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Here, we demonstrate, both theoretically and experimentally, one-
way and direct translocation of hydrophobic lipid-covered NPs through
lipid bilayers (see Fig. 1). We show that NPs larger than 5 nm not only
spontaneously translocate through the bilayer within milliseconds but al-
so translocate only once because of the exchange of coating lipids between
NPs and the lipid bilayer. Using the single-chain mean field (SCMF) the-
ory (41-43), we propose a mechanism of passive translocation through
lipid bilayers. By observing individual translocation events of AuNPs with
1-dodecanethiol chains (44, 45) through DMPC (1,2-dimyristoyl-sn-
glycero-3-phosphorylcholine) bilayers, we confirm the particle trans-
location and characterize the kinetic pathway, in agreement with our
numerical predictions. The mechanism relies on spontaneous pore for-
mation in the lipid bilayer. The observed universal interaction behavior
of neutral and chemically inert NPs with the bilayer can be classified
according to size and surface properties. Because of size differences,
small NPs are trapped in the cores of bilayers, whereas large NPs and
big clusters of NPs can translocate through lipid bilayers.

MECHANISM OF DIRECT TRANSLOCATION

The interaction between NPs of different sizes and a lipid bilayer was
modeled using the SCMF theory for lipid bilayers (43). Previously, this
method was successfully applied in studying the energy barrier during
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insertion of carbon nanotubes and small nano-objects into the lipid bi-
layer (46-48). A similar technique is used here to study the size-
dependent insertion and translocation of NPs through the phospholipid
bilayer. Details of the applied simulations are described in Materials and
Methods.

NPs are modeled as hydrophobic spheres (47), with diameters ran-
ging from 2 to 10 nm. Dodecanethiol groups grafted to the surface of
NPs alter the surface chemistry and are modeled through their interac-
tion with the phospholipid tails by an interaction parameter, €. This in-
teraction parameter varies from —5.0 to —7.0 kT, where a crossover
between the two regimes is observed. The interaction parameter
€ =-5.0 KT corresponds to a weakly hydrophobic particle and represents
relatively weak attraction between the NP and the bilayer, whereas
e =-7.0 KT corresponds to a strong hydrophobic interaction, leading to
a spontaneous coverage of NPs. Thus, we consider that the interaction
parameter € = —7.0 KT corresponds to lipid-coated NPs.

The different insertion regimes found in simulations are presented
in Fig. 2A for different NP diameters and interaction parameters. When
NPs with € = -5.0 and —6.0 kT interact with the lipid bilayer, they insert
into the core. The tails of the lipids are in direct contact with the NPs,
but the interaction is not strong enough to cover the surface of the NPs
with lipids and to significantly disturb the bilayer structure. For diam-
eters <5 nm, an NP is fully integrated into the bilayer and covered by

Transient pore

Fig. 1. Suggested translocation mechanism of hydrophobic NPs through a lipid bilayer. Dodecanethiol-capped AuNPs (6 nm) get wrapped by a lipid layer. The lipid-covered
AuNPs destabilize the bilayer by generating pores and pass through the bilayer by taking away nonfluorescent and fluorescent lipids. The lipid exchange mechanism is
demonstrated experimentally by starting with NPs having a nonfluorescent lipid coating, which then pick up fluorescent lipids from the bilayer upon translocation.
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continuous lipid leaflets. A deformation of the lipid bilayer is ob-
served in the vicinity of an NP because of its hydrophobic interaction
with the lipid tails. For large diameters, ranging from 6.0 to 10.0 nm, an
inserted NP disrupts the bilayer, creating a “hydrophobic pore” (49),
although the tails of the lipids are closely attached to the surface of the
NP. In contrast, a strong hydrophobic interaction of € = -7.0 kT leads
to a structural rearrangement of lipids in the vicinity of an NP, wrapping
a lipid monolayer around the entire surface of the NP. Because of the
strong binding of lipids to the NP surface in this regime, the size of the
NPs determines two possible scenarios of NP-bilayer interaction: (i)
small NPs, with diameters of <5 nm, can be fully inserted into the bi-
layer without significant disruption of the bilayer; (ii) large NPs, with
diameters of >5 nm, do not fit into the core of the bilayer, and thus,
their presence significantly alters the bilayer structure, wrapping the NP
with a lipid monolayer. Because the lipids are oriented toward the sur-
face of the NPs, there is a possibility to form a “hydrophilic pore” that is
slightly larger than the radius of the NP. This scenario is similar to ex-
perimentally reported pores in a bilayer due to inserted proteins (49).
The crossover between the two scenarios is controlled by the thickness
of the bilayer, ~5 nm, which represents a characteristic length of the

