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ABSTRACT: Characterizing the nano organo−mineral interfaces
in nacre is of primary importance to understand the processes of
nucleation, growth, orientation, and organization of the aragonite
tablets. Here, we investigated these different interfaces in growing
nacre of abalone Haliotis tuberculata shell using a combination of
advanced techniques, i.e., focused ion beam milling coupled with
field emission gun scanning electron microscopy, high-resolution
transmission electron microscopy, scanning transmission X-ray
microscopy, and electron energy loss spectroscopy. We show the
presence of “globules”-like organic-rich inclusions within the center
of each tablet that extend from one tablet to another through
mineral bridges surrounded by organics. These structures may
control the growth of the columnar stacking of tablets supporting different findings from the literature. In the lateral growing surface
of the tablets, we reveal the presence of a thick organic domain rich in calcium but deficient in carbonate ions strengthening the idea
that calcium-binding acidic proteins are involved in tablet’s lateral growth. Overall, this work emphasizes the importance of nanoscale
chemical and structural analysis of the organo−mineral interfaces in growing nacre, allowing in particular for the discrimination
between organic and inorganic carbons.

1. INTRODUCTION
Nacre is one of the most fascinating biological hybrid materials
due to its remarkable architecture organized at different length
scales and, as such, has been studied for more than 150 years.1

It corresponds to the shiny iridescent layer at the inner side of
the carbonated shells (Figure 1a) of mollusks such as bivalves,
gastropods, cephalopods, and monoplacophorans. This com-
posite material is made of CaCO3 mineral tablets in the form
of aragonite (∼95 wt % of the whole shell) and an organic
matrix (∼5 wt %) which is proposed to control nucleation and
crystal growth as well as to define the specific microstructure
and mineralogy of the shell layers.2−4 The three-dimensional
(3D) organization of the tablets varies from one species to
another, forming a brick wall-like disposition for bivalves or a
columnar structure in the case of gastropods.5−8 In abalone
shell, aragonite crystals form polygonal tablets of ∼5 to 10 μm
in diameter and ∼0.5 to 1 μm in thickness.9,10

Two main organo−mineral interfaces are found in nacre.
They are associated with the interlamellar and the intertabular
organic fractions. The former is a 20−50 nm thick sheet
located between lamellae made of tablets, whereas the latter is
a thin membrane that laterally separates tablets within a single
lamella. Both organic fractions are composed of different types

of organic molecules: proteins, polysaccharides, and presum-
ably lipids.9,11−14 The polysaccharide moiety includes β-chitin,
sulfatic, and acidic polysaccharides5,14−18 while the proteina-
ceous component consists of two fractions described as
insoluble and soluble in acidic solvents, the so-called silk and
acidic proteins, respectively. Silk proteins, displaying similar-
ities with arthropod silk, are the major protein fraction and are
present in a hydrogel-like state located in-between β-chitin
layers.19 Acidic proteins are particularly rich in acidic amino
acid20 and are dispersed within the silk gel-like phase.3,21

In abalone nacre, aragonite tablets are stacked in a columnar
arrangement where their centers are mainly aligned.5,9,22 Once
nacre is formed, the interlamellar and intertabular organic
fractions are proposed to act as a cement joining the aragonite
tablets. This layered organization offers a great example of
homogeneity and gives to nacre its remarkable mechanical
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properties in terms of strength and toughness.11 As a result,
nacre is 3000 times more fracture-resistant than pure aragonite
crystals.23,11

Three main nacre growth mechanisms have been proposed:
(i) The heteroepitaxy mechanism24 proposes that the

mineral nucleation is driven by a direct atomic match
with the organic layers of the shell matrix.22,25 Further
works proposed that acidic proteins adsorbed onto the
chitin layer and localized at the center of the tablet
surface would initiate the aragonite nucleation.26,27

Single points of nucleation, rich in acidic proteins,
would be aligned normal to the organic layers, orienting
the nacre columnar arrangement.26

(ii) The homoepitaxy mechanism proposes that mineral
growth occurs through mineral bridges across nanopores
located within the organic layered matrix.28 This
mineral−mineral contact induces a crystallographic
continuity between superimposed tablets in a nacre
column where the c-axis is perpendicular to the organic
interlamellar layer.9,28 Alternatively, only central mineral
bridges were observed at the center of the base of each
tablet in the columnar arrangement in both gastropods
and Nautilus cephalopods.29,30 Nevertheless, TEM
analysis of Pinctada maxima’s nacre revealed that some
bridges have an organic nature.31

(iii) Olson et al. 2013 proposed that nacre formation could
result from both mechanisms where the unique central
large pore, allowing for the crystallographic continuity,
would be surrounded by acidic organic molecules
controlling the mineral nucleation.32 After nucleation,
the forming crystal grows in the c-direction perpendic-
ular to the organic sheet until it reaches the next pre-
positioned organic matrix layer.

