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ABSTRACT: Gold nanorods (GNRs) can be functionalized with multiple
biomolecules allowing efficient cell targeting and delivery into specific cells. However,
various issues have to be addressed prior to any clinical applications. They involve
controlled biofunctionalization to be able to deliver a known dose of drug by
immobilizing a known number of active molecules to GNRs while protecting their
surface from degradation. The most widely used synthesis method of GNRs is seed-
mediated growth. It requires the use of cetyltrimethylammonium bromide (CTAB)
that acts as a strong capping agent stabilizing the colloidal solution. The problem is
that not only is CTAB cytotoxic to most cells but it also induces the sequestration of
biomolecules in solution during the functionalization steps of GNRs. The presence of
CTAB therefore makes it difficult to control the immobilization of biomolecules to
GNRs while removing CTAB from the colloidal solution, leading to the aggregation of
GNRs. The sequestration effect of ssDNA in solution by CTAB was studied in detail
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as a function of the CTAB concentration and the nature of the solution (water or buffer) using Forster resonance energy transfer as a
detection tool. The conditions in which DNA sequestration did and did not occur could be clearly defined. Using gel electrophoresis,
we could demonstrate how strongly the ssDNA sequestration effect in solution impacts the GNR surface biofunctionalization.
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B INTRODUCTION

Gold nanorods (GNRs) are plasmonic nanoparticles with
attractive optical properties for biomedical applications
including biosensing, biomedical imaging, drug delivery, and
cancer diagnosis and therapy.'> More specifically, drug
delivery using GNRs as a cargo to specific organs or cells
can significantly improve the efficiency of treatments while
minimizing the side effects. For cancer, most dysfunctions
originate from the expression of (i) mutated genes or (ii)
dysregulated genes that overexpress proteins in cells.’
Deactivating a defective gene using an antisense oligonucleo-
tide (ASO) (DNA, RNA, or a chemical analogue) or a small
interfering RNA (siRNA) can therefore revolutionize the
treatment of cancer.””” Even though the antisense strategy was
discovered over 20 years ago and despite intense pharmaceut-
ical research, only a few drugs have been approved by the US
Food and Drug Administration (FDA), mainly due to different
types of challenges including toxicity, tissue penetration,
delivery at a specific tissue, and type of cells.

GNRs can be functionalized with multiple biomolecules
allowing efficient cell targeting and delivery into specific cells.'’
In addition, GNRs potentially exhibit low cytotoxicity when
they are carefully biofunctionalized and are readily internalized
by cancer cells because of their high membrane permeability."'
However, different issues have to be addressed before any
clinical application, including controlled biofunctionalization
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to be able to deliver a known dose of drug, bio distribution of
the drug-GNRs, and stability under biological environment as
well as the fate of GNRs after their administration to patients.
One of the first challenges is therefore to immobilize a known
quantity of a specific drug to GNRs while protecting their
surface from degradation.

The most widely used synthesis method of GNRs is seed-
mediated growth because of the ease of controlling the GNRs
aspect ratio and its high yield."” This method requires the use
of cetyltrimethylammonium bromide (CTAB) as a strong
capping bilayer surfactant.'> CTAB-coated GNRs are
positively charged and the electrostatic repulsion in aqueous
solution stabilizes GNRs. In buffered solution or in complex
media (serum or cell culture media for example) the CTAB-
stabilized GNRs aggregate extremely quickly due to the
reduction of repulsive interactions between GNRs, unless a
large excess of CTAB is maintained in solution (between 1 and
5 mM).'* The problem is that CTAB exhibits cytotoxicity to
most cells when in solution or adsorbed on the GNRs
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surface.'” It is thus of primary importance to remove CTAB
from the solution and replace it on the GNRSs’ surface prior to
any biomedical applications.

