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Abstract
Retinoblastoma (RB) is a rare form of

cancer of the retina most prevalent in

young children. We successfully show

that laser-induced cell disruption,

mediated by gold plasmonic nanoparti-

cle (NP), is a potential and efficient

therapy to kill the cancerous cells. The

proof of concept is demonstrated

in vitro on cultured Y79 RB cancer cells with a nanosecond laser at 527 nm, for

both attached cells at the bottom of a Petri dish and for floating, clustered cells in a

viscous vitreous phantom comprised of hyaluronan. We report a cellular death of

82% after irradiation in classic culture medium and a cellular death of 98% in vitre-

ous phantom, for similar number of NPs in each sample. It is found that the NPs

efficiently penetrate the floating Y79 clusters cells in the vitreous phantom, leading

to a cellular death of over 85% even within the centre of the aggregates. The pro-

posed treatment technique is based on a similar nanosecond laser used to eliminate

floaters in the vitreous, but with much lower (100-1000 times) fluences of

20 J cm−2.

KEYWORD S

cancer, gold nanoparticles, retinoblastoma, vitreous phantom

1 | INTRODUCTION

The retinoblastoma (RB), an infantile eye cancer, affects 1 in
20 000 births and is usually diagnosed before the child is
6 years old. It exists under two forms, hereditary or sporadic,
and is linked to a mutation in the Rb gene. The hereditary
form is reported in 40% of the cases and increases the risk of
having both eyes affected [1, 2]. Two stages of cancer growth
are described in the literature. At the beginning, the tumour
grows on the retina. During this stage, the usual treatments
are cryotherapy or surgery complemented by localized che-
motherapy, depending on the tumour size [3, 4]. At this point,

if not treated in time, the tumour detaches from the retina and
starts floating in the vitreous body. The viscosity of the
vitreal chamber prevents any surgery, and the only possible
treatment is chemotherapy. However, an important issue is
drug lifetime in the vitreous. Indeed, the intravitreal injection
is usually found to be more efficient in the anterior part of the
posterior chamber, whereas the tumour is often located in
posterior regions, close to the retina [5]. Furthermore, during
this step, the risk of tumour migration towards the brain is
highly increased. The removal of the vitreous, known as pars
plana vitrectomy, can also be performed, although numerous
problems have been associated with this technique, notably
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in terms of metastasis [6]. Unfortunately, to avoid dramatic
complications, enucleation is often the best option.

As an alternative and efficient localized therapy, we have
investigated a laser-induced plasmon-mediated treatment
which offers the advantage of producing a highly localized
heat increase in the cancerous cells, resulting in cell mem-
brane disruption while avoiding any side effects on healthy
tissues [7]. Whether it is for photocoagulation, or for re-
shaping the lens, laser therapy is nowadays a very common
technique used by ophthalmologists [8]. Closely related to
the technique that we are presenting here, the vitreolysis is a
widely used laser-based technique to eliminate floaters in the
vitreous. These floaters are small bundles of proteins or col-
lagen fibres that can obstruct the field of view and induce a
certain physical and psychological discomfort [9, 10].
Vitreolysis is usually performed with a Nd:YAG focalized
nanosecond laser, operating at either a wavelength of 532 or
1064 nm. Since the aim is to achieve optical breakdown in
the vitreous, the fluence used is quite high (1.2-12 mJ per
pulse for an 8 μm diameter spot size, corresponding to 2.38
× 103-2.38 × 104 J cm−2) [11–14]. Although using the com-
bination of AuNPs and lasers has been widely explored for
various situations [15–19], there are few examples of appli-
cation for treatment in the eye [20]. Regarding RB laser
treatment, the only work found in the literature is by
Katchinskiy et al [21] They recently proposed to use a fem-
tosecond laser, operating at 1064 nm and with
35 femtoseconds pulse width, leading to in vitro cell death
of 75% to 90% at power density of 1.45 TW cm−2, which
corresponds to a 20 to 30 pulses per area at 40 J cm−2 per
pulse.

