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Colorimetric detection of HVA by self-assembly of
Au nanorods with DNA double helices to give side-
by-side and end-to-end structurest

Lin Chang,} Younas Khan,I Lidong Li,* Nan Yang, Penggang Yin and Lin Guo

In this article we present the self-assembly of gold nanorods with DNA double helices into side-by-side and
end-to-end structures by the addition of HVA (hepatitis A virus Vall7 polyprotein gene). Between every two
gold nanorods, there is a distance of 10.2 nm which agrees with the length of DNA. By observing the change
in color with the naked eye or UV-Vis spectral absorbance, HVA concentration can be quantitatively
measured. The colorimetric detection has a linear relationship between the UV-Vis spectral absorbance
and the concentration, with a detectable range of 0.05 pM to 35 pM. The standard deviation "R?" value
was found to be >0.99. This method is simple, time economic and highly sensitive, and a lower limit of
detection up to 0.05 pM HVA can be achieved with great selectivity.

1. Introduction

Self-assembly promotes many good properties in nanoparticles
such as unique optical, magnetic and electric properties and so
on, which leads many scientists to pay close attention to self-
assembly in nanoscale particles."” Gold nanorods (Au NRs)
have attracted wide interest due to their good optical properties,
which result from the localized surface plasmon resonance,
relative to the local dielectric environment.® Self-assembled Au
NRs have many potential applications in biology and science.*
A number of methods, for example using nano-templates,"
crystallization," bio-molecules,” and small molecules™ have
been reported to transform dispersed nanoparticles into desir-
able assembled structures. Many substances such as DNA,"
organic molecules,"” ™ polymers,* biotin-stre-pavidin connec-
tors,”* and those in the antibody-antigen reaction'® can bring
Au NRs together into ideal patterns through base pairing or
physical and chemical affinities. Among these, DNA is a similar
size to nanoscale particles and has a strong affinity for forming
inter-connected structures® based on oligonucleotide—-gold
nanorod conjugates (DNA-Au NR) by base sequence matching.

Due to their size and distance dependent optical properties
and chemical stability, oligonucleotide-gold nanoparticle
conjugates are found to be promising colorimetric probes. Until
now, DNA-AuNP conjugates have been widely applied in the
detection field, monitoring certain specific metal ions, organic
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molecules and some large molecules.***” Nam ]J. M.*® has used
DNA-AuNPs to detect cancer biomarker proteins (PSA) with
good sensitivity up to 3 attomolar. Jae-Seung Lee* has applied
DNA-functionalized gold nanoparticles to the detection of Hg*".
Moreover, Min Su Han* reported a simple detection method for
an organic molecule using DNA-functionalized gold
nanoparticles.

Hepatitis A is an acute infectious disease of the liver caused
by the hepatitis A virus (HAV).** Many cases have little to no
symptoms especially in the young. The time between infection
and symptoms is two to six weeks. When symptoms occur, they
usually last eight weeks, with a fever, jaundice, diarrhea and
abdominal pain. It usually spreads through close contact such
as by drinking contaminated water or eating contaminated food
with an infectious person.** The hepatitis A virus Vall7 poly-
protein gene (HVA) is the kind of polyprotein that exists in HAV,
and can be used as a biomarker for HAV to identify infected
people so that we can prevent the virus spreading. A number of
methods have been used for the detection of HVA such as
magnetic fluorescence®® with a detection limit up to 0.1 pM,
Raman spectroscopy** with a detection limit up to 1 pM, anti-
bodies based on enzyme immunoassays (EIAs) and radio-
immuno assays (RIAs)* with detection limits up to 1 pM and
an SPR based colorimetric method with a detection limit up to
10 pM.* But all these methods are quite complicated while
some have limitations regarding sensitivity for detecting very
small concentrations of HVA, so we need to develop an easy,
sensitive and highly reliable method for early HVA detection.

In this work, we demonstrate the synthesis of Au NRs and the
controllable self-assembly of Au NRs into novel structures
including side-by-side and end-to-end structures through base
pairing with DNA. Based on programmed assembly, we devel-
oped a colorimetric method observing a change in solution

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2017
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color from purple to light pink and used it in the early detection
of the hepatitis A virus Vall7 polyprotein gene (HVA). Our
method has some obvious advantages over the prevalent
methods, firstly it is simple, easy and less time consuming.
Secondly, it was found to be very sensitive for HVA. Finally, it is
the first time that we have combined self-assembly and color-
imetry to detect HAV and with a good result.