The replacement of CTAB is generally performed by GNRs
surface modification methods that include ligand exchange,
layer-by-layer (LBL), or surface coating by a silica layer'® or a
polymer.'”"® The ligand exchange consists in replacing CTAB
by phoszphatidylcholine (PC), lipids, or thiolated mole-
cules."””™** Indeed, thiolated molecules can form stable and
dense monolayers on gold with a strong chemical S—Au bond,
resulting in an efficient protecting surface layer that also
reduces cytotoxicity. In order to both replace CTAB from the
GNRs surface and to protect GNRs against aggregation, the
ligand exchange has to be performed with a large excess of
thiolated molecules in solution. This is possible with molecules
such as, for example, thiol-terminated poly(ethylene glycol)
(PEG-SH)** or 11-mercaptoundecanoic acid.

Molecules with a carboxylic acid group at the extremity
opposite the thiol group can be used to immobilize
biomolecules via the formation of an amide bond with a
primary amine present in the ligand. This biofunctionalization
method first necessitates activation of the carboxylic group,
rinsing off any excess of the activator molecules from the
colloidal solution, and then incubation of the GNRs with the
ligand. Although this biofunctionalization method is efficient, it
is also time-consuming. The cycles of centrifugation and
redispersion of the sample lead to a significant decrease of the
GNRs concentration in solution. In addition, the ligand surface
density and its distribution on each GNRs surface is extremely
difficult to control.

One effective method is the direct immobilization of
thiolated DNA (single, ss or double, ds strands) to the
GNRs surface but two obstacles must be overcome. First, the
concentration range of the thiolated DNA stock solution does
not exceed a few hundred micromolar (uM). Second, either
ssDNA or dsDNA interacts strongly with the CTAB present in
the colloidal solution preventing DNA from being homoge-
neously distributed in the solution. The sequestration effect of
CTAB on DNA diluted in water and in saline buffer is known
and well described.”® It depends on different parameters such
as the CTAB concentration, the presence of salt in solution
and finally, on the nature of the DNA (double- versus single-
strand DNA, and length). The critical micellar concentration
(CMC) of CTAB in pure water is 0.92 to 1 mM.** Therefore,
when adding ssDNA to a GNR solution with 5 mM CTAB,
most of the ssDNA interacts electrostatically with the surface
of the CTAB micelles and/or with the CTAB double layer at
the surface of GNRs.”” Therefore, the sequestration effect of
CTAB must strongly influence the immobilization of thiolated-
ssDNA on the GNRs surface and strongly impede controlled
DNA immobilization through the S—Au bond on the GNRs
surface.

In this work, we focus on understanding the influence of the
interactions between ssDNA and CTAB on the functionaliza-
tion of GNRs. The goal is to find conditions where ssDNA
sequestration by CTAB is minimized so that GNRs surface
functionalization can be optimized and controlled. First, to
study in detail the sequestration of ssDNA in solution we
chose to use FRET (Forster Resonance Energy Transfer) as a
detection tool. Two non-complementary ssDNA sequences
labeled with a couple of fluorophores for FRET experiments
were introduced to increasing concentrations of CTAB diluted
in an aqueous solution or saline buffer solution (PBS). FRET

would be detected in situations where both non-comple-
mentary strands are in close proximity due to the sequestration
effect of CTAB, while no FRET should be detected when both
DNA strands are homogeneously distributed in solution.
Finally, to illustrate how strongly the ssDNA sequestration by
CTAB impacts on the GNR surface biofunctionalization,
GNRs were incubated with thiolated-ssDNA in conditions
where either sequestration was clearly identified or, on the
contrary, where no sequestration of DNA was detected. Gel
electrophoresis monitoring the emission intensity of the
labeled thiolated-ssDNA bound to the GNRs surface was
used to estimate the ssDNA immobilization efficiency.

B MATERIALS AND METHODS

Agarose, phosphate buffer saline (PBS), cetyltrimethylammonium
bromide (CTAB), chloroauric acid, sodium borohydrate, silver
nitrate, L-ascorbic acid and tris-borate-EDTA buffer (TBE) were
purchased from Sigma-Aldrich.

Labeled DNA sequences were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich:
S’CCA TCT GTC ACT CGG ATC CGC CAT CTT GCG ACT
CG¥-Cy3 (D1-Cy3); Cy5-CGA GTC GCA AGA TGG CGG ATC
CGA GTG ACA GAT GG (D1-Cy5); Cy5-*GCT CAG CGT TCT
ACC GTA TAT TCT CAC TGT CTA CC¥ (D2-Cy5). SH-D1-Cy3:
SH-C4H,,-T5-D1-Cy3.

