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ABSTRACT: Hydrogels are used to create 3D microenvironments with properties that direct
cell function. The current study demonstrates the versatility of hyaluronic acid (HA)-based
hydrogels with independent control over hydrogel properties such as mechanics, architecture,
and the spatial distribution of biological factors. Hydrogels were prepared by reacting furan-
modified HA with bis-maleimide-poly(ethylene glycol) in a Diels−Alder click reaction.
Biomolecules were photopatterned into the hydrogel by two-photon laser processing, resulting
in spatially defined growth factor gradients. The Young’s modulus was controlled by either
changing the hydrogel concentration or the furan substitution on the HA backbone, thereby
decoupling the hydrogel concentration from mechanical properties. Porosity was controlled by
cryogelation, and the pore size distribution, by the thaw temperature. The addition of galactose
further influenced the porosity, pore size, and Young’s modulus of the cryogels. These HA-based
hydrogels offer a tunable platform with a diversity of properties for directing cell function, with
applications in tissue engineering and regenerative medicine.

1. INTRODUCTION
Cells reside in a complex microenvironment of proteoglycans,
proteins, and signaling molecules. This extracellular matrix
(ECM) provides biophysical and biochemical instructions that
guide cell growth, behavior, and fate (Figure 1A). Attempts to

recreate the cell ECM in vitro using natural and synthetic
scaffolds have identified specific properties that recapitulate in
vivo attributes.1 Many of the ECM properties are paramount in
dictating cell growth and function, including the concentration
and distribution of growth factors and binding ligands and
architectural properties of scaffolds such as the porosity,
mechanical stiffness, and density of tethering sites. ECM
attributes guide proper stem cell differentiation, promote tissue

regeneration, affect proliferation rates, enhance the migration
potential, and even influence disease states such as cancer.2−8

Hydrogels currently used in 3D cell culture and tissue
engineering are created from chemically or physically cross-
linked polymer systems.9 Although these systems are robust
and diverse, many lack the versatility to control the multiple
properties important to cell function. The most promising
platforms allow several biophysical and biochemical aspects of
the ECM to be controlled and combined to provide
unprecedented flexibility in recreating the desired native
environment of a given cell. Indeed, those hydrogels that can
be systematically modified to control the biochemical,
architectural, and mechanical properties simultaneously will
be most successful in recapitulating the diversity of native
ECMs.
Hyaluronic acid (HA) is particularly compelling as a scaffold

because it is a natural occurring nonsulfated glycosaminoglycan
found ubiquitously in the ECM and is readily chemically
modified to form hydrogels.10,11 Building on our previous
success in synthesizing HA-cross-linked hydrogels,11 here we
report HA-furan/bis-maleimide-poly(ethylene glycol) Diels−
Alder click-cross-linked hybrid hydrogels that are tuned to
mimic many of the properties of the ECM. Matrix biochemical
cues are manipulated using two-photon patterning technology,
matrix architecture is controlled by cryogenic gelation
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Figure 1. (A) Multiple properties in the extracellular matrix are
essential to cell behavior. (B) Multiple aspects of HA-furan/PEG
hydrogels can be simultaneously controlled to recapitulate native cell
environments.
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conditions, and matrix mechanical properties are tuned by the
matrix density and degree of cross-linking (Figure 1B).

2. EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
2.1. Materials. Dried sodium hyaluronate (HA) (2.34 × 105 amu),

