measure the voltage amplitude associated with each
intensity amplitude, and additionally to evaluate the time
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course. Furthermore, by subtracting the mean DC values in
these two conditions (alive-dead), we were able to isolate the
changes in DC created by the endogenous field. When no
external electric field is applied the average endogenous poten-
tial (EP) is around 5 pV while for an external EF of —500 pA the
average EP is —15 uV. The EP is proportional to the intensity of
the external electric field meaning that in absolute value, the
larger the external electric field the larger the endogenous
potential.

In the convention used, a positive sub-threshold soma
polarization indicates a positive field, resulting in membrane
depolarization, and a negative sub-threshold soma polariz-
ation indicates a negative field, resulting in hyperpolarization
of the membrane. Somatic polarization presents a reversed
polarity with the direction of the applied electric field. As
such, depolarization occurs when there is a negative DC shift
and hyperpolarization occurs when there is a positive DC shift
(Fig. 7D).

4. Discussion

Graphene-based solution-gated field-effect microtransistor
arrays have recently emerged as a promising technology that
could offer some advantages over current methodologies in
recording brain activity.> Historically, passive electrodes have
been the most used transducers for recording brain activity.
However, they can lead to a non-negligible frequency-depen-
dent attenuation and are also susceptible to DC offsets and
low-frequency drifts present at the electrode-tissue interface,
impairing high fidelity recording of the brain’s infraslow
activity and introducing high common voltage offsets. This
limitation precluded the use of DC-coupled amplifiers and has
promoted the use of high-pass filter ones. A key benefit of
@SGFET arrays is the ability to perform DC-coupled recordings,
thus providing full-band information with superior spatiotem-
poral resolution, as has been previously described.®>® This
innovation opens the door for the development of advanced
neural interfaces with clinical applications.*® However, this
emerging technology is yet to be fully characterized in terms of
its capabilities and limitations, as well as the physiological
relevance of the measurements it yields.

In this study, we have made significant advancements on
several fronts related to the usage of gSGFETs as a new neural
interface. These developments can be summarized in the fol-
lowing points: (1) validation of gSGFETs against passive elec-
trode recordings; (2) full-band characterization of physiological
and pathological cortical emergent patterns in vitro, including
the finding of infraslow shifts preceding by hundreds of
seconds epileptiform discharges; (3) first use of gSGFETs on
human cortical tissue; and (4) novel use of gSGFETs for the
quantification of exogenously applied electric fields and the
resulting neuromodulation. Concurrently, we also examined
potential problems and constraints of this technology.

Our research was carried out using an in vitro preparation
of the cerebral cortex which spontaneously generates physio-

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2024


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d3nr03842d

Open Access Article. Published on 15 Desemba 2023. Downloaded on 04/11/2025 15:11:18.

Thisarticleislicensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 3.0 Unported Licence.

(cc)

Nanoscale

A

Schema of the setup

! Full Band - gSGFETs m |
1 AC>0.05 Hz [ B
! MUA - MEA -

Silver/Silver-Chloride Wires

+

MEA

9gSGFETs
L

Le
WM

Positive EF
Negative EF

100 mV

+

Slice expressing pre-epileptic and

Exogenous EF intensity [pA]

View Article Online

Paper

Infra-slow signal modulation by electric fields

Modulation of neural activity

Control

100 | efpmenpets
400uv|‘r"r"r'

300 pA 500 uA

100 | gt 100 | fufeefenfent
200V 1 | " 400pvs ]

150 mV

1000 s 10s

epileptiform activity Dead Slice Endogenous potential estimation
100
20
8 c o
5 13 :
P == i iz, &=
B3, == wilin L3
= == i = PR
gt L _ g3 -2
g v 50 [
[

b = E -40
é 100 Q=

o =3 =) =3 o o o Py o ° o > s =

7 I 7 8 R 3 7 8 g g g - 8 g g

Exogenous EF intensity [MA]

