
����������
�������

Citation: Liu, J.; Tai, W.; Wang, D.; Su,

J.; Yu, L. Cholesteric Liquid Crystal

Photonic Hydrogel Films

Immobilized with Urease Used for

the Detection of Hg2+. Chemosensors

2022, 10, 140. https://doi.org/

10.3390/chemosensors10040140

Academic Editor: Francesco Dell’Olio

Received: 15 February 2022

Accepted: 6 April 2022

Published: 8 April 2022

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2022 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

chemosensors

Article

Cholesteric Liquid Crystal Photonic Hydrogel Films
Immobilized with Urease Used for the Detection of Hg2+

Jie Liu †, Wenjun Tai †, Deliang Wang, Jie Su and Li Yu *

Key Laboratory of Colloid and Interface Chemistry, Shandong University, Ministry of Education,
Jinan 250100, China; liujie7613@tju.edu.cn (J.L.); 202012292@mail.sdu.edu.cn (W.T.);
dlwang1991@zju.edu.cn (D.W.); sjtj90@sdu.edu.cn (J.S.)
* Correspondence: ylmlt@sdu.edu.cn; Tel.: +86-531-88364807
† These authors contributed equally to this work.

Abstract: Mercury ion is one of the most widespread heavy metal contaminants which can accu-
mulate in the body through multiple channels, posing a detrimental impact on human health. We
demonstrate a simple and low-cost method for the detection of Hg2+ assisted by a cholesteric liquid
crystal photonic hydrogel (polyacrylic acid (PAA)) film with immobilized urease (CLC-PAAurease

film). In the absence of Hg2+, a significant change in color and an obvious red shift in the reflected
light wavelength of the prepared film were observed, since urease can hydrolyze urea to produce
NH3, resulting in an increasing pH value of the microenvironment of CLC-PAAurease film. Hg2+ can
inhibit the activity of urease so that the color change of the film is not obvious, corresponding to a
relatively small variation of the reflected light wavelength. Therefore, Hg2+ can be quantitatively
detected by measuring the displacement of the reflected light wavelength of the film. The detection
limit of Hg2+ is about 10 nM. This approach has a good application prospect in the monitoring of
heavy metal ions in environmental water resources.

Keywords: cholesteric liquid crystal; photonic hydrogel film; polyacrylic acid; mercury ion; detection

1. Introduction

With the development of modern industry, heavy metal ion pollution has become a
great danger to the environment and the human body [1]. Hg2+ is a highly toxic heavy metal
ion. It accumulates in large quantities in rivers and aquatic organisms and enters the human
body through the food chain and other channels [2,3]. Due to its non-biodegradable and
accumulative nature, Hg2+ cannot be excreted from the body. It can cause varying degrees
of damage to the human respiratory, digestive and nervous systems, even in very small
amounts [4,5]. Hg2+ in the environment combines with various ligands to form complexes
and is converted to methylmercury and dimethylmercury by the action of microorganisms,
which is known as the biomethylation of mercury [6–8]. Because methylmercury is readily
soluble in lipids and the carbon–mercury bonds in its molecular structure are not readily
broken down, it is readily absorbed by the body, excreted slowly and has a higher toxicity
profile. Therefore, the detection of Hg2+ has attracted much attention [9].

