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Featured Application: The prepared hydrophobic gold nanomaterials show excellent surface-
enhanced Raman scattering activity and, therefore, could be used as efficient organic-soluble
SERS substrates for the detection of many hydrophobic food toxicants, such as 3,4-benzopyrene,
and carcinogens, such as benzidine.

Abstract: Many previously reported syntheses of gold nanoparticles required lengthy reaction
times, complicated operations, high temperatures, or multi-step manipulations. In this work,
a morphology-controlled versatile one-pot synthesis of hydrophobic gold nanodots, nanobars,
nanorods, and nanowires has been developed. A series of gold nanomaterials ranging from round
nanodots, short nanobars, and long nanorods to ultrathin and ultralong nanowires (diameter <2 nm,
length >2 µm) have been readily prepared by simply adjusting the feeding ratio of chloroauric
acid to oleylamine, oleic acid, and triphenylsilane. The silk-like ultralong and ultrathin nanowires
were found to have a single crystalline structure and may have significant potential applications
in microelectronics and biosensors. Large sizes of gold spherical nanoparticles were obtained
from gold nanodots via a seed-mediated growth approach. These nanoparticles and ultralong
nanowires showed excellent surface-enhanced Raman scattering (SERS) activity in organic solvents
and, therefore, were employed as efficient organic-soluble SERS substrates for the detection of
hydrophobic food toxicants, such as 3,4-benzopyrene, and carcinogens, such as benzidine.

Keywords: synthesis; gold nanodots; nanobars; nanorods; nanowires; surface-enhanced Raman
spectroscopy

1. Introduction

In the past decades, gold nanomaterials have attracted considerable interest because of their wide
application in catalysis [1–6], biomedicine [7–9], biology [10–12], optics [13–15], and electronics [16].
Particularly, colloidal gold nanoparticles have been employed as a highly efficient substrate for
surface-enhanced Raman scattering (SERS) for almost 30 years—since 1979 [17]; this is due to their
exceptional SERS enhancement factor, excellent stability, good biocompatibility, and wide commercial
availability [18,19].

Gold spherical nanoparticles have been generally prepared via a citrate method as reported
by Turkevich and Frens [20–22], biphasic method [23], and thermolysis method [24]. The citrate
method produces nearly monodispersed colloidal gold nanoparticles with an average size of 10 to 100
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nm, and these nanoparticles have served extensively as excellent substrates for SERS detection of a
large variety of water-soluble analytes, such as dyes, protein, DNA/RNA, and food additives [25,26].
Small-sized gold nanoparticles (<10 nm) soluble in low-polar and non-polar organic solvents were
obtained by a one-phase method using amine derivatives or hydrosilane as reductants [27–30] or by
the thermolysis method [24]. Recently, ultralong gold nanowires and ultrathin gold nanorods have
been successfully synthesized using oleylamine or hydrosilane as a reducing agent [31,32] in organic
solvents. The fabrication of the nanowires into aligned arrays for potential use in microelectronic
devices have been achieved [33,34]. In addition, the application of these nanowires as a SERS substrate
in organic solvents has also been demonstrated [35], even though the SERS enhancement factor of
these nanomaterials was quite limited. Since many hydrophobic toxicants and carcinogens, such
as 3,4-benzopyrene, aflatoxin, and benzidine, are practically insoluble in water, those hydrophilic
colloidal gold nanoparticles are not applicable because of their immiscibility with hydrophobic analytes.
Therefore, it is still of considerable interest for chemists to develop a synthetic approach for the synthesis
of hydrophobic gold nanomaterials with controllable and designable sizes and morphologies.

However, the intensive synthesis and use of gold nanomaterials may cause health risks due to
potential nanoparticle exposure since the toxic effects of most commercial nanoparticles (e.g., Ag, Au,
TiO2, etc.) on the human body have not been fully evaluated [36,37]. Morgeneyer recently observed
the release of nanostructured objects in submicron size and their aggregates containing titanium
dioxide from weathered industrial paints [38] and investigated the emission of nanoparticles from
functional materials for medical applications and their aerosol formation [39]. Cases of nanoparticle
exposure at workplaces during the synthesis of metal nanoparticles have also been reported [40].
Nano-safety and occupational health become a core subject in particle science [41]. As many previously
reported syntheses of gold nanoparticles required lengthy reaction times, complicated operations, high
temperatures, or multi-step manipulations, these approaches resulted in a greater chance of exposure
to nanoparticles. Therefore, a fast and simple preparation of gold nanomaterials at mild conditions is
highly desirable.