bilayer. This length determines the NP size when two solutions coexist
simultaneously. When small NPs aggregate into clusters of larger size,
they can behave similarly to NPs with larger diameters.

To quantify the interaction of NPs with a bilayer, we calculated the
free energy difference per lipid molecule for the equilibrium insertion of
an NP, where AF (46) is calculated with respect to the free energy of an
unperturbed lipid bilayer without any NPs. The free energy difference AF
for different interaction parameters € is plotted in Fig. 2B as a function of
NP diameter. These calculations correspond to the thermodynamic equi-
librium; thus, there are no constraints on the distribution of lipids be-
tween the NP and the bilayer. Hence, the number of lipids covering
the NPs is the equilibrium coverage, and the free energies correspond
to the equilibrium. The more hydrophobic and larger an NP is, the more
favorable is its insertion into a bilayer. A lipid bilayer thus represents a
potential well for hydrophobic NPs, and one could expect that a bare hy-
drophobic NP, once trapped in the core of a bilayer, cannot spontaneous-
ly escape as commonly believed. We found that this is true for small NPs
with diameters of <5 nm and for relatively weak attractions to lipid tails,
when the topology of a lipid bilayer is not perturbed by the presence of
NPs (see Fig. 2A).
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Fig. 2. Interaction of hydrophobic NPs with lipid bilayers obtained from SCMF theory. (A) Density profiles of lipid heads and tails around embedded NPs. The NP diameter
varies between 2 nm < d < 10 nm, and the interaction parameter varies between —5 kT > & > —7 kT. (B) Free energy difference AF as a function of the NP diameter for different
interaction parameters €. (C) Free energy difference AF as a function of the distance between the bilayer center and the core of an NP, € = =7 kT.
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However, in the case of large NPs, with diameters of >5 nm, and
strong attraction, € = —7 KT, the structural rearrangement of lipid tails
around NPs leads to a bilayer rupture with the formation of a hydro-
philic pore. In this regime, the energy gain mainly results from covering
the NPs with lipids, whereas the lipid-coated NPs are only weakly
connected to the lipid bilayer.

To further explore this phenomenon, we calculated the free energy
cost per lipid for an NP to escape from a bilayer, AF, which is defined as
the energy cost of moving an NP out of the center of the bilayer in a per-
pendicular direction. The result for € = -7 kT is shown in Fig. 2C. Small
NPs with diameters of 2.0 and 4.0 nm remain trapped in the bilayer and
would require large energies to be extracted from the bilayer because
considerable deformation and rupture of the bilayer would be needed.
In contrast, there is almost no free energy barrier to extract NPs with
diameters of 6 nm from the bilayer. In consequence, hydrophobic NPs
>6 nm can escape from the bilayer by virtually pulling lipids out of the
bilayer. The transition between a “closed” and an “open” pore may be
triggered by thermal motion with relatively small free energy cost.

