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Examination of complementary replicas obtained by freeze-fracture of Chla-
mydia psittaci revealed, at the level of the plasma membrane, a progressive
differentiation of “crater-like formations,” which likely correspond to transmem-
branal pores. Recognition of “early” and “late” stages observed in the interme-
diate bodies permitted detailed study of the developmental cycle of this chlamy-

dia.

Chlamydiae are obligate intracellular procar-
yotes, for which Storz and Page created the
order Chlamydiales (25). They are character-
ized by a developmental cycle occurring within
cytoplasmic vacuoles (5-7, 11, 12, 20, 21).

Many studies were carried out on the Chla-
mydia envelope (for review, see Becker [1]). In
an electron microscopic study of purified cell
walls, Manire (16) reported hexagonally arrayed
structures, which were later confirmed by sev-
eral authors (9, 17, 19, 21, 24). Based on a freeze-
etching technique without double replicas, Ka-
jima et al. (10) and Matsumoto (17) reported
studies on Chlamydia trachomatis and Chla-
mydia psittaci, respectively. Matsumoto also
showed, by freeze-etching, hexagonally arrayed
structures. The relationship between these two
types of structures is not yet defined clearly.

Using the freeze-fracture technique with com-
plementary replicas obtained in ultrahigh vac-
uum and at very low temperature, we obtained
new data on the modification of the C. psittaci
envelope appearing during the chlamydial cycle.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Chlamydial strain and cell cultures. The Loth
ornithosis strain of C. psittaci was used in this study.
This strain was multiplied in HeLa 229 or in 1.929 cell
lines and infected as previously described by Popov et
al. (21).

Electron microscopy. Fixations were carried out
when 80% of the cells were infected. Glutaraldehyde
(2.5%) in 0.1 M cacodylate buffer (pH 7.2) was added
at 37°C for 1 h. The flask was rinsed with the caco-
dylate buffer at laboratory temperature, and the cells
were gently scraped. The cells were sedimented by
low-speed centrifugation, and the pellet was impreg-
nated with 25% glycerol for 20 to 30 min to avoid ice-
crystal formation. These samples were again centri-

fuged, and then were sandwiched between two speci-
men holder dishes 3 mm in diameter for double-replica
technique. They were then fractured in a Cryofract
device by the method of Escaig and Nicolas (8), and
both complementary fractures were shadowed by plat-
inum evaporation. The replicas were cleaned in so-
dium hypochlorite, rinsed in double distilled water,
dried, and examined in a transmission electron micro-
scope at 75 kV. For control, thin sections of cells were
postfixed in osmium tetroxide, dehydrated, and
embedded in polyester resins.

RESULTS

Complementary cleavages obtained by freeze-
fracturing enabled us to examine and compare
the opposite structures of both the concave and
the convex faces of the same material.

Host cells. The fractured cells clearly showed
the cleavage surface of the plasma membranes,
the inner and outer membranes of mitochondria,
the numerous vacuolar membranes, and, occa-
sionally, the ergastoplasmic reticulum.

The vacuoles filled with chlamydiae were sur-
rounded by a membrane whose convex face was
almost entirely smooth (Fig. 1, EV). The oppo-
site concave face showed numerous particles
(Fig. 2, PV). The fractured surface of the vacu-
olar material lying between the chlamydiae was
almost smooth.

The microorganisms. On ultrathin sections,
the various developmental stages were observed
(Fig. 3). The bodies were spherical in shape,
surrounded by a plasma membrane that was
often difficult to observe (12) and by a cell wall
whose outer membrane was also trilamellar in
structure. As previously described, the reticulate
bodies (RB) were 0.6 to 1 um in size. By reduc-
tion of their size and by differentiation of a
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F16. 1 and 2. Complementary replicas of a microcolony of C. psittaci in an L929 cell. N, Host cell nucleus;
PV and EV, P and E faces of the vacuolar membrane enclosing the chlamydiae; VF, vacuolar fluid; CF,
transversal fracture of a reticulate body; EB (see also Fig. 5 and 6) with craters. Single arrow, Incomplete

crater; double arrow, constriction suggesting a process of division. Bar, 1 um; X36,000. Arrows at bottom
indicate the direction of shadowing.
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F16. 3. Microcolony of C. psittaci in L929 cells. Ultrathin section. Arrow: EB with hemispheric projections;
ie, early type of IB with a differentiated nucleoid; ie,, the same, with two nucleoids; il, late type of IB (see also
insert). Bar, 1 pm; %31,000. Insert: bar, 0.1 pm; X105,000.

