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Here we demonstrate the rational design of a sensitive and selective colorimetric method for mercury ion

(Hg2+) detection by using papain and 2,6-pyridinedicarboxylic acid (PDCA) functionalized gold

nanoparticles (AuNPs). Papain is a protein with seven cysteine residues and 212 amino acid residues,

which can combine with Hg2+, and PDCA is a chelating ligand, which has a strong affinity for Hg2+.

Selectivity measurements reveal that the sensor is specific for Hg2+ even with interference by high

concentrations of other metal ions. This sensor was also used to detect Hg2+ ions from real samples of

tap water, river water, and pond water spiked with Hg2+ ions, and the results showed good agreement

with the found values determined by atomic fluorescence spectrometry. The absorbance ratio (A650/

A520) was linear with the Hg2+ concentration in the range of 0.01 mM to 14 mM. Under the optimum

conditions (1.0 � 10�7 M papain, 5.0 � 10�4 M PDCA, pH 6.0 at 30 �C), the detection limit of Hg2+ was

as low as 9 nM, which met the maximum allowable standard of the Environmental Protection Agency

(EPA) set in drinking water. In conclusion, the P-PDCA-AuNPs sensor can be used to detect the

concentration of Hg2+ with high sensitivity and good selectivity, and it can lead to dramatically improved

colorimetric sensors.
1. Introduction

Nowadays, the development of industry is increasing rapidly.
The pollution of toxic heavy metal ions in the environment is an
important issue, especially in aquatic ecosystems.1–3 As a very
important natural element, mercury is widely used in industry,
agriculture andmanufacture. Due to its strong affinity with fatty
tissue in animals, mercury ions tend to biomagnify and bio-
accumulate more easily than other metal ions.4–6 Especially,
methyl mercury is extensively present in sh species, and most
of its occurrence in human originates from food through the
food chain.7,8 Mercury ions, as an extremely stable form of
inorganic mercury, cause the damage of kidneys, brain, and the
nervous and endocrine systems.9,10 Therefore, the detection of
mercury levels in water samples is obviously signicant.

To date, a series of analytical methods have been developed
to detect mercury ions. These analytical methods include ame
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atomic absorption spectrometry (FAAS),11 atomic uorescence
spectrometry (AFS),12 inductively coupled plasma mass spec-
trometry (ICP-MS),13 inductively coupled plasma emission
spectroscopy,14 electrochemical methods15 and uorescent
methods,16,17 and so on. Although these ways can detect mercury
accurately and sensitively, these methods are partly expensive,
time-consuming, rely on bulky instrumentation, ungreen, and,
in some cases, are intolerant to interferences. To extend the
application eld of detection, varieties of colorimetric methods
based on functionalized gold nanoparticles (AuNPs) have been
developed for the simple, rapid and on-line determination of
Hg2+.18–23 In recent years, rapid colorimetric sensing methods
have attracted more and more interests because of their simple
and inexpensive construction, rapid sensing capabilities, and
high sensitivity. On the other hand, the aggregation of AuNPs
can cause a range of rapid color change from ruby red to deep
purple, even blue due to the coupling of interparticle Surface
Plasmon Resonance (SPR), with very high extinction coefficients
(108–1010 M�1 cm�1).24–26 Consequently, several groups had
developed colorimetric sensor for the identication of mercury
ions.

