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Abstract 

Popeye domain containing 1 (Popdc1) is a member of the POPDC gene family, which code for 

membrane proteins abundantly expressed in heart and skeletal muscle. They bind cAMP and are 

thought to function as effector proteins involved in stress signalling. popdc1 null mutant zebrafish 

have been created using TALENs to cause a premature stop codon resulting in a heavily truncated and 

non-functional peptide being translated. These mutants survive embryogenesis and larval 

development and so here I begin to characterise the adults.  

Popdc1 null mutants displayed abnormal outflow tracts and heart positioning which may cause cardiac 

stress. It was also observed that cardiomyocyte size is reduced and heart size is increased in mutants, 

which could result from cardiac remodelling because of stressors such as pressure overload. 

Moreover, mutants had a thickened cortical layer and reduced trabecular complexity which may lead 

to improper heart function. Single nuclear RNA sequencing (snRNA-seq) data show a reduction in 

presumptive trabecular cardiomyocytes and a unique population of hyper-stressed cardiomyocytes 

which could explain the morphological differences in the mutant. This data also showed popdc1 null 

mutant cardiomyocytes had abnormalities in genes involved in energy metabolism and cardiac 

regeneration including fstl1b, tbx5a and runx1.  

When heart regeneration was tested, mutants displayed reduced regenerative capacity and 

cardiomyocyte proliferation. Ploidy was also increased in mutant cardiomyocytes, a factor known to 

hinder cardiomyocyte proliferation. However, this was contrary to the negative regulatory effect that 

the POPDC proteins have on the proto-oncogene, c-Myc, which would have predicted that the loss of 

popdc1 would enhance regeneration. 

Overall, the adult popdc1 null mutant hearts have several morphological phenotypes which are likely 

caused by or the cause of a hyper-stressed population of cardiomyocytes. High stress along with other 

factors is also likely to cause the reduced regenerative capacity observed in the mutants. 
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AV atrioventricular 

AVN Atrioventricular node 

BA bulbus arteriosus 

BMP Bone Morphogenetic Protein 

BSA Bovine Serum Albumin 

BVES Blood vessel epicardial substance 

cAMP cyclic 3’,5’-adenosine monophosphate 

CAP catabolite activator protein 

Cas9 CRISPR Associated 9 

cGMP cyclic guanosine monophosphate 

cmlc2 cardiac myosin light chain 2 

CoIp Co-immunoprecipitation 

CRISPR clusters of regularly interspaced short palindromic repeats 

CRP cyclic adenosine monophosphate receptor protein 

CCS Cardiac Conduction System 

CTD Carboxy-terminal domain 

CVD Cardiovascular diseases 

DAF-2DA 4,5-diaminofluorescein diacetate  

DAPI 4',6-Diamidino-2-Phenylindole 

DMEM Dulbecco's Modified Eagle's Media 

dpf days post fertilisation 

DPI days post-injury 

DTA diphtheria toxin A  

ECD Extracellular domain 

ECM Extracellular matrix 

EMT Epithelial-mesenchymal transition  

ENU N-ethyl-N-nitrosourea 

EPAC Exchange Factor Activates by cAMP 

FACS Fluorescence activated cell sorting 

FCS Foetal Calf Serum 

FGF Fibroblast Growth Factor 

FHF First Heart Field 

FIJI Fiji is just imagej 

fstl1b Folistatin-like 1b  

GAPDH Glyceraldehyde 3-phosphate dehydrogenase 

GEFT Guanine nucleotide exchange factor for Rho-family GTPases  
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GEM Gel Bead-In Emulsions 

GFP Green fluorescent protein 

GO Gene Ontology 

GSKa glycogen synthase kinase a 

H&E Haematoxylin and eosin 

hand1 heart and neural crest derivatives expressed 1  

HCN hyperpolarisation activated cyclic nucleotide-gated potassium 

HER2 human epidermal growth factor receptor 2 

HH Hamburger Hamilton 

hpf hours post fertilisation 

HRP Horseradish peroxidase 

IGF insulin growth factor 

LB Lysogeny Broth 

LGMD Limb-girdle muscular dystrophy 

LPM Lateral Plate Mesoderm 

MAP Mitogen-Activated Protein 

metallothionein mt2 

MI Myocardial Infarction 

NGS Next Generation Sequencing 

nppa natriuretic peptide A 

Nrg Neuregulin 

ONS Office for National Statistics 

PAGE Polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis 

PANTHER protein analysis through evolutionary relationships  

PBS Phosphate Buffered Saline Solution 

PCNA proliferating cell nuclear antigen  

PCR Polymerase chain reaction 

PDE Phosphodiesterase 

pdlim PDZ and LIM domain  

PF Purkinje Fibres 

PFA Paraformaldehyde 

PH3 Phospho histone 3 

PKA Protein Kinase A 

Popdc Popeye domain containing 

PP2A Protein phosphatase 2A 

qPCR Quantitative polymerase chain reaction 

RA Retinoic Acid 

rpm revolutions per minute 

S62 Serine 62 

SAN Sinoatrial Node 

SDS Sodium dodecyl sulphate 

SHF Second Heart Field 

shh sonic hedgehog 

snRNA-seq Single Nuclear RNA Sequencing 
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T58 Threonine 58 

tal1 T-cell acute lymphocytic leukaemia 1 

TALEs transcription activator-like effectors 

TALEN transcription activator-like effector nucleases  

TBST Tris-buffered saline with tween 

TILLING Targeting Induced Local Lesions In Genomes  

TM transmembrane domain 

ToF Tetralogy of Fallot  

TREK-1 TWIX-related K+ channel 1  

TUNEL terminal deoxynucleotidyl transferase dUTP nick end labelling 

UK United Kingdom 

UMAP Uniform Manifold Approximation and Projections  

UMI Unique Molecular Identifier 

Vamp3 vesicle-associated membrane protein 3 

VEGF Vascular Endothelial Growth Factor 

WCL Whole-cell lysate 

WGA Wheat germ agglutinin 

WHO World Health Organization 

WT wild type 

wt1 Wilm’s tumour 1  

YFP Yellow fluorescent protein 

ZO-1 Zona occludens-1 

ZONAB ZO-1-associated nucleic acid-binding protein  
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Notes on nomenclature 

According to the human, mouse, chick and zebrafish nomenclature (Crittenden et al., 1995, McAlpine, 

1995, Mullins, 1995, Davisson, 1995), I will be using the following nomenclature for naming the 

different POPDC genes and proteins: 

 

POPDC1 (-2, -3) – Mouse, human or chick Popeye domain containing 1 (-2, -3) protein 

Popdc1 (-2, -3)  – Zebrafish Popeye domain containing 1 (-2, -3) protein 

POPDC1 – Human or chick Popeye domain containing 1 (-2, -3) gene 

Popdc1 – Mouse Popeye domain containing 1 (-2, -3) gene 

popdc1 – Zebrafish Popeye domain containing 1 (-2, -3) gene 
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1. Introduction 

Cardiovascular diseases (CVD) are a leading cause of death in Western society, with ischemic heart 

disease producing the highest mortality accounting for almost 20% of deaths (Figure 1) (Bennett et 

al., 2007, Virani et al., 2020). In the United Kingdom (UK), 27% of deaths result from CVD (BHF, 2020a), 

with 167,000 patients dying from myocardial infarction (MI) (BHF, 2020a), although, improved initial 

responses mean that 70% of patients survive a MI. MI is more commonly known as a heart attack and 

occurs from coronary artery occlusion which restricts blood flow causing ischemia of the myocardial 

tissue. The ischemic injury leads to acute death of the myocardial tissue, which is then replaced by 

fibrotic tissue to maintain integrity as adult cardiomyocytes have a limited ability to proliferate 

(Bergmann et al., 2009). However, the fibrotic tissue does not have the contractile or electrical 

properties of healthy myocardium (Pfeffer and Braunwald, 1990), resulting in a heart that is unable to 

retain proper pump function. For these reasons, MI can result in heart failure, causing a lower quality 

of life, premature death and an increased risk of sudden cardiac death or MI reoccurrence (Yow et al., 

2021, Anh et al., 2010). Although some countries are seeing a drop in the number of mortalities caused 

by ischemic heart disease (Figure 2A) (Unal et al., 2005, Bennett et al., 2007, BHF, 2020a, Nowbar et 

al., 2019), heart failure cases are continuing to rise (Figure 2B) (BHF, 2020a, Virani et al., 2020, BHF, 

2020b). Heart failure can be caused by MI, hypertension and ageing. The rise in cases is likely to be 

due to an ageing population and increased chances of surviving MI, with 1.4 million survivors in the 

UK alone. Thus, heart failure is increasing the strain on medical services. Currently, the only treatment 

option to completely recover from heart failure is receiving a heart transplant, however, limited donor 

hearts are available, and transplantation is associated with severe side effects. The limited treatment 

options currently available is why research is ongoing to discover ways to substitute damaged 

myocardium and reinstate myocardial pump function. Contrary to what is seen in the adult 

mammalian heart, neonatal hearts (Porrello et al., 2011, Haubner et al., 2012, Porrello et al., 2013, 

Zogbi et al., 2014), hearts of urodele amphibians (Oberpriller and Oberpriller, 1974) and zebrafish 
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(Poss et al., 2002) have retained the ability to recover their heart fully after injury. Zebrafish have 

recently become a favourable model to study cardiac regeneration and have given valuable insights 

into the mechanisms involved (Smith and Mommersteeg, 2020, Sanz-Morejón and Mercader, 2020). 

However, regeneration of the human heart is still currently unattainable. 

 

Figure 1 Worldwide causes of mortality in 2015. Deaths by cause across all recorded countries in the latest available year 
(2015). Ischemic heart disease (red) results in the greatest number of deaths worldwide accounting for 19.37%. Deaths are 
categorised as according to the World Health Organization (WHO). Data was taken from the WHO mortality statistics (WHO, 
2015) and python3 has been used for the representation of the data.  



   
 

26 
 

 

Figure 2 UK heart failure statistics. (A) Deaths from Ischemic Heart disease in the UK from 2001 to 2018. Data was taken 
from the Office for National Statistics (ONS) (ONS, 2020). (B) The number of people being hospitalised across the UK due to 
heart failure between 2011 and 2018. Data were taken from the British Heart Foundation (BHF) Heart and Circulatory Disease 
Statistics publication (BHF, 2020b) which compiles data from the NHS (Digital NHS, 2020, Digital Health and Care Wales, 
2020, Health NI, 2020, Scotland, 2020). Python3 has been used for the representation of the data. 

 

1.1 Zebrafish as an animal model  

In recent years, the zebrafish, Danio rerio, has become an important model organism. It is a tropical 

freshwater fish, which has its primary natural habitat in the Ganges River in South Asia. Adult zebrafish 

typically grow to a length of between 1.8cm and 3.7cm and can be identified by its characteristic 

striped scale pattern which gave rise to its name. Zebrafish were first used as a model organism by 

George Streisinger in the 1970’s (Streisinger  et al., 1981) but really claimed its fame due to the large-

scale mutagenesis screens by the groups of Christiane Nüsslein-Volhard and Wolfgang Driever in the 

1990’s (Mullins et al., 1994). Studying the zebrafish can be advantageous, firstly, as they are 

vertebrates with 71.4% of human reference genes having at least one orthologue (Howe et al., 2013). 

Zebrafish have a rapid, external embryonic development, are largely transparent and are encased in 

a transparent chorion which allows for embryonic development even at single-cell resolution; 

addressing scientific questions which cannot be studied in other organisms. They also have a high 

fecundity; laying up to 200 eggs per week per fish. Furthermore, an ever-expanding range of 

experimental tools are available to manipulate the zebrafish genome which has allowed large-scale 

forward and reverse genetic screens to be conducted, allowing the characterisation of many genes. 

Finally, zebrafish have economical and practical advantages compared to their mammalian 
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counterparts as large numbers of fish can be kept for a significantly lower cost and require a smaller 

space relative to mice or rats. 

Zebrafish have a large regenerative capacity that has attracted many scientists to work with them. For 

example, they can regenerate fins (Johnson and Weston, 1995, White et al., 1994), maxillary barbel 

(LeClair and Topczewski, 2010), retinae (Bernhardt et al., 1996), optic (Becker and Becker, 2007) and 

spinal (Becker et al., 1997) nerves and skeletal muscle (Rowlerson et al., 1997). Kenneth Poss, in the 

lab of Mark Keating, discovered in 2002 that when 20% of the zebrafish ventricle is amputated it can 

regenerate (Poss et al., 2002), giving rise to the field of study of cardiac regeneration in the zebrafish 

heart. In this section, I will discuss and describe the similarities and differences between zebrafish and 

the mammalian heart covering how it develops and regenerates as well as discussing its relevance for 

human disease. 

1.1.1 Structure of the adult zebrafish heart 

The heart of zebrafish is typically around 1mm in width and length. The zebrafish heart is unlike the 

four-chambered mammalian heart as it contains only a single atrium and ventricle (Figure 3) (Hu et 

al., 2000),. Since the blood comes into and leaves the heart deoxygenated it is considered to be a 

venous heart (Hu et al., 2001). The ventricle contains three layers: the endocardium, myocardium and 

epicardium (Hu et al., 2000, Gupta and Poss, 2012). The myocardium is further subdivided into the 

cortical, trabecular and primordial layers (Hu et al., 2000, Gupta and Poss, 2012). Unlike the 

mammalian heart, the trabeculae appear to be more uniformly distributed throughout the ventricle 

and are much thinner with fewer branching points (Hu et al., 2001), allowing the zebrafish ventricle 

to rely less on the coronary vasculature to provide oxygen and nutrients to the cardiomyocytes. The 

ventricular wall has coronary vessels in the sub-epicardium, which are penetrating into the 

myocardium (Hu et al., 2000). The wall of the adult atrium is two to three cells thick (Hu et al., 2000) 

and is positioned dorsally to the ventricle and both chambers are separated by the atrioventricular 

valve which attaches directly to the myocardium (Figure 3). Posterior to the atrium is the inflow tract 
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or sinus venous. Anterior to the ventricle and separated by the bicuspid bulbo-ventricular valve is the 

Bulbus arteriosus (BA) (Figure 3), a highly collagenous structure with a thick layer of smooth muscle 

that contains deep pockets of endocardium that connects the ventricle to the ventral aorta (Hu et al., 

2000). It is formed of three layers, the intima, media and externa layers (Hu et al., 2001). The BA is 

pear-shaped and thought to prevent high-pressure blood flow over the gills as well as to maintain 

constant perfusion of blood at a steady pressure over the gill apparatus thereby allowing a continuous 

uptake of oxygen (Jones et al., 1974).  

 

Figure 3 Schematic of the adult zebrafish heart. Bulbus arteriosus, ventricle, atrium, sinus venosus and conus arteriosus are 
depicted. Blood enters via the sinus venosus and travels through the heart leaving it via the bulbus arteriosus. Different 
layers of the heart wall are depicted including the epicardial (green) and endocardial (orange) layers. The cortical (pink), 
trabeculae (red) and primordial (blue) layers of the myocardium are also displayed. 

 

1.1.2 Development of the zebrafish heart 

The heart is a fundamentally important organ to mammals and zebrafish. In vertebrates, it is the first 

organ that completes development and becomes functional. In the human embryo, this takes 35 days 

while in the zebrafish it only takes 48 hours (Stainier et al., 1993, Beis, 2005). Although there are some 

obvious differences between the mammalian and zebrafish heart, they do share the well-conserved 

developmental processes and genetic pathways that regulate heart formation. There is wide use of 
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zebrafish in the study of heart development, they have proven to be an extremely valuable tool, 

primarily as they can survive for 5 days post fertilisation (dpf) without a functional heart, as the 

embryo can rely on passive diffusion of oxygen (Hu et al., 2001, Hu et al., 2000). This has allowed for 

the study of even severe cardiac phenotypes, which would have caused an early lethality in the mouse 

model.  

In brief, the heart begins to develop shortly after the induction of myocardial progenitor cells which 

will rapidly differentiate into cardiomyocytes, forming the first heart field (FHF). Endocardial 

progenitor cells are first seen at the same time as cardiac myoblasts and will migrate and interact with 

the myocardium to form the cardiac cone. Cells from the second heart field (SHF) are then added to 

the atrial and venous poles of the cardiac cone and the heart tube will form. The heart tube will loop 

to form the two compartments and the outflow tract will be added from cells of the SHF. The 

epicardium will develop from an extracardiac population called the proepicardium which will 

translocate and adhere to the myocardium before proliferating to cover the surface. The myocardium 

will also be required to grow and this occurs during trabeculation starting at 60dpf. Other essential 

structures such as the coronary vessels, the intracardiac nervous system, cardiac valves and the 

cardiac pacemaker will be essential for the development of the complete heart. Some of these 

different developmental processes and structures will now be discussed in the following sections. 

1.1.2.1 Myocardial Progenitor Cells 

The first myocardial progenitor cells can be seen at 5 hours post fertilisation (hpf) in the lateral 

marginal zone of the blastula (Keegan et al., 2004) (Figure 4A). These cells can be defined by their 

expression of gata5 (Reiter et al., 1999). Gata5 is essential for generating the proper numbers of 

myocardial precursors and for the expression of other essential genes in the cardiac development 

process like nkx2.5 (Reiter et al., 1999). Due to a gene duplication event that took place in teleost 

evolution, the zebrafish has two orthologues of the mammalian Nkx2.5 gene, nkx2.5 and nkx2.7 (Lee 

et al., 1996) and offer each other some functional redundancy in early development (Tu et al., 2009). 
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Nkx2.5 and nkx2.7 are targeted for upregulation by Gata5 just prior to gastrulation in mesodermal 

progenitor cells (Reiter et al., 1999, Kishimoto et al., 1997). Nkx2.5 can first be seen at 12hpf (Lee et 

al., 1996, Chen and Fishman, 1996) and has been considered to mark the beginning of heart field 

formation (Chen and Fishman, 1996). Fate mapping studies have found that even at roughly 5hpf, 

there are spatial differences between those cells destined to become atrial or ventricular 

cardiomyocytes (Keegan et al., 2004) and by 15hpf there are two bilaterally aligned cell populations, 

both with a cardiac fate that form the FHF (Yelon et al., 1999) (Figure 4B). In these populations, it is 

seen that the ventricular cardiomyocyte precursors are more medial and posterior compared to the 

rostral location of atrial precursors (Keegan et al., 2004) and it has been shown that these two 

different populations have different expression patterns in a number of genes (Yelon et al., 1999, 

Berdougo et al., 2003). The two distinct populations will migrate medially at 16hpf and cardiac fusion 

takes place to form the cardiac primordia (Glickman and Yelon, 2002). Like in mammals (George et al., 

1997), regulation of extracellular fibronectin is crucial for the correct fusion of these two populations 

of cells and this is governed by heart and neural crest derivatives expressed 1 (hand1) and 

lysosphingolipids (Garavito-Aguilar et al., 2010). 

1.1.2.2 Endocardial Progenitor cells 

Endocardial progenitor cells give rise to the cells of the endocardial layer which lines the lumen of the 

heart and in mammals makes the septum and the valves (Eisenberg and Markwald, 1995). In the 

zebrafish, endocardial progenitors are first observed 5hpf in the anterior lateral mesoderm in the 

blastula stage and fate-mapping experiments have shown that they keep a ventral marginal region 

within the heart field (Lee et al., 1994). Time-lapse confocal microscopy has been used to uncover 

endocardial migration in the zebrafish, at 15hpf these cells rapidly migrate to the site of heart tube 

formation, proceeding the bilateral myocardial primordia, a process that is governed by T-cell acute 

lymphocytic leukaemia 1 (tal1) (Bussmann et al., 2007). The early endocardial and myocardial 

progenitors display a huge degree of plasticity, this has been shown by playing with the level of tal1 



   
 

31 
 

or the myocardial marker, hand1, which can alter the proportion of cells being recruited into each 

lineage (Stainier et al., 1995, Schoenebeck et al., 2007).  

Endocardial precursors are thought to make up part of the inner core of the cardiac cone that is made 

mainly of myocardium during cardiac fusion (Figure 4C), the two cell types are separated by an 

extracellular matrix called “cardiac jelly” (Glickman and Yelon, 2002, Stainier et al., 1993). The 

endocardial progenitors are now established along the midline, which is critical in allowing the cone 

to elongate into a heart tube due to the essential interaction between myocardial progenitors and 

endocardial progenitors (Holtzman et al., 2007). Genes that allow the endocardial progenitors to 

migrate to the midline include slit1 and slit2 and their roundabout receptors as well as vascular 

endothelial growth factor (VEGF), these processes are essential for proper heart tube formation (Fish 

et al., 2011).  

Following migration and heart tube formation, the endocardium is then required to mature. One 

factor in the maturation of the endocardium is biophysical forces including shear stress caused by 

blood flow (Baeyens and Schwartz, 2016, Haack and Abdelilah-Seyfried, 2016). The endocardium is a 

specialised endothelium and so it is expected that similar mechanosensory and transduction 

mechanisms are likely to be used also by other endothelial cells, however, research on this is currently 

limited. Knockdown of genes of mechanosensory pathways such as VE-cadherin causes cardiac 

looping defects, defective endocardial junctions and increased endocardial permeability in the 

zebrafish (Mitchell et al., 2010). Morpholino and knockdown experiments in the zebrafish embryo 

have shown that other genes such as Ets1-related protein/etv2 and focx1 are essential for aiding the 

maturation of the endocardium (Palencia-Desai et al., 2011, Pham et al., 2007, Sumanas and Lin, 

2006). 

1.1.2.3 Second heart field development  

The presence of SHF has been known for some time in the mammalian heart (Waldo et al., 2001, 

Mjaatvedt et al., 2001, Kelly et al., 2001), there is a distinct FHF that establishes the primitive heart 
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tube in early development and contributes primarily to the left ventricle and then the SHF develops 

slightly later and can be found in the pharyngeal mesoderm with a subpopulation on the dorsal 

pericardial wall, it helps to create the outflow tract, right ventricle and the atria (Cai et al., 2003, 

Meilhac et al., 2004). As zebrafish have a much simpler cardiac structure and contains only one atrium 

and one ventricle, it was assumed by many that they would not have a SHF during their development. 

However, a SHF has been discovered and it contributes to the development of the outflow tract, distal 

ventricle, and the atrium (de Pater et al., 2009, Hami et al., 2011). 

The existence of the SHF was presumed originally due to a second phase of cardiomyocyte 

differentiation which was temporally and spatially separated from early differentiation of the heart 

(de Pater et al., 2009). It was also noted that this differentiation relied on differing regulation, 

requiring the expression of Islet1 and fibroblast growth factor (FGF) (de Pater et al., 2009). Later 

publications described the SHF as adding to the arterial and venous poles of the linear heart tube by 

36hpf (Lazic and Scott, 2011, Hami et al., 2011, Zhou et al., 2011b) which requires tbx1 and sonic 

hedgehog (shh) for normal development (Hami et al., 2011). Progenitors in the SHF of the zebrafish 

express homologues of cardiac progenitor markers such as nkx2.5 (Lazic and Scott, 2011, Zhou et al., 

2011b), mef2cb (Lazic and Scott, 2011) and isl1 (Hami et al., 2011), which have also been described as 

mediating SHF development in mammals and thus supports the conservation of the mechanism to 

generate the SHF, irrespective of the zebrafish’s much simpler cardiac structure. 

1.1.2.4 Cardiac Looping 

The cardiac cone in the zebrafish, in a process known as jogging, will extend to the left of the midline 

forming the heart tube by 23-28hpf (Stainier et al., 1993) (Figure 4D). Southpaw, the zebrafish 

homologue of Nodal, signals to the cardiac cone to cause the leftward movement (Long et al., 2003, 

de Campos‐Baptista et al., 2008, Baker et al., 2008). Cardiac looping follows this at 30hpf and occurs 

when the heart tube bends ventrally and rotate to the right forming a dextral S-shaped heart loop 

with the atria to the left of the ventricle (Figure 4E), this is known to be a complex process involving 
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many steps (Männer, 2009, Lombardo et al., 2019). Nodal is important in ensuring the correct 

direction of looping, as in mutants there is randomisation of looping with half displaying the correct 

D-looping and half undergoing incorrect L-looping (Baker et al., 2008). Intrinsic bone morphogenic 

protein (BMP) signalling is also required for ventricular looping specifically for bending at the 

atrioventricular canal, where it promotes cardiomyocytes to change shape in the superior wall of the 

canal causing bending (Lombardo et al., 2019). Some organ extrinsic factors have also been suggested 

to affect cardiac looping such as blood flow (Auman et al., 2007) and mechanical forces due to 

restraints by the surrounding tissue (Bayraktar  and Männer, 2014). Tbx5a and tbx5b are required for 

correct cardiac jogging and looping in the zebrafish, if they are knocked down there is randomisation 

in the directionality of these processes (Garrity et al., 2002). During cardiac looping, the two chambers 

will form in a process named cardiac ballooning (Christoffels et al., 2004), here cardiomyocytes on the 

outer curvature of the wall elongate to create a convex shape, which is promoted by blood flow 

through the developing ventricle (Auman et al., 2007). 

 

 

Figure 4 Schematic of heart development in the zebrafish. (A) at 5hpf cardiac progenitor cells are located bilaterally in the 
lateral marginal zone of the blastula with atrial progenitors more ventral than ventricular progenitors. (B) Cardiac progenitors 
migrate bilaterally to the anterior plate mesoderm by 15hpf. (C) By 22hpf endocardial progenitors migrate to the midline 
and fuse with the cardiac progenitors have fused to create the cardiac cone. (D) By 28hf the cone has elongated into a tube 
and has jogged to the left. (E) AT 36hpf the heart tube keeps elongating as cardiomyocyte progenitors are added from the 
second heart field and the linear heart tube has looped dextrally to make the s-shaped heart. Adapted from (Brown et al., 
2016) and (Bakkers, 2011). 

 

1.1.2.5 Cardiac Maturation  

By 48hpf the zebrafish has formed a fully functional two-chambered heart, which is made up of the 

atrium and the ventricle. However, at this stage, the heart is made up of only two layers; the 
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endocardium and the myocardium (Stainier et al., 1993). To have a fully formed mature heart, outflow 

tract (bulbus arteriosus) formation, epicardial development and trabeculation must occur subsequent 

to cardiac looping. Further to this, there must be the development of other structures within the heart 

such as the cardiac conduction system, coronary vessels and valve formation. Finally, the heart must 

rotate to gain the correct position in the body cavity, with the ventricle becoming positioned more 

ventrally than the atria (Singleman and Holtzman, 2012). Cardiac maturation is an essential and 

ongoing process in the fish to cope with the changing demands of the environment, namely the 

increase in body size and exertion but also perhaps following cardiac injury. 

1.1.2.5.1 Epicardial Development 

The final layer to develop in the heart is the epicardial layer, this mesothelial cell layer forming the 

outermost layer of the heart has a vital role by providing nourishment to the myocardium in the form 

of trophic factors and providing progenitors, which give rise to other important cell lineages in the 

heart. The epicardium is also essential for the injury response in adult fish by contributing to 

fibroblasts (González-Rosa et al., 2012, Cao and Poss, 2018). 

In the zebrafish, the epicardium begins to form at 72hpf and differs in relative time compared with 

that of the mammalian heart where it is formed in concert with cardiac looping during mid-gestation 

(Masters and Riley, 2014). The transiently formed proepicardium in the zebrafish can be 

morphologically distinguished at 48 hpf at the venous pole of the looped heart and at the 

atrioventricular boundary (Serluca, 2008, Hu et al., 2000) and can be identified with the markers 

Wilm’s tumour 1 (wt1) and tcf21 (Kikuchi et al., 2010, Liu and Stainier, 2010). At 60 hpf, cells of the 

proepicardium translocate to the myocardium via cell or cell cluster release into the pericardial fluid 

(Plavicki et al., 2014, Peralta et al., 2013). Heart beating is required for this process as it releases 

epicardial precursors into the pericardial cavity, which eventually attach to the myocardium. However, 

it is only the contraction that is required for the cell transfer and not the hydrodynamic forces (Plavicki 

et al., 2014). Additional epicardial precursors derive from a second population in the cranial pericardial 
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mesothelium, which migrates as a cellular sheet to the heart (Plavicki et al., 2014). Epicardial layer 

formation occurs not only through the attachment of proepicardial cells to the myocardium but also 

through proliferation (Peralta et al., 2013). By 6 dpf, the heart is fully covered by the epicardium 

(Peralta et al., 2013). 

After the epicardium has formed, a subset of cells undergoes epithelial-to-mesenchymal-transition 

(EMT) which contribute to the development and maturation of several other cardiac cell types such 

as cardiac fibroblasts, vascular smooth muscle cells and endothelial cells (Gittenberger-de Groot et al., 

1998, Takashi and Donald, 1992, Mikawa and Gourdie, 1996, Zhou et al., 2008, Kikuchi et al., 2011a, 

Katz et al., 2012), a process thought to be governed by Retinoic acid (RA) induced FGF signalling 

(Pennisi and Mikawa, 2005, Vega-Hernandez et al., 2011). They may also contribute towards 

endothelial cells, however, this is still a matter of discussion in the literature (Red-Horse et al., 2010, 

Poelmann et al., 2002). Suggestions have also been made that thymosin beta4 and FGF can push 

tbx18+ epicardial cells towards a myocardial lineage in both zebrafish and mammals (Zhou et al., 2008, 

Cai et al., 2008, Smart et al., 2007, Wills et al., 2007). Although, arguments have been made that this 

is due to the endogenous expression of epicardial markers in a subset of cardiomyocytes (Rudat and 

Kispert, 2012). The epicardium is also responsible for helping with the maturation, growth and 

proliferation of the myocardium by secreting several factors (Quijada et al., 2020), for example, FGF9 

and insulin growth factor (IGF) – 2 (Lavine et al., 2005, Li et al., 2011). On top of this, it also releases 

autocrine factors to help with its own maturation (Zhou et al., 2008). 

1.1.2.5.2 Bulbus arteriosus development 

The zebrafish outflow tract comprises of the BA and the ventral aorta (Grimes and Kirby, 2009) and 

regulates the flow through the aorta which sends blood directly to the gills for oxygenation (Grimes 

and Kirby, 2009). Although the zebrafish heart has only two chambers, the atrium and the ventricle, 

the bulbus has sometimes had been described as the “subsidiary chamber” that is lacking in the 

mammalian heart (Hickman et al., 1988). A previous lack of specific markers had made understanding 
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the development of the BA problematic, however, a fluorescent nitric oxide indicator 4,5-

diaminofluorescein diacetate (DAF-2DA) was found to specifically label the BA (Grimes et al., 2006). 

DAF-2DA labelling has shown that the striated myocardium does not reach the BA, rather it is made 

up of a considerable volume of smooth muscle tissue (Grimes et al., 2006). In the zebrafish, both the 

cells of the SHF and the neural crest are also thought to add to BA formation in a process governed by 

FGF signalling (Felker et al., 2018, Cavanaugh et al., 2015), similar to what is seen in the mouse and 

chick (Waldo et al., 2005a, Mjaatvedt et al., 2001, Waldo et al., 2001, Waldo et al., 2005b). The 

addition of SHF progenitors from the anterior lateral plate mesoderm to the outflow tract begins at 

26hpf, occurring in multiple waves (Hami et al., 2011, Felker et al., 2018, Zhou et al., 2011c, Paffett-

Lugassy et al., 2017). By 56hpf elastin expressing immature smooth muscle cells appear at the arterial 

pole of the heart (Grimes et al., 2006, Zhou et al., 2011c, Felker et al., 2018) and by 72hpf the outflow 

tract is completely surrounded by smooth muscle cells (Miao et al., 2007, Rambeau et al., 2017). The 

BA has an epicardial layer which has different origin from that of the myocardial epicardium (Hu et al., 

2000, Grimes and Kirby, 2009). Instead of being derived from the proepicardium it is covered as it 

emerges by flattened pericardial mesothelial cells, in a process similar to that seen in the chick (Pérez‐

Pomares et al., 2003). 

The conus arteriosus is another portion of the outflow tract that has a role in directing blood and was 

widely believed that though prominent in more primitive fish species, it had disappeared in teleost 

fish, like zebrafish (Guerrero et al., 2004, Schib et al., 2002). However, a region of myocardium in the 

ventricle surrounding the bulboventricular valve is distinct from the ventricular chamber myocardium 

as it is non-trabecular and has a strong expression of laminin, suggesting that it may be a residual 

conus arteriosus that is homologous to the conotrucus in the chick (Grimes et al., 2006, Icardo, 2006).  

1.1.2.5.3 Development of the ventricular myocardial wall  

Cardiac trabeculae are highly organised muscular ridges that increase muscle mass prior to the 

formation of coronary vessels. The purpose of the trabeculae is to increase the myocardial surface 
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area for blood oxygenation (Samsa et al., 2013) and to generate sufficient contractile force to propel 

the blood around the body. If this process is not properly completed it can lead to embryonic lethality 

or dilated cardiomyopathy in adults (Liu et al., 2010, Gassmann et al., 1995, Lee et al., 1995, Jenni et 

al., 1999, Crone et al., 2002). In zebrafish the ventricular wall is originally only two cells thick; one layer 

is the endocardium and the other the myocardium. This myocardial layer of cells is the primordial 

layer that will remain one cardiomyocyte thick throughout the life of the zebrafish. However, 

cardiomyocytes will begin to delaminate from the primordial layer and proliferate creating trabecular 

ridges that can be seen by 72hpf (Liu et al., 2010, Staudt et al., 2014, Gupta and Poss, 2012), thus 

creating the trabeculae layer. In the zebrafish erbb2 and neuregulin (Nrg) 2a are vital for trabeculation 

as mutants fail to form trabeculae (Liu et al., 2010, Rasouli and Stainier, 2017). More recent studies 

have also found that contractility and blood flow are required for trabeculation, which some have 

attributed to causing an upregulation of the Notch signalling pathway (Staudt et al., 2014, Peshkovsky 

et al., 2011, Samsa et al., 2015). Crosstalk to the endocardium and myocardium is also essential for 

development as shown by the cloche mutants which cannot form an endocardium and then also fail 

to undergo trabeculation (Peshkovsky et al., 2011). The zebrafish trabeculae are usually two cells thick, 

although the trabeculae increase during development, suggesting that this process is via hypertrophy 

(Hu et al., 2000). Tbx5a is a marker of the trabeculae and has been shown to prevent trabecular 

cardiomyocytes from obtaining a different fate (Sánchez-Iranzo et al., 2018). After a growth stage, 

trabeculae will go through remodelling or compaction in mammals to form the compact layer, 

however, this does not occur in the zebrafish (Sedmera et al., 2000). Some Cx40 expressing trabeculae 

cells in the mammalian heart will not join the compact layer and instead will be fated for a conductive 

lineage to create the Purkinje Fibres (PF) (Miquerol et al., 2010). This process is governed by NKX2.5 

(Meysen et al., 2007) but does not occur in the zebrafish, it is thought that the ventricular trabeculae 

serve as a functional equivalent to the PF (Sedmera et al., 2003). 

If cardiomyocytes in the zebrafish fail to express tbx5a then they will take on a cortical layer phenotype 

(Sánchez-Iranzo et al., 2018). The cortical layer is the outer layer of the myocardium that in adulthood 
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does not exceed four cell layers (Hu et al., 2000). The cortical layer begins to develop at approximately 

45dpf consisting of cardiomyocytes that primarily originated from two clones of proliferating 

trabecular myocytes and it is thought that they expand across the primordial layer in a base-to-apex 

manner (Gupta and Poss, 2012). The cardiomyocytes from different clones converge with one another 

to have coverage across the whole heart and are laced by coronary vessels (Gupta and Poss, 2012, 

Harrison et al., 2015). It was calculated that approximately eight cardiomyocytes from the trabeculae 

penetrate the primordial later and contribute to seeding the cortical layer which will then expand via 

proliferation (Gupta and Poss, 2012). 

1.1.3 Modelling cardiac disease in the zebrafish 

For some time now, techniques have allowed scientists to make models of a number of genetic 

diseases in the zebrafish. Studying cardiac disease in zebrafish is convenient due to the ease of genome 

editing, transparency of embryos to allow observation of aberrant development of the heart and the 

survival of the embryo for five days without a functional heart as they can rely on diffusion (Hu et al., 

2001). Large-scale mutagenesis screens have allowed the identification of genes that give rise to 

specific cardiac pathologies and the creation of fluorescent transgenic reporter lines that label 

different cardiac cell types within the heart have allowed real-time observations of their in situ 

development. Furthermore, the fish heart has been used to model diseases, including MI. 

1.1.3.1 Genome Editing 

Genetic manipulation via reverse genetics has been powerful in the fish for finding genes that are 

responsible or involved in certain pathologies. However, as the fish has gone through a genome 

duplication genetic manipulation can cause some difficulties as a single deletion may not lead to a 

phenotype because of compensation (Meyer and Schartl, 1999). More recently powerful methods 

have been created to cause targeted mutagenesis relatively easily and quickly.  

There are several techniques available to edit the zebrafish genome some transient and some 

permanent. Morpholinos are a popular method to transiently knock down a gene using anti-sense 
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technology. They are made to be complementary to mRNA so that they can disrupt ribosome binding 

and stop translation (Nasevicius and Ekker, 2000). This method has been useful for studying many 

genes, however, there are drawbacks to this technique; it is only transient lasting up to 5 days, they 

can cause nonspecific effects such as oedema of the pericardial cavity (Eisen and Smith, 2008), and 

phenotypes often differ from those of knock out fish (Kok et al., 2015, Novodvorsky et al., 2015, van 

Impel et al., 2014).  

Mutagenesis techniques in the zebrafish include targeting induced local lesions in genomes (TILLING), 

transcription activator-like effector nucleases (TALEN) and clusters of regularly interspaced short 

palindromic repeats (CRISPR). TILLING uses (N-ethyl-N-nitrosourea) ENU, a mutagenic chemical that 

causes the transfer of an ethyl group to nucleotide bases thus causing point mutations (Cox et al., 

2002) and is used to mutagenize several animals and plants (Gilchrist et al., 2006, Taniguchi et al., 

2006, Till et al., 2004, Till et al., 2006, McCallum et al., 2000, Wienholds, 2002, Wienholds et al., 2003, 

Sood et al., 2006). This method is slow, labour intensive and cannot be targeted to specific genes but 

has produced many important mutant fish (Moens et al., 2008).  

TILLING was replaced by a method termed transcription activator-like effector nucleases (TALENs), a 

method that can target specific genes (Huang et al., 2011). This method uses Zinc-finger nucleases 

(ZFNs) to induce targeted double-strand breaks in the genome that are repaired, generating short 

insertions or deletions by non-homologous end joining or homology-directed repair (Doyon et al., 

2008). TALENs are created by fusing transcription activator-like effectors (TALEs), which can bind to 

the gene of interest, to the catalytic domain of the FokI endonuclease. Publicly available reagents have 

been used by different groups to create TALEs, most of which are based on Golden Gate cloning, this 

is however labour intensive and not suitable for high throughput. More recently GoldyTALENs was 

developed, it creates somatic and germline tissue mutations at a high rate and is injected into the 

embryo and can be used to make large knock-ins of DNA further increasing its use (Bedell et al., 2012).  
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Most recently CRISPR has been used to manipulate the genomes of zebrafish in a way that is much 

faster and cheaper. CRISPR was discovered in the ’80s (Ishino et al., 1987) as a response in archaea 

and bacteria to protect against bacteriophage (Bhaya et al., 2011, Terns and Terns, 2011, Barrangou 

et al., 2007). Bacteria generate RNA complementary to the phage’s genetic information which will 

bind and recruit CRISPR associated 9 (Cas9) (Deveau et al., 2007, van der Oost et al., 2009, Wiedenheft 

et al., 2012, Terns and Terns, 2011), this will bind to the phage’s genetic material and cause double-

strand breaks (Terns and Terns, 2011). This process has been harnessed for mutagenesis which can be 

injected into zebrafish at the one-cell stage where it has been adapted to add in, change or remove 

specific sequences into a section of DNA (Chang et al., 2013, Hwang et al., 2013, Jinek et al., 2012, 

Bedell et al., 2012) 

1.1.3.2 Cardiovascular disease models in the zebrafish 

Many zebrafish mutant lines have been produced to study human cardiovascular diseases. However, 

the two-chambered heart means that zebrafish are unsuitable for modelling congenital heart disease 

such as atrial or ventricular septum defects or studying genes that affect cardiac contractility or that 

specifically affect the right or left ventricular chamber of the heart. Although zebrafish do share many 

early developmental pathways and functions with the human heart, which allows for the study of 

zebrafish in heart development. And so, before modelling human cardiovascular disease in the 

zebrafish it is important to consider the limitations of the zebrafish heart to determine if this model is 

suitable in that case. Zebrafish have the capacity to regenerate their heart and so make them suitable 

for studying regeneration, to help understand the differences compared to humans. 

1.1.3.2.1 Cardiac injury models in the zebrafish 

Several injury models for the zebrafish heart have been described to mimic MI in patients. These 

models either rely on surgical techniques to cause physical damage or transgenic lines that allow the 

specific ablation of cardiomyocytes. Regeneration of the zebrafish heart was first described in 2002 

when 20% of the zebrafish ventricle was removed and the fish were shown to survive and hearts were 
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fully regenerated (Poss et al., 2002). This is unlike in humans where cardiomyocyte necrosis leads to 

inflammation and permanent fibrosis to maintain the integrity of the heart. The following sections will 

delve into the techniques to model MI and heart regeneration in the zebrafish heart. 

1.1.3.2.1.1 Apical resection of the ventricle 

The first instance of regeneration of the zebrafish heart was described in 2002 by the Keating lab (Poss 

et al., 2002). The model which they used for this was apical resection, in which 20% of the ventricle is 

removed (Figure 5A). They found that shortly after cutting the ventricle a large clot was formed, after 

2-4 days post-injury (DPI) the clot was replaced by fibrosis and by 30 DPI cardiac muscle was seen to 

have newly formed in the injured area. The fibrosis in the zebrafish heart differed from what is seen 

after injury in the mammalian heart as the deposition consisted mainly of fibrin with little collagen, 

whereas collagen deposition usually dominates the scar in mammalian hearts (Schnitt et al., 1993, 

Cleutjens et al., 1995). By 60 DPI the regenerated ventricle appeared normal compared to uninjured 

fish both histologically and in their contractile function (Poss et al., 2002). It was observed however 

that the usually thin cortical layer of the zebrafish heart was thicker in the injury area and a reduction 

of the trabecular layer was observed (Poss et al., 2002). This suggests that although heart regeneration 

in the zebrafish can restore cardiac function, there are some permanent alterations of the architecture 

of the regenerated heart (Hein et al., 2015, González-Rosa et al., 2014). 

Models of surgical resection have also been developed for the neonatal mouse heart and it was found 

they too recover after partial resection of their ventricle, however, the capacity for this was lost after 

7 days of age (Porrello et al., 2011) and is injury size-dependent (Bryant et al., 2015). Heart 

regeneration in the neonatal mouse heart resembles the zebrafish with a large clot-forming initially 

which seals the apical damage, followed by an inflammatory response and extracellular matrix 

deposition before the scar is resolved and replaced by myocardial tissue (Porrello et al., 2011). In the 

neonatal mouse, this recovery took 21 days and was not associated with any alteration of cardiac 

function and architecture (Porrello et al., 2011). A limitation to this method is that in the human MI 
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there is necrosis of the cardiomyocytes which have perished from the lack of oxygen caused by the 

ischemia and need to be cleared, but in this model limited necrosis occurs. Also, a clot is required to 

form to stem the bleeding caused by the resection, something which is not required in the human MI. 

1.1.3.2.1.2 Genetic Ablation 

Genetic ablation is a non-invasive method to model MI in zebrafish. Fish are genetically modified to 

induce the destruction of over 60% of the ventricular myocardium (Wang et al., 2011). Transgenic 

lines were created carrying an inducible Cre recombinase under the control of the cardiac myosin light 

chain 2 (cmlc2) promoter and an inducible cytotoxic diphtheria toxin A (DTA) gene (Wang et al., 2011). 

Tamoxifen injection leads to the production of DTA and resulted in the death of ~60% of 

cardiomyocytes (Wang et al., 2011) (Figure 5B). Full recovery is seen 30 days after genetic ablation 

due to rapid cardiomyocyte proliferation and no changes in the architecture of the heart is observed 

(Wang et al., 2011). However, genetically ablated fish were less capable of handling stress as they did 

not perform as well as wild types when subjected to heat shock or swim tests, suggesting that they 

display some signs of heart failure (Wang et al., 2011). Despite the robust recovery and similarities to 

heart failure, the relevance of this model to MI in humans is limited because genetic ablation causes 

organ-wide cardiomyocyte death rather than necrosis in a defined area and on top of this there is no 

scar formation, which is the barrier to which the adult mammalian heart fails to overcome. Thus, this 

model only weakly recapitulates human MI. 

1.1.3.2.1.3 Cryoinjury 

The final model, which will be discussed is cryoinjury, which was developed in parallel by the groups 

of Nadia Mercader and Anna Jaźwińska (González-Rosa et al., 2011, Chablais et al., 2011). In this model 

localised damage to the heart is caused by a liquid nitrogen cooled probe that is placed on the exposed 

ventricle until the probe has defrosted (González-Rosa et al., 2011). Up to 25% of the ventricle is 

damaged and within the first 24 hours there is death of cells in the injured area (Figure 5C), this is 

followed by the clearance of the tissue and the deposition of collagen-rich scar tissue in the first three 
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weeks (González-Rosa et al., 2011). The scar tissue is cleared and replaced by newly regenerated 

cardiac muscle tissue, the recovery has been shown to take between 60-130 days depending on the 

size of the initial assault (González-Rosa et al., 2011, Chablais et al., 2011). It has been observed that 

the cryoinjured hearts display a thickened ventricular wall upon recovery suggesting that this method 

does cause changes in the architecture of the heart and may affect cardiac contractility after 

regeneration has completed (González-Rosa et al., 2011, González-Rosa et al., 2014). 

Cryoinjury models are also used in neonatal mice (Darehzereshki et al., 2015), which are known to 

retain their regenerative capacity for 7 days after birth (Porrello et al., 2011). Like in the fish this 

method can cause transmural damage (damaging the epi-, myo- and endocardium), however, unlike 

the zebrafish, this does not allow for complete regeneration and the adult mice are left with excessive 

scarring (Darehzereshki et al., 2015). However, when the damage is non-transmural (the injury is only 

confined to the epi- and myocardium) recovery is more widespread although slight scarring is still 

apparent (Darehzereshki et al., 2015). 

Out of the three models, the cryoinjury model is thought to most closely resemble MI in the human 

heart. Mainly because there is localised tissue damage, which causes necrosis and apoptosis, requiring 

clearance of the tissue. There is also massive fibrosis, similar to what is seen in mammals (Yang et al., 

2002, González-Rosa et al., 2011, Dobaczewski et al., 2010, Susanne et al., 2009, Chablais et al., 2011), 

however, unlike humans, the fish can progressively eliminate the scar and regenerate their lost 

myocardium. Another injury model similar to this is using the application of dry ice instead of a liquid 

nitrogen-cooled probe to create an injury (Schnabel et al., 2011). 
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Figure 5 Schematic detailing different models to stimulate MI in zebrafish (A) Apical Resection, (B) Genetic Ablation and (C) 
Cryoinjury. 

1.1.4 Cardiac regeneration in the zebrafish 

Regeneration in the zebrafish heart is a constantly evolving process. Regeneration can be broadly 

subdivided into 4 processes; inflammation, scar formation, cardiomyocyte proliferation and scar 

removal. Work is ongoing in the zebrafish to understand how this species has maintained the ability 

to regenerate their heart into adulthood. Many theories have been put forward showcasing the 

physiological differences between the adult zebrafish and mammalian heart and using them as an 

explanation as to why adult mammals can no longer regenerate their heart. In this section, I will 

outline the dynamics of regeneration highlighting genes and differences to mammals that are thought 

to be essential for proper regeneration. 

1.1.4.1 Inflammation 

In both the human and the zebrafish after cardiac injury there is the production of damaging molecules 

such as reactive oxygen species that recruit immune cells to help clear the extracellular matrix using 

matrix metalloproteinases (Timmers et al., 2012, Etoh et al., 2001). Pro-inflammatory cytokines also 

mediate the recruitment of immune cells such as phagocytes, neutrophils and macrophages, which 

are all present by 3 DPI (Huang et al., 2013, Bevan et al., 2020). These cells are essential for the removal 

of cell debris from the area, the recruitment of other important cell types like fibroblasts and the 

stimulation of proliferation and angiogenesis through the secretion of cytokines (de Preux Charles et 
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al., 2016, Huang et al., 2013). These cytokines are also found after MI in the human heart thus similar 

initial responses are produced after injury (Ogryzko et al., 2014, Stein et al., 2007). 

This stage of inflammation is essential for the progress of regeneration and if it is inhibited or delayed 

there is reduced tissue clearance as well as a reduction in cardiomyocyte proliferation (Huang et al., 

2013, Lai et al., 2017). Different types of immune cells are also essential at different time points after 

injury, as has been described for both macrophages and leukocytes (Bevan et al., 2020, Lai et al., 

2017). The essential role of inflammation is further supported by the finding that leukocyte-derived 

TGFβ signalling is essential for regeneration (Chablais and Jazwinska, 2012). As well as cytokines 

stimulating genes like relaxin3, which causes cardiomyocyte proliferation (Fang et al., 2013). These 

studies show that inflammation is a prerequisite in allowing regeneration of the zebrafish heart. 

However, this is a carefully balanced process and if inflammation is too fiercely activated then this can 

also inhibit regeneration (Xu et al., 2019, Bevan et al., 2020). 

1.1.4.1.2 Scar formation 

In mammals, approximately 4 days after injury the reparative stage begins and continues for around 

14 days. During this stage, neutrophils go through apoptosis and there is the recruitment of fibroblasts 

by macrophages through the secretion of TGFβ (Dobaczewski et al., 2010, Yano et al., 2005). 

Fibronectin which had been deposited earlier in inflammation to support the heart structure is now 

allowing endothelial and fibroblast infiltration (Dobaczewski et al., 2006). Collagen is deposited into 

the wound by fibroblasts that have differentiated into myofibroblasts (Dobaczewski et al., 2006). The 

heart will then move into the maturation phase where the collagen is permanently cross-linked with 

the extracellular matrix (ECM) to provide mechanical support to the heart (Dobaczewski et al., 2010). 