D1-Cy3 and D1-CyS are complementary strands while D1-Cy3 and
D2-CyS5 are non-complementary strands. SH-D1-Cy3 is the sequence
used to functionalize GNRs.

GNRs Synthesis. The initial step for synthesis of GNRs involved
seed formation, in which small nanoparticles were formed. A solution
of 900 uL of ice-cold NaBH4 at 0.01 M was injected into a mixture
containing 9.8 mL of 0.1 M CTAB and 250 uL of 0.01 M HAuCl,.
After 2 min of vigorous stirring the seed solution was directly added
to a growth solution preprepared by diluting 0.1 M of CTAB and 2.5
mL of 0.01 M HAuCl, to a final volume of 50 mL. After 10 min of
incubation, 375 uL of 0.1 M L-ascorbic acid were injected for
gold(11I) reduction to gold(I). Gentle mixing caused the pale-orange
solution to shift to colorless indicating that the reaction had occurred.
Then, 400 uL of S mM AgNO; was added to allow the growth of
nanorods. The solution with growing nanoparticles was incubated for
2 h. In order to remove the excess of chemicals from the growth
solution and to decrease the concentration of CTAB from 93 mM to
S mM, the growth solution was rinsed twice. The rinsing process
consisted of centrifugation, removal of the supernatant, and
redispersion of the GNRs in pure water. To characterize the GNRs
colloidal solution, the absorption spectrum was measured and the
GNRs were visualized using transmission electron microscopy (TEM)
(Figure S1 of the Supporting Information, SI). The concentration of
GNRs in solution was 0.18 nM, an estimation based on absorption
spectroscopy using the method described by Orendorff and
Murphy.”®

FRET Measurements. FRET experiments were performed on a
fluorescence spectrophotometer Eclipse CARRY. The two labeled
ssDNA strands were mixed by adding 10 nM of each oligonucleotide
in solutions of different CTAB concentrations: either the
oligonucleotides were premixed and then added to the CTAB
solutions (mix DNA), or the two oligonucleotides were added one
after the other directly into the CTAB solutions (step DNA). For
FRET experiments the excitation wavelength was fixed at 530 nm to
excite Cy3.

GNRs Functionalization. 850 L of water were mixed with 150
uL of GNRs stock solution (0.18 nM of GNRs and 5 mM CTAB)
resulting in a colloidal solution in 0.75 mM CTAB. Alternatively, 700
uL of 1X PBS, S mM CTAB solution were mixed with 150 uL of 2X
PBS, 5 mM CTAB, and GNRs (0.18 nM diluted in S mM CTAB in
water), resulting in a colloidal solution in 1X PBS, S mM CTAB. The
oligonucleotides (stock solution at 100 M) were added to the freshly
prepared GNRs solution so the final ssDNA concentration would be
20, 150, 300, and 500 nM, incubated for 4 h. Then 20 uL of Tween20
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were added and incubated for 30 min. Subsequently, samples were
centrifuged for 30 min at 8000 rcf and GNRs were rinsed with a 2%
Tween20 aqueous solution. This step was repeated one more time to
reduce the CTAB concentration to approximately 0.02 mM. A third
centrifugation step was then applied, and the redispersion in this last
step was performed with pure water. In all the rinsing steps, 98% of
the total volume was exchanged.

Gel Electrophoresis. The agarose gels were prepared by mixing
0.8% in mass of agarose powder in 1X TBE. Nine uL of the sample
solution was loaded into the wells and run for 40 min at S0 V in 1X
TBE. Subsequently, the gels were characterized using a Typhoon
scanner to collect absorption and fluorescence images.

B RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

To characterize in detail the sequestration of ssDNA by CTAB
in water and in PBS, two non-complementary ssDNA labeled
respectively with Cy3 and CyS were mixed in water. The mixed
ssDNA was diluted either in water (No CTAB) or in 1 mM
CTAB. The fluorescence emission spectra collected between
550 and 800 nm were recorded upon excitation of Cy3 at 530
nm (Figure 1).

