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I
n recent years, the use of engineered
nanoparticles in research and technol-
ogy has been rapidly expanding; nano-

particles have become part of our daily life
in medical, cosmetic, or food products.1 For
example, in biomedicine, nanomaterials are
widely employed as diagnostic imaging
tools,2 drug delivery carriers,3 and gene
therapy agents.4 This development inevita-
bly increases the chance of human expo-
sure to nanoparticles. Owing to their small
size, they can potentially penetrate physio-
logical barriers and invade all parts of the
body, tissues, cells, and even subcellular
compartments. Concerns have arisen that
nanoparticle exposure may lead to adverse
health effects.5 Therefore, a profound under-
standing of the interactions of nanoparticles
with living cells and organisms is indispens-
able for their safe and beneficial use while
avoiding possible biological hazards.
Upon nanoparticle exposure, cells incorpo-

rate nanoparticles across the fluid plasma
membrane, either by endocytosis (i.e., actively
by using the cellular uptake machinery) or by
passive penetration.6�12 During endocytosis,
nanoparticles are enclosed by endocytic ves-
icles and are thus not directly transferred into
the cytosol. By contrast, nanoparticles inter-
nalized by membrane penetration enter the
cytosol directly, which can be preferable for
targeted drug delivery agents. Often, cyto-
toxicity is observed upon nanoparticle expo-
sure, which may arise;at least in part;from
nonspecific adhesion of nanoparticles to
the cell membranes and the resulting ef-
fects on membrane morphology or perme-
ability. Therefore, studying the interaction
of nanoparticles with cell membranes is a

first important step toward understanding
the concomitant biological responses.
The ability of nanoparticles to adhere to

andpenetrate cellmembranes is governedby
their physical properties including size, sur-
face composition, and surface charge.11,13�17

Nanomaterials with very small dimensions
and positive charge have been observed to
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ABSTRACT

It is well-known that nanomaterials are capable of entering living cells, often by utilizing the

cells' endocytic mechanisms. Passive penetration of the lipid bilayer may, however, occur as an

alternative process. Here we have focused on the passive transport of small nanoparticles

across the plasma membranes of red blood cells, which are incapable of endocytosis. By using

fluorescence microscopy, we have observed that zwitterionic quantum dots penetrate through

the cell membranes so that they can be found inside the cells. The penetration-induced

structural changes of the lipid bilayer were explored by surface-enhanced infrared absorption

spectroscopy and electrochemistry studies of model membranes prepared on solid supports

with lipid compositions identical to those of red blood cell membranes. A detailed analysis of

the infrared spectra revealed a markedly enhanced flexibility of the lipid bilayers in the

presence of nanoparticles. The electrochemistry data showed that the overall membrane

structure remained intact; however, no persistent holes were formed in the bilayers.

KEYWORDS: zwitterionic quantum dots . membrane penetration mechanism .
pore formation . FTIR spectroelectrochemistry . confocal microscopy
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pass through cell membranes by forming membrane
holes, generating noticeable cytotoxic effects in the
process.18�21 Even particles larger than 500 nm in diam-
eter can penetrate cell membranes by inducing strong
local membrane deformations.22 However, membrane
disruptions can be reduced or even completely avoided
by modulating the surface charge density or surface
structure.11,23 Therefore, it appears feasible that synthetic
materials with optimally engineered surface properties
may pass through membranes without disrupting the
cell membrane.
Colloidal semiconductor core/shell quantum dots

(QDs) hold great promise for applications in biotechnol-
ogy and biomedicine due to their small size (diameter
1�5 nm), brightness, and photostability.24�27 Recently,
we have shown that CdSe/ZnS core/shell QDs coated
with the zwitterionic thiol ligand D-penicillamine (DPA-
QDs) feature much improved colloidal stability in
physiological media and can be effectively internalized
into living cells, predominantly via clathrin-mediated
endocytosis.28,29 The small DPA ligand adds minimally
to the overall size of the nanoparticle. DPA-QDs effec-
tively resemble small globular proteins with regard to
size, near-neutral charge, and surface functional
groups (amine and carboxylic acid groups). Even after
inhibition of all actin-dependent uptake pathways, we
still observedDPA-QD internalization by human cells in
culture, which suggests that they may be capable of
penetrating the plasma membrane. These results mo-
tivated us to investigate DPA-QD uptake by red blood
cells (RBCs), highly specialized cells lacking a cell nucleus,
most organelles, and the endocytic machinery.30 There-
fore, they havebeen used as amodel system for studying
thepassivemovementofnanoparticles across theplasma
membrane.31�33 Thepresence of such apassivemechan-
ism has been inferred from observing very few poly-
styrene and titaniumdioxide nanoparticles inside RBCs
upon exposure to these nanoparticles.32,33