In the zebrafish, the reparative stage lasts for 3 days starting at 4 DPI and is marked by the secretion 

of fibronectin and collagen from myofibroblasts after the induction of TGFβ and activin signalling 

(Chablais and Jazwinska, 2012). Fibroblasts are the primary source of collagen and other ECM proteins 

and these cells are required for proper regeneration (Sánchez-Iranzo et al., 2018) but collagen can also 
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be deposited by macrophages (Simões et al., 2020). The deposition of collagen is mediated by several 

genes including midkine-a and runx1 (Koth et al., 2020, Grivas et al., 2021). At the end of the reparative 

stage at 7 DPI, a fibrin and collagen scar maintains the integrity of the injured zebrafish heart, which 

is essential for the progression of the healing process, as shown by the inhibition of regeneration when 

TGFβ is antagonised (Chablais and Jazwinska, 2012). However, limiting collagen and fibrin deposition 

by ablating runx1 is beneficial to regeneration (Koth et al., 2020). 

The epicardium and endocardium are also essential at this stage. Unlike the myocardium, both tissue 

layers regenerate quite rapidly. The endocardium proliferates between 3-5 DPI and then becomes 

motile to cover the wound area via migration in a notch dependent manner (Münch et al., 2017, Zhao 

et al., 2014) in response to changes in haemodynamic forces (Gálvez-Santisteban et al., 2019). The 

epicardium becomes activated and is highly proliferative as early as 12 hours post-injury expressing 

genes such as raldh2, tbx18, wt1 and fibronectin 1; it will then undergo EMT to migrate into the wound 

(Lepilina et al., 2006, González-Rosa et al., 2012). Inhibition of proper epicardial activation leads to 

improper regeneration due to impaired revascularisation and reduced myofibroblast numbers 

(Lepilina et al., 2006, Kim et al., 2010a, González-Rosa et al., 2011, Kikuchi et al., 2011b, Schnabel et 

al., 2011, Wang et al., 2013). The epicardium and endocardium are essential in creating a scaffold that 

will allow for the regeneration of the myocardium, but they also help to lay down extracellular matrix 

proteins, such as fibronectins and collagen (González-Rosa et al., 2012, de Preux Charles et al., 2016, 

Wang et al., 2013). Unlike the mammalian heart, this scar deposition is later reabsorbed and 

substituted by myocardium. 

1.1.4.1.3 Cardiomyocyte proliferation 

The lack of proliferative capacity in the adult human heart has often been regarded as the limiting 

factor in cardiac regeneration following MI. Cardiomyocytes of the adult human heart do indeed have 

a very slow proliferation rate of about 1% in early adulthood (Bergmann et al., 2009), with heart 

growth after birth largely relying on cardiac hypertrophy (Alkass et al., 2015). As MI can cause a loss 



   
 

47 
 

of around 25% of cells, it is clear that proliferation in the adult human heart is insufficient to 

regenerate the injured myocardium. However, zebrafish are capable of renewing their myocardium 

after injury (Poss et al., 2002) and myocyte proliferation can even be triggered after multiple injuries 

to the zebrafish heart, but regeneration becomes less efficient over time (Bise et al., 2020). Lineage 

tracing studies in the zebrafish have shown that the new myocardium after injury is formed from pre-

existing myocardium and not from stem or progenitor cells (Jopling et al., 2010), with the 

cardiomyocytes reactivating developmental genes such as gata4 and ctgfa (Kikuchi et al., 2010, 

Pfefferli and Jaźwińska, 2017). To allow for proliferation, the cardiomyocytes revert to a more 

immature state for example by disassembling their sarcomeres, something that is also seen in the 

neonatal mouse in cardiac repair (Jopling et al., 2010, Kikuchi, 2015, Kikuchi et al., 2010, Ben-Yair et 

al., 2019).  

Certain genes being expressed in cardiomyocytes have been shown to mark them as being more 

proliferative. gata4 is essential in allowing proliferation in cardiomyocytes and lineage tracing reveals 

that gata4 expressing cells contribute more highly to the regenerated myocardium, gata4 is highly 

expressed in the cortical layer (Gupta et al., 2013, Kikuchi et al., 2010). More recently the neural crest 

marker sox10 was also shown to be expressed in a subset of cardiomyocytes that are more 

proliferative and contribute more highly to the regenerating myocardium (Sande-Melón et al., 2019) 

Myocyte proliferation in the zebrafish heart is most apparent at 7 DPI and can be seen largely confined 

to the border zone of the injury (González-Rosa et al., 2011). The cardiomyocytes receive signals to 

induce their proliferation from non-myocardial cells and these signals include Nrg1, Notch and BMP 

among many others (Gemberling et al., 2015, Wu et al., 2016, Münch et al., 2017). RA also acts as a 

proliferation-inducing factor and signals to the border zone myocardium from the epicardium and the 

endocardium (Kikuchi et al., 2011b). Other factors have been proposed to permit the proliferation of 

cardiomyocytes such as ploidy. Unlike mammals, zebrafish cardiomyocytes are largely mononucleated 

and diploid, this difference had been highlighted as one that may affect the proliferative potential of 
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cardiomyocytes, as it also correlates with the regenerative potential across vertebrates (Hirose et al., 

2019). This has recently been tested as zebrafish have been engineered to become binucleated or 

polyploid and this caused insufficient proliferation to regenerate the injured zebrafish heart 

(Patterson et al., 2017, González-Rosa et al., 2018). The environment is also thought to play a part in 

the admittance of proliferation in the injured zebrafish myocardium. For example, if hypoxia is not 

created in the injury area then cardiomyocyte proliferation is blocked (Jopling et al., 2012) and when 

overcrowded tank conditions cause an increase in cortisol there is a reduced regenerative capacity 

(Sallin and Jaźwińska, 2016). 

The different layers of the myocardium do not contribute to the new myocardium evenly and not all 

of the myocardium is regenerated equally. The cortical layer is important for regenerating the 

myocardium and can proliferate to add to the cortical layer (Gupta and Poss, 2012). Cardiomyocytes 

of the trabecular layer have more recently been shown to contribute to the regenerating trabecular 

layer but are also able to change their fates during regeneration and contribute towards the cortical 

layer myocardium (Sánchez-Iranzo et al., 2018, Pfefferli and Jaźwińska, 2017). The primordial layer on 

the other hand remains incompletely restored based on the expression of its marker, careg, and does 

not contribute to the regenerating myocardium (Pfefferli and Jaźwińska, 2017). This finding along with 

the fact that the architecture of the cortical layer and trabeculae layer is not completely restored 

(González-Rosa et al., 2014, González-Rosa et al., 2011) suggests that although the myocardium can 

proliferate, regeneration is not fully achieved in the zebrafish heart and the myocardial 

histoarchitecture is only incompletely restored. Moreover, functional studies using echocardiography 

provide evidence for slow recovery after injury and even at 180 DPI some residual impairment still 

persists (Hein et al., 2015) supporting the conclusions drawn from the histological analysis. 

1.1.4.1.4 Scar removal 

Scar removal is the final process to occur in myocardial regeneration of the zebrafish heart and is again 

a process that does not occur in the adult mammalian heart. The ECM that is deposited in the 
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reparative phase needs to be cleared gradually and replaced by myocardium (González-Rosa et al., 

2011). Relatively little is known about this process and what cells are involved, however, there is an 

increase in collagenolytic activity and mmp2 and mmp14 expression at 14 – 30 DPI which is thought 

to aid the degradation of the scar tissue (Gamba et al., 2017). Recently osteopontin, a multifunctional 

cytokine, was shown to have an important role in collagen remodelling and resolution of scarring after 

being expressed in a subset of macrophages (Bevan et al., 2020). 

1.1.4.1.5 Angiogenesis 

Having vasculature to resupply ischemic tissue after MI greatly reduces adverse remodelling and heart 

failure, as shown by the overexpression of angiogenic signals after MI (Harada et al., 1996, 

Yanagisawa-Miwa et al., 1992). Mammals do naturally express angiogenic signals after MI, triggered 

by hypoxia and mechanical stress, but still, the injury site remains poorly vascularised and the blood 

supply to the ischemic area is insufficient (Dimmeler et al., 2005, Heil and Schaper, 2004, Lee et al., 

2000). In the zebrafish heart, new vessels can be seen growing into the damaged tissue as early as 15 

hours post-injury, this early onset of vascularisation seems to be essential for the regeneration of the 

heart (Marín-Juez et al., 2016). Vascularisation is dependent on vegfaa signalling, which when 

misregulated will cause a reduction in blood vessel density and a reduction in cardiomyocyte 

proliferation, which results in permanent scarring of the ventricle (Marín-Juez et al., 2016). Mural cells 

are required for the maturation of new coronary vessels, pdgfbb signalling is essential for this as it 

upregulates mural cell markers and allows endothelial cell proliferation, without proper pdgfbb 

signalling regeneration cannot be completed (Kim et al., 2010a). 

1.1.4.1.6 Energy metabolism after injury 

Cardiac metabolism is essential for creating adenosine triphosphate (ATP) which fuels cells. During 

embryonic development, the heart primarily uses glucose as an energy source (Piquereau and 

Ventura-Clapier, 2018), however, as the heart matures metabolic changes occur that cause 

cardiomyocytes to rely primarily on fatty acid oxidation, which accounts for up to 90% of energy 
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metabolism in the adult heart (Stanley and Chandler, 2002). However, in disease states, like heart 

failure and ischemia, cardiomyocytes revert to glucose metabolism as their primary energy source 

(Das et al., 1987, Doenst et al., 2013). 

It has been shown that after myocardial injury in the zebrafish that there is a transcriptional 

upregulation of glycolytic enzymes (Fukuda et al., 2020, Honkoop et al., 2019). Specifically, there is 

upregulation of pyruvate kinase M1/2 and pyruvate dehydrogenase kinases in the border zone of the 

injured heart, if this switch is impaired then cardiomyocyte proliferation is reduced and 

dedifferentiation is attenuated (Fukuda et al., 2020). Nrg1/ErbB2 signalling, which is necessary for 

cardiomyocyte proliferation after injury, mediates the shift to the glycolytic energy metabolism in 

adult cardiomyocytes (Honkoop et al., 2019, Gemberling et al., 2015). The switch to glycolysis is also 

required for fin regeneration in zebrafish (Sinclair    et al., 2020). Incidentally, mice switch to fatty acid 

oxidation away from glycolysis at around 7 days post-birth, coinciding with their loss of regenerative 

ability (Lopaschuk et al., 1992, Porrello et al., 2011), leading some researchers to think that the 

metabolic shift could explain the loss of regenerative capabilities in the mammalian heart (Hirose et 

al., 2019). Recently, a study found that overexpression of glucose transporter, GLUT1, in the neonatal 

mouse heart leads to a greater regenerative capacity (Fajardo et al., 2021). These findings suggest the 

importance of a switch in energy metabolism away from fatty acid oxidation to permit regeneration 

of the myocardium. 

1.2 Popeye domain-containing gene 1 

Popeye domain-containing (Popdc) 1 or blood vessel epicardial substance (BVES) was discovered in 

1999 (Reese et al., 1999, Andrée et al., 2000) and is a member of the Popeye domain-containing gene 

family, which consists of three family members (Popdc1, Popdc2 and Popdc3) (Reese et al., 1999, 

Andrée et al., 2000). The POPDC genes encode for membrane proteins and have notably high 

expression levels in the heart and skeletal muscle in several species (Reese and Bader, 1999, Andrée 

et al., 2000). However, the expression has also been noted at lower levels in other tissue types (Brand, 
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2005, Osler and Bader, 2004, Ripley et al., 2006, Andrée et al., 2002a, Torlopp et al., 2006, Froese and 

Brand, 2008). POPDC1 is known to bind to several proteins, which offers insights into the function of 

the protein. A notable interaction partner is the proto-oncogene, c-Myc (Parang et al., 2016). 

Moreover, the conserved Popeye domain acts as a binding site for the second messenger, cyclic 3’,5’- 

adenosine monophosphate (cAMP) (Froese et al., 2012). Silencing or mutation of the POPDC genes in 

patients has been reported to be involved with a range of diseases including cardiac arrhythmias, 

muscular dystrophy, tetralogy of Fallot and cancer (Schindler et al., 2016b, De Ridder et al., 2019, 

Indrawati et al., 2020, Beecher et al., 2021, Shi et al., 2019, Vissing et al., 2019, Rinné et al., 2020). The 

following sections will give an overview of the research that has been conducted on POPDC1. 

1.2.1 Conservation of POPDC proteins across species 

POPDC genes are evolutionarily conserved throughout the animal kingdom (Andrée et al., 2000). As 

well as being found in vertebrates, they are also found in basal chordates, such as Ciona intestinalis 

(Davidson et al., 2003, Davidson and Levine, 2003); where there are just two genes, Popdc1 and -3 

(Brand, 2005), and in some invertebrates where the number of POPDC genes vary largely (Davidson 

et al., 2003, Davidson and Levine, 2003, Brand, 2005, Lin et al., 2007, Schindler et al., 2012). 

The essential role that these proteins play is implied by their highly conserved sequence, as well as 

their preservation across the animal kingdom (Brand et al., 2014). It is also noteworthy that proteins 

with sequence homology to POPDC proteins have also been described in prokaryotes in the form of 

the catabolite activator protein (CAP), which is also known as cyclic adenosine monophosphate 

receptor protein (CRP) and bind cAMP and is involved in metabolic regulation (Schindler et al., 2012, 

Simrick et al., 2013). This suggests that these proteins might have a common origin, although, 

homologues have not been found in plants (Osler et al., 2006), perhaps indicating that these genes 

have either been lost during plant evolution or that the bacterial genes and POPDC genes in the animal 

phyla have independently evolved. In higher vertebrates Popdc1 and Popdc3 are found on the same 

chromosome (6q21 in humans) in close proximity in a tandem configuration, whereas Popdc2 is found 
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on a different chromosome (human chromosome 3q12.33) (Andrée et al., 2000); likely affecting the 

regulation of gene expression. Popdc2 and -3 are the most closely related (Andrée et al., 2000), and 

with Popdc2 being present only in vertebrates, it suggests that it may have its origin from a recent 

gene duplication of Popdc3 during vertebrate evolution (Brand, 2005). 

1.2.2 Structure of POPDC proteins 

The POPDC genes display poor sequence homology to other known genes, a factor that has led to 

difficulty in determining their function. However, POPDC proteins have a short extracellular amino 

terminus, of length between 27 and 39 residues, followed by three transmembrane domains, the 

Popeye domain and the carboxy-terminus that varies considerably in length between the different 

isoforms (Andrée et al., 2002a, Knight et al., 2003). The evolutionary conserved Popeye domain is the 

defining feature of the POPDC family and has been shown to bind cAMP (Figure 6) (Froese et al., 2012, 

Andrée et al., 2000). Although the proteins in the POPDC family are similar in structure, they differ in 

size, which is primarily due to the differences in length of the carboxy-terminal domain. POPDC3 is the 

smallest at 292 amino acids, followed by POPDC1 at 359 amino acids and the POPDC2 is the largest at 

367 amino acids (Andrée et al., 2000). 

 

Figure 6 Model of POPDC protein structure. (A) A schematic of the quaternary structure of a POPDC dimer. (B) A schematic 
of the linear structure of the POPDC protein. POPDC1 is a membrane protein that forms homo- or heterodimeric complexes. 
It contains a short extracellular amino terminus and is strongly glycosylated followed by three transmembrane domains. The 
intracellularly localised Popeye domain is evolutionary conserved and functions as a cAMP binding domain. It is followed by 
a carboxy-terminal domain, which is variable in sequence and length in the different isoforms. Figure from Swan et al. (Swan 
et al., 2019), image reproduced with the permission of the authors. 
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The predicted molecular weights of POPDC proteins are 37-41kDa (Andrée et al., 2000), although 

sodium dodecyl sulphate polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis (SDS-PAGE) show a larger molecular 

weight. Moreover, the molecular weight also varies in different tissues and is perhaps due to tissue-

specific post-translational modifications or alternative splicing (Andrée et al., 2000, Knight et al., 2003, 

Vasavada et al., 2004, Schindler et al., 2016a). For example, it is known that POPDC proteins get 

extensively glycosylated and in POPDC1 there are two N-linked glycosylation sites in the extracellular 

amino terminus (Knight et al., 2003), however, it is unknown whether in addition, POPDC1 has any O-

linked glycosylation sites or is modified in any other way apart from phosphorylation, as POPDC 

proteins are getting phosphorylated in response to adrenergic stimulation (Figure 6) (Swan et al., 

2019).  

1.2.3 Expression of the POPDC genes 

As well as being highly expressed in the heart and skeletal muscles (Andrée et al., 2000), POPDC genes 

have also been shown to be expressed in other cell types, such as neurons (Brand, 2005), epithelial 

cells (Osler and Bader, 2004, Ripley et al., 2006) and smooth muscle cells (Andrée et al., 2002; Brand, 

2005; Torlopp et al., 2006; Froese and Brand, 2008). A similar and overlapping expression has been 

noted for the different POPDC genes, though differences are evident, such as Popdc1 being expressed 

equally in the heart and skeletal muscles whereas Popdc2 is expressed strongly in the heart with only 

little expression in the skeletal muscle. On the other hand, Popdc3 is expressed highly in skeletal 

muscle but only weakly in the heart (Andrée et al., 2000, Brand, 2005). Both Popdc1 and Popdc2 have 

a higher expression level in the cardiac conduction system, sinoatrial node (SAN) and the 

atrioventricular node (AVN) as opposed to the working myocardium (Froese et al., 2012). Until 

recently it was assumed that Popdc3 had a similar expression pattern to Popdc1 (Andrée et al., 2000) 

due to their chromosomal tandem organisation, although, it has seldom been studied due to its low 

expression level and the lack of specific antibodies. However, a recent analysis of the LacZ expression 
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pattern of Popdc3 in the mouse heart suggests that each of the three POPDC genes have a unique 

expression pattern but also display overlapping expression domains, with Popdc3 being unique in 

displaying an expression in a narrow domain in the subepicardial myocardium (Figure 7). Both Popdc1 

and Popdc2 show prominent labelling of the cardiac conduction system including the SAN and the 

AVN.  

Within the cardiomyocytes, POPDC proteins are expressed in the plasma membrane and found in 

multiple compartments including the lateral plasma membrane, t-tubules, caveolae and the 

nuclear envelope (Brand and Schindler, 2017, Schindler et al., 2016a). Interestingly, POPDC1 is 

also found in the nucleus of satellite cells and cultured neonatal cardiomyocytes (Andrée et al., 

2002a). 

 

Figure 7 Comparison of LacZ expression pattern of Popdc1, Popdc2 and Popdc3 in the mouse heart. The POPDC isoforms 
display overlapping and isoform-specific expression domains as shown by LacZ staining (upper panel). A schematic of the 
LacZ staining pattern in the heart covering the right atria (RA), left atria (LA), sinus atrial node (SAN), atrioventricular node 
(AVN), right ventricle (RV), left ventricle (LV), right bundle branch (RBB) and left bundle branch (LBB), darker shades of blue 
correspond higher expression in those areas (lower panel). This figure was gifted to me by Professor Thomas Brand. 
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During development, POPDC1 is expressed in all three germ layers (Osler and Bader, 2004). Arguments 

haven’t been resolved concerning the expression of POPDC1 in the epicardium, with different 

experimental methods showing contradictory results (Reese et al., 1999; Andrée et al., 2002). Early 

work on the developmental expression of POPDC1 came from the chick and mouse. In the mouse, 

expression analysis by in situ hybridisation first detected expression at E9.5 in the inflow tract and 

parts of the dorsal ventricle and at E12.5 expression was also observed in the ventral half of the 

ventricle, however, limited to the subepicardial compact layer (Andrée et al., 2000). With lacZ staining, 

Popdc1 expression can first be seen at E7.5 in the mesoderm of the cardiac crescent, by E10.5 both 

atrial and ventricular cardiomyocytes displayed expression of Popdc1 and as well in parts of the 

branchial arches. Later at E13.5, there was a strong expression of Popdc1 in the compact but not the 

trabecular layer in the heart and by this stage expression could also be seen in other areas of the body 

such as in the somites and some smooth muscle tissue (Andrée et al., 2002a). In the chick, it was 

observed that protein expression could be seen at (Hamburger Hamilton) HH stage 10 in the 

presumptive left ventricular segment and after heart looping this staining became specific to the outer 

curvature of the myocardium (Torlopp et al., 2006). Later at stage 31, POPDC1 can be seen in muscle 

masses in the limb muscle blastema with the protein not being found at the membrane until stage 37 

(Vasavada et al., 2004). On the other hand, mRNA levels of Popdc1 in the chick can be seen as early as 

HH stage 4 and at stage 5 it becomes asymmetric in the Hensen’s node and was found in the 

pharyngeal endoderm and the notochordal plate, by HH stage 9 mRNA occupied a similar location to 

protein and was found in the cardiac mesoderm (Torlopp et al., 2006). So far developmental 

expression of popdc1 in the zebrafish has not been studied. 

1.2.4 Interaction partners of POPDC proteins 

Further analysis of POPDC function shows that these proteins participate in numerous pathways. 

Importantly, POPDC1 has been shown to interact with the second messenger cAMP and has been 

heralded as the newest cAMP effector protein (Froese et al., 2012). Additionally, POPDC1 is involved 
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in tight junction formation and maintenance of epithelial layers (Osler et al., 2005). Williams and 

colleagues have also described POPDC1’s association with adherens junctions in certain tissues, by 

observing correlation in expression to known components of adherens junctions (Williams et al., 

2011). These findings lead to the hypothesis that POPDC1 has a role in controlling EMT (Williams et 

al., 2011, Han et al., 2014). Many cancers feature improper regulation of EMT, which causes 

metastasis (Heerboth et al., 2015). Consistent with a role of the POPDC proteins in the control of EMT, 

POPDC1 and -3 are downregulated in various cancer types (Feng et al., 2008, Kim et al., 2010b, 

Williams et al., 2011, Han et al., 2014, Han et al., 2015, Luo et al., 2012a, Amunjela and Tucker, 2017b). 

The below sections will discuss in further detail some of the functions of POPDC proteins and their 

interaction partners with a more focus on POPDC1 as it has been most extensively studied and is the 

main subject of this thesis. Whilst discussing these interaction partners I will also give some thought 

to the potential functions of POPDC proteins. 

1.2.4.1 Homo- and heterodimer formation of POPDC proteins 

The members of the POPDC family are capable of forming homodimers and heterodimers with 

different family members. The site mediating this interaction is likely to be found in the carboxy 

terminus of the Popeye domain (Knight et al., 2003, Vasavada et al., 2004). Two lysine residues have 

been discovered in the Popeye domain of POPDC1 that are important for dimerization, however, it is 

presumed that other sequences are also involved as their removal does not completely inhibit 

dimerization and the two lysine residues are not conserved between the different isoforms, which 

suggest that heterodimer formation is controlled via other sequences (Kawaguchi et al., 2008, Russ et 

al., 2011). The POPDC family’s ability to heterodimerise is thought to be essential for its function 

(Rinné et al., 2020).  

1.2.4.2 POPDC proteins and its function as a cAMP effector protein 

Protein Kinase A (PKA), exchange factor directly activated by cAMP (EPAC) and the hyperpolarisation 

activated cyclic nucleotide-gated potassium (HCN) channels are cAMP effector proteins, however, 
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POPDC proteins have recently been added to this repertoire (Schindler and Brand, 2016). cAMP is a 

ubiquitous intracellular second messenger that is synthesised by adenylyl cyclase, in response to 

hormones binding to their receptor such as the beta-adrenergic receptor and is metabolised by 

phosphodiesterases (PDEs). cAMP has an important role within the heart by modulating heart rate, 

contractility, relaxation and the speed of conduction (Froese et al., 2012). A large number of cardiac 

diseases have been attributed to the dysregulation of the cAMP pathway (Movsesian, 2004). All three 

members of the POPDC family can bind to cAMP demonstrated by their ability to be bound and 

precipitated by cAMP-agarose (Froese et al., 2012). POPDC1 can bind to cAMP with a similar affinity 

as PKA and has a much higher affinity than EPAC, as shown by radioligand binding assays and 

recombinant POPDC1 protein (Froese et al., 2012). Moreover, POPDC1 also displays selectivity and 

has a 40-fold higher affinity for cAMP than for cyclic guanosine monophosphate (cGMP) (Froese et al., 

2012).  

At the sequence level, the cyclic nucleotide-binding domain in POPDC proteins is divergent from that 

found in PKA and EPAC, however, homology models have predicted a higher structural similarity to 

those domains (Froese et al., 2012). There are two highly conserved regions within the Popeye 

domain, the DSPE and the FQVT motifs and these are thought to be essential for cAMP binding and 

this has been demonstrated by site-directed mutagenesis (Froese et al., 2012). Patients carrying the 

S201F mutation in POPDC1, display a large (50%) reduction in cAMP affinity compared to wild type 

protein (Froese et al., 2012, Schindler et al., 2016b). Homology models suggest that these motifs 

interact directly with cAMP, which are thought to make up at least part of the phosphate-binding 

cassette, which is essential to bind to cAMP (Froese et al., 2012). 

It is still not fully understood how cAMP affects POPDC1 protein function, but four models have been 

put forward, and the underlying mechanisms need to be investigated to determine which model fits 

best (Amunjela et al., 2019). Firstly, is the switch model where POPDC proteins would act after binding 

cAMP to activate or inhibit an interacting protein. POPDC1’s interaction with TWIX-related K+ channel 
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1 (TREK1) gives some evidence to this as the TREK1 current is only enhanced by POPDC1 at low cAMP 

levels and this effect is lost when cAMP levels are raised through PDE inhibition (Schindler et al., 

2016b, Froese et al., 2012). Another model is the shield model, in this scenario cAMP binding to 

POPDC1 could change protein-protein interactions, for example preventing proteins from being 

phosphorylated by PKA at certain cAMP levels. Evidence for this model comes from the finding that 

POPDC proteins bind PDE4A and thereby reducing cAMP levels in its vicinity, or keeping POPDC1 in a 

cAMP unbound state (Tibbo et al., 2020). Likewise, POPDC1 function in long term potentiation in 

hippocampal acute slides appears to be limiting PKA activation in response to electrical stimulation 

(Shetty et al., 2021). The trafficking or cargo model proposes that cAMP can influence POPDC’s ability 

to modulate the trafficking of membrane proteins. Forced expression of the POPDC1S201F mutant, 

discovered in patients with muscular dystrophy and AV block, reduce membrane trafficking of TREK1 

in Xenopus oocytes (Schindler et al., 2016a). POPDC1 mutants discovered in patients also show 

aberrant membrane localisation of POPDC2 (Schindler et al., 2016b, De Ridder et al., 2019). POPDC1 

has also been shown to interact with vesicle-associated membrane protein 3 (VAMP3), a protein 

involved in vesicle fusion with the plasma membrane. Interestingly, when POPDC1 is compromised, 

vesicular transport in epithelial cells is abnormal (Hager et al., 2010). Finally, in the sponge model, 

POPDC1 might act to limit cAMP diffusion as it is an abundant protein in muscle cells and bind cAMP 

with high affinity and thereby could affect the diffusion rate of cAMP. It is thought that cAMP does 

not freely diffuse in cells, but is actually forming nanodomains, PDEs are known to degrade cAMP 

shortly after synthesis and thereby limiting its diffusion, however, its enzyme activity is not sufficiently 

high to solely explain the observed diffusion rate of cAMP in cells (Lohse et al., 2017). The high affinity 

for cAMP by POPDC proteins and their abundance in cardiomyocytes led to suggestions that POPDC 

proteins could act to ‘soak up’ cAMP and thereby also participate in defining nanodomains. The 

activity of the different POPDC isoforms might have the potential to follow different models as well as 

there being tissue-specific differences in the function of POPDC proteins (Amunjela et al., 2019). 
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1.2.4.3 POPDC proteins in vesicular transport 

POPDC1 can interact with the ubiquitously expressed vesicular SNARE protein VAMP3, and further to 

its interaction when POPDC1 is lost, vesicular transport that is typically mediated by VAMP3 is lost and 

membrane proteins such as β1-integrin and transferrin become inhibited from being shuttled to the 

plasma membrane (Hager et al., 2010). The interaction of VAMP3 and POPDC1 has been seen in a 

range of cells including cardiomyocytes and skeletal muscle as well as epithelial cells (Hager et al., 

2010). POPDC1 has also been shown to display interaction with NDRG4, and this interaction mediates 

the fusion of VAMP3-positive endosomes with the cell membrane, which further establishes the role 

of POPDC1 in vesicular transport (Benesh et al., 2013). Loss of this interaction causes randomisation 

of the movement of epicardial cells and they lost their ability to properly secrete and break down ECM 

(Benesh et al., 2013). 

1.2.4.4 POPDC proteins and ion channels 

Work in Xenopus oocytes has demonstrated that PODPC1, -2 and -3 can functionally interact with 

TREK-1 in a cAMP-dependent manner, where it has been found that co-expression of POPDC isoforms 

and TREK-1 at low cAMP levels can double the potassium current through the channel and this 

increase is mainly due to an increase in membrane trafficking compared to cells which express TREK-

1 alone (Froese et al., 2012). TREK-1 is a two-pore domain potassium channel that can be regulated 

by many stimuli including membrane stretch, pH and temperature. These findings suggest that POPDC 

proteins can affect the membrane potential and the excitability of cells which may help to explain the 

arrhythmias seen in patients carrying mutations in POPDC genes (Schindler et al., 2016b, De Ridder et 

al., 2019).  

1.2.4.3 POPDC1 and cell-cell contact formations 

Theories arose of POPDC1s interaction with cell-cell contacts because of the accumulation of the 

protein at newly formed cell-cell contact points (Osler et al., 2005). Tight junctions regulate the 

intercellular passage of molecules and block the apical-basolateral diffusion of membrane proteins in 
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epithelial cells (Sawada et al., 2003). POPDC1 has been shown to directly interact with zona occludens 

1 (ZO-1) using a GST pull-down assay (Osler et al., 2005). ZO-1 is a tight junction protein and it has 

been concluded that POPDC1 is important in forming tight junctions and also for the formation and 

maintenance of epithelial monolayers. Adding to this, overexpression of POPDC1 has been shown to 

increase tight junction formation through RhoA signalling and thus decrease epithelial permeability 

(Russ et al., 2011, Han et al., 2015). On top of these studies from the mouse, in the zebrafish, Popdc1 

has been seen to interact with atypical protein kinase C (aPKC), which recruits members of the tight 

junction signalling complex to maintain epithelial integrity (Wu et al., 2012). 

Subsequently, evidence has been obtained that on top of the role in tight junctions, POPDC1 may also 

play a role in adherens junctions, which link a cell-cell contact to the cytoplasm of the cell. Adherens 

junctions can regulate WNT signalling by sequestering β-catenin at the cell membrane (Klinke et al., 

2015). It was found that POPDC1 could co-localise with both β-catenin and E-cadherin (Williams et al., 

2011, Han et al., 2014), although this overlap of expression does appear to be cell type-specific (Osler 

et al., 2005). Further to this ZO-1, which I have previously mentioned can bind to POPDC1, is also 

known to interact with key components of adherens junctions (Palatinus et al., 2011). The finding that 

POPDC1 is involved in mediating both tight and adherens junctions is in line with claims that POPDC1 

has a role in regulating EMT, which is often deregulated in tumours (Williams et al., 2011, Han et al., 

2014). This is consistent with the finding that the loss of POPDC1 in cancers promotes migration, 

invasion and metastasis (Amunjela and Tucker, 2017a, Amunjela and Tucker, 2017b, Han et al., 2014, 

Han et al., 2015).. 

1.2.4.3 POPDC proteins in cell proliferation and cancer 

The POPDC proteins in general and with more intensive study, POPDC1, have been shown to interact 

with several different molecules, which can modulate the cell cycle. Moreover, POPDC proteins are 

misregulated in a large number of cancers. The role of POPDC2 and POPDC3 in this context is less 

understood. There is evidence for both POPDC2 and POPDC3 acting as tumour suppressors and in an 
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oncogenic manner, this may suggest that their roles may be dependent on the tissue in which they 

are found. For example, both POPDC2 and POPDC3 were found to be overexpressed in ductal breast 

carcinoma, with POPDC2 being overexpressed at all stages but with POPDC3 being overexpressed only 

in the early stages of the disease (Amunjela and Tucker, 2017b). There was also a correlation between 

POPDC2 and POPDC3 expression and human epidermal growth factor receptor 2 (HER2)+, a known 

marker of more aggressive tumours (Amunjela and Tucker, 2017b, Krishnamurti and Silverman, 2014). 

POPDC3 has been also seen as a potential tumour enhancer in head and neck squamous cell 

carcinoma, where its expression correlated with poor prognosis and indicated radioresistance (He et 

al., 2019). On the contrary, POPDC3 suppression in gastric tumours has been liked to oncogenesis. 

With suppression of POPDC3 being correlated to poor prognosis, metastasis and invasion (Luo et al., 

2012b). In these cancers, it has been observed that promoter hypermethylation is responsible for the 

suppression of POPDC3 (Luo et al., 2012b). No molecular mechanism is yet known regarding POPDC3 

in cancer and cell proliferation, but it is likely that when picked apart that tissue-specific roles will be 

seen that may explain the different expression levels and functions in the varying forms of cancer. 

POPDC1’s role in cancer has been more extensively studied, it regulates cell proliferation and when 

its function is lost or reduced there is an enhancement of malignant cell behaviour. In line with this 

decreased expression of POPDC1 has been shown in tumours to enhance cell migration, proliferation 

and metastasis (Parang et al., 2016, Amunjela and Tucker, 2017a, Han et al., 2015, Amunjela and 

Tucker, 2017b, Williams et al., 2011, Kim et al., 2010b). As POPDC1 can interact with cAMP it has been 

suggested that the inhibition of cell proliferation could be downstream of cAMP, as it has been shown 

to inhibit migration and invasion of some types of cancer (del Pulgar et al., 2005, Spina et al., 2012). 

In support of this hypothesis is that other cAMP binding molecules have also been involved in tumour 

progression (Miller, 2002, Kumar et al., 2017). However, POPDC1 has other interaction partners that 

link it to the cell cycle. 
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For example, POPDC1 can interact with ZO-1 (Osler et al., 2005). ZO-1 has been implicated in the 

inhibition of epithelial cell proliferation through sequestering of ZO-1-associated nucleic acid-binding 

protein (ZONAB) to the tight junctions removing them from the nucleus which then cannot go on to 

interact with and promote cell cycle proteins such as proliferating cell nuclear antigen (PCNA) and 

Cyclin D1 (Balda and Matter, 2009, Balda et al., 2003, Matter and Balda, 2000). Thus, when ZO-1 is 

expressed at low levels, ZONAB is free to enter the nucleus and promote cell proliferation. High 

POPDC1 levels correlate with high ZO-1 levels, which reduces cell proliferation (Russ et al., 2011, Osler 

et al., 2005). This finding has been further substantiated by the suppression of POPDC1 and ZO-1 in 

some cancers (Amunjela and Tucker, 2017a, Amunjela and Tucker, 2017b, Hoover et al., 1998). This is 

consistent with POPDC1 acting as a tumour suppressor.  

POPDC1 can also interact with guanine nucleotide exchange factor for Rho-family GTPases (GEFT) 

(Smith et al., 2008), a guanine nucleotide exchange factor for the Rho-family GTPases Rac1 and Cdc42, 

that is involved in cell proliferation (Guo et al., 2003). On top of affecting cell proliferation, GEFT is 

also known, when overexpressed, to cause a rearrangement of the microfilaments and affect the 

morphology and migratory activity of cells. Overexpression of POPDC1 in cells reduces GEFT mediated 

activity of Rac1 and Cdc42, which will go on to cause a reduction in the cell’s mobility (Smith et al., 

2008). The exact mechanisms that govern the ability of POPDC1 to interact with and affect the Rho-

family GTPases Rac1 and Cdc42 are not completely clear. These findings are in line with certain types 

of cancers where the reduction of POPDC1 causes an increase in tumour cell migration and cell 

proliferation (Amunjela and Tucker, 2017a, Han et al., 2015, Williams et al., 2011).  

The WNT signalling pathway is a highly evolutionarily conserved pathway that can be found in even 

the most primitive organisms, it is invaluable in regulating aspects of cell fate determination, cell 

migration, cell polarity, neural patterning and organogenesis (Komiya and Habas, 2008). The WNT 

signalling pathway has been shown to regulate cellular processes such as cell proliferation, apoptosis 

and cell cycle arrest (Teo and Kahn, 2010), linking it to tumorigenesis (Thompson et al., 2019, Zhan et 
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al., 2017). The canonical WNT signalling pathway, when activated causes an accumulation of 

cytoplasmic β-catenin, which will then translocate into the nucleus and will activate the transcription 

of a number of WNT target genes such as cyclin D1 and c-Jun which can upregulate the cell cycle (Teo 

and Kahn, 2010, Kaykas et al., 2004). POPDC1 has been shown to interact with and/or affect members 

of the Wnt signalling pathway (Williams et al., 2011, Parang et al., 2016, Reddy et al., 2016, Thompson 

et al., 2019). POPDC1 can also affect β-catenin levels and cause it to have a cytoplasmic localisation, 

which downregulates Wnt signalling (Williams et al., 2011, Thompson et al., 2019). In turn, this will 

reduce WNT mediated cell proliferation. 

 Finally, POPDC1 has been shown to regulate c-Myc (Parang et al., 2016). c-Myc is a nuclear proto-

oncogene (Nesbit et al., 1999) and a transcription factor controlling the expression of a large number 

of genes and it recruits histone acetyltransferases which remodel the DNA leading to increased 

accessibility for transcription (Martinato et al., 2008). c-Myc can regulate the cell cycle through 

upregulating cyclin-dependent kinases and E2F, which are important for cell cycle entrance and 

suppression of cell cycle inhibitors like p27 (Bretones et al., 2015). In normal cells, c-Myc expression is 

tightly controlled to maintain homeostasis, through transcriptional, translational and post-

translational mechanisms (Lang et al., 1988, Vervoorts et al., 2006). One post-translational 

modification is the phosphorylation at different amino acids (Sears et al., 2000). When c-Myc is 

phosphorylated at serine 62 (S62) by mitogen-activated protein (MAP) kinase, its cytoplasmic levels 

are stabilised (Alvarez et al., 1991, Lutterbach and Hann, 1994). This phosphorylation will however go 

on to allow for a second phosphorylation at threonine 58 (T58) by glycogen synthase kinase a (GSKa) 

(Yeh et al., 2004, Arnold and Sears, 2006, Sears et al., 2000, Lutterbach and Hann, 1994). T58 

phosphorylation can lead to c-Myc degradation as it permits dephosphorylation at S62 by PR61α (also 

known as B56a) subunit of protein phosphatase 2A (PP2A) (Arnold and Sears, 2006). This 

dephosphorylation event causes the ubiquitination of c-Myc, which will ultimately target it for 

proteasomal degradation, reducing c-Myc levels in the cell (Sears et al., 2000). Recently, POPDC1 has 

been shown to interact with c-Myc in cancer models by affecting the phosphorylation status of c-Myc 
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by interacting with PR61 and c-Myc to help degrade c-Myc (Parang et al., 2016). This was discovered 

after finding that patients with ulcerative colitis often had hypermethylated POPDC1 causing lower 

expression levels of POPDC1 and conversely elevated c-Myc protein levels (Parang et al., 2016, 

Williams et al., 2011). 

1.2.5 Clinical relevance of POPDC genes 

Recently, patients have been discovered with mutations in the POPDC genes and they suffer from 

heart and skeletal muscle disease (Schindler et al., 2016b, De Ridder et al., 2019, Rinné et al., 2020, 

Vissing et al., 2019, Beecher et al., 2021, Indrawati et al., 2020) (Table 1). Patients with mutations in 

POPDC1 often develop AV-block and limb-girdle muscular dystrophy (LGMD) (Schindler et al., 2016b, 

De Ridder et al., 2019, Indrawati et al., 2020). In line with the high expression of POPDC2 in the heart, 

patients with POPDC2 mutations show a more severe third-degree AV-block, but no observable 

muscular phenotypes (Rinné et al., 2020). Patients with mutations in POPDC3 display LGMD, but no 

observable cardiac defects have been uncovered, which again is in line with its expression pattern 

(Vissing et al., 2019). It has been shown that patients with mutations in POPDC1 display a 

mislocalisation of both mutated POPDC1 and POPDC2 protein, however, mutations in POPDC3 did not 

affect the membrane localisation of the other isoforms (Schindler et al., 2016b, De Ridder et al., 2019, 

Vissing et al., 2019). Localisation of POPDC3 has not been studied, which is mainly due to the lack of 

suitable antibodies. These data suggest that the different isoforms can cause overlapping but isoform-

specific pathologies.  

In-depth studies of a zebrafish model carrying the homologous mutation found in patients (popdc1 

S191F) revealed that in the homozygous mutant, skeletal muscle displays aberrations in myotendinous 

junction formation (Schindler et al., 2016b, Vissing et al., 2019, Kirchmaier et al., 2012), which is a 

structure important for force transmission between muscle cells in adjacent muscle segments. 

Patients carrying mutations in POPDC1 and POPDC3 display high serum creatine kinase levels, 

suggesting that the sarcolemma might be damaged. Indeed, the muscle biopsy of an older patient 
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carrying the POPDC1S201F mutation displayed membrane discontinuities (Schindler et al., 2016b). 

Moreover, the interaction of POPDC1 with dysferlin (Schindler et al 2016b) and annexin 5 (Holt et al., 

2020) have been reported and both proteins have previously been implicated in membrane repair of 

skeletal muscle. Interestingly, there is also evidence that membrane repair in other cell types requires 

an increase in cAMP (Togo, 2019). Thus, POPDC1 could be acting through cAMP to modulate 

membrane repair, but this will need to be studied further to be confirmed. 

POPDC1 variants associated with Tetralogy of Fallot (TOF) have also been reported (Shi et al., 2020, 

Shi et al., 2019). TOF is a congenital heart disease affecting ventricular septation, right ventricular 

hypertrophy, positioning and stenosis of the aorta and pulmonary artery and right ventricular 

hypertrophy (Morgenthau and Frishman, 2018, Apitz et al., 2009). Some single nucleotide 

polymorphisms of POPDC1 in TOF patients caused downregulation of POPDC1 and this was often 

accompanied by a decreased expression of SHF genes (Shi et al., 2020, Shi et al., 2019). Zebrafish 

popdc1 morphants displayed a narrowing of the outflow tract, which could be partially rescued by 

injection of nkx2.5 mRNA, which Popdc1 was shown to regulate (Shi et al., 2020). These results suggest 

that downregulation of popdc1 may be associated with right ventricular outflow tract stenosis in non-

syndromic TOF patients, as it can affect the development of the ventricular outflow tract in zebrafish 

(Shi et al., 2020).  

Table 1 Cardiac and skeletal muscle phenotypes in patients with mutations in the POPDC proteins 

Gene Mutation Heart Phenotype 
Skeletal Muscle 
Phenotype Reference 

POPDC1 

p.S201F 2nd-degree AV-block LGMDR25 (Schindler et al. 2016b) 

c.1A>G 1st degree AV-block LGMDR25 (De Ridder et al. 2019) 

p.V217-
L272del 1st/2nd-degree heart block LGMDR25 (De Ridder et al. 2019) 

p.R88X 1st-degree AV-block LGMDR25 (De Ridder et al. 2019) 

p.Q153X 
1st-degree AV-block and 
cardiomyopathy LMGDR25 (Indrawati et al. 2020) 

p.S263X 1st-degree AV-block LGMDR25 (Beecher et al. 2021) 

p.R129W Tetralogy of Fallot none reported (Shi et al. 2019) 

POPDC2 p.W188X 3rd-degree AV-block none reported (Rinne et al. 2020) 

POPDC3 

p.L155H none reported LGMDR26 (Vissing et al. 2019) 

p.L217F none reported LGMDR26 (Vissing et al. 2019) 

p.R261Q none reported LGMDR26 (Vissing et al. 2019) 
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1.2.6 Animal models carrying mutations in POPDC genes 

Mutant mice have been developed to ablate Popdc1 and Popdc2, these mice develop a stress-induced 

sinus node bradycardia, which develops in an age-dependent manner (Froese et al., 2012). In double 

knockouts, there is also the presence of atrial fibrillation, ventricular tachycardia and AV block, as this 

is a more severe phenotype it infers that there is some redundancy between POPDC1 and POPDC2 

(Simrick et al., 2012, Simrick et al., 2013). Morphological changes are also seen in these mice such as 

loss of cellular extensions in nodal myocytes and loss of nodal myocytes in the SAN tail (Froese et al., 

2012, Jianyi et al., 2001). Cardiac arrhythmias are also seen in zebrafish popdc2 morphants and the  

popdc1S191F mutant and both mutants develop an AV block (Schindler et al., 2016b, Kirchmaier et al., 

2012). On top of differences seen in the hearts of these animal models, there is also some skeletal 

muscle pathologies. Zebrafish popdc2 morphants display aberrant myotomal segment boundaries and 

a malformed tail (Kirchmaier et al., 2012). In the mouse, loss of Popdc1 causes a retarded regenerative 

capacity in their hind limb musculature after cardiotoxin injection. While wild type animals are able to 

fully recover, the Popdc1 null mutants have small and immature myotubes and overall display 

retarded regeneration (Andrée et al., 2002a). More recently, animal models have been developed to 

mimic mutations seen in human patients such as the popdcS191F zebrafish, mimicking the POPDC1S201F 

mutation discovered in patients, which display muscular dystrophy and cardiac arrhythmia (Schindler 

et al., 2016b) as well as the POPDC2W188X mouse to model the same mutation in patients, which display 

cardiac arrhythmia (Rinné et al., 2020). 

1.3 Hypothesis 

POPDC1 is strongly expressed in the heart and skeletal muscle of all vertebrates. An association of 

POPDC1 in the mouse with skeletal muscle regeneration has been previously established. The 

zebrafish displays heart regeneration after injury and therefore provides an excellent opportunity to 

study whether heart regeneration is affected in the popdc1 null mutant.  A popdc1 null mutant has 
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been created but its phenotype has not been characterised. I expect that the mutant heart might show 

some morphological and molecular abnormalities, which I want to characterize. Subjecting popdc1 

mutants to cardiac injury might display an increased regenerative response. This hypothesis is mainly 

based on the fact that POPDC1 has been found to limit c-Myc levels in cells and act as a tumor 

suppressor.  It is also currently not known whether other members of the POPDC gene family interact 

with c-Myc and are similarly involved in cell cycle control. 

1.4 Aims 

In this project I had the following aims: 

• To confirm the interaction of Popdc1 and c-Myc in cell lines and to see if this interaction could 

also be demonstrated in the heart. 

• To characterise the morphology of the popdc1 null mutant heart in zebrafish. 

• To use the cryoinjury model to assess whether popdc1 null mutants display normal heart 

regeneration. 

• If regeneration is affected in the popdc1 null mutant, I plan to further investigate the dynamics 

of heart regeneration to uncover the role of Popdc1 in this process. 
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2. Materials and Methods 

Unless otherwise stated chemicals for this project were obtained from Sigma Aldrich. 

2.1 Plasmid Preparation 

2.1.1 Transformation of competent Escherichia coli bacterial cells 

 1µl of purified plasmid DNA (Table 2) was added to 100 µl XL1 blue competent cells and incubated on 

ice for 30 minutes to allow cells time to uptake plasmid DNA. Cells were heat-shocked at 42C for 45 

seconds and then incubated on ice for one minute. 400µl of lysogeny broth (LB) (1% (w/v) tryptone, 

0.5% (w/v) yeast extract, 1% (w/v) NaCl) medium was added and cells were incubated in an Eppendorf 

orbital shaker at 100 revolutions per minute (rpm) at 37C for 1 hour, to allow the bacteria to express 

the antibiotic resistance gene. 30µl of bacteria was then plated on an agar plate containing the 

appropriate antibiotic (either 100µg/ml ampicillin or 50µg/ml kanamycin were used for all plasmid 

preparations) for the selection of transformants and incubated at 37C overnight, with the plates 

positioned upside down to prevent condensation forming on the lid, which could flush the colonies.  

Table 2 Plasmids used for transfection of Cos7 cells 

Plasmid Name Tag Antibiotic resistance Vector Source 

PPP2R5A (PR61a) V5 Ampicillin pcDNA 3.1/V5N  Williams Lab 

c-Myc HA Ampicillin pCGN Williams Lab 

Popdc1 [WT] YFP Kanamycin pEYFP-N1 R. Schindler (Brand lab) 

Popdc2 [WT] YFP Kanamycin pEYFP-N1 R. Schindler (Brand lab) 

Popdc3 [WT] YFP Kanamycin pEYFP-N1 R. Schindler (Brand lab) 

pEYFP-N1 YFP Kanamycin pEYFP-N1 R. Schindler (Brand lab) 

pCS2+MT N/A Ampicillin pCS2+MT R. Schindler (Brand lab) 

Popdc1 [WT] myc Ampicillin pCS2+MT B. Andree/J. Kuthz (Brand lab) 

Popdc1 [∆116] myc Ampicillin pCS2+MT R. Schindler (Brand lab) 

Popdc1 [∆127] myc Ampicillin pCS2+MT R. Schindler (Brand lab) 

 

2.1.2 Purification of plasmid DNA 

To obtain large amounts of purified DNA the QIAGEN® Plasmid Midi Kit (#12145) was used according 

to the manufacturer’s instructions. A transformed bacterial colony was picked and used to inoculate 
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a 3ml starter culture with the appropriate antibiotic added, this was shaken vigorously for 8 hours at 

37C. 100ml of fresh LB media with the appropriate antibiotic added was then inoculated with 1ml of 

the starter culture and incubated overnight in an orbital shaker at 37C. The shaker was set to 300rpm 

to allow for aeration of the bacteria, encouraging growth. The bacteria were then harvested by 

centrifugation at 1500 x g for 30 minutes at 4C and resuspended immediately in 4ml buffer P1. After 

5 minutes the cells were lysed by adding P2 buffer and incubating for a further 5 minutes. 4ml of pre-

cooled P3 buffer was added to the lysate and following a 15-minute incubation, the suspension was 

centrifuged twice for 30 minutes at 25,000 x g at 4C. A QIAGEN-tip column was equilibrated with 4ml 

buffer QBT before the supernatant containing the plasmid DNA was added to the column where it will 

bind to the resin. The column was washed twice with 10ml of buffer QC before the DNA was eluted 

with 5ml of buffer QF into a glass centrifugation tube. The plasmid was precipitated using 3.5ml of 

isopropanol and mixed well before being centrifuged for 30 minutes at 25,000 x g to form a pellet. The 

supernatant was discarded and the DNA pellet was washed twice in 75% ethanol. The pellet was then 

allowed to air-dry for 10 minutes to remove all traces of ethanol. The DNA was resuspended in 50µl 

of TE buffer (10mM Tris-HCL, pH8.0, 1mM EDTA). The amount of DNA was quantified using a Nanodrop 

spectrophotometer. 