350

300 -
— No CTAB

— CTAB1mM

250 -
200 4

(a.u)
3

Fluorescence emission intensity

550 600 650 700 750 800
Wavelength (nm)

Figure 1. Fluorescence emission intensity of two non-complementary
ssDNA labeled with Cy3 and CyS (D1-Cy3 and D2-CyS) premixed in
pure water, then diluted in water (No CTAB) or in 1 mM CTAB.
The excitation wavelength is 530 nm (excitation wavelength of Cy3).

In water, the spectrum corresponds to that of pure Cy3 with
a maximum peak emission at 563 nm (Figure S2). Indeed, the
two ssDNA strands are noncomplementary, therefore, no
FRET was to be expected. Surprisingly, in 1 mM CTAB, the
intensity of the maximum emission peak of Cy3 decreased
significantly compared to the maximum intensity measured in
pure water and a peak at 660 nm corresponding to the
emission of CyS could clearly be detected. The emission of
CyS upon excitation of Cy3 reveals that the resonance energy
is transferred from the donor (Cy3) to the acceptor (CyS).
Although the strong decrease of the Cy3 emission intensity
upon addition in the CTAB solution may be partially due to
the quenching effect of CTAB (Figure S2), the concomitant
growing emission peak of CyS implies that both non-
complementary ssDNA were maintained close enough to
allow FRET when the premixed ssDNA solution was
introduced in the 1 mM CTAB solution. It can be noticed
that CyS emission is also partially quenched by CTAB (Figure
S3).

In order to account for the CTAB quenching effect on the
emission intensity of both Cy3 and CyS (Figures S2 and S3),
we calculated the FRET efliciency for each CTAB concen-
tration both in water and in PBS according to eq 1.

Eprer = 1 — Ipa /Iy (1)

where I, and I, are the integrated peak intensities of the
donor (between 550 and 800 nm) in the presence (I,) and in
the absence (Ip) of the acceptor, respectively.

The calculated FRET efficiency of the premixed ssDNA
solution diluted in pure water and in CTAB solutions at
different concentrations ranging from 0.001 mM to 10 mM is
presented in Figure 2. The premixed ssDNA is composed of
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15T
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Figure 2. FRET efficiency of a premixed non-complementary (NC)
or complementary (C) ssDNA as a function of the CTAB
concentration in aqueous solution. The CMC of CTAB (0.92
mM)*° is indicated as a vertical line. Each point corresponds to the
FRET efliciency averaged over 3 independent sample measurements.
The maximum standard deviation is 7 X 107,

the two non-complementary DNAs (NC) labeled with Cy3
and CyS respectively as shown in Figure 1. As a control two
complementary ssDNA (C) labeled with Cy3 and CyS were
premixed before their dilution in water with increasing
concentrations of CTAB.

The calculation of the FRET efficiency confirmed that at 1
mM CTAB (CMC), FRET was detected for non-comple-
mentary ssDNA with an efficiency of 70% while 4% FRET
efficiency was detected in pure water (in the absence of
CTAB). The FRET efficiency in water should have been null
since no FRET is expected for non-complementary DNA. The
weak detected emission intensity from CyS is due to its direct
excitation upon excitation of Cy3 corresponding to 4% of the
total measured FRET efficiency (Figures S4 and SS). Indeed, a
clear emission peak at 660 nm, corresponding to the emission
wavelength of CyS, is detected when a pure D2-CyS5 solution is
excited at the excitation wavelength of Cy3 (Figure S4). In
Figure S5 we can clearly distinguish a shoulder at 660 nm,
corresponding to the emission of D2-CyS in the presence of
D1-Cy3, upon excitation at 530 nm (the excitation wavelength
of Cy3).

For CTAB concentrations lower than the CMC, the FRET
efficiency for two non-complementary strands increased
rapidly to 87% at 0.1 mM and then decreased to 70% at 1
mM. As the concentration of CTAB increased above the CMC,
the FRET efficiency decreased gradually to reach approx-
imately 25% between 5 to 10 mM. When the two ssDNA were
complementary, the FRET efliciency increased from 12% in
pure water to 95% as soon as CTAB was present in solution
(from 0.001 mM of CTAB) and remained constant regardless
of the CTAB concentration (Figure 2).