A variety of Hg2+ detection methods have been established such as atomic absorption
spectrometry [10–12], inductively coupled plasma mass spectrometry (ICP-MS) [13–15],
electrochemical methods [16–18] and fluorescence spectrometry [19–21]. Although these
assays of Hg2+ have high sensitivity, they usually require large, expensive instruments,
specialized technicians and time-consuming operations [22]. In addition, some existing
Hg2+ detection methods even require molecular markers, which are not conducive to the
rapid and continuous monitoring of Hg2+ in actual environments. Therefore, it is an urgent
task to develop a new strategy to detect Hg2+ with some advantages such as low cost and
simple operation.
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The photonic crystal (PC) has broad application prospects in constructing the optical
sensor, which can be attributed to its excellent optical properties [23–25]. The cholesteric
liquid crystal (CLC) is a periodic arrangement of twisted layers of parallel, aligned rod-like
molecules or nano-objects and has attracted much attention in the construction of sensors
because of its special spiral structure and the easy preparation of the one-dimensional PC
structure [26]. It is a liquid crystal with photonic bandgap properties and a strong spin,
pronounced circular dichroism and selective reflection of light that can be seen very clearly
with the naked eye as a change in color [27,28]. The molecules are arranged in parallel
layers in the plane and the orientation of the molecules in the adjacent layers varies helically
in the direction normal to the plane. The color reflected by the CLC photonic crystal is
related to its pitch [29]. The pitch of the cholesteric phase liquid crystal can be regulated
by simply changing the concentration of chiral molecules doped during the preparation
process, and can be polymerized into stable films under UV illumination. The prepared
solid film is easy to preserve and transport, making it very widely used [30,31].

The CLC PC films are mainly used to detect volatile organic compounds (VOC) based
on the change in pitch size in the microstructure, resulting in the obvious color variation
of the films on the macroscopic level [32,33]. Recently, a widely used stimulus-responsive
CLC PC film was constructed by combining the responsive functional materials with CLC
PC. The optical signal of the CLC PC sensor can be changed by different physical factors
such as pressure, temperature and humidity [34–36]. In addition, biological or chemical
reactions can be initiated in the CLC PC films to achieve the analysis and detection of
specific targets [37–40].

Polyacrylic acid (PAA) hydrogel is a polymer material with an interpenetrating three-
dimensional network structure. The molecular chain of PAA contains a large number of
ionizable COOH groups and is therefore a pH-sensitive smart polymer. When the pH
value of the solution is higher than the pKa of acrylic acid, COOH is dissociated, the free
energy of the system is reduced, and the gel swells by absorption; when the pH is lower
than the pKa of acrylic acid, due to the hydrogen bonding between COOH, in this case the
conformation of the PAA molecular chain is curled compared with the high pH. Under
this condition, the hydrophilicity of the PAA is relatively weaker and its hydrophobicity
is relatively stronger. Therefore, the swelling degree of the gel is reduced [41,42] and it
possesses obvious reversible shrinkage or expansion ability under pH variation [43].

In recent years, several groups have designed and prepared a series of responsive
photonic gels based on the property that responsive gels produce strong volume expansion
and contraction when stimulated by external conditions [44–46]. As such, photonic crystal
hydrogels, the most prevalent of the gels, have become one of the research hotspots in the
field of sensing technology. By introducing polymer hydrogels into arrays of crystallized
colloidal microspheres (e.g., silica, polystyrene microspheres), hydrogel complexes with a
controlled and ordered photonic band gap structure can be formed. Changes in the external
environment can lead to expansion or contraction in the volume of the polymer hydrogel,
which in turn leads to changes in the lattice spacing of the colloidal microsphere array,
displacing the Bragg diffraction peak and leading to color changes in the photonic crystal
hydrogel [47–49]. Photonic crystal gels have been used to detect mercury ions and other
substances and have shown good response properties [50,51]. CLC with better optical
properties is relatively simple to prepare, and more sensitive to color changes compared
with other photonic crystals. Stumpel et al. [31] prepared a stimulus-responsive cholesteric
liquid crystal-hydrogel polymer network (CLC-PAA) material by using the PAA hydrogel
and the CLC PC structure. The color of CLC-PAA hydrogel film was changed, obviously
caused by the increase or decrease in the CLC pitch through the swell or contract of the
PAA hydrogel when the pH was changed.