Besides, the highly ordered nacreous structure was proposed
to be a self-assembly process controlled by thermodynamics
and kinetics of crystal growth in Haliotis asinina gastropod and
other mollusks.33

At this point, and independently of the proposed growth
mechanism, the tablet stops to grow in thickness and starts to
extend parallel to the (longitudinal) organic matrix sheets.26,34

Such lateral growth is described to occur within the space
between the last two formed interlamellar membranes
containing a confined gel-like phase rich in silk fibroins and
acidic proteins.13 It is proposed that during the lateral mineral
expansion, some organic molecules are entrapped within
individual crystallites inducing some anisotropic lattice
distortions as observed in mollusk shells.35 These protein
inclusions might also be related to the carbon-rich voids
identified within aragonite tablets in Haliotis laevigata36 or the
nano-inclusions rich in biomolecules found in Perna canal-
iculus37 and Pinctada fucata.38 The lateral growth then ends by
contact inhibition with an adjacent tablet.

Once the nacre formation is achieved, aragonite tablets are
not fully crystallized and a disordered mineral surface layer has
been evidenced in H. laevigata,39 Haliotis tuberculata,40 and
Perna viridis.41 Moreover, in Perna canaliculus, solid-state NMR
analysis evidenced a small fraction of disordered interfacial
carbonates that were found to interact with biomolecules,
bicarbonates, and water molecules.42

According to the above-mentioned observations and
proposed mechanisms, the following organo−mineral inter-
faces can be thus potentially identified within the growing
nacre (Figure 1b): (1) in the central zone of the tablets
possibly identified as nucleation sites, (2) between the lateral
mineral surfaces of the tablets and the silk gel during lateral
growth, (3) between the lateral mineral surfaces of the tablets
and the intertabular membrane once the lateral expansion of
the tablets is achieved, (4) between the lamellae long surfaces
and the interlamellar organic sheets, and (5) within the tablets,
i.e., between the intra-crystalline organic inclusions and the
mineral bulk.

Despite the diversity of the studies, the exact nature of these
organo-mineral interfaces (i.e., molecular and ionic species
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involved as well as chemical interaction) is not fully known. It
is based on in vitro and in vivo models, it is reported that the
mentioned above acidic proteins control crystal nucleation,
polymorphism, morphology, and orientation of calcium
carbonate crystallites;3,20,21,43 their acidic nature favoring the
interaction with the mineral fraction through calcium ion
binding. Moreover, the presence of enzymes such as carbonic
anhydrase catalyzes the formation of CO3

2−.44 Different post-
translational modifications of proteins can occur such as
glycosylation, sulfatation, and phosphorylation, which are
crucial for their physiological functions.26

Here, we investigate the different organo−mineral interfaces
in growing nacre thanks to high-resolution analyses of the
European abalone H. tuberculatashell (Figure 1a), a key model
to investigate the mechanisms of nacre formation.10,45 We
mainly focus on (i) the central region (region 1 in Figure 1b)
and (ii) the lateral surfaces (region 2 in Figure 1b) of the
tablets. Firstly, focused ion beam (FIB) milling coupled with
field emission gun scanning electron microscopy (FEG-SEM)
allowed for the precise selection and preparation of an
ultrathin section within the columnar arrangement of growing
nacre in H. tuberculata’s shell. Then, in addition to high-
resolution TEM (HR-TEM), spatially and spectrally highly
resolved spectromicroscopy techniques such as scanning
transmission X-ray microscopy (STXM) and electron energy
loss spectroscopy in a scanning transmission electron micro-
scope (STEM-EELS) were used to gain local information on
the nature of the organo−mineral interfaces and more
precisely, to discriminate organic vs mineral carbons. In
particular, we show that the central domain in aragonite tablets
is of organic nature which appears to further extend within the
interlamellar space co-existing with aragonite. This suggests
that a hybrid bridge drives the resulting columnar arrangement
strengthening previous observations in the literature.7,26,28

Moreover, a second organic-rich region is identified at the
lateral tablet surfaces as a disordered domain deficient in
carbonates that is, however, surprisingly rich in calcium ions.
The demonstration of predominant organic-rich domains at
the nanoscale offers a better understanding of the processes
involved in nacre formation.