In PBS (Figure S6), an identical behavior was observed. The
sequestration effect of DNA from a premixed ssDNA solution
diluted in a solution containing CTAB did not depend on the
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Figure 3. FRET efficiency of two non-complementary (NC) and complementary (C) ssDNA introduced step-by-step in (a) water or (b) PBS
without CTAB or with CTAB at increasing concentration ranging from 0.01 to 10 mM. The CMC of CTAB in water (0.92 mM)*¢ and in PBS
(0.074 mM)*° are indicated by a vertical dotted line. Each point corresponds to the FRET efficiency calculation averaged over 3 independent

sample measurements. The maximum standard deviation is 9 X 107,

presence of salt. The sequestration effect was more substantial
for CTAB concentrations lower than the CMC as we observed
strong FRET for non-complementary ssDNA both in water
and in PBS. Above the CMC, although the FRET efliciency
decreased significantly for non-complementary ssDNA the
sequestration effect was still large.

Since the sequestration of ssDNA in solution is strongly
influenced by the concentration of CTAB, we suspect that (i)
for CTAB concentrations lower than the CMC, DNA is
immediately sequestered. CTAB molecules interact with the
ssDNA backbone and fluorophore forming small compart-
ments that maintain DNA in very close proximity (high FRET
for non-complementary ssDNA); (i) for CTAB above the
CMC, DNA interacts with the surface of the positively charged
vesicles as shown using imagery methods.”” The density of
DNA on the vesicle surface is such that FRET could still be
detected between two labeled non-complementary ssDNA. For
CTAB around the CMC, both free CTAB molecules and
vesicles are present in solution, contributing to ssDNA
sequestration.

To confront this hypothesis, we tested the influence of
successive addition of both ssDNA in pure water or in PBS
with and without CTAB on the FRET efficiency (Figure 3).

The sequential addition of ssDNA in water did not lead to
FRET for non-complementary and for complementary ssDNA
at CTAB concentration higher than the CMC. Under the
CMC, the FRET efliciency increased from ~0% in pure water
to 60% at 0.01 mM CTAB. Then, the FRET efliciency
decreased rapidly down to ~0% as the CTAB concentration
was increased gradually up to the CMC. As discussed with the
mix-ssDNA, the introduction of ssDNA to the aqueous CTAB
solution induces its immediate sequestration due to the
electrostatic interactions between free CTAB molecules and
the ssDNA phosphate backbone. The addition of a second
ssDNA in a solution containing a low concentration of CTAB
(between 0.01 and 0.1 mM) apparently leads to its
incorporation in the compartment where the first ssDNA
was sequestered. For CTAB concentrations higher than 0.1
mb, it appears that the interaction between free CTAB and
the phosphate backbone of ssDNA is sufficient to keep both
ssDNA strand separated. In PBS, the situation is very different.

In pure PBS, the FRET efficiency reached 80% for
complementary strands while no FRET was detected for
non-complementary strands. Then the FRET efficiency for

complementary strands in PBS and at CTAB concentration
ranging from 0.1 to 1 mM decreased to approximately 70% and
then increased back to 80% from 2 mM CTAB. For non-
complementary ssDNA, the FRET efficiency decreased rapidly
from approximately 70% at 0.1 mM CTAB down to 17% at 1
mM CTAB concentration and finally to 0% above ~5 mM
CTAB.

Therefore, below 0.1 mM CTAB concentration ssDNA were
sequestered together despite the sequential addition of both
ssDNA strands leading to a strong FRET detection. For CTAB
concentrations above 0.1 mM in PBS, we observed a high
FRET efficiency for the two complementary ssDNA and a
much lower FRET efficiency for the non-complementary
ssDNA. Above S mM CTAB and in the presence of PBS, no
FRET was observed for the non-complementary stands while
the FRET efficiency for the two complementary strands was at
its maximum.