was purchased from Lifecore Biomedical (Chaska, MN, USA). Bis-(N-
ethylmaleimide)-poly(ethylene glycol) (PEG-(mal)2) (3.0 × 103 amu)
was purchased from RAPP Polymere GmbH (Germany). 4-(4,6-
Dimethoxy-1,3,5-triazin-2-yl)-4-methylmorpholinium chloride
(DMTMM) and dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) were purchased from
Sigma-Aldrich (St. Louis, MO, USA). Furfurylamine was purchased
from Acros Organics (Belgium). 2-(N-Morpholino)-ethanesulfonic
acid (MES) buffer and 2-[(2-hydroxy-1-bis[hydroxy methyl ethyl)
aminoethanesulfonic acid (TES) buffer were purchased from Bioshop
Canada Inc. (Burlington, ON, Canada). 5-Dulbecco’s phosphate-
buffered saline (PBS) was purchased from Multicell Technologies Inc.
(Woonsocket, RI, USA). AlexaFluor 488-hydrazide and AlexaFluor
568-hydrazide were purchased from Invitrogen (Eugene, OR, USA).
Dialysis membranes were purchased from Spectrum Laboratories Inc.
(Rancho Dominguez, CA, USA). Recombinant human epidermal
growth factor (EGF) was purchased from PeproTech Inc. (Rocky Hill,
NJ, USA). Sulfosuccinimidyl[4-iodoacetyl]aminobenzoate (Sulfo-
SIAB) and dialysis cassettes were purchased from Thermo-Fisher
(Pittsburgh, PA, USA).
2.2. Synthesis and Characterization of HA-Furan and

Coumarin-HA-Furan. Furan-modified HA derivatives (HA-furan)
were synthesized as previously described.11 Briefly, HA-furan
derivatives were prepared by dissolving HA (0.40 g, 1.04 mmol
carboxylates) in 40 mL of MES buffer (100 mM, pH 5.5). To prepare
40%-substituted HA-furan, DMTMM (0.25 g, 1.02 mmol, 1 equiv)
was added to the mixture and stirred for 10 min. Furfurylamine (47.2
μL, 0.50 mmol, 0.5 equiv) was then added dropwise to the solution.
To prepare 55%-substituted HA-furan, DMTMM (0.56 g, 2.04 mmol,
2 equiv) and furfurylamine (94.4 μL, 1.02 mmol, 1 equiv) were used.
The reaction was stirred at room temperature for 24 h and then
dialyzed against distilled water for 3 days (Mw cutoff 12−14 kDa).
Water was removed by lyophilization to obtain HA-furan derivatives as
a white powder. The degree of substitution (DS) was determined from
1H NMR spectra by comparing the ratio of the areas under the proton
peaks at 6.26, 6.46, and 7.65 ppm (furan protons) to the peak at 1.9
ppm (N-acetyl glucosamine protons of HA). 1H NMR spectra were
recorded in D2O on a Varian Mercury-400 MHz NMR spectrometer
(Palo Alto, CA, USA).
Derivatives of 6-bromo-7-hydroxycoumarin sulfide (coumarin) were

prepared according to a published procedure12 and conjugated to HA-
furan carboxylates with DMTMM to form coumarin HA-furan
derivatives (coumarin-HA-furan). HA-furan (0.526 g, 1.194 mmol
carboxylates) was dissolved in 50 mL of MES buffer (100 mM, pH
5.5). Following complete dissolution, DMTMM (0.066 g, 0.23988
mmol, 0.2 equiv) in 300 μL of MES buffer (100 mM, pH 5.5) was
added, and the reaction mixture was stirred for 30 min. Coumarin
(0.0394 g, 0.1194 mmol, 0.1 equiv) in 100 μL of DMSO was then
added dropwise, and the reaction was stirred in the dark at room
temperature for 24 h (Supporting Information Figure 1). The reaction
solution was then dialyzed in the dark against distilled water for 3 days
(Mw cutoff 12−14 kDa) and lyophilized in the dark to obtain
coumarin-HA-furan as a fluorescent, white spongy powder (λabs = 335
nm). The DS was determined from 1H NMR.
2.3. General Preparation of HA-Furan/PEG Hydrogels. HA-

furan hydrogels cross-linked with bis-maleimido-poly(ethylene glycol)
(PEG-(mal)2) via Diels−Alder chemistry were synthesized as
previously described.11 In a representative example (100 μL of
hydrogel with an HA concentration of 1.0% w/v), HA-furan (1.00 mg,
1.0 equiv of furan) was dissolved in 73 μL of MES buffer, and PEG-
(mal)2 (1.37 mg, 1.0 equiv of maleimide) was dissolved in 23 μL of
MES buffer (100 mM, pH 5.5). The two solutions were mixed
thoroughly and allowed to react overnight to give HA-furan or
coumarin-HA-furan hydrogels cross-linked with PEG (Figure 2).

