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Research Paper

Two Different Wound Signals Evoke Very Rapid, Systemic CMBP
Transcript Accumulation in Tomato

ABSTRACT
Flaming a tomato leaf evokes a variation potential; excising an unwounded leaf evokes

an action potential; while excising a wounded leaf 90 sec after flame-wounding evokes
an action potential superimposed on the variation potential. Furthermore, flaming one
leaf induces rapid (15 min), systemic and biphasic accumulation of CMBP transcript,
excising the unwounded leaf causes slower, monophasic transcript accumulation, while
excising the wounded leaf after 90 sec has no effect on CMBP transcript accumulation in
response to the flame-wound. We propose that both of these electrical signals, the
flame-evoked variation potential and the cut-wound evoked action potential are capable
of inducing CMBP transcript accumulation, although with somewhat different kinetics.
Earlier work by others found the cut-wound had no effect on pin transcript accumulation,
thus leaf excision could be used as a tool to determine whether transport of wound
hormones out of the leaf could trigger pin gene expression. Here, however, leaf excision
could not be used to prevent signal transmission, since excision itself evoked an electrical
signal and transcript accumulation. Instead, the results show that two different electrical
signals are involved in rapid, systemic CMBP mRNA accumulation and their effects are
not additive implying they may share some common aspects.

INTRODUCTION
Plants are able to sense external stimuli and transduce them into signals1 which are

transmitted throughout the plant to distant, nonstimulated organs, where changes are
observed in their morphology and metabolism, including gene expression.2 The tomato
plant is the model system for wound-induced gene expression which involves the local and
systemic induction of the proteinase inhibitor (pin) genes by stimuli such as wounding,3-5

application of various chemicals,6,7 or electrical stimulation.8,9 These genes can be induced
systemically (within 6 h) by the application of chemicals such as ABA,6 oligosaccharides7

or the peptide systemin.10 They can be induced more rapidly (15–60 min) by either a flame
stimulation, which triggers a variation potential (VP), or by low voltage direct current
electrical stimulation, which triggers an action potential (AP), as demonstrated by
Stankovic and Davies.8,9 However, there is no evidence to date to suggest that the AP and
VP might be part of a larger signaling network in tomato, able to trigger the expression of
genes other than proteinase inhibitors, although a strong correlation was found between
changes in membrane potential and calmodulin mRNA accumulation in Bidens pilosa after
both injurious and non-injurious stimulation.11

In order to determine whether there is a large array of genes up-regulated by the VP
(flame-wounding), we constructed a subtractive (flamed minus control) cDNA library and
identified a chloroplast mRNA binding protein (CMBP) transcript that accumulates
strongly and rapidly after wounding.12 This accumulation occurs not only at the site of
stimulation (i.e., the 3rd, sub-terminal leaf, but also in the distant, intact 4th terminal
leaf.12

The main goal of this paper was to investigate the rapidity with which the wound signal(s)
was (were) generated and transmitted, and to determine whether a chemical was likely to
be the carrier of this information. Here we tested whether the removal of the damaged leaf
shortly (90 s) after the flame-stimulus would prevent the transmission of the wound signal
to the rest of the plant. This was one of the methods employed successfully to show that
pin expression was not triggered by a transported wound hormone.13



MATERIALS AND METHODS
Tomato plants (Lycopersicon esculentum cv Heinz 1439 VF) were