2.2 Cell culture 

Cos7 cells (Sigma-Aldrich, USA, #87021302) were cultured in Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s Medium 

(DMEM) (Sigma Aldrich, USA, #91031101) with 10% (v/v) foetal calf serum (FCS) (Gibco, 26140-079) 

and 1% (v/v) L-glutamine (Sigma Aldrich, G7513) at 37C with 5% CO2 in a humidified cell culture 

incubator. All cell culture procedures were undertaken under sterile conditions in a laminar flow hood.  

2.2.1 Passage of cells 

Cells were passaged by rinsing the plate with phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) (137 mM NaCl, 2.7 mM 

KCl, 10 mM Na2HPO4-2H2O and 1.8 mM KH2PO4 adjusted to 1l with H2O) and then incubating with 
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trypsin-EDTA solution (Sigma Aldrich, T4174) for 5 minutes to allow the cells to detach. The detached 

cells were centrifuged for 5 minutes at 500 x g and resuspended in fresh DMEM before plating. 

2.2.2 Transfection of cells 

Cos7 cells were transfected using midi-preparation purified plasmid DNA (2.1 Plasmid Preparation). 

Cells were split one day before transfection and were plated to aim for 90% confluency which 

translated to 3 million cells per 10cm dish. LipofectamineTM 2000 (Invitrogen, USA, #11668) was used 

to transfect the cells using 1μl of lipofectamine per 0.4μg DNA; according to the manufacturer’s 

protocol. The appropriate amounts of plasmid DNA and LipofectamineTM 2000 were diluted in DMEM 

in separate tubes and incubated for 5 minutes at room temperature. The DNA and LipofectamineTM 

2000 dilutions were mixed and incubated for a further 20 minutes at room temperature to allow for 

DNA-lipofectamine complexes to form. The mixture was then added dropwise to the cells. Cells were 

harvested 24 hours after transfection to allow the cells to express sufficient amounts of the 

transfected constructs.  

2.2.3 Cells Grown in Conditioned Media 

Cos7 cells were used to generate conditioned media as depicted by the schematic in Figure 8. Cos7 

cells were transfected with a YFP-tagged Popdc1 plasmid cDNA or a vector expressing only yellow 

fluorescent protein (YFP) and left for 6 hours, cells were then sorted for YFP positivity using a flow 

cytometer (BD FACSAria™ Fusion) (2.19.2 Cell Sorting). YFP-positive cells were plated and fresh media 

applied. This was done to enrich for transfected cells. After 24 hours, culture medium was taken from 

the transfected cells, filtered using a 40µm filter and then mixed with an equal amount of fresh media 

and transferred onto a plate with non-transfected Cos7 cells. Cells were incubated for 24 hours before 

being fixed for staining or cell number determination. 
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Figure 8 Conditioned Media Protocol. Cells were transfected with a plasmid containing a YFP tag. Cells were left for 6 hours 
before being sorted based on the YFP expression using a BD FACSAria™ Fusion flow cytometer. YFP-positive cells were then 
plated and left to grow for 24 hours. Media from these cells was filtered and mixed at a 50:50 ratio with fresh media. The 
conditioned media was added to non-transfected cells, which were left to grow for 24 hours before being fixed for analysis. 
Images for this schematic were taken from Servier Medical Art (https://smart.servier.com/). 

 

2.3 Cell lysates 

2.3.1 Generation of cell lysates 

Cos7 cells were harvested 24 hours after transfection (2.2.2 Transfection), washed three times with 

ice-cold PBS and then incubated for 20 minutes at 4C in 700µl of lysis buffer (50mM Tris, pH 8.0, 

150mM NaCl, 2mM EDTA, pH 8.0, 1% (v/v) Triton X-100, 0.25% (w/v) gelatine, and 1 protease 

inhibitors tablet per 10 ml (Roche, Switzerland)). Cell lysates were kept on ice going forward to prevent 

the degradation of the proteins. Cells were scraped from the culture dishes using a cell scraper (rubber 

policeman) and then transferred into a 1.5ml Eppendorf tube. To further sheer the cells, they were 

passed several times through a 23G needle and then sonicated on ice three times for 15 seconds at 

4C at 2mW, with time in between each round to allow the cells to cool down again. Samples were 

centrifuged to remove cell debris at 16,000 x g for 30 minutes and the supernatant was pipetted in a 

fresh tube and stored frozen at -20C. 

2.3.2 Determining protein concentration of cell lysates 

Protein concentrations were determined using a Bio-Rad DCTM microplate assay, which is based on the 

Lowry method. In this method proteins react with alkaline copper tartrate (solution A) then are 

reduced by Folin (solution B), resulting in a blue coloured product with a maximum absorbance of 

https://smart.servier.com/
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750nm. The colour intensity is proportional to the amount of protein in the sample. To quantify the 

amount of protein in the test samples, a standard curve was generated using 0-1.2µg/µl of bovine 

serum albumin (BSA). 5µl of the sample, diluted 1:10 in lysis buffer was added in triplicate to a 96 well 

plate. 25µl of a mixture of reagent A (Bio-Rad, #500-0113) and S (Bio-Rad, #500-0115) (1ml of reagent 

A per 20µl of reagent S) were added and then 200µl of Reagent B (Bio-Rad, #500-0114). The plates 

were incubated in the dark for 15 minutes to allow the colour to fully develop and a plate reader was 

used to determine the absorbance at 750nm. SoftMax Pro® software calculated averages for the 

protein standards and they were plotted against the known protein concentrations, generating a 

standard curve using linear regression. The software then matches the average of the sample 

absorbance values to the standard curve to estimate the protein concentration, this value was then 

multiplied by 10 to account for the dilution. 

2.4 Co-immunoprecipitation 

Co-immunoprecipitation (CoIP) experiments were undertaken on cells, which had been grown in ø 10 

cm dishes and transfected (2.2.2 Transfection of cells) 24 hrs prior to cell lysates being produced (2.3 

Cell lysates). 30µl of the lysate was taken as a whole-cell lysate (WCL) input control and 10µl of sodium 

dodecyl sulphate (SDS) sample buffer (4% (w/v) SDS, 10% (v/v) β-mercaptoethanol, 40% (v/v) 

glycerol), 250mM Tris-HC: (pH 6.8), 0.05% (w/v) bromphenol blue) was added. The remainder of the 

lysate was used to conduct the CoIP experiments using a Pierce c-Myc tag IP CoIP kit (Thermo 

Scientific, USA, #23620) as per the manufacturer’s guidelines. Either anti- Green fluorescent protein 

(GFP) agarose (MBL, USA, #D153-8) or anti-Myc tag agarose (MBL, USA, #M047-8) was added to the 

lysates and they were incubated overnight at 4C in spin columns on a wheel rotator, this allowed the 

antibodies to bind to antigens in the cell lysates. Samples were spun in a centrifuge at full speed for 

10 seconds to remove unbound lysates and were then washed 5 times in Tris-buffered saline solution 

(from the kit, #28376) and then non-reducing sample buffer (from the kit, #1859594) was added. The 

samples were boiled for 5 minutes at 96C and samples were collected via centrifugation of the spin 
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column into a collection tube. 3µl of β-mercaptoethanol was added to the sample to reduce the 

amount of antibody heavy and light chains in the sample. The WCL input control was also boiled for 5 

minutes at 96C. The samples were then size separated using SDS gel electrophoresis (2.5 SDS-PAGE) 

and western blot analysis (2.6 Western Blot). 

2.5 SDS-PAGE 

2.5.1 Gel preparation 

For SDS-polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis (PAGE) the mini-PROTEAN® Bio-Rad system was used. 

Glass plates were cleaned with 70% ethanol to remove any debris and the plates were positioned in 

the gel cast stand. The 10% SDS-PAGE separation gel (4ml H2O, 3.3ml 30% (w/v) acrylamide solution, 

2.5ml 1.5M Tris-Cl pH8.8, 100μl 10% (w/v) SDS, 100μl 10% (w/v) APS and 4μl TEMED) was made and 

poured immediately in between the glass plates. To ensure the top of the gel was even, it was overlaid 

with water. Once the gel had polymerised the water was tipped off and the stacking gel (1.4ml H2O, 

330μl 30% (w/v) acrylamide solution (Bio-Rad, 1610154), 250μl 1.0M Tris-Cl pH6.8, 20μl 10% (w/v) 

SDS, 20μl 10% (w/v) APS and 2μl TEMED) was poured over the separation gel and a gel comb was 

inserted. Once the stacking gel had polymerised it was removed from the gel cast stand, rinsed with 

water and wrapped in a wet paper towel and stored in a plastic bag until it was used, to prevent it 

from drying out.  

2.5.2 Gel electrophoresis 

The gel was placed into the gel electrophoresis chamber filled with running buffer (25mM Tris-Cl, 

pH8.0, 192mM glycine, 1% (w/v) SDS). The comb was removed and the wells were flushed with 

running buffer to remove any non-polymerised gel. Protein samples were loaded onto the gel along 

with a molecular weight marker (PageRulerTM Prestained Protein Ladder, Thermo Scientific, #26616) 

and electrophoresed at 100V until the bromophenol blue dye in the sample buffer had reached the 

bottom of the gel. The separation gel was removed from the glass plates and separated from the 

stacking gel for further analysis by western blotting (2.6 Western Blot). 
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2.6 Western Blot 

2.6.1 Transfer to nitrocellulose membrane 

Samples were size-separated using a 10% SDS-PAGE (2.5 SDS-PAGE). Gels were incubated in blotting 

buffer (10% methanol, 25mM Tris-Cl, pH8.5, 150mM glycine) before being electroblotted onto a 

nitrocellulose membrane (BioTraceTM NT, Pall Corporations, USA, #66485). For the protein transfer, 3 

pieces of Whatman filter paper were placed onto the blotter, followed by the separation gel, the 

nitrocellulose membrane and another 3 pieces of filter paper. The proteins were electrophoretically 

transferred to the nitrocellulose membrane at 70mA/gel for 1 hour. 

2.6.2 Incubation with antibodies 

Membranes were washed in Tris-buffered saline with Tween (TBST) (50 mM Tris-HCl, pH 7.4, 150mM 

NaCl, 0.1% (v/v) Tween-20) and blocked in blocking solution (5% milk powder (w/v) in TBST) for 1 hour. 

Membranes were then incubated overnight at 4⁰C gently rotating with the appropriate antibody 

(Table 3). The membranes were washed three times for 10 minutes with TBST to remove any unbound 

antibody, before being incubated with the appropriate secondary antibody (Table 3) at room 

temperature gently rotating for 1-2 hours. Membranes were washed again 3 times in TBST for 10 

minutes. Horseradish peroxidase (HRP) substrate (Millipore, USA, #WBKLS0500) was prepared by 

mixing the components 1:1 and this was then added to the membrane and incubated for 5 minutes. 

The excess reagent was removed and was placed into the syngene g:box gel imager to capture the 

light emission from the membrane. 

 

Table 3 Antibodies used in western blotting and peptide binding arrays. 

Antibody Manufacturer Catalogue number Dilution 

Anti V5- Tag Abcam Ab2767 1:5000 

Anti HA-tag Covance 16B12 1:1000 

Anti GFP- tag Abcam Ab290 1:1000 

Anti myc- tag Abcam Ab32 1:1000 

HRP- conjugated anti Mouse Vector Laboratories PI-2000 1:1000 

HRP- conjugated anti Rabbit Vector Laboratories PI-1000 1:1000 
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2.7 Peptide binding array 

Peptide binding arrays were donated by Professor George Baillie (University of Glasgow). A 25-mer 

library of overlapping peptides of POPDC1, each shifted by five amino acids at a time, were produced 

sequentially to increase the reliability of the screening. Immobilised spots containing the peptide 

sequences were directly synthesised on Whatman 50 Cellulose membranes and used as peptide 

arrays. The immobilised spots on the filter correspond to POPDC1 residues as depicted in Figure 9. 

Arrays were blocked in blocking solution before cell lysates (2.3 Cell lysates) were added at a 

concentration of 3µg/µl and incubated rocking overnight at 4⁰C. The arrays were washed 3 times in 

TBST for 15 minutes before being incubated overnight with the appropriate primary antibody (Table 

3) rocking at 4⁰C. The arrays were washed 3 times in TBST for 15 minutes and incubated at room 

temperature for one hour with the appropriate secondary antibody (Table 3). Arrays were washed 

again 3 times in TBST for 10 minutes. Horseradish peroxidase substrate (Millipore, USA, #WBKLS0500) 

was prepared by mixing the components 1:1 and this was then added to the membrane and incubated 

for 5 minutes. The excess reagent was removed and was placed into the syngene g:box gel imager to 

capture the exposure from the membrane. If the protein in the lysate can bind to the peptides on the 

array then a dot becomes visible. The dots with the same sequence are present in duplicates and had 

15 overlapping residues with the following peptide. The peptide array allowed us to make predictions 

on which residues in POPDC1 mediate interaction with the protein of interest. 

 

Figure 9 Schematic to show which residues the dots on the Popdc1 peptide-binding array correspond to. Numbers in bold 
represent the dot number and the line below represents what residues they correspond to. 

2.8 Zebrafish lines and procedures 

Fish were cared for in accordance with the guidelines home office. 

n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n

n 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 n

n 1-25 5-30 10-35 15-40 20-45 25-50 30-55 35-60 40-65 45-70 50-75 55-80 60-85 65-90 70-95 75-100 80-105 85-110 90-115 95-120 100-125 105-130 110-135 n

n 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33 34 35 36 37 38 39 40 41 42 43 44 45 46 n

n 115-140 120-145 125-150 130-155 135-160 140-165 145-170 150-175 155-180 160-185 165-190 170-195 175-200 180-205 185-210 190-215 195-220 200-225 205-230 210-235 215-240 220-245 225-250 n

n 47 48 49 50 51 52 53 54 55 56 57 58 59 60 61 62 63 64 65 66 67 68 69 n

n 230-255 235-260 240-265 245-270 250-275 255-280 260-285 265-290 270-295 275-300 280-305 285-310 290-315 295-320 300-325 305-330 310-335 315-340 320-345 325-350 330-355 335-360 340-365 n

n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n n
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2.8.1 Zebrafish husbandry 

All procedures were performed in line with the Animals (scientific procedures) Act 1986 under the 

project licences PPL:70/8743 and PP3818670. Zebrafish were raised in mixed-sex tanks, at a maximum 

density of 10 fish per litre, with a light cycle of 14 hours light, 10 hours dark. Water temperature was 

27-29⁰C with a pH of (7.4) on a diet of Gemma Micro for zebrafish (Skretting). Fish were maintained 

by the Central Biomedical Services Animal facility staff at Imperial College London. Fish lines used can 

be seen in Table 4. Tg(cmlc2:mermaidAB) zebrafish were mainly used in my experiments as they had 

a GFP reporter, which has been used for optical recording of membrane voltage changes (Tsutsui et 

al. 2010), under the cmlc2 (or myl7) promotor, which labelled cardiomyocytes. This line was also 

crossed with the popdc1-M6 line to create a popdc1 null line that also expressed GFP in their 

cardiomyocytes. 

Table 4 Details of zebrafish lines used in the study 

Name Component Identified Referred to in this document 

AB-KCL  N/A wild type (-) 

Popdc1-M6 N/A popdc1 null (-) 

Tg(cmlc2:mermaidAB) Cardiomyocytes wild type 

Tg(Popdc1-M6/cmlc2:mermaidAB) Cardiomyocytes popdc1 null 

 

2.8.2 Generation of the popdc1 null mutant 

The popdc1 null mutants were generated in the Brand lab by Dr Kar Lai Poon and Mrs Ursula Herbort-

Brand. They were created using TALENS by targeting the first exon of popdc1 where there was a single 

deletion which resulted in a frameshift that caused a premature stop codon (Brand Lab, Unpublished). 

This resulted in a truncated protein that was just 39 amino acids long and would not include the 

transmembrane domains or the Popeye domain. Mrs Ursula Herbort-Brand regularly performed 

genotyping on tanks of young zebrafish to confirm their genotype. Briefly, this involved the extraction 

and amplification of the zebrafish DNA after a caudal fin clip. The following primers were used for 

amplification: forward “gttatatttcacgccactacgtt”, reverse “taccctataaacacaagcggat”. The amplification 

product was then digested by BamHI. Wild types would have two bands at 314bp and 205bp, 
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heterozygous mutants had three bands 519bp, 314bp and 205bp and homozygous mutants would 

have one band at 517bp (Figure 10). This is because the introduction of the base pair deletion disrupts 

and BamHI restriction site. 

 

Figure 10 Agarose gel showing the genotyping of popdc1 null mutant. BamHI digestion of genetic material from wild type, 
popdc1 null heterozygous and popdc1 null homozygous zebrafish show altered digestion because of the disruption of the 
BamHI restriction site. 

 

2.8.3 Zebrafish mating and maintenance of stock 

From 3 months of age onwards, zebrafish were used for breeding to maintain stocks. Matings were 

set up in the afternoon by placing males and females to a maximum of 5 fish in 500ml mating tanks 

filled with system water. These tanks had a breeding base insert, which allowed eggs to fall to the 

bottom but restricted the adult fish, this prevented the eggs from being consumed by the fish after 

laying. Mating was induced by turning on the light in the morning. After mating, the fish were returned 

to their stock tanks in the system and eggs were removed by straining the water of the mating tank 

through a fine sieve. More system water was run over the eggs in the sieve to help clean them and 

remove any debris. The collected eggs were moved to Petri dishes filled with E3 media (5mM NaCl, 

0.17mM KCl, 0.33mM CaCl2, 0.33mM MgSO4) and placed in a 28⁰C incubator. If fish were intended to 
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be moved to the main aquarium system the embryos still in their chorion were bleached to clean them 

at 6hpf. Fish were put into a 0.001% bleach solution (Fisher Scientific, S/5040/PB17) in E3 media for 

10 minutes and were then washed 3 times for 5 minutes in E3 media before being moved to a fresh 

petri dish with pronase (10mg/ml) added to aid removal of the chorion, since bleaching can toughen 

it. Unfertilised eggs were removed using a plastic pasture pipette at 24hpf. At 48 hours, if necessary, 

eggs were screened for fluorescence under a stereomicroscope, and those not showing a fluorescent 

signal were removed. E3 media was changed at least every 48 hours for embryos. At 5dpf fry were 

moved into the system. 

2.8.4 Cryoinjury 

Cryoinjuries were performed as described by Gonzalez-Rosa and Mercader (González-Rosa and 

Mercader, 2012). Fish were anaesthetised by placing them in a 0.032% (w/v) tricaine solution until 

they were immobilised. Fish were then placed ventral side up on a system water-soaked piece of foam 

under a dissection microscope, scales were removed and the skin was pulled tort. Scissors were used 

to make an incision in the body wall. The flanks of the fish were lightly pressed to expose the ventricle 

which was then dried with a tissue before a 0.3mm copper probe, precooled in liquid nitrogen, was 

applied to the ventricle for approximately 15 seconds (Figure 11). The fish were then moved to a tank 

containing 500ml of system water and were aided in their reanimation by gently pipetting system 

water towards them to aid water motion over the gills. Sham-operated animals were subjected to the 

same as the above except the probe had not been cooled. Hearts were dissected out of fish at different 

time intervals.  
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Figure 11 Cryoinjury in the zebrafish (A) Schematic of the cryoinjury protocol in zebrafish. Adapted from González-Rosa and 
Mercader (2012) (B) Image of the Cryoinjury probe used in the Brand Lab. 

 

2.8.5 Isolation of zebrafish ventricular cells for single-cell analysis 

Zebrafish ventricles were isolated from 3-6-month-old fish and placed in heparin dissection buffer (1M 

KCl, 2U/ml Heparin in PBS to prevent blood clots. Ventricles were cut into pieces and spun down for 

60 seconds at 1000 x g in a centrifuge cooled to 4⁰C, this was done to remove any remaining blood 

cells. The supernatant was removed and the ventricles were resuspended in PBS and the washing and 

centrifugation were repeated. A Pierce™ Primary Cardiomyocyte Isolation Kit (Thermo scientific, 

88281) was used to isolate the cardiomyocytes. 100µl of enzyme A and 5µl of enzyme B was added to 

each heart and the tissue was incubated in a thermomixer for 50 minutes at 30⁰C and 300rpm. The 

samples were triturated every 5 minutes using a 100µl Eppendorf pipette. 1ml of HBSS was added to 

the samples and the samples were centrifuged for 3 minutes at 800 x g. The supernatant was put into 

a separate microcentrifuge tube and centrifuged again to collect any cells which may have been 

missed. The pellets from both spin downs were resuspended in 500µl of HBSS+ (HBSS with 0.25% BSA 

(w/v) and 10mM HEPES). 

2.8.5.1 Validation of single ventricular cells 

Cells isolated for single-cell analysis were validated, initially by running through a cell counter which 

was able to give readings on cell numbers, viability and size. The machine does this by mixing cells 

entering the machine with trypan blue and taking images of the cells passing through, this can then 

give an estimation of size but also viability and number. Once the validity of isolation was achieved 

cells could go on for further use in experiments. 
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2.8.5.2 Isolation of zebrafish ventricular cardiomyocytes for size analysis 

Zebrafish ventricular cardiomyocytes were isolated as previously reported (Sander et al., 2013). 

Ventricles were removed from 3-6-month-old fish and placed briefly into heparin buffer (10 U/ml 

Heparin and 100 U/ml penicillin-streptomycin in PBS). Three ventricles from each genotype were 

pooled and moved to perfusion buffer (10mM HEPES, 30mM taurine, 5.5mM glucose and 10mM BDM 

in PBS). Once all ventricles had been excised they were moved to digestion buffer (perfusion buffer 

plus 12.5µM CaCl2 and 5ug/ml of both collagenase II (Gibco, 17101-015) and IV (Gibco, 17104-019)) 

and agitated in a thermomixer at 800 rpm at 32⁰C for 2 hours. Digested cells were spun down in a 

precooled centrifuge at 250 x g for 5 minutes and the supernatant was discarded. The digested cells 

were then taken through successive stop buffers (perfusion buffer with 5% (V/V) FCS and with 

increasing CaCl2; 12µM, 62µM, 112µM, 212µM 500µM and 1000µM), centrifuging between each 

buffer and discarding the supernatant. Finally, the cells were resuspended in sort buffer (1mM EDTA, 

25mM HEPES, 1% FCS in PBS before being used for flow cytometry analysis (2.19.1 ImageStream flow 

cytometry). 

2.9 Mouse lines and care of mice 

All procedures were performed in line with the Animals (scientific procedures) Act 1986 under the 

project licence P2960EB2F. All mouse cells and tissue were collected by and given to me by either Dr 

Roland Schindler, Dr Navneet Bhogal, Mrs Ursula Herbort -Brand or Dr Laura Fedele. Mice used in this 

study can be seen in Table 5. 

Table 5 Details of mouse lines used in this study 

Name Name used in text Source 

Popdc1 -/- Popdc1 null (Andrée et al., 2002a, Froese et al., 2012) 

Popdc2 -/- Popdc2 null (Froese et al., 2012) 

Popdc3 -/- Popdc3 null (Brand Lab, Unpublished) 

Popdc1 -/- / Popdc2-/- Popdc1/2 null (Andrée et al., 2002a, Froese et al., 2012) 

Wild type Wild Type Envigo: C57Bl/6J OlaHsd 
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2.9.1 Isolation of mouse ventricular cardiomyocytes 

Isolation of mouse ventricular cardiomyocytes was performed by Dr Navneet Bhogal and excess cells 

were gifted to me for use in staining and microscopy. 3- 4-month-old mice were sacrificed by 

inhalation of 5% isoflurane followed by cervical dislocation. The heart was removed and placed on ice-

cold Krebs-Henseleit solution (119mM NaCl, 4.7 KClmM, 0.94mM MgSO4, 1mM CaCl2, 1.2mM KH2PO4, 

25mM NaHCO3, and 11.5mM glucose (pH 7.4)). The aorta was cannulated and the cannula attached 

to the Langendorff system. The hearts were retrogradely perfused at 37°C with Krebs-Henseleit 

solution for 1 min. The perfusate was switched to low-Ca2+ solution (120mM NaCl, 5mM KCl, 5mM 

MgSO4, 5mM Na pyruvate, 20mM glucose, 20mM taurine, 10mM HEPES, 5mM nitrilotriacetic acid and 

35µM CaCl2 (pH 6.96) for 4 min, followed by 1 min bacterial protease solution (3.6 mg of protease 

(Sigma, P8038-1G) in 10 ml of enzyme solution (120mM NaCl, 5mM KCl, 5mM MgSO4, 5mM Na 

pyruvate, 20mM glucose, 20mM taurine, and 10mM HEPES, 35M CaCl2 (pH 7.4)) and then by 4-5 min 

of collagenase V solution (30mg of collagenase (Sigma, C9263-1G) in 30 ml of enzyme solution). The 

hearts were then removed from the cannula, and the ventricles triturated in the enzyme solution 

(without enzymes). The solution was passed through a mesh to remove any undigested tissue. 

2.10 Preparation of tissue for cryosections and cryostat sectioning 

Dissected zebrafish or mouse tissue samples were washed in PBS before being fixed in 4% 

paraformaldehyde (PFA) at room temperature for 10 minutes or overnight at 4⁰C. Samples were then 

washed 3 times for five minutes in PBS before being transferred to 10% (w/v) sucrose in PBS and 

incubated on ice until the tissue could no longer float; indicating that the solution had equilibrated 

with the water in the tissue. This was repeated for 20% (w/v) and 30% (w/v) sucrose in PBS. Tissue 

was then incubated on ice with PolyFreeze (Tissue Freezing Medium) (Polysciences, Inc., USA #19636) 

at a 1:1 ratio with 30% sucrose in PBS for at least 10 minutes followed by 100% Polyfreeze for at least 

10 minutes. Tissue was then placed into a mould filled with PolyFreeze and these moulds were placed 

into 2-methylbutane which had been cooled with dry ice and stored at -80C until use. The frozen 
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samples were then cut on a Leica XM 1850 cryostat and sections were mounted on to superfrost glass 

slides. Sections were airdried and if required stored at -80⁰C until used. The sections were encircled 

with a PAP pen (Sigma-Aldrich, Z377821-1EA) to create a hydrophobic barrier which helped to keep 

the solutions on the sample and use smaller amounts of liquid. 

2.11 Preparation of paraffin sections 

2.11.1 Fixation of tissue  

Zebrafish tissue samples were fixed in 10% formalin rocking at room temperature for an appropriate 

amount of time depending on their size. Fry and excised hearts were incubated for 10 minutes at room 

temperature while whole fish were incubated for 24 hours at room temperature. Samples were then 

washed with 3 quick washes in PBS and 3 five minute washes in PBS to remove excess fixative.  

2.11.2 Embedding of tissue in paraffin 

After fixation samples were taken through increasing percentages of ethanol in PBS (30, 50 and 70%), 

samples were left in each solution for at least 30 minutes, to dehydrate the sample and were then 

processed by a Tissue Tek® VIP® embedder into paraffin or by hand (Table 6). Samples were then 

embedded into moulds and the wax was allowed to cool. The blocks of paraffin were cut with a Leica 

RM 2255 microtome into 6µm sections and mounted on glass slides, where they were left overnight 

at 60⁰C to dry. The sections were then stored at room temperature in a box to prevent dust 

accumulation and damage until further use. 

Table 6 Schedule for paraffin embedding samples by hand. 

Solution Time Temperature 

96% Ethanol 3 hours Room Temperature 

96% Ethanol 16 hours Room Temperature 

Isopropanol 8 hours Room Temperature 

Isopropanol 16 hours Room Temperature 

n-Butanol 4 hours 60⁰C  

n-Butanol 4 hours 60⁰C  

n-Butanol : Paraffin 16 hours 60⁰C  

Paraffin 4 hours 60⁰C  

Paraffin 4 hours 60⁰C  

Paraffin 16 hours 60⁰C  
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2.12 Immunostaining 

2.12.1 Preparation of cells for immunostaining 

Cells were seeded into cell culture dishes containing round glass coverslips which were 13mm in 

diameter by pipetting 100μm of cells in solution on the glass and using water tension to prevent the 

water bubble from overflowing. If required cells were transfected (2.2.2 Transfection of cells) using 

lipofectamine. Coverslips that would hold zebrafish cardiomyocytes (2.8.5 Isolation of zebrafish 

ventricular cells for single-cell analysis) were coated in poly-L-lysine, by placing the coverslips in poly-

l-lysine for 10 minutes before washing thoroughly with water and then being allowed to air-dry for at 

least 2 hours. Coverslips that would hold mouse ventricular cardiomyocytes (2.9.1 Isolation of mouse 

ventricular cardiomyocytes) were coated in collagen overnight at 4⁰C, excess collagen was removed 

and the coverslips allowed to air dry. Once the cells had adhered the cell culture dishes were flooded 

with media. Cover glasses with cells were removed at the required time point and moved to a 

humidified chamber for further processing. Humidified chambers were made from Petri dishes 

containing wet filter paper covered in a layer of parafilm to prevent the sample from drying out. Cells 

were fixed for 10 minutes using 4% PFA at room temperature and then washed 3 times for five minutes 

in PBS to remove excess fixative. 

2.12.2 Antibody Incubation 

Antibody incubation for immunostaining was performed on cells (2.12.1 Preparation of cells for 

immunostaining) or cryosections (2.10 Preparation of tissue for cryosections and cryostat sectioning). 

As antigens looked at in this study were localised intracellularly, PFA fixed cells or tissue needed to be 

permeabilised before antibody incubation to allow the antibodies to penetrate the membrane and to 

reach the antigen. Therefore, samples were blocked in blocking buffer (2% FCS or donkey serum, 

1%BSA and 0.25% Triton X-100 in PBS for 1 hour at room temperature, the triton X-100 in this solution 

allowed for permeabilisation and the BSA and serum were to saturate any unspecific antibody binding 

sites. This was then changed for the appropriate primary antibody (Table 7) diluted in blocking buffer 
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and left overnight at 4⁰C. Samples were then washed 3 times for five minutes in PBS and incubated 

with the appropriate secondary antibody (Table 7) diluted in blocking buffer at room temperature for 

one hour in the dark. Samples were washed 3 times for five minutes in PBS and sections had coverslips 

mounted using mowiol (Calbiochem, USA, #475904) containing 2μg/ml 4',6-Diamidino-2-Phenylindole 

(DAPI) (Calbiochem, USA, #268298) on to microscope slides. Samples were stored at 4⁰C until they 

could be imaged. For co-staining, if antibodies were raised in different animals then both primary 

antibodies could be incubated at the same time. Similarly, both secondary antibodies could be 

incubated at the same time. 

2.12.3 Double staining with primary antibodies raised in the same animal 

In cases where the primary antibody was raised in the same animal, the binding site for the first 

primary antibody was saturated using highly concentrated Alexa fluor 555-conjugated Fab fragments 

(1:50 dilution) for 2 hours. After washing with PBS 3 times for five minutes the next primary antibody 

was added and incubated overnight at 4⁰C and the antibody incubation protocol above could continue 

from the washes before the addition of the secondary antibody. 

Table 7 Antibodies used for immunostaining 

Antibody Name Name used 
in text 

Host 
Species 

Manufacturer Catalogue/identifier 
number 

Dilution 

anti-BVES Popdc1 Rabbit St John’s Laboratory STJ22848 1:50 

anti-BVES P1 atlas 
18176 

Rabbit Atlas HPA018176 1:50 

Popdc2 Popdc2 Rabbit Sigma Aldrich HPA024255 1:50 

c-Myc Ab32072 Rabbit Abcam Ab32072 1:1000 

Anti-rabbit Alexa 
fluor  488 

n/a Donkey Invitrogen A21206 1:1000 

Anti- mouse Alexa 
fluor 488 

n/a Donkey Invitrogen A21202 1:1000 

Anti- goat Alexa 
fluor 488 

n/a Donkey Invitrogen A11055 1:1000 

Anti-rabbit Alexa 
fluor 633 

n/a Goat Invitrogen A21071 1:1000 

Wheat germ 
agglutinin (WGA) 
tetramethylrhodam
ine conjugate 

n/a n/a Invitogen W849 1:200 

Phospho histone 3 PH3 Rabbit Merck 06-570 1:200 

Mef2 Mef2 Rabbit Abcam Ab197070 1:50 
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2.13 Histology 

2.13.1 AFOG staining 

Zebrafish sections (2.11 Preparation of paraffin sections) were deparaffinised, rehydrated and fixed in 

Bouin’s solution (Sigma, HT1032). Samples were washed in tap water and moved to 1% 

phosphomolybdic acid (Sigma-Aldrich HT153 diluted 1:10 in distilled H2O), before being washed in 

distilled water. Samples were incubated in AFOG solution (Acid fuchsin orange G) (0.5% (w/v) aniline 

blue diammonium salt (Sigma, 415049), 1.5% (w/v) Acid Fuchsin (Sigma, F8129) and 1% (w/v) Orange 

G (VWR, 437252Q) in distilled water, pH 1.09) then rinsed in distilled water, dehydrated in 100% 

ethanol and incubated twice in xylene. See Table 8 for the timing and temperatures for each of these 

stages. Entellan (Merck, HX57327262) was added to the sections and they were overlaid with 

coverslips. 

Table 8 Schedule for AFOG staining 

Solution Time  Temperature 

Xylene 5 minutes Room Temperature 

Xylene 5 minutes Room Temperature 

96% Ethanol 3 minutes Room Temperature 

70% Ethanol 3 minutes Room Temperature 

50% Ethanol 3 minutes Room Temperature 

dH2O 3 minutes Room Temperature 

Bouin’s Solution 2 hours 60⁰C  

Bouin’s Solution 1 hour Room Temperature 

Tap Water 30 minutes Room Temperature 

1% Phosphomolybdic Acid 4.5 minutes Room Temperature 

dH2O 5 minutes Room Temperature 

AFOG Solution 4.5 minutes Room Temperature 

dH2O 30 seconds Room Temperature 

50% Ethanol 30 seconds Room Temperature 

70% Ethanol 2 minutes Room Temperature 

96% Ethanol 2 minutes Room Temperature 

Xylene 5 minutes Room Temperature 

Xylene 5 minutes Room Temperature 
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2.13.1 Haematoxylin and Eosin (H&E) staining 

Zebrafish sections (2.11 Preparation of paraffin sections) were deparaffinised and rehydrated before 

being incubated with Harris haematoxylin (Sigma, HHS32-1) and then rinsed in tap water with a brief 

rinse in 1% ammonia water to brighten the haematoxylin stain. The slides were then incubated with 

eosin Y (Sigma, HT110232) modified with 3.2% Acetic acid and then washed in distilled water. Slides 

were then dehydrated and moved to xylene. See  

Table 9 for the timings of each stage of H&E staining, all stages were conducted at room temperature. 

Entellan (Merck, HX57327262) was added to the sections and they were overlaid with coverslips. 

Table 9 Schedule for H&E staining 

Solution Time  

Xylene 3 minutes 

Xylene 3 minutes 

96% Ethanol 3 minutes 

70% Ethanol 3 minutes 

50% Ethanol 3 minutes 

dH2O 10 minutes 

Harris Haematoxylin 8 minutes 

Tap Water 2 minutes 

1% Ammonia dH2O 12-15 seconds 

Tap Water 2 minutes 

Modified Eosin Y 10 minutes 

dH2O 10 seconds 

50% Ethanol 30 seconds 

96% Ethanol 30 seconds 

Isopropanol 30 seconds 

Xylene 30 seconds 

2.14 TUNEL staining 

Cryosections (2.10 Preparation of tissue for cryosections and cryostat sectioning) were terminal 

deoxynucleotidyl transferase dUTP nick end labelling (TUNEL) stained according to the manufacture's 

guidelines (Merck, S7165). In brief, samples were allowed to equilibrate to room temperature for 30 

minutes. Then samples were postfixed in an ethanol acetic acid mix at a ratio of 2:1 for 5 minutes at -

20⁰C followed by 2 five minutes washed in PBS. Samples were then incubated with an equilibration 
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buffer (Merck, 90416) for 10 seconds before incubating the samples in a hydration chamber for 1 hour 

at 37C in TdT enzyme (Merck, 90418) in reaction buffer (Merck, 90417). Samples were then incubated 

in stop/wash buffer (Merck, 90419) for 10 minutes, washed in PBS 3 times for 1 minute each, and then 

incubated with the anti-TdT Rhodamine (Merck, 90429) in blocking buffer (Merck 90425) for 30 

minutes at room temperature before being washed in PBS 2 times for two minutes and then overlaid 

with a coverslip using mowiol (Calbiochem, USA, #475904) containing 2μg/ml DAPI (Calbiochem, USA, 

#268298). 

2.15 Imaging and image analysis 

Fluorescent immunostained and TUNEL stained samples were imaged using ZEN black edition (Zeiss, 

Germany) using a Zeiss LSM-780 confocal microscope or a Zeiss Axio observer widefield microscope, 

which are provided by the Facility for Imaging by Light Microscopy at Imperial College London. For the 

confocal microscope, the argon laser was used for excitation of the respective fluorophores using the 

20x or 63x objectives. The widefield images were often taken in tile form using 20x or 40x objective 

to create a complete image of the tissue or cells. Images were recorded by sequential multi-channel 

scanning to reduce bleed-through aiming to ensure that only one fluorophore was captured. Images 

were processed and quantified using Fiji is just ImageJ (FIJI) freeware (Schindelin et al., 2012). FIJI has 

also been used to make the figures for this study. 

Histologically stained samples were imaged using ZEN blue edition (Zeiss, Germany) using a Zeiss Axio 

observer widefield microscope, which is provided by the Facility for Imaging by Light Microscopy at 

Imperial College London or with a stereomicroscope (Leica M205 FA). The widefield images were taken 

in tile form using the 20x or 40x objectives to create complete images of the samples using bright field. 

Images were processed and quantified using FIJI freeware (Schindelin et al., 2012). FIJI has also been 

used to make the figures for this study. 
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2.15.1 Intensity measurements 

FIJI was used to quantify all intensities from fluorescent images. The drawing tool was used to draw 

around the region of interest or markers, such as DAPI for the nucleus, were used to create masks. 

The measurement function was then used to calculate the average pixel intensity for the area. A 

threshold was then set for when the region was deemed to be positive for the fluorophore. Images 

were compared to negative control which showed unspecific Alexa Fluro binding, to ensure any 

background staining was not being considered a positive stain. The threshold for positivity was held 

constant for all images used in the same experiment. The percentage of positive regions could then 

be calculated from this data. 

2.15.2 Estimating ploidy 

Estimates of ploidy were based on methods from the Sucov lab (Patterson et al., 2017). Images of 

isolated DAPI stained isolated zebrafish ventricular cardiomyocytes were used to estimate ploidy. The 

DAPI stain was used to make a mask of the nucleus using the threshold and then the analyse particles 

functions in FIJI which then generates a region of interest for each nucleus. The average DAPI intensity 

and area were then measured of each nucleus using the measure function in FIJI. Wild type nuclei 

were assumed to be diploid and so were used to generate a control. This information was exported to 

excel and for each nucleus, the average intensity was multiplied by the area to make the total 

intensity. The total intensity of all the ventricular nuclei from the different wild type samples was 

averaged to give the average control intensity. Following this, the total intensity for each nucleus 

measured was divided by the average control intensity. If a measurement was above 3 standard 

deviations from the average control intensity it was considered to be polyploid. 
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2.16 Zebrafish morphological measurements 

2.16.1 Body length 

Six-month-old zebrafish were anesthetised in 0.02% (w/v) tricaine and then laid against a ruler with 

their snout places at 0cm and their dorsal side lined up against the ruler. The measurement was then 

taken to the base of their peduncle fin. 

2.16.2 Heart weight 

Zebrafish were sacrificed with an overdose of 0.16% (w/v) tricaine. Hearts were then removed and 

placed into heparin dissection buffer to prevent blood clots. Hearts were then cleaned up to remove 

any non-heart tissue and any fat. Blood was removed from the heart by perfusing the hearts with PBS. 

Hearts were then weighed using a fine scale. The heart weight was divided by the body length to give 

a ratio, this was done as zebrafish heart size correlates with their body length.  

2.16.3 Ventricle and BA dimension measurements 

Zebrafish were sacrificed with an overdose of 0.16% (w/v) tricaine. Hearts were then removed and 

placed into heparin dissection buffer to prevent blood clots. Hearts were then cleaned up to remove 

any non-heart tissue and any fat. The atrium was also removed to give a clear view of the ventricle. A 

Leica stereomicroscope was used to take pictures of the heart with the atrioventricular valve facing 

up pictures were taken and lines were drawn from the base to the top of the ventricle for ventricle 

length (Figure 12A). From the side to side of the ventricle at the widest for the ventricular width (Figure 

12A). And from the base to the tip of the BA for the BA length (Figure 12A). 

2.16.4 Outflow tract angle 

Outflow tract angle measurements were taken in line with work from Singleman and Holtzmann 

(2012). Zebrafish were sacrificed with an overdose of 0.16% (w/v) tricaine. Hearts were then removed 

and placed into heparin dissection buffer to prevent blood clots. Hearts were cleaned up to remove 

any non-heart tissue and any fat. Atria were also removed to give a clear view of the ventricle. A Leica 
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stereo microscope was then used to take pictures of the heart with the atrioventricular valve facing 

up pictures were taken and a line was drawn from the apex through to the top of the ventricle. Another 

line was drawn from the top of the ventricle to the tip of the BA. The angle between the two lines was 

measured to give the outflow tract angle (Figure 12B). 

2.16.5 Ventricular circularity 

Ventricular circularity measurements were taken in line with work from Singleman and Holtzmann 

(2012). Zebrafish were sacrificed with an overdose of 0.16% (W/V) tricaine. Hearts were then removed 

and placed into heparin dissection buffer to prevent blood clots. Hearts were then cleaned up to 

remove any non-heart tissue and any fat. Atria were also removed to give a clear view of the ventricle. 

A Leica stereo microscope was then used to take pictures of the heart with the atrioventricular valve 

facing up. The ventricle was traced around (Figure 12C). FIJI was then used to give a figure of circularity 

to the ventricles. 

 

Figure 12 Taking zebrafish heart morphological measurements. (A) The blue line represents the measurement of the 
ventricular length. The yellow line represents the measurement of the ventricular width. The green line represents the 
measurement of the BA length. (B) The two-line represents the lines that go through the ventricular base to the apex and 
that goes through the tip of the BA and the base of the BA. The curved line represents the angle between the two lines that 
is the BA angle. (C) The red line represents a trace around the ventricle to assess its shape. 

 

2.16.6 Cortical layer thickness 

The cortical layer thickness was measured by making paraffin sections (2.11 Preparation of paraffin 

sections) of excised zebrafish hearts and staining them with H&E. Images were taken and the thickness 



   
 

91 
 

of the compact layer was measured with FIJI, compact layer thickness was taken over multiple points 

in the ventricle and multiple sections and the result was averaged to give an estimation of compact 

layer thickness for each zebrafish studied (Figure 13).  

2.16.7 Quantitative analysis of the trabecular layer  

Quantitative analysis of the trabecular layer was made using paraffin sections of excised zebrafish 

hearts (2.11 Preparation of paraffin sections) and staining them with H&E. Length and width 

measurements of individual trabeculae were made with the help of FIJI and all measurements taken 

from one fish were averaged (Figure 13). Trabecular complexity was measured by dividing the length 

by the width for each trabecula and then averaging this per fish (D'Amato et al., 2016). Finally, the 

percentage trabecular surface area was measured by using FIJI to estimate the total surface area of 

the trabecular layer. These two values were then used to calculate the percentage that the trabeculae 

covered within the trabecular layer. 

 

Figure 13  Measurements of the cortical and the trabecular layer. Examples of cortical layer thickness measurements (blue 
lines), examples of trabecular length (green lines) and width (purple lines) are indicated.  

 

2.17 Quantifying RNA levels 

2.17.1 Isolation of RNA from zebrafish ventricles 

Zebrafish hearts were dissected out and placed into heparin dissection buffer to prevent blood clots 

and then the atria and BA were removed. Ventricles were then snap-frozen until the isolation of RNA 
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occurred. To extract RNA, TRIzol (Invitrogen, 15596026) was used according to the manufacturer's 

guidelines. Samples were placed into 1ml of TRIzol reagent and tissue was broken down using a pestle 

and mortar. 0.2ml of chloroform was added and samples were incubated for 3 minutes. Samples were 

centrifuged for 15 minutes at 12,000 × g at 4°C. The liquid aqueous phase containing RNA was removed 

and placed into a fresh microcentrifuge tube. 5µg of glycogen was added to each sample to ease the 

detection of RNA. 0.5ml of isopropanol was added to the sample and inverted a few times before 

being left to incubate for 10 minutes. Samples were centrifuged for 10 minutes at 12,000 × g at 4°C 

and the RNA formed a white gel-like pellet. The supernatant was discarded and the sample was 

washed twice in 75% ethanol centrifuging for 5 minutes at 7500 × g at 4°C after each addition. The 

supernatant was discarded, and the pellet was left to air dry for 10 minutes before being dissolved in 

water and concentration and purity tested using a nanodrop spectrophotometer. Samples were then 

snap-frozen and stored at -80°C until required. 

2.17.2 Generation of cDNA from zebrafish ventricular RNA 

Isolated RNA from zebrafish ventricles was reverse transcribed and converted to cDNA using the 

iScript™ cDNA Synthesis Kit (Bio-Rad, 1708890). 250ng of RNA was added 4µl iScript reaction mix, 1µl 

of iScript reverse transcriptase and nuclease-free water to a total volume of 20µl. The mixture was 

then transferred to a Polymerase chain reaction (PCR) machine and exposed to the following 

programme 5 minutes at 25°C, 35 minutes at 42°C and then 5 minutes at 85°C. cDNA was then diluted 

1:10 in water and then stored at -20°C until required. 

2.17.3 qPCR  

Quantitative polymerase chain reaction (qPCR) reactions were set up in triplicate in a 384 well plate 

using 2µl of cDNA, 0.8µl of each forward and reverse primer (Table 10) at 10mM, 5µl PowerUpTM 

SYBRTM green (applied biosciences, A25742) and 1.4µl of H2O according to the manufactures 

instructions. An Applied Biosciences Quanti studio 6 qPCR machine was run using the thermal profile 

shown in Table 11. The machine gave CT values as an output with a lower CT value conferring to a 
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higher expression in the sample. The CT values were averaged for the triplicate reaction, if the 

standard deviation for these values was greater than 0.5 the samples were not used. The average CT 

values were normalised against Glyceraldehyde 3-phosphate dehydrogenase (GAPDH) by subtracting 

the GAPDH value to give the ΔCT. To compute the actual relative expression 2 was taken to the power 

of – ΔCT and this was then multiplied by 100.  

Table 10 Primers used for qPCR 

Gene Forward Primer Reverse Primer Source (if applicable) 
myca TGTTTCCCTTTCCACTGAC CTTCATCATCTTCGTCATCG (Gemberling et al., 2015) 

mycb AAGCGGCCAAAGTGGTGATCCT CACTACTTTGCCACACCCTCGC (Münch et al., 2017) 

gapdh GTGGAGTCTACTGGTGTCTTC GTGCAGGAGGCATTGCTTACA N/A 

popdc1 CTCATTCCCACCACATTAGCG CCCTGTCAATCTTAATCGGTCTG N/A 

popdc2 AGTCTATACCATGTCCTTGCC GATTTCTTGTGCCTGAGCCT N/A 

popdc3 AAGGATCGGTATTTCATCTCGC AGTTGTCCCAAACAGAAGGC N/A 

nkx2.5 GGACTATGTTAAAGACGCAAAGAC TCCAGCTTCAGATCTTCACC N/A 

nppa ACGCATTCAGACACTCAG TTGCTCTTCATAATCTACGG N/A 

tbx20 ACTCTGGGAGAAGAAGGACATTCAGC GTGCTGAAAGCCAGAGAAACCAGATG (Lu et al., 2017) 

tbx5 GGAATT TAAGGCCTCACGGTA GATTTGCTGACGGCTGCATTC TGT (Parrie et al., 2013) 

mt2 GCACTAATTGCCAGTGTACTACC CACAGGAATTGCCTTTGCAG N/A 

vegfaa GTGCAGGATGCTGTAATGATGAGG AATTATGCTGCGATACGCGTTG (Marín-Juez et al., 2016) 

aldh1a GGGGGAAGCTACTGTTCAAAT TCCAGAGACTCCAGGGTAGC (Fang et al., 2013) 

mmp2 CCTCACCCATCATAAAGTTCC TTTCTTCAGCGTGTCCTTCAA (Gamba et al., 2017) 

mmp13a GAGGCTCAAGGAGATGC GTTGAGTAGGCCTTGATGT (Gamba et al., 2017) 

 

Table 11 qPCR thermal profile 

Procedure Temperature Time 

Hold Stage 

50⁰C  2 minutes 

95⁰C  2 minutes 

PCR stage 40 repeats 

95⁰C  15 seconds 

60⁰C  1 minute 

Melt Curve 

95⁰C  15 seconds 

60⁰C  1 minute 

95⁰C  15 seconds 

 

2.18 Single Nuclear RNA Sequencing 

2.18.1 Nuclear isolation 

Five ventricles were pooled for each sample and three samples were used from each genotype. 