2. EXPERIMENTAL SECTIONS
2.1. Material and Sample Preparation. One-year-old European

abalone, H. tuberculata, specimens were obtained from France Haliotis
farm (48°36′46N, 4°33′30W; Plouguerneau, France). After dis-
section, shells measuring ∼1 cm in length were washed with distilled
water, dried and stored at room temperature until analysis.

2.2. Focused Ion Beam Milling. FIB milling was performed on
the nacre layer of 1-year-old abalone shell using a Zeiss Neon40EsB
CrossBeam instrument. A thin section measuring approximatively 100
nm in thickness was prepared.

3. METHODS
3.1. FEG-SEM. FEG-SEM observations were done using a Zeiss

Ultra55 with an accelerating voltage of 3 kV.
3.2. HR-TEM. HR-TEM observation experiments were performed

on a JEOL-2100F microscope equipped with a field emission gun
operating at 200 kV, a and a scanning TEM (STEM) device, which
allows Z-contrast imaging in the high-angle annular dark-field
(HAADF) mode (STEM-HAADF). FFT image analyses were
achieved using ImageJ software (https://imagej.nih.gov/).

3.3. STXM. STXM analyses were performed on the HERMES
Beamline at the SOLEIL synchrotron light source.46 The SOLEIL
storage ring operated at 2.75 GeV and 430 mA stored current in the
top-up mode. A plane grating monochromator with a 450 L/mm

grating and 25 μm exit slit was used for carbon imaging and
spectroscopy, providing a theoretical energy resolution better than
100 meV. Energy calibration was accomplished using the well-
resolved 3p Rydberg peak at 294.96 eV of gaseous CO2. A zone plate
was used to focus the X-ray beam to a spot size of ∼50 nm. An image
stack was collected by scanning the FIB section in x−y direction
(image stack) at energy increments of 0.12 eV for carbon, over the
280−320 eV energy range of interest. Counting time was 4
milliseconds per pixel and per energy step. Data were processed
using the aXis2000 software. Maps were obtained by fitting the
hyperspectral data with endmember spectra extracted from the
dataset.47

3.4. STEM-HAADF and EELS Acquisitions. HAADF images and
electron energy loss spectroscopy (EELS) data were obtained at 100
kV using a VG HB501 Scanning Transmission Electron Microscope
(STEM) equipped with a cold field emission gun, a home modified
Gatan spectrometer, and a homemade cryo-stage to minimize the
beam radiation damage. EEL spectra were collected with an energy
dispersion of 0.5 eV/channel in the energy range from 100 to 500 eV
comprising the absorption edges of the elements of interest (carbon
and calcium). Typical energy resolution was about 1 eV measured
from the zero loss peak and the spatial resolution determined by the
beam diameter was approximately 1 nm. EELS data were acquired in
the spectrum-imaging mode48 for which the focused beam is scanned
over a region of interest and a whole spectrum is acquired at each
position of the scan (see Supporting Information). A typical
hyperspectral image contains about 10,000 spectra. The EELS energy
scale was calibrated using the peak corresponding to 1s → π*
transitions in carbonate carbon at 290.3 eV and the main Ca L2,3-edge
peak at 349 eV.49 Data were first processed to improve the signal-to-
noise ratio using principal component analysis (PCA) under
Hyperspy, an open-source software suite as a denoising method.50

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The growing edge of the inner nacreous layer in one-year-old
H. tuberculata shell was first observed by FEG-SEM. The
transition between the spherulitic (s), the immature nacre
(n_i), and the mature nacre (n_m) regions is easily observed
in (Figure 1c) and (Figure S1), respectively, as previously
observed in adult and juvenile H tuberculata.10,51 Mature
(n_m) (Figure 1d) and immature (n_i) (Figure 1e) nacres are
distinguished based on the observation of aragonite platelets
that are either joined side by side or not, respectively. In
contrast, the spherulitic region displays featureless aragonite
crystals associated with a loose organic matrix (Figure 1f),
whereas the immature nacre, at the edge of the spherulitic
region, exhibits a dense organic network (Figure 1e) with
individual columnar arrangements similar to Christmas trees.
Although this could be induced upon dehydration, it possibly
indicates a difference in organic density between spherulitic
and nacre regions.