Herein, we report a versatile one-pot synthesis of hydrophobic gold nanomaterials including
round nanodots, short nanobars, long nanorods, and silk-like ultralong and ultrathin nanowires by
the reduction of chloroauric acid with hydrosilane in organic solvents at room temperature. The size
and morphology of the gold nanomaterials are readily controlled by changing the feeding molar
ratio of chloroauric acid to oleylamine (OAm), oleic acid (OA), and hydrosilane. The obtained
gold nanoparticles are employed as efficient organic-soluble SERS substrates for the detection of
hydrophobic toxicants, such as 3,4-benzopyrene, and carcinogens, such as benzidine. In addition, the
long gold nanorods and silk-like ultralong nanowires are further used as solid SERS substrates for the
measurement of strong polar toxicants, such as malachite green.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Instruments and Reagents

The morphology of prepared gold nanomaterials was observed on a transmission electron
microscope (TEM, Tecnai G2 F30 S-Twin, FEI Company, Hillsboro, OR, The Netherlands) operating at
an acceleration voltage of 300 kV. Dynamic light scattering (DLS) was also used to measure the size of
the gold nanoparticles using a Nano ZS 90 Nanosizer (Malvern Instrument, Worcs, UK) equipped with
a 628 nm laser source. The X-ray diffraction (XRD) patterns of Au nanomaterials were recorded on a
PANalytical X’Pert PRO MRD X-Ray Diffraction System (PANalytical B. V., Almelo, The Netherlands)
using a monochromatic Cu Kα source, λ = 1.5406 Å. SERS spectra were measured on a DeltaNu
785 Raman spectrometer (DeltaNu Inc., Laramie, WY, USA). The laser power of the spectrometer is
120 mW with an excitation wavelength at 785 nm and a spectral range of 200–2000 cm−1. The spectra
were acquired with baseline off using NuSpec software (Copyright DeltaNu 2009) and analyzed using
GRAMS/AI software (Ver 9.1, Thermo Fischer Scientific, Waltham, MA, USA).
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Chloroauric acid (HAuCl4·4H2O, 99%) was purchased from Shanghai Siyu Chemical Technology
Limited Company (Shanghai, China). The 3,4-benzopyrene (98%), benzidine (≥98%), and malachite
green (AR) were supplied by Shanghai Macklin Biochemical Technology Limited Company (Shanghai,
China). Chloroform (CHCl3, 99%), anhydrous methanol (CH3OH, 99.5%), anhydrous ethyl alcohol
(CH3CH2OH, 99.5%), and acetone (99%) were obtained from Hangzhou Shuanglin Chemical Reagent
Limited Company (Hangzhou, China). Triphenylsilane (TPS, 99%), oleic acid (AR), oleylamine
(85–90%), hydroxylamine hydrochloride (98.5%), and dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO, 99%) were purchased
from Shanghai Aladdin Bio-Chem Technology Co., Ltd. (Shanghai, China). All chemicals were used as
received unless otherwise indicated.

2.2. Synthesis of Gold Nanomaterials

2.2.1. Synthesis of Gold Nanodots

A typical procedure for the synthesis of gold nanodots is as follows: First, 5.0 mg of HAuCl4·4H2O,
3.0 µL of oleic acid, and 15.0 µL of oleylamine were dissolved in 8.0 mL of chloroform, followed by the
addition of 2.0 mL of 180.0 mM triphenylsilane (TPS) in chloroform to the mixture. The solution was
stirred at a speed of 300 rpm using a Teflon (PTFE)-coated magnetic stirring bar at room temperature
for 2.5 h and a pink solution of gold nanodots with an average diameter of 7.5 ± 2.3 nm was obtained.
The pink solution was evaporated at room temperature and completely dried under vacuum to
produce a dark powder of gold nanoparticles (2.1 mg, yield: 87.8%).

2.2.2. Synthesis of Large Spherical Gold Nanoparticles Via a Seed-Growth Approach

A typical procedure for the synthesis of spherical gold nanoparticles is as follows: First, 5.0 mg of
HAuCl4·H2O, 3.0 µL of oleic acid (OA), and 15.0 µL of oleylamine (OAm) were completely dissolved in
8.0 mL of chloroform by constant stirring in an ampere bottle. Then, 2.0 mL of 180.0 mM triphenylsilane
(dissolved in chloroform) was added to the mixture. The mixture was stirred at a speed of 300 rpm using
a Teflon (PTFE)-coated magnetic stirring bar at room temperature for 2 h and a pink solution of gold
nanodots was obtained. This solution served as a seed for the growth of spherical gold nanoparticles.