This work aims to establish a proof of concept for
in vitro treatment of RB cells in vitreous phantom with a
similar 527 nm nanosecond laser used for vitreolysis but at
much lower fluences by using plasmonic nanoparticles
(NPs), in which resonance peak in water is around 571 nm
for 100 nm Au NPs and 525 nm for 80 nm 50 to 50 Au-Ag
alloy NPs. The vitreous body, whose composition and vis-
cosity vary considerably with ageing, is mainly composed of
water, collagen and hyaluronan acid (HA) [22, 23]. Dynamic
viscosity from 1.6 to 100 cP is reported for human vitreous
body, depending on the region in the vitreous, the healthi-
ness of the patient and the heterogeneity of the medium
[24–26]. Several compositions proposed to mimic the vitre-
ous, mostly using collagen and HA, can be found in the liter-
ature [27–30]. However, most of the research groups were
working on making a gel to replace the original vitreous
after clinical operation required its removal. Thus, their
model had to take into account not only its physical proper-
ties but also its physiological properties [31]. For our goal,
adding hyaluronan to the culture medium was enough to

reproduce the viscosity of the environment [32], while
ensuring a good biocompatibility with Y79 cells.

2 | MATERIALS AND
METHODS/EXPERIMENTAL

2.1 | Retinoblastoma cell culture

Y79 cells (ATCC, HTB-18) were cultured in RPMI-1640
culture medium (Thermo Fisher) supplemented with 15%
FBS (Life Technologies) and 1% penicillin/streptomycin
(Life Technologies), in a controlled environment (5% CO2,
37�C). As one can see in Figure 1A, Y79 cells in their natu-
ral behaviour are prone to form aggregates. For some experi-
ments, cells were attached to the bottom of the Petri dishes
with poly-L-lysine prior to irradiation, to facilitate imaging
and scanning (Figure 1B).

2.2 | Nanoparticles and incubation
methodology

The NPs employed in this study are citrate-capped 100 nm
Au NPs with a resonance peak at 571 nm (Nanopartz) and
80 nm 50:50 AuAg NPs with a resonance peak at 528 nm.
The latter were synthesised in our laboratory [33]. For
both types of NPs, the cells were incubated with NPs
for 1 hour 30 minutes and then centrifugated at 200g for
7 minutes and resuspended in clean culture medium, in
order to remove unbound NPs. After this, 1.5 × 106 cells
were placed into grid-500 Petri dishes (Ibidi), coated with
poly-L-lysine, a polymer that forces cell attachment onto
the bottom of the plate. The average number of NPs per
cell was estimated by 3D scanning of the cells in random
areas of the Petri dish. The 3D scanning was performed
using back-reflection setup and high-NA-×60-oil objective
[34]. The z-focus was controlled with PRIOR Pro Scan III
accessory. In order to compare the effect of gold NPs
vs. alloy NPs, similar molar concentrations of metallic
atoms were used. Typical image of Y79 cells decorated
with AuNPs is shown in Figure 1C. It was verified that no
significant toxicity was induced by the NPs after an incu-
bation period of 24 hours (Supporting Information,
Figure S1B).

2.3 | Viscous phantom of the vitreous

The phantom of the vitreous was obtained by mixing
hyaluronan powder (Bulk Supplement) and RPMI-1640 cul-
ture medium together. Various viscosities were generated
according to the amount of hyaluronan. On the range of
interest, a linear relationship between HA concentration and
viscosity was found (Figure S2). As the viscosity of the
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human eye undergoes considerable changes during the first
year, the experiments were performed for viscosities ranging
from 2 to 10 cP at 37�C. Cells were first cultured in this vis-
cous environment to ensure the nontoxicity of the gel. A
normal growth rate was observed after 24 and 48 hours
(Figure S1A).

2.4 | Irradiation conditions

The Petri dishes were placed in a mini incubator adjusted
to the microscope, in order to perform the treatment and
visualization simultaneously in a controlled environment at
5% CO2 and 37�C. Irradiation was performed with a nano-
second laser (Quanta 1, 527 nm, 9 nanosecondss, 10 Hz,
Quantum Light Instruments). The beam was focalized to
reach a diameter of either 2.1 or 6.4 μm. The Petri dish
was then scanned in order to cover the whole irradiated
surface with single pulses. An average of four pulses per
cell was sent with the nanosecond laser. After irradiation,
cell death was estimated by propidium iodide (PI) staining
for the cells attached to the Petri, or trypan blue staining
for suspension cells.