In this work, we have studied the penetration of
DPA-QDs into RBCs by fluorescence imaging. In addi-
tion, we have investigated the interaction between
DPA-QDs and model membranes having lipid compo-
sitions identical to those of RBC membranes. These
membranes were prepared on solid supports and
studied by electrochemistry and surface-enhanced
infrared absorption spectroscopy (SEIRAS) to gain in-
sight into the molecular processes. Importantly, we
were able to show that penetration of the lipid mem-
brane byDPA-QDs occurswithout formation of holes in
the bilayer.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Confocal Microscopy of RBCs Exposed to DPA-QDs. We
incubated RBCs with phosphate buffered saline (PBS)
solutions containing 10 nM DPA-QDs of 4 nm radius
and imaged them by using spinning disk confocal

microscopy. The physicochemical properties of the
DPA-QDs have been characterized thoroughly in
previous work.29 In a study addressing endo- and
exocytosis of DPA-QDs by live HeLa cells, these
nanoparticles were observed to accumulate on the
cell membrane within 1 min after incubation and
were subsequently internalized and transported to
the perinuclear region over the ensuing hour.29 By
contrast, membrane accumulation and internaliza-
tion of DPA-QDs were not observed with RBCs, even
after 4 h of incubation (Figure 1a,c). The DPA-QDs
rather adhered to the surface of the incubation
chamber where they produced a strong fluorescence
background, so that the attached cells are seen as
dark circles in the images. If only a small number of
QDs had been internalized, the strong surface fluo-
rescence would have precluded their unambiguous
detection under these conditions.

To eliminate the strong fluorescence from surface-
adsorbed DPA-QDs, cells were treated with QSY 9 after
1 or 4 h of incubation with 10 nMDPA-QDs (Figure 1b,d).
QSY 9 is a nonfluorescent dye with a broad and intense
absorption in the range of 500�650 nm that quenches
the fluorescence of other dyes in close proximity by
Förster resonance energy transfer. A similar approach
had been employed by Hoeksira et al.34 to discriminate
between cell association and the actual internalization of
nanoparticles. They exposed the cells to high concentra-
tions of Trypan Blue to quench the extracellular fluores-
cence. Comparedwith the confocal images taken prior to
QSY 9 application (Figure 1a,c), the strong fluorescence
from the adsorbed DPA-QDs on the surface essentially
disappeared after application of QSY 9 (Figure 1b,d).
Notably, after QSY 9 quenching, the RBC membranes
appear stained by DPA-QDs, and furthermore, a few
fluorescent spots are clearly visible inside the cells after
1 h incubation (Figure 1b). Even more spots are found
after 4 h incubation (Figure 1d). We can safely conclude
from this experiment that the staining of the RBC mem-
brane must arise from DPA-QDs that are not in contact

Figure 1. Confocal fluorescence images of DPA-QDs inter-
actingwith RBCs. RBCswere incubatedwith 10nMDPA-QDs
for (a,b) 1 h and (c,d) 4 h, washed, and incubated with QSY 9
for 10 min at a concentration of 5 μg/mL to quench the
fluorescence of DPA-QDs adsorbed onto the chamber sur-
face and the cells. Images before and after quencher
application are shown in panels a,c and b,d, respectively.
Scale bar: 5 μm.

A
RTIC

LE



WANG ET AL. VOL. 6 ’ NO. 2 ’ 1251–1259 ’ 2012

www.acsnano.org

1253

with the extracellular medium. Apparently, DPA-QDs
penetrate the RBCmembrane and remain either within
the bilayer or associate with the inner membrane
surface. Moreover, the fluorescent spots inside the
cells (Figure 1b,d), which are much brighter than
individual DPA-QDs, reveal their ability to migrate and
cluster inside the RBCs. Three-dimensional image
stacks were also recorded (Figure 2). From the sections
in the x�z and y�z planes, it is obvious that measure-
ments in the x�y plane, taken at a z-position of about
half the height of the cell, allow us to reliably assign the
bright spots to intracellular regions.