nucleoid, they became transformed into inter-
mediate bodies (IB) and finally into elementary
bodies (EB), small dense forms of approximately
0.3 pm in diameter, with a sublateral nucleoid.
Concerning more specifically the IB, we were
able to observe two main types (Fig. 3). Some
were still similar to RB, with a spherical shape,
an electron-clear cytoplasm, and a smooth en-
velope, but they differed from RB by a dense
simple or multiple nucleoid. They were 0.6 to
0.45 pm in size and might be able to undergo
division. Others with an average diameter of 0.45
pm presented a dense sublateral nucleoid, a cy-
toplasm at different stages of densification, and
projections of the envelope (Fig. 3 and insert).
We consider these second forms as a further step
of differentiation just preceding the EB, which
often possess hemispheric surface projections
(Fig. 3) similar to those observed by several
authors (9, 18, 21, 24).

Freeze-fracture of RB showed two different
cleavage zones (CZ), an inner one and an outer
one (Fig. 1, 2, and 4). The inner CZ was covered

on its convex face by numerous particles,
whereas the opposite concave face was almost
smooth with only a few particles per square
micrometer. The outer CZ was less frequently
observed. It was almost smooth on its convex
face. The concave face showed smooth areas and
irregularly distributed granular areas. RB were
sometimes observed in the process of elongation
and constriction.

Freeze-fracture of EB (Fig. 1, 2, 5, and 6)
showed only one CZ, with numerous particles
covering the convex face, whereas the concave
face possessed very few particles. The comple-
mentary structure of both faces is clearly shown
in Fig. 5 and 6. This membrane showed peculiar
“crater-like formations,” constituted on the con-
cave face by protrusions of approximately 30 to
40 nm in diameter. A 14- to 20-nm depression
showing a small (3- to 6-nm) knob was located
in the center. The convex face presented depres-
sions of the same diameter as the craters of the
concave face, with a centrally positioned circular
protrusion 14 to 20 nm in diameter showing a
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w, Convex face, almost smooth;
wide arrow, concave face, partially smooth with some granules. Bar, 1 pm; X60,000. Arrow at bottom left
indicates direction of shadowing.

F1c. 5 and 6. Enlargements of the complementary replicas of Fig. 1 and 2. Cleavage of the plasma
membrane of an EB: Fig. 5, E face; Fig. 6, P face. Thin arrows: Porelike structures in the center of the
craters, seen as small pits on the P face and small knobs on the E face. Wide arrows: Transversal fractures
of the cell wall. Bar, 0.1 um; x170,000. Arrows at bottom left indicate direction of shadowing.
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small (3- to 6-nm) hollow in its center. These
structures were arrayed in hexagonal arrange-
ments.

We did not succeed in observing any outer CZ
in EB in spite of our efforts to visualize it by
postfixing the samples in different conditions
and by fracturing at several temperatures or
without glycerol. Similarly, we failed to observe
“projections” on transversal fractures of the
outer zone, whose surface appeared almost
smooth (Fig. 5 and 6).

Some bodies, about 0.45 ym in diameter,
showed craters similar to those observed in EB.
According to their size and structure, these
forms should be considered IB (Fig. 7). Some-
times, the craters, not entirely differentiated,
were devoid of the central granule (Fig. 1 and 2,
single arrows). These bodies occasionally
showed a transversal constriction, suggesting a
process of division (Fig. 1 and 2, double arrows).

DISCUSSION

The complementary replicas we obtained en-
abled us to present data and interpretations in
accordance with the present knowledge of the
cleavage mechanism of the biological mem-
branes of eucaryotic and procaryotic cells, par-
ticularly gram-negative bacteria (2-4, 13, 22, 26,
27) and chlamydia-like rickettsias of inverte-
brates (14, 15).