Colorimetric sensors based on AuNPs have been extensively
used as the detection of small concentrations of heavy metal
ions such as cadmium, lead, arsenic and mercury.27–33 In
recently, the formation of thymine–Hg2+–thymine (T–Hg2+–T)
was revealed very stably, Lee et al.18 reported method for
RSC Adv., 2016, 6, 3259–3266 | 3259
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colorimetric detection of Hg2+ based on DNA-functionalized
AuNPs. This method was highly selectivity and sensitivity, but
the requirement of electronic heating and read-out unit for
detection at elevated temperatures made this sensor costly and
impractical for rapid on-site sample analysis. To overcome
these challenges, Xue et al.34 developed a colorimetric sensor
system for detection of Hg2+ using DNA/nanoparticle conju-
gates. This sensor could operate within an adjustable operating
temperature range, but the detection of real samples was not
given. Most of aforementioned methods determining mercury
used DNA functionalized AuNPs, but few of them used enzymes.
Guo et al.35 synthesized P-AuNPs through the Au–S between
papain and AuNPs to detect Hg2+, the interferences of Pb2+ and
Cu2+ were still inevitably. Thus, a highly sensitivity and selec-
tivity method to detect Hg2+ with optics is still needed.

Darbha et al.36 developed the method for detection of Hg2+

using functionalized AuNPs based on the strong affinity between
2,6-pyridinedicarboxylic acid (PDCA) and Hg2+. Yu et al.37 used
PDCA to improve the selectivity toward Hg2+. Inspired by these
studies, in this paper, we developed a rapid colorimetric sensor
to detect Hg2+ using papain and 2,6-pyridinedicarboxylic acid
(PDCA) functionalized gold nanoparticles (P-PDCA-AuNPs). In
the presence of Hg2+, the functionalized AuNPs aggregated
through metal–ligand interactions. The PDCA ligands bound to
the AuNPs species via Au–N bounds, which improved the
selectivity towards Hg2+ through a cooperative effect.36 Hg2+

could be detected by the colorimetric response of AuNPs and UV-
Vis spectrophotometer, even by the naked eyes. In the real
samples analysis, the results were still satisfactory. The approach
allows for sensitive and selective detection of Hg2+, which has
potential application in real time detection.
2. Materials and methods
2.1. Materials

Chloroauric acid hydrated (HAuCl4$4H2O) and sodium citrate
were purchased from Sinopharm Chemical Reagent Co., Ltd
(Beijing, China). Papain, extracting from the Caria papaya, was
purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (USA). 2,6-Pyridinedicarboxylic
acid (PDCA) was obtained from J&K Scientic Ltd (Beijing,
China). Mercuric nitrate was purchased from Xiya Chemical
Industry Co., Ltd (Shandong, China). All the reagents were used
without further purication. Other chemicals involving metal
ions salts were all of analytical grade and were obtained from
Damao Reagent of Tianjin (Tianjin, China). Ultrapure water
(18.2 U, Milli-Q Millipore) was used in each experimental
process. All of the solutions were prepares in Milli-Q water, and
Milli-Q water was also used for further dilution.
2.2. Instruments

Colorimetric measurement was recorded by a UV-2007 spec-
trometer (Shimadzu corporation, Kyoto, Japan) to obtain the
absorption spectra of reaction solution using a quartz cuvette
(1 cm path length), and the transmission electron microscopy
(TEM) images of AuNPs were performed on a TECNAI T20 G2

electron microscope instrument operated at an accelerating
3260 | RSC Adv., 2016, 6, 3259–3266
voltage of 200 kV (FEI, Netherland). The magnication of TEM
is 71 000�. The contents of Hg2+ in the real samples were
measured using the Atomic Fluorescence Spectrometry (AFS).

2.3. Preparation of AuNPs

The approximately 13 nm diameter AuNPs were prepared
according to reported method with a little alteration.19,38 All
glassware was soaked with freshly prepared 3 : 1 (v/v) HNO3–

HCl (aqua regia) for 30 min, rinsed with ultrapure water, and
dried for several hours before use. An aqueous solution
(100 mL) containing 1 mL HAuCl4 (0.1%) was brought to boil in
a conical ask (250 mL) with rapid stirring. Upon boiling,
a 38.8 mM freshly prepared sodium citrate solution (10 mL) was
added quickly and le to continue boiling under stirring, within
this time, the color of the solution changed from light yellow,
blue, purple, nally to ruby red. When the solution turned ruby
red from light yellow, the resulting solution was stirred for
another 15 min at room temperature. Then, stirring was
stopped, and the solution was le allowed to cool to room
temperature, ltered through a 0.22 mm syringe lter. The
resulting spherical AuNPs were stored at 4 �C. The concentra-
tion of the prepared AuNPs was about 8.48 nM according to
Beer–Lambert's low with an extinction coefficient of 2.78 � 108