Having found that large and strongly hydrophobic NPs with the in-
teraction parameter € = —7 kT corresponding to NPs wrapped by lipids
can leave a bilayer with a negligible cost of energy, we also explored the
full translocation process across a bilayer for the interaction parameter
e = —7 KT, which corresponds to the experimental system of NPs
coated with lipids. Then, we considered the insertion of these hydro-
phobic NPs into the bilayer. It turns out that the insertion of a hydro-
phobic lipid-coated NP into a lipid bilayer is a multistep process
accompanied by the exchange of lipids between the NPs and the bi-
layer. The free energy difference as a function of the distance from the
center of the bilayer is plotted in Fig. 3, with reference to an un-
perturbed bilayer and an NP in solution covered with lipids. Lipid-
coated NPs approach a bilayer and touch its surface. The deformation
of the lipid bilayer without rearrangements of lipids leads to an in-
crease of the free energy and is not taken into account. However, if
the NPs are brought in contact with the core of the bilayer, they can
spontaneously embed into the bilayer (Fig. 3, embedding regime); this
process is energetically favorable and leads to a considerable decrease
of the free energy. Upon insertion, the lipid-coated NPs exchange their
lipid coating with the bilayer. The transition between approaching and
embedding is accompanied by a topological change in the structure of
the bilayer, and thus, this transition is a first-order transition, leading
to an abrupt jump from one solution to another. One can see a distinct
difference between the behavior of 2- and 4-nm NPs and that of 6-nm
NPs. Small NPs have only two solutions, “insertion” and “embedding”
(Fig. 3, A and B), whereas 6-nm NPs have an extra regime, “escape”
(blue curve in Fig. 3C). Fully embedded 6-nm NPs can rearrange lipids
and form pores with almost no energy cost and leave the bilayer as pre-
viously discussed. Note that the free energy values corresponding to the
escape regime in Fig. 3 (blue) are the same as those in Fig. 2C (blue). The
constant energy shift between the curves is due to the choice of the ref-
erence state of the free energy of the NP embedded in the center (Fig. 2)
and the unperturbed bilayer with noninteracting NPs (Fig. 3). In addi-
tion, the jumps between the solutions correspond to energy barriers,
which correspond to the time of staying in metastable states.

It is noteworthy that the energy corresponding to the escape regime
is ~90 kT lower than the energy of the insertion regime. This is because
the initial lipid coverage of an NP due to lipid self-assembly in the solution
before entering the bilayer differs significantly from that of an NP leaving
the bilayer, which corresponds to the equilibrium lipid coverage. Thus,
the driving force for the translocation of 6-nm NPs is the difference in
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the lipid surface coverage of the NPs before and after the contact with
the bilayer. However, embedded NPs can escape with equal probability
on both sides of the bilayer, providing symmetrical distribution of NPs
around the bilayer.

EXPERIMENTAL STUDY OF A SINGLE PASSIVE

TRANSLOCATION EVENT

A variant of the droplet interface bilayer technique (50, 51) was used to
produce a free-standing lipid membrane in a microfluidic chip (50, 52, 53).
Using a volume-controlled system with syringe pumps, we injected two
fingers of an aqueous phase (100 mM NaCl) face-to-face into micro-
channels of a cross-geometry (see Fig. 4A), which were previously filled with
squalene containing a phospholipid mixture of 99% DMPC and 1% fluo-
rescent NBD-DPPE [1,2-dipalmitoyl-sn-glycero-3-phosphoethanolamine-
N-(7-nitro-2-1,3-benzoxadiazol-4-yl)] (see Materials and Methods). After a
few seconds, the water-oil interface of each finger is covered with a mono-
layer of phospholipid molecules. Once the two liquid fingers are brought
into contact, their lipid monolayers interact, forming a lipid bilayer within
a short time (51, 52). The bilayer is stable and can be analyzed simulta-
neously by optical microscopy and by electrophysiological experiments
(53). The capacitance of the formed particle-free bilayer in this geometry
is measured as C ~ 140 pF for a pure DMPC bilayer (see Fig. 5). Knowing
the optically measured bilayer area, we can calculate the specific capaci-
tance as C, ~ 4.46 mF/m’. From that, the corresponding bilayer thickness
can be calculated as d = €;€(/C, = 4.4 nm, where £; = 2.2 is the dielectric
constant of the lipid membrane (5I) and g, = 8.85 X 1072 F/m is the
vacuum permittivity. These estimates agree with literature values (51-53).
Monodisperse AuNPs with diameters of 2, 4, and 6 nm are rendered hy-
drophobic by a covalent 1-dodecanethiol coating and are additionally
covered with a DMPC monolayer to allow their dispersion in an aque-
ous phase (see Materials and Methods). These NPs can be added to ei-
ther of the aqueous fingers.