Fi1c. 7. Freeze-fracture of the plasma membrane of
IB, showing the craters. P, P face; E, E face. Bar, 1
pm; X50,000. Arrow at bottom left indicates direction
of shadowing.
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The CZ of the host cell membrane shows,
according to Branton et al. (3), the plasmic “P”
face with numerous particles and the external
“E” face with rare particles.

The inner CZ appearing in the RB clearly
occurred at the level of the plasma membrane.
Indeed, the convex face with numerous particles
may be assimilated to the P face, and the op-
posite one may be assimilated to the E face. The
outer CZ of the RB corresponded to the outer
membrane of the bacterial cell wall. The convex
face with a smooth surface was not significantly
different from the corresponding face in most of
bacteria. However, the structure of the concave
face, with only a few granules, resembled more
that of a rickettsia pathogenic for the scorpion
Buthus occitanus (14) than the concave face of
the cell wall of gram-negative bacteria and of
some rickettsiae (14, 15), where many granules
have been described. Membrane cleavage was
observed by Kajima et al. and by Matsumoto
(10, 17) but interpreted differently. The cell wall
cleavage was not observed.

In EB, the only CZ was characteristic of the
plasma membrane with convex P and concave E
faces. The numerous craters were apparently
limited to a hemisphere; this location could be
related to the eccentric position of the nucleoid.
The granule located in the center of the crater
cavity of the P face was wider than the usual
particles of the plasma membrane. The small
central hollow, several nanometers in diameter,
observed in the middle of this granule likely
corresponded to a small canal, its complemen-
tary structure appearing as a little knob on the
E face. No cell wall cleavage could be detected
in EB; this very likely resulted from important
reorganizations occurring in the structure of the
outer membrane. The craters of EB, called but-
tons by Matsumoto (17), were previously ob-
served but with a less sophisticated interpreta-
tion of their structure and of the mechanism of
freeze-fracture.

According to their structure on ultrathin sec-
tions, two main types of IB could be distin-
guished. The first type, with a spherical shape,
an electron-clear cytoplasm, and a centrally lo-
cated nucleoid, would represent an “early” IB,
still able to undergo division. The second type,
with projections of the envelope, an electron-
dense cytoplasm, and an eccentric nucleoid,
could represent a “late” IB in an advanced stage
of condensation, likely corresponding to the IB
that showed well-differentiated craters by
freeze-fracture. Incomplete craters could start
differentiating at the early stage of IB or even at
the stage of RB. Until now, the cleavage and
craters of IB have not been observed.

Moreover, the craters of the plasma mem-
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F16. 8. Diagrammatic representation of a trans-
versal section of the EB envelope. Zone a, Plasma
membrane. Three crater-like formations next to each
other are illustrated (clf). The phospholipidic bilayer
and the membrane proteins are schematized accord-
ing to the fluid mosaic model of Singer and Nicolson
(23). The central granule of the craters (g) is repre-
sented as a molecule crossed by a canal continuing
through the cell wall. Cleavage zone: Wide line
(curved arrow). Zone b, Cell wall (cw). The surface is
supposed to be either smooth (II) or bearing hemi-
spheric surface projections located above craters (I)
or between adjacent craters (I11).

brane could be in relation to the hemispheric
surface projections of the cell wall (showed in
Fig. 3 and previously described by several au-
thors [9, 16, 17, 19, 21, 24]), whose role in attach-
ment to host cells is controversial (9). Both types
of formations show a similar hexagonal arrange-
ment (16, 17), but we have no data to define
whether they are superimposed or not. In our
studies, we failed to observe any projections on
transverse fractures of the cell wall (Fig. 5 and
6). It is thus possible that they are appearing
only at a given physiological stage or as a result
of external conditions. The three possibilities
concerning the relations between the craters and
the cell wall are illustrated schematically in Fig.
8.

As mentioned above, if a canal is crossing the
central granule of craters, these formations
might represent transmembranal pores of a pe-
culiar nature. They could play a role in the
transfer of substances at different stages of the
cycle, especially during the process of conden-
sation of late IB or the swelling of EB.
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