2.4. Synthesis and Characterization of IA-EGF-488. EGF was
modified with an iodoacetamide functionality and a fluorescent dye for
patterning and visualization purposes, respectively (Supporting
Information Figure 2). EGF (2.0 mg, 0.32 μmol) was dissolved in
TES buffer (50 mM, pH 8.6), to which sulfo-SIAB (4.0 mg, 8.1 μmol,
25 equiv) was added every 2 h at room temperature until a 100 molar
total excess of sulfo-SIAB was reached. Iodoacetylated-EGF (IA-EGF)
was purified by dialysis for 48 h (Mw cutoff 2 kDa) against TES (50
mM, pH 8.0) at 4 °C with frequent buffer changes. The degree of
iodoacetylation was determined using MALDI-TOF (MDS Sciex API
QSTAR XL Pulsar MALDI QTOF, Applied Biosystems, Foster City,
CA).

IA-EGF (1.0 mg, 0.16 μmol) in MES (50 mM, pH 5.5) was
combined with DMTMM (4.4 mg, 160 μmol, 100 equiv) and
AlexaFluor 488-hydrazide (2.0 mg, 35 μmol, 20 equiv). The reaction
mixture was agitated at room temperature for 24 h. The fluorescently
labeled protein (IA-EGF-488) was purified by dialysis for 48 h (Mw
cutoff 2 kDa) against PBS (pH 7.4) with frequent buffer changes. The
substitution level of AlexaFluor 488 per mole of IA-EGF was
calculated according to the manufacturer’s instructions (Invitrogen,
Eugene, OR). An extinction coefficient of 17 780 M−1 cm−1 at λ = 280
nm was used for IA-EGF. See the Supporting Information for detailed
results.

2.5. Photopatterning of IA-EGF-488 within HA-Furan/PEG
Hydrogels. Preformed gels of 100 μL of coumarin-HA-furan/PEG
samples were incubated in 100 μL of PBS (100 mM, pH 8.5) at room
temperature for 8 h following gelation. A 90 μL solution of IA-EGF-
488 (0.17 mg/mL) was added on top of the gels and left for 16 h at
room temperature. A region of interest (ROI) (100 μm × 100 μm)
was drawn into the hydrogel, 100 μm relative to the glass bottom. The
microscope stage position and laser parameters were controlled using
control scripts written in-house using the Leica/Visual Basic software
interface. A scanned grid of square ROIs, increasing the number of
scans for each subsequent square by 5, resulted in 10 squares being
scanned from 5 to 50 times. The coumarin-HA-furan/PEG hydrogels
were then submerged in PBS buffer (100 mM, pH 7.4) for 48 h to
remove excess protein.

To convert the fluorescence intensity into protein concentration, a
calibration curve was constructed with AlexaFluor 488. Hydrogel
samples with Alexa 488 concentrations of 0, 20, 100, 500, 1000, 2500,
and 5000 nM were imaged 100 μm into the hydrogel, relative to the

