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P
recise, fuel-free and remote manip-
ulation1�4 of nanoscale objects in flui-
dic media, including biological tissues

and organs, can revolutionize5 various as-
pects of nanomedicine,6�9 such as micro-
surgery, in vivo sensing and drug delivery.10

The most popular method of micromanipu-
lation in fluidic environments is to use an
optical tweezer,11,12 which allows multiple
objects to be maneuvered and positioned
independently. In spite of the tremendous
success of the optical tweezer in aiding
various biological13 measurements, the
technique requires intense laser beams
and close proximity to a focusing lens, and
therefore not useful for remote operations
in living systems. Furthermore, the manip-
ulation technique only works well for di-
electric objects larger than few hundred
nanometers, although there are current ef-
forts toward trapping metallic14 particles of
smaller dimensions. Some of these limita-
tions do not exist when magnetic fields are
used to maneuver small objects, since most
living systems are compatible with strong
magnetic fields, and the method works
naturally with metals. Similar to optical
tweezers, conventional magnetic manipula-
tion15mostly relies on gradient16 forces, as a

result of which para- and ferromagnetic
objects move toward the poles of a perma-
nent magnet. The strength of the force
scales with volume of the magnetic object
and the gradient of the magnetic field,
which renders the method useless17 for
remote manipulation of nanoscale objects.
The solution is to use time varying homo-

geneous magnetic fields with nanostruc-
tures of various symmetries, including
flexible filaments,18 helices19�21 and colloi-
dal doublets.22,23 For example, rotating
magnetic fields are commonly used to ro-
tate ferromagnetic helical nanostructures
about their long axes, which due to their
inherent chirality translate, similar to various
flagellatedbacteria.24,25 In the proximity of a
surface, even achiral structures such as
magnetic nanorods26 and colloidal dou-
blets can be rotated and thereby translated,
owing to the time varying surface induced
drag experienced by the rotating object.
This strategy of inducing translational mo-
tion by time varying homogeneous mag-
netic fields have been used bymany groups
to design and develop various nanostruc-
tures, and study their motion in a wide
variety of media including biologically
important fluids,27�31 such as undiluted

* Address correspondence to
pranaymandal13@gmail.com,
ambarish@ece.iisc.ernet.in.

Received for review September 29, 2014
and accepted March 30, 2015.

Published online
10.1021/acsnano.5b01518

ABSTRACT There is considerable interest in powering and maneuvering nanostructures

remotely in fluidic media using noninvasive fuel-free methods, for which small homogeneous

magnetic fields are ideally suited. Current strategies include helical propulsion of chiral

nanostructures, cilia-like motion of flexible filaments, and surface assisted translation of

asymmetric colloidal doublets and magnetic nanorods, in all of which the individual

structures are moved in a particular direction that is completely tied to the characteristics of

the driving fields. As we show in this paper, when we use appropriate magnetic field

configurations and actuation time scales, it is possible to maneuver geometrically identical

nanostructures in different directions, and subsequently position them at arbitrary locations

with respect to each other. The method reported here requires proximity of the nanomotors

to a solid surface, and could be useful in applications that require remote and independent

control over individual components in microfluidic environments.
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human blood.32 Irrespective of the geometric details of
the structure or the temporal profile of the applied
field, a key feature remains common among all these
strategies, in which the direction of the manipulated
object is uniquely defined by the profile of the applied
fields, which remains the same for a collection of
nanostructures. Consider for example the motion of a
helix in a rotating magnetic field. Irrespective of the
details of the geometry or the material composition,
helices alwaysmove in a direction perpendicular to the
sense of rotation of the fields. Different degrees of
freedom like the geometrical33 features (e.g., pitch and
handedness of the helix) and the material composition
may provide additional handles in controlling their
speed,34 but these methods do not allow independent
direction and position control of the individual
nanostructures.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The strategy proposed (anddemonstrated) here is to
use themagneticmoment as the degree of freedomdif-
ferentiating the direction of motion between the var-
ious nanostructures, shown schematically in Figure 1.
Consider two nanoscale objects of identical shape and
size, but with different directions of the magnetic
moment in the body frame of reference. Under the
action of a constant dc magnetic field, the structures
get aligned, but do not move. The main challenge is to
provide a source of energy to the structures that can be
converted to directional motion, without losing the
orientation imposed by the external dc field. This is
similar in principle to many self-propelled35 systems
that can be driven externally, such as magnetotactic
bacteria, where the source of kinetic energy is internal,
but the alignment of the bacteria and therefore the
direction ofmotion is entirely governed by the external
magnetic (or even gravitational36) field. In the system
reported here, we used oscillating magnetic fields to
induce a rocking and thereby translational motion in
the nanostructures due to their asymmetric shape. In
addition to having different directions, one can aim
toward “independent positioning” of the structures as
well, for which it is necessary to add an actuation step
in sequence such as to move them in an identical
manner (illustrated in Figure 1). As we show here, both
direction control and positioning can be achieved
independently in a system of asymmetric helical nano-
structures with efficient temporal design of homoge-
neous magnetic fields.
We used glancing angle deposition (GLAD37) to