Additionally, we studied the interactions between
DPA-QDs and RBCs in an alternative way that entirely
eliminates interference from surface fluorescence. To
this end, RBCswere treatedwith 10 nMDPA-QDs in PBS
solution for different times in a humidified incubator at
37 �C and 5% CO2. Subsequently, the solution was
centrifuged to separate free DPA-QDs from the RBCs,
and the sedimented cells were transferred into a
sample cell for imaging. In Figure 3, bright-field and
fluorescence confocal images are overlaid for a control
sample (without DPA-QD exposure) and for samples
incubated with DPA-QDs for 1, 4, and 8 h. From these
images, it is clearly evident that the cell membranes are
stained by DPA-QDs, and the number of fluorescence
spots, which are either close to the cell membranes or
inside the cells, increases with the incubation time
(Figure 3b�d). The internalization kinetics (Figure 3e)
was obtained by calculating the integrated fluores-
cence intensity of the internal spots (red circles) and
normalizing them to the cellular area in the observa-
tion plane. The internalized fraction increased with a
half-life of 1.7 h. Upon DPA-QD exposure, the RBC
surfaces still had a smooth appearance, similar to the

control RBCs, so the DPA-QDs did not induce a strong
local membrane deformation, at least on a spatial scale
that can be resolved by optical microscopy. Penetra-
tion of DPA-QDs into RBCs appears not to disturb the
integrity of themembrane or even induce formation of
pores, which should result in an aberrant morphology
of the RBC membranes.35

To further test this proposition, we checked if DPA-
QDs' internalization allowed the escape of a tracer dye
from the cytosol.11 RBCs were preincubated with cal-
cein violet AM (Figure 4a), a cell-membrane-permeant
dye that becomes impermeant after hydrolysis by
intracellular esterases. Subsequently, cells were incu-
bated with DPA-QDs for 6 h. As seen in Figure 4b
and supported by the quantitative image analysis in
Figure 4c, internalization of DPA-QDs did not cause any
loss of cellular fluorescence from the dye. Entrance of
DPA-QDs without causing any measurable leakage of

Figure 2. Three-dimensional reconstructions of confocal
image stacks showing the internalization of DPA-QDs by
RBCs. The data are represented as sections in the x�y plane
(upper left), x�z plane (lower), and y�z plane (upper right).
Scale bar: 5 μm.

Figure 3. Confocal fluorescence and bright-field (overlay)
images of DPA-QD internalization by RBCs. RBCs were
incubated with (a) PBS as control, and 10 nM DPA-QDs for
(b) 1 h, (c) 4 h, and (d) 8 h. Scale bar: 5 μm. (e) Integrated
fluorescence intensity of intracellular bright spots normal-
ized to the cellular area observed in the section, plotted as a
function of time. For each time point, eight images from
three different experiments were analyzed; error bars in-
dicate standard deviations from the mean.
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calcein violet AM suggests that the RBC membranes
remain largely intact in the process.

Electrochemistry Study of the Interaction of DPA-QDs with a
PlanarModelMembrane. To further strengthen theevidence
that DPA-QD penetration through RBC membranes did
not induce holes, we studied the DPA-QD exposure to
model membranes by electrochemistry, a label-free ap-
proach. To explore the effect of DPA-QDs interactingwith
the outer and inner lipid layer of RBC membranes, we
produced, by vesicle fusion, planar lipidbilayers on a solid
support having identical lipid compositions as the outer

and inner leaflets of RBC plasma membranes. The outer
lipid leaflet consists mainly of phosphatidylcholine (PC),
sphingomyelin (SM), the inner one mainly of phosphati-
dylethanolamine (PE) and phosphatidylserine (PS),
whereas cholesterol is evenly distributed.36 In our study,
we used egg PC, SM, and cholesterol to mimic the outer
leaflet and dioleoyl phosphoethanolamine (DOPE), di-
oleoyl phosphatidylserine (DOPS), and cholesterol to
mimic the inner lipid leaflet. Vesicleswith the lipid content
of the outer or inner lipid layer were fused on a solid
support by the hydrophobic interaction between the
vesicles and the hydrophobic surface of a self-assembled
monolayer of 1-dodecanethiol (DT) preadsorbed on a
gold electrode (Figure 5). Pore formation in a supported
bilayer (e.g., byDPA-QDpenetration) canbe inferred from
monitoring the transport capability of an electroactive
ionic species, [Fe(CN)6]

3�, through the lipidbilayer before
and after nanoparticle exposure. Each preparation step
was confirmed by cyclic voltammetry (CV) and SEIRAS.