Herein, a method for detecting Hg2+ is proposed by using a cholesteric liquid crys-
tal photonic hydrogel film immobilized with urease (CLC-PAAurease film as a sensitive
recognition element. As shown in Figure 1, urease can catalyze the hydrolysis of urea and
produce NH3, leading to an elevated pH in the PAA hydrogel. The PAA hydrogel belongs
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to a class of pH-sensitive anionic hydrogels with abundant -COOH on its chain skeleton.
The hydrogel has a higher swelling rate at a higher pH, causing an increase in the pitch
of the photonic crystal, resulting in the red shift of its diffraction wavelength. In contrast,
in the absence of Hg2+, the hydrolysis of urea by urease is blocked because the urease
activity is inhibited. At the same time, the color of the CLC-PAA PC film changes slowly,
and detection of the target Hg2+ can be realized based on the shift of the reflected light
wavelength of the film.
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Figure 1. Schematic diagram of CLC-PAA urease PC films for the detection of Hg2+.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Experimental Materials

2-(N-Morpholino) ethanesulfonic acid (MES) was purchased from Shanghai Acmec Bi-
ological Co., Ltd. (Shanghai, China). N-Hydroxysuccinimide (NHS), urea and urease (Jack
Bean) were provided by Shanghai Yuanye Bio-Technology Co., Ltd. (Shanghai, China). 1-(3-
Dimethylaminopropyl)-3-ethylcarbodiimine hydrochloride was purchased from Macklin
Biochemical Co., Ltd. (Shanghai, China). 1,4-Bis-[4-(3-Acryloyloxypropyloxy) benzoyloxy]-
2-methylbenzene (RM257) was provided by Bide Pharmatech Ltd. (Shanghai, China)
(S)-4’-(2-Methylbutyl)-[1,1’-biphenyl]-4-carbonitrile (CB15) and acrylic acid (AA) were or-
dered from Sigma-Aldrich company (St. Louis, MO, USA). α-Hydroxyisobutyryl benzene
(Irgacure 1173) was provided by Shanghai Darui Fine Chemical Co., Ltd. (Shanghai, China).
Tripropanediol diacrylate (TPGDA) was purchased from Heowns Biochem Technologies
LLC., Tianjin, China. Mercury ion standard solution (100 µg/mL) was purchased from
Shanghai Acmec Biochemical Co., Ltd. (Shanghai, China). Trometamol (Tris) was pur-
chased from Sangon Biotech Co., Ltd. (Shanghai, China). N, N-Dimethyl-N-octadecyl
(3-aminopropyl)trimethoxysilyl chloride (DMOAP) was provided by Energy Chemical Co.,
Ltd. (Shandong, China). Potassium hydroxide (KOH) and acetone were purchased from
Laiyang Kangde Chemicals Co., Ltd. (Shandong, China). Nitrogen was ordered from Jinan
Deyang Special Gas Co., Ltd. (Shandong, China). Methanol and ethanol were purchased
from Tianjin Fuyu Fine Chemical Co., Ltd. (Tianjin, China). All the chemicals were used
without further purification.
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2.2. Experimental Apparatus

Cary 5000 UV–Vis spectrophotometer (Agilent, Palo Alto, CA, USA) was used to
characterize the reflectance spectra of CLC-PAA photonic crystal gel films with a resolution
better than 0.048 nm. Tensor II FTIR (Bruker, Germany) was employed to characterize the
successful cross-linking of urease in CLC-PAA photonic crystal gel films using potassium
bromide pressed slices with a resolution better than 0.4 cm−1. JSEM-6700F scanning
electron microscope (JEOL, Tokyo, Japan) was used to observe the changes in the cut surface
morphology of CLC films before and after cross-linking with PAA. The prepared films
were fixed to the silicon wafer using conductive adhesive and the surface of the composite
film was sprayed with gold to enhance its electrical conductivity before testing. AG-2000A
Tensile tester (SHMADZU, Tokyo, Japan) was utilized to test the tensile properties of CLC,
PAA and CLC-PAA films.

