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a b s t r a c t
Nowadays, the dermal biomimetic scaffolds are widely used in regenerative medicine. Collagen-chitosan
scaffold one of these materials possesses antibacterial activity, good compatibility with living tissues and
has been already used as a wound-healing material. In this article, collagen-chitosan scaffolds modiﬁed
with Ag and Au nanoparticles have been synthesized using novel method - the metal-vapor synthesis.
The nanocomposite materials are characterized by XPS, TEM, SEM and synchrotron radiation-based X-ray
techniques. According to XRD data, the mean size of the nanoparticles (NPs) is 10.5 nm and 20.2 nm in
Au-Collagen-Chitosan (Au-CollCh) and Ag-Collagen-Chitosan (Ag-CollCh) scaffolds, respectively in fair
agreement with the TEM data. SAXS analysis of the composites reveals an asymmetric size distribution
peaked at 10 nm for Au-CollCh and 25 nm for Ag-CollCh indicative of particle’s aggregation. According
to SEM data, the metal-carrying scaffolds have layered structure and the nanoparticles are rather uniformly distributed on the surface material. XPS data indicate that the metallic nanoparticles are in their
unoxidized/neutral states and dominantly stabilized within the chitosan-rich domains.
© 2016 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction
Naturally occurring polymers are widely applied in medicine
due to their pronounced biocompatibility, availability of renewable sources, easiness of chemical modiﬁcation, etc. [1]. Among
them, chitosan is of special importance, which is essentially an
N-deacetylated chitin derivative, a linear polymer composed of Dglucosamine and N-acetylglucosamine residues. Chitosan is known
to promote skin regeneration, wounds and burns healing. Furthermore, it manifests hemostatic and immunomodulatory properties
[2–4], as well as antibacterial and antifungal activity [5,6]. Chitosan
is a biocompatible polymer and possesses a high sorption capacity. Apart from pristine chitosan, chitosan-based hybrid materials,
especially ones with collagen [7], cellulose [8], polyethylene glycol
[9], polyvinylpyrrolidone [10], gelatin [11], polyvinyl alcohol [12],
etc., are promising materials for biomedical applications [13].
Collagen is a structural protein actively used in medicine [14].
Availability of hydroxylic groups and amino acid residues on its surface makes it possible to adjust its surface charge to either negative
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or positive values by changing pH [15]. Collagen ﬁbrils (crosslinked or not, native or denaturated) strongly affect morphology
and physiology of cells [16]. Collagen is nearly as biodegradable
and biocompatible as chitosan, that is why it is widely used in tissue engineering as wound and burn dressing and sponges. Collagen
and chitosan do not occur in nature together, but speciﬁc properties of both polymers can be utilized to design a hybrid material
with unique structural and mechanical properties [17].
Numerous examples of similar materials used for the tissue
engineering, drug delivery matrices, bandage dressing, etc., are
available in literature [18,19]. Incorporation of noble metal NPs
with antibacterial activity further extends approved ﬁelds of applications of collagen- chitosan scaffolds. The majority of methods for
the incorporation of metal NPs in polymer matrices requires chemical reduction of metal salts impregnated into the polymer matrix
(e.g., borohydride or citrate methods) [20,21]. These techniques
are typically multi-step and use potentially biologically hazardous
or environmentally unfriendly reactants, stabilizers, or reducing
agents [22], which prevent or strongly limit the use of the resultant
composites in medicine [23].
Metal-vapor synthesis (MVS) is an efﬁcient route to produce biologically active metal nanoparticles and the composites
derived from them with biocompatible materials for biomedical
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applications [24,25]. The technique has been successfully applied
to modify common medical materials, including surgical suture
and dressing materials or implants, with metal nanoparticles possessing antibacterial and antifungal property [26,27]. In contrast to
the majority of methods for preparation of nanoparticles, the MVS
method is fully environmentally safe and can easily be integrated
into diverse technological cycles. The MVS method affords colloidal
suspensions of NPs in common medical solvents, which makes
any further puriﬁcation unnecessary [28]. The target composites
are prepared via the modiﬁcation of a biopolymer with organosols
containing metal nanoparticles followed by solvent removal.