fabricate silica nanohelices above colloidal beads
(polystyrene) and subsequently coated the objects
with a magnetic material (e.g., Cobalt). The direction
of the permanentmagneticmoment could be arbitrary
with respect to the body frame of the helix, (see
Methods section), or designed to be along a particular
direction (see Supporting Information). The helices

(total length∼5μm)were dispersed in deionizedwater
in a microfluidic device of thickness around 30 μm,
where they settled close to the bottom surface. The
device was placed inside a triaxial Helmholtz coil built
around an inverted optical microscope. Three current
amplifiers were used to apply homogeneous magnetic
fields with independent amplitudes, frequencies and
phases in the three directions. Under the action of
a dc magnetic field (Bxy = 2.8 G) along y-direction,
which was also the image plane of the optical setup,
the magnetic moments of the helices aligned with
the field, as shown in Figure 2A (optical images in the
inset). To provide kinetic energy to the structures, we
added an oscillating field along the z-direction that
was perpendicular to the plane (x�y) containing the
helices. This resulted in the net field vector (B) tracing
out an arc in the y�z plane (see Figure 2B), of arc angle
less than 180�. The resultant dynamics of the helices,
under the action of the dc and the oscillating fields, is
shown in Figure 2C using schematic and experimental
images. At the oscillation field amplitude of 60 G and
frequency 40 Hz, respectively, the helices executed
rockingmotion in a plane perpendicular to the bottom
surface (see Supporting Information Movie SM1),
while turning about their own axis as well. The rocking

Figure 1. Schematic representation of the method used to
position a pair of nanostructures at arbitrary locations with
respect to each other. Two nanostructures of identical
geometrical characteristics have different directions of per-
manent magnetization with respect to their body axis.
Under the influence of a source of kinetic energy (here,
externally applied oscillating magnetic fields), the objects
move in different directions, while maintaining their align-
ment to the external applied dc field (Bxy). In the system
described in thismanuscript, the translationalmotionunder
oscillating fields originates in the asymmetric drag acting
on the structures close to the bottom wall of the micro-
fluidic chamber. At time t1, the magnetic field configuration
was changed (here, to rotating fields) such as tomove them
in an identical fashion, here screw-like motion. As a result,
the final positions of the structures at time t2 can be made
completely arbitrary with appropriate choices of the ap-
plied field characteristics and times t1, t2.
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motion of the helix was due to the fact that its
magnetic moment got aligned in direction of the
oscillating field while the sense of rotation (clockwise
or counter clockwise) was determined by the direction
of Bxy in x�y plane. The rockingmotionwas reflected in
a slightmodulation of length in themicroscopy images
(for clearer visualization, see Supporting Information
Movie SM1). Most crucially, the orientation of the
helices in the x�y plane remained almost constant,
with some periodic variation superimposed. This can
be seen clearly in the microscopy images in Figure 2C,
where the helices under the combined action of Bz and
Bxy were oriented in almost the same direction as the
helices under the dc field alone (shown in the inset of
Figure 2A). This shows clearly that the directionality of
the helices remained in spite of the input of external
energy into the system through fast oscillating mag-
netic fields.
To obtain a quantitative understanding of the or-

ientation of the nanohelix under the combined action
of oscillating (Bz) and dc (Bxy) magnetic fields, we used
a numerical model that have been described in some
of our earlier publications,38,39 and has been described
in the Methods section. The structure was approxi-
mated to be of ellipsoidal shape with effectively two
rotational and two translational drag coefficients. We
assumed the values corresponding to bulk liquid. To
quantify the orientation, as shown in the inset of Figure
3, we have defined R as the angle made by the x-y
projection of the rotating object to the dc field (y-axis).
We assumed the applied dc field to be along the y-axis,
and the initial position of the ellipsoid in the x�y plane
oriented at an angle R = 5�. The rotational dynamics of
the ellipsoid was obtained from the angular velocities
(ω) which were proportional to the net magnetic
torque (T) acting on the objects through the relation
T = γω, where γ is the friction coefficient tensor. The
calculations predicted precessional motion similar to
what was observed in the experiments (see Supporting