Zebrafish ventricular tissue was broken down using a pre-cooled pestle and mortar. The tissue was 
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then moved into a precooled Dounce homogeniser with 3ml of HB (250mM sucrose, 25mM KCl, 5mM 

MgCl2, 10mM Tris-HCL, 1µM DTT, 1x protease inhibitor (Sigma Aldrich, 11873580001), 0.4U/µl 

RNAsein Plus (Promega, N2611), 0.2U/µl SUPERrasein (ThermoFisher, AM2696) and 0.1% (v/v) Triton 

X-100) buffer a maximum of 20 strokes of the pestle were carried out on the tissue while incubating 

it on ice. The homogenised tissue was passed through a 40µm cell strainer into a 50ml falcon tube. 

The homogeniser was washed twice with 1ml of HB buffer before passing this also through the cell 

strainer. The suspension was centrifuged at 500 x g for 5 min at 4°C to pellet the nuclei. And the 

supernatant was discarded. The pellet was resuspended in SB (4% BSA, 0.2U/µl Protector RNAsein 

(Sigma Aldrich, 03335402001) in PBS buffer and transferred to a fluorescence-activated cell sorting 

(FACS) tube and 2 drops of NucBlue (ThermoFisher, R37605) was added and incubated for 10 minutes 

2.18.2 Purifying the nuclear population 

Nuclei with the NucBlueTM stain were sorted using an Aria fusion sorter as described below (2.19.2 Cell 

Sorting) using the 450nm channel and gated by size to exclude doublets. The nuclei were then counted 

using a hemocytometer and diluted to make a suspension that is 1000 nuclei/µl in SB buffer 

2.18.4 GEM Generation and Barcoding 

GEM (Gel Bead-In EMulsions) generation and Barcoding was performed using the Chromium next-

generation GEM Single Cell 3’ Reagent Kit v3.1 (10x Genomics). Gel beads contain barcoded 

oligonucleotides which will allow the analysis of the transcriptome on a cell by cell basis. First, the 

Chromium Next GEM Chip G was assembled by removing the seal and fitted into the holder. In row 1 

8.3µl of the purified nuclear sample and 66.8µl of master mix (18.8µl RT reagent B, 2.4µl template 

switch oligo, 2µl reducing agent B, 8.7µl RT enzyme C and 35µl water) were added. Row 2 was filled 

with 50µl of gel beads. Row 3 was filled with 45µl partitioning oil. The gasket was attached to the 

holder and the assembled chip was put into the Chromium Controller and the Machine was allowed 

to run. Microfluidics allows the formation of vesicles which are the GEMs. The assembled chip was 

removed from the machine and dissembled. 100µl of the newly made GEMs were aspirated out of 
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row 3 of the Chromium Next GEM Chip G and moved into PCR tubes. A thermocycler was then used 

with the thermoprofile in Table 12 to perform the GEM-RT incubation. 

Table 12 GEM-RT incubation thermal profile 

Step Temperature Time 

1 53⁰C  45 minutes 

2 85⁰C  5 minutes 

3 4⁰C  hold 

 

2.18.5 Post GEM-RT Clean up and cDNA Amplification 

Post GEM-RT clean up and cDNA amplification was performed using the Chromium Next-generation 

GEM Single Cell 3’ Reagent Kit v3.1 (10x Genomics). This stage causes each nucleus to be lysed and 

the gel bead dissolved, releasing the oligonucleotide barcode. When the mRNA is reverse transcribed 

into cDNA there will be the inclusion of this barcode allowing the mapping back of each cDNA to each 

cell. 125µl of recovery agent was added to the product of the GEM-RT incubation this created a 

biphasic mixture as the recovery agent bound to the partitioning oil and the GEMs. The recovery 

agent/partitioning oil mixture was removed and then 200µl of dynabead clean up mix (Cleanup buffer 

182µl, 8µl dynabeads MyOne SILANE, 5µl reducing agent B and 5µl nuclease-free water) was added 

to each sample and incubated at room temperature for 10 minutes. The GEMs are bound to these 

beads which are magnetic. Samples were then put on a 10x magnetic separator and the supernatant 

was removed. The sample was washed twice in 80% ethanol and then allowed to air dry. The samples 

were eluted in 35.5µl elution solution I (98µl buffer EB, 1µl 10% Tween 20 and 1µl reducing agent B) 

the magnetic separator was then held at the bottom of the samples and then the samples were moved 

into a new tube, with the magnetic beads remaining in the old tube. 

65µl of cDNA amplification reaction mix (50µl Amp mix and 15µl cDNA primers) was added to the 

sample and it was incubated in a thermal cycler with the conditions described in Table 13.  

60µl of SPRIselect reagent was added to each sample and incubated for 5 minutes. Samples were then 

put on a 10x magnetic separator and the supernatant was removed. The sample was washed twice in 
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80% ethanol and then allowed to air dry for 2 minutes. 40.5µl of buffer EB was added to the sample 

and incubated for 2 minutes the magnetic separator was then held at the bottom of the samples and 

then the samples were moved into a new tube, with the SPRIselect reagent remaining in the old tube. 

1µl of the sample diluted with 9µl of nuclease-free water was run on an Agilent Bioanalyzer to give an 

estimation of the cDNA concentration. 

Table 13 cDNA amplification thermal profile 

Step Temperature Time 

1 98⁰C  3 minutes 

2 98⁰C  15 seconds 

3 63⁰C  20 seconds 

4 72⁰C  1 minute 

5 Go to step 2 for a total of 12 cycles 

6 72⁰C  1 minute 

7 4⁰C  hold 

 

2.18.6 3’ Gene Expression Library Construction 

The cDNA is then used to create a transcriptome library for each nucleus this is to introduce additional 

sequence components including the read 1 sequence, the 10x barcode, the unique molecule identifier 

(UMI) and the poly(dT) primer sequence. 10µl of the purified cDNA sample clean-up was moved to a 

fresh tube and 25µl buffer EB and 15µl fragmentation mix (5µl fragmentation buffer and 10µl 

fragmentation buffer) were added. Then samples were run through a thermal cycler with the 

conditions in Table 14 to fragment, end repair and A-tail. 

Table 14 Fragmentation, end repair and A-tailing thermal profile 

Step Temperature Time 

Pre-cool block 4⁰C  hold 

Fragmentation 32⁰C  5 minutes 

End repair and A-tailing 65⁰C  30 minutes 

Hold 4⁰C  hold 

 

30µl of SPRIselect reagent was added to each sample and incubated for 5 minutes Samples were then 

put on a 10x magnetic separator and the supernatant was moved to a fresh tube. 10µl of SPRIselect 
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reagent was added to each sample and incubated for 5 minutes. The supernatant was discarded and 

the sample was washed twice in 80% ethanol and then allowed to air dry for 2 minutes. 50.5µl of 

buffer EB was added to the sample and incubated for 2 minutes the magnetic separator was then held 

at the bottom of the samples and then the samples were moved into a new tube, with the SPRIselect 

reagent remaining in the old tube. 

50µl of adaptor ligation mix (20µl ligation buffer, 10µl DNA ligase and 20µl adaptor oligos) was added 

and incubated in a thermal cycler at 20⁰C for 15 minutes and then held at 4⁰C creating the post ligation 

sample. This sample was subjected to clean up using SPRIselect reagent. 80µl of SPRIselect reagent 

was added to each sample and incubated for 5 minutes Samples were then put on a 10x magnetic 

separator and the supernatant was removed. The sample was washed twice in 80% ethanol and then 

allowed to air dry for 2 minutes. 30.5µl of buffer EB was added to the sample and incubated for 2 

minutes the magnetic separator was then held at the bottom of the samples and then the samples 

were moved into a new tube, with the SPRIselect reagent remaining in the old tube. The samples then 

had 60µl of sample index PCR mix added (50µl Amp mix and 10µl SI primer) and incubated in a thermal 

cycler with the protocol described in Table 15. 

Table 15 Sample Index PCR thermal profile 

Step Temperature Time 

1 98⁰C  45 seconds 

2 98⁰C  20 seconds 

3 54⁰C  30 seconds 

4 72⁰C  20 seconds 

5 Go to step 2 for a total of 15 cycles 

6 72⁰C  1 minute 

7 4⁰C hold 

 

The PCR product was then cleaned up using SPRIselect. 60µl of SPRIselect reagent was added to each 

sample and incubated for 5 minutes. Samples were then put on a 10x magnetic separator and the 

supernatant was moved to a fresh tube. 20µl of SPRIselect reagent was added to each sample and 

incubated for 5 minutes. The supernatant was discarded and the sample was washed twice in 80% 
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ethanol and then allowed to air dry for 2 minutes. 35.5µl of buffer EB was added to the sample and 

incubated for 2 minutes the magnetic separator was then held at the bottom of the samples and then 

the samples were moved into a new tube, with the SPRIselect reagent remaining in the old tube. 1µl 

of the sample diluted in 9µl of nuclease-free water was run on an Agilent Bioanalyzer to estimate the 

concentration and the library size. 

2.18.7 Sequencing and analysis 

Samples were sent to Genewiz for next-generation sequencing. The samples were subjected to further 

quality control steps before being processed. Data files with the sequencing were then returned for 

further computational analysis. 

The first step of the analysis was to pre-process these files using the cell ranger pipeline. In this 

process, cell matrices are created via the alignment of barcodes to identify different cells as well as 

performing some basic gene expression analysis to normalise different samples. Genes are aligned 

with one another and their counts are created and added to the matrix alongside the nuclei they 

originated from. 

Once the matrices are created they could continue to be processed with the Scanpy package on 

Python. Jupyter notebooks were used to operate the Scanpy package. Firstly the samples were 

combined and taken through quality control steps the nuclei were filtered to have between 500 and 

7500 UMIs, to have between 300 and 2500 genes expressed to have less than 5% mitochondrial and 

ribosomal genes and to have a scrublet score of less than 0.3. 

Scanpy was then used to perform dimensional reduction in the form of Uniform Manifold 

Approximation and Projections (UMAPs). The UMAPs allowed the definition of different clusters and 

subclusters. Heat maps, dot plots and matrixes were created for the visualisation of gene expression 

in the different clusters or the different genotypes. Wilcoxon tests were performed within the 

software to generate lists of differentially expressed genes which could be run in panterdb.org to find 

differentially regulated biological processes, molecular functions and pathways using Fisher’s exact 
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test. This analysis was run with a Bonferroni correction for multiple testing as statistical tests were 

performed for each regulated biological process, molecular functions and pathways and was 

considered significant is p < 0.05. Notebooks from this work can be found in the appendix.  

2.19 Flow Cytometry 

All flow cytometry was conducted at the LMS/NIHR Flow Cytometry Facility at Imperial College London 

and cell sorting was conducted by the facility technicians. 

2.19.1 ImageStream flow cytometry 

An ImageStream®X Mark II Imaging Flow Cytometer was used to take images of zebrafish isolated 

cardiomyocytes (2.8.5.2 Isolation of zebrafish ventricular cardiomyocytes for size analysis) in sort 

buffer using the IMAGE® programme this programme took an image of every cell going through the 

machine to create a file. This file was then used in the IDEAS® software, allowing the analysis of the 

fluorophores expressed and cell size. Cardiomyocytes should emit light upon excitation at 488nm 

allowing the software to filter the images so only cardiomyocytes were analysed. This software could 

then be used to make several measurements of the cells such as area. 

2.19.2 Cell Sorting 

Cell sorting was performed using a BD FACSAria™ Fusion Cell Sorter. 

2.19.2.1 Cell sorting 

Cells (2.2.3 Cells Grown in Conditioned Media) were detached, resuspended in sort buffer and placed 

into a fresh FACS tube. The sample cells had been transfected with a YFP expression vector and some 

were non-transfected to act as a negative control for YFP. 1.5ml microcentrifuge tubes were prepared 

for collection by adding 200µl of sort buffer. Cells were gated by size to remove debris and doublets. 

Cells were also gated to be positive for YFP by looking at emission in the 488nm channel. These cells 

were then used for future experiments. 
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2.19.2.2 Nuclear Sorting 

100µl of nuclei (2.18.1 Nuclear isolation) in SB buffer was placed into a fresh FACS tube to be used as 

a negative unstained control for FACS. The rest of the suspension had two drops on NucBlue 

(Invitrogen, R37605) added and were incubated on ice for 10 minutes. 1.5ml Eppendorf tubes were 

prepared for nuclei collection by adding 200µl of SB buffer. At least 150,000 events were recorded 

and nuclei were gated to remove doublets and to collect cells that were NucBlue positive in the 405-

450/50nm channel. 

2.20 Statistical Analysis 

GraphPad Prism 5 or Python was used to statistically analyse data. T-tests, Kruskal-Wallis, Wilcoxen 

tests, Chi-squared goodness of fit tests and Mann-Whitney U tests were used for analysis. Significance 

was determined by p≤0.05.  
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3. Popdc1 and its interaction with c-Myc and the cell cycle 

A large number of reports have implicated POPDC proteins in tumour formation in many types of 

cancer (Amunjela et al., 2019). Most studies have focused on POPDC1 where it is thought to act as a 

tumour suppressor preventing a large range of cancers and its removal or downregulation is known 

to aid progression of cancer (Parang et al., 2016, Wang et al., 2014, Han et al., 2015, Amunjela and 

Tucker, 2017b). The tumour suppressor activity has been linked with its ability to promote cell 

adhesion and inhibit EMT and metastasis (Williams et al., 2011, Han et al., 2014, Osler et al., 2005). 

But there are also several studies that have observed POPDC1’s ability to regulate signalling pathways 

involved in cell proliferation (Russ et al., 2011, Amunjela et al., 2019, Smith et al., 2008, Parang et al., 

2016, Thompson et al., 2019, Zhan et al., 2017, Kliminski et al., 2017). 

The Williams group recently reported an interaction of POPDC1 and c-Myc (Parang et al., 2016). c-Myc 

is a nuclear proto-oncogene (Nesbit et al., 1999) and a transcription factor controlling the expression 

of a large number of genes, many of which are involved in cell cycle control (Figure 14). Moreover, it 

also recruits histone acetyl transferases which remodel the DNA, leading to increased accessibility for 

transcription factors (Martinato et al., 2008). In patients with colorectal carcinoma, the POPDC1 

promoter is hypermethylated (Williams et al. 2011) and similar observations were made in gastric 

cancer (Kim et al. 2010). In mice, the loss of Popdc1 leads to the promotion of colitis-associated cancer 

development (Choksi et al. 2018). Popdc1 null mutant mice display higher expression levels of c-Myc 

and Popdc1 interacts with both c-Myc and PR61α, a subunit of PP2A (Parang et al., 2016). PP2A is 

known to phosphorylate c-Myc, marking it for proteasomal degradation (Arnold and Sears, 2006). 

POPDC1 may be involved in controlling the PP2A complex, which provides an explanation to why the 

loss of POPDC1 leads to more severe colitis-associated cancers in patients (Parang et al., 2016). 
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Figure 14 Schematic of the involvement of c-Myc in the cell cycle. Adapted from (Bretones et al., 2015). 

 

As the POPDC protein family is expressed predominantly in heart and skeletal muscle (Andrée et al., 

2000), it would be interesting to study whether the interactions with c-Myc, which links POPDC1 to 

cell cycle control is also observable in cardiac muscle tissue. There is interest in understanding the cell 

cycle in cardiomyocytes as in adult mammals there is very limited proliferation (Bergmann et al., 

2009). This means that after cardiac injury, by myocardial infarction, for example, cardiomyocytes that 

are lost cannot be replaced and are instead substituted by scar tissue. While the scar is important in 

enabling the maintenance of heart wall integrity, the contractile function is lost in this area, often 

leading to myocardial remodelling and eventually to heart failure (Francis Stuart et al., 2016). As the 

number of patients who have survived a myocardial infarction continues to grow (BHF, 2020a), many 

research groups are trying to find ways to stimulate myocyte proliferation in the uninjured 

myocardium, something which naturally occurs in the adult heart of non-mammalian model organisms 

such as the newt and the zebrafish and the neonatal mammalian heart (Porrello et al., 2011, Haubner 

et al., 2012, Porrello and Olson, 2014, Poss et al., 2002, Bely and Nyberg, 2010).  
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Zebrafish have two copies of the c-Myc gene; myca and mycb (Zhang et al., 2003). These genes display 

a high level of homology and similar expression patterns. Like in humans, misregulation of c-Myc can 

cause tumorigenesis in the zebrafish (Ung et al., 2009) and zebrafish c-Myc protein can cause tumours 

in mammalian tissue when transfected into mammalian cells (Schreiber-Agus et al., 1993). Importantly 

for the interaction with Popdc1, threonine 58 and serine 62 are conserved in both zebrafish Myc 

proteins. Therefore, it is assumed that c-Myc’s regulation via phosphorylation is conserved in 

zebrafish.  

In this chapter, I aimed to further explore the interaction of the POPDC proteins with c-Myc as well as 

their role in cell cycle regulation. Because of the high sequence similarity between the different POPDC 

isoforms (Andree et al. 2000), I aimed to determine whether apart from POPDC1, also the other 

POPDC isoforms, i.e. POPDC2 and POPDC3, could interact with PR61α and c-Myc and to attempt to 

map the binding domains on the POPDC proteins. Moreover, I investigated, whether modulating 

POPDC levels could affect c-Myc expression and have an impact on the cell cycle. Finally, I wanted to 

determine whether information that has been obtained in the human and murine gut could be 

translated into the heart. 

3.1 Results: Interaction of c-Myc with the POPDC protein family 

3.1.1 POPDC1, POPDC2 and POPDC3 can interact with PR61α and c-Myc 

It has previously been shown in cell culture that POPDC1 can interact with c-Myc through the PR61α 

domain of PP2A and that this has implications in the gut (Parang et al., 2016). Here, I aimed to confirm 

these interactions and to build upon them by testing the interaction with POPDC2 and POPDC3. Using 

co-immunoprecipitation (CoIP) in Cos7 cells, I demonstrated that POPDC1, POPDC2 and POPDC3 can 

interact with PR61α, which is the active subunit of PP2A although the band for POPDC3 is weak (Figure 

15). GFP antibodies are cross-reactive with the YFP tags on the POPDC proteins and so were 

successfully used to detect POPDC proteins in the CoIP experiment. Interaction between POPDC 
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protein family members and c-Myc was also tested and I found that all three POPDC isoforms interact 

with c-Myc (Figure 16).  

 

Figure 15 POPDC1, 2 and 3 can bind to PR61α. YFP-tagged POPDC1, -2 and -3 plasmids were co-transfected into Cos7 cells 
along with V5-tagged PR61α. The top panel shows a Western blot after immunoprecipitation using anti-GFP agarose and 
incubation with a V5-tag antibody to detect PR61α. The lower panel shows a Western blot using whole-cell lysates (WCL) to 
confirm the expression of PR61α in each sample. PR61α was co-precipitated with POPDC1, -2 and -3 suggesting that PR61α 
can interact with all three POPDC isoforms. This experiment was repeated at least twice for each interaction. 

 

 

Figure 16 POPDC1, -2 and -3 isoforms can bind to c-Myc. YFP-tagged POPDC1, -2 and -3 plasmids were co-transfected into 
Cos7 cells along with HA-tagged c-Myc. The top panel shows a Western blot after immunoprecipitation using anti-GFP 
agarose and incubation with an HA-tag antibody to detect c-Myc. The lower panel shows a Western blot using whole-cell 
lysates (WCL). c-Myc was co-precipitated with POPDC1, -2 and -3 suggesting that c-Myc can interact with all three POPDC 
isoforms. This experiment was repeated at least twice for each interaction. 

 

3.1.2 Looking for a binding site for the POPDC proteins on PR61α and c-Myc 

The binding site for PR61α on POPDC1 has been recently reported (Parang et al., 2016). However, the 

sequence that was identified is not conserved amongst the three POPDC isoforms (Andrée et al., 

2000), which would be expected as all three can bind to PR61α (Figure 15). To map a potential binding 
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site for PR61α on POPDC1, CoIP experiments were performed using full-length myc-tagged POPDC1 

and two myc-tagged carboxy-terminal deletion mutants, that had 116 (POPDC1[Δ116]) or 127 

(POPDC1[Δ127]) residues removed (Figure 17A). A positive CoIP was seen with both full length 

POPDC1 and POPDC1[Δ116] (Figure 17B). However, binding was not observed in case of 

POPDC1[Δ127] and the empty vector used as a negative control (Figure 17B). This suggests that 

binding of PR61α probably relies on the sequence between POPDC1[Δ116] and POPDC1[Δ127], which 

corresponds to a putative binding site between amino acid 233 and 244 in POPDC1, and located at the 

carboxyl end of the Popeye domain (Figure 19A and B). 

 

Figure 17 CoIP experiment to identify the interaction site of PR61α on POPDC1 CoIP experiments were performed to map 
the binding site of PR61α on POPDC1. Myc-tagged full-length POPDC1 (POPDC1[WT]) or carboxy-terminal deletion constructs 
(POPDC1[Δ116] or POPDC1[Δ127]) were co-transfected into Cos7 cells along with V5-tagged PR61α. (A) A map of Myc-tagged 
POPDC1 carboxy-terminal deletion constructs amino acids. (B) The top panel shows a Western blot after 
immunoprecipitation using anti-myc agarose and detection of PR61α using an anti-V5-tag antibody. The lower panel shows 
a western blot for the WCL to confirm the successful transfection of PR61α using the anti-V5-tag antibody. Bands for co-
precipitated PR61α were only seen in the case of full-length POPDC1 and POPDC1 with a deletion of 116 residues. However, 
precipitation produced no immunoreactive protein band in the vector-transfected control sample, or when 127 residues had 
been removed. A black arrow points out the band of interest. The other bands on the upper Western blots are presumed to 
be the immunoglobulin heavy and light chains. The data suggest that a sequence between amino acids 233 and 244 is 
required for PR61α binding. This co-immunoprecipitation was repeated at least twice for each interaction. 

 

Peptide binding arrays were also employed to investigate the c-Myc binding site on POPDC1. 25-mer 

peptide arrays were printed on to glass in three peptide increments. From these experiments, the 

region of binding appears to be over the dots 22-25 (Figure 18), as the sequence overlapped in 

consecutive dots. It is presumed that single and double dots do not convey binding, due to the overlap 

in the sequence across neighbouring dots and so are presumed to be non-specific. Dots 22-25 
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correspond to residues 105-145 (Figure 18, Figure 19B) in the POPDC1 sequence, with the overlap 

from all dots conferring to residues 120-130. These residues are located in the presumed location of 

the juxta-membrane region of POPDC1 and are accessible due to their presence on the protein surface 

(Figure 19C). 

 

Figure 18 Peptide binding array to map the c-Myc binding site of POPDC1 25-mer POPDC1 peptide array printed on glass 
was incubated with cell lysates from non-transfected Cos7 cells (A) or Cos7 cells transfected with HA-tagged c-Myc (B). A 
schematic of positive dots on the POPDC1 binding array (C). Those peptides, which bind to the c-Myc protein were identified 
by thresholding using FIJI. Dots whose intensity was 3-fold above background level are labelled (green). A schematic to show 
which residues the dots on the POPDC1 peptide-binding array correspond to is also displayed in Figure 9 (D). Numbers in 
bold represent the dot number and the line below represents what residues they correspond to. Due to the representation 
of a 5 residue long sequence overlap between dots, it is expected that c-Myc would bind to several consecutive dots. Thus, 
in this experiment, peptides 22-25 represent the putative c-Myc interaction sequence in POPDC1. The experiment has been 
repeated twice. 
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Figure 19 Putative binding site for c-Myc and PR61α on POPDC1 The results of CoIP experiment using carboxy-terminal 
deletion mutants of POPDC1 from Figure 17 and the peptide array experiment depicted in Figure 18 identified a putative 
interaction sequence between residues 233-244 mediating the interaction with PR16α and residues 120-130 in case of c-
Myc. (A and B) The amino acid conservation between different POPDC isoforms for residues 233-244 (A) and residues 120-
130 (B). The amount of conservation of each position is represented by symbols at the bottom of each set of proteins 
*represents an exact match in all sequences, : means that a conserved substitution has occurred so the amino acids are of 
the same type and. means that a semi-conserved substitution has occurred. (C) The putative c-Myc interaction domain 
(orange) and the putative PR61α interaction domain (cyan) was projected onto 3-dimensional structure predictions of 
murine Popdc1 secondary structure mode. Abbreviations: ECD-extracellular domain, TM1-3 transmembrane domains, CTD 
carboxy-terminal domain. Sequence alignments were performed using Clustal Omega 
(https://www.ebi.ac.uk/Tools/msa/clustalo/). The model was made using Phyre2 
(http://www.sbg.bio.ic.ac.uk/~phyre2/html/page.cgi?id=index) and rendered using (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/ 
Structure/icn3d/full.htm).  

 

3.2 Results: The effects of POPDC1 on c-Myc levels and the cell cycle 

3.2.1 Forced expression of the POPDC proteins can reduce endogenous c-Myc levels in cell 

culture 

As I have shown that POPDC proteins could interact with c-Myc, I then looked at whether the POPDC 

proteins could affect the c-Myc levels in Cos7 cells. Cells were plated and then transfected with 

POPDC1 or POPDC2, tagged with YFP, or with an empty vector. These cells were then fixed after 24 

hours and endogenous c-Myc protein was stained for and YFP expression was visualised representing 

POPDC proteins. Pixel intensity for the c-Myc staining was quantified using FIJI. Transfection with both 

POPDC1-YFP and POPDC2-YFP was able to significantly lower the pixel intensity of the c-Myc staining 

compared to that of vector-only transfection (Figure 20). Transfection with POPDC2-YFP showed a 

greater reduction in intensity than those transfected with POPDC1-YFP. These data suggest that 

overexpression of the POPDC1 and POPDC2 proteins in Cos7 cell lines can cause a reduction in 

endogenous c-Myc levels. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
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Figure 20 Reduced c-Myc intensity in Cos7 cells transfected with POPDC Proteins. Cos7 cells were transfected with (A) 
POPDC[WT]-YFP. (B) POPDC[WT]-YFP or (C) an empty vector. Transfected cells were identified by immunocytochemistry with 
anti-GFP antibody (green) and native c-Myc was detected using an anti-c-Myc antibody (red). Cell nuclei were stained with 
DAPI (blue). The pixel intensity of transfected nuclei was quantified using FIJI (D) quantification and statistical assessment 
was carried out with GraphPad Prism using a one-way ANOVA (F (2,124) = 74.35, p<0.001) and Tukey’s Multiple comparison 
test, data are reported as mean ± standard error of the mean. *** represents p≤0.01 compared to vector-only cells. The 
nuclei of at least 17 cells were measured for each group. 

 

3.2.2 Forced expression of POPDC1 induces secretion of a growth inhibitor 

As POPDC1 is thought to be involved in the regulation of c-Myc (Parang et al., 2016) (Figure 20), I 

investigated the effects of POPDC1 on proliferation in Cos7 cells, which had been transfected with 

either YFP-tagged POPDC1 or a YFP vector control, but no difference was seen (Figure 21). However, 

when media was conditioned from cells that were transfected with YFP-tagged POPDC1, as verified 

using FACS sorting, and the conditioned medium was transferred to non-transfected cells, which were 

left to grow for 24 hours before being stained for the proliferation marker phospho-histone 3 (PH3), 

there was roughly a 9% reduction in the number of proliferating cells when compared to conditioned 

media of control cells transfected with a YFP only vector (Figure 22A, D and C). Cells treated with 

conditioned media were also stained with c-Myc, to observe if conditioned media of POPDC1 

transfected cells could have a paracrine inhibitory effect on c-Myc levels, however, no difference 

between the conditioned medium of vector and POPDC1-transfected cells was observed (Figure 22 B, 

E, F). 
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Figure 21 Transfection with POPDC1 does not affect proliferation in Cos7 cells. Cos7 cells were transfected with either 
Popdc1[WT]-YFP (A) or a YFP-only (B) plasmid. The number of cells transfected was then determined by looking for co-
expression of YFP and the mitosis marker PH3. Staining was determined by using a threshold in FIJI. The data were quantified 
(C) and analysed using a T-test (t=1.478; df=4; p>0.05) in GraphPad Prism but were found to be non-significant (ns) as they 
had a p> 0.05. 3 replicates were conducted for each condition. Data are reported as mean ± standard error of the mean. 

 

 

Figure 22 Forced expression of POPDC1 induces secretion of a growth inhibitor. PH3 (A, C, D) or c-Myc (B, E, F) staining of 
Cos7 cells incubated with 50% (v/v) conditioned medium of Cos7 cells transfected with YFP vector control (C and E) or 
POPDC1[WT]-YFP (D and F). The relative percentage of PH3 (A) and c-Myc (B) stained cells were quantified using their 
intensity in FIJI where a threshold was set to confer positivity. POPDC1[WT]-YFP conditioned media significantly reduced 
proliferation in Cos7 cells (t=2.179; df=6; p<0.05) compared to YFP vector control conditioned media. There was no difference 
between the YFP vector control and unconditioned media (t=1.447; df=5; p>0.05). The difference in c-Myc positive cell was 
not significantly different for the POPDC1[WT]-YFP conditioned (t=1.048; df=6; p>0.052) or the unconditioned (t=0.855; df=6; 
p>0.05) compared the YFP vector control conditioned media. Numerical data were analysed using a T-test in Graphpad Prism. 
Data are reported as mean ± standard error of the mean. * indicates a significance of p≤0.05 and ns represents no significance 
when compared to vector-only control. 4 replicates were used for each group. 
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3.3 Results: c-Myc expression in the mouse heart 

Following the finding that forced expression of POPDC1 or -2 could affect the endogenous c-Myc levels 

in cultured cells (Figure 20), I also wanted to explore whether the loss of POPDC genes could affect c-

Myc levels in the heart. Sections were taken from left ventricular tissue of Popdc1 null mutants and 

wild type mice and stained for both POPDC1 and c-Myc. Confocal images were collected, and FIJI was 

used to analyse the images to determine the number of c-Myc-positively stained nuclei. The average 

percentage of c-Myc-positive nuclei was significantly higher in Popdc1 null mutant mice compared to 

wild type (83% in Popdc1 null mutants and 69% wild type) (Figure 23). This suggests that in the absence 

of POPDC1 there is an increased expression of c-Myc in the mouse ventricle. In summary, both forced 

expression of POPDC1 or POPDC2 in Cos-7 cells and loss of function of Popdc1 in the heart suggests 

that POPDC negatively control c-Myc expression. 

 

 

Figure 23 Increased c-Myc staining in ventricular tissue of Popdc1 null mutants compared to wild type mice. Cryostat 
sections (10μm) from wild type (A) or Popdc1 null (B) mouse left ventricles were made and immunohistochemistry was 
carried out to detect POPDC1 using an anti-Popdc1 antibody (green) (A-B) and c-Myc using an anti-c-Myc antibody (red) (A’ 
and B’). Cell nuclei were stained with DAPI (blue) and images were merged (A’’’ and B’’’). The number of nuclei stained for 
c-Myc from A and B was quantified in C. Nuclei were taken to be positive if they reached an intensity threshold as defined 
and recorded by FIJI. Numerical data were analysed using T-test in GraphPad Prism and Popdc1 null mice had significantly 
higher expression of c-Myc (t=2.147; df=8; p<0.05). Data are reported as mean ± standard error of the mean. * indicates a 
significance of p≤0.05 when compared to wild type. Cardiac tissue of five mice was used for each group. 
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3.4 Discussion 

POPDC proteins and specifically POPDC1 have been noted many times for their involvement in 

different types of cancer (Parang et al., 2016, Wang et al., 2014, Han et al., 2015, Amunjela and Tucker, 

2017b). They are thought to act as tumour suppressors due to their involvement in cell cycle control, 

EMT and cell adhesion (Williams et al., 2011, Han et al., 2014, Osler et al., 2005b, Russ et al., 2011, 

Amunjela et al., 2019, Smith et al., 2008, Parang et al., 2016, Zhan et al., 2017, Thompson et al., 2018, 

Kliminski et al., 2017). In this study, I was particularly interested in the ability of POPDC proteins to 

interact with the cell cycle protein, c-Myc. Regulation of the cell cycle in cardiomyocytes is of interest 

as many MI patients develop heart failure due to the substitution of muscle with scar tissue as 

cardiomyocytes have poor proliferative ability in the human heart (Bergmann et al., 2009). Therefore, 

it is imperative that research efforts aim to achieve the replacement of lost myocardium so that these 

patients have a full recovery. My data suggest that POPDC proteins could be a potential target for 

aiding the recovery of the injured myocardium as they are highly expressed in the heart (Andrée et 

al., 2000) and POPDC1 has been shown to interact with c-Myc (Parang et al., 2016).  

In this chapter, I have confirmed that c-Myc interacts with POPDC1 and also demonstrated an 

interaction with POPDC2 and POPDC3. Moreover, I have sought to define the binding sites of c-Myc 

and PR61α on POPDC1. I have shown that in cell culture this interaction causes downregulation of 

endogenous c-Myc and may inhibit cell proliferation in a paracrine fashion. Finally, I have shown that 

when POPDC1 is absent in the mouse heart that there is an increase in c-Myc expression.  

3.4.1 The POPDC protein family can interact with c-Myc 

CoIPs were used to uncover the interaction between c-Myc and PR61α and the three POPDC isoforms 

in transfected Cos7 cells. The Williams group first described the interaction of POPDC1 and c-Myc in 

HEK293 cells, which has been confirmed in this study (Parang et al., 2016). Moreover, the interaction 

of c-Myc with POPDC2 and POPDC3 has been established. Although the POPDC isoforms display 

sequence similarity (Andrée et al., 2000), this finding is unexpected due to the report that c-Myc 
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binding to POPDC1 is mediated by a sequence, which is not conserved amongst the POPDC isoforms 

(Parang et al., 2016). It is however a significant observation as c-Myc is a “master” regulator of 

transcription and is also involved in chromatin remodelling making it more accessible for the 

transcriptional machinery (Vervoorts et al., 2006, Frank et al., 2003, Liu et al., 2003, McMahon et al., 

2000). Interestingly, PKA, another cAMP binding protein, is also able to regulate c-Myc through 

phosphorylation (Padmanabhan et al., 2013). However, unlike POPDC1, PKA phosphorylation offers 

protection from proteasomal degradation (Padmanabhan et al., 2013) and c-Myc can subsequently go 

on to upregulate the expression of PKA subunits (Wu et al., 2002). Thus, we can understand the 

promotion of c-Myc degradation by POPDC proteins and the PKA-mediated preservation of c-Myc 

levels as opposite regulatory inputs on the cell cycle, which is interesting given that PKA and POPDC 

have also opposite effects on heart rate and hippocampal LTP formation (Froese et al. 2012, Shetty et 

al. 2021).  

Previous studies suggested the binding site on POPDC1 is located in a sequence near the end of the 

carboxy-terminal domain (Parang et al., 2016), which is a highly divergent region and isoform-specific 

and so unlikely to be correct as this study has shown that POPDC2 and POPDC3 are also able to interact 

with c-Myc and PR61α. Therefore, I also started to map the binding site for c-Myc and PR61α on 

POPDC1. CoIP experiments show PR61α binding to POPDC1 between the 233rd and 244th residues. 

However, binding array experiments show binding of c-Myc at residues 120th and 130th, which is much 

more N-terminal than the mapping results from the deletion analysis. Based on 3D model predictions 

both of the sites found for binding c-Myc and PR61α are located on the outside surface of the protein 

and so would be accessible for binding. I also see good conservation in these regions both between 

different POPDC isoforms and between different species (Andrée et al., 2000), and as we see that all 

three isoforms can bind to both PR61α and c-Myc this adds some credibility to the binding sites found. 

However, I would expect these binding regions to be the same as POPDC1 is expected to bind to c-

Myc through PR61α (Parang et al., 2016). Both methods could affect the tertiary structure of POPDC1, 

which may account for the differences. c-Myc may also interact through proteins other than PR61α, 
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causing differences in binding. Although, 3D models predict that these two putative binding sites are 

located in close proximity to the POPDC1 protein, and so it is plausible that the complex could be 

formed with c-Myc and PR61α having separate binding sites on the protein. However, as two different 

methods were employed for the mapping experiments, further verification is required, ideally by 

performing the mapping experiments using both methods and getting independent verification and 

confirming the binding site through site-directed mutagenesis. Both of these experiments were 

however not performed due to time limitations. 

3.4.2 Changes in POPDC1 levels can affect c-Myc levels and cell proliferation 

I have demonstrated that overexpression of POPDC1 and POPDC2 in transfected cells reduced 

endogenous c- Myc levels, suggesting that POPDC1 can not only bind but also cause downregulation 

of c-Myc. This result is in keeping with the model proposed by the Williams group who suggests that 

POPDC1 can dephosphorylate c-Myc, through PP2A’s catalytic subunit PR61α, targeting it for 

proteasomal degradation (Parang et al., 2016). POPDC1’s ability to reduce the levels of the master cell 

cycle regulator, c-Myc, also supports the role of POPDC1 in cancers, where its knock-down or knockout 

correlates with a poor prognosis of cancer (Parang et al., 2016, Wang et al., 2014, Han et al., 2015, 

Amunjela and Tucker, 2017b). 

In this chapter, I have also shown that media conditioned by POPDC1 transfected Cos7 cells can cause 

a reduction in proliferation, as shown by staining with the mitotic marker, phosphohistone 3, this was 

also seen in C2C12 cells (Adeeba Ali, personal communication). This suggests that POPDC1 may induce 

the secretion of a yet to be characterised growth inhibitor such as myostatin (GDF8) or GDF11 

(Egerman et al., 2015, Hammers et al., 2017, McPherron et al., 1997) into the media, which may have 

a paracrine effect on the proliferation of neighbouring cells. c-Myc expression was also observed in 

cells that had been subjected to conditioned media, but no difference was seen between POPDC1 

transfected cells and those receiving the empty control vector, suggesting that POPDC1 cannot affect 

c-Myc expression in a paracrine fashion. I had also expected that POPDC1 transfection would decrease 
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proliferation in cells that themselves had been transfected as I had seen that c-Myc has a reduced 

expression in these cells and is capable of regulating the cell cycle on many levels (Martinato et al., 

2008, Bretones et al., 2015). However, this was not seen and proliferation was similar between 

POPDC1- and vector-only transfected cells. This could indeed be because POPDC1 seems to trigger the 

release of a yet to be fully characterised paracrine signals, but as proliferation was generally lower in 

the transfected samples it cannot be ruled out that the stress of the transfection itself could be 

reducing proliferation in both POPDC1 and vector-only transfection experiments. The finding that cells 

that are expressing reduced levels of c-Myc do not also have reduced proliferation may be a testament 

to the fact that the mechanisms of cell proliferation are hugely complex with many different players 

acting together to determine whether the threshold is crossed to allow a cell to proliferate (Gordon 

et al., 2018). 

3.4.3 c-Myc in the heart 

Literature from mammalian models suggests that c-Myc is not expressed in the adult heart under 

normal physiological conditions (Seigo et al., 1988, Pollack et al., 1994), however, has a role to play in 

the developing heart (Jackson et al., 1990). In this chapter I have shown, that akin to cell culture, when 

POPDC1 levels are low like in Popdc1 null mice, there is an increase in nuclei that are expressing c-

Myc. However, unlike previous results in the literature, I did find there to be nuclear staining of c-Myc 

in wild type hearts that were kept under normal physiological conditions. Reasons for these 

differences could lie in the different techniques being used to detect c-Myc, immunostaining to look 

at protein levels in the case of this study and northern blots to see gene expression in the case of the 

literature. Detection of c-Myc in wild type hearts could also be the result of an antibody that is binding 

non-specifically, for example, there are other Myc proteins (N-myc and L-myc) present in mice that 

the c-Myc antibody which has been employed may be also detecting. However, other research groups 

have not found this to be an issue with the c-Myc antibody used on human samples and so it can likely 

also be ruled out for the mouse as well (Dammert et al., 2019). Further work would have to be 
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conducted to ensure that it is indeed c-Myc that is truly being detected and upregulated by the 

absence of POPDC1 in this work. 

3.4.4 Conclusions and future directions 

Overall, I have confirmed the physical interaction between the POPDC1 and c-Myc, as well as 

discovering an interaction with the other POPDC isoforms. I have also shown that in cell culture forced 

expression of POPDC1 reduces c-Myc expression and cell proliferation in a paracrine fashion. Finally, 

I have shown that c-Myc is expressed in the heart and this changes with Popdc1 expression in the 

mouse heart. All of this suggests that the POPDC proteins can interact with and affect the protein 

levels of c-Myc and that this process may also be present in the heart. Going forward I wanted to focus 

on Popdc1’s effect on the regenerative profile of the zebrafish ventricle and to understand if c-Myc 

could increase the proliferation after injury. 

However, many questions were brought up from the results in this chapter and which may have been 

interesting to explore but were considered to be out of the scope of this thesis. Such as performing 

both binding site experiments with c-Myc and PR61α to understand the binding in more depth. From 

there, site-directed mutagenesis of POPDC1 could be performed to alter the binding site to prove its 

identity and determine which residues are required for binding. If such a mutation could cause some 

of the same effects as knocking out Popdc1, we can assume that the interaction of POPDC1 with c-

Myc is causally involved in these phenotypes. It may also be interesting to follow up on POPDC1 having 

a paracrine effect on proliferation in cell culture by studying the supernatant and assessing whether 

there is evidence for enhanced secretion of a growth inhibitor such as myostatin. 
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4. Further characterisation of the popdc1 null zebrafish and mouse 

Although a Popdc1 null mutant had been generated in the mouse almost 20 years ago (Andrée et al., 

2002a), a popdc1 null mutant in zebrafish has only recently been engineered. The line was created 

using TALEN-mediated gene engineering, which targeted exon 1 causing a 1 base pair deletion, which 

resulted in a premature stop codon (Brand Lab, Unpublished). The deletion caused a frameshift and is 

predicted to encode a 39 amino acid truncated protein, which neither contains the transmembrane 

or the Popeye domains and will either not be translated or likely be subjected to proteolytic 

degradation (2.8.2 Generation of the popdc1 null mutant). Alternatively, the mRNA could be subject 

to nonsense-mediated decay, a surveillance pathway, which reduces errors in gene expression by 

removing transcripts that contain premature stop codons (Frischmeyer and Dietz, 1999). 

The popdc1 null mutant appeared to display normal embryonic and larval development and was able 

to grow into adulthood. However, it has been observed that in the first week after fertilisation a small 

number of homozygous mutants suffer from pericardial effusion due to cardiac arrhythmia similar to 

what has been described for the popdc1S201F mutant (Schindler et al. 2016). I focused on the adult 

popdc1 null mutant heart, which so far hasn’t been properly characterised. I determined the size of 

the heart and that of isolated cardiomyocytes. Moreover, I analysed the morphology of the adult 

popdc1 null mutant heart and its position in the body cavity. Furthermore, the impact of the loss of 

popdc1 on the expression and subcellular localisation of the other POPDC isoforms was investigated. 

The work described in this chapter forms the basis for the molecular analysis described in the following 

chapters.  

4.1 Popdc1 staining is absent in the popdc1 null mutant 

Wild type and popdc1 null mutant atria were stained for Popdc1. In the wild types, there was a strong 

membrane stain, however, in the popdc1 null mutants, there was a greatly reduced staining, which 

was also present in unstained control tissue and therefore presumed to represent background staining 
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(Error! Reference source not found.). This result confirms that in the popdc1 null mutants no Popdc1 p

rotein was expressed. 

 

Figure 24 Popdc1 staining is lost in the popdc1 null mutant zebrafish skeletal muscle. 10µm cryosections of skeletal muscle 
tissue of  podpc1 null mutants (A) and wild type (B) were stained for DAPI (blue) and Popdc1 (green). n=3 

 

4.2 Results: The loss of popdc1 affects the expression and subcellular localisation of the 

other POPDC isoforms 

As patients with mutations in genes of the POPDC family display disruptions to the localisation of other 

POPDC family members (Schindler et al., 2016b, De Ridder et al., 2019, Rinné et al., 2020), the 

subcellular localisation of Popdc2 and the mRNA expression of popdc2 and popdc3 was studied in the 

popdc1 null mutant zebrafish. Moreover, the localisation of POPDC2 was also investigated in Popdc1 

null mutant mice. 

4.2.1 Subcellular localisation of POPDC isoforms in the popdc1 null mutant zebrafish 

Sections of wild type and popdc1 null mutant ventricles were immunohistochemically stained for 

Popdc2. In wild type ventricular myocytes, Popdc2 was mainly localised at the plasma membrane. 

However, in the popdc1 null mutant, no staining was present at the plasma membrane and only some 

weak and diffuse intracellular staining was observed (Figure 25A and B), suggesting that the ablation 

of popdc1 caused a reduction and mislocalisation of Popdc2 protein similar to what has been 
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described for the popdc1S201F mutant (Schindler et al. 2016). RT-qPCR analysis was also performed to 

look at the mRNA levels of popdc2 and popdc3 in ventricular tissue of the popdc1 null mutant and the 

expression of both genes was significantly reduced in comparison to wild type (Figure 25C and D). 

 

Figure 25 popdc1 null mutants have reduced RNA and protein expression of the other POPDC family members compared 
to their wild type counterparts. Immunostaining of zebrafish ventricular tissue of wild type (-) (A) and popdc1 null (-) mutant 
(B) stained with a Popdc2 antibody (green) and counterstained with DAPI (blue) to observe the nuclei. qPCR analysis of 
zebrafish ventricular tissue isolated from wild type and popdc1 null mutants, showing significantly reduced levels of popdc2 
(t=1.697; df=14; p<0.001) (C) and popdc3 (t=0.8837; df=14; p<0.01) (D) in the popdc1 null mutant normalised against GAPDH. 
Statistical analysis was performed using a t-test, ** represents p<0.01 and *** represents P<0.001, n=8. Data are reported 
as mean ± standard error of the mean. 

 

4.2.2 Popeye family members in the Popdc1 null mouse 

As the subcellular localisation of Popdc2 in the popdc1 null mutant zebrafish heart was strongly 

abnormal, the Popdc1 null mutant in mice was also studied. Similar to the zebrafish, I also saw that 

Popdc2 staining was greatly reduced in Popdc1 null mutant compared to wild type (Figure 26). In 

ventricular tissue, I observed a strong reduction in staining that is believed to be at the membrane and 

t-tubules of cardiomyocytes, although no secondary markers were used (Figure 26A and B). In the 

atrium, a strong reduction in membrane staining was observed. However, in contrast to the ventricle 
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where only faint nuclear staining was present, in atrial myocytes of the popdc1 null mutant, strong 

nuclear membrane and perinuclear staining was observed (Figure 26C and D). Moreover, an increase 

in granular staining, which may correspond to intracellular vesicles was present in both atrial and 

ventricular myocytes (Figure 26). 

 

 

Figure 26 POPDC2 displays an abnormal staining pattern in the heart of Popdc1 knock out mice. POPDC2 (green) and DAPI 
(blue) staining of sections of mouse ventricular (A and B) and atrial (C and D) tissue isolated from wild type (A and C) and 
Popdc1 null mutant (B and D). Sections were counterstained with DAPI. n=2. 

 

4.3 Results: popdc1 null mutant zebrafish display an increased survival rate  

A proportion of popdc1 null mutants encountered pericardial effusion in the first week following 

fertilisation (Brand Lab, Unpublished), however, this did not cause differences in survival of popdc1 

null zebrafish embryos compared to wild types up to 5 dpf (Figure 27A). However, the survival until 
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adulthood had not been previously analysed. In this study, zebrafish were monitored for survival 

between the time of moving the fry from the embryo incubator into the main system at 5dpf until 

they reached adulthood at 3 months post fertilisation. Fish of both wild type and popdc1 null mutant 

genotypes were moved to the system into 3-litre tanks at the same density. Interestingly and 

unexpectedly, it was found that popdc1 null mutants had a higher survival rate, which was 47% 

whereas wild type had a survival rate of 35%, although survival rates of both genotypes were lower 

than expected (Figure 27B). 

 

Figure 27 popdc1 null zebrafish have increased postembryonic survival compared to wild type. Eggs were collected from 
matings and unfertilised eggs were removed. The embryos were counted at 0 dpf and 5dpf to discover the percent survival 
until 5 dpf of wild type and popdc1 null mutants (A). Fry was moved to the system at 5dpf and the number of fish per tank 
was recorded. Wild type and mutant fish were kept at the same density of 50 fish per 3 l tank. The number of fish surviving 
into adulthood was determined at three months and the percent survival was determined (B). popdc1 null mutants displayed 
a significantly increased survival (t=3.079; df=6; p<0.05). Statistical analysis was performed using a t-test * represents p<0.05, 
N≥4. Data are reported as mean ± standard error of the mean. 

 

4.4 Results: popdc mutants display a reduced heart and body size  

Transgenic expression of c-Myc is known to affect cardiomyocyte number and overall organ size in the 

mouse (Jackson et al., 1990). Moreover, it has recently been described that POPDC1 is a tumour 

suppressor and can degrade c-Myc (Parang et al., 2016). Therefore, in this section, I determined the 

heart size, cardiomyocyte size and body size of wild type and popdc1 null mutant zebrafish (and in 

some instances, I also obtained some data in mice) to compare it to the published data in transgenic 

mice with a forced expression of c-Myc in the heart. 



   
 

121 
 

4.4.1 popdc1 null mutants in zebrafish have larger hearts 

Jackson et al found that c-Myc overexpression in the murine heart caused an increase in organ size 

(Jackson et al., 1990). Zebrafish hearts were assessed for an alteration in heart size at 6 months post 

fertilisation. I saw that when taking the heart weight-to-body length ratios that popdc1 null mutant 

zebrafish had larger hearts compared to wild type (Figure 28). This is different from what is seen in 

the mouse where Popdc1 null mutants do not have larger hearts (Alcalay et al., 2013, Froese et al., 

2012). 

 

Figure 28 popdc1 null mutant zebrafishes have larger hearts. (A) The absolute heart weight and body length of wildtype 
and popdc1 null mutant zebrafish plotted against one another. (B) Heart weight-to-body length ratios for popdc1 null mutant 
and wild type hearts. Example of a heart of a wild type (C) and popdc1 null mutant (D). popdc1 null mutants had significant 
larger hearts than wild types (t=1.833; df=12: p<0.05). Statistical analysis was performed using a t-test in GraphPad Prism 
with * representing p<0.05. n=6. Data are reported as mean ± standard error of the mean. 
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4.4.2 popdc1 null mutants have a smaller body length 

The body length of wild type or popdc1 null mutants was also determined at 10 months post 

fertilisation. The fish were kept as siblings in mixed genotype tanks until genotyping occurred at 9 

months post fertilisation. The fish were kept at the same density as tank density is known to affect the 

growth of zebrafish (Ribas et al., 2017). It was observed that the popdc1 null mutants had a 

significantly smaller body length than their wild type siblings (Figure 29). 

