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Introduction

Multiscale engineering can be exploited to facilitate the de-
velopment of systems designed at the molecular level to ap-
plications of mesoscopic or macroscopic dimensions.[1] This
technology is also fundamentally important because organ-
ized structures can display valuable optical and/or electrical
properties distinct from those of the individual constituent
particles (atoms, molecules) or of the larger solid mass.[2] In

the “bricks and mortar” (“BM”) strategy for the organiza-
tion of large-scale Au colloids, structures such as alkanedi-
thiols, functionalized polymers, and biomolecules provide
cohesion (“mortar”) for the assemblage.[3] The linkage of
some biomolecules possessing unique specificity, such as
single-stranded DNA or antigens, to Au may provide appli-
cations of such composites in the field of molecular recogni-
tion.[3,4] Other techniques for the controlled assembly of Au
particles include the use of template molecules with defined
symmetry[5] and interparticle spacing,[6] metal coordination,[7]

a polymer-mediated “BM” strategy coupled with hydrogen
bonding,[8] and Langmuir techniques.[9] Although some suc-
cess has been achieved,[8,10] the formation of aggregates of
controllable size and shape in solution remains far from rou-
tine. Particular problems are uncontrollable precipitation
and latent insolubility.[11]

Recent work in this laboratory has focused on the use of
amino acids as novel, water-soluble, binding agents. It has
been shown[12] that the two functional groups in cysteine
(Cys) (SH and NH2) are able to bind Au particles, but with
varying abilities; the SH group binds readily, whereas the
amine group displays pH-dependent behavior due to
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protonation/deprotonation caused by the preliminary disso-
ciation of the neighboring carboxylic acid group. By adjust-
ing the pH, starting concentrations, and surface charge (by
way of the Au:Cys ratio), the aggregation process can be
manipulated to produce a structure of desired size and
shape. Another advantage of using Cys as a capping/cross-
linking agent is the dispersibility in water conferred to the
spherical aggregates. To our knowledge,[13] this is the first
report of a method mediated by amino acids to produce
spherical Au aggregates of adjustable size. This technology
has many conceivable biological applications.

Results and Discussion

Influence of pH : Figure 1 shows the transition electron mi-
croscopy (TEM) images of Au aggregates prepared at a
Au:Cys ratio of 1:1. At low pH (pH 4, Figure 1a) the pre-
cipitated Au aggregates possess irregular morphology. At
pH 6 (Figure 1b) some cross-linking is evident, but the parti-
cle morphology remains fairly featureless. At slightly alka-
line conditions (pH�8, Figure 1c) well-formed spheres with
a diameter ranging from 30 to 80 nm are observed. The pH
range of 7–10 appears to be optimal for quantitative yields
of spherical aggregates. As shown in Figure 1d and Figure 2
(high resolution TEM image), the spherical aggregate is
composed of constituent Au colloids of 2–4 nm in size, with
some visible interconnectivity.

UV-visible spectroscopy can be used to diagnose the ag-
gregation state of Au colloids. Highly dispersed Au particles
with diameters of 10–20 nm exhibit an absorbance peak of
approximately 520 nm. As the Au particle size decreases to
about 5 nm the extinction peak shifts to around 500 nm.
However, as Au colloid size decreases to less than 3 nm, no
sharp absorbance peak is observed within the UV-visible
range. These phenomena are well documented,[14] and we
have confirmed them for our own Au samples of different
sizes, as well as for commercial Au colloidal products
(Sigma).[12] If Au particles are linked or aggregated, a
second extinction peak at a longer wavelength appears due
to the dipole plasmon resonance of the Au nanoparticles.[15]

Xu and co-workers developed the Mie theory[16] and provid-
ed detailed theoretical calculations that can be applied to
different states of aggregation. Our previous calculations,[12]

based on Xu�s method, also confirm that the linear linking
of Au nanoparticles produces a dipole plasmon resonance
(second peak) within the range of 500–800 nm. This obser-
vation, however, depends heavily on aggregate size and in-
terparticle distance; smaller aggregates and shorter interpar-
ticle distances result in a more significant peak shift towards
longer wavelengths.