For the first set of experiments, AuNPs are dispensed in only one of
the aqueous fingers at a concentration of ~0.1 ug/ml, which is suffi-
ciently large for the NPs to form small clusters in solution. The other
finger only contains buffer solution without any lipids or NPs. These
two aqueous fingers in contact are just separated by a DMPC bilayer
containing 1% of fluorescent lipids. Once the DMPC bilayer was formed
and equilibrated for 20 to 30 min, AuNPs of 2 nm in diameter, covered
with DMPC, were added into one of the aqueous fingers. After a few
minutes, we observed a reduction in capacitance from C =~ 140 pF, as ob-
served for the pure bilayer, to 127 pF for the same membrane area (see Fig.
5A). The resulting effective bilayer thickness d ~ 4.85 nm is larger than that
of a pure lipid bilayer. The increased effective bilayer thickness indicates
either insertion or accumulation of individual NPs in the bilayer. The ca-
pacitance signal is constant in time, similar to the pure bilayer, and excludes
a significant exchange of NPs or their clusters with the surrounding liquid.
This suggests that the particles are either partially or completely inserted
into the bilayer and cannot escape (54). When the same experiment was
repeated with 4- and 6-nm AuNPs, the capacitance is further reduced,
corresponding to effective bilayer thicknesses of d ~ 5.3 and 5.8 nm, respec-
tively. However, in the case of the larger NPs, the capacitance signal fluc-
tuates on the millisecond time scale. This might result from direct contacts
between the lipid bilayer and the AuNPs, which are continuously trying to
insert into and to escape from the bilayer.

The capacitance measurements discussed above were complemented
by optical fluorescence measurements. The DMPC-coated NPs are
nonfluorescent and become visible by fluorescence microscopy only
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Fig. 3. Interaction regimes of trapping and translocation for hydrophobic
NPs with € = —7.0 kT. The interaction regimes are given by three solutions of SCMF
equations for 2 nm (A) and 4 nm (B) NPs showing trapping of NPs in the bilayer and for
6-nm NPs (C) showing translocation of NPs. Insertion (purple): Lipid-coated NP touches
the upper leaflet without structural rearrangement. Embedding (yellow): The NP fuses
with the upper leaflet and exchanges its lipid coating with the bilayer. Escape (blue):
The NP is wrapped by lipids, forms a pore in the bilayer, and is thus free to leave.

Guo et al. Sci. Adv. 2016;2:e1600261 2 November 2016

when taking up fluorescent lipids from the lipid bilayer. Twenty to 30 min
after adding lipid-coated NPs to only one side of the bilayer, we ob-
serve a similar number of fluorescent NPs on both sides of the lipid
bilayer. Conducting the same type of experiments with the nonfluo-
rescing bilayer and NPs coated with fluorescent lipids, we observe the
presence of the fluorescent lipids in the bilayer 20 to 30 min after adding
the lipid-coated NPs around the bilayer (see Supplementary Materials).
This shows that lipid-coated NPs can insert into the lipid bilayer and
exchange lipid molecules with the bilayer. After insertion, the NPs can
leave the bilayer to either side with equal probability, as predicted by the
numerical results. Additional experiments with two adjacent bilayers
(Supplementary Materials, Proof 3) demonstrate that NPs that translo-
cated once across a bilayer cannot retranslocate or at least have a suffi-
ciently lower ability to retranslocate (and remain trapped at the bilayer
side to which they initially translocated). These experimental findings
can be understood in line with the numerical results: while translocat-
ing, a single NP mixes its lipid coating with the bilayer upon insertion
into the bilayer and extracts lipids from the bilayer upon leaving such
that the lipid coating of the NP is denser after translocation than before
translocation. Because this lipid wrapping after/during translocation
lowers the free energy, the bilayer crossing is irreversible and can be
considered as an undirected, one-way process.