Figure 2. HA-furan backbone cross-linked with PEG via Diels−Alder
click chemistry to afford HA-furan/PEG hydrogels. A photolabile
coumarin moiety can also be incorporated for 3D patterning of
iodoacetamide-functionalized biomolecules.
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glass bottom. The calibration curve, along with the known number of
fluorophores per protein, was used to calculate the protein
concentration.
2.6. Confocal Settings for Photopatterning and Fluores-

cence Imaging. All patterns were created using a Leica TCS-SP2
confocal microscope (Leica Microsystems, Wetzlar, Germany)
equipped with a multiphoton Mai Tai broadband Ti-sapphire laser
(Spectra-Physics) using a 20× objective (NA = 0.4) and an electronic
stage. The multiphoton laser was set to 740 nm with an offset of 75%
and a gain of 43% for patterning.
Images were collected by confocal microscopy on an Olympus

FV1000 at 20× magnification using the following excitation and
emission wavelengths: for Alexa-488, excitation at 485 nm, emission at
520 nm; for Alexa-546, excitation at 560 nm, emission at 580 nm.
ImageJ was used for fluorescence quantification.
2.7. Preparation of HA-Furan/PEG Cryogels. HA-furan (40%

substitution, 10.00 mg, 1.0 equiv of furan) was dissolved in 0.5 mL of
MES buffer (10 mM, pH 5.5). For sugar-modified formulations, D-
galactose was added (39.6 mg, 220 μmol) to the HA-furan and mixed.
The viscous liquid was cooled to 4 °C and degassed for 1 min to
remove any air bubbles. In another vial, PEG-(mal)2 cross-linker
(13.65 mg, 1.0 equiv of maleimide) was dissolved in 0.5 mL of MES
buffer (10 mM, pH 5.5), cooled to 4 °C, and carefully mixed with the
solution containing HA-furan. The mixture was then flash frozen in
liquid nitrogen and maintained at either −6 or −15 °C for 8 h. The
solutions were then warmed to room temperature for 1 h, followed by
another identical freeze/thaw cycle. The reactions were quenched by
adding 10 mg/mL N-ethylhydroxy maleimide (0.2 mL) and incubated
overnight at room temperature.
2.8. Pore Size Characterization. Unreacted carboxylates of the

HA-furan polysaccharide backbone were conjugated to AlexaFluor
568-hydrazide using DMTMM chemistry to enable the visualization of
the pore size and pore wall thickness. HA-cryogels were diluted with
MES buffer (100 mM, pH 5.5), followed by the addition of DMTMM
(4 mg, 15 μmol) and AlexaFluor 568-hydrazide (1 mg, 1.75 μmol) and
mixed overnight at room temperature in the dark. The labeled gels
were washed extensively with MES buffer, followed by distilled water.
Three Z-stack sections of each gel were then imaged on an Olympus
confocal microscope at 20× magnification. Three images from each Z
stack were analyzed for pore size using ImageJ software.
2.9. Mechanical Compression Testing. The Young’s moduli

were determined for HA-furan/PEG hydrogels and cryogels that had
been preswollen in PBS for a day and formed into cylindrical samples
with a diameter of 5 mm. Samples were placed between two
impermeable flat platens connected to a DAQ-Nano17 force
transducer (ATI Industrial Automation) on a Mach-1 micro-
mechanical system (Biomomentum). Samples were subjected to an
initial tare force of 0.01 N to even out surface defects, and the platen-
to-platen separation was taken as the initial sample height. Uniaxial,
unconfined compression was performed at 37 °C at a deformation rate
of 10 μm/s until an applied strain of 20% was reached. The Young’s
modulus was taken as the slope of the resultant stress versus strain
chart for each sample.
2.10. Statistical Analysis. All statistical analyses were performed

using GraphPad Prism version 5.00 for Windows (GraphPad Software,
San Diego, CA, USA, www.graphpad.com). Differences among groups
of three or more treatments were assessed by one-way ANOVA with
either Bonferroni or Newton-Keuls post hoc corrections to identify
statistical differences. Differences among two treatments were assessed
using unpaired t tests. An α level of 0.05 was set as the criterion for
statistical significance. Graphs are annotated with p values represented
as * ≤ 0.05, ** ≤ 0.01, or *** ≤ 0.001. All data are presented as mean
± standard deviation.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1. Synthesis of HA-Furan and Coumarin-HA-Furan
with Control over the Degree of Substitution. HA-furan
was synthesized as previously reported to give a furan
substitution level of 40 or 55% by altering the ratio of HA to

furfurylamine and DMTMM. HA-furan was further modified
with coumarin derivatives to give photosensitive coumarin-HA-
furan conjugates used for patterning experiments (Figure 3).
The degree of substitution of coumarin was controlled to
between 1 and 4% by altering the reaction conditions.