Information Movie SM1) and the schematic images
shown in Figure 2. Of particular interest was the
temporal variation of R, which has been shown in
Figure 3A, for three different values of φm and two
values of the magnetic moment. The steady state
orientation could be represented by a periodic varia-
tion δR at the frequency of the oscillating field, super-
imposed over a mean direction ÆRæ. In the absence of
an oscillating field, the orientation of the ellipsoid
corresponded to their magnetic moment aligned
along Bxy, implying ÆRæ = φm, with δR = 0. Interestingly,
even in the presence of the oscillating field, for the
parameters used in our simulations and experiments,
the value of ÆRæ remains close (but not the same) to φm,
implying the object to remain oriented along a similar
direction. Consider for example the results shown in
Figure 3, where the graphs depicted in black, red and
blue correspond to ellipsoids of same magnetic mo-
ment but different φm. The dynamics of the ellipsoid
with φm= 30� (shown in blue) showed mean steady
state orientation of ÆRæ = 30� with higher δR (∼2.5�),
while the mean orientation changed to ÆRæ = 45� for
φm = 60� (shown in black), with a smaller δR (∼1.5�).
Note that the dynamics and therefore the value of

<R> and δR can depend on many different para-
meters, such as the field strength, frequency, as well
as the magnitude and direction of the permanent
magnetization. This can be clearly seen in the graphs
in blue and green in Figure 3A, which correspond to
same φm = 30�, but two different magnetization values
1.7 � 10�15 and 3.4 � 10�15 Am2, respectively. The
dynamics of the ellipsoid with larger magnetic mo-
ment (shown in green) settled to a different ÆRæ (∼18�)
and a larger δR (∼3�), compared to the ellipsoid with
smaller magnetic moment (shown in blue). The most
important point to note is that ellipsoids with different
φm indeed oriented in different directions under iden-
tical magnetic field configurations, which is the central
requirement in obtaining independent directionalities.

Figure 2. (A) Schematic of a nanohelix with magnetic moment aligned along the direction of an applied dc field. Inset shows a
typical optical microscopy image. (B) Combined action of an oscillating field (Bz) along z direction and a dc field (Bxy) along
y-direction in the x�y plane, such that the field vector (B) traces out an arc in the y�z plane. (C) Schematic of the rockingmotion
of the object under the combined action of the fields (Bz and Bxy). The optical images (taken from movie SM1) show a small
modulation in the projected length of the object in the x�y plane, as would be expected for rocking motion in x�z plane. The
orientationof thehelices, sameas their directionofmotion, showeda small periodic variationarounda constantmeandirection.
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Crucially, the final orientation depended on the fre-
quency of the oscillating field aswell as φm, as shown in
Figure 3B, implying the relative orientation of the
objects can be tuned by choosing appropriate mag-
netic field frequency. Effects of thermal fluctuations
were not taken into consideration in these calculations,
which may be important at low magnetic field
frequencies40 when the actuation time scales are
comparable to the rotational diffusion times of the
ellipsoid about its long axis.
While the numerical calculations provide insight into

how the objects retain different directionalities while
performing rockingmotion under the action of Bxy and
Bz, the question that raises itself is how the rocking
motion resulted in a net translation, such as the
trajectory shown in Figure 4A. Due to fixed dc field
(Bxy), the direction of the torque experienced by the
nanohelix along its long axis changes alternately at
each turning events (see Figure 2C). As a result, the
nanohelix performed alternate clockwise and counter-
clockwise rotations which resulted in back-and-forth
(reciprocal) motion. This is shown in the inset of
Figure 4A. There are a couple of ways41 in which
reciprocal42 movements can lead to net translation at
low Reynolds numbers, of which most relevant in the
present system, was the proximity of the object to the
bottom surface of the fluidic chamber. The origin of net
translation out of the reciprocal movements was re-
lated to the inherent structural asymmetry of the
nanohelices, which was primarily due to the difference
in the drag faced by the helix as its two ends
approached the chamber surface. This was similar to
the way translation was induced in rotating magnetic
nanorods26 and colloidal doublets,22 and explains how
the rocking motion led to back and forth translation.
The difference in the drag force was due to the
presence of the colloidal bead at one end of the helix;
the drag experienced by the object depended on
whether the configuration corresponded to either tail