From individual trajectories of NPs or clusters of NPs, the respective
diffusion coefficient and the corresponding cluster or particle size can be
estimated (for the conversion of diffusion coefficient to size, see the Sup-
plementary Materials). Using this strategy, we analyze the Brownian
motion of the lipid-coated NPs in the initially NP-free aqueous phase,
that is, the NPs that crossed the bilayer (see Fig. 5, B to D). In the case of
2-nm NPs, no individual particles could be detected, and only the
clusters of NPs could cross the bilayer. The smallest cluster size that
could cross the bilayer had a diameter of 6 nm. A similar behavior
was observed in the case of 4-nm NPs: individual particles could not
cross the bilayer, and the smallest cluster size that could cross the bilayer
had a diameter of 8 nm. The behavior observed for 6-nm NPs is remark-
ably different: for this particle size, individual particles could also cross
the bilayer. Since smaller particles and dye molecules are unable to cross
the bilayer (see the Supplementary Materials), the ability of lipid-coated
particles or clusters with diameter d > 6 nm to cross the bilayer excludes
spontaneous membrane poration as the governing effect. Together with
the previous electrophysiological results, this demonstrates passive
translocation as the mechanism that allows NPs to cross the bilayer.

To also explore the pathway of the translocation, the abovemen-
tioned experiments were repeated for 6-nm AuNPs, which were shown
to cross the bilayer as individual particles. To exclude cooperative
effects, we conducted the experiments at an extremely low particle con-
centration of 0.01 ng/ml, making clustering of NPs into aggregates very
unlikely. Thus, this setup ensures the observation of a single NP trans-
location. Moreover, because of the resulting low frequency of trans-
location events, a particle translocation observed by fluorescence
microscopy can be unambiguously correlated to a simultaneously
measured electrophysiological signal. Figure 4C shows a single NP with
a diameter of 6 nm leaving the bilayer to the initially NP-free side; the
size of the NP is confirmed by the Brownian motion analysis. The
corresponding membrane conductance during the translocation is
presented in Fig. 6A, showing a three-step process. Starting at ¢ = 0,
the membrane conductance G is equal to the control value, which
confirms that the membrane is impermeable to ionic charges. At t =
2.5 ms, the conductance increases to G = 1.3 nS. At t = 5.2 ms (that is,
2.7 ms later), a second jump in conductance is observed at G = 30 nS.
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Lipid bilayer

Fig. 4. Microfluidic setup. (A) Two aqueous fingers surrounded by squalene-lipid solution form a bilayer at their contact area. NPs can be added to the aqueous phase of either
of the aqueous fingers. (B) Visualization of the most probable conformations of lipids around a pore formed by large hydrophobic NPs, d = 6.0 nm and € = -7 kT, and modeled by
SCMF theory. (C) Optical fluorescence microscopy time series demonstrating a single NP translocating through a lipid bilayer. AuUNPs were added to the aqueous finger at the right.
The NP leaving the bilayer (bright spot) to the initially particle-free side of the bilayer is indicated by a dashed circle. Another NP leaving the membrane to the side of the bilayer,
which initially contains NPs, is visible from t = 30 ms.
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Fig. 5. Experimental interaction of NPs with the bilayer. Measurements were performed for lipid-coated AuNPs with diameters of 2 nm (pink), 4 nm (orange), and 6 nm (blue)
ata concentration of ¢ ~ 0.1 ug/ml. (A) Capacitance measurements as a function of time of a pure DMPC bilayer (green) and of a DMPC bilayer in the presence of NPs dispersed in
the aqueous phase. (B to D) Size distribution of NPs that crossed the bilayer [2 nm (B), 4 nm (C), and 6 nm (D)], as analyzed from their Brownian motion. For the sake of clarity, the
histograms are plotted as a function of the particle core diameter without the 1-dodecanethiol and DMPC coating.
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At t = 9.3 ms (that is, another 4.1 ms later), the conductance drops
down again to the control value.