In water, ssDNA polyelectrolyte forms a complex with
CTAB molecules at concentrations under the CMC.”" Above
the CMC, CTAB starts to form positively charged micelles in
water so ssDNA interacts with and adsorbs to their surface
allowing FRET between labeled non-complementary ssDNA.*
The low FRET efliciency is due to the random interaction of
the ssDNA to the micelle’s surface placing both fluorophores
in positions where FRET may occur or not. In PBS, the
presence of counterions lowers the CTAB CMC since
counterions decrease the electrostatic repulsion of the cationic
CTAB surfactant, therefore promoting the formation of denser
micelles.””** The apparent charge of the CTAB micelles is
therefore neutralized so ssDNA does not interact strongly with
the micelle’s surface. At high CTAB concentrations diluted in
PBS (from S mM) the two complementary ssDNA strands can
therefore hybridize (high FRET efficiency) while the two non-
complementary ssDNA do not interact (no FRET). We
conclude that in solution with CTAB concentrations higher
than S mM diluted in PBS, no ssDNA sequestration effect
could be detected.

To illustrate the importance of the ssDNA sequestration by
CTAB on the GNR surface modification, GNRs were
incubated with thiolated ssDNA-Cy3 (SH-D1-Cy3) in
conditions where sequestration was clearly identified (0.75
mM CTAB in water) and where no sequestration of DNA
could be detected (5 mM CTAB, 1x PBS).
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Figure 4. Agarose gel electrophoresis of GNRs incubated with different concentrations of D1-Cy3 and SH-D1-Cy3 in S mM CTAB in 1X PBS.
(Left) contrast image; (right) fluorescence emission image. The samples were loaded as follow: 1- GNRs in 0.75S mM CTAB (reference); 2- and 3-
D1-Cy3 and SH-D1-Cy3, respectively, at 20 nM (reference); lanes 4, 6, 8, and 10 are GNRs incubated with D1-Cy3 (—OH) at 20, 150, 300, and
500 nM, respectively; lanes S, 7, 9, and 11 are GNRs incubated with SH-D1-Cy3 (-SH) at 20, 150, 300, and 500 nM, respectively.

0.75mM CTAB

Figure 5. Agarose gel electrophoresis of GNRs incubated with different concentrations of SH-D1-Cy3 in 0.75 mM CTAB. (Left) Contrast image;
(right) Fluorescence emission image. The samples were loaded as follow: 1-GNRs in 0.75 mM CTAB (reference), 2-SH-D1-Cy3 at 20 nM
(reference), then lanes 3, 4, S, and 6 are GNRs incubated with SH-D1-Cy3 at 20, 150, 300, and S00 mM, respectively.

The stability of the GNRs colloidal solution was verified by
recording the absorption spectra of GNRs diluted in 0.75 mM
CTAB and in S mM CTAB, 1x PBS (Figure S7). Both spectra
were very similar and corresponded to typical spectra for stable
colloidal solutions.' In addition, we observed no influence of
the presence of the thiol modification of the ssDNA on the
CTAB interaction (Figure S8).

The concentration of ssDNA in solution was 20, 150, 300,
and 500 nM and GNRs were kept at 0.2 nM. The ssDNA to
GNR ratio was chosen to obtain a high ssDNA surface
coverage as described previously.”* The detailed functionaliza-
tion protocol is described in the Materials and Methods
section. It is important to note that all samples were rinsed
multiple times to remove all unbound ssDNA from the
solution before sample characterization. To estimate the
efficiency of the thiolated ssDNA surface immobilization on
GNRs (SH-D1-Cy3), the non-thiolated Cy3 ssDNA (D1-Cy3)
was also incubated with GNRs and loaded on the gel. To
correlate the migration of GNRs with the migration of ssDNA,
a direct contrast image of the gel and a fluorescence emission
image of the same gel are presented, respectively, on the left
and right panels of Figures 4 and 5.

On the left panel of the Figure 4, where only GNRs are
visible, we observe that bare GNRs (lane 1) did not migrate in
the gel despite the applied electrical potential. Al GNRs that
were incubated with D1-Cy3 or with SH-D1-Cy3 did clearly
migrate. The distance of migration from the well depends
strongly on the nature of DNA. Indeed, GNRs incubated with
D1-Cy3 migrate at a much lower distance from the wells than
GNRs incubated with SH-D1-Cy3. In addition, all samples
prepared with D1-Cy3 migrate similarly while the SH-D1-Cy3
concentration used for the GNRs functionalization influenced
the migration distance of GNRs.