PEG-(mal)2 is compelling as a cross-linker because it
provides the hydrogel with a blank palette in which to
introduce biologically active molecules. The potential to tune
this HA hydrogel with any bis-maleimide cross-linker gives
these gels greater versatility than what can be achieved using
collagen or similar gels with coupled concentration and
mechanics.

3.2. Patterning of IA-EGF-488 within Coumarin-HA-
Furan/PEG Hydrogels. To verify our ability to immobilize
iodoacetamide-functionalized EGF labeled with AlexaFluor 488
(IA-EGF-488) in spatially defined patterns, IA-EGF-488 was
added to photolabile coumarin-HA-furan/PEG hydrogels (1%
DS for coumarin). Two-photon excitation at 740 nm in 3D
space generated a pattern of free thiols, which in turn reacted
with IA-EGF-488 through a bimolecular nucleophilic sub-
stitution reaction, ultimately to yield HA-EGF-488 (Supporting
Information Figure 3).
We first patterned a series of squares (100 × 100 μm2) 100

μm below the surface of the hydrogel. By increasing the
irradiation exposure of the HA hydrogels to the multiphoton
Ti/sapphire confocal laser, the concentration of exposed thiols
increased, resulting in greater amounts of IA-EGF-488
immobilized within the hydrogels (Figure 4A).
A volume that was scanned five times resulted in an

immobilized protein concentration of 52 ± 2 nM. Increasing
the number of scans to 50 increased this immobilized protein
concentration to 508 ± 2 nM. A linear relationship between the
irradiation exposure and the amount of immobilized protein is
evident (Figure 4B) and consistent with previous 3D patterning
reports in other hydrogels, thereby demonstrating the
applicability of this technique to diverse transparent hydro-
gels.13−15 Additional control of protein immobilization can also
be achieved by either altering the degree of substitution of the
coumarin functionality on the HA backbone or varying the laser
intensity.

Figure 3. Typical 1H NMR for coumarin-HA-furan with 40% furan
and 1% coumarin substitution. The degree of substitution is
determined from the integration of respective peaks: HA (peak a),
furan (peaks b and c), and coumarin (peak d).
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A plot of the fluorescence profile of IA-EGF-488 against
position within the z axis confirmed that the patterned volumes
of protein were in fact distributed in three dimensions (Figure
4C). For a graphical representation, the maximum fluorescence
was set at 0 μm, and the distribution of immobilized IA-EGF-
488 within the z plane of the coumarin-HA-furan/PEG
hydrogel was visualized. The fluorescence intensity profile
along the z axis for all squares spans approximately 30 μm for 5
scans to 100 μm for 50 scans. As expected, increasing the
number of scans results in a broader profile, given that the
excitation volume of the two-photon laser is increased along the
z axis with irradiation exposure. All patterns maintained their
shape, size, and fluorescence after 2 weeks in an aqueous buffer
(Supporting Information Figure 4), demonstrating that the
thioether bonds formed during the patterning process are
stable.
To date, the 3D patterning of biomolecules has been

performed only in hydrogels composed of non-native or
synthetic materials such as agarose12−15 or PEG.16 This work
presents, for the first time, the 3D immobilization of proteins
within a hybrid hydrogel system consisting of the natural ECM
proteoglycan HA and the synthetic polymer PEG.
3.3. Photopatterning of Gradient Channels of IA-EGF-