2. Experimental section
2.1 Chemicals

All the DNA and real blood serum samples were bought from
Sangon Biotech (Shanghai) Co., Ltd. The sequences are listed in
Table 1. HAuCl,-4H,0 was bought from Shenyang Jinke reagent
company. Hexadecyltrimethylammonium bromide (CTAB),
hexadecyltrimethylammonium chloride (CTAC), sodium oleate
(NaOL), silver nitrate (AgNOj3), sodium borohydride (NaBH,),
hydrochloric acid (HCl, 12.1 M), ascorbic acid (AA), tris(2-
carbonylethyl) phosphorus hydrochloride (TCEP), tris(hydrox-
yethyl)methyl amino methane (C,H;;NO;), magnesium chlo-
ride (MgCl,), and sodium dodecyl sulfate (SDS) were brought
from Beijing Chemical Works. All the reagents were analytical
grade.

2.2 Instruments

Scanning electron microscope (SEM) images were obtained
using a Hitachi S-4800. SEM samples were prepared by drop-
ping the test solution onto a silicon chip and leaving it at room
temperature until the solvent evaporated. Transmission elec-
tron microscopic (TEM) information was obtained using
a JEM-2010F operating under a 200 kV acceleration voltage. By
dropping the sample solution onto a copper grid with 300
mesh, the test samples were prepared. UV-Vis spectra were
obtained using an Alpha-1860C. The samples were prepared by
dropping the solution into Ultra-Micro Cells with a thickness
of 1 cm and the data was processed and acquired using Origin
Lab software.

2.3 Preparation of Au NRs

The seed solution was synthesized as follows. Typically, 5 mL
of 0.5 mM HAuCl,; and 5 mL of 0.2 M CTAB solutions were
mixed in a 20 mL transparent vial. Then 1 mL of 0.006 M fresh
NaBH, solution was added into the vial abovementioned
under stirring at a speed of 1200 rpm for 2 min. The color of
the solution transformed from yellow to brownish yellow.

Table 1 DNA names and sequences used in the experiment (control
DNA 1 and 2 were used for the selectivity test)

DNA name Sequence (5 — 3')
Helper AAA AAA AAA AAA C(sSH
Target DNA TTAGAGTTGCATGGATTAACTCCTCTTTCT

Capture DNA 2
Control DNA 1
Control DNA 2

HS-C(s) AGAAAGAGGA
TAAAAGTTGCAGGGATTAACCCCCCTTTCT
TTTGATTTGCAGGGTTTAAATCCTCTTTCT
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Then the vials were placed at room temperature for aging for
up to 30 min. Next, we prepared the growth solution as
follows: 1.234 g of NaOL and 6.15 g of CTAC were dissolved in
250 mL of water at 50 °C, and were then transferred into
a flask. When the temperature had cooled down to 30 °C, 18
mL of 4 mM AgNO; solution and 250 mL of 1 mM HAuCl,
solution were added. Then the mixture was left at 30 °C for
15 min, followed by stirring at 7000 rpm for 150 min. Subse-
quently, 5.0 mL of 12.1 M HCI was employed to adjust the
solution to the proper pH which was followed by slow stirring
at 400 rpm. Before strong stirring for 30 s, 1.25 mL of 0.064 M
AA was introduced. Finally, 0.8 mL of seed solution was
dropped into the growth solution and afterwards the mixture
was stirred for 30 s, then it was kept still which was helpful for
the NR’s growth. The produced Au NRs were purified by
centrifugation of the products for 25 min at 6000 rpm which
was repeated 3 times.*”

2.4 Pretreatment of DNA

Before using DNA as an interconnector, we added a certain
amount of TCEP into the DNA solution (DNA was dissolved in
0.001 M Tris-HCI buffer which included 20 mM MgCl, and
0.01% SDS), then the DNA was heated to 90 °C for 5 min to make
it more flexible for the following base pairing. TCEP could
reduce the disulfide bonds into individual -SH groups which
were intended to react on the gold surface.?®