The UV-visible spectra of the above samples are present-
ed in Figure 3, and their features are consistent with the mi-
croscope images. At low pH values (pH�6.0, Figure 3), the
broad hump within the wavelength range 520–700 nm indi-
cates intense aggregation among Au colloids, as shown in
Figure 1a. The overall absorption is responsible for the
black color of the mixture. However, with a slight increase
in pH value (pH�7), the longer wavelength hump becomes
weaker. Under alkaline conditions, the spectra are merely
featureless continua; however their absorptions relative to
each other increase progressively at wavelengths greater
than 700 nm. The TEM observations above show that Au
spherical aggregates form within these samples, which ac-
counts for the continuous increase in absorbance at high
wavelengths. Because these spherical aggregates are very
symmetrical and have sizes within the 30–80 nm range, their
absorbance curves exhibit a lack of peaks. The TEM images
also reveal that the individual Au particles of these samples
are quite small (2–4 nm); therefore, no optical features were
observed for discrete Au colloids.

Figure 1. TEM images of Au colloids capped with cysteine molecules at
various pH values (molar ratio Au:Cys=1:1). a) pH 4.0, white bar repre-
sents 100 nm; b) pH 5.8, white bar represents 20 nm; c) pH 9.0, white bar
represents 50 nm; d) magnification of the image in (c), white bar repre-
sents 20 nm.

Figure 2. High resolution TEM image of the Au spherical particles shown
in Figure 1d. White bar represents 5 nm.
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Because small particles are thermodynamically unstable,
they tend to aggregate together to reduce their high surface
energy. As metal colloids usually possess a surface charge,
the electrostatic repulsion between the Au colloids tends to
prevent them from aggregating. In our investigations, the
second driving force for aggregation was the cross-linking of
Au colloids by Cys molecules that possess two functional,
terminal groups.

Although the formation mechanism of these spherical ag-
gregates is not fully understood, we suggest that it is based
on a combination of the three forces described above. It is
well known that thiol, amine, and cyanide groups bind readi-
ly to Au colloids.[17] However, as demonstrated in an earlier
report,[12] the SH group in Cys binds much more readily
than the NH2 group to Au particles. Thus, the a-NH2 group
and its adjacent carboxylic acid group will project from the
surface of the Au colloid (Scheme 1). At low pH values,
there will be less net negative charge on the Cys molecule

(believed to be responsible for hindering aggregation
through interparticle repulsion), with the result that massive
agglomeration inevitably results. At increasing pH, the Au
colloids gradually accumulate surface negative charge, such
that cross-linking becomes more difficult, as seen in Fig-
ure 1b. As the pH approaches and exceeds the pKa value of
Cys (8.5), the surface negative charge is suddenly and dra-
matically increased. At the same time, the amine group may
be released from the hydrogen bond that it forms with its
neighboring Cys molecule, which makes it more capable of
binding to Au colloids (Scheme 1). As a result, spherical ag-
gregates are formed, as this shape reduces surface free
energy most effectively.[18] A detailed theoretical calculation
is required to elucidate this issue. A related complicating
factor is the possible oligomerization of Cys molecules on
the Au colloid surfaces due to the dense packing of the
former.[19]

Influence of Au:Cys ratio and concentration : At a fixed
end-point (pH 9) and in the absence of Cys, Au colloids ag-
gregate randomly into a three-dimensional network (Fig-
ure 4a). The introduction of Cys (Au:Cys=1:0.5) results in a
looser network, but still without a definite morphology (Fig-
ure 4b). This is probably because the amount of Cys is insuf-
ficient to enable effective cross-linking. As the molar ratio
of Au:Cys increases from 1:1 to 1:2 (Figure 4c), spherical Au
aggregates are formed almost exclusively; however, for

Figure 3. UV-visible spectra of Au colloids capped with cysteine mole-
cules (molar ratio Au:Cys=1:1) at various pH values.

Scheme 1. Au colloid capped with Cys molecules and chloride anions. As
the pH value increases, more NH3

+ functional group ions become depro-
tonated; therefore, the Au colloid becomes more negatively charged.
This enhances the electrostatic repulsion between the Au colloids.