 

Figure 29 popdc1 null zebrafish have a smaller total body length compared to wild type siblings. The body length of wild 
type and popdc1 null mutants were measured from the snout to the base of the peduncle fin. (A) Quantification of the body 
length of 10 months post fertilisation wild type and popdc1 null mutant siblings. (B) An example of the length measurement, 
with the fish aligned against a ruler and red lines aligning the snout, the base of the peduncle fin and the distance between 
the two anatomical markers. popdc1 null mutants were significantly smaller than wild type (t=2.374 ;df=14 ; p<0.05). 
Statistical analysis was performed using a t-test in GraphPad Prism with * representing p<0.05. n=8. Data are reported as 
mean ± standard error of the mean. 

 

4.4.3 popdc1 null mutants in zebrafish and mice have smaller cardiomyocytes 

Transgenic overexpression of c-Myc in the mouse heart caused a decrease in cardiomyocyte size 

(Jackson et al., 1990) and so I studied cardiomyocyte size using different methods in Popdc1 mutants 

in both mouse and zebrafish models. 

4.4.3.1 Cell size determination of cardiomyocytes in zebrafish 

To determine cell size in cardiomyocytes in the zebrafish heart, sections were stained with WGA. WGA 

is a lectin, which labels the basement membrane and is often used for histological determination of 

cell size. Animals investigated in this study were three months of age. FIJI was then employed to 

determine the cell sizes. Ventricular cardiomyocytes of popdc1 null mutants tended to be smaller 
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compared to wild type although the difference between genotypes did not reach statistical 

significance (Figure 30A-C). 

Although WGA staining is accepted as a proper means to determine the cross-sectional area, I found 

that many of the cells were overlapping, making it difficult to be certain of the measurements. As an 

alternative approach, the cell size was also investigated in isolated cardiomyocytes. Isolated 

ventricular cells were fed into an ImageStream®X Mark II Imaging Flow Cytometer, this sorted the GFP 

fluorescent cardiomyocytes from other cell types and then determined the cell area. Ventricular 

cardiomyocytes of popdc1 null mutants were significantly smaller compared to wild type using this 

method (Figure 30D-G). 

 

Figure 30 Zebrafish cardiomyocytes of popdc1 null mutants are smaller than in wild type. (A-C) Paraffin sections were cut 
from whole zebrafish hearts and stained for the membrane marker WGA (red) and DAPI (blue); to detect the boundary of 
the cell. (A) wild type ventricle and (B) popdc1 null ventricle were stained and FIJI was used to make estimations using WGA 
to label the cell surface area. (C) shows a quantification of the cell surface area using GraphPad Prism. With this method 
cardiomyocyte size was not significantly different (t=08; df=14; p>0.05). ns represents a non-significant result of the t-test. 
(D-G) Cardiomyocytes from zebrafish ventricles were isolated and run through an ImageStream®X Mark II Imaging Flow 
Cytometer to take an image of each GFP expressing cell and then give an estimate of cell surface area. Representative image 
of cardiomyocytes isolated from popdc1 null (D) and wild type hearts (E). The frequency of cells of different sizes is based on 
these images (F). Quantification of the mean surface areas from cells (G) where popdc1 null mutant cells were significantly 
smaller using a t-test (t=9.395; df=1479; p<0.001). GraphPad Prism was used for statistical analysis and *** represents 
p<0.001. Three fishes of each genotype were used and at least 100 cells were analysed of each specimen. Data are reported 
as mean ± standard error of the mean. 
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4.4.3.2 Cell size determination of cardiomyocytes in mice 

Since there was tissue available not just of homozygous Popdc1 null mutants but also of mouse 

mutants carrying null mutations in the other two POPDC genes, the cell size of ventricular 

cardiomyocytes using WGA staining was determined in homozygous Popdc1, Popdc2, Popdc3 and 

Popdc1/Popdc2 double knock out null mutants and compared with wild type. Moreover, I determined 

the cell size of ventricular myocytes isolated from Popdc1 null mutants and wild type. 

As described for the zebrafish heart, sections of mouse ventricular tissue were stained with WGA and 

analysed with FIJI. Popdc1 and Popdc3 null mutants, as well as Popdc1/Popdc2 null mutants, showed 

a significant reduction in cardiomyocyte size compared to wild type with Popdc1/Popdc2 null mutants 

displaying the largest size reduction (Figure 31 A-B and D-F). The Popdc2 null mutant on the other 

hand did not show a significant reduction in cardiomyocyte size compared with wild type (Figure 31C 

and F). I also took isolated mouse ventricular cardiomyocytes from wild type and Popdc1 null mutant 

mice and determined their size using phase-contrast microscopy and FIJI. With this method, the 

Popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes were also significantly smaller compared to wild type (Figure 31G-

I). 
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Figure 31 Mouse cardiomyocytes of POPDC null mutants are smaller than in wild type. (A-F) Cryosections of mouse hearts 
were stained for the membrane marker WGA (red) and DAPI (blue). FIJI was employed to estimate the ventricular cell surface 
area of wild type (WT) (A), Popdc1 null (P1-/-) (B), Popdc2 null (P2-/-) (C), and Popdc3 null (P3-/-) (D) and Popdc1 and Popdc2 
double null mutants (P1-/-P2-/-) (E) and quantified in F. The cell surface area was found to be smaller in the P1-/- (KW=817.9; 
p<0.001), P3-/- (KW=1632; p<0.001) and P1-/-2-/-(KW=1782; p<0.001) compared to wild type when analysing with a Kruskal-
Wallis test in GraphPad Prism. *** represents p<0.001. N=3, n>100. (G-I) Isolated left ventricular cardiomyocytes were gifted 
to me by Dr Navneet Bhogal and imaged using brightfield microscopy. Representative images of a Popdc1 null cardiomyocyte 
(G) and a wild type cardiomyocyte (H). The quantification of cardiomyocyte size (I). Popdc1 null cardiomyocytes were 
significantly smaller than wild type cardiomyocytes, when analysed using a t-test in GraphPad Prism with *** representing 
p<0.001 (t=3. 39; df=87; p<0.001). N=3, n>10. Data are reported as mean ± standard error of the mean. 

 

4.5 Results: Morphological analysis reveals that popdc1 null mutants display outflow 

tract abnormalities and abnormalities in the layers of the myocardium 

Assessments were made on zebrafish hearts to determine if the popdc1 null displayed any other 

morphological differences apart from the already described difference in organ and cell size. This was 

investigated both by taking measurements from images of whole hearts as well as by looking at 

histological sections. It has been described that the shape of the zebrafish ventricle goes from a 

rectangular shape at the larval stage, to a triangular shape at the juvenile stage to being circular in the 

adult. Moreover, the angle of the outflow tract axis relative to the ventricular axis increases during 

development into adulthood as the heart rotates its position in the pericardial cavity (Singleman and 

Holtzman, 2012). The outflow tract and circularity of the heart was investigated, as well as the size of 

the cortical and trabecular layer. 
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4.5.1 Morphological analysis of the popdc1 null zebrafish 

Images were taken of five 6-month-old popdc1 null mutant and wild type hearts with their atria 

removed to allow a better view of the ventricular morphology. Measurements were taken from 

images with a dorsal view of the heart. Several anatomical parameters were determined with the aid 

of FIJI including ventricular length, ventricular width and length to width ratio, BA length and width, 

outflow tract angle, ventricle to BA length ratio and circularity. Most of these parameters did not differ 

between genotypes (Figure 32). However, the popdc1 null mutants displayed a significantly larger 

ventricular length-to-width ratio, meaning that the ventricles of the popdc1 null mutant seemed to be 

longer and narrower than wild type ventricles (Figure 32C, I-J). Furthermore, the popdc1 null mutant 

had a reduced outflow tract angle (Figure 32G and I-J), which is an angle that measures the deviation 

of the BA axis from base to tip compared to the ventricular axis from apex to base (Figure 12). 
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Figure 32 Morphological differences of popdc1 null mutant zebrafish hearts at 6 months post fertilisation. Several 
anatomical parameters were measured from images taken from excised zebrafish hearts at 6 months of age including (A) 
ventricular length, (B) ventricular width, (C) BA length, (D) ventricular length-to-width ratio, (E) ventricular length to BA 
length ratio, (F) circularity, (G) outflow tract angle and (H) BA width. The ventricular length to width ratio was significantly 
larger in the popdc1 null mutant (t=2.025; df=9; p<0.05) and the outflow tract angle was significantly smaller (t=5.078; df=9; 
p<0.001).t-tests were used to assess statistical differences and the ventricular length-to-width ratio and the BA angle were 
found to be significantly different with *** representing p<0.001 and * representing p<0.05, at least 5 fishes were used for 
each genotype. Data are reported as mean ± standard error of the mean. Representative images were taken of the wild type 
(I) and popdc1 null mutant (J) with the star representing the position of the atrioventricular canal after removal of the atria. 

 

After assessing the morphology of the heart at 6 months of age, I also looked at the same parameters 

at 3 months of age (Figure 33). Again, I saw that there was a significantly reduced BA angle in the 

podpc1 null mutant (Figure 33G and I-J), but there was no significant difference in the ventricular 

length to width ratio (D and I-J). Instead, popdc1 null mutants at 3 months of age had a reduced 

ventricular width (Figure 33B and I-J), BA length (Figure 33Cand  I-J), and circularity (F and I-J). 
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Figure 33 Morphological differences of popdc1 null zebrafish hearts at 3 months post fertilisation. Several anatomical 
parameters were measured from images taken from excised zebrafish hearts at 3 months of age including (A) ventricle 
length, (B) ventricle width, (C) BA length, (D) ventricular length to width ratio, (E) ventricular length to BA length ratio, (F) 
circularity, (G) outflow tract angle and (H) BA width. Ventricular width (t=1.959; df=18; p<0.01), BA length (t=1.849; df=18; 
p<0.05), circularity (t=2.031; df=18; p<0.01) and outflow tract angle (t=3.992; df=18; p<0.001) were all significantly reduced 
in the popdc1 null mutants. A t-test was used to assess the statistical significance of the differences and ventricular width, 
BA length, circularity and BA angle were found to be significantly different with *** representing p<0.001 and * representing 
p<0.05, n=10. Data are reported as mean ± standard error of the mean. Representative images were taken of the wild type 
(I) and popdc1 null (J) with the star representing where the atrioventricular canal is positioned. 

 

Finally, I performed the morphological analysis on hearts at 28dpf (Figure 34). At this stage, the fish 

and their hearts were too small to isolate them without the aid of a microscope. To ensure that I was 

looking at the heart during dissection I made use of the GFP expression in the cardiomyocytes of the 

hearts to ensure the removal of heart tissue. Unlike in hearts at 3 and 6 months of age, there was no 

significant difference in the outflow tract angle between the popdc1 null mutant and wild type (E and 

I-J). However, both ventricular length and width were significantly larger in the popdc1 null mutants 

at this time point (Figure 34B-C and I-J). Thus, the observed changes in outflow tract morphology are 

only developing in early adulthood.  
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Figure 34 Morphological differences of popdc1 null zebrafish hearts at 28dpf. Several measurements were made from 
images taken from excised zebrafish hearts at 28dpf including (A) circularity, (B) ventricle length, (C) ventricle width, (D) BA 
length, (E) outflow tract angle (F) ventricular length to width ratio, (G) ventricular length to BA length ratio and (H) BA width. 
Ventricular width (t=2.684; df=19; p<0.05) and length (t=3.88; df=19; p<0.01) were significantly larger in the popdc1 null 
mutants at this time point. T-tests were used to assess differences and ventricular length and ventricular width were seen to 
be significantly different with ** representing p<0.01 and * representing p<0.05, at least 5 fish were used from each 
genotype. Data are reported as mean ± standard error of the mean. Representative images were taken using a GFP filter on 
a fluorescence microscope of the wild type (I) and podpc1 null (J) hearts after they had been excised. 

 

4.5.2 Histology to reveal outflow tract abnormalities in the popdc1 null zebrafish 

Further to looking at the morphology from the whole heart, I also wanted to see if the difference in 

the outflow tract angle could also be observed in histological sections. H&E staining was performed 

on paraffin sections and the outflow tract angle was measured between the line from the base to the 

apex of the ventricle and the base to the tip of the BA. This was done via taking images under 

brightfield illumination and taking measurements with the aid of FIJI. It was found that like in the 

whole hearts when looking at sections there was a significant decrease in the outflow tract angle in 

the popdc1 null mutant fish heart (Figure 35). 
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Figure 35 H&E staining to confirm outflow tract angle abnormalities in the popdc1 null zebrafish. H&E staining of sections 
of 3-month-old zebrafish wild type (A) or popdc1 null mutant (B) hearts. The outflow tract angle from each genotype was 
quantified (C), popdc1 null mutants had a significantly smaller outflow tract angle (t=4.298; df=7; p<0.01). ** represents 
p<0.01, n=4. Data are reported as mean ± standard error of the mean 

 

 

4.5.3 popdc1 null mutants have an increased thickness of their cortical layer and reduced 

complexity of their trabeculae 

H&E staining was also used to study the differences in the myocardial layers in the popdc1 null versus 

wild type zebrafish. The popdc1 null mutant displayed an increased thickness of the cortical layer 

(Figure 36A-C). The trabecular layer was also investigated and the popdc1 null mutants had a reduced 

length but not width of the trabeculae (A-B and D-E). Trabecular complexity, defined as the average 

trabeculae-length-to-width-ratio (D'Amato et al., 2016), was also reduced in the popdc1 null mutant 

as well as the surface area that the trabeculae covered within the trabecular layer in the myocardium 

(Figure 36A-B and F-G). When looking at H&E images of the trabeculae it was also often observed that 

they appeared to have less well-defined striations as well as more fragmentation. 
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Figure 36 popdc1 null mutant hearts have an increased thickness of their cortical layer and a reduced complexity of the 
trabecular layer. H&E staining was performed on sections of the ventricle of 3-month-old zebrafish wild type (A) or popdc1 
null mutants (B). The cortical layer thickness of each genotype was quantified and found to be thicker in the mutant (t=3.12; 
df =12; p<0.01) (C). The trabecular length was quantified and longer in the mutant (t=3.997; df = 9; p<0.01) (D) whereas the 
width of the trabeculae displayed no difference between genotypes (E). Trabecular complexity was calculated by dividing 
the length of the trabeculae by the width and was found to be reduced in the mutant (t=3.794; df=9; p<0.01) (F). Finally, the 
percent coverage of the trabeculae in the trabeculae layer was calculated for the different genotypes and was reduced in 
the mutant (t=2.987, df=9; p<0.05) (G). At least four specimens were used for each genotype. ** p<0.01,  *  p<0.05 and ns 
non-significance. Data are reported as mean ± standard error of the mean. 

 

4.6 Results: Left-right asymmetry in the popdc1 null zebrafish 

The left-right axis determines the appropriate placement of organs in the vertebrate body and 

determines the correct patterning and the establishment of proper vascular connections during 

embryonic development (Desgrange et al., 2018). In vertebrates, nodal signalling is known to play an 

important role in creating a gradient from high expression in the left lateral plate mesoderm (LPM) to 

no expression in the right LPM (Grimes and Kirby, 2009), the expression of other genes is then 

dependent on what nodal threshold they fall into. The zebrafish heart is positioned to the left of the 

body cavity and so its placement is under the control of the left-right axis. This can first be 

morphologically seen during cardiac jogging when the cardiac cone forms a tube and the venous 

endpoints to the left side (Chen et al., 1997, Stainier et al., 1993). Cardiac looping is also an essential 

asymmetric process that makes a flat-S in the fish to place the atrium to the left of the ventricle 

(Lombardo et al., 2019). The fish also goes through a process called cardiac rotation at 5dpf, which 
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positions the heart into its final position in the body cavity with the atria in a dorsal position relative 

to the ventricle (Singleman and Holtzman, 2012). 

4.6.1 popdc1 null mutants and wild type generate approximately the same number of embryos 

that display abnormal cardiac looping defects 

Heart looping was studied in 48hpf embryos of both popdc1 null mutants and wild type fish and 

embryos were split into 3 categories: embryos with normal or reversed heart loop and middle- where 

no looping appears to have occurred and the hearts remained in the midline. In both genotypes, I saw 

that a large proportion of the embryos satisfied normal cardiac looping at 88% in wild type and 86% 

for the popdc1 null mutant (Figure 37). In wild type, the remainder of the hearts were reversed (Figure 

37), but in the popdc1 null mutant, only 5% showed reversed heart looping with the remainder being 

positioned in the midline (Figure 37). 

 

Figure 37 Heart looping in popdc1 null and wild type embryos. At 48hpf popdc1 null and wild type zebrafish expressed GFP 
in their cardiomyocytes under a fluorescence microscope and were laid ventral side up and the position of the atria and 
ventricle was analysed in relation to one another. Normal situs – the atrium is positioned to the left of the ventricle, reversed 
situs–the atrium is positioned to the right of the ventricle and middle (or unlooped) - the atrium and ventricle are in line. At 
least 100 embryos were used for this study using embryos from at least three different breeding pairs. There was a 
significantly different association between looping and genotype (χ2 (2, N=100)=17.81, p<0.001) 

 

4.6.2 Positioning of the heart in the thoracic cavity of the adult zebrafish 

When inspecting the adult zebrafish after opening the thorax it was noticed that the ventricle did not 

always sit in the same position in relation to the BA and so I decided to quantify this property of the 

mutant. The body cavity was carefully opened to ensure that the heart was not moved. The position 
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of the ventricle in relation to the BA was then categorised as being: either position to the left, right or 

along the midline. At 6 months of age, I saw that in wild type animals, the ventricle was always 

positioned to the right, whereas in the popdc1 null mutant this only accounted for 22%, another 22% 

had their ventricle positioned in the midline and in 56% the ventricle was positioned to the left (Figure 

38). At three months of age, in 60% of wild type fish, the ventricle was positioned to the right side and 

in 40% of the cases at the midline. However, in the popdc1 null mutant, there was an even split 

between the possibilities, with a third of the hearts positioned to the left, right or to the midline (Figure 

38). 

 

Figure 38 The popdc1 null mutant display randomised positioning of the ventricle in the body cavity. The body cavity of 
the zebrafish was carefully opened and the position of the ventricle in relation to the BA from an anterior view was recorded. 
Images of different heart situses are shown when a ventricle is to the right (A), the left (B), or midline (C) in relation to the 
BA. The number of fish falling into each of these categories for each genotype was evaluated for animals at 3 (D) and 6 (E) 
months post fertilisation. At least 9 fish were used for each group. Abbreviations: BA – bulbus arteriosus, V – ventricle. There 
was a significantly different association between genotype and the position of the heart in the body cavity at 3 months (χ2 
(2, N=9)=56.15, p<0.001) and at 6 months (χ2 (2, N=10)=354.55, p<0.001). 

 

4.7 Discussion 

The recently generated popdc1 null mutant has not been well characterised. In this chapter, I have 

described the morphological analysis of the heart of the popdc1 null mutant in comparison to the wild 
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type. It will be useful to identify molecular and morphological differences between popdc1 null 

mutants and wild type fish as it may lead to novel and testable hypotheses about the function of 

POPDC genes, in the heart and other organs.  

In this chapter, I have observed several differences between the popdc1 null mutant and wild type, 

including, a reduced expression and mislocalisation of the other POPDC family members, enlarged 

hearts but reduced body size, smaller cardiomyocytes, abnormal morphology of the heart affecting 

the outflow tract and the compact and trabecular layer in the ventricle as well as an improper situs of 

the heart in the body cavity. In the following sections, I will explore this further to come up with some 

reasons for the aberrant morphologies I observed. 

4.7.1 Loss of popdc1 affects the expression of other members of the POPDC family. 

In addition to the expected loss of Popdc1 in the popdc1 null mutant, in both mouse and zebrafish, 

there was also a reduced expression and mislocalisation of Popdc2. In the wild type heart, in both 

mouse and zebrafish, Popdc2 is found in the plasma membrane, however, there was also some 

intracellular staining. Specifically in the mouse, there was also a striated Popdc2 expression domain, 

which likely represents t-tubules, which has been seen previously in the literature (Holt et al., 2020). 

However, in the popdc1 null mutant in zebrafish or mice, there is a loss of membrane and t-tubular 

staining and only some intracellular staining is left behind. In the mouse, the atria were also stained 

and there was a similar staining pattern in the plasma membrane and some intracellular staining in 

wild type hearts and membrane staining was lost in the Popdc1 null mutant, however, an intracellular 

expression domain was present. Popdc1 and 2 are known to form heterodimers (Brand lab, 

unpublished), which may explain why Popdc2 cannot localise correctly when Popdc1 is missing. 

Popdc1 is perhaps required for proper membrane trafficking of Popdc2. Thus, when popdc1 is lost, 

only an intracellular expression domain for Popdc2 remains present. This intracellular expression 

domain appears to be quite granular and could be the result of the protein being localised to vesicles, 
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however, this has not been further analysed. I have only looked at the localisation of Popdc2 in this 

study and not that of Popdc3 as currently, no proper antibody is available to study Popdc3.  

In the zebrafish, I also saw that the expression of popdc2 and popdc3 mRNA was reduced in the popdc1 

null mutant. Suggesting that Popdc1 may upregulate the expression of popdc2 and popdc3 in the 

zebrafish ventricle. Popdc1 is known to have many interaction partners (Amunjela et al., 2019), some 

of which are transcriptional regulators and so it is plausible that Popdc1 could be affecting the 

expression of popdc2 and popdc3. However, when looking at the Popdc2W188X mutant in the mouse it 

was seen that there was an increase in expression of both Popdc1 and Popdc3 compared to wild type 

(Gruscheski, unpublished). This could mean that the Popdc2W188X mutant gained greater ability to 

upregulate expression of the other Popdc family members or perhaps that Popdc1 and Podpc2 already 

had differences in their ability to differentially regulate the other POPDC genes. 

In zebrafish and mouse null mutants we see that the loss of popdc1 disrupts Popdc2 membrane 

localisation and the same is also observed in patients carrying POPDC mutations affecting the 

subcellular localisation of the mutant protein but also that of other family members (Schindler et al., 

2016b, De Ridder et al., 2019). The same observation was also made in the case of a popdc1S191F 

mutation in the zebrafish, which mirrored the situation in the patients (Schindler et al., 2016b). This 

suggests that the observations made in these models are likely to be also clinically relevant. And in 

fact, our group is starting to see that mislocalisation of proteins to the membrane may be sufficient to 

make predictions about the pathogenicity of a mutation, with those causing a mislocalisation having 

a greater chance of causing cardiac arrhythmias and muscular dystrophy (Rinné et al., 2020, Schindler 

et al., 2016b). 

4.7.2 Increased survival rate in popdc1 null fry  

The survival of popdc1 null mutants was studied and it was found that between 5 and 90dpf the 

popdc1 null mutant displayed an increased survival rate at 47%, which is up from 35% found in wild 

type. This result was surprising as it was assumed that survival of the popdc1 null mutant might be 
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compromised as in mammalian cardiomyocytes, POPDC1 has been found to have a cardioprotective 

role (Kliminski et al., 2017), and thus, it is expected that its ablation may result in poorer survival of 

the zebrafish. One explanation for the enhanced survival during late embryonic and larval 

development may be that by 5dpf null mutant there may have already been death of the fry which 

were less fit as they did not have the cardioprotection offered by popdc1 and therefore the surviving 

fish had a greater chance of making it into adulthood. Whereas in the wild type there may have been 

more unfit fish surviving for longer and so making it into 5dpf where this investigation was started. It 

has been noted that about 5% of the popdc1S191F mutant develop pericardial effusion and it is assumed 

that a similar level of null mutant animals also develops a severe embryonic phenotype (Schindler et 

al. 2016). This is a phenotype that is the manifestation of several cardiac defects and can usually be 

seen as early as 48hpf (Miura and Yelon, 2011). However, from my own observations, I did not see 

differences in the survival between null mutant and wild type embryos during the first five days of 

development. 

As I did not see great differences between the number of embryos surviving until 5dpf, it suggests that 

the unfit fish are not dying in greater numbers in the popdc1 null compared to wild type, and therefore 

that there really is a difference in survival in the popdc1 null and the wild type fish. The literature is 

quite sparse regarding survival between these time points except from optimal and sub-optimal 

rearing conditions (Siccardi et al., 2009), but all of the fish for our studies were subjected to identical 

environments. Survival was lower however lower than expected for all fish where we would expect 

many more to have made it to adulthood, which may suggest some sub-optimal conditions in the 

system. Of note, fish that have been acclimated to hypoxia, as well as those mutations which cause 

hypoxia, are known to survive better if they are later subjected to hypoxia (Kopp et al., 2014, Rees et 

al., 2001). Popdc1 mutant mice are known to have an upregulation of Bnip3 which usually increases 

after stress such as through hypoxia (Kliminski et al., 2017), suggesting that Popdc1 null mutant mice 

may be in a hypoxic state. This may provide some understanding as to the enhanced survival rates of 

the popdc1 null mutant zebrafish if the fish were having to suffer hypoxic conditions. However, we 
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assume that this is not the case as our systems are routinely monitored for functionality to prevent 

hypoxic conditions from being created. It would be interesting to see if there is any other link to a 

molecular basis for the increase in survival seen in the popdc1 null mutant. 

4.7.3 Aberrant  growth of the zebrafish popdc1 null mutant  

4.7.3.1 Reduced size of mutant cardiomyocytes  

The size of zebrafish hearts and individual cardiomyocytes were studied in both zebrafish and mouse 

Popdc1 null mutants. This was investigated as transgenic overexpression of c-Myc in the developing 

hearts of mice has led to a decrease in cardiomyocyte size and an increase of organ size (Jackson et 

al., 1990), suggesting an increase in the total number of cardiomyocytes in the transgenic heart. As 

Popdc1 is known to downregulate c-Myc (Parang et al., 2016) it was hypothesised that a lack of Popdc1 

would cause a similar cardiac phenotype to the overexpression of c-Myc. I found that cardiomyocyte 

size was reduced in the zebrafish popdc1 null mutant and likewise in Popdc1, Popdc3 and 

Popdc1/Popdc2 double null mutant mice. These findings are in agreement with the fact that Popdc1 

plays a role in the degradation of c-Myc (Parang et al., 2016) and so we would assume that there 

would be phenotypic similarities to c-Myc overexpression (Jackson et al., 1990). It is however 

interesting that the mouse Popdc1 null mutant also appears to display decreased cell size but Popdc2 

null mutants did not, while both can bind to c-Myc. This may suggest that despite all three POPDC 

proteins having the ability to interact with c-Myc via CoIP, only POPDC1 and POPDC3 have important 

roles in the pathways that control cardiomyocyte size. Recently it has been suggested that POPDC1 

and POPDC3 are co-regulated and have overlapping functions, but that POPDC2 is regulated 

independently (Kim et al., 2010b, Gingold-Belfer et al., 2021) which may explain the differences in 

cardiomyocyte size. It is also interesting that the Popdc1/Popdc2 double knock out has a more severe 

effect than the Popdc1 null mutant alone, as Popdc2 does not appear to be affecting cell size but 

perhaps there is some redundancy when Popdc1 alone is knocked out, or else Popdc2 can affect cell 

size via another mechanism.  
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4.7.3.2 Impaired heart size 

Further to the effect of the POPDC isoforms on cardiomyocyte size, the size of the zebrafish heart was 

also investigated and was found to be significantly larger in the case of the popdc1 null mutant 

zebrafish, although the same was not seen in the mouse (Alcalay et al., 2013). This is again in keeping 

with the phenotype that was seen in the c-Myc overexpression mouse (Jackson et al., 1990), and the 

decrease in cell size and increase in heart size suggests that these hearts are subjected to hyperplasia, 

which accounts for their overgrowth. The increased size may also be from an increase in other cell 

types or of extracellular matrix, however, currently, this has not been investigated. Zebrafish hearts 

have larger hearts with smaller cardiomyocytes suggesting they are phenotypically similar to 

transgenic mice with forced c-Myc expression. This data suggests that popdc1 null mutant fish hearts 

may have more cardiomyocytes than wild type indicating that they may have a higher proliferation 

level during development, in keeping with their interaction with c-Myc. 

It is also plausible that the effect of heart size in the popdc1 null zebrafish is not, or not entirely, down 

to the interaction with c-Myc. The cardiomegaly through hyperplasia that I have seen here mimics 

what is seen when zebrafish are subjected to excessive cardiac stress through a 10 week forced fast-

speed swimming exercise regime (Jean et al., 2012). Human hearts also enlarge in response to 

pathological stress, however through hypertrophic growth, which is accompanied by reduced 

physiological performance (Frey and Olson, 2003). The hyperplastic growth of the heart of the popdc1 

null mutant in zebrafish could be interpreted as being a response to a pathological stimulus similar to 

stress overload. 

4.7.3.3 Reduction in body length of zebrafish popdc1 null mutants 

Finally, I found that the popdc1 null mutants were smaller than their wild type siblings when measuring 

the body length using fish that were grown at the same density, as this is known to affect their growth 

(Ribas et al., 2017). As groups were siblings and kept under identical conditions, we can assume that 

the change in body length is a result of the loss of popdc1. This growth retardation is similar to Popdc1 
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null mutant mice, which are a third lighter in weight than wild type litter mates (Alcalay et al., 2013). 

I have suggested that null mutant fish may be stressed which has manifested in cardiomegaly, this 

stress could also cause these fish to be smaller as they have fewer resources to devote to growth. In 

mice, c-Myc has been found to control body size but not in the same direction as we see here, with 

the loss of c-Myc causing smaller mice (Oskarsson et al., 2001). This suggests that it is not Popdc1’s 

interaction with c-Myc that is causing the difference in body length. 

4.7.4 Morphological abnormalities of the popdc1 null mutant in zebrafish 

4.7.4.1 Outflow tract abnormalities 

The cardiac morphology was investigated in the popdc1 null mutant to understand if the heart had a 

different shape or just differed in size. Previously, it has been shown that during postnatal heart 

maturation the outflow tract angle changes which might be due to the heart changing its position in 

the pericardial cavity (intrinsic effect) or alternatively is due to an anterior displacement caused by the 

growth of abdominal organs (extrinsic effect) (Singleman and Holtzman, 2012). There was a reduction 

in the outflow tract angle in the popdc1 null mutant at both, 3 and 6 months post fertilisation but not 

at 28 dpf. This implies that there is a morphological change that is failing in the mutant, which occurs 

between 28dpf and 3 months post fertilisation and is responsible for producing the outflow tract 

angle. Other studies have suggested that the last rotation of the heart is at the larval stage which 

would cause there to be an increased outflow tract angle (Singleman and Holtzman, 2012). However, 

I do not see a large outflow tract angle in the 28dpf which is past the larval stage and in the juvenile 

stage this is perhaps because when the hearts are excised they do not hold their shape as well as the 

tissue is still developing and so does not have as much integrity. 

Hearts within the body cavity were also studied and I saw that the popdc1 null mutant displayed an 

unusual positioning in the thoracic cavity with the ventricle often either positioned to the left or linear 

relative to the BA, as opposed to being positioned to the right side like in wild types at 6 months post 

fertilisation. The picture is more complicated at 3 months post fertilisation where in wild type too 
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some hearts were in linear relation to the BA, perhaps because some of the hearts may not yet have 

fully established their final position in the body cavity. I do not however see any evidence that the 

popdc1 null mutant displays an increased frequency of hearts with abnormal looping at 48hpf, 

suggesting that the abnormal positioning of the BA is not likely the result of a left-right patterning 

defect but perhaps more of an issue created from the lack of directionality in the mutant outflow tract 

causing the pressures arising from the posterior organs to cause a randomised positioning of the 

ventricle. However, it is also possible that heart looping and BA positioning are independently 

controlled asymmetric processes, which can be experimentally uncoupled from each other. On the 

other hand, embryos with a morpholino-mediated knockdown of popdc1 did report looping 

abnormalities (Shi et al., 2020), this difference may have been caused by the different ways the loss-

of-function of popdc1 was achieved. Also, in the chick, POPDC1 has a left-right asymmetrical 

expression in the Hensen’s node at Hamburger Hamilton stage 5 (Torlopp et al., 2006) and would be 

in the right anatomical location to be possibly involved in left-right axis determination. Moreover, it 

has been reported that PKA signalling, another cAMP effector protein, might be upstream of 

asymmetric Nodal expression in Hensen’s node (Rodríguez-Esteban  et al., 2001). Thus, POPDC1 might 

be involved in left-right asymmetry determination in the chick embryo. However, early mechanisms 

are species-specific and only later processes such as those involving Pitx2 are conserved in different 

vertebrate species. At the moment we favour the interpretation of a late-stage process that is involved 

in the positioning of the BA and which is independent of those processes involved in heart looping.  

Another possible reason for the outflow tract abnormalities in the popdc1 null mutant is the link of 

POPDC1 and TOF. TOF is a prevalent congenital heart disease known to be associated with several 

phenotypes, one of which is outflow tract obstruction. In the Chinese Han population, a POPDC1 

polymorphisms was linked to TOF (Shi et al., 2019). When popdc1 morphants were studied in zebrafish 

they too displayed outflow tract abnormalities in the embryo (Shi et al., 2020). No mechanism is 

currently known to explain how Popdc1 could cause this phenotype, but SHF regulatory network genes 

are also downregulated in both TOF patients and popdc1 morphants, such as nkx2.5 and gata4, which 
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have previously been shown to be involved in outflow tract development (Laforest and Nemer, 2011). 

TOF has also been linked to β-adrenergic signalling, which mainly acts through cAMP (Liu et al., 2019). 

Since POPDC1 is a cAMP effector protein may help to provide a mechanism for how the loss of popdc1 

can lead to TOF (Froese et al., 2012). 

To further confirm the outflow tract abnormalities in the popdc1 null mutant hearts in explanted 

hearts, I could take whole zebrafish specimens and H&E stain sections of them. This would allow for 

confirmation aberrant positioning of the heart within the body cavity as well as to observe any 

rotational differences and differences in the angle at which the outflow tract comes off of the 

ventricle. 

4.7.4.2 Ventricular rounding 

It is known that the hearts become more rounded as they mature (Singleman and Holtzman, 2012). I 

have seen at 6 months post fertilisation popdc1 mutants have an increased ventricular length to width 

ratio compared with their wild type counterparts, meaning that the null mutant ventricle is elongated. 

However, these differences were not seen at other time points. This may suggest that the popdc1 null 

zebrafish is staying in a more immature state as it is failing to reach the rounded shape. On the other 

hand, popdc1 null mutant fish hearts are larger due to hyperplasia and so maybe the abnormal 

elongated shape might be due to the increased number of cells. 

4.7.4.3 Cortical layer thickening  

Based on H&E staining of sections through the ventricle, I have seen that the popdc1 null mutant has 

a significantly thickened cortical layer. Cortical layer thickening is known to occur after cryoinjury 

(González-Rosa et al., 2011). The cortical layer may have some plasticity depending on environmental 

factors, for example, a decrease in temperature can decrease thickness (Graham and Farrel, 1989) and 

increased exercise can increase the thickness (Gamperl and Farrell, 2004). On top of this, there are 

known differences in cortical layer thickness in heart disease (Singleman and Holtzman, 2012). For 

further confirmation of the increase in cortical layer thickening, I would need to stain for a cortical 
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layer-specific marker like laminin (Sánchez-Iranzo et al., 2018), this may be important going forward 

to assess whether the mutants do have more cells that have taken on a cortical layer fate rather than 

having misplaced cells of non-cortical phenotype. However, we can begin to assume here that the 

difference seen may be because the popdc1 null mutant creates a disease state for the hearts, 

although further work would have to be done to understand the mechanism behind this. 

4.7.4.4 Trabeculae abnormalities  

Further to differences in the cortical layer, the trabecular layer in the popdc1 null zebrafish is also 

abnormal with less elongation, complexity and surface area covered by the trabecular layer, all of 

which suggests a hypo-trabeculation of the null mutant heart. Tbx5a is known to be a marker of the 

trabecular layer in the zebrafish heart and studying this gene may be important to understand why 

trabeculae are perturbed in the mutant (Sánchez-Iranzo et al., 2018). The cardiomyocytes of the 

trabecular layer are known to downregulate tbx5a in order to integrate into the cortical layer 

(Sánchez-Iranzo et al., 2018). One possible interpretation that I favour is that in the popdc1 null mutant 

an increased number of cells are directed towards the cortical layer fate, which accounts for the 

increased thickness of the cortical layer as well as the hypo-trabeculation, as fewer cells are left for 

the trabecular compartment. Alternatively, due to the smaller size of cardiomyocytes in the null 

mutant, the trabeculae are unable to cover as much area and project as far into the lumen of the 

heart. 

4.7.5 Conclusions and future directions 

Little was known about most of the morphological differences that I discovered in the popdc1 null 

mutant zebrafish. In this chapter, I have explained some of the observations that were seen in the 

popdc1 null mutants and attempted to provide some explanations for why these changes may be 

occurring. 

 I have seen that Popdc1 can control both protein localisation and mRNA expression of the other 

POPDC family members. I have seen that popdc1 null mutants in zebrafish have increased survival 
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compared to wild type. When studying whether popdc1 mutant hearts had shared similarities with c-

Myc overexpressing hearts, I found that they both shared reduced cardiomyocyte size and increased 

organ size. On top of this, I found that the popdc1 null mutants had a smaller body length compared 

to wild types. When looking further into the morphology of the popdc1 null mutant heart I saw that 

there were outflow tract abnormalities, which may be linked with TOF, as well a decreased roundness 

of the heart and in increased compact layer thickness and reduced trabeculae complexity. On top of 

this, it was often seen that popdc1 null has in proper positioning of the heart in the body cavity.  

Overall, the popdc1 null mutant display several important differences in the heart, many of which have 

phenotypic similarity to c-Myc overexpression adding to an interaction of Popdc1 and c-Myc in this 

tissue. Further work could be done with these findings to discover if the differences in heart and 

cardiomyocyte size result in an increase in cell number and if so at what developmental stage this 

happens. Moreover, I went on to study the effect of the loss of popdc1 in cardiac regeneration to study 

if its interaction with c-Myc can increase the recovery after injury. The number of morphological 

disparities between the popdc1 null mutant and the wild type hearts suggests that the mutants fail to 

go through proper development of the heart leading to incorrect positioning, an altered structure of 

the heart wall and also causing outflow tract defects. In the future, it would be interesting to study if 

the morphological changes affect cardiac function and blood flow patterning as well as establishing 

and adding to theories as to when and how these differences might occur. 

Going forward I believe that it would be interesting to see if there is a molecular basis behind some of 

the findings that are currently left unexplained. One way to do this is to look at the mRNA expression 

levels of the popdc1 null mutants with the aid of methods such as next-generation RNA sequencing, 

this would generate a lot of data and help to unravel some of the misregulated pathways. 
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5. Impaired cardiac regeneration in the popdc1 null mutant in zebrafish 

Ischemic heart disease accounts for almost 20% of deaths worldwide (Bennett et al., 2007, Virani et 

al., 2020). Moreover, the number of patients with cardiovascular diseases is rising in the Western 

world. This increase is strongly linked to a Western lifestyle, which is characterised by an unhealthy 

diet, people being sedentary and becoming obese. When patients suffer from a heart attack, 70% of 

them will now survive due to therapeutic advances (BHF, 2020a). However, the damaged cardiac 

tissue will be replaced by scar tissue as cardiomyocytes in the human heart do not proliferate at a 

sufficient level to compensate for the loss after myocardial infarct (MI) (Bergmann et al., 2009). The 

fibrotic scar tissue that substitutes the myocardium can maintain the integrity of the heart wall and 

prevent a rupture but is acontractile and therefore does not contribute to the pumping function of 

the heart. The surrounding healthy myocardium will experience higher wall stress, which triggers 

cardiac hypertrophy and causes an altered geometry of the post-MI heart (De Villiers and Riley, 2020). 

Post-MI, patients will often in the longer term develop heart failure, which causes a severe reduction 

in the quality of life and potentially also the death of the patient. Alternatively, the patient could 

receive a heart transplantation, which however is often not a viable choice given the limited number 

of hearts available for transplantation. It is therefore imperative to find novel ways to treat the 

growing number of patients living with heart failure. Many are looking to animal models like the 

zebrafish, which can regenerate their heart after injury, for the identification of pathways that initiate 

proliferation to improve healing and even cardiac regeneration in the adult human heart (Price et al., 

2019). 

Unlike mammals, zebrafish can regenerate their heart after cardiac injury (Poss et al., 2002). 

Cryoinjury has become a popular method to injure the heart since many of the cellular responses and 

processes are comparable to MI in the mammalian heart (González-Rosa and Mercader, 2012). After 

injury, there is an infiltration of immune cells and a period of scarring, cardiomyocytes are then 
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stimulated to proliferate to compensate for the loss of functional myocardium and finally, the heart is 

remodelled to remove the scar tissue and to allow for complete recovery (González‐Rosa et al., 2017). 

Based on our work in the previous chapter and data from the Williams lab it appears that POPDC1 can 

interact with and downregulate the proto-oncogene c-Myc and that this may also be occurring in the 

heart (Parang et al., 2016). Therefore, I hypothesised that in the popdc1 null mutant in zebrafish there 

might be an increase in myocyte proliferation, which may lead to a more rapid recovery from 

cryoinjury in the popdc1 null mutant compared to wild type. To test this hypothesis, I used 6 months 

old wild type and popdc1 null mutant zebrafish and induced a cryoinjury of the ventricular wall. The 

hearts were then harvested at different time points post-injury and assessed for their ability to 

regenerate. I aimed to assess the ability to perform cryoinjury and then to look for evidence for an 

involvement of popdc1 and c-Myc in the recovery by looking at popdc1 expression levels post-injury. 

I assessed the regenerative capacity of the popdc1 null mutant zebrafish using histological staining 

and qPCR. Moreover, I studied apoptosis and cell proliferation of cardiomyocytes in the popdc1 null 

mutant heart in comparison to wild type. Finally, I assessed the ploidy and the level of binucleation of 

mutant cardiomyocytes, two parameters, which are known to affect the regenerative ability of the 

heart. 

5.1 Results: Cryoinjury of the zebrafish heart 

To ensure the future success of my cryoinjury experiments I wanted to assess my ability to perform a 

cryoinjury on the zebrafish heart. A liquid nitrogen cooled probe was placed on the ventricle of the 

anesthetised zebrafish until it had defrosted and then the fish were put in fresh system water to 

recover for 24 hours. After this time, the fish were sacrificed, hearts were collected and observed 

under brightfield and GFP illumination to observe the cardiac damage that was experimentally 

induced (Figure 39A-B). Under brightfield illumination, a red apex could be seen, which demarcated 

the injury area and with GFP fluorescence there was an absence of GFP fluorescence in the 

presumptive injury area as the cardiomyocytes had perished (Figure 39A-B). The percent of the 
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ventricle that was still expressing GFP was estimated from these images and was found to consistently 

be 75-77% of the total ventricle, giving a total damage of 23-25% (Figure 39C). 

 

Figure 39 Cryoinjury can be reliably produced in zebrafish. Anesthetised wild type zebrafish were subjected to cryoinjury 
by a liquid nitrogen cooled probe, allowed to recover for 24 hours and then their hearts were harvested. Images of the heart 
were taken with brightfield (A) and with a GFP filter (B), as the cardiomyocytes in these hearts express GFP under control of 
the cmlc2 (or myl7) promotor. The dashed white line represents the border between the intact myocardium (above) and the 
perished myocardium (below). The percentage of the ventricle that stained positive for GFP was quantified (C), giving an 
estimation of the healthy myocardium. Data are reported as mean ± standard error of the mean. n=3. 

 

5.2 Results: popdc1 is upregulated after cryoinjury 

popdc1 expression was investigated using qPCR in wild type animals to test whether popdc1 

expression was affected following cryoinjury. Ventricles were excised at different time points after 

injury and the RNA was isolated, converted to cDNA and used for qPCR experiments. There was a 

significant rise in popdc1 expression following cryoinjury with a ~4.5-fold induction, which was 

sustained between 3 DPI and 14 DPI (Figure 40). However, by 21 DPI expression levels returned to a 

level comparable with that of sham-operated hearts (Figure 40). The upregulation of popdc1 suggests 

that this gene might play a role during the regeneration of the zebrafish heart. 
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Figure 40 Popdc1 expression level increases following cryoinjury in the zebrafish. RNA from ventricular tissue of wild type 
(-) fish was isolated at different DPI. RNA was converted to cDNA and was used for qPCR analysis of popdc1 expression levels. 
All values were normalised against GAPDH levels. 3 (t=1.252; df=13; p<0.001), 7 (t=1.243; df=13; p<0.001) and 14 (t=1.269; 
df=10; p<0.01) DPI displayed a significant increase in popdc1 expression compared to SHAM hearts. Statistical analysis was 
performed using a t-test. *** represents p < 0.001, ** represents p<0.001 and ns represents no significance of an injury time 
point when compared with SHAM. Data are reported as mean ± standard error of the mean. The ventricles of at least eight 
animals were analysed for each time point. 

 

5.3 Results: Myc expression in the regenerating zebrafish heart 

As Popdc1 has been shown to interact with c-Myc the expression of popdc1 was investigated in the 

zebrafish following cryoinjury. Due to a partial genome duplication in bony fish, the zebrafish has two 

copies of the c-Myc gene, myca and mycb (Zhang et al., 2003). However, mycb has retained the most 

functional similarities to mammalian c-Myc in the heart and has a more widespread expression 

(Kotkamp et al., 2014, Münch et al., 2017), it has also been used by others as a proliferation marker 

in the zebrafish heart (Honkoop et al., 2019). It is therefore presumed that antibodies used in this 

section will primarily detect mycb, due to its expression in the heart. As these genes are expected to 

have a low expression in adult hearts at baseline, wild type hearts before and after cryoinjury were 

investigated. There was a strong c-Myc expression in the border zone adjacent to the injury area at 7 

DPI, but expression was low in the rest of the ventricle comparable to the uninjured ventricle (Figure 

41). This suggests an upregulation of c-Myc after injury in the heart. 
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Figure 41 c-Myc is expressed in the regenerating zebrafish heart. Sagittal sections of wild type (-) uninjured (A) and 7DPI 
injured (B) ventricles stained with c-Myc antibody ab32072 (green) and DAPI (blue). c-Myc positive cells are clustering 
adjacent to the wounded myocardium. N=3. 

 

5.4 Results: The popdc1 null zebrafish display a retarded heart regeneration 

To assess the differences between wild type and popdc1 null mutant hearts in response to cryoinjury, 

AFOG staining was used on sections of the heart at different time points after injury as it is a sensitive 

way to look at the scaring of the heart after cryoinjury and is commonly used in the field of heart 

regeneration (Poss et al., 2002). This method allows the visualisation of the injury area as muscle is 

stained yellow/orange, fibrin is stained red and collagen is stained blue. I investigated sections of 

injured hearts at different time points post-injury including SHAM, 3, 7, 14, 21, 90 and 130 DPI. Until 

14 DPI, the ventricles of both genotypes showed comparable damage after cryoinjury (Figure 42). 

However, although no scar was observable in wild type hearts at 21 DPI, the scar was on average still 

accounting for 16% of the ventricle in the case of the popdc1 null mutants although variation at this 

stage was very large. However, there was large variability between specimens at this time point 

(Figure 42). At 90 DPI and 130 DPI, no observable scar tissue was present in wild type, but in the 

popdc1 null mutant hearts, a scar was seen, which on average represented about 3% of the ventricle 

(Figure 42). It should however be noted that at both late time points, approximately one-third of the 

popdc1 null mutants displayed a fully regenerated ventricle (Figure 42B).  
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Figure 42 Retardation of the wound healing response in popdc1 null mutants. Cryoinjured zebrafish hearts were harvested 
and stained for AFOG (A) at different days post-injury (DPI). (B) Quantification of the damaged tissue area at 3-130 DPI. At 
least three zebrafish were used for each time point. The injury size was significantly larger in the popdc1 null hearts at 21 
(t=2.177; df=7; p<0.05), 90 (t=2.190; df=10; p<0.05) and 130 DPI (t=2.087; df=7; p<0.05). Data are reported as mean ± 
standard error of the mean. 

 

5.5 Results: popdc1 null mutant hearts have a reduced cell proliferation and apoptosis 

following injury. 

The popdc1 null mutants have a retarded or in some cases have possibly lost the ability to fully 

regenerate the injured heart (Figure 42). I, therefore, decided to assess whether the popdc1 null 

mutant could initiate myocardial proliferation and apoptosis in the same way as wild type. 
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5.5.1 Proliferation in the injured popdc1 null mutant heart 

For this assessment of proliferation, zebrafish hearts at 7 DPI were stained for the cardiomyocyte 

marker mef2 and the proliferation marker phosphohistone3 (PH3) and the number of cells positively 

labelled for both markers were counted as representing proliferating cardiac myocytes. Cells were 

only counted if they were in the presumed border zone which was defined as an area, which was at a 

maximum distance of 100 µm from the injury site. The injury site was defined by the lack of GFP 

expression, which marks cardiomyocytes. I found that in the border zone of wild type hearts at 7 DPI 

43% of cardiomyocytes were PH3 positive (Figure 43A-B and E). On the other hand, in popdc1 null 

mutants, there was an approximately 4-fold lower level of proliferating cardiomyocytes with only 10%, 

displaying PH3 staining (Figure 43C-E). 