cultivated in the North Carolina State University Phytotron under
controlled conditions (L:D 16:8, 26:21˚C, 300 µmol s-1m-2 light
intensity) in a medium composed of gravel and Peat-lite. Three-
week-old plants (about 12 cm in height) were flamed for 2 s about
1 cm below the 3rd leaf using a gas cigarette lighter (the flame set
about 1.5 cm high). The stimulated leaf was either allowed to
remain attached to the plant or removed by a sharp cut with a razor
blade after 90 s, and the terminal leaf was collected at various times
(5 to 60 min) after treatment. We used control (cut-wound) plants
with the 3rd leaf excised without prior flame treatment to test the
traumatic effect of leaf removal by the sharp cut. Nucleic acid
isolation and characterization were performed as described earlier
using the general guidelines of Sambrook et al.14 Briefly, total RNA
was isolated using Trizol reagent (Gibco-BRL), separated on a
formaldehyde denaturing gel and transferred onto a nylon membrane
(Schleicher & Schuell). Fifty nanograms of CMBP cDNA
(AF106660) was labeled with the Ready-to-Go DNA labeling system
(Pharmacia) with [α-32P]dCTP, purified from unincorporated
nucleotides and heat denatured. Hybridization was performed at
42˚C in hybridization buffer (6x SSPE, 50% [v/v] formamide, 5x
Denhardt’s solution, 0.5% [w/v] SDS, and 100 mg/ml denatured
herring-sperm DNA). The washes (15 min each) were performed
with SSPE buffer (2x and 0.1x) containing 0.1% (w/v) SDS. The
membranes were then air-dried, and autoradiographed (Fuji X-Ray
films).

Electrophysiological measurements were performed in a Faraday
cage, as described for tomato.15 Silver electrodes were inserted at the
base of the petiole of the third leaf, and connected to a high impedance
amplifier (World Precision Instruments KS-700, Sarasota, Florida,
USA). The electric circuit was closed with a calomel reference electrode
connected to the pot in the culture medium (see Fig. 1A).

RESULTS
Plants were stimulated by flaming the 3rd leaf with a gas lighter

for 2 s and/or excising the petiole, and the ensuing electrical responses
were measured (Fig. 1B). The flame treatment evoked a typical
variation potential (VP - Fig. 1B, 1) with an amplitude of about
74 mV, followed by a slow repolarization of the membrane. Cutting
the petiole evoked what appeared to be an action potential (AP),
with a sharp peak (77 mV in amplitude), followed by a rapid
repolarization (Figs. 1B, 2). Flaming the 3rd leaf and then cutting it
off at the petiole 90 s later evoked a VP similar to that seen in
Figure 1A, 1, but superimposed with a sharp peak evoked by the cut
(Fig. 1B, 3). The fact that the flame-induced VP and cut-induced
AP could be seen simultaneously (Fig. 1B, 3) suggests that they are
motivated by different channels.

Flame treatment of the 3rd leaf caused a rapid accumulation of
CMBP transcript in the distant, intact terminal 4th leaf (Fig. 2) as
seen by direct examination of the blots (Fig. 2A) as well as calculations
of the CMBP:rRNA ratio (Fig. 2). The steady state level was low in
control plants (Fig. 2 lane 1), but within 5 min after treatment, a 2-
to 3-fold increase in transcript level had already occurred (Fig. 2
lane 2), was maximal (about 4-fold) by 15 min (Fig. 2, lane 3), rapidly
dropped to that observed in control plants by 30 min (Fig. 2, lane 4)
before increasing again at 60 min (Fig. 2, lane 5).

In order to understand the underlying mechanism behind the
rapid transmission of the flame signal, we repeated the experiment,