We then used FEG-SEM coupled with FIB (Figure 1g) to
select and mill a section perpendicular to the intermediate
region of growing aragonite tablets, i.e., between the immature
and mature regions of the growing nacre layer (inset, Figure
1g). The surface of the selected area was first coated with a
platinum strap (star, Figure 1g). Then, FIB milling was
performed to dig into the sample on both sides of the Pt strap
down to several micrometers in depth (Figure S2). As
expected, the FIB section shows that, within the most
superficial layer of nacre columnar arrangement, the tablets
do not meet laterally (Figure 1h) while they densify down to
the mature nacre (Figure S3). Finally, this columnar
arrangement was thinned down to ∼100 nm for STXM and
EELS investigations.
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4.1. Longitudinal Growth of Aragonite Tablets in
Columnar Arrangement. FEG-SEM observations of the
resulting ion-milled thin section reveal a brighter zone in the
center of each tablet and thus all along the columnar
arrangement (yellow arrow in Figure 2) similarly to a vertical
backbone oriented along the c-axis of aragonite tablets (Figure
2a).

Further TEM observations of the section show that this
backbone is possibly discontinuous since less contrasted sub-
micron domains are observed in the center of each tablet, all
along their width (Figure 2b). STEM-HAADF observations
confirm the presence of such domains having a lower average
electron density (darker zones) compared to the bulk and
which are referred as “globules” here after (Figure 2c). They
are irregular in shape and size with the largest ones measuring
about 200 nm. Observations at higher magnification (Figure
2d) also reveal the presence of nanometric “defects” (10−50
nm) that are widespread inside the tablets reminding organic
inclusions formed in calcite in vitro.52 In contrast to the central
globules, these “nanodefects” are homogeneously dispersed
within the mineral phase (zone 5 in Figure 1b). Such
nanometer-sized “defects” or inclusions remind those found
in the nacre layer of H. laevigata,36 P. canaliculus,37 and P.
fucata53 shown to contain biomacromolecules.

The central interlamellar region was further investigated at
higher magnification by HR-TEM (Figure 3). Bridging
structures are observed between the tablets in this area
measuring about 100 nm in length and 10−50 nm in width
(Figure 3a−c). They co-exist with crystalline mineral
protuberances (white arrows, Figure 3b,d) that can be
surrounded by an amorphous layer (white star, Figure 3b).
In addition, Fast-Fourier Transform (FFT) performed on
selected areas of an aragonite tablet (1 in Figure 3c) and along
the bridging structures (2 and 4 in Figure 3c) reveal that these
latter are not always non-crystalline. Indeed, we found that
some of them are made of a mixture of an amorphous phase
and aragonite (according to 3 in Figure 3c), which appears to
be slightly misoriented along the [001] axis.54 The fact that
such hybrid bridges are only seen along the central region
suggests that this zone is essential for setting the columnar

arrangement in possibly linking the tablets together. This
observation complements the crystalline mineral bridges
reported before in other gastropods.28,30

To go deeper in the characterization of the central domain
along the columnar arrangement, SEM-FEG observations were
then performed on fractured nacre (Figure 3e,f). This allows
the striping of the tablets unveiling either a protrusion or a
defect (white arrows in Figure 3e) in the center of each tablet.
These protrusions are about 400−500 nm in height, which is
approximately the thickness of a tablet (Figure 3f).
Consequently, they may consist of the globules and/or the
amorphous bridges seen by HR-TEM.