Figure 6 shows the electrochemical behavior of the
fresh Au electrode in 5 mM [Fe(CN)6]

3� solution with
0.1MKCl (black). A quasi-reversible redox couplewith a
cathodic and an anodic peak at 0.17 and 0.26 V versus

Ag/AgCl indicates a fast electron transfer. After incuba-
tion of the bare Au electrode with DT, the electrode
was scanned in the same solution. Comparison of the
black and red curves in Figure 6a,b reveals significantly
decreased peak currents and an increased peak-to-
peak separation (red) due to formation of a DT mono-
layer on the Au electrode slowing down the electron
transfer kinetics of the probe. By adjusting the assem-
bly time of the DT monolayer, we can fine-tune the
density to yield a pervious, thin film and ensure initia-
tion of spontaneous vesicle fusion. After vesicle fusion
on the DTmonolayer, the current peaks were complet-
ely eliminated, indicating a defect-free planar mem-
brane blocking the electrode surface (Figure 6a,b,
green). Upon treatment of the model membrane with
DPA-QD solution for 1 and 8 h, the currents were
further decreased for both systems (Figure 6a,b, blue
and cyan). This experiment clearly indicates that the

Figure 4. Fluorescence microscopy experiment examines if
DPA-QD uptake by RBCs causes holes in the plasma mem-
brane. RBCs were incubated with (a) calcein violet AM, and
subsequently (b) with 10 nM DPA-QDs for 6 h. Scale bar:
5 μm. (c) Mean fluorescence intensities of calcein violet AM
labeled cells, averaged over 70�90 cells from two different
experiments.

Figure 5. Schematic diagram illustrating the interaction of DPA-QDs with planar membranes, formed by hydrophobic
interactions between vesicles and hydrophobic DT monolayers self-assembled on a gold electrode.
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presence of DPA-QDs did not generate pores in the outer
and inner lipid layers of RBC membranes because this
process would strongly change the CV response of the
membrane-modified electrode (Figure 6a,b, magenta).
After the planar membranes were incubated with 1%
poly(ethyleneimine) (PEI) for 1 h, the redox current of
[Fe(CN)6]

3� was recovered. PEI induces membrane holes
by local removal of the lipid bilayer,18 so the probe can
diffuse through the pore to reach the electrode.

Various types of cationic nanoparticles had previously
been observed to induce defects in supported lipid
bilayers by hole formation or membrane erosion.10,18

To demonstrate this effect by electrochemistry, we pre-
pared cationic cysteamine-capped QDs (CA-QDs) using
the identical CdSe/ZnS core/shells as for the DPA-QDs
(Supporting Information). We incubated the membrane-
modifiedelectrodewith 10nMCA-QDs for 1h. In contrast
to our experiments with DPA-QDs, the probe current
recovered slightly with CA-QDs (Supporting Information,
Figure S1), indicating that these positively charged QDs
caused a defect-induced permeation of the membrane
by the [Fe(CN)6]

3� probe.

Surface-Enhanced Infrared Absorption Spectroscopy (SEIRAS)
of DPA-QDs on Planar Membranes. In near-field distance to a

nanostructured metal film, the infrared absorption of
molecules is enhanced by a factor of 10�1000.37

Taking advantage of this phenomenon, SEIRAS allows
molecular information to be detected from single
monolayers, for example, for in situ investigations of
the assembly of the molecules at interfaces. SEIRAS is
an exquisitely sensitive technique which can detect
even minute absorption changes (as small as 10�5)
such as those induced by protein adsorption to a lipid
membrane.38,39 Here we have employed SEIRAS to
study structural changes of model membranes in-
duced by the interaction of DPA-QDs. Importantly,
we have chosen the lipid composition so as to mimic
RBC membranes. Formation of the planar membrane
by vesicle fusion on a preadsorbed DT monolayer on
the gold surface was monitored in situ by SEIRAS. The
spectrum of DT adsorbed onto the gold surface is