 

Figure 43 Severely reduced cardiomyocyte proliferation is displayed in popdc1 null mutant hearts after injury. Cryosections 
were made from wild type (A-B) and popdc1 null (C-D) zebrafish hearts excised at 7DPI. The hearts were then stained for 
DAPI, Mef2 and PH3 (A-D). Whole hearts were imaged (A and C) as well as the injury area at higher magnification (B and D). 
White dashed lines represent the boundary of the border zone, defined as 100μm from the injury into the healthy 
myocardium, and white arrows point out some nuclei co-stained for Mef2 and PH3. The percentage of co-stained cells in the 
border zone are quantified in E. There was a significant reduction in proliferating cardiac myocytes in injured popdc1 null 
mutant hearts (t=12.00; df=6; p<0.001). Statistical analysis was performed using a t-test. ***P < 0.001. At least three 
zebrafish hearts were used for each group. Data are reported as mean ± standard error of the mean. 
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5.5.2 Apoptosis in the injured popdc1 null zebrafish heart 

Apoptosis was also investigated by TUNEL staining at 1 DPI, as at this stage, a lot of cell death is 

expected at the injury site as the damaged myocardium is replaced by scar tissue. TUNEL staining 

detects the DNA breaks made when DNA fragmentation occurs in the last phase of apoptosis. It was 

found that in the wild type there were on average 125 nuclei in the injury area that were undergoing 

apoptosis which accounted for roughly 40% of nuclei (Figure 44A and C-D). In the popdc1 null mutant 

ventricles, I saw a similar absolute number of TUNEL positive nuclei of around 125 but the relative 

number of nuclei undergoing apoptosis in the injured area was significantly lower averaging at around 

25% (Figure 44B-D). This much lower relative amount is probably due to the presence of a higher 

number of unlabeled nuclei in the area. This could either be due to an overall higher number of cells, 

as implied by smaller cardiomyocytes but larger hearts in the mutant (Chapter 4). However, it is also 

possible that there is an increased level of infiltrating immune cells present in the injured mutant 

heart. To answer this question further studies using immune-cell specific markers are required.  

 

Figure 44 Apoptosis in popdc1 null mutant and wild type zebrafish ventricles after cryoinjury. Cryosections of wild type (A) 
and popdc1 null mutant (B) zebrafish hearts excised at 1 DPI. The hearts were TUNEL and DAPI stained. The number of TUNEL 
stained nuclei in the injury area were quantified (C) as were the percentage of TUNEL stained nuclei (D). Statistical analysis 
was performed using a t-test. The number of apoptotic nuclei was not significantly different (t=0.1308; df=9; p>0.05) 
between genotypes but the relative number of apoptotic nuclei was significantly smaller in the popdc1 null mutants (t=2.384; 
df=9; p<0.05). *P < 0.05. At least four zebrafish hearts were used for each group. Data are reported as mean ± standard error 
of the mean. 
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5.6 Results: Aberrant gene expression in the popdc1 null following cryoinjury 

As heart regeneration after cryoinjury was delayed in the popdc1 null mutant (Figure 42), I then 

decided to look at the expression of specific genes, which may be misregulated in the mutant after 

injury. This was done by qPCR analysis of a selection of genes, which have been involved in heart 

regeneration at different time points after injury, allowing a better study of the kinetics of the injury 

response over time. Wildtype and popdc1 null mutant fish were used for this which did not have a 

GFP reporter on cmlc2 and have been distinguished here in the text as wild type (-) and popdc1 null (-

). The cardiac progenitor marker genes nkx2.5, tbx20 and tbx5 were investigated as they have been 

reported to get reactivated in response to injury (González‐Rosa et al., 2017). In wild type hearts, these 

genes were expressed stronger in sham-operated wildtypes than in popdc1 mutant animals. 

Consistent with the reported peak of cell proliferation at 7 DPI there was an upregulation of these 

progenitor marker genes at 7DPI, which then fell again at 14 DPI. However, popdc1 null (-) mutants 

failed to upregulate these genes (Figure 45), which is consistent with the observed lack of cell 

proliferation (Figure 43). Matrix metalloprotease genes were also investigated, as they are required 

to remove or remodel scar tissue that was produced in response to the injury. Expression of both 

mmp2 and mmp13a was studied and it was expected that the expression of these genes is increased 

at 14 DPI as the scar begins to clear. There was an upregulation for mmp13a in the wild type (-) at 14 

DPI but the levels in the popdc1 null (-) mutants remained lower, although the difference between 

genotypes did not reach significance (Figure 45). For mmp2 there was no large increase in wild type 

hearts after injury, however, the level of mmp2 was markedly higher in wild type than in the popdc1 

null (-) mutant ventricle at different timepoints (Figure 45). The vascularisation marker vegfaa was 

also studied and again it was consistently expressed at higher levels in the wild type (-) compared to 

the popdc1 null (-) mutant heart (Figure 45). Three stress marker genes were studied and all three 

genes, metallothionein (mt2), aldehyde dehydrogenase 1a (aldh1a) and natriuretic peptide A (nppa) 

were robustly upregulated at 3 DPI, an expected response as these genes protect against oxidative 

stress (mt2), produces RA synthesis, which triggers cardiac regeneration (aldh1a), or is a universal 
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cardiac stress marker (nppa), respectively. The popdc1 null (-) mutants, however, failed to upregulate 

these stress response markers (Figure 45). Finally, the expression of myca and mycb was studied. I 

looked at the myca and mycb levels firstly at base line in uninjured hearts as this was of interest as in 

the mouse heart there was increased c-Myc protein and found that both myca and mycb were slightly 

downregulated in the popdc1 null mutant ventricle, however, this was not significant. Myca did not 

appear to be upregulated in the wild type zebrafish hearts after injury however in the popdc1 null (-) 

mutant there was a large increase at 7 DPI (Figure 45). Likewise, mycb was more highly expressed at 

3 DPI and 7 DPI in the popdc1 null (-) mutant compared to wild type (-) (Figure 45). This suggests that 

the popdc1 null mutant express higher levels of c-Myc compared to wild type, although variability was 

high and the observed difference between genotype did not reach statistical significance.  
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Figure 45 The popdc1 null mutant displays an abnormal transcriptional response following cryoinjury. RNA from ventricular 
tissue of popdc1 null (-) and wild type (-) zebrafish were isolated at different DPI. RNA was converted to cDNA and was used 
for qPCR analysis of markers of different processes involved in heart regeneration; cardiac transcription factors (nkx2.5, 
tbx20 and tbx5), matrix remodelling (mmp13a, mmp2), vascularisation (vegfaa), stress response (mt2, aldh1a and nppa) and 
cMyc (myca and mycb). All values were normalised against GAPDH levels. Statistical analysis was performed using a t-test on 
GraphPad Prism. *p < 0.05 between genotypes. At least three zebrafish ventricles were used for each group and three 
technical replicated were made. Data are reported as mean ± standard error of the mean. nkx2.5 was significantly 
downregulated in sham (t=2.007; df=6; p<0.05) and 3 DPI (t=2.234; df=10; p<0.05) in popdc1 null (-) mutants. tbx5 was 
significantly downregulates in sham (t=2.503; df=7; p<0.05) hearts in popdc1 null (-) mutants. mmp2 was significantly 
downregulated in 3 DPI (t=2.231; df=8; p<0.05) and 14 DPI (t=1.794; df=14; p<0.05) popdc1 null (-) mutant hearts. vegfaa 
was significantly downregulated in sham (t=2.270; df=6; p<0.05) and 3 DPI (t=2.208; df=7; p<0.05) popdc1 null (-) hearts. mt2 
was significantly downregulated in 3 DPI (t=2.224; df=6; p<0.05) and 14 DPI (t=1.902; df=10; p<0.05) popdc1 null (-) mutants. 
aldh1a was significantly downregulated at 3 DPI (t=2.289; df=9; p<0.05) in popdc1 null (-) mutant hearts. 
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5.7 Results: Binucleation and ploidy in the popdc1 null zebrafish 

From previous work, it is known that both binucleation and ploidy can affect cardiac regeneration in 

the zebrafish by limiting the proliferative ability of the cardiomyocytes (Patterson et al., 2017, 

González-Rosa et al., 2018). As the popdc1 null mutants also display a lack of cell proliferation in 

response to injury, the level of binucleation and the ploidy status was studied. 

5.7.1 Generating single cells from the zebrafish heart 

Before the binucleation or the polyploidisation status could be investigated I first had to establish a 

method for the isolation and attachment of zebrafish cells onto coverslips. Zebrafish cardiomyocytes 

have been reported to remain viable when incubated at 28°C, however, there was no incubator 

available set at this temperature and so I tested whether cells could also be incubated at 37°C or room 

temperature for a short period required for adhesion of the cells to the glass coverslip. I found that I 

had much better adherence when cells were incubated at 37°C (Figure 46A). I also looked at the effect 

of clearing the cell suspension to obtain a purer cardiomyocyte population. In mice, this is often done 

by spinning the cells at low speed or by allowing them to settle for 10 minutes before removing the 

supernatant and resuspending the cell pellet in fresh media. I found that a large number of cells were 

lost with both of these clearing methods, although the cell suspensions obtained in this way contained 

more cardiomyocytes and less cell debris (Figure 46B). I also tested whether cells adhered better when 

poly-l-lysine coated or uncoated coverslips were used and found there appeared not much difference 

in adherence between the two substrates (Figure 46). Going forward with my experiments I did not 

clear the cell suspension and incubated cells for 3 hours at 37°C and on coverslips that had been coated 

with poly-l-lysine. 
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Figure 46 Optimisation of the adherence of isolated zebrafish cardiomyocytes. Enzymatic digestion was used to isolate wild 
type zebrafish ventricular cardiomyocytes and different conditions were tested to attempt to optimise allowing the cells to 
adhere. Coverslips were coated with poly-l-lysine or left uncoated to assess the differences. (A) the effect of growing in 
different temperatures was studied as there was no access to a 28°C incubator. Cells grown in a 37°C incubator and at room 
temperature were compared. (B) Cells grown at 37°C were subjected to different clearing methods to attempt to remove 
debris and other cell types from the isolation material. If nothing was done to the cells they are labelled no clearing, cells 
that were spun down for 1 minute at 400rpm and are labelled spin, and sells that were allowed to settle for 5 minutes before 
the supernatant was removed and replaced with fresh buffer are labelled settled. 

 

5.7.2 popdc1 null zebrafish have increased binucleation 

As popdc1 null mutants fail to regenerate their hearts after cryoinjury (Figure 42) and binucleation is 

known to be a factor reducing the regenerative ability (González-Rosa et al., 2018), I decided to 

investigate the nucleation status of cardiomyocytes. This was done by using an enzyme cocktail to 

digest the ventricles and then plating the cells to let them adhere to coverslips (Figure 46). The nucleus 

was stained with DAPI and the number of binucleated cells was assessed. I found that the popdc1 null 
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fish had a significantly higher number of binucleated cells compared to wild type with about 5% 

binucleation present in wild type and 11% in the popdc1 null mutant (Figure 47). 

 

Figure 47 popdc1 null zebrafish have an increase in binucleated cardiomyocytes. Zebrafish cardiomyocytes were isolated 
from popdc1 null and wild type ventricles. Cells expressed GFP in their cardiomyocytes (green) and were counterstained with 
DAPI (blue) and the number of binucleated cells were counted (A), popdc1 null mutants had a significantly increased number 
of binucleated cardiomyocytes (t=2.723; df=6; p<0.05), at least three fish were used for each genotype and at least 100 cells 
were counted per ventricle. Statistical analysis was performed using a t-test on GraphPad Prism. Data are reported as mean 
± standard error of the mean with * representing p<0.05. Mononucleated and binucleated cells are represented by images 
B and C respectively. 

 

5.7.3 popdc1 null mutants have increased polyploidisation of cardiomyocytes 

Polyploidy is also known to limit the regenerative capacity of the zebrafish heart (González-Rosa et al., 

2018, Patterson et al., 2017) and so this was also studied by measuring the total fluorescence of the 

genomic material after DAPI staining. This was done following a protocol from the Sucov lab (Patterson 

et al., 2017). I found polyploid nuclei in 6 out of 7 ventricles of the popdc1 null mutant, however, there 

was large variability in the relative number of polyploid cells (Figure 48). As expected no polyploid cells 

were found in wild type hearts (Figure 48). 
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Figure 48 There is an increase in the number of polyploid cardiomyoctes popdc1 null zebrafish. Zebrafish cardiomyocytes 
were isolated from popdc1 null and wild type ventricles and stained with DAPI and the fluorescence intensity was measured. 
Nuclei showing a fluorescence signal above the threshold and deemed to be polyploid are labelled in red. (A) at least 5 fish 
were used for each genotype and at least 18 nuclei were measured from each ventricle. The percent ploidy are quantified 
(B). There are significantly more polyploid cardiomyocytes in popdc1 null ventricles (Mdn=71.5) compared to wild type 
(Mdn=19.5) (U=4.5; p<0.05). GraphPad Prism was used to perform a Mann-Whitney U test, * represents p<0.05 and data are 
reported as mean ± standard error of the mean. 

5.8 Discussion 

An increasing number of people in the Western world are suffering from heart failure, we must start 

to better understand the mechanisms involved in the repair of the heart after injury. Zebrafish have 

become a prime model to study heart repair after injury as they have retained the ability to regenerate 

their hearts (Poss et al., 2002, González-Rosa et al., 2011). Regeneration of the zebrafish heart 

following injury is a complex process, which involves many genes and pathways, which many labs have 

already started to untangle (Ryan et al., 2020, Sanz-Morejón and Mercader, 2020). Following results 

in chapter three and based on studies from the Williams Group (Parang et al., 2016) it was 

hypothesised that the popdc1 null mutant zebrafish might display an increase in myocyte proliferation 

after injury, thus resulting in a more rapid regeneration because of POPDC1’s ability to bind c-Myc and 

regulate the level of expression by modulating proteolytic degradation. In support of a regeneration-

promoting effect of the loss of Popdc1, in intestinal epithelial cells, the extent of radiation-induced 

injury was significantly reduced in Popdc1 null mutant mice (Reddy et al., 2016). However, other forms 

of injury such as bacterial infection or chemical injury produced larger intestinal injuries in Popdc1 null 

mutants, suggesting that the type of injury is important and may determine the outcome (Choksi et 

al., 2018). Possibly, radiation versus bacterial infection or chemical injury trigger different injury 
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responses, which are activating alternative cellular pathways and depending on the involvement and 

specific role of POPDC1 in these pathways may have different outcomes. 

In this chapter, I was able to demonstrate that the zebrafish popdc1 mutant displays a strongly 

impaired myocardial regeneration in response to cryoinjury. Although some popdc1 null mutants were 

able to regenerate their hearts by 90 DPI, regeneration was strongly retarded when compared to the 

time course in wild type. Moreover, even at 130 DPI, there were popdc1 null mutants that had failed 

to regenerate fully. It was also observed that the popdc1 null mutants had a reduction in both cell 

proliferation and apoptosis following injury as well as an abnormal transcriptional response. I also 

demonstrate that popdc1 is upregulated following injury, suggestive of a role in the regenerative 

process. In the following sections, I shall seek to offer some explanations to the findings in this chapter. 

5.8.1 popdc1 is upregulated following cryoinjury 

qPCR was employed to monitor the expression levels of popdc1 following cryoinjury. It was found that 

in the zebrafish heart at 3, 7 and 14 DPI, popdc1 was significantly upregulated. However, expression 

returned to baseline by 21 DPI and expression levels were indistinguishable at that time from sham-

operated animals. On top of this, antibody staining for Popdc1 in the injured null mutant ventricle 

showed an increase in staining at 3 DPI (Brand Lab, Unpublished). Based on these observations and 

the published involvement of Popdc1 in the injury response in the murine heart (Alcalay et al., 2013), 

skeletal muscle (Andree et al. 2002) and gut (Choksi et al., 2018), we hypothesised that popdc1 might 

be involved in the regenerative response after myocardial injury in the zebrafish. Interestingly, in 

contrast to the increased expression of popdc1 and popdc2 in the injured zebrafish heart, the 

expression levels of Popdc1 mRNA and protein were lowered in mouse hearts subjected to 

ischemia/reperfusion using a Langendorff preparation (Alcalay et al., 2013). These differences in the 

injury response could be due to the experimental protocol employed, i.e. ischemia/reperfusion versus 

cryoinjury, but could also be related to species-specific differences. This needs to be further 

investigated by looking for example at the expression of Popdc1 in response to injury in the neonate 
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versus adult mouse heart, to see whether the reported lack of induction of Popdc1 in response to 

injury in the adult murine heart correlates with its inability to regenerate.  

However, the upregulation of popdc1 after cardiac injury in the zebrafish heart is not completely 

unexpected. It is well established that following injury myocytes return to a more developmental-like 

state, presumably, the de-differentiation of cardiomyocytes helps to stimulate cell proliferation and 

migration of newly formed myocytes into the wound (Jopling et al., 2010). Although the 

developmental expression of popdc1 has not been extensively studied in the zebrafish, in the mouse, 

immunostaining has shown that from E12.5 onwards, POPDC1 is expressed uniformly throughout the 

cardiomyocytes and then by E17.5 expression is located at the plasma membrane (Smith and Bader, 

2006). By in situ hybridisation, it was found that in the mouse at E9.5, Popdc1 was mainly expressed 

in the inflow tract, but at E12.5 expression had spread and was now also present in the subepicardial 

compact layer of the ventricle (Andrée et al., 2000). Popdc1 expression at the protein level has also 

been studied in the developing chick heart where expression steadily increased until E11 at which 

point POPDC1 levels began to plateau (Vasavada et al., 2004, Torlopp et al., 2006). Expression analysis 

by in situ hybridisation studies in the chick detected Popdc1 in the heart first at Hamburger Hamilton 

stage 11 in the left ventricular segment but subsequently, Popdc1 was more widely expressed in the 

heart (Andrée et al., 2000). Assuming that popdc1 expression in the zebrafish is also upregulated 

during cardiac development in a similar pattern as seen in other model organisms then its 

upregulation in response to injury could be interpreted as returning to a more primitive 

developmental stage to allow for recovery and myocardial regeneration (Jopling et al., 2010, González‐

Rosa et al., 2017).  

Increased expression in response to injury may however also be interpreted differently since Popdc1 

might have a membrane stabilising function in the response to the injury. In this regard, it is worth 

pointing out that Popdc1 has been found to interact with Dysferlin (Schindler et al. 2016) and Annexin 

5 (Holt et al., 2020), which are both involved in membrane repair in skeletal muscle and similar 
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processes might also play a role after ischemia-reperfusion injury (Barthélémy et al., 2018, Han et al., 

2007). Moreover, POPDC also interacts with the two-pore tandem potassium channel TREK-1, which 

recently has been shown to be protective for ischemia/reperfusion injury (Kamatham et al., 2019). 

Thus, the induction in response to injury might represent a protective mechanism to prevent larger 

damage. In line with this interpretation, it has been found that ischemia-reperfusion injury is more 

extensively present in Popdc1 null mutants (Alcalay et al., 2013).  

Based on our results described in chapter three, it could be postulated that upregulation of popdc1 

may limit cell proliferation due to its inhibitory effect on c-Myc (Parang et al., 2016). However, these 

data were obtained in mice and after transfection in cell lines and thus may not fully translate into the 

zebrafish heart. Moreover, one has to take into account the complex molecular interactions in the 

regenerating heart.  

5.8.2 popdc1 null zebrafish have a reduced proliferative ability  

5.8.2.1 Retarded regeneration in the popdc1 null mutant 

Unlike what was expected of the zebrafish popdc1 null mutant following the discovery that Popdc1 

could interact with and downregulate c-Myc (Parang et al., 2016), I found that popdc1 null mutants 

displayed a retarded regeneration compared to wild type. Muscle injury and scar formation were 

similar between genotypes in the first 14 days after injury, however, at 21 DPI I found no evidence of 

a scar in wild type but in popdc1 null mutants large scars were present, suggesting retardation of 

regeneration. Further to this, at both 90 and 130 DPI, where based on the literature we would expect 

all signs of scaring to be gone in wild type hearts (González-Rosa et al., 2011, Chablais et al., 2011), 

there was still scar tissue left in the majority of popdc1 null mutant hearts. This implies that some of 

the mutant hearts might be failing to fully recover and might therefore develop a scar that will persist 

and never resolve. These findings in the zebrafish are in line with findings in the Popdc1 null mutant 

mouse model, which displayed a slower skeletal muscle regeneration after injury (Andrée et al., 

2002a) and a reduced functional recovery after ischemia/reperfusion in the heart of mouse Popdc1 
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null mutants (Alcalay et al., 2013). Moreover, Popdc1 is thought to have a cardioprotective role 

(Kliminski et al., 2017). 

It should be mentioned that in this study myocardial regeneration and scar resolution in wild type 

zebrafish hearts following cryoinjury was more rapid than what has been previously reported in the 

literature. Some publications still observe a considerable scar at 21 DPI and in some cases a small scar 

is still detectable at 90 DPI with a full recovery seen by 130 DPI (González-Rosa et al., 2011, González-

Rosa and Mercader, 2012). However, in this study, I see full regeneration in all wild type fish tested at 

just 21 DPI. This difference in time course may be related to technical and injury size differences. I see 

an initial scar size of typically 23-25% when looking from the outside of the heart or 16% when taking 

averages from AFOG stained sections, whereas others create a scar that amounts to 25% of the 

ventricle as measured from sections (González-Rosa et al., 2011, González-Rosa and Mercader, 2012), 

which may account for the timing differences. From work in other labs the size of the original injury 

does appear to play a role in the length of time of recovery, for example, if 20% of the ventricle is 

cryoinjured then scars are often healed after 60 DPI (Chablais et al., 2011). Therefore, due to the 

consistent injury size in my system and blinded experiments, it is unlikely that the differences in the 

timeline would affect my conclusions. There was also in some cases a large variability in the scar size 

at certain time points for example in the mutant at 21dpi, this may be a result of variability in the 

injury procedure or the variations in the recovery of the fish. As this was sometimes larger than the 

injury size seen at earlier time point it suggests that initial injury sizes may be variable in some cases, 

although based on studying the injury technique and getting consistent results we presume this 

happened minimally and so another explanation could be that the mutant fish are laying down more 

fibrotic tissue. 

5.8.2.2 Altered gene expression in the popdc1 null mutant 

Supporting the reduced regenerative ability of the null mutant heart, I also saw a significantly altered 

gene expression profile by qPCR in the popdc1 null mutant zebrafish heart following cryoinjury. 



   
 

163 
 

popdc1 null mutants failed to upregulate cardiac progenitor marker genes. These genes represent 

transcription factors involved in early cardiomyocyte specification, which get reactivated in response 

to injury (González‐Rosa et al., 2017). It is thought that during zebrafish regeneration, cardiomyocytes 

dedifferentiate before they can proliferate (Jopling et al., 2010). The absence of these transcription 

factors in injured popdc1 null mutant hearts suggests that cardiomyocytes are unlikely to undergo 

dedifferentiation, which however is a prerequisite for the initiation of cell proliferation and 

cytokinesis. Matrix metalloproteases are required for scar resolution and are typically expressed at 14 

DPI (Xu et al., 2018, Lien et al., 2006), but like the early cardiac transcription factors, these genes were 

not upregulated in the popdc1 null mutant. Likewise, the vascularisation marker vegfaa was 

consistently more highly induced in wild type compared to the popdc1 null mutant heart. This may 

suggest that the popdc1 null mutant may also fail to vascularise the damaged area after cryoinjury, a 

process that is known to be essential in supporting regeneration of the ventricle (Marín-Juez et al., 

2016). Markers of stress were studied and were highly upregulated in the wild type at 3 DPI. The 

popdc1 null mutants, however, failed to upregulate these stress response markers. These results 

suggest that there must be an impairment of stress signalling in the null mutant as tissue wounding 

has occurred but does not lead to a proper stress signalling response in the null mutant heart.  

Taking these results together, it appears that the popdc1 null mutant fish is failing to display an 

induction of expression of several important marker genes involved in myocardial healing and 

regeneration. However, as we see in the histological analysis ultimately most null mutants still retain 

the ability to regenerate albeit at a much slower pace. Thus, it may be worthwhile to add some later 

time points to determine whether the marker genes are still normally activated but may display a 

different time course. On the other hand, using immunoreagents to identify for example nkx2.5 

expressing myocytes in popdc1 mutants may show that regeneration may be ongoing but in a less 

coordinated fashion. Mutant and wild type fish displayed a large variability in gene expression, which 

is likely a result of biological variance and thus, a greater number of animals will be required to obtain 

more conclusive data, which is essential for proper data interpretation. 
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5.8.2.3 Loss of proliferative ability in the popdc1 null mutant  

Following cryoinjury, a large proportion of the myocardium is damaged and so the cells will go through 

necrosis and apoptosis (Schnabel et al., 2011). This is followed by scar formation and then 

cardiomyocyte proliferation is triggered at 7 DPI to fully recover after cryo-injury (González-Rosa et 

al., 2011, Schnabel et al., 2011, Chablais et al., 2011). To test whether in the podpc1 null mutant 

myocyte proliferation occurs, hearts were collected at 7 DPI and stained for the mitosis marker 

phospho-histone 3. It was observed that the popdc1 null mutants displayed a severe reduction in the 

number of proliferating cardiomyocytes. As many of the mutant fish can complete regeneration, albeit 

strongly retarded, it is possible that the popdc1 null mutant might show continued cardiomyocyte 

proliferation at a lower level or that the peak of cell proliferation during regeneration might take place 

at a later time point, however, I did not investigate other time points in this study. 

As cardiomyocytes in the popdc1 null mutant are failing to proliferate at similar levels as in wild type 

may explain the persistence of scaring. The scar is formed to allow the damaged heart to retain its 

integrity and will get cleared once there is a suitable number of cardiomyocytes to replace it, therefore 

without the increase in cardiomyocyte number, the scar cannot be removed (Kikuchi et al., 2010). 

However, the exact role of Popdc1’s role in heart regeneration is largely unknown. However, the 

reduced proliferative capacity provides us with some explanation for aberrant regeneration. 

5.8.2.4 Reduction of apoptosis following injury 

Although a large proportion of the injured myocardium will undergo necrotic cell death, apoptosis 

also contributes to the loss of cardiomyocytes following cryoinjury (Schnabel et al., 2011). In this study, 

I measured apoptosis at 1 DPI and found that there wasn’t any difference between genotypes in the 

number of apoptotic nuclei in the injured area of the ventricle, however, there was a decrease in the 

relative number of apoptotic nuclei. This may be explained by the greater number of nuclei in the 

injured area of the popdc1 null mutant. This may suggest that a greater proportion of cells in the injury 
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area are going through necrosis to complete cell death rather than apoptosis, although this has not 

been tested or that the mutants have a higher infiltration of immune cells.  

It has been shown previously that when Popdc1 had been silenced in mouse neonatal cardiomyocytes 

there was an upregulation of the pro-apoptotic marker, Bnip3 (Kliminski et al., 2017). This may appear 

to contradict the finding here where one would expect the upregulation of an apoptotic marker would 

mean that the cell will more readily go through apoptosis. However, apoptosis is a complex process 

with many different regulators and processes may differ between mouse and zebrafish. Interestingly, 

there is an increase in cell number in the popdc1 null zebrafish in the injury area, this may be explained 

through POPDC1’s regulation of c-Myc (Parang et al., 2016). Developmental overexpression of c-Myc 

in the mouse was able to cause a decrease in cell size but an overall larger heart, suggestive of an 

increase in cell number (Jackson et al., 1990). 

5.8.3 Increased binucleation and polyploidy in the popdc1 null zebrafish  

Zebrafish unlike mammals are known to have mononucleated, diploid cardiomyocytes (Wills et al., 

2007, González-Rosa et al., 2018). I discovered that there was an over 2-fold increase in binucleation 

of the popdc1 null mutant with 11% of cardiomyocytes being binucleated. In this work I found that 

there was a background of 5% cells that were binucleated in wild type, which is similar to some studies 

(Patterson et al., 2017), however, other studies see a binucleation rate as low as 1% (González-Rosa 

et al., 2018). It is uncertain why these differences arise. However, it could be that the binucleation is 

seen in replicating cells which may be present in different quantities at different ages.  

The DNA content of the cardiomyocyte has been noted as a difference in hearts that permit 

regeneration and those that do not (Bersell et al., 2009, Vivien et al., 2016, Smith and Mommersteeg, 

2020). More recently it has been demonstrated that cardiomyocyte binucleation is a barrier to 

regeneration after injury in the zebrafish heart, this was studied by inhibiting Ect2, which blocked 

cytokinesis (González-Rosa et al., 2018). It was found that diploid, mononucleated cardiomyocytes 

contributed more to heart regeneration than binucleated cells. Moreover, when bi-nucleated 
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cardiomyocytes accounted for over 50% then regeneration was blocked (González-Rosa et al., 2018). 

Therefore, consistent with the observation that popdc1 null mutants display a retardation in heart 

regeneration there is an increased level of binucleated cardiomyocytes.  

Polyploidisation has also been shown to block cardiac regeneration, and in both, zebrafish and mouse 

this is linked to tnnik3 expression (Patterson et al., 2017). On top of having an increase in the number 

of cells that were binucleated I also found that in the popdc1 null mutant there were incidences of 

polyploidisation but not in wild type. The number of polyploid nuclei was quite variable in the 

individual ventricles that were investigated, which also corresponds to the variability of the 

regenerative capacity of the popdc1 null mutant where some mutants were able to fully regenerate 

after 90 DPI but some still retained scars even at 130 DPI.  

Binucleation of cardiomyocytes is linked to animals being endothermic and showing an increase in 

serum thyroid levels. The link between endothermy and heart regeneration has been tested in the 

zebrafish where it was demonstrated that by raising thyroid hormone levels, a reduction in heart 

regenerative capacity was induced (Hirose et al., 2019). However, the link of endothermy with 

binucleation and cardiac regeneration does not fit completely. We see that for example in the case of 

the Mexican cavefish and medaka, both species are ectotherms, however, they cannot regenerate 

their heart (Ito et al., 2014, Stockdale et al., 2018). This is a testament to the sheer complexity of 

pathways and mechanisms involved in cardiac regeneration. 

A possible explanation for the increase in binucleation in the popdc1 null mutant in zebrafish could be 

through a mechanistic link to the YAP/TAZ pathway. POPDC1 binds cAMP with high affinity (Schindler 

and Brand, 2016) and is thought to participate in cAMP signalling although its exact role in the 

regulation of cAMP is still under investigation. cAMP decreases YAP/TAZ signalling, thus if cAMP levels 

are reduced, YAP/TAZ signalling is increased causing downregulation of Ect2, a protein known to be 

essential for cytokinesis (Liu et al., 2019). Therefore, if Ect2 is downregulated there will also be 

downregulation of cytokinesis, providing a potential explanation as to why popdc1 null mutants have 
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an increase in binucleation levels. Imbalanced cAMP signalling is likely a phenotype present in popdc1 

null mutants, which may cause an impairment of mitotic spindle formation leading to an increased 

binucleation and also may be responsible for the increase in polyploidy. Both processes will likely 

impair the ability of the popdc1 null mutant heart to undergo myocardial regeneration. However 

further research will be required to obtain further evidence for this molecular link. 

 

5.8.4 c-Myc and heart regeneration  

Before commencing the work for this chapter, I had hypothesised that when popdc1 was ablated there 

would be an upregulation of the proto-oncogene c-Myc, which would possibly trigger an increased 

proliferation of cardiomyocytes and therefore cause an increase in the pace of regeneration. Yet, this 

was not seen and the popdc1 null mutant had a reduced proliferative and regenerative ability. Here I 

will discuss the expression pattern of the Myc genes in the zebrafish and provide some suggestions as 

to why c-Myc may not be capable of aiding regeneration in the zebrafish ventricle. 

In the zebrafish, myca and mycb expression were expected to be low in the uninjured ventricle based 

on published data of other species (Seigo et al., 1988, Pollack et al., 1994), however, in 

immunostaining performed after injury, I saw that there was c-Myc staining adjacent to the 

presumptive injury site although staining in the rest of the ventricle and the uninjured ventricle was 

comparable to a background stain. This suggested that c-Myc may play a role in heart regeneration 

and agrees with a study of retinal regeneration (Mitra et al., 2019), where mycb ablation prevented 

normal regeneration. It also is compatible with the idea that the zebrafish heart needs to activate a 

heart development-like program for regeneration to occur (Gupta et al., 2013, Honkoop et al., 2019, 

Jopling et al., 2010) as c-Myc is expressed during the development of the heart as an immediate-early 

gene in response to growth factor stimulation (Schneider et al., 1986, Pollack, 1995). Other labs have 

also shown that c-Myc is expressed in the regenerating heart (Münch et al., 2017, Aguirre et al., 2014), 
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with the de la Pompa Lab having also observed, via in situ hybridisation, that following cryoinjury mycb 

is expressed in the area adjacent to the injury site (Münch et al., 2017). 

qPCR data suggest that both, myca and mycb are expressed in the uninjured adult zebrafish heart. 

Interestingly, there appeared to be a slight reduction of these genes expressed in the popdc1 null 

zebrafish ventricles, however, this difference did not reach statistical significance. Based on previous 

work in the mouse, we would expect there to be an increase in c-Myc expression at the protein level 

when popdc1 is knocked out, however, as a post-translational modification governs this change 

(Parang et al., 2016, Arnold and Sears, 2006, Sears et al., 2000), it is not unexpected to see that myca 

and mycb levels are not significantly different between wild type and the popdc1 null mutants. mycb 

was also more highly expressed at 3 DPI and 7 DPI in the popdc1 null mutant compared to wild type 

but also appeared to be transiently upregulated at 3DPI in the wild type. Myca did not appear to be 

upregulated in the wild type zebrafish cardiac myocytes after injury however in the popdc1 null 

zebrafish there was an increase at 7 DPI. Although none of the differences in expression of either of 

the myc genes reached significance the slight upregulation may suggest that the popdc1 null mutant 

express higher levels of myca and mycb compared to wild type, suggesting that the loss of popdc1 may 

also have some effect on c-Myc expression levels in the zebrafish heart. The qPCR readings from the 

zebrafish resulted in large variabilities, which may provide some explanation why it was difficult to 

reach significance in these experiments, however, this maybe due to there not being a real difference. 

The high variability may be caused by the cryoinjury resulting in differing injury sizes and differences 

in the injury response. On top of this, differences may not be seen because the whole ventricle was 

taken and not just the area bordering the injury and so the increased expression may not be visible if 

the entire organ is investigated. 

The loss of popdc1 in the zebrafish was unable to speed up the regeneration process and in fact 

appeared to cause it to be delayed. Heart regeneration is a complex process that involves a large 

number of genes being activated at the correct time. Further to this, many different cell types are 
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having to act to form the correct microenvironment to facilitate regeneration (Ryan et al., 2020, Sanz-

Morejón and Mercader, 2020), therefore, looking solely for an increased presence of one protein in 

one cell type has the potential to vastly oversimplify the regenerative response. Looking specifically 

at c-Myc, previous reports have suggested that unlike in tumours, the regenerating zebrafish heart 

displays a reduction in expression of the downstream targets of c-Myc (Dicks et al., 2020), although 

others have reported an increase in c-Myc expression following cardiac injury (Münch et al., 2017, 

Aguirre et al., 2014). Moreover, other studies suggested that even when there is a strong c-Myc 

expression in the heart, cardiomyocytes do not respond with increased proliferation (Bywater et al., 

2020). It has also been suggested that although cardiomyocytes can re-enter the cell cycle in response 

to c-Myc overexpression, they are incapable of going through cytokinesis (Xiao et al., 2001). Taken 

together, these studies suggest that c-Myc alone is not sufficient to enhance proliferation in 

cardiomyocytes. 

5.8.5 Conclusions and future directions 

To conclude, popdc1 is upregulated in the ventricle following cryoinjury and if popdc1 is absent then 

there is a reduced regenerative ability along with a reduction in both proliferation and apoptosis. The 

regulation of regeneration in the zebrafish heart is multi-faceted with several genes and cell types 

having an important role in the regulation of regeneration (Ryan et al., 2020, Sanz-Morejón and 

Mercader, 2020). From the results in this chapter, it is implied that Popdc1 has an essential role in 

correct regeneration and that it can affect the proliferative ability of the heart, which may be mediated 

by the binucleation and ploidy status of the cardiomyocytes. I had hypothesised that Popdc1 would 

act as a negative regulator of proliferation due to its interaction with c-Myc. However, in this chapter, 

I saw that Popdc1 is essential to have a high level of proliferation after injury. On from this, the popdc1 

null mutant will need to be more intensely studied to better characterise its gene expression pattern 

at baseline (see chapter 6) and in response to injury, with the hope of uncovering some genes or 

pathways which could shed light on the reduced proliferative capacity of the popdc1 null mutant. 

These insights may also provide novel means to improve myocardial healing and regeneration in the 
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adult human heart. It would also be interesting to study the popdc1s191f zebrafish mutant, which has 

improper cAMP binding activity (Schindler et al., 2016b) to determine if Popdc1’s ability to affect the 

cAMP level in cardiac myocytes is causing the same differences as seen here for the null mutant. 
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6. Single nuclear RNA sequencing of popdc1 null zebrafish 

Large-scale sequencing used to be a challenging endeavour, for example, the Human Genome Project 

took over 10 years and cost billions of US dollars (Francis et al., 2003). At that time large-scale 

sequencing and transcriptomic approaches were not available for the average researcher; however, 

more recently next-generation sequencing (NGS) has become a widely available technique that is high-

throughput and can be done at speed with an entire human genome being sequenced in just one day. 

NGS sequences millions of small fragments of DNA in parallel and then bioinformatic tools are used to 

map the fragments to a reference genome to piece the fragments together. Transcriptome analysis 

by RNA sequencing has been able to piggyback off NGS to study tissue-specific gene expression, 

however, these transcriptome data are derived from different cell types present in a given tissue. 

Although this yielded large amounts of information and fuelled discoveries single-cell RNA sequencing 

has been able to take this process a step further and examines the transcriptome of individual cells, 

using microfluidics to barcode each cell with a unique molecular identifier (UMI), which will then tag 

the RNA that is later amplified allowing transcripts to be grouped depending on which cell they 

originated from. Bioinformatic tools can then be applied to group cells with similar transcriptomic 

patterns. This provides information on the heterogeneity of cells and can help researchers to define 

different cell types that makeup tissue or organs and make predictions about their roles in a particular 

microenvironment (Eberwine et al., 2014) or can help to identify rare populations of cells that are not 

visible in bulk tissue RNA sequencing (Miyamoto et al., 2015). Dissociating tissue to obtain single cells 

from tissues to perform single-cell RNA sequencing can be challenging., Moreover, large cells such as 

cardiomyocytes, which in the fish heart are between 80-120 µm in length, will be too large to be 

accepted by the GEMs, thus they could not be individually barcoded. For this reason, some 

transcriptomic studies have used isolated nuclei instead of cells to circumvent the size issue (Bushman 

et al., 2015, Lake et al., 2017, See et al., 2017, Litvinukova et al., 2020). However single nuclear RNA 

sequencing can only capture the nuclear mRNA and thus any regulations that happen to the 

cytoplasmic RNA pool will not be represented by these sequencing data (Thrupp et al., 2020). Another 
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problem present in both single-cell and single-nuclear sequencing is the presence of doublets where 

two cells or nuclei obtain the same UMI as they were not properly segregated. This could skew the 

data, however, bioinformatic tools like Scrublet have been developed to identify doublets and remove 

them from the data set before analysis (Wolock et al., 2019). 

Popdc1 is a complex protein with a large number of interaction partners (Amunjela et al., 2019) and 

its role in the heart is still not completely understood. In this chapter, I aimed to gain a better 

understanding of the effects of the loss of popdc1 by performing single-nucleus sequencing on the 

ventricles of wild type and popdc1 null mutants in the zebrafish. After ensuring high quality of the 

transcriptome data, I first aimed to identify transcriptional differences in the ventricle between wild 

type and popdc1 null mutant, taking a specific interest in the cardiomyocyte population because in 

the heart Popdc1 is thought to be mainly expressed by cardiomyocytes (Andrée et al., 2000). As there 

are several anatomical and histological differences apparent between the popdc1 null mutant and 

wild type zebrafish (Chapter 4), I expected to also see differences at the transcriptome level that might 

provide some clues to why these phenotypes might be present. Moreover, I was looking for 

differences in gene expression that may help to explain the reduced myocardial proliferation and 

regeneration in the popdc1 null mutant following cryoinjury (Chapter 5). 

 

6.1 Results: Quality control 

Other groups have reported recently single-cell RNA sequencing data for the adult zebrafish heart 

(Honkoop et al., 2019, Koth et al., 2020). However, these data were limited by the low numbers of 

cardiomyocytes sequenced as the single-cell sequencing approach is unable to handle cells that are 

larger than 50µm in diameter (10x Genomics, 2021). I therefore decided to perform single-nuclear 

RNA sequencing (snRNA-seq) of ventricular tissue of both popdc1 null and wild type zebrafish, which 

would circumvent this issue and ensure an unbiased range of nuclei from different cell types captured 

by the GEMs. 
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6.1.1 Purifying the nuclear population 

Five ventricles were pooled for each sample and three samples were used from each genotype. Nuclei 

were isolated from the samples and stained with NucBlueTM and then sorted using a cell sorter to 

purify the population. The nuclei were gated for size to remove any debris, doublets and finally gated 

using the 450nm channel to ensure that only those stained for NucBlueTM were retained (Figure 49). 

This greatly reduced the amount of debris in the sample by removing over 4/5 of the events, leaving 

purer samples that could go on to be counted and then run through the 10x genomics protocol 

required to send the samples for sequencing. 

 

Figure 49 Purifying the nuclear population. An example of the output from a nuclear extraction sample stained with 
NucBlueTM and ran through the FACS Aria fusion sorter. Nuclei were gated to remove debris (A) and doublets (B). Nuclei were 
also gaited to retain those that had been stained with the NucBlueTM dye (C). 18% of the events were collected and taken 
forward to the next stage. 

 

6.1.2 Quality control before NGS. 

The nuclei were taken through GEM generation and barcoding stages before being cleaned up, the 

nuclear RNA was isolated and reverse transcribed and the resulting cDNA was amplified. Gene 

expression libraries were then created from each sample and subjected to some quality controls steps 

both in our laboratory and once they had been sent to Genewiz, where the next generation 

sequencing took place. Firstly, the cDNA concentration was assessed using a Bioanalyzer, in house, 

and then a Tapestation and Qubit Bioanalyzer at Genewiz to ensure that comparable concentrations 

were found for each sample (Table 16). These different types of equipment use electrophoresis as a 
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basis to assess the quality and quantity of cDNA in the samples. The average library length was also 

extrapolated from bioanalyzer measurements at both Imperial College London and at Genewiz to 

check if they were comparable (Table 17). Both cDNA concentration and library size were similar 

enough from the different estimations to proceed (Table 16 and Table 17), differences in the estimates 

are thought to have occurred from different sensitivities in the equipment and perhaps some 

degradation upon transport. 

Table 16 cDNA concentration for samples for NGS as measured in house and by Genewiz 

 Library Concentration 

Test location Imperial Genewiz 

Sample  Bioanalyser ng/µL Tapestation ng/µL Qubit ng/µL 

wild type a 7.27795 5.44 8.35 

wild type b 4.8837 3.67 5.75 

wild type c 5.64185 4.8 6.97 

popdc1 null a 10.5029 8.36 12.4 

popdc1 null b 6.00375 5.42 8.63 

popdc1 null c 3.6377 3.85 3.94 

 

Table 17 Average library size for samples for NGS as extrapolated from bioanalyzer measurements in house and by Genewiz 

 Library Average Size 

Sample  Imperial Genewiz 

wild type a 439 403 

wild type b 477 404 

wild type c 473 422 

popdc1 null a 464 415 

popdc1 null b 411 400 

popdc1 null c 511 395 

 

6.1.3 Post sequencing quality controls 

Once sequencing was completed, data files were returned to us from Genewiz and put through Cell 

Ranger 5.0.1 (Zheng et al., 2017). Cell Ranger is a set of analysis pipelines that process the single-

nuclear data to align reads to the zebrafish reference genome (Danio rerio, GRCz11.102) and create a 

feature-barcode matrix. From this step, I found that I had 3917 nuclei from popdc1 null zebrafish 
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ventricles and 4621 nuclei from wild type ventricles, combined from the replicates from each 

genotype. There was an average of 264,063 reads per nuclei, 25,107 different genes detected and 

1319 was the mean number of transcripts detected per cell, across all of the samples. These numbers 

were suitably high enough to continue the analysis and move through the quality control steps. 

From this stage, the analysis could begin using the Scanpy 1.7.0 package in Python 3.6.10, which is 

software for analysing single-cell or -nuclear RNA sequencing (Wolf et al., 2018). The samples were 

filtered so that nuclei had a UMI count of between 500 and 7500 which indicated the total number of 

transcripts found in each nucleus. They were also filtered to have between 300 and 2500 different 

genes expressed per nucleus and to have less than 5% mitochondrial and ribosomal genes (Figure 50). 

Scrublet is a computational tool that scores nuclei to help identify doublets (Wolock et al., 2019), 

nuclei were only retained if they had a score of less than 0.3 (Figure 50). This reduced the number of 

nuclei that were further studied from a total of 8,538 to 7,422, however, the number of genes 

remained the same at 25,107. The distribution of the number of genes and the number of UMI is 

bimodal in our sample, although this can represent more than one nuclei being captured in the GEM 

or poor quality of some nuclei it can also represent differences between cell types, with some cell 

types having a more active transcriptome than others (Harvard Chan Bioinformatics Core, 2021). 

Another study has also seen a bimodal distribution when looking at ventricular tissue (Honkoop et al., 

2019). 
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Figure 50 Filtering of nuclei for use in snRNA-seq analysis. Violin plots of the number of UMI count, number of genes, percent 
mitochondrial, percent ribonuclease and scrublet score of nuclei from all samples before (A) and after filtering (B). 

 

6.2 Results: Annotation of major cell types 

Once the nuclei had been filtered by the quality control measures described in the previous section, 

they were clustered to identify cell types. Firstly, the quality control filters and the genotypes were 

plotted in UMAPs (Figure 51), this was to check for specific clusters which were doublet (two nuclei 

that had ended up with the same UMI) or had high levels of ribosomal or mitochondrial genes. Here 

it can be seen that the higher numbers of UMIs and genes as well as scrublet scores are from nuclei in 

the top right of the UMAP. This could mean that these nuclei clusters are doublets, however, nuclei 

from certain cell types are known to have higher RNA expression especially if the cell has an active 

role, which could give rise to the difference (Zhang et al., 2019). The percent ribonuclease and 

mitochondrial was low across the whole UMAP. The data were also plotted by genotype (Figure 51) 

to ensure that there was no genotype-specific effect on these scores. 
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Figure 51 UMAP plot of all the nuclei combined from both genotypes. UMAP plots showing the number of UMI counts 
(n_counts), number of genes (n_genes), percent mitochondrial (percent_mito), percent ribonuclease (percent_ribo), 
scrublet score, with a high score represented as dark pink and a low score represented as white as shown in each UMAPs 
colour scale bar. The genotype for all nuclei is also shown in the final UMAP with wild type nuclei in orange and popdc1 null 
nuclei in blue. 

 

All nuclei from the three samples of both genotypes were plotted on a UMAP and were split into 11 

clusters based on their similarities (Figure 52). Annotations were made as to what each cluster was 

presumed to be and is comprised of atrial cardiomyocytes (atrial CM), three types of ventricular 

cardiomyocytes (cardiomyocyte 1, cardiomyocyte 2, cardiomyocyte 3), three different types of 

endothelial cells (endothelial, endothelial 2, lymphatic endothelial cells (endothelial – lymphatic)), 

epicardial fibroblasts, immune cells, pericytes and thrombocytes (zebrafish thrombocytes have a 

nucleus). These annotations were based on the differential expression of marker genes in the different 

clusters (Figure 53). All cardiomyocytes showed a high expression of genes encoding sarcomeric 

proteins (tnnt2a and ttn.2) and proteins involved in calcium transport (ryr2b). The atrial CM population 

was mainly defined by the expression of the atrial specific myosin heavy chain isoform myh6 and the 

ventricular cardiomyocyte populations (cardiomyocyte 1-3) were mainly defined by the expression of 

the ventricle-specific marker myh7l (Berdougo et al., 2003). Endothelial nuclei were identified based 

on the expression of the pan-endothelial marker genes kdrl, cdh5 and flt1, with lymphatic endothelial 
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nuclei being differentiated from other endothelial cells by the expression of flt4, which is considered 

to be specifically expressed in lymphatic vessels (Küchler et al., 2006). Some of these nuclei may also 

represent an endocardial population, with other studies also clustering endocardial and vascular 

endothelial populations together due to their similarity (Koth et al., 2020), a more in-depth study of 

the endothelial clusters would be required to assess this further. Thrombocytes were identified based 

on the expression of the pan-thrombocyte markers itga2b, itgb3b and mpl. Nuclei in the epicardial 

fibroblast cluster were classified based on their expression of tbx18, tcf21, pdgfra and col1a1a. 

Immune nuclei were identified by their high expression of the immune cell markers genes: ctsd, sla2 

and cd74a, while pericytes were classified due to the expression of markers, pdgfrb, rgs5a and abcc9. 

 

Figure 52 UMAP plot of all the nuclei combined from both genotypes. UMAP (left) of all nuclei from the three samples from 
each genotype split into 11 clusters with their annotation (right). 

 

Figure 53 Heatmap showing example genes used to determine the identity of different cell clusters. Genes (bottom labels) 
which are known markers of different ventricular cell types (top labels) were used to identify and give names to the different 
clusters produced by the UMAP plot (left labels). High mean expression is shown in the heat map in yellow and low in blue 
as shown by the colour scale bar, with the values normalised between 0 and 1. 
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The percentage of nuclei in each cluster was calculated for the different genotypes (Figure 54). The 

popdc1 null mutant had more atrial cardiomyocytes than wild type. They also displayed a reduction 

of the cardiomyocyte 2 population, although the overall number of cardiomyocytes was comparable 

and the reduction in cardiomyocyte 2 was compensated by an increase in cardiomyocyte 1. The 

relative level of cardiomyocyte 3 was comparable in both genotypes. There were also differences in 

some of the non-muscle cell populations, which were made up of only small numbers of nuclei. For 

example, popdc1 null mutant samples had a reduction of endothelial 2, lymphatic vessel endothelial 

cells and pericytes populations. However, only the difference in the cardiomyocyte 1 cluster reached 

significance (Figure 54). 