Exogenous EF intensity [UA]

Fig. 7 gSGFETs allow the quantification of exogenous and endogenous electric fields. (A) Schema of the setup for the experiments in which an
exogenous electric field is applied to the cortical slice. (B) AC component (black) and DC-coupling (red) time course in a typical protocol of stimu-
lation with positive and negative electric fields. On the right, full-band (red) and MUA (green) traces recorded with gSGFETs and MEA, respectively,
both showing modulation of cortical activity with the applied field. Positive fields, by inducing depolarization of the soma of the pyramidal neurons,
lead to an increase in the frequency of oscillation. (C) Mean amplitude changes of the DC component with respect to the baseline previous to the
stimulation for different intensities of the electric field in the active and in the dead slice (shaded area). (D) Estimation of the endogenous electric
fields computed as the difference of the mean DC component between the dead and the alive slice conditions for different intensities of exogenous

electric field.

logical activity consisting of rhythmic slow oscillations. These
oscillations parallel the slow wave oscillations observed during
deep non-REM sleep or profound anesthesia, as previously
described.”®?> Employing in vitro measurements presents
some advantages given that it provides full experimental
access to the cortical tissue, allowing the combination of
different technologies, as well as a direct accessibility to the
cortical layers. Further, it presents a special challenge for these
novel recording interfaces, given that the signals are of smaller
amplitude than in vivo. Thus, our successful measurements
with gSGFETs even to record the infraslow components associ-
ated with the active periods (or Up states) of physiological slow
oscillations (Fig. 4) indicates their efficacy in dealing with a
low signal-to-noise ratio. This ability is important for the tech-
nology’s performance in real-world applications, where the
need to detect small signals within noise is a common
challenge.

Further, the investigation in cortical slices is obviously
limited to local cortical circuits within the limits of several
millimeters, what per se provides valuable physiological infor-
mation regarding the underlying mechanisms of the observed

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2024

phenomena. For example, we detected prominent and long-
lasting (>1000 s) DC-shifts preceding seizure-like activity
(Fig. 5). This feature, only detected so far in the cerebral cortex
in vivo,® strongly points to the relevance of local mechanisms
underlying such DC-shifts, such as variation in extracellular
potassium and the interaction with the glial role on potassium
homeostasis, all of them mechanisms that would persist in a
rather small piece of tissue in vitro.

Our findings have convincingly shown that both AC and
DC components of the signal, as recorded using gSGFETs,
are closely aligned with the measurements obtained via
passive electrodes (Fig. 2 and 3). This approach presents
an additional benefit related to the full-band technology:
the traditional electrophysiological recording of the infra-
slow component utilizing glass pipettes connected to DC
amplifiers is unsuitable for multichannel or chronic in vivo
recordings. DC-EEG amplifiers have also been used,*® but
they are highly susceptible to drifts and artifacts, electrode
polarization, and so on. Nonetheless, we also encountered
certain challenges with the gSGFETs, primarily arising
from the use of a prototype rather than a commercial
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http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d3nr03842d

Open Access Article. Published on 15 Desemba 2023. Downloaded on 04/11/2025 15:11:18.

Thisarticleislicensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 3.0 Unported Licence.

(cc)

Paper

product, such as inconsistency in transistor performance
and the absence of a commercial software solution for data
acquisition.

The significance of infraslow components of brain activity
has gained importance in brain dynamics since the early
2000s, largely driven by findings in fMRI data.>*”*® This has
revealed a crucial role of infraslow rhythmic activity in coordi-
nating brain function and maintaining synchrony across
various cortical regions. These infraslow oscillations (ISOs), or
fluctuations in brain activity below 0.1 Hz, appear to be the
orchestrators of neural processes that span large-scale net-
works in the brain.*>*® Evidence from fMRI studies indicates
that infraslow oscillations are linked to the brain’s default
mode network (DMN), a large-scale network
during resting states, and that disruptions in this activity are
associated with various neurological and psychiatric con-
ditions, including Alzheimer’s disease, schizophrenia, and
autism, suggesting potential diagnostic and therapeutic
implications.>*>*