Figure 7. SEIRAS experiments to study the interaction of
DPA-QDs with preformed planar membranes. (a) Spectra of
a monolayer of DT adsorbed on the gold surface (black),
vesicles containing the lipids of the outer (upper panel) and
inner (lower panel) lipid leaflet of RBCs adsorbed on the DT-
modified gold surface (red), and DPA-QDs adsorbed on the
lipid/DT modified gold surface (blue), including Gaussian
bands obtained by curve fitting (the individual bands are
shown underneath the blue spectrum). (b) Spectra of DPA-
QDs adsorbed on the lipid/DT modified gold surface (blue)
are plotted togetherwith the transmission spectrumof DPA
in a KBr pellet (black).

Figure 6. Electrochemistry study of DPA-QDs interacting
with a planar lipid bilayer. The planar lipid bilayer was
constituted by vesicle fusion composed of a mixture of
(a) egg PC, SM, and cholesterol; (b) DOPE, DOPS, and
cholesterol. Cyclic voltammograms of 5 mM [Fe(CN)6]

3� in
a solution of 0.1 M KCl. Cyclic voltammograms carried out
with (a,b) bare Au (black), DT/Au (red), and lipid/DT/Au
(green) working electrodes. The cyclic voltammograms
shown in blue and cyan were obtained with the lipid/DT/Au
electrode after exposing the electrode to a 10 nM DPA-QD
solution for 1 and 8 h, respectively. Afterward, the electrode
was treated with 1% poly(ethyleneimine) solution for 1 h
(magenta). The scan rate was 50 mV/s.
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shown in Figure 7a (black), taking the bare Au surface
immersed in ethanol as the reference spectrum. The
abscissa is divided into two wavenumber regions of
particular interest, namely, the CH and OH stretching
region at∼3000 cm�1 and the fingerprint region from
1800 to 1500 cm�1. The left panel of Figure 7a shows
bands at 2925 and 2853 cm�1 that are assigned to the
asymmetric, vas(CH2), and symmetric, vs(CH2), stretch-
ing vibrations of the alkyl chain CH2 groups, respec-
tively. The bands at 2973 and 2877 cm�1 are attributed
to the asymmetric, vas(CH3), and symmetric, vs(CH3),
stretching vibrations. Figure 7a shows the SEIRAS
spectrum of the bilayer on the DT surface (Figure 5)
produced by fusion of vesicles with the lipid composi-
tion of the outer leaflet (upper panel, red), taking a DT
monolayer immersed in aqueous solution as the ref-
erence. The bands at 2925 and 2853 cm�1 are attrib-
uted to the asymmetric, vas(CH2), and symmetric, vs-
(CH2), stretching vibrations of the CH2 groups, and the
band at 1740 cm�1 is due to the CdO stretching
vibration of the lipid.40 The strong negative peak at
∼1650 cm�1 is associated with the OH bending vibra-
tion of water, indicating a highly hydrophobic environ-
ment in the lipid bilayer. After formation of the planar
bilayer, the spectrum of a membrane-modified Au
surface immersed in PBS was taken as the reference,
and 10 nMDPA-QDs (in PBS) was added before record-
ing an FTIR spectrum. The DPA-QD-induced SEIRAS
difference spectrum is shown in Figure 7a (upper
panel, blue). The strong band at ∼1650 cm�1 is broad
and asymmetric, suggesting that it consists of several
overlapping bands. By Gaussian curve fitting, it can be
decomposed into bands at 1593, 1535, 1675, and
1640 cm�1. On the basis of a comparison with the
transmission spectrumof DPA in a KBr pellet (Figure 7b,
black), the two peaks at 1593 and 1535 cm�1 are
assigned to the asymmetric bendingmodes of�NH3

þ,
δas (�NH3

þ), of DPA.41 The bands at 1675 and
1640 cm�1 are known to arise from the δas (�NH3