Figure 4. TEM images of Au colloids capped with Cys molecules at vari-
ous molar ratios and concentrations: a) [HAuCl4

�]=1 mm, molar ratio
Au:Cys=1:0, white bar represents 100 nm; b) [HAuCl4

�] =1 mm, molar
ratio Au:Cys=1:0.5, white bar represents 100 nm; c) [HAuCl4

�]=1 mm,
molar ratio Au:Cys=1:2, white bar represents 0.1 mm; d) [HAuCl4

�]=

3 mm, molar ratio Au:Cys=1:1, black bar represents 0.2 mm. All end-
point pH levels were maintained close to 9.0.
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Au:Cys ratios close to 1:3, only a few large, spherical aggre-
gates are formed, with most of the Au colloids remaining
discrete (data not shown). A high surface density of Cys
molecules would be expected to exert strong electrostatic
repulsive forces that hinder cross-linking. A slight shrinkage
in Au colloid size (to 2–3 nm) was also observed, as re-
marked by others.[20] In this case, it is likely that the initially
formed Au clusters will be immediately capped and saturat-
ed by Cys molecules, thereby restricting subsequent Au
atom deposition, preventing further colloid growth. On this
basis it appears that the formation of spherical aggregates
involves a subtle balance between the cross-linking ability
afforded by Cys molecules and the concomitant electrostatic
repulsion between the Au colloids. Evidently, only condi-
tions favoring partial coverage by Cys can promote control-
led, isotropic growth.

The UV-visible spectra obtained in the absence of Cys
(Figure 5, bottom) show the characteristic Au colloid ab-

sorbance peaks at 517 nm (particle size 7–10 nm), but with
an intensifying tail towards the near IR region, suggestive of
strong aggregation. At a molar ratio Au:Cys of 1:0.5 a broad
hump at around 520 nm suggests a “smearing out” of the in-
dividual colloid absorbance due to a loose state of agglomer-
ation. At a ratio Au:Cys of 1:1, a relative flattening of the
spectrum is observed, suggestive of spherical aggregate for-
mation, as demonstrated in Figure 3. As the proportion of
Cys increases further (Au:Cys=1:2–1:3), the absorbance
spectrum curves more sharply upwards towards the UV
region (because of the increase in Cys), but remains feature-
less. This indicates the predominance of original (2–3 nm)
Au colloids in the solution.[14]

The concentration of reactant has a strong influence on
the size of the aggregates formed, although their spherical
form is maintained. A 3-fold increase in the concentration
of all components at a fixed Au:Cys ratio (1:1) results in
much larger spherical aggregates within the range 200–
500 nm, as shown in Figure 4d. A 10-fold increase in concen-
tration produces a further increase in aggregate size, and
high resolution transition electron microscopy (HRTEM)
observations of these spherical aggregates show that they
are still composed of colloidal Au subunits. These massive
spherical aggregates are, unfortunately, less stable than the
smaller ones produced at “standard” concentrations. Such a
high density of colloids in solution results in precipitation
within 30 min, in contrast to standard preparations, which
required longer than one month before precipitation occur-
red.

From linear to spherical aggregates : Previously,[21] we re-
ported that Au nanowires can be synthesized by using lysine
(Lys) as a capping agent, within a pH range of 8–10. Adjust-
ment of the morphology of the Au aggregates may, there-
fore, be possible by mixing Cys and Lys in specific propor-
tions. By using the trial Au:Cys:Lys ratio of 1:0.2:0.8, the Au
colloids were seen to assemble into chain-like structures.
However, the “chain cross-section” consists of several Au
colloids (Figure 6a), not a single colloidal subunit, as would
result from the use of Lys alone.[21] As the ratio of Cys:Lys
was increased (with the ratio of Au:(Cys+Lys) fixed at 1:1),
the Au colloid aggregates became progressively more round-
ed in shape, as shown in Figure 6b and c. At the point at
which Cys was the sole capping agent, very symmetrical
spherical aggregates were obtained, as illustrated and dis-
cussed above (Figure 1c). This systematic trend, that is, the
expression of both functionalities, is rather surprising in
view of the relative dimensions of the two capping agents;
Cys has a two-carbon chain, whereas Lys has a four-carbon
chain.

Once again, the UV-visible spectra (Figure 6d) are gener-
ally consistent with the TEM results. When lysine is used as
the major cross-linker, Cys:Lys<1, one absorbance peak
ranging from 510 to 550 nm dominates the spectrum. This is
expected when the Au chain cross-section is larger or is
composed of several particles, and also for the formation of
linear aggregates (Figure 6a).[12] We did not observe any ab-
sorbance attributable to discrete Au colloids in the region of
500 nm, as was observed for Au nanorods[22] and Au linear
aggregates.[21] This is because in the Cys-capped Au samples
the size of the Au particle is less than 4 nm. When Cys pre-
dominates, Cys:Lys>1, there remains a weak (vestigial)
hump in the spectrum that correlates with an “oval” (not
perfectly spherical) aggregate morphology. For Cys in large
excess (Cys:Lys>4) the spectrum is indistinguishable from
that seen in Figure 3, representative of truly spherical aggre-
gates.