2.3. Preparation of Hydrogel

The precursor of PAA hydrogel was composed of AA, TPGDA and Irgacure 1173,
which should be kept in a dark place. The glass slides were cleaned with cleaning agent to
remove the oil stain on the surface, then cleaned with a large amount of ultra pure water,
methanol, and ethanol, respectively. Finally, the glass slides were dried with nitrogen in
the oven at 110 ◦C for 1 h and were then kept in a desiccator. The cleaned glass slides were
cut into square glasses which were used for the preparation of PAA hydrogel films.

2.4. Preparation of CLC Photonic Crystal Film

We obtained the color liquid crystals (CLC photonic crystal) by mixing chiral dopant
(CB15) and RM257 in a certain proportion at 60 ◦C for 6 h. Then, a small amount of CLC
photonic crystal was placed in the center of the glass slide, another slide was covered, and
the two ends of the two slides were fixed by a long-tail clamp. Finally, we obtained the
CLC photonic crystal films by UV polymerization through a portable ultraviolet (UV) lamp
(365 nm) for 10 min.

2.5. Preparation of CLC-PAA Photonic Crystal Gel Film

The prepared CLC photonic crystal films were continuously cleaned and soaked
in acetone to completely remove the chiral dopant (CB15). Then, the precursor of PAA
hydrogel was immersed in the CLC photonic crystal films which removed the chiral dopant.
The thickness of the film was controlled by the long tail clamp. Finally, we obtained the
CLC-PAA photonic crystal film using the portable UV lamp for 10 min.

2.6. Preparation of CLC-PAAurease PC Film

The excess AA on the CLC-PAA photonic crystal film was removed using a large
amount of water in order to activate the carboxyl group on the prepared films that were
placed in EDC/NHS (0.2 M/0.2 M) MES buffer solution. Next, they were incubated with
the urease in PBS buffer for 1 h at room temperature. Finally, we used a large amount of
PBS buffer for flushing out the films, and they were dried naturally at room temperature to
obtain the CLC-PAA photonic crystal gel film with immobilized urease (CLC-PAAurease
PC film).

2.7. Detection of Hg2+

The CLC-PAAurease PC film was used to detect Hg2+. The different concentrations
of Hg2+ solutions were dropped on the prepared films to inhibit the activity of urease.
Then, we placed the rinsed off Hg2+ films in a urea solution (10 mM) for 10 min at room
temperature. Then, the films that inhibited urease activity were reacted with urea for 10 min.
Finally, we obtained the concentrations of Hg2+ through the wavelengths of the reflected
light of these films by UV–vis spectra. To verify the selectivity of the CLC-PAAurease PC film,
Hg2+ was replaced by Ca2+, Cu2+, Zn2+, Al3+ and Fe3+ with other conditions unchanged.
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3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Subsection Structure Characterization of CLC-PAA PC Films

It is reported that PAA hydrogels possess a rapid pH response, good biocompatibility,
and an interpenetrating network structure. The PAA hydrogels were cross-linked in the
CLC PC films to enable the pH responsiveness of the materials. Firstly, we prepared the
PAA hydrogel film and explored its properties. Figure 2 shows that the prepared PAA
hydrogel film has an obvious swelling property in water. As we see in Figure 3a, the
swelling ratio (ϕ) of the PAA film is a function of the amount of TPGDA (ζ). It was found
that ϕ reaches a maximum when the value of ζ is 0.5 wt%. However, ϕ decreases at the ζ of
more than 0.5 wt% due to the cross-linked structure. Therefore, the optimum condition of
TPGDA for the preparation of the PAA hydrogel film was 0.5% which was selected to carry
out the subsequent experiments. Figure 2b shows ϕ of the PAA hydrogel film (ζ = 0.5 wt%)
at different pH. Apparently, within the pH range investigated, the values of ϕ increase as
the pH increases (Figure 3b).
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pH. ϕ is defined as (m2 − m1)/m1, where m2 and m1 are the mass of gel film in water and dry
state, respectively.