þ)
and the asymmetric stretching vibration of the�COO�

group, vas(�COO�), overlapping with a weak water
absorption band.41,42 These characteristic peaks clearly
reveal that, when interacting with the lipid bilayer, the
DPA ligands on the QDs are in their zwitterionic form.
Interestingly, bands attributed to the asymmetric
vas(CH2) and symmetric vs(CH2) stretching vibrations
of the CH2 groups appear upon addition of DPA-QDs
(Figure 7a, left). These are also shown enlarged in the
inset of Figure 7a (blue). These peaks were not ob-
served in the transmission spectrum of DPA in a KBr
pellet (Figure 7b, black), however. Consequently, they
signal a change of the lipid structure induced by the
interaction of DPA-QDs with the planar membranes.
Compared with the vas(CH2) and vs(CH2) stretching
vibrations of the lipid bilayer (Figure 7a, inset) at
2925 and 2853 cm�1, the vas(CH2) and vs(CH2) peaks
induced by adding DPA-QDs are slightly blue-shifted

to 2929 and 2857 cm�1, respectively. Since the vas(CH2)
and vs(CH2) vibrations are sensitive to the conforma-
tion of alkyl chains, their peak shifts have often been
utilized to monitor structure and phase changes in
phospholipid systems.43,44 The blue shifts of the CH2

stretching bands upon DPA-QD�membrane interac-
tion observed here indicate a more fluid and flexible
conformation.45 In agreement with this result, it was
recently reported that negatively charged quantum
dots softened a zwitterionic lipid bilayer.13

Likewise, we have studied DPA-QD interacting with
lipid membranes having the lipid composition of the
inner bilayer leaflet of RBC plasma membranes. SEIRAS
data from samples prepared by vesicle fusion on the
DT/Au surface are also shown in Figure 7a (lower panel,
red). Compared with the spectrum of the outer lipid
layer (upper panel, red), the bands assigned to vas(CH2)
and vs(CH2) are broader because of overlap with
vas(CH3) and vs(CH3), respectively. The CdO stretching
band at 1731 cm�1 is also visible, but we did not
observe the negative band at ∼1650 cm�1. These
differences indicate a more disordered bilayer confor-
mation and a less hydrophobic inner microenviron-
ment. In the SEIRAS difference spectrum in the
presence of DPA-QDs (Figure 7a, lower panel, blue), a
broad band appears at ∼1640 cm�1, as was also the
case for the model membrane with the lipid composi-
tion of the RBC outer lipid leaflet. Gaussian curve fitting
shows bands at 1593, 1645, and 1675 cm�1 assigned to
the vibration of the zwitterionic DPA ligand. An addi-
tional peak at 1742 cm�1, assigned to the stretching
vibration of CdO, likely results from a hydrogen bond
formed between the�COO� group of the DPA ligands
on the nanoparticles and a positive group on the
surface of the lipid. This interaction might facilitate
the movement of the DPA-QDs to the inner leaflet of
the lipid bilayer. After adding DPA-QDs, we again
observed the bands attributed to vas(CH2) and vs(CH2),
indicating that interactions of DPA-QDs with the inner
lipid leaflet of RBC membranes enhance the structural
flexibility of the bilayer. As a conclusion, DPA-QDs
interacting with either side of the lipid bilayer of the
RBC membranes soften the lipid structure, which
might facilitate the penetration of DPA-QDs into the
lipid bilayer without pore formation.

Recently, evidence was shown that hole formation
in a membrane induced by penetrating nanoparticles
can be avoided by modulating nanoparticle surface
charge density or structure.11,23 Cationic Au nanopar-
ticles with 50% charge density relative to hydrophobic
ligands were found to effectively penetrate the lipid
membrane without forming holes, whereas significant
membrane disruption was observed at higher charge
densities. Membrane penetration without pore forma-
tion was also seen in MD simulations of the transloca-
tion of peptides containing charged amino acids.46

Certain cell-penetrating peptides are also known to
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cross membranes without lipid bilayer disruption.47�49

As a conclusion, while a positive net charge ensures the
penetrating property of nanoparticles, a high charge
density promotes membrane disruption. Our DPA-QDs
are coated with a small, zwitterionic amino acid ligand
for which the charges on the amino and carboxylic acid
groups are balanced, enabling them to penetrate lipid
membranes without affecting the bilayer integrity.