 

Figure 54 The percentage of nuclei forming each cluster between genotypes. Nuclei from each genotype were separated 
and the percentage that made up each cluster was averaged across the three samples and are reported as mean ± standard 
error of the mean. Statistical analysis was performed using a 2-way ANOVA with a Bonferroni post hoc test where it was 
found that genotypes did affect percentage per cluster (F=2.07; df=10; p<0.05). However, only the cardiomyocyte 1 cluster 
was significantly different between genotypes, with popdc1 null mutants having a larger number of them (t=2.11; df=1; 
p<0.05). 

 

6.3 Results: Popdc1 expression 

The expression of popdc1 was assessed from the snRNA-seq data. The popdc1 null mutant was created 

using TALENS by targeting the first exon of popdc1 resulting in a single base pair deletion, which 

resulted in a frameshift causing a premature stop codon (Brand Lab, Unpublished). This would likely 

result in the mRNA being transcribed but would encode a peptide of 39 amino acids that is not 

expected to be able to perform its biological function and would be targeted for degradation 

suggested by its inability to be detected in immunostaining. Upon assessing the expression of popdc1 
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in the nuclei of popdc1 null mutants and wild type ventricles, I found that the RNA expression levels 

in the popdc1 null mutant were actually increased compared to wild type (Figure 55). 

 

Figure 55 popdc1 expression in all nuclei. popdc1 UMAPs were made for all nuclei combined (A), wild type nuclei (B) and 
popdc1 null mutant nuclei (C), the expression level was normalised for values between 1 and 4 as visualised in the scale bar. 
Violin plots were made to visualise the popdc1 expression between genotypes, with expression normalised between 0 and 
1 (D). An annotated UMAP is shown for all the nuclei in the ventricle for reference (E). was more highly expressed in the 
popdc1 null mutant compared to the wildtype (Z=1.330398, p<0.001).  

 

When looking at the popdc1 expression across different clusters, popdc1 was found to be enriched in 

the different cardiomyocyte populations (atrial CM and cardiomyocyte 1-3) as expected (Figure 56). 

In all the other clusters popdc1 expression was on average low or absent, although small populations 

of popdc1 expressing nuclei can be found in endothelial, immune, thrombocyte and epicardial 

fibroblast nuclei (Figure 55 and Figure 56). Notably, there is a subset of mutant endothelial cells with 

nuclei that display high popdc1 expression (Figure 55).  
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Figure 56 Expression of popdc1 in different ventricular clusters. Violin plots were made to visualise the popdc1 expression 
between different clusters found in the zebrafish ventricle, their expression has been normalised between 0 and 1. popdc1 
was significantly more highly expressed in the atrial CMs (Z=2.2618594, p<0.001) and the Cardiomyocyte 2 population 
(Z=1.568, p<0.001). 

 

6.4 Results: Cardiomyocyte heterogeneity 

As popdc1 is expressed at high levels in the cardiomyocytes, going forward with the analysis of the 

single-nuclei seq data I focused on the cardiomyocyte 1, cardiomyocyte 2 and cardiomyocyte 3 

populations. The atrial CM population was not included as I wanted to limit my study to ventricular 

cardiomyocyte nuclei, with the hope of identifying  possible reasons for the loss of heart regeneration 

in the null mutant. The three ventricular populations were isolated from the global population of 

nuclei and Scanpy was used to cluster these cardiomyocytes into subclusters. The quality control 

metrics and the genotypes were plotted on a UMAP (Figure 57). The UMI counts and the number of 

genes were high and the Scrublet score and the percent ribonuclease and mitochondrial genes were 

low throughout most of the nuclei (Figure 57). Interestingly when looking at the genotype UMAP I see 

that the popdc1 null mutant nuclei form distinct clusters compared to wild type nuclei, some clusters 

are specifically populated by wild type cells, but the null mutant-specific clusters are much larger 

(Figure 57). 
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Figure 57 UMAP plot of all cardiomyocyte nuclei combined from both genotypes. UMAP plots showing the number of UMI 
counts (n_counts), number of genes (n_genes), percent mitochondrial (percent_mito), percent ribonuclease (percent_ribo), 
scrublet score with a high score represented as dark pink and a low score represented as white as shown in each UMAPs 
colour scale bar. The genotype for all nuclei is also shown in the final UMAP with wild type nuclei in orange and popdc1 null 
nuclei in blue. 

 

Clustering of cardiomyocytes at a higher resolution than in the global clustering split the nuclei into 

10 sub-clusters to represent the different types of cardiomyocytes (Figure 58A). The sub-clusters were 

labelled CM1-10. UMAPs were also created for nuclei from wild type and popdc1 null mutant samples 

to compare their profiles (Figure 58B-C). The UMAP projections of cardiomyocytes indicated the 

existence of sub-clusters that were populated primarily by only one of the genotypes. 

 

Figure 58 UMAP of all cardiomyocyte nuclei. UMAPs were made for all the nuclei (A), wild type only nuclei (B) and popdc1 
null nuclei (C). The clusters were labelled CM1 to CM10 and each had a unique colour as per the key to the right of the figure. 
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The relative number of nuclei from each CM sub-cluster was quantified for both genotypes and the 

representation of nuclei looked quite different. The popdc1 null mutant nuclei were less represented 

in CM1 and CM2 but had a 100-fold increase in the CM3 population. CM3 was nearly absent in the 

wild type samples, having only a few nuclei present with this expression profile (Figure 59). 

Furthermore, the popdc1 null mutant samples had a roughly 20-fold increase in CM7 nuclei compared 

to wild type (Figure 59). However, popdc1 null mutants had 8- and 12-times fewer nuclei in CM9 and 

CM10 respectively (Figure 59), although these both represent very small cell populations. The 

differences for CM1, CM2 and CM3 reached statistical significance (Figure 59). 

 

Figure 59 The percentage of nuclei from each cardiomyocyte sub-cluster in null mutant and wild type ventricles. Nuclei 
from each genotype were separated and the percentage that made up each sub-cluster was averaged across the three 
samples and are reported as mean ± standard error of the mean. Statistical analysis was performed using a 2-way ANOVA 
with a Bonferroni post hoc test where it was found that genotypes did affect percentage per sub-cluster (F=23.18; df=10; 
p<0.0001). CM1, CM2 and CM3 sub-clusters were significantly different between genotypes, with popdc1 null mutants 
having a greater percentage in CM3 (t=10.64; df=1; p<0.001) and significantly smaller percentages of CM1 (t=7.729; df=1; 
p<0.001) and CM2 (t=5.478; df=1; p<0.001). 

 

To begin to understand what roles the different cardiomyocyte sub-clusters might have, the 

significantly differentially expressed genes were calculated for each of the clusters and the 4 most 

differentially expressed genes for each cluster was included in a dot plot (Figure 60). 

CM1 was enriched for tbx5a. Interestingly, it has recently been shown that the ventricular trabecular 

layer displays a high level of tbx5a expression(Sánchez-Iranzo et al., 2018), which suggests that the 

CM1 population may potentially represent the trabecular layer. Although, another trabeculae marker, 
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nppa (Jensen et al., 2012), is not specifically upregulated here (Figure 61), unfortunately, no other 

markers have been identified in the literature to substantiate this interpretation any further. CM2 had 

no obvious functional role but gene expression was enriched for dab2, gabrb2a and sox4a, which are 

known to be involved in the inhibition of WNT/β-catenin signalling (Hofsteen et al., 2016), inhibition 

of neural transmission (Jurd et al., 2008) and outflow tract development (Paul et al., 2014) 

respectively. CM2 also displayed a high expression of lama5 which is known to be a marker specifically 

expressed in the cortical layer (Sánchez-Iranzo et al., 2018), but none of the other cortical layer marker 

genes (xirp2a and hey2) were enriched in this cell population (Figure 61). CM3 nuclei were almost 

exclusively derived from the popdc1 null mutant and these nuclei showed an expression of stress 

markers such as nppa and atf3 (Zhou et al., 2018, Sergeeva et al., 2014). acta1b was also heavily 

upregulated and codes for skeletal muscle α-actin that is upregulated when the mammalian heart is 

under mechanical stress (Schwartz et al., 1986). This suggests that this cell population are probably 

induced in response to stress that the popdc1 null mutant heart is under, from results in chapter 4 I 

can suggest that the stress may be caused due to the morphological differences in the hearts. CM3 

also demonstrates high levels of cryabb, encoding the crystallin alpha B isoform, which is a 

cytoprotective and antioxidant heat shock protein (Fittipaldi et al., 2015). Upregulation of these stress-

related genes indicates that these ventricular cardiomyocytes are probably outfitted to perform a 

higher workload than other ventricular cardiomyocytes. The CM4 population has the highest 

expression of lama5, xirp2a and hey2 (Figure 61), which are known to specifically mark the cortical 

layer (Sánchez-Iranzo et al., 2018, Otten et al., 2012), although lama5 was also highly expressed in 

CM2, this suggests possibly a role for CM2 and CM4 in the cortical layer of the myocardium. CM4 was 

also enriched for pdlim5a, bcam, fhod3b and tns1b, which are genes involved in cell adhesion and 

actin filament cross-linking and polymerisation. Genes such as ank1a and hbba1-1 are enriched in CM5 

and are also expressed in erythrocytes and so may represent an erythrocyte-like population in the 

cardiomyocytes. CM6 had a high expression of genes such as grb10a, spock3 and coro1ca which are 

presumed to have insulin receptor signalling, calcium-binding and actin-binding filament activity 
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respectively, but had no clear function. CM7 was almost exclusively found in the popdc1 null mutant 

and like CM3 displayed high expression levels of stress markers as well as hypoxia-related genes like 

hif1al2 again suggesting that this population of cells are characterised by an upregulation of stress-

related genes. CM8 was enriched for mitochondrial genes that are associated with apoptosis like mt-

co1, mt-co2 and mt-co3 and so it is likely that CM8 represents a population of nuclei which are dying 

or of low quality. CM9 has high expression of endosomal associated genes such as laptm4b and 

chmp6b and is represented mainly by wild type cells. CM10 again mainly contains wild type nuclei and 

is enriched for genes associated with the immune system such as rorc, dapp1 and runx3 suggesting an 

immune cell-like function for these nuclei. 

Popdc1 null enriched sub-clusters, CM3 and CM7, showed similar transcriptional profiles to one 

another especially regarding the expression of stress-related genes. These two populations also 

appeared to be a subset of nuclei that fell under the same umbrella as CM1, which might represent 

cells, which form the trabecular layer. This assumption is mainly based on its expression of tbx5a 

(Sánchez-Iranzo et al., 2018). Interestingly, however, tbx5a expression was very low in CM3 and CM7 

(Figure 61). These three sub-clusters are then parallel to a branch that contains CM5 and CM8. These 

five cell clusters are grouped together. On the other side is CM2, which possibly is representing the 

cells, which form the cortical layer of the zebrafish heart and is clustered together with CM9. Related 

to these two subclusters are CM4, CM6 and CM10 (Figure 60). 
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Figure 60 Dot plot of the differentially regulated genes for the different cardiomyocyte sub-clusters. The top 4 most 
differentially regulated genes for each cardiomyocyte subcluster are shown in a dot plot, with the size of the dot representing 
the percentage of nuclei that express the gene and the colour of the dot representing the log of the fold change away from 
the average expression with the scale running from white (low expression) to red (high expression). To the right of the dot 
plot is a dendrogram that maps out the relatedness of the different clusters to one another. 

 

 

Figure 61 Expression of cortical and trabecular layer markers in different ventricular clusters. Violin plots were made to 
visualise the expression of cortical layer (lama5a, xirp2a and hey2) and trabecular layer (tbx5a and nppa) markers between 
different clusters found in the zebrafish ventricle. Their expression has been normalised to fall between 0 and 1. lama5 was 
significantly more highly expressed in CM2 (Z=1.1199, p<0.001) and CM4 (Z=2.2011, p<0.001). xirp2a (Z=3.349, p<0.001) and 
hey2 (Z=4.2778, p<0.001) were significantly upregulated in CM4. tbx5a was significantly upregulated in CM1 (Z=3.3431, 
p<0.001). nppa was upregulated in CM3 (Z=3.6252, p<0.001) and CM7 (Z=3.4311, p<0.001).  
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6.5 Results: A comparison of popdc1 null vs wild type ventricular nuclei 

As popdc1 is primarily expressed in cardiomyocytes, my investigation of the differences between the 

mutant and wild type began here. All of the ventricular cardiomyocytes that form the 10 subclusters 

were pooled together and different methods were employed to assess any differences that might be 

present. 

6.5.1 GO biological process 

Wilcoxon tests were performed in the Scanpy software in Python to provide a list of genes that were 

significantly differentially expressed between genotypes (with significance defined by a p-value of less 

than 0.05 and a fold change of at least 1). This list was then compared against lists for gene ontologies 

(GO) (Gene Ontology Consortium, 2006) with a Bonferroni correction for multiple testing applied to 

determine if any GO’s were differentially regulated. When looking at GO biological processes I found 

22 upregulated and 19 downregulated processes in popdc1 null mutants (Figure 62). Upregulated 

processes involved the actin and cytoskeletal organisation as well as cardiac and skeletal muscle 

development. GO biological processes that were downregulated formed a broad range of categories 

including those involved in heart looping and morphogenesis as well as regulation of metabolic 

processes. 
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Figure 62 GO biological processes analysis results for combined ventricular cardiomyocyte clusters. Showing significantly 
enriched GO terms associated with significantly upregulated genes between popdc1 null and wild type cardiomyocytes. With 
those in green being upregulated in popdc1 null and those in red being downregulated. 

 

6.5.2 GO molecular pathways 

Differentially regulated GO molecular pathways were also generated from genes that were found to 

be significantly differentially regulated in the popdc1 null mutant vs wild type zebrafish. popdc1 null 

mutants had upregulation of actin-binding, muscle-alpha actinin binding, alpha-actinin binding, 

protein-containing complex binding and 3’,5’-cyclic AMP phosphodiesterase activity (Figure 63). The 

popdc1 mutants had an underrepresentation of genes involved in transmembrane receptor activity, 

molecular transducer activity and signalling receptor activity (Figure 63).  
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Figure 63 GO molecular function analysis results for combined ventricular cardiomyocyte clusters. Showing significantly 
enriched GO terms associated with significantly upregulated genes between popdc1 null and wild type cardiomyocytes. With 
those in green being upregulated in popdc1 null and those in red being downregulated. 

 

There was an overlap in the upregulated genes involved in actin binding, muscle alpha actinin binding, 

alpha actinin binding and actin filament binding. I decided to look at the alpha-actinin binding in more 

detail. When looking at the upregulated genes from this pathway I saw an upregulation in a number 

of PDZ and LIM domain (pdlim) genes; 3a, 3b, 7,5b and 5a as well as upregulation in ldb3a (Figure 64) 

Although all were significantly upregulated in the popdc1 null mutant pdlim3b and pdlim7 showed the 

largest difference in expression. 
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Figure 64 Differentially regulated alpha-actinin binding genes. Violin plots of genes from the alpha actinin binding function 
that were upregulated in popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes. Their expression has been normalised to fall between 0 and 
1. pdlim3a (Z=1.0385, p<0.001), pdlim3b (Z=5.2704, p<0.001), pdlim7 (Z=5.2572, p<0.001), pdlim5a (Z=1.4305, p<0.001), 
pdlim5b (Z=9.2462, p<0.001) and ldb3a (Z=28.9238, p<0.001) were upregulated in the popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes. 

 

As POPDC1 is known to be a cAMP binding protein (Froese et al., 2012), I also looked at the genes 

upregulated in the 3’,5’-cyclic AMP phosphodiesterase activity function. POPDC1 is already known to 

bind with the pde4A isoform (Tibbo et al., 2020). I found that there was an upregulation of several 

PDE genes, including pde3b, 4d, 3a and 7a in the popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes (Figure 65). With 

pde3a being the most highly upregulated.  

 

Figure 65 Differentially regulated 3’5’-cyclic AMP phosphodiesterase activity genes. Violin plots of genes from the 3’5’-
cyclic AMP phosphodiesterase activity function that were upregulated in popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes. Their 
expression has been normalised to fall between 0 and 1. pde3a (Z=3.7716, p<0.001), pde7a (Z=2.5071, p<0.001), pde3b 
(Z=1.8616, p<0.001) and pde4d (Z=1.3393, p<0.001) were upregulated in the popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes. 
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6.5.3 PANTHER pathways 

Differentially regulated protein analysis through evolutionary relationships (PANTHER) pathways 

(Thomas et al., 2003) were also generated from genes that were found to be significantly differentially 

regulated in the popdc1 null mutant vs wild type. Popdc1 null mutants displayed an upregulation of 

genes involved in CCKR signalling, oxidative stress response, p38 MAPK pathway, Insulin/IGF pathway-

mitogen activated protein kinase kinase/ MAP kinase cascade, Insulin/IGF pathways-protein kinase B 

signalling cascade, cytoskeletal regulation by RhoGTPase and PI3 kinase pathways (Figure 66). 

 

Figure 66 PANTHER Pathway analysis results for combined ventricular cardiomyocyte clusters. Showing significantly 
enriched PANTHER pathways associated with significantly upregulated genes pathways between popdc1 null and wild type 
cardiomyocytes. With those in green being upregulated in popdc1 null. 

 

6.5.4 popdc1 null cardiomyocytes are stressed 

Cardiac stress occurs when there are transcriptional, epigenetic or morphological changes to the heart 

that are commonly due to pathological stressors, including but not limited to, MI, hypertension and 

genetic heart conditions. It was observed that there was an upregulation of genes that are commonly 

upregulated after cardiac stress such as nppa, acta1b and atf3 in the popdc1 null mutant 

cardiomyocytes (Figure 67). Although more highly expressed in popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes 
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as a whole, nppa and atf3 were most highly upregulated in the CM3 population, which was the sub-

cluster that contained nuclei primarily derived from the popdc1 null mutant (Figure 67). 

 

Figure 67 stress markers are upregulated in popdc1 null ventricular cardiomyocytes. nppa (A-C), acta1b (D-F) and atf3 (G-
I) UMAPs were made for all the nuclei (A, D, G), wild type only nuclei (B, E, H) and popdc1 null nuclei (C, F, I) and colour scale 
bars are shown to the right of the UMAPS to illustrate the normalised expression level. Violin plots were made to visualise 
nppa, acta1b and atf3 expression between genotypes (J) and between cardiomyocyte clusters (K), where the data has been 
normalised to fall between 0 and 1. A UMAP showing the cardiomyocyte subclusters has been included for reference (L). 
nppa (Z=7.4479, p<0.001), acta1b (Z=25.7824, p<0.001) and aft3 (Z=7.7738, p<0.001) were upregulated in the popdc1 null 
mutant cardiomyocytes. nppa (Z=3.6252, p<0.001), acta1b (Z=3.3637, p<0.001) and atf3 (Z=3.8062, p<0.001) were significant 
upregulated in CM3. nppa (Z=3.4311, p<0.001), acta1b (Z=2.4564, p<0.001) and atf3 (Z=2.8595, p<0.001) were significant 
upregulated in CM7. 
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A heat map was also made using genes that are upregulated after stress, many of which are known to 

have cardioprotective functions. From the heat map, it is seen that the popdc1 null mutant 

cardiomyocytes display a higher expression level of stress-related genes (Figure 68). 

 

Figure 68 Heat map showing the expression of some cardiac stress-related genes in cardiomyocytes from popdc1 null 
mutant and wild type nuclei. 

 

6.5.5 Mis-regulation of genes known to be involved in regeneration  

In chapter 5, it was demonstrated that the popdc1 null mutant had a reduced regenerative ability 

compared to wild type. To try and comprehend the lack of regenerative potential in the popdc1 null 

mutant ventricle I looked for differentially regulated genes in the popdc1 null mutant that are known 

to affect cardiac regeneration in zebrafish. 

6.5.5.1 Runx1 is upregulated in popdc1 null cardiomyocytes 

The runx1 null mutant in both mouse and zebrafish display an improved regenerative response after 

cryoinjury (McCarroll et al., 2018, Koth et al., 2020). Because of this, the nuclear RNA expression of 

runx1 was looked at in the popdc1 null and wild type cardiomyocytes. popdc1 null mutants have an 

increased expression of runx1 with the highest expression in CM3 and CM7, which contain primarily 

mutant nuclei (Figure 69). 
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Figure 69 runx1 is upregulated in popdc1 null ventricular cardiomyocytes. runx1 UMAPs were made for all the nuclei (A), 
wild type only nuclei (B) and popdc1 null nuclei (C) and a colour scale bar is included to illustrate the expression level 
normalised to fall between 0 and 5. Violin plots were made to visualise the runx1 expression between genotypes (D) and 
between cardiomyocyte clusters (E) where data has been normalised to fall between 0-1. A UMAP showing the 
cardiomyocyte subclusters has been included for reference (F). runx1 was significantly upregulated in the popdc1 (Z=2.6244, 
p<0.001) null mutant cardiomyocytes. runx1) was significantly upregulated in the CM3 population (Z=1.8554, p<0.001. 

 

After cryoinjury, an increase in runx1 expression in the endothelial/endocardial cells was reported and 

thought to induce myh11a (Koth et al., 2020). I therefore also looked into the expression of runx1 and 

myh11a in presumptive endothelial nuclei at baseline and found a small but significant increase in 

expression of both genes in popdc1 null mutant (Figure 70). 
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Figure 70 runx1 and myh11a expression are upregulated in popdc1 null endothelial nuclei. Violin plots were made to 
visualise the expression of runx1 and myh11a in popdc1 null vs wild type endothelial nuclei with data normalised to have 
values between 0 and 1. runx1 (Z=2.7882, p<0.001) and myh11a (Z=1.3654, p<0.001) was significantly upregulated in the 
popdc1 null mutant endothelial nuclei. 

 

6.5.5.2 tbx5 downregulation in popdc1 null cardiomyocytes 

As well as being known to be a marker of the trabecular layer in the zebrafish heart (Sánchez-Iranzo 

et al., 2018), tbx5a is also known to be necessary for regeneration of the zebrafish ventricle after injury 

(Grajevskaja et al., 2018). Interestingly, there was a decrease in the amount of both tbx5a and tbx5b 

in the popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes (Figure 71). The reduction of tbx5a in the popdc1 null 

mutant was also confirmed by qPCR (Figure 72) where whole ventricles were used and so this would 

represent mRNA from all cell types in the ventricle and not just those from cardiomyocytes like in the 

snRNA-seq results, although tbx5a is only expected to be expressed in cardiomyocytes (Sánchez-Iranzo 

et al., 2018). 

As tbx5a is most highly expressed in the CM1 subcluster of cardiomyocytes (Figure 71H), I also looked 

at the difference in expression of tbx5a between the popdc1 null mutant and wild type nuclei 

specifically in this subcluster. I found that there was a reduction in the number of nuclei expressing 

tbx5a and also an overall reduction in its expression level (Figure 73). From work earlier in this chapter 

it is suggested that CM3 represent a popdc1 null mutant-specific cell cluster, which probably 

represents trabeculae-like cells that are closely related to the CM1 population, however, in the CM3 

population, I also see a low expression of tbx5a (Figure 71H).  
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Figure 71 tbx5 is downregulated in popdc1 null ventricular cardiomyocytes. tbx5a (A-C) and tbx5b (D-F) UMAPs were made 
for all the nuclei (A, D), wild type only nuclei (B, E) and popdc1 null nuclei (C, F), colour scale bars have been included to 
illustrate the expression level in the UMAPS. Violin plots were made to visualise tbx5a and tbx5b expression between 
genotypes (G) and between cardiomyocyte clusters (H), with this data being normalised to fall between 0 and 1. A UMAP 
showing the cardiomyocyte subclusters has been included for reference (I). tbx5a (Z=2.3655, p<0.001) and tbx5b (Z=2.9147, 
p<0.001) were significantly downregulated in popdc1 null cardiomyocytes. tbx5a (Z=1.0479, p<0.001) and tbx5b (Z=3.3431, 
p<0.001) were significantly upregulated in CM1 
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Figure 72 tbx5a expression is reduced in zebrafish ventricles. qPCR was used to confirm the reduction of tbx5a. tbx5a 
expression was plotted for popdc1 null and wild type ventricles relative to their expression of GAPDH. tbx5a expression was 
significantly reduced in the mutant with * representing p<0.05 (t=1.819; df=13; p<0.05), at least three fish were used for 
each genotype. Data are reported as mean ± standard error of the mean. 
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Figure 73 tbx5a expression is downregulated in popdc1 null cardiomyocytes in CM1. Violin plots were made to visualise the 
expression of tbx5a in popdc1 null vs wild type CM1 cardiomyocytes, the data have been normalised to fall between 0 and 
1. tbx5a (Z=3.1829, p<0.001) was significantly downregulated in the popdc1 null in the CM1 population compared to the 
wildtype. 

 

6.5.5.3 fstl1b is downregulated in popdc1 null cardiomyocytes 

Follistatin-like 1b (fstl1b) has been implicated in cardiac regeneration and loss of fst1b in zebrafish 

results in impaired cardiac regeneration after cryoinjury (P. Ruiz-Lozano, personal communication). 

Moreover, in the mouse and porcine heart it has been shown to aid the repair of the mammalian heart 

after delivery via an epicardial patch (Wei et al., 2015). popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes had a large 

and significant reduction in fstl1b, with expression being uniformly low across all popdc1 null nuclei 

(Figure 74). When looking at the expression in different subclusters, CM3 which constituted primarily 

popdc1 null mutant nuclei had the lowest expression of fstl1b (Figure 74E). 
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Figure 74 fstl1b is downregulated in popdc1 null ventricular cardiomyocytes. fstl1b UMAPs were made for all the nuclei 
(A), wild type only nuclei (B) and popdc1 null nuclei (C) a colour scale bar has been included to illustrate the expression level 
in the UMAPS. Violin plots were made to visualise the fstl1b expression between genotypes (D) and between cardiomyocyte 
clusters (E), the data has been normalised to fall between 0 and 1. A UMAP showing the cardiomyocyte subclusters has been 
included for reference (F). fstl1b (Z=5.7624, p<0.001) was significantly downregulated in the popdc1 null mutant. fstl1b 
(Z=1.0052, p<0.001) was significantly upregulated in the CM4 population. 

 

6.5.6 Misregulation of energy metabolism in popdc1 null mutants 

The adult heart usually uses fatty acid oxidation as a way to produce energy (Fukuda et al., 2020, 

Kreipke et al., 2016). When looking at differentially regulated genes in the popdc1 null mutant 

cardiomyocytes I found that one of the strongest downregulated genes was acyl-CoA synthetase long-

chain family member 1b (acsl1b), which was downregulated across all popdc1 null cardiomyocytes 

(Figure 75A-D). The Acsl1b protein is required to convert long-chain fatty acids into fatty acyl-CoA 

esters, allowing fatty acid degradation and so it is involved in energy metabolism (Black and Dirusso, 

2003). I predict that CM3 is a subset of trabeculae which are made up primarily of nuclei from the CM1 

population. Although interestingly, CM1 has the highest expression of acsl1b of all the clusters and 

that CM3 has very low expression of acsl1b (Figure 75E). 
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Figure 75 acsl1b is downregulated in popdc1 null ventricular cardiomyocytes. acsl1b UMAPs were made for all the nuclei 
(A), wild type only nuclei (B) and popdc1 null nuclei (C) and a colour scale bar of the clusters were made to visualise the 
expression level which has been normalised for fall between 0 and 4. Violin plots were made to visualise the acsl1b 
expression between genotypes (D) and between cardiomyocyte clusters (E), with data normalised to fall between 0 and 1. A 
UMAP showing the cardiomyocyte subclusters has been included for reference (F). acsl1b (Z=4.5222, p<0.001) is significantly 
downregulated in popdc1 null cardiomyocytes. acsl1b (z=1.4489, p<0.001) was significantly upregulated in the CM1 
population. 

 

If cardiomyocytes cannot produce energy by metabolising fatty acids they must switch to another 

energy resource to not enter into an energy deficit. After injury and in heart disease the heart will rely 

on glucose metabolism for energy production as it is more efficient and requires less oxygen (Fukuda 

et al., 2020, Martik, 2020). Therefore, I looked into the expression of some genes in the glucose 

metabolism pathway. I found that there was a significant increase in glycolysis related transcription 

factors foxo1a and foxo3b and an increase in the number of nuclei expressing glucose transporter 

slc2a1b in the popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes (Figure 76). 
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Figure 76 Upregulation of some glycolysis related genes in popdc1 null cardiomyocytes. Violin plots of slc2a1b, foxo1a and 
foxo3b that are upregulated in popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes with data normalised to fall between 0 and 1. slc2a1b 
(Z=1.1665, p<0.001), foxo1a (Z=3.2555, p<0.001) and foxo3b (Z=8.8510, p<0.001) are significantly upregulated in popdc1 null 
cardiomyocytes. 

 

6.5.7 Misregulation of genes related to binucleation and polyploidisation 

In chapter 5, I saw that popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes had an increase in binucleation and 

polyploidisation. Here, I looked at the expression of two genes known to affect binucleation (ect2) and 

polyploidisation (tnni3k) (Tatsumoto et al., 1999, Patterson et al., 2017). ect2 displayed a low 

expression level in cardiomyocytes and there was no difference in expression between popdc1 null 

mutant and wild type (Figure 77A-C and G). Expression of tnni3k was reduced in popdc1 null mutant 

cardiomyocytes compared to wild type (Figure 77D-F and G). 



   
 

201 
 

 

Figure 77 Expression of polyploid associated genes in cardiomyocytes. ect2 (A-C) and tnni3k (D-F) UMAPs were made for 
all the nuclei (A, D), wild type only nuclei (B, E) and popdc1 null nuclei (C, F) with a colour scale bar of the UMAPs made to 
visualise the expression level. Violin plots were made to visualise ect2 and tnni3k expression between genotypes (I) and 
between cardiomyocyte clusters (J) with data normalised to fall between 0 and 1. A UMAP showing the cardiomyocyte 
subclusters has been included for reference (F). tnni3k (Z=1.2165, p<0.001) is significantly downregulated in the popdc1 null 
cardiomyocytes. 

 

6.5.8 Expression of the other POPDC isoforms in the popdc1 null mutant 

In chapter 4, I saw that loss of popdc1 could affect the expression and subcellular localisation of the 

other POPDC isoforms. Something which has also been seen in patients with mutations in POPDC1 

(Schindler et al., 2016b, De Ridder et al., 2019, Rinné et al., 2020). When looking at the expression of 

popdc2 and popdc3 in the popdc1 null cardiomyocytes I saw that they were both reduced (Figure 78). 

popdc3 is significantly downregulated in the popdc1 null cardiomyocytes (Figure 78D-G). More 
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cardiomyocyte nuclei do not express popdc2 in the popdc1 nulls, however, the spread of expression 

level of popdc2 is similar and there is no significant difference in the expression of popdc2 in the 

popdc1 null mutant (Figure 78A-C and G). 

 

Figure 78 popdc expression in cardiomyocytes. popdc2 (A-C) and popdc3 (D-F) UMAPs were made for all the nuclei (A, D), 
wild type only nuclei (B, E) and popdc1 null nuclei (C, F) and a colour scale bar were made for the UMAPS to visualise the 
normalised expression. Violin plots were made to visualise popdc2 and popdc3 expression between genotypes (G) and 
between cardiomyocyte clusters (H), with data normalised to fall between 0 and 1. A UMAP showing the cardiomyocyte 
subclusters has been included for reference (F). popdc3 (Z=2.5223, p<0.001) is significantly downregulated in the popdc1 null 
cardiomyocytes. 

 

6.5.9 Investigating the CM3 popdc1 null enriched sub-cluster 

As CM3 was a large subcluster that was mostly represented by popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocyte 

nuclei, I decided to look at the subcluster in more detail. 
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6.5.9.1 GO biological processes 

Significantly differentially expressed genes were calculated using a Wilcoxon signed-rank test for 

subcluster CM3 compared to the other cardiomyocyte subclusters, significance was defined by a p-

value of 0.05 and a fold change of 1. The differentially expressed genes were used to determine if 

there were differentially regulated GO biological processes with a Bonferroni correction for multiple 

testing applied to determine if any GO’s were differentially regulated. There were 13 upregulated and 

18 downregulated GO biological processes. The upregulated processes involved those to do with actin, 

actin filament, the cytoskeleton and myofibrillar assembly as well as those involved in striated muscle 

development and differentiation (Figure 79). There was downregulation of genes involved in 

cardiomyocyte and cardiac development and differentiation as well as heart looping and 

morphogenesis (Figure 79). 
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Figure 79 GO biological processes analysis results for the CM3 subcluster. Showing significantly enriched GO terms 
associated with significantly upregulated genes between subcluster CM3 and the remaining subclusters. With those in green 
being upregulated in the CM3 subcluster and those in red being downregulated. 

 

6.5.9.2 GO molecular functions 

Significantly differentially expressed genes were calculated for subcluster CM3 compared to the other 

cardiomyocyte subclusters and the differentially expressed genes were used to see if there were 

differentially regulated GO molecular functions. CM3 nuclei displayed an upregulation of actin binding 

(Figure 80). There was downregulation of glycogen branching enzyme activity, 4-alpha- 

glucotransferase activity and amylo-alpha-1,6 glucosidase activity (Figure 80). 
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Figure 80 GO molecular function analysis results for the CM3 subcluster. Showing significantly enriched GO terms 
associated with significantly upregulated genes between subcluster CM3 and the remaining subclusters. With those in green 
being upregulated in the CM3 subcluster and those in red being downregulated. 

 

6.5.9.3 PANTHER pathways 

Differentially expressed genes were calculated for subcluster CM3 compared to the other 

cardiomyocyte subclusters and the significantly differentially expressed genes were used to see if 

there were differentially regulated PANTHER pathways. There were no downregulated pathways in 

the CM3 subcluster, but there was upregulation of CCKR signalling, nicotinic acetylcholine receptor 

signalling, Alzheimer’s disease-presenilin, cadherin signalling and cytoskeletal regulation by Rho 

GTPase pathways (Figure 81). The latter is of note as previously it has been seen that POPDC1 interacts 

with GEFT, a GEF for Rho-family GTPases to control cell shape and locomotion (Smith et al., 2008) and 

included upregulation of genes such as actb2, rhoca, acta1b, acta1a, actb1, actc1a and myh9b (Figure 

82). 
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Figure 81 PANTHER pathway analysis results for the CM3 subcluster. Showing significantly enriched PANTHER pathways 
associated with significantly upregulated genes between subcluster CM3 and the remaining cardiomyocyte subclusters. With 
those in green being upregulated in the CM3 subcluster. 

 

 

Figure 82 Differentially regulated cytoskeletal regulation by Rho GTPase pathways genes in the CM3 cardiomyocyte 
population. Violin plots of genes from the cytoskeletal regulation by Rho GTPase pathway genes that were upregulated in 
CM3 cardiomyocytes. Their expression has been normalised to fall between 0 and 1. actb2 (Z=1.6805, p<0.001), rhoca 
(Z=1.1538, p<0.001), acta1b (Z=3.3637, p<0.001), acta1a (Z=3.3432, p<0.001), actb1 (Z=3.3637, p<0.001), actc1a (Z=1.3393, 
p<0.001) and myh9b (Z=1.2803, p<0.001) were significantly upregulated in the CM3 cardiomyocytes. 
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6.6 Discussion 

Single-cell and single-nuclei RNA sequencing are novel, powerful methods that sequence the mRNAs 

in the cell or nucleus population. This allows the identification of different cell populations whereas 

traditional bulk RNA sequencing could only generate the total expression level of genes in tissues, and 

therefore cellular heterogeneity would not be seen (Wen and Tang, 2018). Technological progress has 

allowed for the development of these novel single-cell (or -nucleus) RNA sequencing methods at an 

affordable price, which is now accessible and widely used in various fields. In this chapter I have used 

10x Genomics’ chromium single-nuclear RNA sequencing to begin to understand the transcriptional 

differences of the ventricle in the popdc1 null mutant ventricle compared to wild type, hoping to 

identify some changes, which may also provide us with an explanation for the phenotypic differences 

that have been described in the previous chapters. 

In this chapter, I ensured the proper quality of the samples sent for sequencing and also carefully 

evaluated the sequencing data returned for analysis. I clustered the data and assigned cell types as 

well as looking at the relative numbers of each cluster represented by the two genotypes. Moreover, 

I separated the ventricular cardiomyocytes into subclusters to uncover differences between wild type 

and popdc1 null mutant. In general, popdc1 null mutant ventricular cardiomyocyte nuclei appeared to 

be stressed, display differences in genes involved in energy metabolism and heart regeneration.  

6.6.1 Cell types and differences in all ventricular nuclei  

Previous omics studies of adult zebrafish hearts relied on single-cell RNA sequencing rather than 

single-nucleus RNA sequencing resulting in a relatively small population of cardiomyocytes for which 

sequencing data were obtained (Koth et al., 2020, Honkoop et al., 2019). Here I have shown that 

through single-nucleus RNA sequencing that robust numbers of cardiomyocyte nuclei can be obtained 

along with a range of other cell types that are expected to be present in the ventricle. This method 

also has allowed for further analysis of the cardiomyocyte populations, however, this method does 

have its limitations. Although single-nucleus RNA sequencing created a less biased cell type coverage 
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(Lake et al., 2016), it has been found in some studies to be less sensitive than single-cell RNA 

sequencing (Thrupp et al., 2020). Predictably, mRNA that is found in the cytoplasm is typically 

underrepresented and estimates have been made that nuclear mRNA make up between 20-50% of 

total RNA depending on the cell type (Thrupp et al., 2020, Bakken et al., 2018). However, the extensive 

ECM between cardiomyocytes and also the strong adhesion between cardiomyocytes means that 

isolation of intact single zebrafish cardiomyocytes is challenging without damaging the cells (Sander 

and Joung, 2014). While adult cardiomyocytes can be isolated, they are too large to fit into the 

microfluidic channels used for single-cell sequencing and therefore will unavoidably result in an 

underrepresentation of cardiomyocytes relative to other cell types and a biased representation of 

smaller sized cardiomyocytes. Thus, presently there is no alternative to snRNA-seq to study the 

transcriptome of cardiomyocytes. 

The initial analysis resulted in the clustering of the nuclei into 11 different populations, which included 

4 cardiomyocyte and 3 endothelial cell populations and single immune, pericyte, epicardial fibroblast 

and thrombocyte populations. Overall, the cardiomyocyte populations had a comparable relative 

number of nuclei. In previous chapters, I had suggested that the popdc1 null mutants may have a 

greater number of cardiomyocytes in their ventricle due to the smaller cardiomyocyte size and heart 

size but the equal representation of cardiomyocytes in both genotypes does not support this. Within 

the ventricular cardiomyocyte populations, popdc1 null mutants had less representation of 

cardiomyocyte 1 and a greater representation of cardiomyocyte 2 which probably can be explained 

by the popdc1 null mutant having nearly exclusive sub-clusters within the cardiomyocyte population, 

which will be discussed in further detail in the next sections. It was interesting to see an atrial 

cardiomyocyte cluster in the samples, as identified by the expression of myh6 (Berdougo et al., 2003). 

This was unexpected as the atrium was surgically removed from the ventricle. Thus, it is likely that 

these atrial cardiomyocytes come from cells in the atrioventricular canal. popdc1 null mutants had a 

greater representation of the atrial cardiomyocyte population although the difference was not 

significant. If this population does represent the atrioventricular canal then this increase in number 
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could be as a result of the increased capturing of these cells because of the abnormal position of the 

heart within the body cavity and morphological differences of the heart as described in chapter 4. It 

cannot however be ruled out that this population is a product of contamination from atrial tissue. 

popdc1 null nuclei were also underrepresented in endothelial 2, endothelial – lymphatic and pericytes 

populations. However, these populations were very small and varied between samples differences 

were not significant and may be due to the random capturing of these cells rather than actual 

differences between genotypes. 

6.6.2 Expression of popdc1  

The popdc1 null mutant was made by TALENs targeting of exon 1 which caused a 1 base pair deletion 

(Brand Lab, Unpublished). This resulted in a frameshift that caused a premature stop codon. It was 

predicted that the mutant transcript would encode a truncated protein that if translated is likely 

targeted for ubiquitination. However, it is also possible that the mRNA is subjected to nonsense-

mediated decay (NMD), a process that scans the mRNA for premature stop codons and triggers 

degradation (Frischmeyer and Dietz, 1999). Because popdc1 is strongly expressed in the popdc1 null 

mutant it suggests that the mutant transcript is not subject to NMD. snRNA-seq works by sequencing 

many fragments of the cDNA, accounting usually for only 10-20% of the transcript (Kolodziejczyk et 

al., 2015, Islam et al., 2014), software is then used to piece the fragments together to determine gene 

expression and so a single nucleotide change can be missed, allowing for the recognition of mutated 

genes like popdc1. It is of note that the expression of popdc1 is higher in the popdc1 null mutant than 

in wild type, this may suggest that there might be a feedback mechanism in place to upregulate popdc1 

when protein levels are low. However, as demonstrated by immunostaining, Popdc1 protein is absent 

in the popdc1 null mutant, showing that a truncated protein is likely made that is degraded (Error! R

eference source not found.). 

As expected popdc1 had high expression levels in all of the cardiomyocyte clusters from both atrial 

and ventricular populations. This is in line with the strong expression of POPDC in striated muscle cells 
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(Andrée et al., 2000). The expression of popdc1 in the heart has been subject to dispute, with the first 

reports claiming expression in the epicardium and coronary vasculature (Reese et al., 1999), however 

using immunohistochemistry, in situ hybridisation, and RT-PCR analysis in both mouse and chick 

models, expression was not found in the epicardium, proepicardium or coronary vessels (Andrée et 

al., 2002a, Andrée et al., 2002b, Torlopp et al., 2006). Here, in the zebrafish, I also see that there is 

expression of popdc1 in nuclei presumably to be from epicardial derived fibroblasts and endothelial 

cells, which may suggest some expression in the epicardium and in the coronary vessels, which are 

made partly from endothelial cells. The differences in expression seen may be due to different 

methods, as only small subsets of these nuclei have popdc1 expression and it could also be related to 

differences between species. Clearly, without further studies specifically devoted to this question, no 

firm conclusions can be drawn. 

6.6.3 Popdc isoform expression 

The expression levels of the other two POPDC isoforms was taken from the snRNA-seq data. Previously 

I had seen that in mRNA from whole ventricles there was a significant reduction in popdc2 and popdc3 

expression in the popdc1 null mutant when performing qPCR. However, with snRNA-seq, there was 

only a significant reduction in popdc3 levels and no difference in the case of popdc2 levels. This was 

an unexpected finding but may be explained as only the nuclear mRNA level are looked at with this 

method, and so perhaps the difference in popdc2 mRNA levels can be more severe in the cytoplasmic 

RNA pool, but would not be visible with this method. However, there is an annotation error with 

popdc2 on ensemble, which was what was used to identify the genes in this data, where another gene 

appears to have the same sequencing. This may cause irregularities in the information that we have 

found on popdc2 in this work and so would require further investigation. The reduction of popdc3 

expression further supports the claim from chapter 4 that popdc1 may be able to regulate the 

expression of popdc3, likely through one of its many interaction partners. 
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6.6.4 Cardiomyocyte heterogeneity 

11 different ventricular cardiomyocyte subclusters were found when completing a more in-depth 

analysis of the three clusters; cardiomyocyte 1, cardiomyocyte 2 and cardiomyocyte 3. This is the first 

time in the zebrafish that heterogeneity of the cardiomyocytes has been seen by large scale 

sequencing, although other studies have been conducted in the hearts of other animals (Litvinukova 

et al., 2020). Although further bioinformatic analysis and confirmation of the differential gene 

expression patterns of these subclusters will be required to assign concrete functions, we can start to 

make some predictions about the populations that have been identified. CM1 had a high enrichment 

of tbx5a compared to the other clusters, tbx5a:GFP transgene expression is limited to the trabeculae 

suggesting that this population may represent the trabecular layer cardiomyocytes in the ventricle 

(Sánchez-Iranzo et al., 2018). Interestingly, it has recently been shown that tbx5a is required for 

cardiac regeneration (Grajevskaja et al., 2018), which suggests that although tbx5a labels exclusively 

the cardiomyocyte population in the trabecular layer and a recent paper from the Poss group suggests 

that most myocytes involved in cardiac regeneration are derivatives of the cortical layer (Gupta and 

Poss, 2012), that the contribution of trabecular myocytes to the regenerating ventricle seems to be 

essential. Although I see low mRNA expression of nppa, another marker of the trabecular layer in the 

zebrafish (Jensen et al., 2012), in cardiomyocytes of the wild type zebrafish and CM1. This may be 

explained by the fact that in healthy cardiomyocytes nppa mRNA has been found predominantly in 

the cytoplasm (Celik et al., 2019), so may not be captured by the methods used in this study. The 

cortical layer specifically expresses lama5 (Sánchez-Iranzo et al., 2018). CM2 and CM4 both show 

enrichment for lama5 suggesting that both lineages are probably part of the cortical layer. However, 

apart from lama5, these two populations had many differences, with CM4 more highly enriched for 

genes involves in cell adhesion. CM4 also showed upregulation in other genes marking the cortical 

layer like xpir2a and hey2, although they were both still expressed at relatively low levels. CM5 was 

enriched for genes involved in gas transport and erythrocyte homeostasis. They are unlikely to 

represent a precursor to both erythrocyte and cardiomyocyte as these cell types are formed by distant 
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lineages (Martin-Puig et al., 2008), but may represent cardiomyocytes that re-express some 

hematopoietic genes. However further work is required to substantiate this claim, as this is not 

something that has previously been described in the literature. The role of CM6 remains largely 

unknown at this time. The genes that are characterising this cell population (grb10a, spock3matrix 

protein and coro1ca) are involved in cellular signalling, extracellular matrix regulation and cell 

migration. Many apoptosis markers were found in CM8 and so CM8 most likely represents a 

population of cells undergoing apoptosis. Subcluster CM9 displayed an increased expression of 

endosomal related genes suggesting that this small population of cardiomyocytes may be responsible 

for the secretion of proteins in the ventricle and so may be important for signalling to other cell in the 

tissue. CM10 had a strong and specific upregulation of a number of genes traditionally associated with 

immune cells suggesting that these myocytes are possibly involved in the communication with 

immune cells. 

There were two cardiomyocyte subpopulations almost uniquely present in the popdc1 null mutant; 

CM3 and CM7. Both displayed a strong upregulation of genes involved in cardiac protection and of 

genes that are typically upregulated after stress. And so, these subclusters have likely arisen due to 

the physiological stress that the popdc1 null mutant heart is under, triggering these differences in the 

gene expression. Apart from one another, their gene expression is most similar to CM1. This suggests 

that both may be a subset of the trabeculae, although they do not express tbx5a. This may also help 

to explain the differences seen in the trabeculae of popdc1 null mutant ventricles. The significant 

enrichment of CM3 in popdc1 null cardiomyocytes may be explained by the reduction of nuclei 

expressing the CM1 and CM2 pattern probably as a result of the increase in cardiac stress. 

Further analysis will however be required to further delve into the differences between the 

cardiomyocyte clusters to confirm some of the hypotheses that have been put forward. Heterogeneity 

of cardiomyocytes has been seen in the development of the zebrafish heart and it has been recently 
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suggested that heterogeneity of cardiomyocytes allows for some cells to more easily assist in 

regeneration (Tsedeke et al., 2021). 

6.6.5 Stress in popdc1 null cardiomyocytes 

The popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes are stressed as evident by enrichment of stress-related genes. 

Although some stress markers were confined to the popdc1 null mutant-enriched cell populations, 

CM3 and CM7, others like those involved in cytoskeletal changes and myofibrillogenesis were widely 

spread across the different nuclei populations found in popdc1 null mutants. Upregulation of these 

genes may be suggestive of remodelling of the ventricle (Machackova et al., 2006). There was also 

upregulation of the oxidative stress pathways in the popdc1 mutant, from work in mice, it is known 

that Popdc1 null mutants are more susceptible to oxidative stress (Alcalay et al., 2013). Contrary to 

these findings, in transcriptome analysis after injury in chapter 5, where I saw that at baseline there 

was not a significant upregulation of stress markers such as nppa in ventricles of popdc1 null mutants. 

This may be as the whole ventricle was taken and so the upregulation of stress markers in specific 

subsets of populations was too dilute to cause changes in global ventricular transcriptomic analysis. It 

was also found that after injury the mutants failed to upregulate their stress response, from work in 

this chapter this could be because the ventricles or at least specific cardiomyocyte populations are 

already in a state of stress and so are less receptive to new stress signals. 

In mice and humans, it has long been known that in response to pathological stress there is a re-

expression of ‘foetal’ genes, which are normally expressed in the embryonic and foetal heart and are 

downregulated after birth. However, these genes get upregulated and play a role in the remodelling 

of the heart to compensate for the damage (Seigo et al., 1988, Chien et al., 1991, Komuro and Yazaki, 

1993). The catalogue of foetal genes re-expressed in the mouse in response to stress includes a 

number of isoforms of contractile genes such as -myosin heavy chain (Myh7), skeletal α-actin (acta1), 

smooth muscle α-actin (Acta2), -Tropomyosin (Tpm2) and the natriuretic peptide (Nppa). While this 

molecular response is probably present in most vertebrate hearts in response to injury and has also 
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been described in the human heart, there are species-specific differences. Nonetheless, I see an 

upregulation of nppa and acta1b which are orthologues of some of the foetal reprogramming genes. 

Similar to what was seen here in the popdc1 null mutant fish heart, early work on the Popdc1 null 

mouse mutant also reported an upregulation of some of these foetal reprogramming genes (Andrée 

et al., 2002a). It is unknown why hearts upregulate these foetal genes but it has been put forward that 

these genes may help to cope with the adverse remodelling in the pathological heart (van der Pol et 

al., 2020). As morphological changes are also observed in the popdc1 null mutant hearts, this 

expression could represent an explanation for why we are seeing an upregulation of some foetal 

reprogramming genes. 