The large spherical gold nanoparticles were synthesized via a seed-growth approach. Typically,
1.0 mg of HAuCl4·4H2O, 1.2 µL of OA, and 6.0 µL of OAm were mixed in 5.0 mL of chloroform and
employed as a growth solution. Then, 1.0 mL of the above prepared gold seed solution and 4.0 mL
of chloroform were added to the growth solution, followed by the addition of 18.0 µL of 100.0 mM
hydroxylamine hydrochloride in DMSO while stirring. The mixture solution was stirred at a speed of
300 rpm using a Teflon (PTFE)-coated magnetic stirring bar at room temperature for one and a half
hours; finally, a ruby red solution of grown spherical gold nanoparticles was obtained. In this situation,
the amount of HAuCl4·4H2O in the growth solution was twice the amount of HAuCl4·4H2O in the
seed solution and correspondingly the growth/seed ratio was simply referred to as 2:1. Double, triple,
and quadruple the amounts of HAuCl4·4H2O, OA, OAm, and hydroxylamine hydrochloride in the
growth solution facilitated the synthesis of larger and larger spherical gold nanoparticles, and in these
cases, the growth/seed ratios were designated as 4:1, 6:1, and 8:1, respectively.

2.2.3. Synthesis of Gold Nanobars

The gold nanobars were synthesized at a molar ratio of HAuCl4·4H2O:oleic acid:oleylamine =
1:48:45.6. Typically, 5.0 mg of HAuCl4·4H2O, 180.0 µL of oleic acid, and 180.0 µL of oleylamine were
dissolved in 8.0 mL of chloroform, followed by the addition of 2.0 mL of 18.0 mM triphenylsilane in
chloroform to the mixture. The solution was stirred at a speed of 300 rpm using a Teflon (PTFE)-coated
magnetic stirring bar at room temperature for 4 h. A wine-red solution of short gold nanobars with an
aspect ratio of about 1.5–3 was obtained.
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2.2.4. Synthesis of Long Gold Nanorods

The long gold nanorods were synthesized at a molar ratio of HAuCl4·4H2O:oleic acid:oleylamine
= 1:24:45.6. Typically, 5.0 mg of HAuCl4·4H2O, 90.0 µL of oleic acid, and 180.0 µL of oleylamine were
dissolved in 8.0 mL of chloroform, followed by the addition of 2.0 mL of 18.0 mM triphenylsilane in
chloroform to the mixture. The solution was stirred at a speed of 300 rpm using a Teflon (PTFE)-coated
magnetic stirring bar at room temperature for 4 h. A yellow–light brown solution of long gold nanorods
with a length in the range of tenths of nanometers to several hundred nanometers was obtained.

2.2.5. Synthesis of Silk-Like Ultralong and Ultrathin Gold Nanowires

The silk-like ultralong and ultrathin gold nanowires were synthesized at a molar ratio of
HAuCl4·4H2O:oleic acid:oleylamine = 1:24:114. Typically, 5.0 mg of HAuCl4·4H2O, 90.0 µL of oleic
acid, and 450.0 µL of oleylamine were dissolved in 8.0 mL of chloroform, followed by the addition of
2.0 mL of 18.0 mM triphenylsilane in chloroform to the mixture. The solution was stirred at a speed of
300 rpm using a Teflon (PTFE)-coated magnetic stirring bar at room temperature for 6 hours. A deep
brown solution of gold nanowires with ultralong length (>2 µm) and ultrathin diameter (<2 nm)
was obtained.

2.3. SERS Measurements

2.3.1. SERS Detection of Benzidine in Organic Solvents Using Spherical Gold Nanoparticles as
a Substrate

First, a solution of the above spherical gold nanoparticle (2.0 mL) was thoroughly mixed with 1
mL of acetone and 3 mL of anhydrous methanol. The mixture solution was centrifuged at 10,000 rpm
for 5 min and then the dark precipitate was collected and re-dispersed in 1.0 mL of chloroform under
ultra-sonication. This washing process was repeated twice, and the final precipitate was re-dispersed
in 300.0 µL of chloroform under ultra-sonication for later use.

To a SERS spectrometer sample vial were added 300.0 µL of the above Au nanoparticle solution,
145.0 µL of methanol, and 155.0 µL of 0.8 mM benzidine in chloroform. The SERS spectrum was
recorded at an integration time of 10 s, and each spectrum is an average of three independent readings.

2.3.2. SERS Detection of 3,4-Benzopyrene in Organic Solvents Using Spherical Gold Nanoparticles as
a Substrate

First, a solution of the above spherical gold nanoparticle (2.0 mL) was thoroughly mixed with
1 mL of acetone and 3 mL of anhydrous methanol. The mixture was centrifuged at 10,000 rpm for 5 min,
and then the precipitate was collected and re-dispersed in 1.0 mL of chloroform under ultra-sonication.
This washing process was repeated twice, and the final precipitate was re-dispersed in 300.0 µL
of chloroform.