Here, we report for the ﬁrst time on the synthesis of
metal-bearing hybrid systems based on the intrinsically porous
collagen-chitosan scaffolds. The structure and chemical states of
metals in the composite nanomaterials are addressed by modern
physicochemical techniques.
2. Experimental
2.1. Materials
Collagen-chitosan scaffold, denoted as CollCh, was prepared
according to the method described elsewhere [29]. Et3 N (Sigma
Aldrich, purity ≥99.5%) and i-PrOH (Fluka, purity 99.8%) were used
as organic solvents. All other reactants used for the experiments
were of analytical grade. Prior to use in the synthesis, all solvents
were dried, distilled in an atmosphere of puriﬁed Ar and degassed
by several consecutive pump-freeze-thaw cycles at 10−1 Pa and
RT for 1 h. The resultant collagen-chitosan scaffold was degassed
in vacuo.
2.2. Metal-vapor synthesis of hybrid materials
The original metal-vapor synthesis (MVS) method was used
in this work to produce metal-modiﬁed composites based on
the collagen-chitosan scaffold. The (MVS) method is efﬁcient in
preparation of highly reactive metal nanoparticles and their incorporation into various matrices to induce practically important
magnetic [30], antibacterial [26], catalytic [31] and tribological [32]
properties.
Nanocomposites ﬁlled with gold and silver NPs were prepared
by impregnation of the metal-containing organosols from MVS into
the collagen-chitosan scaffold as described elsewhere [26]. Metals
were evaporated at a base pressure of 10−2 Pa by a resistively
heated evaporator in the form of either tungsten rod or small tantalum vessel for Au (99.99%) or Ag (99.99%), respectively. Specially
preconditioned organic solvents Et3 N and i-PrOH were used to stabilize, respectively, Au and Ag nanoparticles as sols. Metal vapor
was condensed simultaneously with the solvent vapor onto liquid nitrogen-cooled walls of a glass reactor with a volume of 5 L. A
typical solvent-to-metal molar ratio in the synthesis was 300:1.
After the synthesis, the co-condensate was heated to the melting point and the resultant organosol was impregnated into the
collagen-chitosan scaffold placed in a Schlenk ﬂask under vacuum.
The excessive amount of the organosol was removed and the target
product was dried in vacuum at 60 ◦ C.
2.3. Characterization methods
2.3.1. Synchrotron radiation-based techniques
X-ray structural studies of the composites based on collagenchitosan scaffolds modiﬁed with Au and Ag nanoparticles, including
such techniques as powder X-ray diffraction, small- angle X-ray
scattering, and X-ray absorption spectroscopy XANES/EXAFS were
performed at the Kurchatov synchrotron radiation source (NRC
“Kurchatov Institute”, Moscow).

X-ray absorption spectra and powder diffraction patterns were
measured at the Structural Materials Science beamline [33]. Au
L3 -edge XANES/EXAFS for the gold-containing sample Au-CollCh
as well as for the Au foil reference were measured in the transmission mode using ion chambers ﬁlled with appropriate N2 -Ar
mixtures. For similar Ag-containing composites, the silver concentration appeared insufﬁcient for transmission measurements and
thus the spectra were measured in the X-ray ﬂuorescence yield
mode using a Si avalanche photodiode. Spectra for the Ag foil reference were measured in the transmission mode. Experimental data
processing and analysis were performed using the IFEFFIT software
package [34].
Powder X-ray diffraction patterns for the same samples were
measured in the transmission (Debye-Sherrer) mode using Fuji
Film Imaging plates as a 2D detector. Diffraction measurements
were performed at an X-ray wavelength  = 0.06889 nm. The mean
nanoparticle size was estimated by proﬁle analysis assuming the
Pseudo-Voight line shape of the diffraction peaks with instrumental function responsible for the Gaussian part of broadening and
Lorentzian-type sample-driven physical broadening.