This observation reminds that of the central organic-rich
core described in other nacreous shells.29,55−57 The common
features with these previous works are (i) the organic-based
nature of the material, (ii) the position at the center of the
aragonite tablets, and (iii) the size range of the inclusions.
However, it is difficult to conclude whether they are indeed
identical since besides the different nature of the biological
samples, their preparations and direction of observations are
also not the same. From a mechanistic aspect, we do not have
criteria to discard any of the proposed functions and can only
speculate that their implications may be related to the
formation of the soluble/insoluble organic and/or the mineral
matrices. This observation may also be related to the identified
carboxylated and sulfated proteins located right at the center of
aragonite tablets and the surface of the interlamellar
membrane, that are assigned to mineral nucleation sites.26

Therefore, in order to identify the chemical nature (organic
and/or mineral) of the observed globular inclusions in the
columnar arrangement, we further investigated the FIB thin
section using scanning transmission X-ray microscopy
(STXM). This spectromicroscopy technique provides images
with a spatial resolution of about 50 nm and X-ray absorption
near edge structure (XANES) spectra at the same spatial scale.
XANES spectra were acquired at the carbon K-edge (280−320
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eV), providing information about the speciation of carbon. In
particular, inorganic (i.e., carbonates) vs organic carbon could
be distinguished on this basis.47 The investigated region of the
FIB section was chosen in order to frame the central defects
zone, the immature tablets and the organic layers (Figure 4a).
Two different XANES spectra are detected in the hyperspectral
data obtained on this area and explained most of the spectral
variability (Figure 4b,c). The XANES spectrum (blue
spectrum in Figure 4c) associated with the nacre tablets
displays a narrow peak at 290.3 eV corresponding to 1s → π*
electronic transitions in carbonate CO3

2−, as well as broader
peaks at 296, 300, and 301.5 eV, corresponding to 1s → σ*
electronic transitions in carbonate CO3

2− all consistent with
almost pure aragonite.58,59

The second XANES spectrum (in red in Figure 4c) is
measured prevalently around the nacre tablets. It corresponds
to areas containing some carbonates but also a significant
amount of organic material. Indeed, this XANES spectrum
contains the peaks attributed to aragonite but additionally
showed several other peaks at lower energies: in particular at
285.1, 286.7 eV and a broad peak between 288.2 and 288.6 eV
that were interpreted as 1s → π* electronic transition in
aromatic, ketone and a mixture of amide and carboxylic acid
carbon functional groups, respectively.60 This spectrum is
consistent with the presence of acidic proteins and possibly
polysaccharide-rich organic assemblage surrounding aragonite
tablets. However, it can be noted that the spectrum is
significantly different from that of chitin, which shows
prominent peaks at 288.4 and 289.4 eV at the C K-edge.61

This might be explained by either the minor contribution of
chitin to this organic assemblage and/or artifactual damages
induced by FIB milling, which may have significantly altered
the XANES spectrum of chitin. Supporting the latter
hypothesis, we note that several previous studies have
measured XANES spectra of FIB-milled bacterial cells, which
were significantly different from the C K-edge XANES
spectrum of a non-FIB-milled bacterium (e.g., compare Carlut
et al. 201062 and Benzerara et al. 200463). Unexpectedly, the
XANES spectrum of the FIB-milled bacterium looks similar to
the spectrum measured in the present study. While some
studies have shown that FIB milling was preserving carbon
functional groups of organic polymers such as Araldite,64 the
present observation suggests that it may not be the case for
other polymers.

More importantly, we also evidence organic-rich regions in
the central part of the nacre tablets suggesting that the globules
observed by HR-TEM contain indeed organics. In addition, we
note that this central zone within the tablets is not purely
organic because an aragonite signal (peak at 290.3 eV in Figure
4e) is detected as well, suggesting a local association of the
mineral and the organic phases. Interestingly, such organic
structure could act as a glue for such high stiffness/strength
mineral tablets resulting in optimized mechanical properties as
reported e.g., for amorphous calcium ions-organic materials in
bone.65

A closer analysis of the blue spectra measured in the tablets
(Figure 4d) shows that the 285.1, 286.7, and 288.4 eV peaks
corresponding to organic matter are also present although to a

lower extent. This indicates that the interior of the tablets may
also contain some organics in addition to aragonite. This signal
might result from intra-crystalline proteins, which are trapped
during the mineral tablet growth, and seems to correspond to
the nanometer-sized defects shown in Figure 2d. Figure 4b
highlights in addition that the lateral sides of immature tablets
are also surrounded by an organic-rich layer investigated in
details in the next part of our study.