(without bead, panel 1 of Figure 2C) or head (with
bead, panel 3 of Figure 2C) of the structure in closest
proximity to the bottom surface. A detailed numerical
model to quantify the net translation arising out of the
differential43 surface drag between the two configura-
tions is beyond the scope of this manuscript. This is
primarily because the calculations depend sensitively
on the distance of the objects from the chamber
surface, which could not be determined experimen-
tally. A control experiment, however, provided valu-
able insight in support of this argument. We modified
the nanohelix to remove the colloidal bead (details in
Methods section), thus corresponding to a geometry
that was significantly more symmetric at the ends. As
shown in the inset of Figure 4A (shown in red), the net
translation speed of the symmetric structure (∼1 μm/s)
was measured to be almost 6 times smaller compared
to the asymmetric object (∼5.5 μm/s), thereby validat-
ing the mechanism proposed here. The speed of the
nanohelices depended on the frequency and φm in a
nontrivial way, as shown in Figure 4B. For a particular
φm, the speed increased linearly with the frequency of
the oscillating field, but then reduced beyond a critical
frequency. The critical frequency depended on the
strength of the magnetic field, which is probably
related to the applied magnetic torque (depends on
field strength) being balanced by the viscous drag
(depends on the frequency). As shown, the critical
frequency for 15 G was 15 Hz, while for 30 G it was
about 25 Hz, and the slope of the speed-frequency
graph remained constant for a particular angle of
magnetization for frequencies lower than critical. We
found an increase in the slope of the speed-frequency
curve when the angle of magnetization was decreased
from 66� to 59�. The direction of the translational
motion, as shown in Figure 4C, could be controlled
by changing the direction of the dc fields, with very
high precision. Two of these trajectories were obtained
fromMovies SM2 and SM3, available in the Supporting

Figure 3. (A) Calculation of the orientation (R) as a function of time, under the combined action of Bz and Bxy. The upper inset
shows the convention used at any given instant of time. We assumed objects with different directions of magnetization,
quantified by φm, the angle between the direction ofmagnetization and the long axis of the ellipsoid. The initial orientationwas
assumed to be at 5� to the y-axis for all the simulations. The black, red, and blue curves correspond to structures withmagnetic
momentvalue1.7� 10�15Am2andφm=60�, 50�, and30�, respectively,while thegreen curve corresponds tomagneticmoment
value 3.4� 10�15 Am2 and φm = 30�. The lower inset shows a periodic variation of the orientation at the frequency of Bz, whose
amplitude depends on the direction of magnetization, as well as strength of themagneticmoment andmagnetic fields. (B) The
dependence of the steady state orientation on frequency of the oscillating magnetic field for different values of φm.
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Information, which differed in the direction of the
applied dc field. We performed experiments with two
nanohelices of different φm and different directions
of dc magnetic field, and found the relative angle
between the nanohelices at a particular frequency
remained constant irrespective of the direction of the
dc field. Themotion of the helix becamenondirectional
when the dc field in the x�y planewas reduced to zero,
even though the oscillating field in the z-direction
remained. In this case, the helices did not move in a
particular direction, but instead showed reciprocal
back and forth movements with enhanced diffu-
sivity.44 The randomized orientation of the helices in
the absence of the dc field can be seen in Figure 4D.
As a final characterization, we measured the orienta-
tion of two nanohelices of different φm as a function of
frequency. While the orientation of one of the helices
changed slightly as a function of frequency (φm = 72�),
the direction of the object with a differentφm= 41� had
more variationwith frequency.We are not surewhy the
experimental data with the helix of φm = 41� was
significantly noisier than the other helix; however, that
the orientation of a nanohelix depended on frequency,
was in agreement with the numerical calculations
shown in Figure 3B.
The working principle of the system presented here

is very similar to that of magnetotactic bacteria, which

are living self-propelled objects but whose direction-
ality can be controlled by dc magnetic fields. The
additional handle available in the present system was
the direction of the magnetic moment, which could be
along arbitrary directions and therefore could allow
individual direction and position control as postulated
in the discussion of Figure 1. The details are shown in
Figure 5A, where the nanostructure A is maneuvered
with oscillating fields and then brought back to its
original position with appropriately chosen configura-
tion of rotating magnetic fields. The nanostructure B,
with a different φmmoves in a direction at angle γBA