M�1 cm�1 at 520 nm for the 13 nm AuNPs.37,39

2.4. Preparation of P-PDCA-AuNPs

To detect Hg2+ selectively, the surface of the AuNPs was func-
tionalized with papain and 2,6-pyridinedicarboxylic acid
(PDCA). For the preparation of P-PDCA-AuNPs, solid papain was
dissolved in ultrapure water to 1.0 � 10�7 M and stored in the
dark at �20 �C rstly. Then, 2,6-pyridinedicarboxylic acid
(PDCA) was dissolved in ultrapure water to 5.0 � 10�4 M. The
pH of AuNPs solutions was adjusted to 6.0 by NaOH or HCl
solutions. An excess amount of papain and PDCA was added to
ensure the functionalizing completely. The papain solution
(0.2 mL, 1.0 � 10�7 M) was added to AuNPs solutions (2 mL,
2.12 nM). The mixture was shaken for 30 min and incubated for
12 hours in the dark. The P-AuNPs were centrifuged at 12 000
rpm for 20 min. Aer removing the supernatants, the sediment
was resuspended in ultrapure water. PDCA solution (0.2 mL, 5�
10�4 M) was added to the prepared P-AuNPs solutions. Finally,
the mixture was shaken for another 30 min and was incubated
for 6 hours in the dark. The nal concentration of P-PDCA-
AuNPs solutions was about 2.23 nM.

2.5. Colorimetric detection of Hg2+

Colorimetric detection of Hg2+ was used to evaluate the range of
determination concentration of Hg2+ with the P-PDCA-AuNPs
system. The pH value was adjusted to 6.0, and then a series of
Hg2+ solutions (0.2 mL) with different concentrations (0, 0.01,
0.1, 2, 4, 6, 8, 14, 20, 50, 100, 500, 1000, 2000 mM) was added into
the P-PDCA-AuNPs solution in a 5 mL sample bottle. Aer
thorough shaking, the solutions were incubated at 30 �C for
15 min. The color change of the mixture was observed and
recorded. Then the resulting solution was measured by the
UV-Vis absorption spectra over the wavelength range from 200
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2016
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nm to 800 nm and the absorbance values at 520 nm (A520) and
650 nm (A650) were also measured. The ratio of A650/A520 was
calculated to indicate the aggregation degree of AuNPs. During
the detection process, the nal concentration of P-PDCA-AuNPs
was 2.23 nM. To explore the selectivity, several commonly ions
were tested using the sensing systems including Al3+, Ca2+,
Cd2+, Cu2+, Fe2+, Fe3+, K+, Mg2+, Mn2+, NH4

+, Pb2+, Zn2+ and Na+

ions. The concentration of these ions in the control experiments
was 20 mM and carried out for 15 min at 30 �C. The concen-
tration of Hg2+ was 1 mM. UV-Vis spectra of P-PDCA-AuNPs
solutions were recorded 15 min aer the addition of different
kinds of competing ions.
2.6. Analysis of real samples

Analysis of real samples was used to test the applicability of
P-PDCA-AuNPs in detection of Hg2+. Samples of river water, tap
water and pond water were collected from the Hsiang River
(Changsha, China), our laboratory and Lake of Peach, respec-
tively. Firstly, the water samples were ltered through a 0.22 mm
syringe lter. And then, the pH of the water was adjusted to 6.0.
Finally, the samples were prepared by spiking with the standard
solutions of Hg2+. The nal concentration was 5 and 10 mM,
respectively. For further verifying the application of this system,
0.01 mM of Hg2+ were also added to the real samples.
3. Results and discussion
3.1. Characterization of functionalized AuNPs