To a SERS spectrometer sample vial were added 300.0 µL of the above Au nanoparticle solution
and 300.0 µL of 0.3 mM 3,4-benzopyrene in chloroform. The SERS spectrum was recorded at an
integration time of 10 s, and each spectrum is an average of three independent readings.

2.3.3. SERS Detection of Malachite Green Using Long Gold Nanorods or Silk-Like Ultralong
Nanowires as a Solid Substrate

First, a solution of the above-prepared long gold nanorod (5.0 mL) was added drop by drop to
a depression area of a concave glass slide at room temperature. After the solvent had completely
evaporated, a layer of dark gold nanorods (5 × 5 mm2) was obtained. Afterward, the slide was
carefully dipped into 10.0 mL of acetone for 1 min, dried at room temperature, and then the layer
of gold nanorods was used as a solid substrate for further SERS detection. Then, 20.0 µL of 1.0 mM
malachite green in chloroform was added to the center of the gold nanorod layer by a microsyringe.
The laser irradiation from the SERS spectrometer was adjusted to focus on the surface of the center of
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the layer. The SERS spectrum was recorded at an integration time of 10 s, and each spectrum is an
average of 10 independent readings. The SERS detection of malachite green using silk-like ultralong
nanowires as a solid substrate was completed in a similar manner except that the gold nanorod solution
was replaced with the above-prepared ultralong gold nanowire solution.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Characteristics of Au Nanomaterials by TEM and XRD

TEM images of a series of round nanodots, short nanobars, long nanorods, and ultralong
nanowires prepared with different molar ratios of [TPS]:[Au]:[OA]:[OAm] are shown in Figure 1.
Obviously, the morphologies of the gold nanomaterials could be controlled by changing the ratio of
[OA]:[OAm]:[Au]. The aspect ratio of the gold nanoparticles increased with an increase in the ratio of
OAm and OA to chloroauric acid. For example, at a low molar ratio of OAm and OA to chloroauric
acid ([OA]:[OAm]:[Au] = 0.8:3.8:1), round nanodots with an average diameter of 18.8 nm were obtained
(Figure 1a). Increasing the ratio of [OA]:[OAm]:[Au] to 48:45.6:1 resulted in the formation of short
nanobars with an aspect ratio of about 1.5–3 (Figure 1b). Long nanorods with a length in the range
of tenths of nanometers to several hundred nanometers appeared when the ratio of oleic acid was
decreased ([OA]:[OAm]:[Au] = 24:45.6:1), as shown in Figure 1c. When the ratio was further increased
to [OA]:[OAm]:[Au] = 24:114:1, silk-like nanowires with ultralong lengths (>2 µm) and ultrathin
diameters (<2 nm) were produced (Figure 1d). These silk-like ultralong and ultrathin nanowires may
offer significant potential applications in microelectronics and biosensors. From the high resolution
transmission electron microscope (HRTEM) image in Figure 1, the interfringe distances of the Au
nanodots, Au nanobars, Au nanorods, and Au nanowires were measured to be 0.234 nm, 0.235 nm,
0.233 nm, and 0.239 nm, respectively, corresponding to (111) lattice spacing (0.235 nm) of face-centered
cubic (fcc) Au (JCPDS89-3697), and the diameter of the nanowires was determined to be 1.82 nm.
The crystallographic structure of the ultralong nanowires was further confirmed by the X-ray diffraction
pattern in Figure 2. The diffraction peaks at 2θ = 38.2◦, 44.0◦, and 64.7◦ were respectively ascribed
to (111), (200), and (220) planes of fcc gold lattice, which agrees well with the diffraction standard of
fcc gold.
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The solutions of round nanodots, short nanobars, long nanorods, and ultralong nanowires in
chloroform were clear and transparent, displaying pink, wine red, light brown, and deep brown colors,
respectively, at room temperature (Supplementary Material Figure S1). These solutions showed no
perceptible color change and aggregation or precipitation of gold nanoparticles even after they had
been stored in a fridge at 4 ◦C for two months, indicating that these gold nanomaterials have excellent
long-term stability.