Subsequently, we prepared the CLC photonic crystal films with a flat surface (Figure 4a)
and a thickness of about 26.69 µm (Figure 4b). Then, we processed the above films (the
chiral dopant CB15 was removed and PAA was crosslinked) to prepare the CLC-PAA
photonic crystal gel film. As can be seen from the UV-visible spectrum in Figure 4c, there
is a significant red shift in the wavelength of the reflected light from the films after the
removal of the chiral dopant CB15 and cross-linking of the PAA. In addition, the inset of
Figure 4c shows photographic images of the extracted CLC PC CB15 solid film, the CLC PC
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film and the CLC-PAA PC film. They show blue, blue-green, and green colors, respectively,
indicating that the AA/TPGDA was successfully penetrated and UV-cured in the CLC
PC films.
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Figure 5a,b separately show the SEM images of the cross-section surface of the CLC
PC film before and after the infiltration and crosslinking of the AA/TPGDA (CLC-PAA PC
hydrogel film), which displays a significant change in the pitch of the helix. In addition,
with the participation of the PAA, the pitch of the PC film becomes larger and its serrated
structure grows thicker after cross-linking the hydrogel, which are the characteristics of the
structural properties of the PAA hydrogel. Therefore, the PAA hydrogels were successfully
cross-linked into the CLC PC films.
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Figure 5. SEM images of fractured surface of (a) CLC film and (b) CLC-PAA photonic crystal hydrogel
film when the films were cut perpendicularly to the surface of films. scale bar: 1 µm.

Subsequently, we measured the tension–strain curves of the CLC, PAA and CLC-PAA
films, which indicated that the mechanical properties of the CLC films were improved
after the AA/TPGDA was cross-linked by the CLC films (Figure 6). It follows that the
PAA hydrogel was introduced into the CLC film successfully. This remarkably improved
the mechanical strength of the CLC film, which facilitates the reusability of the film in
analytical assays.
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3.2. PH Response of CLC-PAA PC Films

The pH response of the CLC-PAA PC films is shown in Figure 7. As expected, the
color of the prepared films changed distinctly from green to orange-yellow when the exper-
imental conditions were changed from pH = 4 to pH = 12. Furthermore, the wavelength
of the reflected light increases as the pH increases, which shows an obvious redshift. This
result indicates that the PAA hydrogels expand at a high pH and correspondingly increase
the helix pitch of the CLC PC films. Thus, local pH changes can be employed in the CLC-
PAA films for sensor construction, which can be used to detect heavy metal ions without
sophisticated instruments.
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of the reflection light and the optical images of CLC-PAA PC films under different pH.

3.3. Crosslinking of Urease on the CLC-PAA PC Films

We studied the structure of the CLC-PAA PC films and the urease immobilization
using Fourier transform infrared (FTIR) spectroscopy. The FTIR spectrum of the CLC solid
films (Figure 8a) shows -CH2-, -C=O, -Ar-O-, and -Ar- stretching bands at 2839, 1720, 1257,
and 840 cm−1, respectively. These peaks may result from RM257. The FTIR spectrum of the
CLC-PAA hydrogel films (Figure 8b) shows the same peaks as the CLC solid film with new
peaks derived from the PAA hydrogel. For example, new peaks appear at 1700~1800 cm−1

and 1415~1440 cm−1, which are attributed to the -C=O and the carboxylic acid groups,
indicating the PAA hydrogel is cross-linked in the CLC PC films. Figure 8c shows the FTIR
spectrum of the CLC-PAA hydrogel films immobilized with urease (CLC-PAAurease films).
The new peak at 3000~3700 cm−1 represents the amide bands from the urease. Thus, it is
obvious that urease was successfully immobilized in the CLC-PAA hydrogel films.
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3.4. Optimization of Experimental Conditions