Papain, getting from the Caria papaya, is a plant endoprotease
belonging to the cysteine endopeptidase family, which has
Scheme 1 Schematic of aggregating process of P-PDCA-AuNPs induce

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2016
a single polypeptide chain including 212 amino acid residues,
including seven cysteine residues, with a molecular weight of
23 400.40,41 The advantages of wonderful pH span, highly
sensitivity, temperature stability, low price and short response
time make papain can be used for detection of Hg2+.42,43 Struc-
turally, papain can coat with AuNPs on the surfaces through
sulydryl group, and it may interact with Hg2+ through amino
group.41 Herein, papain can be used to detect Hg2+. Guo et al.35

used papain to determine Hg2+, but the sensitivity and selec-
tivity was still need to improve. Papain has seven cysteine resi-
dues, except for Hg2+, Pb2+ and Cu2+ can bind with cysteine
residues. Moreover, as a protein, papain has many functional
groups like other proteins, such as amino, carboxyl, hydroxyl
and so on. Pb2+ and Cu2+ can interact with these groups
inducing the aggregation of AuNPs. On the other hand, PDCA,
as a chelating ligand, has strong affinity with Hg2+.37 The
stability constants of heavy-metal ions with PDCA are log K ¼
10.0 (Cd), 8.2 (Pb), 20.2 (Hg), and 8.5 (Mn).16,44 PDCA can be
used as a chelating agent to achieve good selectivity because it
can form much more stable complex with Hg2+ ions than other
metal ions. Moreover, the carboxylic group of PDCA can
combine with AuNPs on the surfaces. It could be used to
improve the selectivity of Hg2+ detection (Scheme 1). As
previous studies reported,37 the use of PDCA as co-additive in
a sensor system can improve the selectivity and sensitivity for
Hg2+. Thus, we suppose that if functionalized AuNPs with PDCA
and papain, the level of Hg2+ could be determined by naked eyes
and the sensitivity and selectivity also could be improved.

To demonstrate the feasibility of this assumption, the design
was applied to detect Hg2+ using papain and PDCA functional-
ized AuNPs. Aer centrifuging, a little difference about the color
d by Hg2+.

RSC Adv., 2016, 6, 3259–3266 | 3261
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of AuNPs was observed. The UV-Vis absorption spectra of P-
PDCA-AuNPs revealed broadening and slight red shi (Fig. 1).
P-PDCA-AuNPs had slight polydisperse when comparing with
unmodied AuNPs. It is possibly that AuNPs grew in the process
of preparation. It has reported that in the citrate protected
AuNPs solutions, there may exists Au3+ and some amino acids of
papain, such as tyrosine, would reduce Au3+ to Au (0) in the
alkaline aqueous solution. Furthermore, some reported litera-
tures revealed that protein can reduce Au3+ into Au (0).45,46

Therefore, the color change indicated that papain and PDCA
were modied on the surface of AuNPs. Moreover, control
experiments using the papain were carried out, and 1 mM Hg2+

was added (Fig. 1). Upon addition of 1 mM Hg2+ to the mixture
solution, its color rapidly changed from red to blue (existing in
insert of the Fig. 1). Hg2+ was combined with papain and PDCA,
decreased the distance of AuNPs, which result a shi of the
surface plasma resonance peak and red-to-blue color changes.
The UV-Vis absorption spectra of this sensor system became
broader and shied to much longer wavelength (650 nm).
Transmission electron microscope (TEM) images of function-
alized AuNPs (Fig. 2) also proved the aggregation of P-PDCA-
AuNPs. The results proved that the papain and PDCA were
sensitively responded to Hg2+.
Fig. 1 UV-Vis absorption spectra of the AuNPs (13 nm), P-PDCA-
AuNPs (13 nm), and P-PDCA-AuNPs (13 nm) in the presence of 1mMof
Hg2+. Inset shows the color change versus the (1) AuNPs (13 nm), (2) P-
PDCA-AuNPs (13 nm), and (3) P-PDCA-AuNPs (13 nm) in the presence
of 1 mM of Hg2+.