488. Three-dimensional patterning of proteins within tissue
engineering scaffolds represents a sophisticated technique for
harnessing spatial control over cellular activities such as cell
migration, differentiation, and proliferation.17−19 Agarose
hydrogels with linear concentration gradients of immobilized
proteins have been shown.13,20 In this study, we demonstrated
that the 3D patterning of protein gradients can be extended to
our HA-furan/PEG hydrogel. To prepare concentration
gradients of functionalized proteins, coumarin-HA-furan/PEG
hydrogels containing IA-EGF-488 were irradiated over a
defined region of interest within the hydrogels. By taking
advantage of the correlation between increased EGF immobi-
lization with increased two-photon irradiation shown in Figure
4, we increased the number of scans with increased depth in the

hydrogel. This technique created concentration gradients of
EGF from 25 to 250 nM over 150 μm (Figure 5).

The ability to pattern biomolecules in defined volumes
provides great control over the distribution of biomolecules
within biomimetic matrices. Chemical gradients of growth
factors in the ECM are significantly important in guiding cell
migration, development, and growth.21 One specific example is
found in vasculogenesis where gradients of vascular endothelial
growth factor (VEGF) guide the budding and maturation of
endothelial cells in blood vessel formation.13 Gradients of EGF
have been shown to guide the migration of mesenchymal stem
cells22 and significantly influence downstream transduction

Figure 4. Controlled 3D immobilization of EGF within HA-furan/PEG hydrogels. (A) Ten different squares (100 × 100 μm2) were patterned 100
μm into the hydrogel, with each region being exposed to an increasing number of scans ranging from 5 to 50. (B) The concentration of IA-EGF-488
immobilized per number of scans was quantified by measuring the fluorescence from each square in comparison to a standard curve of HA hydrogels
with known concentrations of Alexa 488 (mean ± S.D., n = 3). (C) The z-axis profile of the fluorescence of IA-EGF-488 for boxes with 5, 25, and 50
scans was plotted, with the maximum intensity centered at 0 μm.

Figure 5. Three-dimensional patterning of EGF within a coumarin-
HA-furan/PEG hydrogel. (A) Creation of a linearly immobilized
gradient of EGF. From the top of the hydrogel, the number of scans by
the multiphoton laser is increased as it penetrates the sample,
corresponding to an increase in fluorescence intensity and hence an
increase in protein immobilization. (B) The concentration of
immobilized protein in the gradient was quantified by the fluorescence
intensity, showing a change in concentration from 25 nM at the top of
the hydrogel to 250 nM at a depth of 150 μm in the hydrogel.
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events through extracellular signal-related kinase (ERK)
activation.23 Chemical gradients of EGF are also important in
the progression of many diseases, including cancer, where they
influence the metastatic potential and cell migration.24,25

3.4. Macroporous HA-Furan/PEG Cryogels. The hydro-
gel pore size has been shown to influence cell behavior such as
motility, attachment, and growth.26,27 Therefore, we sought to
develop a method to control the pore sizes formed in the HA-
furan/PEG gels. Macroporous HA-furan/PEG gels were
formed using a cryogelation technique previously described
for poly(vinyl alcohol) hydrogels.28,29 HA-furan and PEG-
(mal)2 were mixed together and immediately flash frozen to
form ice crystals, concentrating solutes into the intergranular
space between ice crystals. The presence of ice crystals acts to
form the pores, resulting in macroporous hydrogels. Consistent
with the properties of macroporous cryogels,29 the HA-furan/
PEG cryogels were spongy hydrogels with interconnected pore
networks.
The temperature and presence of carbohydrates have been

shown to affect the size of ice crystals during recrystalliza-
tion.30−32 Thus, the cryogelation of HA-furan/PEG was
performed using various thawing temperatures (−15 or −6
°C). This provided a diverse set of cryogels with different pore
sizes. The porosity of our hydrogel was controlled by producing
gels under a range of conditions. Pore sizes were measured
from confocal microscopy images of fluorescently labeled HA-
furan/PEG cryogels (Figure 6A−D). This technique enables