4.2. Lateral Growth of Aragonite Tablets. HR-TEM
observations were also performed on several lateral growing
regions of aragonite tablets (zones 1, 2, and 3 in Figure 5a). In
such growing zones, the tablets are not in contact laterally and
two kinds of non-crystalline domains are always observed at
the edge of the tablets surrounding the crystalline aragonitic
core (Figure 5b−d). The inner one of 5 nm in average is in
close contact with the crystalline aragonite core (denoted with
“°” in Figure 5a) while the outer one covers the former and is
quite homogeneous in size with a thickness varying between 15
and 20 nm (“*” in Figure 5a). The outer domain is therefore
thicker than the inner one and is probably of organic nature.
This latter might result from a shrinkage of the hydrated gel-
like protein phase filling the space between two interlamellar
sheets as described for Atrina rigida and Pinctada margaritifera
in cryo-mode.66 In contrast, the thinner domain appears to be
the one previously described as intermediate amorphous
mineral layer (∼5 nm for H. laevigata39 and tuberculata).40

We note that the pyramidal nano-growths described by Yao et
al.67 along the vertical face of the platelets are mostly observed
(zone 1 versus3) and found both on the surface and inside the
crystalline core (Figure S4). Such differences may be explained
by the fact that (i) the orientation of the section cut may favor
their appearance and (ii) the degree of maturation is not the
same since the work of Yao et al. the platelets are in contact
and consequently more mature.

To investigate the chemical composition of the nano
organo−mineral interfaces of the lateral growing regions,
zone 1 (Figure 5b−g) and 4−5 (Figures S5 and S6,
respectively) were analyzed by EEL spectroscopy. A complete
EEL spectrum was recorded at each position over the scanned
area with a spatial resolution of ∼1 nm. While those spectra are
directly comparable with XANES spectra obtained by STXM,
they allowed mapping the spectral variations observed by
STXM with a finer spatial resolution as shown previously.68

The EELS spectra at the C K- and Ca L2,3-edges measured at
four different positions on the lateral edge of an aragonite
tablet in zone 1 (Figure 5a) are shown in Figure 5b. The
positions A and B are located at the lateral surface, whereas
positions C and D are located circa 20 nm away, i.e., toward
the inner part of the tablet (Figure 5c).

At the carbon K-edge, we observe two different patterns
according to the probe position. For positions C and D, the
spectrum is dominated by the presence of a narrow peak at
290.3 eV (peak 2 in Figure 5b) and a broad peak around 301
eV. These signatures are characteristic of 1s → π* and 1s → σ*
transitions in carbonate functional groups as observed for the
aragonite reference sample showed in Figure 5b (black curve).
Consistently, they are in excellent agreement with XANES data
presented in Figure 4. For positions A and B (surface), the
spectra are characterized by the presence of a narrow peak at
∼287 eV (peak 1 in Figure 5b) and a broad peak centered
around 295 eV. These two peaks are characteristic of organic
compounds such as proteins in particular (Figure S5). It has to
be noticed that organic peak position is shifted to lower energy
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in EELS compared to XANES due to beam-induced damage.
On the basis of EELS data, we thus evidence that an organic
fraction is dominant in the outer positions A and B, whereas in
the inner positions C and D, inorganic carbonates are
dominant.

The spatial distributions of carbonate and organic species
were further determined by fitting the carbon peaks (see Text
S5). The two corresponding maps (carbonate and organic
compounds) are depicted in Figure 5e,f. In addition, a false-
color composite image is displayed in Figure 5g. We observe
that organic carbons are principally located in the outer region
of the amorphous domain observed by HR-TEM, region that is
deficient in carbonate compared to aragonite tablet. The
colored map highlights the non-homogeneous distribution of
these species: the organic fraction forms a regular outer
domain of about 20 nm in thickness (in accordance with HR-
TEM data).

When we move inwards the tablet, the thickness of the
aragonite tablet increases and the EELS spectra get distorted.
At larger thicknesses, the EELS signals disappear and it is no
longer possible to detect the presence of the different species.
The limit at which the spectra are too distorted to obtain
reliable maps is indicated by a white line on the color maps
(Figure 5g). Consequently, the organic-rich inclusions in the
central area of the aragonite tables could not be investigated by
EELS here.