but removed the flamed leaf 90s after the stimulus. Because the
removal of the petiole itself constituted a wound, we made control
(named “cut only”) samples for each time point to evaluate the
effects of cutting on CMBP transcript accumulation (Fig. 3). As in
(Fig. 3) (lane 1), the steady state level was low in control plants (Fig.
3, lane 1) while the sharp cut of the petiole evoked a signal (Fig. 1B)
capable of causing transcript accumulation in the 4th leaf to the same
extent (Fig. 3, lane 2) as the combination of flame followed by a cut
(Fig. 3, lane 3). However, by 15 min after treatment the response to
the two stimuli was different. The petiole cut caused a slight increase
in CMBP transcript accumulation (Fig. 3, lane 4), but the prior
flame treatment caused a massive increase (Fig. 3, lane 5) similar in
magnitude to that observed after the flame treatment alone (Fig. 2).
In tissue subjected to the flame-wound followed by petiole excision,
the CMBP transcript level decreased at 30 min (Fig. 3, lane 7) before
accumulating again (Fig. 3, lane 9) similar to tissue subjected to the
flame-wound alone (Fig. 2, lanes 3 and 4). Interestingly, transcript
levels continued to rise at 30 min in the tissue subjected to the cut
alone (Fig. 3, lane 6), but declined at 60 min (Fig. 3, lane 8).
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Figure 1. Plant system, treatments and electrical responses. (A) Plant set-up.
Three-week-old tomato plants were placed in a Faraday cage to prevent
electrical perturbation, and silver electrodes inserted in the base of the petiole
of the 3rd leaf (Mes: measuring electrode) while the reference calomel
electrode (Ref) was put in the culture pot. These electrodes were connected
to a high impedance amplifier (Amp) and the signals recorded on a chart
recorder. 1 to 4, plant leaf from the older (1) to the youngest (4). 
(B) Electrical responses. The plants were either: 1, flamed (Fl) on the next-to
youngest 3rd leaf (3) with a 1.5 s pulse from a butane lighter; 2, cut (excised)
at the base of petiole #3; or 3, flamed, and then 90 seconds later leaf #3
was excised. The vertical bar represents 20 mV and the horizontal bar 1 min.
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DISCUSSION
Systemic accumulation of stress-related transcripts after various

stimuli is a well-described phenomenon in tomato,16 especially for
the pin genes, but the nature of the wound signal(s) rapidly transmitted
throughout the plant is still in debate. The major candidate is a
molecular (hormonal) signal. In support of this view, the work of
Ryan and Farmer and Peña-Cortès et al.17,18 demonstrates that
several hormones, including oligosaccharides, ABA and systemin,
switch on pin gene expression systemically, although accumulation
of the pin transcript is typically measured 6 h after stimulus. These
results clearly and undoubtedly demonstrate the involvement of a
molecular carrier in some aspect of long-term (6 h) pin mRNA
accumulation in tomato, although the role of ABA has been
questioned,19,20 A second candidate is an electrical signal21 (AP),
which was implicated by the work of Wildon et al.13 who showed
that for short term responses (60 min), transmitted changes in mem-
brane potential could be related to pin gene expression. The role
of electrical signals (APs) was further supported by Stankovic and
Davies8,9 who conducted experiments on more rapid (15–30 min)
systemic pin transcript accumulation in tomato and concluded that
a strict relationship exists between pin mRNA accumulation and the
transmission of membrane depolarization to the analyzed tissues.
These authors proposed a third candidate for the wound signal
evoking pin transcript accumulation as being a transmitted
hydraulic signal (loss of tension in the xylem) with a local electrical
aftermath (VP) in addition to the genuine electrical signal (AP). An
alternative explanation involving the rapid transmission of a premade
chemical in the surging xylem has been offered (Malone et al.22 and
Malone23).

It is not known if these phenomena are restricted to the pin gene
family in tomato, or whether such electrical-based signaling systems
evoke the expression of a wide array of genes. It seems likely not to
be restricted to the pin gene family, since similar observations on the
role of membrane depolarization and accumulation of calmodulin
transcript have been described after flaming in the composite Bidens
pilosa.11

Using a subtractive cDNA library (flame minus control), we 
isolated a novel wound-induced clone, encoding a chloroplast
mRNA binding protein whose transcript accumulates strongly and
systemically after flaming in tomato.12 Here we show that
flame-wounding evokes a typical VP (Fig. 1B) as has been described
previously in tomato, while cutting alone causes the generation and
transmission of an AP (Fig. 1B), similar to that evoked by electrical
stimulation.8 Cutting the leaf 90 sec after the flame-wound induced
an AP superimposed on the VP (Fig. 1B). Analysis of CMBP transcript
levels showed that flame-wounding alone caused rapid, systemic
transcript accumulation beginning in 5 min, with a peak at 15 min,
a decline, and a second increase at 60 min (Fig. 2). This is very similar
to the biphasic response seen earlier.12 Leaf excision (cut-wound),
the technique that we had intended to use as a method to prevent
passage of a chemical signal (wound hormone) as had been done
earlier for the pin transcript13 also caused CMBP transcript accumu-
lation. Transcript accumulation was equally rapid initially (5 min),
but with a peak at 30 min (Fig. 3) instead of 15 min as seen with