Fig. 2 TEM images of the (A) AuNPs (13 nm), (B) P-PDCA-AuNPs (13 nm

3262 | RSC Adv., 2016, 6, 3259–3266
3.2. Optimal of papain concentration

To obtain the optimum concentration of the sensor system, we
studied the effect of papain concentration on the stability of this
system. To get excellent sensitivity, we obtained the AuNPs
solutions at pH 6.0 and 30 �C. Concentrations of 1.0 � 10�5,
1.0 � 10�6, 1.0 � 10�7, 1.0 � 10�8 M papain were added to 2.12
nM AuNPs solutions. In order to make the PDCA combine with
AuNPs closely, excessive amount of PDCA (5.0 � 10�4 M) was
added to the solutions. When PDCA and papain were added to
the solution, the color of AuNPs had a little change. Aer adding
1 mM Hg2+, the color became purple gradually along with the
increase of concentration in 15 min (Fig. S-3 and insert of
Fig. S-1†). With the decrease of the concentration, the absor-
bance of P-PDCA-AuNPs increases gradually at 520 nm and
correspondingly decreases at 650 nm. But it is opposite to the
concentration of 1.0 � 10�8 M. We use the ratio of the absor-
bance of P-PDCA-AuNPs at 650 and 520 nm (A650/A520) to prove
the degree of AuNPs aggregation (Fig. S-2†). A higher A650/A520
value is bound up with the degree of AuNPs aggregation, and
a lower A650/A520 indicates that the AuNPs disperse well in the
solution. When the concentration of papain is 1.0� 10�7 M, the
value of A650/A520 comes to the highest, which indicates that the
aggregation of P-PDCA-AuNPs is completely. Taking into
account the response sensitivity and background signal, 1.0 �
10�7 M papain was selected as the optimized concentration.
3.3. Temperature and pH effects to functionalized AuNPs

Temperature and pH are two crucial factors of the sensitivity in
this research. In order to investigate the pH effect of colori-
metric responses, different pH (6, 7, 8 and 9) of functionalized
AuNPs was obtained. Firstly, the pH of AuNPs solution (0.2 mL)
was adjusted to 6, 7, 8 and 9, respectively, then 0.2 mL papain
and PDCA were added. The P-PDCA-AuNPs was easily aggre-
gated at acid aqueous solutions (pH # 6.0). When the pH was
high ($6.0), the P-PDCA-AuNPs were stable.35,40 With the
increase of pH values, the P-PDCA-AuNPs were more stable,
which was possibly attributed that the electrostatic repulsion
between the detection systems increased with the pH value.35

Thus, in the presence of Hg2+, the detection solutions exhibited
obvious color change and the P-PDCA-AuNPs were easily
induced aggregation at pH 6. The ratio value of A620/A520 at pH 6
was also much greater than that at pH 7, 8, and 9 (Fig. S-4†),
which demonstrated the pH of 6 was the optimal pH for this
) and (C) P-PDCA-AuNPs (13 nm) in the presence of 1 mM of Hg2+.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2016



Fig. 3 (A) UV-Vis absorption spectra of P-PDCA-AuNPs were in the
presence of different concentrations of Hg2+ (A to N express 2000,
1000, 500, 100, 50, 20, 14, 8, 6, 4, 2, 0.1, 0.01, 0 mM, respectively). (B)
Images of P-PDCA-AuNPs containing different concentrations of
Hg2+ (0, 0.01, 0.1, 2, 4, 6, 8, 14, 20, 50, 100, 500, 1000, 2000 mM).