Two peaks at ∼349 and ∼352 eV corresponding to the Ca-
L3- and L2-edges, respectively, are observed for each position
(Figure 5b). The elemental maps corresponding to calcium
and carbonate distribution in the amorphous layer around the
aragonite tablets were obtained from EELS data by integrating
the intensity of the Ca-L2,3 edge after background subtraction.
The resulting map reveals that calcium (Figure 5g) is present
in the whole investigated areas, both in the carbonate-rich and
the organic-rich regions. This suggests the presence of three
types of calcium ions that are: (i) associated with carbonates as
a crystalline CaCO3 phase in the inner region of the tablet, (ii)
associated with organic components at the edge, and (iii) to a
lesser extent with carbonates possibly in an amorphous CaCO3
phase. The presence of calcium in this outer layer suggests the
involvement of calcium-binding acidic proteins to control the
lateral growth of aragonite tablets. The combination of these
observations leads to the conclusion that the lateral surface
layer of growing aragonite tablets is indeed composed of two
domains: one outer domain of about 20 nm mostly composed
of organic matter rich in calcium and deficient in carbonate
that covers the second domain composed of amorphous
CaCO3 (* and ° seen through HR-TEM in Figure 5)
ultimately surrounding the inner crystalline aragonite. We
note that Mg ions are commonly described to stabilize ACC
phases in vivo.69,70 However, Mg was not detected by EDX
(Figure S7).

These results seem to be generalized to the other regions as
seen from the investigation of zones 4 and 5 from Figure 5a. In
zone 4 (Figure S6), adjacent growing tablets are separated by
∼10 to 20 nm and an organic-rich surface domain of ∼10 nm
is evidenced at the edge of each tablet. Similar to zone 1, it is
depleted in carbonates (see position A in Figure S6), whereas
calcium is still strongly detected. Finally, zone 5 (Figure S8),
which is in the longitudinal growth direction but notably away
from the central core, is particularly interesting because it
displays a bridge between two tablets. This bridge is mostly
depleted in carbonates as well (see C−K edge spectra at points

A, B and C) and seems to be mainly composed of organics
together with calcium ions.

As a conclusion from the EELS analysis, we evidenced that
the lateral outer domain of growing aragonite tablets in nacre is
not purely mineral but is mainly organic. This organic
membrane was also described previously.71 Interestingly, we
evidence the presence of two types of calcium ions in the
whole investigated growing areas: (i) within the CaCO3 phase
and (ii) within the organic layer. This strongly suggests the
involvement of calcium-binding acidic proteins that might
concentrate locally calcium ions during the growing process of
mineral tablets. This calcium might react with carbonates in a
second step to form calcium carbonate. It is coherent with
recent results that reveal calcium combined with organic
without carbonate during the first stages of biomineralization
in H. tuberculata.72

It would be of high interest to perform similar investigations
on other elements and especially on phosphorus. Indeed, it is
known that phosphorylation is one of the most widespread
post-translational modifications occurring in mineralizing
proteins.73,74 In invertebrates, phosphorylated shell matrix is
more effective in inhibiting crystal growth than dephosphory-
lated matrix.75 It is also known that phosphorylation of
proteins can affect their interaction with calcium and possibly
induce occlusion within crystals.76 Finally, the co-occurrence of
inorganic phosphate with calcium and carbonate throughout
the early stages of formation of the European abalone shell was
recently reported;72 its presence in growing domains would
extend its implication in aragonite formation.

5. CONCLUSION
In this work, we used a combination of high-resolution
techniques to characterize chemically and structurally
immature nacre of H. tuberculata shells. A thin section of a
stack of more than 20 growing aragonite tablets was carefully
prepared by FIB. We paid a particular attention to two regions:
(i) the longitudinal axis of the columnar arrangement and (ii)
the lateral surface of the aragonite tablets.

In case (i), we evidence by HR-TEM observations and
STXM analysis large disordered organic-rich inclusions
localized in the center of the tablets, and thus being aligned
along the c-axis direction of aragonite i.e., the columnar
arrangement. These organic globular inclusions extend from
one tablet to another through hybrid bridges composed of an
aragonite core surrounded by organics. In addition, the
aragonitic cores have the same c-axis orientation than that of
the tablets. We note that the tablets appear to be slightly
misoriented along the [001] axis. These organic globules might
act as an organic backbone which could be essential for the
setting of the longitudinal arrangement of the stacked tablets
strengthening similar assumptions for other species.

In case (ii), we evidence by HR-TEM observations and
EELS analysis a 20 nm thick disordered domain at the surface
of immature aragonite tablet thus in contact with the
amorphous CaCO3 mineral layer. This outer domain is mainly
composed of an organic fraction and is deficient in carbonates.
However, calcium is still present within this domain suggesting
the presence of calcium-binding acidic proteins that control the
lateral growth of aragonite. The organic domain could result
from the interlamellar silk fibroin gel rich in acidic soluble
proteins in which the tablets grow.