CONCLUSIONS

Mechanisms of membrane penetration by synthetic
nanoparticles are currently under intense investiga-
tion. By combining confocal fluorescence microscopy,
electrochemistry, and SEIRAS, we have studied inter-
actions between small DPA-QDs of 4 nm radius and
lipidmembranes, including the RBCplasmamembrane
and planar model lipid layers on solid supports having
identical lipid compositions as the RBC inner and outer
membrane layers. Confocal microscopy showed that

incubation of RBCs with 10 nM DPA-QDs resulted in
membrane penetration and intracellular internaliza-
tion with a half-life of 1.7 h. Interaction of DPA-QDs
with RBCs did not cause membrane deformation on
the resolution scale of optical microscopy. On the
molecular level, however, SEIRAS experiments re-
vealed that the interactions of DPA-QDs with model
lipid bilayers led to a softening of the lipid and resulted
in a more flexible conformation. The electrochemistry
studies yielded clear evidence that penetration of DPA-
QDs into the lipid membranes did not lead to the
formation of (ion-conducting) pores. We believe that
the zwitterionic nature of the ligands on our QDs is
responsible for the observed membrane penetration
without pore formation. To conclude, we have shown
that nanoparticles can be functionalized with appro-
priate ligands to render them membrane-permeant
while avoiding severe cytotoxicity associated with the
formation of pores in the plasma membrane.

METHODS
Nanoparticle Preparation and Characterization. DPA-QDs were

prepared as reported previously.28 Briefly, CdSe/ZnS core/shell
QDs were synthesized in organic solvent prior to ligand ex-
change with DPA, yielding water-soluble zwitterionic nanopar-
ticles. The fluorescence emission spectrum of the DPA-QDs
showed a peak at 591 nm (SPEX Fluorolog II, Horiba Jobin Yvon,
Edison, NJ); a hydrodynamic radius of 4.0 ( 0.3 nm was
determined by fluorescence correlation spectroscopy using a
home-built confocal microscope.50,51

Red Blood Cells (RBCs). Human blood samples were freshly
collected from multiple healthy adult volunteers in the
Hospital of Changchun University of Chinese Medicine.
Whole blood was centrifuged at 2000 rpm for 3 min, and
plasma, buffy coat, and top layer of cells were decanted. The
remaining packed RBCs were washed three times with sterile
phosphate buffered saline (PBS).

Live Cell Confocal Imaging. After washing, 25 μL of packed RBCs
was dissolved in 10 mL of PBS. The diluted RBC suspension
(200 μL) was cultured for 20 min at 37 �C and 5% CO2 in 8-well
LabTek chambers (Nunc, Langenselbold, Germany) that were
coated by exposure to 0.1 mg/mL poly-L-lysin for 10 min.
Afterward, the cells were rinsed three times with PBS. For
nanoparticle exposure, cells were incubated with 200 μL of 10 nM
DPA-QDs in PBS by solution exchange (unless stated
otherwise). The cells were imaged after 1 and 4 h by using a
spinning disk confocal laser microscope assembled from indi-
vidual components.7,52 Briefly, it consists of an inverted micro-
scope body (Axio Observer, Zeiss, Göttingen, Germany), a CSU
10 spinning disk unit (Yokogawa Electric, Tokyo, Japan), four
solid-state lasers (405, 473, 532, and 637 nm) for excitation, an
image splitter unit, and an EMCCD camera (DV-887, Andor,
Belfast, UK).28 Nanoparticles were excited at 532 nm; the emis-
sion was collected through a band-pass filter (HQ 585/80, AHF,
Tübingen, Germany). For quenching experiments, cells were
rinsed three times with 200 μL of PBS and incubatedwith 200 μL
of QSY 9 succinimidyl ester (Invitrogen) at a concentration of
5 μg/mL. After 10 min, the cells were washed three times with
200 μL of PBS. For 3D reconstruction, after quenching with QSY
9, the plasma membrane was stained with CellMask deep red
(Invitrogen) at 0.25 μg/mL in PBS solution for 5 min, then
washed three times with PBS. The red membrane dye was
excited at 637 nm, and the emissionwas filtered through a long-
pass filter (FF01-635/LP, AHF). Z-stacks were recorded at 0.2 μm

spacing in two separate spectral channels. Processing and
visualization of 3D images was performed by the image process-
ing software IMARIS (Bitplane, Zurich, Switzerland).