3.2. Characteristics of Large Spherical Au Nanoparticles by TEM and XRD

Typical TEM images of different-sized gold spherical nanoparticles resulting from the gold
nanodots via a seed-directed growth approach are presented in Figure 3. Figure 3a–d show that
the Au nanoparticles prepared at a growth/seed ratio of 2, 4, 6, and 8 produced nanoparticles with
mean diameters of 10.0 ± 2.8 nm, 10.7 ± 2.2 nm, 14.3 ± 1.6 nm, and 23.9 ± 3.4 nm, respectively.
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Obviously, the size of the gold nanoparticles was controlled by the ratio of the seed to the growth
precursor. The gold nanoparticles increased in size with an increase in the growth/seed ratio, as
shown in Figure 4a. The increasing tendency in the size of the gold nanoparticles was also confirmed
by dynamic light scattering (DLS) measurements. The mean diameters of the Au nanoparticles were
measured to be 14.8 ± 2.4 nm, 17.0 ± 1.2 nm, 21.2 ± 3.9 nm, and 37.2 ± 9.3 nm, respectively, at the
growth/seed ratios of 2, 4, 6, and 8, as shown in the Supplementary Material Figure S2. By carefully
adjusting the growth/seed ratio, spherical gold nanoparticles in the size of 10–25 nm could be obtained.
The crystallographic structure of the largest Au nanoparticles (growth/seed ratio = 8) was also
confirmed by X-ray diffraction pattern (Figure 4b). The diffraction peaks at 2θ = 38.1◦, 44.2◦, and
64.7◦ were respectively ascribed to (111), (200), and (220) planes of fcc Au, which agree well with the
diffraction standard of fcc Au.
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In addition to non-polar hydrophobic analytes (e.g., 3,4-benzopyrene), the gold nanomaterials 
in the current work could also serve as solid substrates for the detection of strong polar analytes, 
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3.3. Detection of 3,4-Benzopyrene and Benzidine in Chloroform

Since many toxicants, such as 3,4-benzopyrene, quintozene, and aflatoxin, are practically insoluble
in water, it is difficult to use the conventional hydrophilic colloidal gold nanoparticles as efficient
SERS substrates to detect the hydrophobic analytes. The hydrophobic gold nanomaterials in the
current work provide a new option for the substrate used in hydrophobic organic solvents such hexane,
toluene, and chloroform. Figure 5 demonstrates the SERS spectra of 3,4-benzopyrene and benzidine
in chloroform using synthesized hydrophobic spherical gold nanoparticles as a substrate. As shown
in Figure 5a, the characteristic Raman signals of 3,4-benzopyrene at 1617 cm−1 and 1575 cm−1 were
hardly observed in chloroform at a concentration as high as 1000 µg/mL in the absence of the spherical
gold nanoparticles. A significant increase in signal intensity was detected when the gold nanoparticles
were mixed with 3,4-benzopyrene and used as a substrate even at a substantially lower concentration
of 3,4-benzopyrene (40 µg/mL). Similar results were obtained for benzidine, as shown in Figure 5b.
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Figure 5. (a) Surface-enhanced Raman scattering (SERS) spectra of 3,4-benzopyrene with and without
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3.4. Detection of Malachite Green Using Gold Nanorods or Nanowires as a Solid Substrate

In addition to non-polar hydrophobic analytes (e.g., 3,4-benzopyrene), the gold nanomaterials
in the current work could also serve as solid substrates for the detection of strong polar analytes,
such as malachite green. Figure 6a,b demonstrates the SERS spectra of malachite green using the
ultralong gold nanowires or long nanorods deposited on a piece of glass as a solid SERS substrate.
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Apparently, without the nanowires or nanorods as a substrate, no typical SERS signals of malachite
green at 1613 cm−1, 1390 cm−1, and 1172 cm−1 were observed on glass. A substantial increase in signal
intensity was detected when the nanowires or nanorods was used as a solid substrate. These results
indicate that all gold nanoparticles, long nanorods, and silk-like ultralong nanowires exhibited excellent
surface-enhanced Raman scattering activities and can be employed as efficient SERS substrates for the
detection of many hydrophobic toxicants and strong polar analytes.
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4. Conclusions

In summary, this work presents a simple and versatile approach for a one-pot synthesis of
size-controlled and morphology-controlled gold nanomaterials, including round nanodots, short
nanobars, and long nanorods, as well as silk-like ultralong and ultrathin nanowires, in a safe and
productive way. The size and morphology of the gold nanoparticles were found to be controlled by the
molar ratios of chloroauric acid to oleylamine, oleic acid, and hydrosilane. The obtained gold spherical
nanoparticles, nanorods and nanowires showed excellent surface-enhanced Raman scattering activity
and, therefore, were used as an efficient organic-soluble SERS substrate or a solid SERS substrate for
the detection of many hydrophobic toxicants, such as 3,4-benzopyrene and benzidine, and strong polar
analytes, such as malachite green.
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