Let us interpret the conductance measurements shown in Fig. 6A in
view of the numerical results that describe the entire translocation event
as a three-step process: insertion, embedding, and escape (see Fig. 3).
The insertion and embedding should not be seen with conductance
measurements because no pores are associated to these steps. However,
the previous fluorescence measurements showed a lipid exchange be-
tween a lipid-coated NP and a bilayer, demonstrating the insertion
and embedding steps as predicted by the numerical results. According-
ly, the first jump can be understood as the formation of a hydrophilic
pore, which is the first part of the escape process. The second jump
corresponds to the particle leaving the pore, whereas the return of the
conductance to the control value corresponds to the pore closure.

The formation of the hydrophilic pore results in a gap size d, be-
tween the lipid-coated NP and the bilayer and can be estimated as

Gd

N fo)} =]
ZﬁkRNpL

~ 0:1nm

dg

where k = 1.15 S/m is the bulk electrolyte conductivity (measured for
100 mM NaCl at 30°C), d = 4.4 nm is the bilayer thickness, and Ryp, =
6 nm is the radius of the used NPs with a core diameter of 6 nm, func-
tionalized with 1-dodecanethiol with a length of 1.6 nm and a DMPC
monolayer coating of ~2.5 nm (55). Therefore, we can suppose a lipid
interdigitation with the dodecanethiol layer of ~1 nm. The obtained gap
size agrees with the numerical model and is large enough to allow NPs
to escape the bilayer by thermal motion. The typical lifetime of the hy-
drophilic pore can be considered as translocation time and was found to
be on the order of a few milliseconds (see Fig. 6B). We suppose that the
gap is not uniform during its lifetime, and thin lipid bridges might main-
tain the contact of the NP to the bilayer. This explains that the process of
lipid extraction and reorganization of the bilayer is not instantaneous.
When the lipid-covered NP finally escapes the hydrophilic pore, the
bilayer conductance is expected to increase massively, and the experi-

mentally measured conductance can be used to calculate the radius of
the pore
r

ap

G
RNPL Y4 — = 6nm
kr

This value again agrees with the coated NPs used. The lifetime of this
open pore without a particle is found to be also on the order of a few
milliseconds. The pore created during translocation does not lead to bi-
layer rupture, despite the fact that the transiently occurring pore is larger
than the critical pore radius R. = o/I" = 1.2 nm, calculated from the
membrane free energy. The membrane rupture is likely prevented by
the short pore lifetime. Similarly, there are experimental measurements
demonstrating the nondestructive presence of large NP clusters in
vesicles (33).

The translocation process is a one-way process: while translocating,
a single NP extracts lipids from the bilayer such that the lipid coating of
the NPs is denser after the translocation. Because this lipid wrapping
and translocation process lowers the free energy, the bilayer crossing
is a one-way process and the translocated NP cannot enter the bilayer
again, which is confirmed experimentally in the Supplementary Materials
(Proof 3).

CONCLUSIONS
In a combined numerical and experimental study using the SCMF the-
ory and a microfluidic approach, we investigated a process of passive
translocation of single hydrophobic AuNP through a lipid bilayer. For
this purpose, we developed an apparatus that can monitor the trans-
location of a single NP and suggest the mechanism of nanotoxicity on a
single-NP level. In contrast to general expectations, we demonstrate that
lipid-covered hydrophobic AuNPs can not only spontaneously translo-
cate but also translocate only once and within milliseconds.

It was found that the interaction of NPs with the lipid bilayer depends
on the size of NPs. We could identify a threshold size of NP determined
by the bilayer thickness as a natural lengthscale. In particular, single NPs

Fig. 6. Kinetic translocation pathway. (A) Conductance measurement during a single translocation event from a 6-nm AuNP recorded at low particle concentration of ¢ ~
0.01 ng/ml. The insets represent the different stages of the translocation pathway, as found by numerical simulation. (B) Translocation times measured from several

individual translocation events.
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