/ to
the direction of A during the step with the oscillating
field, but moves parallel during the step with the
rotating field. This results in a net displacement of
B which can bemade completely arbitrary by choosing
the duration of the actuation steps and the direction
of the dc field. A detailed mathematical proof on the
same is provided in the Supporting Information.
An experimental demonstration of this idea is shown

in Figure 5B (also see Supporting Information Movie
SM4). Two helices with different directions of magne-
tization were actuated with an oscillating field of 50 G
at 30 Hz, over which a dc magnetic field of 1.5 G in the
x�y plane was superposed. The trajectories marked in
blue were taken over 3.2 s, and found to be in separate
directions with an angular separation of ∼130� that

Figure 4. (A) Trajectory of a nanohelix in the x�y plane under oscillating (along z) and dc fields (along y). The alignment of the
object and therefore the direction of motion were determined by the direction of the applied dc field. (Inset) The back and
forth motion of the object at the frequency of the oscillating field, resulting in a net displacement over time. The two curves
correspond to an asymmetric (with head, black) and a symmetric (without head, red) helix under almost identical
experimental conditions. (B) Measured speed of the nanohelices as a function of frequency of the oscillating field. The
black, red, andbluedata points correspond to a helix ofφm=66� for differentfield strengths (15, 30, and60G), while the green
data pointswere for a helix ofφm=59�. (C) Controlling thedirection ofmotionby changing the directionof the dcfield (arrows
of different colors, strength = 2.8 G) for two nanohelices with different directions ofmagnetization (φm = 35� and 43� for open
helix 1 and helix 2, respectively). Trajectories corresponding to four directions of the applied dc fields are shown.
(D) Probability distribution of the orientation of a helix with and without the dc fields. The lack of directional motion when
the dc field was reduced to zero can be clearly seen. (E) Measured dependence of the steady state orientation of two
nanohelices with different φm on frequency of the magnetic field.
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was roughly the same as the difference in their mag-
netization angles. To position the nanohelices with
complete independence, a second step was necessary,
where the two helices were actuated in an identical
fashion. This was achieved by applying rotating mag-
netic fields of strength 30 G and 25 Hz. The choice of
the frequency was such that the helices, in spite of the
differences in the magnetization vectors, show cork-
screwmotion38,39,45 in a direction perpendicular to the
plane of the rotating field. Trajectoriesmarkedwith red
show the parallel paths taken by the objects, thereby
reaching a final configuration that was completely
independent of the initial positions. For the particular
case reported here, one of the helices was brought
back close to its original position, while the other helix
was displaced by almost 40 μm in an arbitrary (but
desired) direction.
A question that naturally arises is whether this

strategy can be extended to more than two particles.
We consider three particles A, B, and C, and aim to find
a combination of magnetic actuation steps that will
allow C to bemoved at a certain location, while A and B
return to their original positions. Building upon the
methodology followed for two particles, as shown in
Figure 5A,we use an oscillation and a rotating field step
to take from AS to A1, and then back to AS. The
directions of motion of B and C are tied to the direction
taken by A, given by γBA

/ and γCA
/ , respectively. Accord-

ingly, the paths taken by B andC are givenbyBS�B1�
B2 and CS� C1� C2, respectively. The next step would
be to take A and B to its original position AS and BS,
respectively, while C goes to a location different from
its original. Consider the possibility shown in Figure 6A,
where we have assumed one more step of oscillating
and rotating field. The paths taken by A and B to return
to their original positions are given by AS � A2 � AS

and B2 � B3 � AS, respectively. If the oscillating steps
are taken at the same frequency, the directions of B and
C with respect to A (and each other) are fixed, given by
γBA
/ and γCA