Fig. 4 Ratio values of A650/A520 for P-PDCA-AuNPs versus the
concentrations of Hg2+ (0, 0.01, 0.1, 2, 4, 6, 8, 14, 20, 50, 100, 500,
1000, 2000 mM). Image of insert is the linear correlation. Error bars
were obtained from three experiments.
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sensor system. Hence, we chose the pH 6 as the optimal
condition in this work. In order to demonstrate the temperature
effect of functionalized AuNPs on the detection of Hg2+, nine
different temperatures (10, 20, 30, 40, 50, 60, 70, 80, 90 �C) of P-
PDCA-AuNPs were obtained through setting the AuNPs solu-
tions to the refrigerator and water bath, respectively. Then 0.2
mL Hg2+ (1 mM) were added. Aer incubation 15 min, the
absorbance at 650 nm of the solutions was measured on a UV-
2700 (Shimadzu) spectrophotometer. The ratio of absorbance
of the UV-Vis absorption spectra at 650 and 520 nm (A650/A520)
was used to demonstrate the amount of functionalized AuNPs
aggregation (Fig. S-5†). In the addition of Hg2+ (1 mM), with the
increase of temperature to 30 �C, the ratio of A650/A520 increased
too, then it declined very slowly. When it reached 90 �C, the
ratio of A650/A520 decreased sharply. That is because papain has
highly sensitivity temperature stability and starts losing its
activation at 90 �C.41,42 Results showed that the best temperature
was range from 30 �C to 60 �C. Therefore, 30 �C was selected as
the optimal temperature in this work. As a result, the P-PDCA-
AuNPs sensor could be used as a colorimetric sensor for Hg2+

in a broad temperature range, which is convenient for a prac-
tical application.

3.4. Colorimetric detection of Hg2+

It is well known that Hg2+ tends to interact with carboxylic
group and amino such as PDCA19,47,48 and cysteine.49 Thus,
a rational strategy to determine Hg2+ is to combine P-PDCA-
AuNPs and Hg2+. Inspired by this theory and under the best
optimized detection condition (pH 6.0 for 15 min at 30 �C), the
different concentrations of Hg2+ were added to P-PDCA-AuNPs
to investigate the sensitivity of this sensor. As shown in
Fig. 3A, with the increase of Hg2+ concentration, a decrease in
the intensity of the absorbance at 520 nm and an increase at 650
nm can be observed. It revealed that the P-PDCA-AuNPs aggre-
gation induced deposition with the rising of Hg2+ concentra-
tion. As envisioned, when different amounts of Hg2+ were added
to an aqueous solution of P-PDCA-AuNPs, the color change of
the solution (from red to blue) was observed by naked eye
inspection (Fig. 3B). The lowest detection concentration with
the unaided eye is 2 mM. The ratio of A650/A520 as a function of
the concentration of Hg2+ is shown in Fig. 4, which increases
gradually with the rise of the concentration of Hg2+. A linear
correlation exists in insert of the Fig. 4. Under the optimum
conditions, the detection of Hg2+ was linear with A650/A520
values in the range of 0.01 mM to 14 mM. The calibration
equation was obtained by tting the experimental data
obtained:

y ¼ (0.0252 � 0.0002)x + (0.1139 � 0.0005)

where y was the ratio of spectral absorbance A650/A520, and x was
the concentration of Hg2+ (mM). Additionally, the correlation
coefficient of this equation was 0.9959. The sensor exhibited
a detection limit of 9 nM (1.8 ppb), which met the MAL
(maximum allowable level) of �2 ppb in drinking water set by
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). In the presence of
high concentration of Hg2+, the UV-Vis absorption spectra
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2016
became broader and showed red shi and the A650/A520 value
was not in a linear range. Compared with other sensors (Table
1), the sensitivity of this method was also impressive.