3 | RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1 | Irradiation of attached, cultured Y79
cells

We started by irradiating cells in classic culture medium to
determine the best treatment conditions such as laser
fluence, and types and concentration of NPs. Figures 2 and
3A show the impact of power density and NPs type on the
death of Y79 attached cells. According to the sample scan-
ning speed and the laser pulse rate, there is no spatial over-
lap between two pulses, and a NP receives only a single
pulse. Since the operating fluences (20-500 J cm−2) are far
below fluences already used for various treatments in the
eye (approximately 2000-20 000 J cm−2 for the vitreolysis),
and because the fate of the NPs after irradiation remains an
important, unanswered question for NP-based therapies, we
have deliberately chosen to focus on reducing the number of
necessary NPs, rather than lowering the power of the laser.
As shown in Figure 3A, a minimum of 40 to 50 NPs/cell
was found to be enough to get 82% of dead cells after irradi-
ation at 500 J cm−2. It is interesting to note that the attach-
ment of NPs on cells, since it relies on a purely electrostatic
attraction, is not homogeneous in the sample. Indeed, much

FIGURE 1 A, Darkfield imaging of Y79 cells in suspension in a RPMI-1640 cultured medium. B, Darkfield imaging of Y79 cells attached
with poly-L-lysine at the bottom of the Petri dish. C, Backscattering imaging of attached Y79 cells decorated with AuNP 100 nm

FIGURE 2 A, Irradiated area of
attached Y79 cells, dead cells stained
with propidium iodide (PI) appear in red
at different power densities. The cellular
confluency is homogeneous over the
sample. B, Death cells percentage of
irradiated attached Y79 cells at different
power densities, for AuNPs, AuAg 50:50
nanoparticles (NPs) and control (no NPs)
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higher attachment rates of NPs are observed on already dead
cells when compared to live cells. This especially prevents
the use of long pulses (>milliseconds) since it would result
in a highly non-uniform temperature distribution in the sam-
ple, possibly creating regions where the energy absorbed is
barely enough to effectively kill cancer cells decorated with
a smaller number of NPs whereas other regions would see a
noticeable temperature rise. Scanning electron microscopy
images (Figure S3) show a representative example of the dif-
ference in the attachment behaviour of NPs on alive cells
vs. dead cells.

Upon nanosecond laser irradiation at the fluences
employed, calculation show that the NPs are melting and
that there is possibly a bubble generation that leads to a con-
siderable cellular membrane disruption followed by cell
death [35, 36]. Images of cellular membrane aspect before
and after irradiation (Figure S4) show the impact of laser
irradiation on cells. Note that without NPs, no damage to the
cells is observed, even for the highest fluence used in this
study. Additionally, when comparing the efficiency of
AuNPs 100 nm with AuAg NPs, the latter being smaller but
having a plasmon peak closer to the laser irradiation wave-
length, results in no significant difference; thus, we kept
working with Au NPs since they are considered as less toxic
for the organism than silver NPs [37].

Re-proliferation of cells several hours after irradiation
was evaluated by counting cells before irradiation (assuming
5% of cells being dead, which was a value found during
preparation of the samples), and 18 hours after irradiation
with PI staining to determine the remaining alive cells. A
growth percentage based on the number of alive cells before
irradiation was then established. As noticed in Figure 3B,
there is a fluence threshold of 40 J cm−2 under which, after
18 hours, proliferation outdo the cellular death induced by
our treatment right after the irradiation. For fluences higher
than 40 J cm−2, it could be observed that the percentage of
alive cells remain the same 18 hours after the operation,
suggesting that no significative proliferation is observed
within the sample.