One gene that was highly upregulated in the popdc1 null enriched subclusters, CM3 and CM7, was 

atf3. This gene encodes for a transcription factor that belongs to the basic leucine zipper family (Hai 

et al., 1989), which has a low expression during homeostasis but can be upregulated by several 

stressors including angiotensin II, suggesting mechanical stress, and also in response to oxidative 

stress (Hai et al., 2010). Ectopic expression of ATF3 in cardiomyocytes of the mouse promote 

hypertrophy, fibrosis and cardiac dysfunction (Koren et al., 2013, Okamoto et al., 2002), but other 

studies have suggested that this gene has a protective role in the atria and under high-fat diet 

conditions (Zhou et al., 2011a, Kalfon et al., 2017). These data might suggest that this protein has 

different roles in different areas of the heart and potentially with different stressors. ATF3 has also 

been reported to have anti-inflammatory properties in immune cells (Gilchrist et al., 2008). Thus, it is 

presently unclear if atf3 is being upregulated in response to stress or whether it is causing stress in 

the CM3 and CM7 clusters. Interestingly, with regard to the role of POPDC1 as a cAMP effector protein 

is the fact that ATF3 is also mediating transcriptional responses of cAMP signalling, binds to the cAMP 

responsive elements and may be regulated in a cAMP-dependent manner (Chu et al., 1994, Hertz et 

al., 2009). An increase in ATF3 expression in response to mechanical stress in rat cardiomyocytes has 

been found to be mediated by cAMP and PKA (Koivisto et al., 2014). However, many other regulators 

and pathways can also affect ATF3 expression levels (Zhou et al., 2018). Further work would be 
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required to understand if Popdc1 was also able to regulate Atf3 expression through its cAMP effector 

activity. 

Previously, I had suggested that the increased size of the hearts and smaller cardiomyocyte size is 

mimicking phenotypes seen in stress overload in the fish. The increase in several stress markers from 

the snRNA-seq is adding to this hypothesis. Although it is not completely clear right now what is the 

cause of the stress overload at present, one theory could be that the abnormal outflow tract and 

position of the heart in the body cavity is causing some form of pressure overload and an increase in 

wall stress hence is causing the morphological changes of the heart and the increase in 

cardioprotective and stress marker gene expression in the popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocyte 

population. 

6.6.6 Upregulation of PDEs in popdc1 null cardiomyocytes 

In the popdc1 null cardiomyocytes, there was an upregulation of several PDEs. This was of interest as 

PDEs can degrade cAMP and thus modulate cAMP signalling and they have also been shown to create 

nanodomains for cAMP signalling which can depend on their interaction partners (Baillie et al., 2019). 

POPDC1 has been shown to preferentially bind to PDE4A and the interaction with other PDEs is 

currently being tested (Tibbo et al., 2020). This interaction is essential for the maintenance of a proper 

action potential in cardiomyocytes as the application of a disruptor peptide in rabbit cardiomyocytes 

caused a prolongation of repolarisation (Tibbo et al., 2020). I did not find pde4a to be affected in the 

null mutant, however, pde3a, pde3b, pde4d and pde7a were significantly upregulated. PDE3 and PDE4 

are the isoforms that are highly expressed in the heart, and so likely most relevant here (Maurice et 

al., 2014). This finding suggests that popdc1 may provide a level of transcriptional control to PDEs. 

This may add to the stress phenotype seen in the popdc1 null cardiomyocytes as there will be an 

alteration of cAMP compartmentalisation if PDE levels are upregulated and this may be further 

affected if like with PDE4A there is an interaction with Popdc1, which may affect cAMP localisation 

and signalling (Tibbo et al., 2020). The upregulation of PDEs may however also be interpreted as an 
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attempt of the cell to recover control of cAMP signalling as the loss of POPDC1 may cause an aberrant 

increase in PKA activity and thus, the observed upregulation of PDEs may represent an attempt to 

compensate for this aberrant increased PKA activity in the null mutant heart. 

6.6.7 Gene expression and regeneration 

In chapter 5 I described that the popdc1 null mutant displays retarded regeneration after cryoinjury. I 

used my snRNA-seq data to look into some genes which are known to be involved in regeneration to 

assess if they are misregulated in the popdc1 null mutant. 

6.6.7.1 Genes involved in ploidy 

There is an increase in binucleation and ploidy in the popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes. Both of 

these factors negatively affect the regenerative capacity of the zebrafish heart (Patterson et al., 2017, 

González-Rosa et al., 2018). ect2 is the gene that is known to affect the binucleation status of 

cardiomyocytes in zebrafish causing an increase in binucleation when a dominant-negative mutant of 

ect2 is expressed (González-Rosa et al., 2018). Here, I saw consistently low levels of ect2 in 

cardiomyocytes across both genotypes, which was unexpected as higher levels of this gene is what is 

thought to be required to prevent binucleation from occurring. This may be explained if the cells are 

dormant in the cell cycle, which may be the case as they were taken from adult hearts that had not 

suffered any injury, thus any cell proliferation will be low. The increase in binucleation may have 

occurred during an earlier phase of heart growth during larval and juvenile stages. Looking into these 

earlier stages may allow us to see differences in etc2 that may account for the differences in 

binucleation status. 

I did however see a significantly reduced expression of tnni3k, a gene known to regulate the ploidy of 

cardiomyocytes in zebrafish (Patterson et al., 2017). In the fish overexpression of this gene has been 

shown to promote polyploidisation (Patterson et al., 2017). This result is the inverse of what was to 

be expected based on the increase in ploidy in the popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes. But again, if 

the cells are in a state of quiescence and not progressing through the cell cycle then tnni3k is not likely 
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to affect the ploidy status in the adult cardiomyocytes, and so its expression may need to be looked 

at earlier in the zebrafish’s life. It is unclear why there is in fact a significant reduction of tnni3k in the 

popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes, but one suggestion could be because tnni3k is known to cause 

oxidative stress and cardiac remodelling (Vagnozzi et al., 2013), thus lowering levels may help to 

prevent this from happening in the already stressed popdc1 null ventricle.  

Overall, the expression of the genes involved in binucleation and ploidy did not support the earlier 

evidence of increased binucleation and ploidy in the popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes, which has 

been put forward as an explanation for the reduced proliferative and regenerative ability of the 

cryoinjured zebrafish heart of the popdc1 null mutant. 

6.6.7.2 tbx5 downregulation in popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes 

Studies have been conducted to observe fish that contain an inactive form of tbx5a to assess whether 

they can regenerate their hearts. The researchers found that regeneration was severely impaired with 

the loss of tbx5a (Grajevskaja et al., 2018). Although no specific mechanism was proposed for the loss 

of regeneration, it is possible, that the loss of tbx5a prevents the cells from entering dedifferentiation, 

which is known to be crucial for zebrafish heart regeneration (Jopling et al., 2010, Gupta et al., 2013). 

It had been previously reported that the cortical layer was the source of most new cardiomyocytes 

and so important in regeneration (Gupta and Poss, 2012), however, the importance of tbx5a in 

regeneration and more recent reports of the trabeculae too contributing to the new myocardium after 

injury are implying that the trabecular layer is also important for heart regeneration (Grajevskaja et 

al., 2018, Tekeli et al., 2017). 

In this chapter, I saw that there was a decrease in both tbx5a and tbx5b in the popdc1 null mutant 

cardiomyocytes. Reduction of tbx5a in the popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes could help to explain 

the loss of regenerative capacity. There is no clear link to the downregulation of tbx5a in the popdc1 

null mutant from the literature, however, one gene from the alpha-actinin binding pathway, pdlim7, 
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is known to downregulate tbx5 and was significantly upregulated in the mutant cardiomyocytes 

(Camarata et al., 2006). 

6.6.7.3 downregulation of fstl1b in popdc1 null cardiomyocytes 

Across all sub-clusters, there is a reduction of fstl1b in the popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes. This 

encodes for a non-glycosylated isoform of Fstl1 and in the zebrafish is upregulated in the epicardium 

and regenerating zones after injury (P. Ruiz-Lozano, personal communication). Further to this, it is 

necessary for regeneration, as when it is knocked down in the fish they are unable to regenerate their 

heart following cardiac resection (P. Ruiz-Lozano, personal communication). On top of this in mouse 

and swine models restoration of FSTL1 in the epicardium through an epicardial patch improved cardiac 

function and survival after myocardial infarction (Wei et al., 2015), usually after infarction, the protein 

becomes absent from the epicardium and the infarcted area. However, only the epicardial and not 

the myocardial form of FSTL1 has this benefit which is due to its hyperglycosylated state (Wei et al., 

2015, Magadum et al., 2018). The glycosylation state appears to be important in the zebrafish as well, 

where the non-glycosylated fstl1b isoform but not the glycosylated isoform fstl1a is upregulated after 

injury (P. Ruiz-Lozano, personal communication). Although the exact mechanism as to how FSTL1 

provides its cardioprotective function after injury is not known, it is thought that it might provide 

resistance to hypoxia through Akt and Smad1/5/9 signalling (Chen et al., 2016, Shen et al., 2019). The 

severe downregulation of fstl1b in the popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes may represent an 

explanation as to the reduced regenerative capacity in popdc1 null mutants. 

6.6.7.4 Upregulation of runx1 in popdc1 null cardiomyocytes 

Runx1 is a transcription factor that is involved in determining the proliferation and differentiation of 

multiple cell types in development and adulthood (Sood et al., 2017). It has been shown that in mice 

with a cardiomyocyte-specific conditional knock out of Runx1 there is less adverse cardiac remodelling 

after myocardial infarction (McCarroll et al., 2018) and in the zebrafish knock out of runx1 causes an 

improvement in heart regeneration and scar resorption after cryoinjury (Koth et al., 2020). I have seen 
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that there is upregulation of runx1 in the popdc1 null cardiomyocyte nuclei with most upregulation 

occurring in the mutant enriched subclusters as well as an upregulation of this gene popdc1 null 

mutant nuclei in the endothelial cluster. After injury in the zebrafish, a higher runx1 expression is 

known to cause an increase in smooth muscle and collagen genes such as myh11a in their 

endothelial/endocardial and thrombocyte populations, which is thought to explain why higher levels 

of runx1 lead to an increase in the collagen content of the scar after cardiac injury (Koth et al., 2020). 

I also see a small but significant increase in myh11a even before injury has occurred in the endothelial 

population. The increased expression of runx1 and myh11a in the popdc1 null mutant even at baseline 

may explain the persistence of the scar tissue after cryoinjury, although experiments would also need 

to be conducted in the injured fish heart to assess if this caused exaggerated runx1 and myh11a 

expression after injury. 

6.6.8 Energy metabolism in popdc1 null cardiomyocytes  

The heart requires a large amount of energy and so is dependent on a constant production of ATP by 

oxidative phosphorylation in the mitochondria. In a healthy human, fatty acid oxidation account for 

60-90% of ATP generation with 10-40% coming from pyruvate oxidation, formed from lactate or 

glycolysis (Stanley and Chandler, 2002). 

In the popdc1 null mutant, there is severe downregulation of acsl1b, the gene that encodes for acyl-

CoA synthetase long-chain family member 1b, across all cardiomyocyte sub-populations. Acsl1b is a 

cardiac-specific enzyme that catalyses the conversion of fatty acids to acetyl-CoA, a necessary step to 

allow for β-oxidation and energy production, with Acsl1 knock out mice having a 90% reduction of 

fatty acid oxidation (Ellis et al., 2011). As expected I see some genes and pathways that are 

upregulated, which are related to glucose metabolism and uptake, suggesting a transition to glycolysis 

to compensate for the energy deficit. Although contrary to this, in the CM3 subcluster that is enriched 

for popdc1 null mutant nuclei, there is downregulation of functions related to debranching glycogen, 

which is required to release glucose for glycolysis, suggesting that these nuclei are trying to store 
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rather than spend glucose. During heart failure and hypertrophic heart growth there is a switch to 

glycolysis and away from fatty acid oxidation, returning to a more foetal like state of metabolism, this 

is thought to limit the adverse remodelling of the heart (Heather et al., 2006, Osorio et al., 2002, Kato 

et al., 2010). Fatty acid oxidation is not the most efficient way to produce energy in the heart, it has 

been found that when there is inhibition of fatty acid oxidation there is increased mechanical 

efficiency (Lopaschuk et al., 2010). Glycolysis is more energy-efficient especially in terms of the 

amount of oxygen used which can be particularly important in the ischemic heart (Lopaschuk et al., 

1994). However, the switch away from fatty acid oxidation could result in lower energy production as 

the heart is now not using all available substrates for energy metabolism as well as more energy being 

spent on ion uptake for glycolysis to occur (Wende et al., 2017). The switch in energy metabolism 

could be interpreted as the result of the heart being stressed and so trying to produce energy more 

efficiently and circumvent adverse remodelling events. 

On the other hand, the stress signals being seen in the popdc1 null could be a product of the switch in 

energy metabolism. It has been shown that when you remove genes involved in fatty acid oxidation 

including ACSL1 there is contractile dysfunction and there is likely to be insufficient compensation by 

other metabolic pathways which could lead to a stressed heart (Wende et al., 2017, Ellis et al., 2011). 

On top of this, the build-up of un-oxidised fatty acids could cause lipotoxicity, leading to the expression 

of stress markers like those seen in the popdc1 null heart (Wende et al., 2017, Opie and Knuuti, 2009). 

Taken together, aberrant metabolism of energy could be a product of the popdc1 null heart being 

stressed or it may be what is causing the stress. Further work would have to be conducted to assess 

this to determine what factor is causing the stress. 

A switch to glycolysis is also seen in heart regeneration. In the mouse there is a metabolic shift from 

glycolysis to oxidative phosphorylation of fatty acids in the first week after birth, correlating with the 

loss of heart regeneration and cardiomyocyte cell proliferation (Porrello et al., 2011, Lopaschuk et al., 

1992, Menendez-Montes et al., 2016). In the zebrafish, one theory that has recently been put forward 
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to explain why they have retained the ability of heart regeneration in the adult heart is the ability to 

revert to embryonic metabolism with the upregulation of glycolysis after injury (Honkoop et al., 2019, 

Ogawa et al., 2021). This might suggest that in the popdc1 null mutant we would expect an increased 

regenerative ability as even at baseline we are seeing a shift away from fatty acid oxidation to 

glycolysis. However, if this switch has been because the heart is stressed perhaps the type of energy 

metabolism used is not enough to allow the heart to regenerate particularly if the heart might have 

an energy deficit. Especially as stress itself has also been found to be sufficient to prevent heart 

regeneration (Sallin and Jaźwińska, 2016). 

6.6.9 Conclusions and future directions 

In this chapter, I have described the categorisation of different cell populations in the ventricle as well 

as different sub-populations of cardiomyocytes. Ten subpopulations were discovered with two being 

highly enriched with the popdc1 null mutant nuclei and two populations being highly enriched with 

wild type nuclei. Theories have been put forward for the location and function of some of these sub-

populations within the ventricle, with the presumed trabeculae population having a subset that is 

enriched for popdc1 null nuclei and does not express important trabeculae markers. On from this, I 

have gone on to highlight some of the important differences that I have found between the popdc1 

null mutant and wild type cardiomyocytes, which has focused mainly on the increase in stress markers 

and the aberrant metabolic function of the popdc1 null mutant cardiomyocytes. Currently, it is not 

possible to pinpoint what is the cause of the stress, especially as aberrant metabolic function can be 

both a stressor and a downstream effect of stress. Finally, I investigated some genes which are known 

to affect heart regeneration and found that some are misregulated in the popdc1 null mutant.  

Going forward, some of the differences seen will have to be further confirmed using qPCR analysis, in 

situ hybridisation or immunostaining, with the latter two allowing me to discover the location of 

different subsets within the ventricle. On top of this, there will have to be a more in-depth pathway 

analysis to unpick the metabolic dysfunction seen in the popdc1 null mutant and to help to confirm 
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where the cardiomyocytes are getting their energy from as well as to explore other misregulated 

pathways, which at this point have not been given attention. Finally, it could be important to look at 

nuclei from different clusters other than from cardiomyocytes. Although popdc1 is primarily expressed 

in cardiomyocytes, cell-cell interactions within the ventricle could lead to different expression patterns 

in other cell types which may produce interesting findings that are yet to be uncovered. Although the 

uninjured heart studied here has provided some clues in understanding the loss of regeneration in the 

popdc1 null mutant, in the future injured hearts will have to be looked at to generate more concrete 

theories regarding this phenotype. 
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7. General Discussion  

7.1 Background and summary of the study 

POPDC1 is a membrane protein that is highly expressed in the heart and skeletal muscle (Andrée et 

al., 2000). After its discovery, efforts were made to uncover interaction partners to help describe a 

function of POPDC1. Although numerous interaction partners were found (Amunjela et al., 2019), it 

wasn’t until more recently that the involvement of the POPDC proteins with cAMP signalling was 

discovered, marking it the newest member of the cAMP effector protein family (Froese et al., 2012). 

The functions of POPDC1 appear to be quite complex based on its many protein-protein interaction 

partners while so far only little knowledge has been gained about the mechanism of how cAMP may 

control these interactions. However, recently several working models have been formulated and some 

evidence has been put forward, for example, cAMP binding modulates Popdc1’s interaction with 

TREK-1 (Swan et al. 2019). 

In mice, POPDC1 is expressed at high levels in the sinoatrial and atrioventricular nodes and is equally 

strong in the atrium. In the ventricle, expression is weaker than in the atrium and higher levels are 

seen in the His bundle, bundle branches and Purkinje fibres (Froese et al. 2012). Experiments with 

mutants carrying null or missense mutations in mice and zebrafish have revealed the importance of 

Popdc1 in the regulation of the heartbeat (Schindler et al., 2016b, Froese et al., 2012). Popdc1 null 

mutant mice develop stress-induced sinus bradycardia, which is induced by physical exercise, mental 

stress or after isoproterenol injections (Froese et al., 2012). Cardiac arrhythmias are also seen in 

patients with mutations in POPDC1 (Schindler et al., 2016b, De Ridder et al., 2019, Beecher et al., 

2021, Indrawati et al., 2020). These observations suggest that POPDC1 has an essential role in the 

development and maintenance of electrical conduction of the heart. Furthermore, skeletal muscle 

phenotypes are seen when POPDC1 is mutated with many patients showing limb-girdle muscular 

dystrophy (Schindler et al., 2016b, De Ridder et al., 2019, Beecher et al., 2021, Indrawati et al., 2020), 
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and Popdc1 null mutant mice displaying retardation of skeletal muscle regeneration following injury 

(Andrée et al., 2002a). 

Further to the role of POPDC1 in striated muscles, there are many reports of the misregulation of 

POPDC1 in cancer. The involvement of POPDC1 in tight and adherens junctions has long been 

hypothesised due to the role of some of its interaction partners in this context (ZO-1) and 

colocalisation with these junctions (Osler et al., 2005, Russ et al., 2011, Williams et al., 2011, Wu et 

al., 2012, Han et al., 2014). This has led to claims that POPDC1 has a role in regulating EMT, thus its 

misregulation can promote the migration and metastasis of cancers (Amunjela and Tucker, 2017b, 

Amunjela and Tucker, 2017a, Han et al., 2015, Han et al., 2014). On top of this, POPDC1 can interact 

with several proteins known to be involved with the cell cycle such as ZO-1 (Osler et al., 2005), GEFT 

(Smith et al., 2008) and c-Myc (Parang et al., 2016). In the gut, POPDC1 aids in the proteasomal 

degradation of the proto-oncogene c-Myc by amending its phosphorylation status with a reduction in 

POPDC1 expression in the gut leading to more acute cancer phenotypes (Parang et al., 2016). 

The expression of POPDC1 in the heart and its role in mediating cell cycle progression has led to the 

current project to test its role in myocardial regeneration following injury. Unlike the mammalian 

heart, the adult zebrafish heart can regenerate after injury (Poss et al., 2002). Cryoinjury of the 

zebrafish heart has become popular to model MI and to try to understand the differences that permit 

regeneration of the fish heart (González-Rosa et al., 2011). For the zebrafish heart to regenerate it 

must go through successive stages including inflammation, scar formation, cardiomyocyte 

proliferation and scar removal (González‐Rosa et al., 2017). This process has been reported to take 

between 60-130 days depending on the injury size (González-Rosa et al., 2011, Chablais et al., 2011). 

Many genes and processes have already been discovered as being essential for cardiac regeneration, 

but work is still ongoing to understand this process at a higher resolution. This work hopes to find 

clinically relevant targets that may culminate in the generation of new therapies for the human heart 

to aid in the repair of the myocardium following cardiac injury such as MI. 
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Results presented in this thesis have explored the interaction with POPDC1 and the master cell cycle 

regulator c-Myc. All three POPDC proteins have been found to interact with c-Myc as well as PR61α, 

the active subunit of PP2A which dephosphorylates c-Myc leading to its instability. Putative binding 

sites for both PR61α and c-Myc have been mapped onto POPDC1. Further to this, it has also been 

found that manipulation of POPDC protein levels affects c-Myc expression. Loss of Popdc1 in the 

mouse ventricle causes an upregulation of c-Myc, while forces expression of POPDC1 in cos7 cells 

causes a reduction in c-Myc expression. Overexpression of POPDC1 also displays paracrine inhibition 

of cell proliferation suggesting that POPDC1 controls the release of a chalone that affects the cell cycle. 

The hearts of popdc1 null mutants zebrafish were studied for phenotypic similarities to hearts of 

transgenic mice with overexpression of c-Myc and were found to also display enlarged hearts with 

smaller cardiomyocytes compared to wild types hearts. Other morphological differences were 

observed in the zebrafish null mutant heart including a reduced outflow tract angle, 

hypotrabeculation, an increase in cortical layer thickness and randomised positioning of the heart 

within the body cavity. Aside from the morphological difference in the heart, the popdc1 null mutants 

display a smaller body size than wild type but have an increased survival to adulthood and display a 

reduction in the expression of the other POPDC isoforms at mRNA and proteins level. 

Cryoinjuries were performed on wild type fish which showed an upregulation of popdc1 until 14 DPI, 

and an increase in Popdc1 protein expression was also seen and simultaneously an upregulation of 

mycb. However, contrary to the expectation of an enhanced myocardial regeneration in the popdc1 

null mutant due to its role of controlling the expression of the proto-oncogene c-Myc, cardiac 

regeneration in the popdc1 null mutant was retarded and/or remained incomplete with the 

persistence of scar tissue even at 130 DPI. Further studies uncovered that the mutants had a reduced 

proliferative response in cardiomyocytes following injury. Gene expression was altered following 

injury with a failure to upregulate marker genes for cardiac progenitors, stress, angiogenesis and scar 

remodelling at the proper time points. Studies were undertaken to uncover the reasons for the 

impairment of cardiac regeneration in the popdc1 null mutants and it was found that the mutants had 
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an increase in ploidy and binucleation of their cardiomyocytes, which has been associated with loss of 

proliferation following injury (González-Rosa et al., 2018, Patterson et al., 2017). snRNA-seq was used 

to analyse the transcriptome of the adult ventricle of popdc1 null mutants before injury and a 

misregulation was seen in genes known to be involved in heart regeneration such as tbx5a, runx1 and 

fstl1b (Koth et al., 2020, Grajevskaja et al., 2018) (P. Ruiz Lazano, personal communication). 

Transcriptome data have also indicated that the popdc1 null mutant hearts have aberrations in the 

expression pattern of energy metabolism genes across all the cardiomyocyte nuclei and importantly a 

unique population of hyper-stressed cardiomyocytes, which was only present in mutant hearts and 

likely involved in the impaired cardiac regeneration, but their involvement needs to be further 

characterised. 

7.2 Major Findings 

7.2.1 Popdc1 is required for the correct regeneration of the zebrafish ventricle 

A major aim of this project was to investigate the role of Popdc1 in regeneration of the zebrafish heart. 

It was hypothesised that popdc1 null mutants would show increased proliferation following cryoinjury 

because of the interaction of Popdc1 and c-Myc (Parang et al., 2016). However, in this study, the 

opposite was found, with the loss of popdc1 causing retardation or possibly the incomplete 

regeneration of the myocardium. The regeneration process is complex and Popdc1 has numerous 

interaction partners and so potentially also multiple functions, suggesting that the increase in c-Myc 

levels following the loss of Popdc1 may not be sufficient to cause an increase in proliferation and that 

the loss of Popdc1 through one of its other interaction partners is causing the reduction in 

regenerative capabilities. With this in mind, the focus of the project became trying to understand how 

Popdc1 levels can affect the healing of the myocardium. 

Following cryoinjury, there is an increase in both mRNA and protein expression of Popdc1, which may 

be indicative of an essential role in the regeneration process. It was found that Popdc1 was essential 

to not delay recovery after injury and to have a robust increase in proliferation at 7 DPI. Ploidy and 
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binucleation of cardiomyocytes are linked to the regenerative potential in many organisms, with those 

with mononucleated cardiomyocytes and a diploid state being more likely to regenerate their hearts 

(Bersell et al., 2009, Vivien et al., 2016, Smith and Mommersteeg, 2020). Zebrafish are diploid and 

mononucleated, but when binucleation is experimentally induced, the ability to regenerate is lost, 

with multinucleated or polyploid cardiomyocytes being unable to contribute to the myocardial 

regeneration (Patterson et al., 2017, González-Rosa et al., 2018). Cardiomyocytes in the popdc1 null 

mutant display an increase in binucleation and ploidy, however, expression of genes associated with 

spindle formation and ploidy (such as ect2 or tnni3k) did not corroborate with this. This may be 

because the myocardium is only proliferating at a low level in steady-state and only uninjured hearts 

were investigated in the case of the sn-RNA-seq. Thus, the increased DNA content and nucleation may 

be a relic from a time of more extensive myocardial growth during embryonic and larval growth. Based 

on the literature, neither the DNA content nor the ploidy level is high enough to be responsible for a 

complete block of heart regeneration (González-Rosa et al., 2018). However, this might explain why 

typically retardation was seen in the null mutant rather than a complete block of heart regeneration. 

Although genes associated with binucleation were not misregulated in the popdc1 null mutant, there 

were differences seen in other genes which are known to affect cardiac regeneration including tbx5a, 

which is known to demarcate the trabecular layer of the adult zebrafish heart (González-Rosa et al., 

2018) Tbx5a is, essential for heart development and together with some other cardiac transcription 

factors can reprogram cardiac fibroblasts into cardiomyocytes (Ieda et al., 2010). Conditional ablation 

of tbx5a just prior to heart injury provided evidence for an essential role of tbx5a for heart l repair and 

that a persistent injury is not a product of mal-development (Grajevskaja et al., 2018). In the popdc1 

null mutant, there is a reduction of tbx5a expression in the adult heart, which may be one of the 

reasons for the retardation in cardiac regeneration.  

runx1 is a transcription factor that is essential in haematopoiesis (Meyers et al., 1993, Okuda et al., 

1996). It has recently been reported to be upregulated in the zebrafish ventricle following injury and 
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that when ablated there is an increase in myocardial survival and a decrease in scar formation (Koth 

et al., 2020). Wild type zebrafish have a runx1-positive endocardial population, that express smooth 

muscle and collagen genes, which are not found in runx1 knock out zebrafish hearts and are thought 

to be responsible for the increase in scarring (Koth et al., 2020). Even prior to injury in the popdc1 null 

mutant, there is an increase of runx1 expression in cardiomyocytes and endothelial cells as well as an 

upregulation of smooth muscle genes in endothelial cells. This may help to explain the persistence of 

scaring at 130 DPI, long after wild type hearts have fully recovered. 

Finally, there was a severe downregulation of fstl1b in all popdc1 null cardiomyocytes. Fstl1b is 

encoded a secreted glycoprotein that carries a follistatin-like domain, which binds BMP4 preventing it 

from binding to the BMP receptor complex and thereby negatively regulating BMP signalling (Zhou et 

al., 2006). Whether fstl1b functions in the context of BMP antagonism or has some other biochemical 

function is currently poorly understood. Epicardial patches releasing FSTL1 in mice and pigs after 

coronary artery ligation were shown to induce an increase in cardiomyocyte proliferation and result 

in improved functional recovery (Wei et al., 2015). Interestingly, recent work in zebrafish 

demonstrated that loss of fstl1b but not the related ftsl1a impairs heart regeneration (P. Ruiz Lazano, 

personal communication). Thus, the downregulation of fstl1b may be another mechanism resulting in 

impaired heart regeneration in the popdc1 null mutant. 

From these data, we can already draw some conclusions and formulate a hypothesis that helps to 

explain the reduced proliferation and persistence of scaring in the injured popdc1 null mutant heart. 

But aside from these, there are other considerations to be made for example haemodynamic forces 

are also required in activating the endocardium following injury (Gálvez-Santisteban et al., 2019). In 

the popdc1 null mutant, we observed several morphological aberrations, which may lead to altered 

blood flow and so haemodynamic forces, which could interfere with regeneration following injury. 

There is also the upregulation of a number of stress-related genes (nppa, acta1a) prior to injury in the 

popdc1 null cardiomyocytes. If the heart is already in a stressed state then perhaps it is unable to 
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properly deal with any additional stress upon cryoinjury leading to the reduced regenerative response. 

Overall, there are several potential reasons for the loss of correct regeneration in the popdc1 null 

mutant. As the process is complex, Popdc1 may likely affect regeneration at different levels. To unpick 

this process further it would be interesting to try and link Popdc1 to some of the genes that are 

misregulated at baseline or to assess the transcriptome of the popdc1 null mutant after injury. 

7.2.2 popdc1 null mutants have improper morphology in the adult heart 

Whilst characterising some of the differences in the popdc1 null mutant compared with wild type it 

was noted the mutant had larger hearts and smaller cardiomyocytes. It is currently unknown if this 

results in an overall greater cardiomyocyte number for the heart, although this is what the data 

suggests. This implies that the heart has been subjected to hyperplasia, which is thought to happen in 

the zebrafish in response to pressure overload (Jean et al., 2012), whereas mammals would respond 

to pressure overload with cardiac hypertrophy (Frey and Olson, 2003). Pressure overload in mammals 

can be caused by aortic stenosis or in response to hypertension (Cooper et al., 1981). It is plausible 

that the popdc1 null mutant heart may be exposed to pathological hemodynamic conditions because 

of the improper positioning of the heart in the thorax and alterations in the outflow tract morphology, 

both of which may cause an increase in wall stress, which possibly mimics pressure overload 

conditions in the zebrafish. Further evidence that the hearts are stressed comes from the snRNA-seq 

data where an upregulation of a number of stress markers such as nppa and atf3 was observed; both 

genes having implications in remodelling the heart after stress (Seigo et al., 1988, Chien et al., 1991, 

Komuro and Yazaki, 1993, Koren et al., 2013). There is also the upregulation of genes involved in 

cytoskeletal assembly, which may indicate that cells are changing their shape in response to an 

increase in wall stress, adding to the remodelling (Hein et al., 2000). It must also be mentioned that c-

Myc, which has been shown to interact with POPDC proteins and trigger its degradation, is also known 

of causing hyperplasia in the heart (Jackson et al., 1990, Parang et al., 2016). Further to the 

upregulation of stress markers, differences are also seen in energy metabolism with an important 

gene involved in fatty acid oxidation being strongly downregulated in the popdc1 null mutant and 
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some genes and pathways relating to glucose metabolism being upregulated. This is of significance as 

stressed hearts or injured hearts often switch to glucose metabolisms as a means to generate energy 

(Heather et al., 2006, Osorio et al., 2002, Kato et al., 2010). Currently, the epistatic relationships 

between the different gene regulatory responses remain unclear. Thus, it is unclear whether the 

transcriptional changes are a result of the stress that the loss of popdc1 puts on the heart, or whether 

the loss of popdc1 is triggering some of the transcriptional changes, which then are causing the stress 

in the mutant heart. Further work would have to be conducted to pinpoint the cause of the stress in 

the popdc1 null mutant heart, although due to the numerous interaction partners of Popdc1 it may 

be that there are multiple reasons. 

Further, morphological differences are seen in the heart, with a noticeably thickened cortical layer 

and trabeculae, which do not project as far into the lumen, have less complexity and cover less surface 

area. On top of this, when looking at the trabeculae they seem to be more fragmented and striations 

are not as easily seen, suggesting they have abnormal sarcomere organisation. tbx5a, a marker of the 

trabecular layer in the adult ventricle (Sánchez-Iranzo et al., 2018), is expressed at low levels in popdc1 

null mutants. On top of this, when looking at the different cardiomyocyte populations present in the 

ventricle there is a presumptive trabecular myocyte population based on their tbx5a expression and 

a separate but related population that is almost exclusively found in the mutant and is tbx5a negative. 

The failure to upregulate tbx5a may be responsible for the abnormal trabecular layer in the mutants 

as the expression of tbx5a is necessary to prevent cardiomyocytes from shifting to a cortical layer 

identity (Sánchez-Iranzo et al., 2018). The loss of tbx5a in popdc1 null cardiomyocytes may stimulate 

more cells to become part of the cortical layer, which could explain the thickening of this layer in the 

null mutant. It is a possibility that there are also cells, which are in ‘limbo’ as they have not received 

proper direction to become cells of either layer. The PF in the postnatal mammalian heart after 

compaction are remnants of the trabecular layer of the embryonic heart (Choquet et al., 2020, Jensen 

et al., 2017). Interestingly, Popdc1 expression in the mouse heart is higher in the cardiac conduction 

system (CCS) including the PF (Schindler et al., 2016a). The localisation and upregulation of POPDC1 
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in the CCS might suggest a function here and add to the argument of the abnormal trabecular layer 

when popdc1 is ablated in the zebrafish. 

The extensive trabeculation of the embryonic mammalian hearts serves as an intermediate state 

before compaction to allow for efficient contractility of the heart and at the same time allowing for a 

sufficient supply of oxygen and nutrients via diffusion. Coronary vessels will form alongside 

compaction of the ventricular wall, taking over the role of delivery of oxygen and nutrients (Sedmera 

et al., 2000). In zebrafish, the coronary vasculature never acquire the dense network seen in the 

mammalian heart and the ventricular wall never undergoes compaction and this diffusion delivering 

oxygen and nutrients persists in the adult zebrafish heart (Sedmera et al., 2000). The 

hypotrabeculation seen in the popdc1 null mutants may add to the stress phenotype as it could cause 

oxygen diffusion to be impeded across the tissue. And so it may be that the abnormal morphologies 

are interlinked with differences that may be formed much earlier causing later morphological changes 

due to increased stress in the heart.  

Future studies would have to be conducted to understand if the abnormal myocardial layering seen 

in the popdc1 null mutants are causing functional abnormalities, which could be observed by looking 

at the blood flow and conduction of the mutant heart and may help us to understand the stress 

phenotype observed in the mutant. 

7.3 Future Work 

There are many different avenues, which could now be explored based on the discoveries in this work, 

with many of the specific next steps having been alluded to in the discussions for individual chapters. 

Here I will discuss in more depth some of the broader lines of exploration. Firstly, I have established 

that the loss of popdc1 can cause retardation of heart regeneration. It would however be interesting 

to study the reverse situation by looking at heart regeneration in zebrafish with overexpression of 

popdc1 in the ventricle to determine if elevating popdc1 expression could accelerate the recovery of 

injured myocardium. If this would be the case then there would be the potential for investigating 
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Popdc1 as a therapeutic target for patients to help to improve myocardial recovery after MI. To aid 

the uncovering of the mechanism behind popdc1’s effect on myocardial regeneration, one could use 

for example the popdc1S191F mutant. This zebrafish mutant encodes a mutant Popdc1 protein, which 

binds cAMP with low affinity. If these fish too display an aberrant regeneration phenotype it may 

suggest the interaction of Popdc1 with cAMP is what is necessary for permitting regeneration of the 

heart. Unfortunately, the popdc1S191F mutant displays an impaired membrane localisation of POPDC1 

and POPDC2 and thus may not be the appropriate model to test the role of cAMP binding of POPDC 

proteins in heart regeneration (Froese et al., 2016). Alternatively, the identification and use of a small 

molecule Popdc1 inhibitor, to block Popdc1 function would be an approach to specifically address the 

question of the role of cAMP in cardiac regeneration. It is also advisable to generate a conditional 

popdc1 allele. The ablation of popdc1 could be triggered before the injury and would allow us to 

determine if Popdc1 is specifically required during cardiac regeneration or if the loss of popdc1 during 

development is causing stress to the heart, which is responsible for the retardation of cardiac 

regeneration. In the case of the small molecule approach to modulate a molecular inhibitor of Popdc1 

function, there is the potential to block different functions such as agonist peptides to prevent certain 

protein-protein interactions or antagonists molecule that could mimic cAMP to prevent cAMP binding, 

this may allow the further identification definition of the role of Popdc1 in regeneration. 

snRNA-seq is a powerful method applied in this thesis generating large amounts of data. Much of this 

data could be further mined to allow for the analysis of pathways that are misregulated in the popdc1 

null mutants. Moreover, in this work I have focused on the study of cardiomyocytes, other cell types 

present in the ventricle may generate specific differences which could aid in explaining some 

phenotypes seen and/or bring up further questions leading to new areas fit for exploration. To 

understand the regeneration phenotype in more depth, it would be beneficial to perform snRNA-seq 

of hearts that have been injured at one or more time points to provide further information of the 

pathways and genes that are aberrantly expressed in the mutant and may lead to a more thorough 
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understanding of the mechanism behind the retarded regeneration phenotype in the popdc1 null 

mutant. 

Finally, it will be important to study the Popdc1 null mutant mouse to uncover if they too show some 

of the phenotypes that have now been observed for the first time in the zebrafish. Specifically, it will 

be important to investigate if any of the morphological differences observed in the zebrafish are also 

present to some level in the mouse heart and to look at the RNA expression of some differentially 

expressed genes to determine if some anomalous expression patterns and pathways are similarly 

perturbed in the mouse mutant. The phenotypes present in both species may be indicative of common 

functions of POPDC1 in vertebrate hearts and therefore likely also apply to the human heart making 

this observation more clinically relevant. 

 

7.4 Final Conclusions 

My work demonstrates that popdc1 is essential for the proper time course of regeneration of the 

zebrafish heart, as when it is lost, hearts either fail completely or display a severely retarded 

regeneration in the 130-day period that I have studied following injury. Since the discovery that 

zebrafish can regenerate their hearts after injury (Poss et al., 2002), a large number of genes and 

pathways have been implicated in cardiac regeneration (Ryan et al., 2020, Sanz-Morejón and 

Mercader, 2020, Smith and Mommersteeg, 2020). A specific link to any of these previously identified 

regeneration pathways has not become apparent in this work but a number of hypotheses have been 

put forward to explain the loss of proliferation and regeneration in the popdc1 null mutant heart, such 

as the increase in binucleation and ploidy, increase of runx1 and the decrease of tbx5a and fstl1b in 

cardiomyocytes. In addition to the regeneration phenotype, popdc1 null mutants display differences 

in their myocardial layers with a thickened cortical layer and hypotrabeculation. As popdc1 null 

mutants display abnormally low expression levels of tbx5a, a marker of the trabecular layer (Sánchez-

Iranzo et al., 2018), this may cause a greater proportion of cardiomyocytes to gain a cortical identity 
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and a reduction in cells with a trabecular identity potentially explaining the alterations observed in 

the mutant heart at the histological level. Additionally, the mutant ventricles display changes in gene 

expression, associated with impaired energy metabolism and stress; factors are known to trigger 

myocardial remodelling (Heather et al., 2006, Osorio et al., 2002, Kato et al., 2010, Machackova et al., 

2006), which also may contribute to the morphological alterations in the mutant heart. Further work 

will have to be performed to find the underlying cause of the stress, although abnormal outflow tract 

positioning in the mutants may cause altered blood flow through the heart giving rise to mechanical 

stress. Overall, this work has resulted into a much more in-depth characterisation of the zebrafish 

popdc1 null mutant specifically concerning the morphological changes and the transcriptomic profile 

of the mutant heart, generating lots of novel questions, which need to be explored and hopefully 

answered in the future. 
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Appendix 

Permissions 

World Health Organisation (WHO, 2015) 

No permission required 

Data used to create Figure 1 

Disclaimer for data taken from the World Health Organisation. In figure 1 I used data taken from the 

World Health Organisation’s mortality database. Although the data was from the organisation I take 

responsibility for the visualisation and the analysis of this data. Any interpretations and conclusions 

drawn from this data are my own. The World Health Organisation is only responsible for the provision 

of this data and not from any conclusions which I have drawn from it. 

ONS (ONS, 2020) and NHS England, Wales and Northern Ireland (Digital NHS, 2020, Digital 

Health and Care Wales, 2020, Health NI, 2020) 

No permission required 

Data used to create Figure 2 

Re-using Crown copyright material © Crown copyright 

You may use and re-use the information featured on this website (not including logos) free of charge 

in any format or medium, under the terms of the Open Government Licence with only a few 

conditions. 

Open Government Licence 

Using Information under this licence 

Use of copyright and database right material expressly made available under this licence (the 

'Information') indicates your acceptance of the terms and conditions below. 
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The Licensor grants you a worldwide, royalty-free, perpetual, non-exclusive licence to use the 

Information subject to the conditions below. 

This licence does not affect your freedom under fair dealing or fair use or any other copyright or 

database right exceptions and limitations. 

You are free to: 

• copy, publish, distribute and transmit the Information; 

• adapt the Information; 

• exploit the Information commercially and non-commercially for example, by combining it with 

other Information, or by including it in your own product or application. 

NHS Scotland (Scotland, 2020) 

No permission required 

Data used to create Figure 2 

Content on this website is © copyright Public Heath Scotland unless otherwise stated. 

Organisations may copy, quote, publish and broadcast material from this website without payment 

and without approval provided they observe the conditions below. Other users may copy or download 

material from this website for private research and study without payment and without approval 

provided they observe the conditions below: 

• the source is attributed to Public Health Scotland 

• the material is not used in a misleading context or in a way that might damage Public Health 

Scotland’s reputation 

• the material is not used for commercial purposes 

• a copy is sent to the Organisational Lead for Publishing Services via PHS-publications@nhs.net 
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Journal of Muscle Research and Cell Motility (Swan et al., 2019) 

No Permission required 

Figure panels copied to create figure 6 

Journal of Muscle Research and Cell Motility publishes open access articles. Authors of open access 

articles published in this journal retain the copyright of their articles and are free to reproduce and 

disseminate their work. 

We are the authors of this work and so retain the copyright of this figure. 

Materials 

Table 18 Details of equipment used in this study 

Name Make Model 

15 ml Tubes SARSTEDT 62.554.502 

384-Well reaction plate Applied Biosystems I30F8 Q716 

50 ml Tubes SARSTEDT 62.547.254 

Agarose electrophoresis system peqlab Biotechnologie 
GmbH 

40-07-08 

Aspirator Vacuubrand BVC Control 

Balance Denver Instrument SI-2002 

Bioanalyzer Agilent 2100 Bioanalyzer 
Instrument 

Blotter Thermo Scientific OWL HEP1 

Breeding tanks - - 

Bunsen burner - - 

Cassettes Leica 3802757 

Cell counter Beckman coulter Vi-cellTM XR 

Cell culture hood Contained Air Solutions Biomat 2 

Cell culture incubator New Brunswick Galaxy 170 S 

Cell Scrapers SARTEDT 83.183 

Cell Sorter BD Biosciences BD FACSAria™ Fusion Cell 
Sorter 

Cell strainers pluriSelect pluriStrainer Mini 40um 

Cell strainers pluriSelect pluriStrainer Mini 70um 

Centrifuge Eppendorf 5415R 

Centrifuge Sorvall Discovery 90SE 

Centrifuge  Eppendorf 5810 R 

Centrifuge  Boeco C-28 

Chromium Single Cell product 10x Genomics Chromium Controller 

Coffee Filters Selecta 1117.5 
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Combination refrigerator-freezer Liebherr SN-ST 

Combination refrigerator-freezer Vestfrost SZ301M 

Computer Hewlett-Packard®  QV993AV 

Confocal Microscope Zeiss LSM-780 

Coplin Jars - - 

Coverslips 13mm diameter VWR 631-0150 

Coverslips 24x60mm VWR 631-1575 

Cryostat Leica CM1850 

Dissection forceps Dumont FST no. 5 

Dissection Microscope Zeiss KL7500 

Dissection scissors Deutsche Biomedzin DB1005 

Dounce Homogeniser Sigma Aldrich D9063-1SET 

Embedding moulds Agar Scientific G3555 

External light source for fluorescence 
excitation 

Leica Kubler Codix 

Fine Balance Sartorius CP 124 S 

Fish system Aquaneering Zebrafish 
Stand Alone Rack 

Flow cytometer and Imager Amnis®  Amnis® ImageStream®XMk 
II 

Freezer Lec+ ISU 57 

Freezer Liebherr A61794 

Freezer Liebherr SN-T 

Freezer Vestfrost CFS344 

Gel imager Syngene g:box 

Glass pipettes VWR 612-1701 

Glass pipettes VWR 612-1702 

Hemocytometer Marienfeld 
 

Hot plate Leica HI1220 

Incubator (fish room) Memmert INE 200 

Incubator (Lab) Heraeus 
 

Incubator Shaker New Brunswick Scientific Excella E24 

Laptop Apple  MacBook Pro 

Laptop Dell XPS13 

Lightbox Leica KL 1500 LCD 

Magnetic Stirrer IKA Werke Basic 2 

Microcentrifuge tubes SARTEDT 72.690.001 

Microscope (cell culture) Leica DMi1 

Microscope (fish room) Leica MZFLIII 

Microscope slides MARIENFELD 704002 

Microtome Leica RM2255 

Microwave Panasonic 
 

Needle Terumo Aganti needle 

Optical adhesive covers Applied Biosystems 4360954 

Parafilm Pechiney Plastic Packaging PM-922 

PCR tubes SARTEDT 72.737.002 
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Petri dishes Thermo Scientific 90mm Petri dish triple 
vent 

pH Meter Orion Research 
 

Pipetman Brand®  Accu-jet ® pro  

Pipette Eppendorf Research plus G23402E 

Pipette Eppendorf Research plus K21025E 

Pipette Eppendorf Research plus J33426E 

Pipette Gilson Pipetman DLS8307 

Pipette Gilson Pipetman DK61210 

Pipette Gilson Pipetman DB63368 

Pipette Gilson Pipetman P55703A 

Pipette tips TipOne S1111-6001 

Pipette tips TipOne S1113-1006 

Pipette tips TipOne S1110-3000 

Plastic Pasture pipette VWR 612-2850 

Plate reader Beckman coulter Detection Paradigim  

Plate Spinner Labnet MPS 1000 

Power Pack Bio-Rad PowerPac HC 

Polypropylene round-bottom tubes Corning Science 352063 

Polypropylene round-bottom tubes Corning Science 352059 

qPCR Machine Applied Biosystems Quanti studio 6  

Refrigerator Derby GLOBAL48C-02 

Refrigerator Lec+ LR507 

Retention Filter tips SARTEDT 70.1116.215 

Retractable scalpel Swan-Morton® 6731704 

Roller DENLEY Spiramix 5 

Rotator Labinco L28 

SDS-PAGE gel electrophoresis system Bio-Rad mini-PROTEAN®  

Shaker Lab Biometra WT16 

Sonifier Soniprep 150 

Spectrophotometers Thermo Scientific ND-8000 

Stereomicroscope Leica M205 FA 

Stripettes Greiner Bio-one 760160 

Stripettes Greiner Bio-one 606180 

Stripettes Greiner Bio-one 607180 

Superfrost Glass slides Thermo Scientific Polysine® Slides 

Superspeed centrifuge Sorvall Evolution RC 

Syringe Terumo 197 

Thermocycler Applied Biosystems Veriti 96 well thermal 
cycler 

Thermocycler Biometra T3000 

Tissue culture dishes Corning Incorporated 353004 

Tissue culture dishes Corning Incorporated 3516 

Tissue culture dishes SARSTEDT 83.3902.300 

Tissue embedder  Sakura Tissue TEK 

Tissue processor Sakura Tissue VIP 
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Ultra-low temperature freezer New Brunswick Scientific U570 

Ultrapure water system Millipore Milli-Q® Integral 3 

Vortex Scientific Industries Vortex gene 2 G560E 

Water bath Grant OLS200 

Water bath Leica HI1210 

Weigh Tray SARTEDT 71.9923.212 

Whatman filter paper GE Healthcare Lifesciences 3030-917 

Widefield Microscope Zeiss Axio observer widefield 

 

Table 19 Details of software used in this study 

Name Source 

2100 Expert Software Agilent 

Anaconda Anaconda Inc 

Annadata 0.7.5 F. Alexander Wolf, Philipp Angerer & Fabian J. Theis 

Cell Ranger 5.0.1 10x Genomics 

Clustal Omega EMBL-EBI 

Endnote Clarivate Analytics 

FIJI Open Source 

GeneSnap SynGene 

GraphPad Prism 5 GraphPad Software 

Harmonpy Ilya Korsunsky, Nghia Millard, Jean Fan, Kamil Slowikowski, 
Fan Zhang, Kevin Wei, Yuriy Baglaenko, Michael Brenner, Po-
ru Loh & Soumya Raychaudhuri 

iCn3D National Centre for Biotechnology Information 

IDEAS®  Amnis®  

IMAGE® Amnis® 

InkScape Open Source 

LasX Leica 

Matplotlib 3.2.1 NumFOCUS 

Micosoft Excel Microsoft 

Microsoft PowerPoint Microsoft 

Microsoft Word Microsoft 

ND8000 2.3.2 Thermo Fisher Scientific 

Notepad++ Open Source 

Pandas 1.1.5 NumFOCUS 

PANTHER DB Thomas lab at the University of Southern California. 
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PHYRE2 Structural Bioinformatics Group, Imperial College, London 

PuTTY Simon Tatham/ Open Source 

Python 3.6.10 Python Software Foundation 

QuantStudioTM Real-Time PCR Syst
em 

Thermo Fisher Scientific 

Scanpy 1.7.0 F. Alexander Wolf, Philipp Angerer & Fabian J. Theis 

scrublet Samuel L. Wolock, Romain Lopez & Allon M. Klein 

Servier Medical Art Servier 

SnapGene Viewer Insightful Science 

SoftMax® Pro 7.0.2 Molecular Devices 

Vi-CELL XR 2.04 Beckman Coulter, Inc 

ZEN (black edition) Zeiss 

ZEN 2 (blue edition) Zeiss 

ZEN 3.3 (blue edition) Zeiss 

 

 

Coding 

Notebooks for all of the coding completed in this these can be found on GitHub with the following 

address; 

https://github.com/lboland16/popdc1_zfish 

 

https://github.com/lboland16/popdc1_zfish