3.5. Selectivity and interference study

The results above indicate that the P-PDCA-AuNPs sensor is
sensitive to the determination of Hg2+. As a functional sensor
system, there must be high selectivity for Hg2+ over other ions. A
RSC Adv., 2016, 6, 3259–3266 | 3263



Table 1 Functionalized AuNPs probes for detection of Hg2+

Technique Capping agent LOD (nM) Linear range (mM) Reference

Fluorescence aBSA, R6G and MPA 10 Not given Chang et al.50
bRB and PDCA 10 0.015–0.25 Huang and Chang47

gFRET cNAC-QDs and R6G 249 24.9–124.6 Hu et al.51

RB6, MPA and dAMP 50 0.05–1.0 Yu and Tseng52

Colorimetry eDNA (MSD) 30 0.02–1.0 Tan et al.53
fCEQC 40 3.0–24 You et al.49

Papain 4000 Not given Guo et al.35

DNA 1000 Not given Xue et al.23

DNA oligonucleotides 500 0–5 Xu et al.54

MPA and AMP 500 0.5–3.5 Yu and Tseng52

Thrombin-binding aptamer,
PDCA

200 0.39–8.89 Wang et al.55

Papain and PDCA 9 0.01–14 This work

a BSA, bovine serum albumin. R6G, rhodamine 6G. MPA, 3-mercaptopropionate acid. b RB, rhodamine B. c NAC-QDs, N-acetyl-L-cysteine
functionalized quantum dots. d AMP, adenosine monophosphate. e MSD, 50-SH(CH2)6A10TTCTTTCTTCCCCTTGTTTGTT-FAM-30. f CEQC,
carboxylethyl quaternized cellulose. g FRET, uorescence resonance energy transfer.
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variety of competitive ions, including Al3+, Ca2+, Cd2+, Cu2+,
Fe2+, Fe3+, K+, Mg2+, Mn2+, NH4

+, Pb2+, Zn2+ and Na+ ions, were
added to the sensing system, the ratios of A650/A520 were
calculated. When only papain was functionalized on the surface
of AuNPs, several commonly ions were tested using the papain-
AuNPs (P-AuNPs) system. The assay showed negligible
responses toward Al3+, Ca2+, Cd2+, Fe2+, Fe3+, K+, Mg2+, Mn2+,
NH4

+, Zn2+ and Na+, but a red-to-blue color change and red shi
in the plasmon band energy to longer wavelengths were noted
in the presence of Hg2+, Cu2+ as well as Pb2+. It agreed with the
ndings of Guo et al.35 Further higher selectivity of our sensor
toward Hg2+ was achieved by adding PDCA. As shown in Fig. 5,
except for Hg2+, none of these competitive ions can induce the
apparent aggregation of P-PDCA-AuNPs. Even though the
concentrations of these ions were 20 times higher than that of
Hg2+, these ions induced negligible changes in comparison with
Hg2+. When all the other competitive ions were present in
Fig. 5 Ratio values of A650/A520 for P-PDCA-AuNPs versus the
different kinds of ions. Concentration of Hg2+ was 1 mM, while others
were 20 mM. Error bars were obtained from three experiments.