Overall, this work demonstrates the potential of STXM and
EELS for high-resolution chemical analysis of complex nano
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organo−mineral interfaces in nacre and in particular for the
discrimination of organic vs inorganic carbon.
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Figure 1. (a) Picture of one-year-old H. tuberculata shell showing the
iridescent nacre (b) identification of the different possible organo−
mineral interfaces in growing nacre according to the latest available
published data including the Olson model.32 (1): Within the central
nucleation zone of the tablets; (2): between the lateral mineral face
and the fibroin silk gel during the lateral growth; (3): between the two
lateral mineral faces and into the intertabular matrix once the tablets
lateral expansion is achieved; (4): between the longitudinal mineral
surface and the interlamellar organic sheets; (5): within the tablets
between the organic inclusions and the mineral bulk. Mineral bridges
are not represented in this scheme. (c−h) FEG-SEM observations of
(c) a close-up of the spherulitic part (noted s) to immature nacre
(noted n_i) transition; (d) mature nacre (n_m) characterized by
adjacent aragonite tablets; (e) columnar arrangement in young
immature nacre region (adjacent to the spherulitic area) surrounded
by a dense organic matrix; (f) spherulitic aragonite crystals
surrounded by a loose organic membrane; (g) top view of growing
aragonite tablets with the selected area shown by Platinum coating
(*). Inset: higher magnification of the selected area which consists of
2 columns; (h) the resulting Pt coated (*) FIB thin section.

Figure 3. HR-TEM observations of (a) the central defects region,
(b,c) at higher magnification highlighting the interlamellar bridges
where (c) is the zone marked by the yellow-dotted rectangle in (a)
with Fast-Fourier Transform (FFT) performed on selected areas
(yellow dotted circles) showing the presence of both aragonite (1,2
along [100] zone axis according to simulation 3 and 4 along [110]
direction) and amorphous phases (2,4) in the bridging structure.
White arrows in (b,d) point to the aragonite [001] crystallographic
direction (c-axis) inside mineral protuberance and the white star in
(b) to an amorphous layer. (e,f) SEM-FEG observations of (e)
stripped nacre tablets where the white arrows indicate defects or
protuberances at the center of the tablets and of (f) a protuberance at
higher magnification.



Figure 4. (a) Area of the FIB section investigated by STXM is marked with the white rectangle. (b) Resulting STXM map where mineral and
organic regions are colored in blue and red, respectively. (c) Typical XANES spectra found in the mineral bulk (blue) and in the interlamellar
region (red). The peak at 290.3 eV corresponding to 1s → π* electron transitions in carbonates is shown by a gray vertical line. The spectral area
where the 1s → π* electron transitions in organic functional groups are found is highlighted by a grey rectangle. (d,e) Close-up of the two typical
XANES spectra in the 280−290 eV region. Vertical lines named (1−3) are at 285.1, 286.7 eV and between 288.2 and 288.6 eV, respectively.

Figure 2. (a) SEM-FEG, (b) Brightfield TEM and (c) STEM
HAADF images of the FIB section with a focus on the aligned defects
(direction of alignment is materialized by a yellow arrow). (d) STEM
HAADF image at higher magnification of one tablet. Black arrows
indicate typical nanometer-sized “defects” or inclusions within the
aragonite tablet.



Figure 5. (a) STEM HAADF image of the investigated zones (denoted 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5). HR-TEM observations of zone 1 (blue), zone 2 (green),
and zone 3 (orange). The zones 1, 4, and 5 were thereafter analyzed by EELS. (b) Typical EEL spectra acquired at different positions on the lateral
growing zone 1 in (a) for the carbon K-edge and calcium L23-edge. On the carbon edge, two peaks were detected at 287 and 290 eV associated with
the presence of organic species (peak 1) and carbonate (peak 2), respectively. (c) STEM-HAADF image of the investigated region. A and B are at
the edges, C and D are in the interior. (d−f) EELS maps corresponding to the distribution of organic species, carbonate, and calcium deduced from
their respective edge signals. (g) Color composite images obtained from the individual maps (e,f) showing the relative abundances of organic
species (in green) compared to carbonate (in red). The white line in (g) corresponds to the detection limit of EELS signal due to sample thickness.
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