/ , respectively. This is a crucial point, since

this implies the path taken by B would have to be a
parallelogramwith two parallel steps from the rotating
field and two equal angles (γBA

/ ) enclosed. This would
automatically imply a similar fate for C, resulting in its
return to its original position (see Supporting Informa-
tion for detailed mathematical proof). The strategy to
maneuver three particles independently would there-
fore be possible if the second oscillating step is taken at
a different frequency, such that the directions taken
by B and C with respect to A (given by γBA

// , γCA
// ) are

different from γBA
/ , γCA

/ . This is shown in Figure 6B,
where the path taken by B to return to its starting
position is not a parallelogram, and the final position of
C is different from its original location.
To make this analysis very general, it is easy to see

how the various steps can be combined leaving only
steps that are at distinct angular relations with respect
to each other. This is shown in Figure 6C, where the
closed paths AS� A1� A//

2� AS and BS� B1� B//
3�

BS are obtained by one rotating and two oscillating
steps at different frequencies, which at the same time
results in a distinct displacement of C. To extend this
to n helices, one would have to combine n steps that
are of different angular relationship with respect to
each other, such as n � 1steps of oscillating fields at
different frequencies and one step of rotating field.

CONCLUSION

Commonly used methods of magnetic manipula-
tion, such as those based on field gradients, have a
fundamental limitation in which the direction of mo-
tion remains the same across all the objects. There
have been several attempts to overcome this limita-
tion, using strategies based on magnetic com-
position46 and geometrical47 characteristics, such as
to move individual objects in different directions.
These strategies are all based on magnetic gradient
force that is ineffective at the nanoscale, which is the
premise of this work. Magnetic nanopropulsion typi-
cally relies on rotating or undulating homogeneous

Figure 5. Independent positioning of two nanohelices. (A) Schematics for actuation principle of independent positioning.
Initial positions of the two nanostructures (violet and green) with different φm are AS and BS, respectively. The two
nanostructures arefirst actuatedbyoscillatingfield of frequency (fo)with dcfield (Bxy) along aparticular direction, as shown in
the inset. The oscillating field was applied for to seconds such that first nanostructure (violet) moves to A1, while the other
(green) moves to B1. Finally, a rotating field is applied for tR seconds to bring back the first structure (violet) to its original
position and simultaneously position the other (green) at a desired position at BF. (B) Experimental demonstration of
independent positioning, where oscillating and dc fields were used for 3.2 s, to move the helices in different directions,
as determined by their directions of magnetization and fo. The fields were then turned off for 1.6 s, after which a rotating field
was used for 6.7 s to move the objects in parallel paths. The trajectories were obtained from the movie SM4.
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magnetic fields, used to actuate structures of various
asymmetric geometries, such as helices, rods close to a
surface, etc. These strategies suffer from the same
limitation in which all the nanostructures move along
the same direction, although there have been efforts
to achieve independent control on their speeds. As
we have demonstrated here, it is possible to actuate a
pair of magnetic nanohelices in different directions
and position them at arbitrary locations with respect
to each other. The solution achieved in this paper was
inspired from the working principle of magnetotactic
bacteria48,49 and catalytic nanomotors50�52 contain-
ing magnetic elements, whose the source of power
and the steering mechanism were effectively de-
coupled, by using magnetic fields that vary at sig-
nificantly different time scales. In the present method,
the source of power was derived from an oscillating
magnetic field, while dc fields in the x�y plane were
used to steer the nanohelices. Although the present
system was based on a combination of cork-screw

and surface-assisted propulsion of helical nanostruc-
tures, the method is general enough to be applicable
to other magnetic nanopropulsion systems as well.
For example, one could incorporate ferromagnetic
elements in various types of self-propelled systems,
such as chemically powered catalytic nanomotors,
light driven Janus particles, bubble driven nanotubes,
etc. and magnetize them at different angles with
respect to their body axes. These objects, in the
presence of a dc magnetic field, would travel in
different directions determined by their direction of
magnetization, and travel in arbitrary directions in the
absence ofmagnetic fields. Themanipulationmethod
reported here could be useful in microfluidic applica-
tions that require precise assembly of individual
components. Finally, it will be interesting to investi-
gate the role of fluidic interactions in a collection of
nanostructuresmoving in coupled but different direc-
tions, which may lead to the emergence of novel
collective phenomena.53�55