Figure 2. CMBP mRNA accumulates systemically in leaf #4 in response to
flaming leaf #3. Plants similar to those used for Figure 1 were either left
intact (control, lane 1), or flame-wounded on leaf #3, and leaf #4 was
harvested after 5 min (lane 2), 15 min (lane 3), 30 min (lane 4) or 60 min
(lane 5) and used for RNA isolation and Northern blots. CMBP, chloroplast
mRNA binding protein, and 18S rRNA as the control for gel loading. Graph
showing expression of CMBP relative to unflamed plant taken as base
100 reference.

Figure 3. Excision of the flamed leaf (#3) has little effect on systemic CMBP
mRNA accumulation in leaf #4. Plants similar to those used in Figure 1 were
either left untreated (control, lane 1, white box), cut-wounded by excision of
leaf #3 (grey boxes) and leaf #4 harvested after 5 min (lane 2); 15 min
(lane 4); 30 min (lane 6) or 60 min (lane 8); or flame-wounded on leaf #3
and then leaf #3 excised 90 sec later (black boxes) and leaf #4 harvested
after 5 min (lane 3), 15 min (lane 5), 30 min (lane 7) or 60 min (lane 9)
and assayed for CMBP mRNA and 18S rRNA. Graph showing expression
of CMBP relative to unflamed plant taken as base 100 reference.
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flame-wounding (Fig. 2). Because excision of leaf #3 induced
systemic CMBP transcript accumulation in leaf #4, it obviously
could not be used as a system for preventing transport of a putative
chemical signal evoking CMBP mRNA accumulation. Instead we
were able to use it as a means of demonstrating that AP evoked by a
cut-wound (Fig. 3) caused CMBP mRNA accumulation. This is
very similar to the earlier finding that AP generated in response to
electrical stimulus cause systemic pin mRNA accumulation,8,9

except that here we show that transcript accumulation occurred
within 5 min (Fig. 3) rather than the 15 min as shown earlier.
Although we could not use excision of the flamed leaf as a method
to try to prevent transmission of a wound chemical, we did use the
method to show that there was no additive or synergistic effect
between transcript accumulation in response to flaming (Fig. 2) and
to cutting (Fig. 3). In fact, the effect of the cut (leaf excision after the
flame-wound) was negligible - the response to flame plus cut (Fig. 3)
was very similar to the response to flame alone (Fig. 2).

In trying to untangle the complexity of many systemic plant
responses to the environment, we have suggested,24,25 that there is a
series of stimulus/signal events, namely:

“External stimulus  transmitted signal (= local stimulus)  signal
(= stimulus or second messenger)  response”,

where the initial stimulus (here a flame or cut) evokes a transmitted
signal (AP, VP or hormone), which in turn acts in distant tissue as a
local stimulus to evoke another signal (perhaps calcium) which
becomes a stimulus for another signal (perhaps InsP3) with some
eventual response (here transcript accumulation). Based on this
hypothetical pathway,25 we can use the results here to argue for and
against certain putative explanations. First, flame-wounding and
cutting are almost equally effective in causing transcript accumulation,
yet they have no additive effect. This strongly implies that there
must be some common (limiting) point in the respective pathways.
The fact that they evoke different electrical signals (VP and AP) says
that the systemic signal is not the common point. Further, since
VP-evoked calcium26 appears to enter through mechano-sensitive
channels in living cells close to the xylem, whereas AP-evoked calcium
enters voltage-gated channels in the phloem,27 the common point
may not be calcium. It is more likely that InsP3 is the common
point, since any increase in intra-cellular calcium is likely to stimulate
an increase in InsP3.28 However, the rate of transcription by RNA
polymerase II (pol2), whether evoked by calcium and/or InsP3, is
perhaps the most likely common point, especially considering that
pol2 activity is enhanced by phosphorylation,29 which, in turn, is
normally modulated by calcium.
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