2.5 Self-assembly of Au NRs

Freshly synthesized Au NRs were observed under the SEM
(Fig. 1a) and have a length of 90 & 5 nm and a width of 25 +
5 nm and were well dispersed. To obtain side-by-side structures,
two vials were needed. Helper DNA was added into two vials of
Au NRs and incubated for 12 h at room temperature. Before
incubating for another 12 h, capture DNA 1 and capture DNA 2
in the same quantities were injected into each vial respectively.
Then the two vials were mixed together in a big vial and target
DNA was introduced into the big vial. The vial was then heated
to 95 °C for 5 min and then the vial was allowed to cool down to
room temperature. The helper DNA does not match any other
DNA during the process of self-assembly. It is just a kind of DNA
to be used as a barrier to control the regioselectivity of the self-
assembly, so that we can obtain side-by-side structures. Capture
DNA 1 and capture DNA 2 are employed in both the side-by-side
structure and end-to-end structure to match with part of the
complementary target DNA simultaneously at the ends. The
target DNA is like a person with two hands, on the left it joins
one of its hands with capture DNA 1 while on the right it joins
the other hand with capture DNA 2. To obtain end-to-end
structures, the process was similar to the process for side-by-
side assembly but in the absence of the helper DNA. Capture
DNA 1 and capture DNA 2 were injected into two separate vials
and incubated for 12 h. Then the two vials were mixed together
in a big vial and target DNA was introduced into the big vial. The
vial was then heated to 95 °C for 5 min and then the vial was
allowed to cool down to room temperature.

RSC Adv., 2017, 7, 13896-13903 | 13897
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Fig.1 (a) SEMimages of dispersed Au NRs, the scale bars are 200 nm, 100 nm and 20 nm; (b) TEM images of Au NRs assembled into side-by-side
structures (the concentration of C; and C, was 33 pM, helper was 10 pM, and T was 0.05 pM; 0.5 pM; 1.25 pM; 5 pM; 10 pM; and 35 pM), the scale
bar is 50 nm.

3. Results and discussion were modified by single-stranded DNA (ssDNA) at the ends (see
Schemes 1 and 2).

During the process of the synthesis, there was still cetyl-
trimethylammonium bromide (CTAB) which remained coated
Regular NRs (length: 90 nm; width: 25 nm) were synthesized by on the surface of the Au NRs. CTAB preferred to bind to the
a classical seed-mediated growth method. Then their surfaces {100} facet which was the longitudinal side of the Au NRs, and
left the {110} facet ends of the Au NRs with a thinner

3.1 Preparation of NR assemblies into regiospecific
geometries

JA\) NRs f. Helper $C) C, T

Scheme 1 Schematic of side-by-side self-assembly.

13898 | RSC Adv., 2017, 7, 13896-13903 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2017
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B Au NRs

Scheme 2 Schematic of end-to-end self-assembly.
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Fig. 2 UV-Vis spectrum of side-by-side assembly with a target DNA
concentration range of 0.05-35 pM (the concentration of C; and C;
was 33 pM, and helper was 10 pM).

coating®**’ than on their sides. So when in a low concentration
of thiolated DNA, it will only attach at the ends and control the
geometry.

In this work, two self-assembly methods of Au NRs are pre-
sented, side-by-side and end-to-end. These two distinct struc-
tures were obtained using different thiolated DNA samples with
some specific sequences in an appropriate concentration. As
such, we denoted a 10 base thiolated DNA sample with
a sequence of GCAACTCTAA C)-SH as capture DNA 1 (C;: red in
Scheme 1) and another 10 base thiolated DNA sample with
a sequence of HS-C(s) AGAAAGAGGA as capture DNA 2 (C,: blue
in Scheme 1). These two DNA samples had the same function,
base pairing with a 30 base target DNA sample (T: green in
Scheme 1) at each of the ends which had a sequence of TTA,
GAG, TTG, CAT, GGA, TTA, ACT, CCT, CTT, or TCT. An assistant
thiolated DNA sample was also employed named helper DNA
(H: purple in Scheme 1) with a 15 base simple sequence of AAA
AAA AAA AAA C)-SH. The helper DNA is helpful to control the
regioselectivity in the self-assembly process, especially during
the side-by-side process, but does not match with any other
oligomers.
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View Article Online