METHODS

Experimental Section. The method of fabrication and actua-
tion of the ferromagnetic nanohelices over a well separated56

monolayer of colloidal beads has been described in detail in
earlier publications.21,39,40 The nanohelices were laid down on
a wafer, which was subsequently coated with a magnetic
material. For the control experiment requiring symmetric
structures, we treated the wafer with laid down nanohelices

with Piranha solution to remove the head (colloidal bead) of
the structure, before coating with the magnetic material. This
caused the polystyrene bead to be etched away completely,
while the rest of the structure, made of SiO2, remained intact.
The nanohelices coated with the magnetic material were
magnetized in a direction parallel to the plane of the wafer,
which resulted in permanent magnetization of the nano-
helices that were in random directions with respect to their
body axes.

Figure 6. Independent positioning of more than two nanohelices. (A) Actuation with two oscillating steps at the same
frequency (and therefore same γBA

/ , γCA
/ ) followed by two steps with rotating fields will result in all three helices returning to

their original positions. (B) Actuation with two oscillating steps at different frequencies (and therefore different γBA
/ , γCA

/ , γBA
// ,

γCA
// ) followedby two stepswith rotatingfields can result twoof thehelices returning to their original positions,while onehelix

is displaced by a certain amount at a particular direction. (C) Simplification of the strategy shown in (B). Two oscillating steps
at different frequencies followed by a single rotating step can also result in two helices with zero displacement and one helix
moved to a predetermined position.
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Numerical Calculations. We simulated the orientation of an
ellipsoid under magnetic actuation, as described in the main
text. For representation of the orientation angles of the
nanohelix in the numerical simulation, we have followed
x-convention, where at any instant of time t, the orientation
of the nanohelix was represented by unit quaternion q0(t), q1(t),
q2(t) and q3(t). The magnetic moment (mB) of the nanostructure
at an angle jm with respect to its long axis (as shown in the
schematics of Figure 3) is represented by a vector form as
[m � sin(jm) 0 m � cos (jm)] in the body fixed coordinate
frame, where 'm' represents the strength of the magnetic
moment. The applied magnetic field in lab fixed coordinate is
given by BBLF = [0 Bxy Bsquare], where Bsquare represents magnetic
field along z-direction varying as a square wave with frequency
f. After each time step (Δt), the applied magnetic field in body
fixed frame (BBF) was calculated by BBF = R� BLF, where R is the
rotational matrix represented by

R ¼
q20 þ q21 � q22 � q23 2(q1q2 þ q3q0) 2(q1q3 � q2q0)
2(q1q2 � q3q0) q20 � q21 þ q22 � q23 2(q2q3 þ q1q0)
2(q1q3 þ q2q0) 2(q2q3 � q1q0) q20 � q21 � q22 þ q23

2
4

3
5

The dynamical time evolution of the orientation of the nano
helix was solved in the body fixed coordinate system, given by
mB � BBLF = γωB. In this expression, ωB represents the angular
velocity of the ellipsoid in body fixed coordinate system and γ is
rotational drag tensor given by

γs 0 0
0 γs 0
0 0 γl

2
64

3
75

where γs and γl are the rotational drag of the ellipsoid along its
short axis and long axis, respectively. After each time step Δt,
quaternions were updated by q (tþ Δt) = q (t)þ _qΔt, such that
the rate of change of quaternions is given by _q = (1/2)WTωB
where

W ¼
�q1 q0 q3 �q2
�q2 �q3 q0 q1
�q3 q2 �q1 q0

2
4

3
5

Note that Δt considered in the simulation is ∼10�5 seconds,
which is much smaller than any other time scale involved in the
system. For an ellipsoid, the drag coefficients are given as γs =
(32πμ(a4 � b4))/(3S(2a2 � b2) � 2a) and γl = (32πμ(a2 �
b2)b2)/(3(2a � b2S) where S = (2/(a2 � b2)1/2) ln((a þ (a2 �
b2)1/2)/b), μ is the viscosity of water (9 � 10�4 Pa 3 s),
a (= 2.5 μm) and b (= 0.5 μm) are the lengths of the semimajor
and semiminor axes of the ellipsoid, respectively. With these
parameters, we obtained γs ∼ 6 � 10�20 kg 3m

2/s and γl ∼
10�20 kg 3m

2/s.
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