However, the electrophysiological basis of infraslow oscil-
lations and the precise underlying mechanisms are not yet
fully understood, although simultaneous laminar electrophysi-
ology and brain imaging reveal a distinct propagation of infra-
slow activity from lower rhythms like delta activity.” While
fMRI provides a macroscopic view of these slow rhythms, it
does not directly measure neuronal activity but rather changes
in blood flow and oxygenation, which indirectly reflect neuro-
nal activity. It is for this reason that is critical to further inves-
tigate these phenomena at the electrophysiological level,
measuring the electrical activity of neurons in order to find
out how the infraslow oscillations or components are gener-
ated at the cellular and circuit level, how they interact with
faster neuronal activity, and how they contribute to cortical
function and behaviour.

Regarding the electrophysiological correlates of the infra-
slow component, a large part of the available information is
from epilepsy and its associated infraslow components.* %%
There has been documentation of the infraslow rhythms
related to the periods of responsiveness to external auditory
stimuli during slow-wave sleep.® In this study we have
described a low amplitude component in the infraslow band
associated with physiological slow oscillations (Fig. 4). We
have also described the AC and DC components associated
with highly synchronous, pre-epileptic bursts generated in the
presence of a GABA, blocker,'® as well as that associated with
epileptiform activity, the latter being of larger amplitude than
the former. To our knowledge, this is the first full-band
description of all these events in cortical slices.

Interestingly, we have found that the change in the infra-
slow component precedes for hundreds of seconds the occur-
rence of full-blown epileptiform discharges, suggesting that
there is an extracellular change which is detected in the DC-
coupled recordings which is associated with an increased
excitability that leads to the discharge (Fig. 5). This type of DC-
shift preceding seizures has been described in vivo,” however,
its finding in cortical slices points towards local mechanisms

active
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as a cause. This infraslow change, therefore, can be used as a
biomarker of this pathological activity.

Another relevant pathological cortical discharge is CSD, a
wave of neuronal and glial depolarization that travels slowly
across the cortex, followed by a prolonged suppression of
neural activity. There is a well-known association of the patho-
logical activity patterns to migraine, traumatic brain injury and
stroke between others.>>*>°® CSD being a high amplitude
signal, had already been characterized in vivo using gSGFET
arrays.>?® In the current study we have also measured this
pathological discharge but now in a local circuit in vitro (Fig. 3
and 4), where the DC response has the largest amplitude of all
the activity patterns detected. CSDs can occur in the slices
spontaneously during epilepsy, or as a consequence of local
potassium injection. This mechanism can be similar to that
inducing CSDs in brain lesions, where raising extracellular pot-
assium is involved.>”

4.1 Full-band recordings from human cerebral cortex in vitro

Given that one of the main objectives of graphene microtran-
sistor arrays is to enhance neural interfaces for clinical appli-
cations, it becomes critical to test these interfaces on human
tissue. This will help ensure that the devices can effectively
capture the intricate and highly specialized neural networks
found in humans.

Despite the significant similarities between the mammalian
cerebral cortex and that of humans, such as its layered struc-
ture and basic cellular composition, the human cerebral cortex
has higher complexity. This complexity is reflected in several
aspects including its thickness, neuron density, and richness
of connectivity, among others. For example, a human pyrami-
dal cell receives on average 40 000 inputs, while a mouse one
receives around 10000 inputs.’’° However, testing in
humans is obviously more restricted for ethical reasons, since
access to the brain requires invasive procedures that require
substantial justification due to the potential risks to the
patient. Furthermore, all testing takes place in the context of
neurological diseases, and never on healthy brains.
Consequently, the availability of human tissue for this purpose
is relatively limited.