RSC Advances

1.00 -

0.90 -
R2=0.9987 /

0.85 - }

0.80

0.75

0.70

0.1 1 10
CiTarget(pM)

Fig. 3 Linear relationship between the absorbance with the change in
concentration of target DNA (C; and C, were 33 pM, and helper was 10
pM for side-by-side structures), T was 0.12 pM; 0.25 pM; 0.5 pM; 2.5
pM; 5.0 pM; 10 pM; and 20 pM. The error bars indicate the standard
deviation of the seven successive measurements of a sample for each
assay.

3.2 Side-by-side self-assembly

Because the ends have less CTAB on their surface and the ends
of Au NRs are more active than the sides of Au NRs,** when the
helper DNA at an appropriate concentration was added it had
a preference to be absorbed at the ends (Scheme 1), which
meant that the Au NRs’ ends were occupied and that the sides
were relatively more active. Then the Au NRs were modified with
C; (capture DNA 1) or C, (capture DNA 2) on their sides, and
once a concentration of target DNA between 0.05 pM and 40 pM
was injected, there was an effective side-by-side self-assembly
(TEM; Fig. 1b) which increased with the increase in target
DNA concentration. After self-assembly, the optical properties
were similar to nanowires (NWs), which was demonstrated
using UV-Vis spectroscopy (Fig. 2).**** With the increase in
concentration of the target DNA in the range of 0.05-40 pM, the
“nanowires” became fat, which was confirmed by a peak shift.
The transverse peaks were inclining to blue shift (shorter
wavelength) from 525 nm to 521 nm and decrease in amplitude
while the longitudinal surface plasmon peaks red shifted

RSC Adv., 2017, 7, 13896-13903 | 13899
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Fig. 4 TEM images of Au NRs assembled into end-to-end structures (the concentration of C; and C, was 33 pM), the scale bar is 50 nm.
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Fig. 5 UV-Vis spectra of end-to-end assembly with a target DNA
concentration range of 0.05-40 pM (the concentration of C; and C;
was 33 pM).

(longer wavelength) from 742 nm to 751 nm and decreased in
amplitude compared to the Au NRs’ peaks. When the concen-
tration of target DNA was lower than 0.05 pM, side-by-side self-
assembly was not observed. When the concentration of target
DNA was higher than 35 pM, the Au NRs aggregated. Under
these two situations, we did not see the behavior of self-
assembly, so in our work a target DNA concentration of 0.05-
35 pM was found to be optimum under our experimental
conditions.

3.2.1 Colorimetric detection. During the process of side-by-
side self-assembly we found that the solution changed color
from light pink to pink and finally became purple with
increasing target concentration (Fig. S21). This gave us a quan-
titative estimation of HVA concentration by observing the color
with the naked eye. As shown in Scheme 1, because helper DNA
was firstly added to preoccupy and passivate the ends of the Au
nanorods, this left the sides of the Au nanorods open to
hybridize with the capture DNA. Afterwards, the target DNA
(HVA) was added to hybridize with the capture DNA 1 on the one

13900 | RSC Adv., 2017, 7, 13896-13903

Percentage

il —— s
DI Water HVA Control DNA 1 Control DNA 2
Samples

Fig. 6 The bar graph between second deionized water, 1 microlitre
HVA, 1 microlitre control DNA 1 and 1 microlitre control DNA 2 shows
the selectivity of the method, quantitatively.

side and hybridize with capture DNA 2 on the other side, then
linking up all the capture DNA modified gold nanorods by
attaching to each other side by side. Then aggregation occurs
with an increased concentration of HVA. A linear relation
between the target DNA concentration and absorbance was
found during UV Visible spectroscopic studies of the various
concentrations ranging from 0.5 pm to 40 pm, as shown in
Fig. 3. The linear correlation range was found between 0.5 pm
and 40 pm with an R* value >0.99. This is the first time that
a method has had a low detection limit of 0.05 pM for target
DNA (HVA) which is a part of the hepatitis A virus.