3.2 | Irradiation of attached Y79 cells in the
vitreous phantom

Figure 4A shows the effect of medium viscosity of the phan-
tom (as adjusted by the HA concentration) on death of
attached cells upon irradiation at 250 J cm−2. Note that the
fluence needed to reach a similar cellular death as in classic
culture medium is lower. Indeed, for 500 J cm−2, as seen in
Figure 4B, up to 98% of dead cells was achieved in the most
viscous medium of 15 cP. In comparison, for the same num-
ber of NPs, the result could not exceed 82% in classic culture
medium. An explanation for a more efficient treatment in the
vitreous phantom when compared to classic culture medium
is probably due to the difference in bubble dynamics within
a viscous environment. It is shown that the minimal radius of
the bubbles produced by laser irradiation is increased while
their half-life is also prolonged [38, 39]. This could explain
the noticeable difference that we observed during the
experiment.

3.3 | Irradiation on floating clustered Y79
cells in vitreous phantom

One of the main issues with cancer is the diffusion of cells,
and, in this case, towards the blood-retina barrier. Therefore,
we want to ensure that the laser fluences employed in these
experiments do not accelerate the diffusion of the cells. To
ensure that the fluences employed do not induce dissemina-
tion of the vitreous seeds, irradiation was also performed in
the vitreous-like environment with free-floating cell aggre-
gates, labelled with NPs.

Cells in suspension in the vitreous phantom, which repre-
sents a more realistic condition, were subjected to irradia-
tion. Cells were cultured in a Petri dish until reaching
approximately 2 × 106 cell mL−1 confluency, while showing
some aggregates formation. After reaching this state, the
ideal proportion of NPs, investigated in Section 3.1, was
injected and incubated with the cells for 2 hours, prior to
laser irradiation. In order to prevent destruction of cell
aggregates, no centrifugation was done to remove free NPs.

FIGURE 3 A, Dead cell
percentage after irradiation at
500 J cm−2 of attached Y79 at various
concentrations of nanoparticles
(NPs). B, Y79 cell proliferation: alive
cells (%) 18 hours after irradiation
with AuNPs compared to alive cells
(%) 10 minutes after irradiation
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However, as the cells were floating, we assumed that
unbound NPs, that mostly sedimented on the substrate,
offered little contribution to the heating and killing of sur-
rounding cells. It was confirmed by direct observation that
NPs could easily diffuse within the aggregates, even through
a viscous medium. As an example, a video is available in
Supporting Information (Figure S5, Video S1) showing clus-
tered cells decorated with NPs, after 3 hours of incubation in
a 15 cP viscous phantom. After irradiation, the percentage of
dead cells was estimated with trypan blue and cells were
counted with a haemocytometer. Figure 5A shows the
results for cells in suspension with both classic culture
medium and viscous medium, and Figure 5B shows an
image of the sample during irradiation. One can notice the
strong change in light transmission by the cells, as well as
the preservation of the integrity of clusters. These results
show an improvement in the efficacy of the treatment when
compared to the study on attached cells. This can be

explained by a higher degree of proximity between cells
when they form clusters. One pulse can thus affect several
cells at the same time. It is worth noting that the main prob-
lem associated with the method used to count the cells was a
loss of spatial distribution of dead cells within the clusters.
We thus performed another z-scan on cells stained with PI,
where it was confirmed that we could also find dead cells
within the clusters (Videos S2 and S3).

4 | CONCLUSION

In this work, we demonstrate a proof of concept of a new
approach for treating RB, which is based on AuNP—
nanosecond laser interaction. We successfully show that the
incorporation of few gold NPs within the tumour could
lower the fluence required to obtain the cellular death, by
increasing the absorption of the environment surrounding
the cells. Preliminary tests in vitro suggest that the treatment
can be performed upon several days, since there is a thresh-
old above which the proliferation of Y79 cells does not pro-
ceed in a significant way 18 hours after the treatment. We
also demonstrate that the viscosity of the vitreous body, in
which RB cells are floating, can be an advantage for the effi-
ciency of the interaction between the laser and the NPs. A
cellular death rate of 80% was achieved by irradiating at a
fluence of 20 J cm−2 cell clusters in a viscous environment,
with approximately 40 to 50 NPs/cell. Finally, we show that
NPs can reach the centre of the cell aggregates and that our
treatment can efficiently kill cells within the clusters.
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