3264 | RSC Adv., 2016, 6, 3259–3266
a water sample solely, the P-PDCA-AuNPs solutions showed no
obvious response. In contrast, when Hg2+ existed in the sample,
the P-PDCA-AuNPs solutions aggregated and exhibited apparent
color change simultaneously. Aggregation in the presence of
Hg2+ is because of binding with chelating ligands, inducing
both shi in the plasmon band energy to longer wavelength and
a red-to-blue color change (Fig. S-6B†). In particular, PDCA
ligands bound to the functionalized AuNPs system through Au–
N bonds can improve the selectivity toward Hg2+ via a coopera-
tive effect.19,36 Hg2+ can cause the aggregation of P-PDCA-AuNPs
with the obvious increase of A650/A520 value. The plasma
absorbance peak of Hg2+ has apparent red shi (Fig. S-6A†).
Furtherly, Hg2+ and other ions were mixed to form a mixture
solution as a sample for the interference study of the sensor.
The A650/A520 value was obviously higher than other samples
without Hg2+. The results indicated that this sensor system
could be utilized to detect Hg2+ with high selectivity. The
selectivity in the presence of only PDCA was also developed, the
results exhibited the selectivity was still not satisfactory. From
all the results, it is concluded that functionalized of AuNPs
surface with papain and PDCA is very important to increase the
selectivity of Hg2+. The PDCA ligands bound to the AuNPs
species improved selectivity toward Hg2+ through the coopera-
tive effect, while it formed complexes with other ions in the bulk
solutions, suppressing their interference with the sensors.
Moreover, in Fig. S-6B,† a purple-to-red color change can be
observed in the presence of Fe2+. That is because the PDCA
ligands in the solution form complexes with Fe2+ and induce the
shi in plasmon band energy to shorter wavelength.36
3.6. Analytical applications

To evaluate our sensor for the detection of Hg2+ in real samples,
tap water samples from our laboratory, pond water from the
Lake of Peach (Changsha, China) and river water samples from
Hsiang River (Changsha, China) were used for this sensor.
Firstly, we ltered the water samples through 0.22 mm
membrane. Then, river water, tap water and pond water were
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2016



Table 2 Levels of Hg2+ in real samples were measured using our
method and AFS measurement with the range of relative standard
deviation from 0.10% to 2.52%

Samples
Added
(mM)

Found
(mM)

Recovery
(%)

RSDa

(%) AFSb

Tap water 0.01 0.012 112.00 0.17 0.014
5 5.03 100.60 1.00 5.13

10 10.07 100.70 1.53 10.21
River water 0.01 0.013 113.00 0.15 0.016

5 5.14 102.80 2.08 5.20
10 10.27 102.70 2.00 10.40

Pond water 0.01 0.011 110.00 0.10 0.013
5 5.10 102.00 1.75 5.15

10 10.16 101.60 2.06 10.23

a RSD, relative standard deviation. b AFS, atomic uorescence
spectrometry.
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spiked with standard Hg2+ solutions (0.01 mM, 5 mM and 10 mM,
respectively). The results were summarized in Table 2. As can be
observed in Table 2, the recoveries of standard addition were
between 0.01 mM and 10 mM. The data were then compared by
the AFS measurement. The concentrations of Hg2+ in the spiked
water samples detected by the P-PDCA-AuNPs sensor system
with an external calibration revealed good agreement with
those, which was determined with a standard addition cali-
bration. It conrmed that there was no interference encoun-
tered in the analysis of these water samples.
4. Conclusions

In conclusion, we describe here a fast, sensitive and selective
colorimetric detection of Hg2+ based on the principle that Hg2+

can induce the aggregation of the P-PDCA-AuNPs. The color of
the P-PDCA-AuNPs solutions change from red to blue when
different concentrations of Hg2+ ions were added, which can be
monitored by UV-Vis spectra for the detection of Hg2+ in river
water, tap water and pond water samples. Different kinds of ions
make this detection system show good selectivity to Hg2+. Under
the optimum conditions (2.23 nM P-PDCA-AuNPs, 15 min, 30 �C
to pH 6.0), the detection limit of this system was 9 nM (1.8 ppb),
which is lower than the maximum allowable level of �10 nM
(2 ppb) in drinking water in the USA. The linear range of this
sensor was 0.01 mM to 14 mM with a correlation coefficient of
0.9959. The sensor systemherein presented has demonstrated to
be sensitive and selective for the detection of Hg2+. For its
sensitivity and selectivity, we believe the detection system will
have potential application in the development for monitoring
Hg2+ in environmental samples. The results demonstrate
fundamental understanding of the enzyme biochemistry, and it
can lead to dramatically improved colorimetric sensors.
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