Epilepsy surgery often requires the removal of brain tissue,
which would otherwise be discarded. This tissue provides a
valuable opportunity to obtain cortical slices and to record
from them in vitro, an avenue that has been taken to learn
from human cortex.'”*®*® We have used this preparation here
to test the graphene microtransistor arrays in the human
cortex in vitro, recording both spontaneous rhythmic activity
and evoked responses, in a context that is much closer to their
intended final use in humans. In this way, it may be possible
to advance the development of neural interfaces while respect-
ing the necessary ethical boundaries of human research.

4.2 Using gSGFETs to measure exogenously applied electric
fields for neuromodulation

Finally, we have explored a new use of gSGFETs that also has
clinical applications, namely the local quantification of

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2024
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exogenously applied electric fields in the context of neuro-
modulation. The field of brain stimulation has attracted sig-
nificant attention in the community in the last two decades.
Non-invasive strategies such as transcranial magnetic stimu-
lation (TMS), transcranial direct current stimulation (tDCS),
and transcranial alternating current stimulation (tACS) have
been the subject of a vast number of studies since then. There
is accumulated evidence of the value of the brain’s electromag-
netic activation/inhibition through non-invasive brain stimu-
lation in many different applications (from pain to stroke
recovery, among others; for a review see Brunoni et al*’).
However, the spatial resolution is low (several millimeters),
and the exact mechanisms are not well understood.
Furthermore, some serious objections have been made with
respect to the actual electric fields reaching neurons, versus
those decaying in skin and skull (up to 75% of the signal).”
We considered that the DC-couple capabilities of gSGFET
arrays could be used to measure imposed electric fields as well
as the resulting impact on cortical activity patterns. We have
demonstrated that this use is possible (Fig. 7), albeit some-
times for long (>30 s) and high-intensity electric fields
(>400 pA) there are instabilities. Future developments in this
technology should allow us to integrate gSGFETs in brain
interfaces for clinical applications.

5. Conclusions

Graphene-based solution-gated field-effect transistors have the
unique capability to capture DC- and AC-coupled or full-band
recordings. Leveraging on this property of gSGFETS, we investi-
gated various cortical activity patterns.

First, we validated the recordings obtained with gSGFETs.
Simultaneous recordings of different activity patterns were
carried out in in vitro cortical slices with three types of
systems: gSGFET arrays, passive metallic microelectrode arrays,
and glass pipettes filled with NaCl connected to a DC ampli-
fier. This facilitated the recording of full-band AC and DC com-
ponents of activity, respectively, thereby validating gSGFET
recording.

2SGFET technology enabled the quantification of the infra-
slow component associated with the physiological activity of
slow oscillations — as in slow-wave sleep- (ca. 30 pV), pre-epi-
leptic activity (ca. 60 V), epileptiform activity (ca. 400 pVv), and
CSD (ca. 10 mvV), the latter being an activity related to
migraines and brain lesions. We detected long-lasting (around
1000 s) DC-shifts preceding epileptic discharges. Such DC
shifts have been described in vivo, but never previously in vitro.
The detection of such a slow event in vitro is of significant
physiological value, as it indicates that the underlying mecha-
nism is reliant on local circuitry. Furthermore, we report on
the first recordings of spontaneous and evoked responses from
human cortical slices using gSGFETS, bringing this technology
one step closer to its validation for clinical use.

In this study we have also demonstrated a new potential
use for gSGFETs: the quantification of exogenously applied

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2024
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electric fields and their resulting effects on cortical activity.
This innovative use of gSGFETs opens doors to future clinical
applications in neural interfaces, brain stimulation, and
closed-loop devices.

However, certain limitations of gSGFETs persist, such as
the inhomogeneity of the transistors, as well as instabilities
and distortions during the measurement of large amplitude
(>400 pA) electric fields. Additionally, their performance in the
high-frequency domain could be improved. These limitations
will need to be addressed in the future.
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