On the fluorescence emission image (Figure 4, right panel),
we do not observe the emission of fluorescence on lanes
corresponding to GNRs incubated with D1-Cy3 (lanes 4, 6, 8,
and 10). With GNRs incubated with SH-D1-Cy3 a clear
migration pattern is detected. The migration pattern and
contrast intensity depend strongly on the SH-D1-Cy3
concentration. The difference of migration distance and
pattern of samples prepared with non-thiolated ssDNA and
thiolated ssDNA demonstrates that the immobilization of
ssDNA occurs via the thiol-gold bound. In addition, the
presence of thiol leads to a denser ssDNA layer adsorbed on
GNRs. The smear pattern observed for samples prepared in 1x
PBS, S mM CTAB is certainly due to the polydispersity of the
GNRs stock solution as can be observed in TEM images
(Figure S1).

For samples incubated with 300 and 500 nM of SH-D1-Cy3,
a contrast signal can be detected at the migration distance
where free SH-D1-Cy3 migrates (lane 3), suggesting that the
samples are difficult to rinse due to electrostatic interactions.
We notice that for GNRs incubated with D1-Cy3, no free
DNA can be detected, suggesting that the samples are well
rinsed and that no non-specific interactions could be detected.
We can suggest that at 300 nM and 500 nM of ssDNA used for
the incubation with GNRs, the SH-D1-Cy3 surface density on
GNRs is high. The rinsing process of all the unbound ssDNA
becomes therefore more difficult. Nevertheless, these non-
specific interactions are negligeable compared to the specific
interactions, as the contrast of the image demonstrates.

The incubation of GNRs diluted in 0.75 mM CTAB with 20
nM SH-D1-Cy3 allowed the loaded sample to migrate in the
gel toward the positive electrode (Figure S, lane 3). The
migration of GNRs in the gel was not influenced by their
incubation with higher concentrations of ssDNA (lanes 4, S,

and 6).
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Measurement of the fluorescence emission of SH-D1-Cy3 in
the same gel allowed correlation of the migration of ssDNA
with the migration of GNRs (right panel of Figure 5). Lane 2
corresponds to the SH-D1-Cy3 reference; the band detected in
the gel after migration corresponds therefore to the migration
of free ssDNA.

No signal of SH-D1-Cy3 was detected in the gel for samples
of GNRs incubated with increasing concentrations of ssDNA
in 0.7S mM CTAB in water (lanes 3, 4, S, and 6 in the right
panel of Figure S). It is clear that some ssDNA was adsorbed
on GNRs since the GNRs migrated in the gel after incubation.
The surface density of ssDNA on GNRs in a condition where
sequestration was characterized is certainly too low to be
detected. Furthermore, at low surface density, ssDNA is
oriented toward the surface (lying down) leading to the
quenching of the emission of fluorescence.

We conclude that the immobilization efficiency of SH-
ssDNA on GNRs in 0.75 mM CTAB in water is much lower
than in the condition 1x PBS, 5 mM CTAB. Therefore, the
ssDNA sequestration by CTAB prevents from the immobiliza-
tion of SH-ssDNA on the GNR surface.

B CONCLUSIONS

We studied in detail the sequestration effect of CTAB on
ssDNA in solution and its influence on the controlled
immobilization of thiolated ssDNA on gold nanorods. We
used FRET to demonstrate that sequestration could be
efficient as it could keep two non-complementary strands
together in a compartment or prevent two complementary
strands from hybridizing. The condition in which no
sequestration was observed (1x PBS, S mM CTAB) allowed
the control of the immobilization efficiency of thiolated ssDNA
on GNRs. Indeed, we demonstrated that the ssDNA surface
density depends directly on the ssDNA concentration present
in the colloidal solution during immobilization. This
observation was confirmed by the fluorescence analysis of
gels after electrophoresis of the GNRs functionalized with
different densities of ssDNA. In the case of samples prepared in
0.7S mM CTAB where sequestration was taking place, no
ssDNA bound to GNRs could be detected which supports the
results obtained with FRET on the sequestration effect of
DNA by CTAB.
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