Alternatively, after cell washing, 25 μL of packed RBCs was
diluted to 500 μL with PBS. Then, 10 μL of RBCs was taken from
the 500 μL stock solution and diluted to 200 μLwith DPA-QDs at
a concentration of 10 nM in PBS. Aliquots prepared in this way
were kept in a humidified incubator at 37 �C and 5% CO2 for 1 h
(or 2, 4, 8 h), and then centrifuged at 2000 rpm for 3 min. The
sedimented cells were introduced into the channel of a sand-
wich sample cell (Ibidi, Germany). After waiting for 20 min for
the cells to adhere to the surface of the bottom glass slide, the
channel was rinsed with fresh portions of buffer to remove
nonadhering cells. The cells were imaged using a confocal laser
scanning fluorescence microscope (CLSM, Leica TCS SP2, Leica
Microsystems, Mannheim, Germany). Nanoparticles were ex-
cited at 488 nm and observed through a 550�650 nm emission
band-pass filter.

For tracer dye leaking experiment, 10 μL of RBCs was
incubated with calcein violet AM (Invitrogen) at a concentration
of 10 μM in PBS for 60 min at 37 �C and 5% CO2. Then, the RBCs
were centrifuged, washed three times with PBS, and exposed
to 10 nM DPA-QDs for 6 h in a humidified incubator at 37 �C
and 5% CO2. Afterward, the cells were introduced into the
channel of the sandwich sample cell and imaged by CLSM.
The tracer dye was excited at 405 nm and observed through a
450�530 nm emission band-pass. Nanoparticles were excited
at 488 nmand observed through a 550�650 nmemission band-
pass .

Electrochemical Measurements. Cyclic voltammograms were re-
corded with a Mode 630 electrochemical analyzer (CH Instru-
ments, Austin, TX). All experiments were carried out with a
three-electrode system consisting of an Ag/AgCl (saturated KCl)
reference electrode, platinum coils as an auxiliary electrode, and
a gold electrode as a working electrode (A = 0.0113 cm2).

In Situ Surface-Enhanced IR Absorption Spectroscopy (SEIRAS). The
experimental setup and procedures for SEIRAS have been
described elsewhere.53 Briefly, a thin gold film was formed on
the flat surface of a triangular silicon prism by chemical deposi-
tion. The surface of the Si substrate was polishedwith aluminum
oxide powder of 1 μm in size, followed by immersion in a 40 wt
% aqueous solution of NH4F for 1 min. Subsequently, the flat
surface of the Si prismwas exposed to a 1:1:1 volumemixture of
(1) 0.03 M NaAuCl4, (2) 0.3 M Na2SO4 þ 0.1 M Na2S2O3 þ 0.1 M
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NH4Cl, and (3) 2.5 vol % HF solution for 90 s to get a shiny Au
film. Because the Au surface may still be contaminated with
chemicals, these were removed by electrochemical cycling of
the potential between 0.1 and 1.4 V in 0.1 mol L�1 H2SO4 until
the cyclic voltammogram of polycrystalline gold appeared.
After electrochemical cleaning, the gold-coated prism was
mounted into a polytrifluorochloroethylene cell. The IR beam
of the FTIR spectrometer (IFS 66s/v, Bruker, Ettlingen, Germany)
was coupled into the silicon prism at an incident angle of 60�,
and the reflected beam intensity was recorded with a liquid-
nitrogen-cooled MCT detector.

Preparation of Supported Lipid Bilayer Membranes. Egg PC, SM,
and cholesterol (Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO) were mixed in
ratios of 1:1:1 (by weight); DOPE, DOPS, and cholesterol (Sigma-
Aldrich) were mixed in ratios of 2:1:1 (by weight). The mixtures
were suspended in chloroform, and the solvent was removed
in a N2 stream to initiate the formation of a thin lipid layer,
followed by treatment in a vacuum chamber for 30min. Double
distilledwaterwas added to yield a final concentration of 1mg/mL.
Sonication (Kunsan Instrument, Jiangsu, China) at 40 �C for 1 h
yielded a clear solution. The vesicles were always used within
24 h after preparation. A freshly prepared gold electrode was
immersed into 1 mM 1-dodecanethiol (DT, Sigma-Aldrich) dis-
solved in ethanol for 20 min. After thorough rinsing with
ethanol and water, the electrode was immersed into the vesicle
solution for 2�4 h to enable formation of the planar membrane
on the surface by vesicle fusion. The interaction between the
DPA-QDs and the planar membrane was initiated by soaking a
lipid/DT/Au electrode in a solution of 10 nM DPA-QDs. After
application of nanoparticles, the electrode was immersed in a
1% poly(ethyleneimine) (PEI, Sigma-Aldrich) solution for 1 h.
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