The concentration of urea plays a significant role in the sensitivity of Hg2+ detection.
Thus, we investigated the variation of the wavelength value of the maximum reflection
peak of the CLC-PAAurease PC films by the immobilized urease (1000 U/mL) with different
urea concentrations (Figure 9). It was found that the wavelength value of the maximum
reflection peak of the CLC-PAAurease PC films appeared red-shifted, whereas the wave-
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length value stayed stable at 10 mM, 50 mM, and 100 mM, respectively. Therefore, we fixed
the concentration of urea at 10 mM in the subsequent experiments. In addition, we also
studied the responses of the CLC-PAAurease PC films in the same observation time (10 min)
to the solutions of urea (10 mM) at the different concentrations of urease. Figure 10a shows
the UV–Vis spectra of the CLC-PAAurease PC films at different urease concentrations. It can
be clearly observed that the wavelength location corresponding to the maximum reflection
peak was red shifted (Figure 10b) and the color of the films changed from green to orange
with the increasing urease concentration (Figure 10c). It was also revealed that within the
investigated concentration range, the response signal of the films reached the platform
period when the concentration of urease was greater than or equal to 800 U/mL. Therefore,
we chose the concentration of urease at 800 U/mL as the optimal condition.
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Figure 9. UV-visible reflection spectra of CLC-PAAurease photonic crystal hydrogel films after drop-
ping urea solution (200 µL) with different concentrations for 10 min.

3.5. Sensitivity and Specificity of CLC-PAA Urease PC Films for Hg2+ Detection

We explored the responses of the wavelength value of the maximum reflection peak
coupled to different concentrations of Hg2+ with the prepared CLC-PAAurease PC films
(Figure 11a). It is clear that Hg2+ can inhibit the activity of urease, resulting in a change in
the microenvironment of the prepared films. It was found that the wavelength value of
the reflection spectrum showed an obvious blue shift when increasing the concentration of
Hg2+. The wavelength value of the reflected light of the prepared films did not change at
10 nM, which was considered to be the detection limit of Hg2+ (Figure 11b). The color of
the film gradually changes from yellow-green to blue (Figure 11c). Finally, we explored the
specificity of the prepared films for the detection of Hg2+. As seen in Figure 12, when Hg2+

is present, the changes in the UV-visible reflection spectra wavelength of the CLC-PAAurease
PC films are obviously observed compared with the blank and other metal ions. This result
clearly reveals the specificity of the proposed method in the detection of Hg2+.
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Figure 10. (a) The UV-visible reflection spectra of CLC-PAA PC films at different concentrations
of urease (The films were treated with 10 mM urea for 10 min.); (b) The wavelength values of the
reflection light; (c) The optical images of CLC-PAA PC films at different concentrations of urease.
scale bar: 1 mm.
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Figure 11. (a) The UV-visible reflection spectra of CLC-PAAurease PC films at different concentrations
of Hg2+ (The films were treated with 10 mM urea for 10 min.); (b) The wavelength values of the
reflection light of CLC-PAAurease PC films at different concentrations of Hg2+; (c) The optical images
of CLC-PAA urease PC films at different concentrations of Hg2+. scale bar: 1 mm.
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Figure 12. (a) UV-visible reflection spectra of CLC-PAAurease PC films with various metal ions (The
films were treated with urea (10 mM) for 10 min); (b) The wavelength values of the reflected light of
CLC-PAAurease PC films with various metal ions.

4. Conclusions

In summary, a simple, portable and new strategy has been developed for the detection
of Hg2+ based on CLC-PAAurease PC films. The detection limit of Hg2+ is as low as 10 nM.
This method immobilized urease on CLC-PAA PC films and changed the optical signal
of the prepared films by the enzymatic hydrolysis of urea leading to variation in the
microenvironment. The reflected wavelength is directly used as the detection signal of the
films. The proposed strategy is very promising in the evaluation of environmental water.
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