the quantification of pore sizes in the gel’s hydrated state using
ImageJ software.
The initial freezing of aqueous solutions resulted in the

formation of small ice crystals, which recrystallize to form larger
ice crystals as the temperature is gradually increased from −196
to −15 or −6 °C. Consistent with the theory that the size of the
ice crystals corresponds to the thawing temperature,31 we
determined that an increase in the thawing temperature from
−15 °C to −6 °C results in a significant difference in the pore
size distribution in the cryogels. There is a decrease in the ratio
of pore sizes of less than 100 μm relative to those above 100
μm (33 ± 11 and 16 ± 4 μm, p < 0.05) as the thawing
temperature increased (Figure 7A).
Next, we investigated the effects of carbohydrate content on

pore size. Interestingly, cryogelation formulations containing
220 mM galactose did not change the ratio of pores less than
100 μm to that greater than 100 μm (Figure 7A); however, the
inclusion of 220 mM galactose resulted in significant differences
(p < 0.05) in the number of pores smaller than 50 μm
compared to those of formulations at the same respective
temperatures (Figure 7B). At −15 °C, the presence of galactose
increased the number of pores below 50 μm (from 239 ± 47
pores to 337 ± 68 pores), consistent with previous reports that
galactose inhibits ice recrystallization.32 Unexpectedly, at −6
°C, the presence of 220 mM galactose significantly decreased
the number of smaller pores (from 203 ± 52 to 93 ± 16
pores). We hypothesize that the high carbohydrate concen-
tration caused the colligative depression of the freezing/melting

Figure 6. Effect of thawing temperature and presence of galactose on HA-furan/PEG cryogels fluorescently labeled with AlexaFluor 546. Confocal
images of HA-furan/PEG cryogels that were formed at (A) a −15 °C thaw temperature, (B) a −15 °C thaw temperature in the presence of 220 mM
galactose, (C) a −6 °C thaw temperature, and (D) a −6 °C thaw temperature in 220 mM galactose.
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point of the reaction mixture, which consequently resulted in
faster ice recrystallization and hence larger ice crystal sizes
compared to those for cryogels prepared in the absence of
carbohydrates.
The ability to tune the pore size is an important

consideration for its use in biomedical applications,33,34 and
control of the pore size within the HA-furan/PEG hydrogels is
advantageous because the gels can be tuned to match the
optimal pore size required for a given application. For example,
osteogenesis is achieved in scaffolds with pores >300 μm, and
scaffolds with pores of 1−10 μm encourage fibroblast
infiltration.35,36

3.5. Unconfined Compression Testing. An increase in
hydrogel concentration produced significantly stiffer gels as
shown by the increase in the Young’s modulus (Figure 8A).
The hydrogel’s mechanical properties affect cell signaling.2 For
example, stiff matrices increase focal adhesions and integrin
expression for many cell types,37 which enhance signaling and
alter cell behavior.38 To control hydrogel mechanics, the
hydrogel concentration is usually varied. However, increasing
the hydrogel concentration also increases the number of matrix
binding sites, which confounds the influence of matrix
mechanics on cell behavior. To decouple the effects of matrix
binding sites from mechanics, the furan substitution on the HA
backbone was altered. With increasing furan substitution on
HA, bis-maleimide cross-linkers of PEG have a greater chance
of forming cross-links. The effect of furan substitution on
hydrogel mechanics was demonstrated using 2% HA-furan/
PEG hydrogels formed with either 40 or 55% furan-substituted
HA, with both hydrogels containing the same initial
concentration of PEG-(mal)2 cross-linker. The higher furan

substitution resulted in significantly stiffer hydrogels: from 7.14
± 1.16 kPa for 40% substitution to 16.12 ± 0.94 kPa for 55%
substitution. The difference was attributed to increased cross-
linking between furan and maleimide (Figure 8B).
Comparatively, the Young’s moduli of these cryogels are not

significantly different than those of noncryogel HA-furan/PEG
hydrogels. Interestingly, the stiffness of the HA-furan/PEG