3.3 End-to-end self-assembly

Compared with the side-by-side structures, the procedure is
easier to get end-to-end assembly structures. As show in Scheme
2, end-to-end assembly can be obtained without the addition of
helper DNA. Because the ends of the Au nanorod are more active
than the sides, adding an appropriate amount of C; and C, DNA

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2017
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Fig. 7 UV-Vis spectra of the tests on real samples with side-to-side

structures. In the samples, we added Au NRs, a real blood serum

sample and HVA with concentrations of 2.5 pM, 10 pM, 20 pM, and 30
pM.

Table 2 Recovery of HVA under different target DNA concentrations

(Target)
(Target) Co/pM A C/pM Recovery (%)
0.125 0.6998 0.1125 90
0.25 0.7366 0.23 92
0.5 0.7812 0.475 95
1.25 0.8452 1.1625 93
2.5 0.8801 2.30 94
10 0.9485 9.4 94
20 0.9934 18.6 93
30 1.025 28.2 94

will firstly attach to the ends of the Au nanorod, and later
addition of HVA will result in end-to-end assembly structures
(TEM; Fig. 4). Similarly, with the concentration increase of
target DNA, the nanowires became longer which was confirmed
by peak shifting in the UV-Vis spectra compared to Au NRs’
peaks. The transverse peaks remained unchanged in amplitude
and wavelength while the longitudinal surface plasmon peaks
red shifted (longer wavelength) from 745 nm to 749 nm and
decreased in amplitude compared with Au NRs’, as shown in
Fig. 5. However, there is not a good calibration curve for the
end-to-end structures (Fig. S17).

3.4 The selectivity of the colorimetric method

Another vital factor for a colorimetric method is its selectivity
which was tested here using a control experiment. Simulta-
neously, equal concentrations of 1.0 uL double deionized water,
1.0 pL HVA, 1.0 pL control DNA 1 and 1.0 pL control DNA 2 were
added into two solutions, one containing capture DNA 1 at 33
PM and one containing capture DNA 2 at 33 pM, which were
both incubated at room temperature for 12 h and then mixed
together. Observed from the colors of the solutions, only the vial

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2017
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where we added the target DNA had faded a little while the
colors of the competitors stayed the same color as with the Au
NRs. The results show that this method has good selectivity as
shown in Fig. S31 and 6.

3.5 Real sample analysis

Many interruptions may occur when a real blood serum sample
is employed in this analysis owing to the complexity of a real
blood serum sample which can introduce some unknown
bonding to the bulk sample. So we needed do some investiga-
tions to ensure whether the method was applicable to a real
blood serum sample. Firstly, we diluted the blood serum fifty-
times, aiming to decrease the background noise in the real
sample analysis application. Then under different concentra-
tions of HVA with diluted serum, artificial physiological matrix
and spiked serum samples were tested. The experimental data
suggests that the method is applicable since the absorbance of
the real blood serum samples was only decreased by 0.02
compared to the HVA in double deionized water sample, which
was used as the background. So the dilution of a real blood
serum sample to a large extent is good to diminish the back-
ground noise.

Then we applied the method to the real blood serum sample
(Fig. 7) to test whether HVA gave similar results as in the
previous experiment, and simultaneously we calculated the
recovery of HVA as shown in Table 2. Recovery of HVA was
calculated as the ratio between the concentration of added HVA
and the detected concentration of HVA. In the table, we ob-
tained very good recoveries between 90% and 94%, which
suggests the method has a promising future for use in biolog-
ical samples.

4. Conclusions

Self-assembled oligonucleotide gold nanoparticle conjugates
(DNA-AuUNP) are found to be promising probes in bio-detection.
We described the self-assembly of Au NRs synthesized by a seed-
mediated growth method into novel structures: side-by-side and
end-to-end. An assay based on the side-by-side structures was
developed to detect HVA, a polyprotein in hepatitis A virus. We
found our method to be very sensitive with a lower limit of
detection up to 0.05 pM. We achieved a linear relationship
between the absorbance and the concentration in the range of
0.05 pM to 35 pM with a standard deviation “R*” value >0.99.
The novel side-by-side structure was attractive because it was
convenient and rapid to synthesize and could be promising in
detecting a variety of bio-molecules.
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