Effect of functionally related cross-linking agents of varying
chain length : To explore the importance of the molecular di-

Figure 5. UV-visible spectra of Au colloids capped with Cys molecules at
various molar ratios.
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mensions of the cross-linking agent, a series of chemically
similar (SH-containing) organic acids of varying chain
length, from 3-mercaptopropionic acid to 16-mercaptohexa-
decanoic acid, were mixed with Cys in a 1:1 ratio. The pres-
ence of capping agents of a similar chain length to Cys re-
sulted in spherical aggregates with lower cohesion than was
the case with Cys alone (Figure 7a). The use of very long-
chain organic acids (Figure 7b) resulted in the formation of
almost no spherical aggregates. This phenomenon can be ex-

plained according to the difference in electrostatic repulsion
between the Au colloids. The SH-containing molecules have
one terminal COOH group, which can be dissociated in
conditions of high pH. Introduction of these molecules onto
the Au colloid surface leads to a marked increase in the
electrostatic repulsion between the colloids. When the chain
length of the SH-containing molecules is similar to the
length of the Cys molecules, the repulsion between the ter-
minal COO� groups is relatively weak, and the Cys mole-
cules still have a chance to cross-link with the Au colloids.
Because the SH-containing molecules, such as 16-mercapto-
hexadecanoic acid, are much longer than the Cys molecules,
the repulsion begins to hinder the association of the Au col-
loids, even if they are not close to one other. This proves
that the presence of Cys is necessary to facilitate the accu-
mulation of well-ordered spherical aggregates of Au, and in
addition, it suggests that the appropriate adjustment of sur-
face charge, or the selection of a combination of various
cross-linkers, will enable the aggregation state and morphol-
ogy of the Au nanoparticles to be tailored and modified for
valuable future applications.

Conclusion

We have demonstrated the formation of spherical aggre-
gates of Au colloids by using Cys as a capping agent under
appropriate conditions; pH 7–10 and gold:cysteine molar
ratios from 1:0.5–1:2. The aggregate size can be adjusted by
changing the concentrations of components; for 3–10 mm

solutions of Au and Cys, very large spherical aggregates are
formed, but these are unstable and more readily precipitat-
ed. The use of mixtures of Cys and Lys in varying propor-
tions changes the aggregate morphology from a linear to a
spherical form. Introduction of other SH-containing organic
acids as capping agents of varying chain length may also in-
fluence the state and degree of aggregation in a systematic
manner. The Au spherical aggregates of intermediate size
(30–80 nm) produced in this work have a high stability,
even at room temperature, and are readily dispersed in
water.

Experimental Section

All chemicals were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich and used as received.
In a typical room temperature synthesis, aqueous HAuCl4 (10 mL, 1 mm)
was mixed with aqueous cysteine solution (1.0 mL, 10 mm ; Au:Cys=

1:1), and sufficient aqueous NaOH (0.2 m) was added to give the desired
end-point pH value. Next, NaBH4 (176 mL, 0.1 m) was added under vigo-
rous stirring. At acidic pH (<4), the solution initially turned black, fol-
lowed by rapid and extensive precipitation. At intermediate pH (6.5–11)
a brown or dark brown solution developed that remained stable for sev-
eral weeks.

UV-visible spectra were recorded by using a UV-2550 Spectrophotometer
(Shimadzu) after preliminary dilution (1:1) with deionized water. TEM
measurements were conducted by using a TECAI TF20 SuperTwin
(200 kV) electron microscope, whereby a drop of solution was placed
onto a Cu grid and dried in air.

Figure 6. TEM images of Au colloid aggregates in the presence of different
Cys:Lys ratios. a) 0.2:0.8, black bar represents 50 nm; b) 0.6:0.4, black bar rep-
resents 20 nm; c) 0.8:0.2, black bar represents 100 nm. All end-point pH values
were close to 9.0. d) UV-visible spectra of Au aggregates.
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Figure 7. TEM images of Au colloid aggregates in the presence of mix-
tures of Cys and SH-containing organic molecules of various carbon
chain lengths as capping agents. a) Cys with 3-mercaptopropionic acid
(1:1), white bar represents 100 nm; b) Cys with 16-mercaptohexaxanoic
acid (1:1), white bar represents 20 nm.
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