Figure 7. Effect of thawing temperature and presence of galactose on
HA-furan/PEG cryogels. (A) Ratio of the number of pores <100 μm
relative to the number of pores >100 μm. An increasing thawing
temperature significantly decreases the ratio of small pores to large
pores. (B) Number of pores <50 μm. In the presence of galactose, the
total number of small pores in the hydrogel changes. (Values plotted
are mean ± standard deviation, n ≥ 4 samples, * p < 0.05, and ** p <
0.01.)

Figure 8. (A) Young’s moduli of HA-furan/PEG hydrogels formed
with 40% furan-substituted HA and a 1:1 ratio of furan/maleimide:
and 1.0, 1.5, 2.0, and 2.5 HA-furan/PEG, n ≥ 5, *** p < 0.001. (B)
Young’s moduli of 2% HA-furan/PEG hydrogels formed with 40 and
55% furan-substituted HA. The 40% HA-furan/PEG hydrogel had a
1:1 molar ratio of furan/maleimide. The 55% HA-furan/PEG
hydrogels contained the same amounts of HA-furan and PEG-mal2
as the 40% furan-substituted HA samples (n = 6, *** p < 0.001). (C)
Young’s moduli of HA-furan/PEG cryogels prepared at −15 or −6 °C
thawing temperatures, with and without 220 mM galactose. The
thawing temperature had no significant impact on the bulk mechanical
properties of the cryogels, but the presence of galactose significantly
increased the modulus in all preparations (*p < 0.05, n = 4).
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cryogels significantly increased in the presence of 220 mM
galactose (Figure 5C, p < 0.05) but was not affected by the
change in thawing temperature from −15 to −6 °C (Figure
8C). Gel stiffness is an intrinsic property that correlates with
cross-linking reactions of the polysaccharide HA-furan back-
bone. The increase in the Young’s modulus in galactose
formulations may be due to an apparent increase in the
concentration of unfrozen PEG molecules during the thawing
process,39 which in turn results in a greater number of reactive
PEG-maleimide functional groups that react with the HA-furan
backbone, thereby increasing the degree of cross-linking. When
the thawing temperature and galactose concentration are
altered, the micro- and macroscopic properties of the HA-
furan/PEG hydrogel can be controlled.
Recently, collagen gels have been developed with independ-

ently tunable mechanics and collagen concentration.40

Although an increased collagen concentration increased the
proliferation of breast cancer cell line MDA-MB-231, the gel
architecture had no effect.40 In a separate study that decoupled
gel stiffness from concentration, endothelial cells showed
increased spreading, length, and number of angiogenic sprouts
on stiffer collagen gels.41 In the current study, the hydrogel
mechanical properties can be varied by altering the degree of
furan substitution and carbohydrate additives during cryogela-
tion.

4. CONCLUSIONS
The current study demonstrates the versatility of hyaluronic
acid (HA)-based hydrogels with independent control over
biomolecule distribution, architecture topography, and mechan-
ical properties. Simultaneous control over porosity and
mechanical properties is instrumental in providing cells with a
diverse set of ECM architectures. Importantly, we have also
shown the ability to decouple the ECM density and mechanical
properties by controlling the degree of furan substitution on the
HA backbone. This represents an essential step forward in the
ability to modulate single parameters of the ECM ultimately to
elucidate their impact on cell function. Moreover, by
introducing epidermal growth factor gradients, we demonstrate
the breadth and versatility of the multiphoton laser patterning
to HA-based hydrogels. The combined control over multiple
facets of the biomimetic ECM provides a platform from which
to answer biological questions in the broad fields of tissue
engineering and regenerative medicine.
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