Additionally, small-angle X-ray scattering curves were measured for the pristine and Ag-, Au-ﬁlled collagen-chitosan scaffold
to reﬁne the diffraction data on NP sizing. The measurements
were performed at the DICSI beamline of the same synchrotron
source and a 2D MAR165 CCD detector was used. The sample-todetector distance was 2400 mm and the X-ray wavelength was set
to  = 0.162 nm. To improve sampling and signal-to-noise statistics, several data sets at different spots on a sample were measured
and averaged. The size distribution of Ag and Au nanoparticles
was retrieved from the corresponding SAXS “Ag-CollCh - CollCh”
and “Au-CollCh-CollCh” difference curves, respectively. The indirect Fourier transformation approach as implemented in the GNOM
code under assumption of a polydisperse distribution of noninteracting hard spheres [35] has been used.
2.3.2. X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS)
X-ray photoelectron spectra were acquired with an Axis Ultra
DLD (Kratos, UK) spectrometer using Al K␣ radiation at an operating power of 150 W of the X-ray tube. Survey and high- resolution
spectra of appropriate core levels were recorded at pass energies of
160 eV and 40 eV and with scanning steps of 1 eV and 0.1 eV, respectively. Sample area of 300 m × 700 m contributed to the spectra.
The samples were mounted on a sample holder with a two-sided
adhesive tape, and the spectra were collected at room temperature.
The base pressure in the analytical UHV chamber of the spectrometer during measurements did not exceed 10−8 Torr. The binding
energy scale of the spectrometer was calibrated to provide the following values for reference samples (i.e., metal surfaces freshly
cleaned by ion sputtered): Au 4f7/2 –83.96 eV, Cu 2p3/2 –932.62 eV,
Ag 3d5/2 –368.21 eV. The electrostatic charging effects were compensated by using an electron neutralizer. For each sample, the
spectra were recalibrated against the adventitious carbon signal at
285.0 eV. Background with inelastic losses was subtracted from the
high-resolution spectra according to the Shirley prescription. The
Ag MNN Auger spectra were corrected using a linear background.
The surface chemical composition was calculated using standard
element sensitivity factors coded in the spectrometer control software corrected for the transfer function of the instrument.
2.3.3. TEM
Micrographs of the samples were made using a transmission
electron microscope LEO 912AB OMEGA, Zeiss (Germany).
2.3.4. SEM
SEM analysis was performed with a scanning electron microscope Tescan Mira LMU (Czech Republic). The samples were ﬁxed
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Fig. 1. XRD patterns for the nanocomposites studied Au-CollCh, Ag-CollCh, and
pristine CollCh ( = 0.06889 nm).

on a conductive tape and examined under high vacuum with the
Everhart-Thornley standard secondary electron detector.
3. Results and discussion
The experimental X-ray diffraction patterns of the collagenchitosan scaffolds modiﬁed by gold and silver nanoparticles are
shown in Fig. 1. The collagen-chitosan scaffold appears to be amorphous so that all diffraction peaks present in the respective patterns
can be attributed to fcc atomic packing of the Ag and Au nanoparticles [PDF #040783 and #040784, respectively]. The crystallite sizes
estimated from the line broadening analysis assuming that microstrains make negligible contribution yield 10.5 nm and 20.2 nm for
Au-CollCh and Ag-CollCh, respectively, the nominal accuracy of the
estimate is 10–15%.

Fig. 2. Experimental SAXS curves for Au-CollCh (ﬁlled squares), Ag-CollCh (open
circles), and pristine CollCh (line). The inset shows volume distribution of metal
nanoparticle diameters reconstructed from the difference curves.

For the composites, an independent estimate for the nanoparticles size was obtained from the SAXS data. The corresponding
experimental data are shown in Fig. 2.
The experimental curve for the metal-containing composite
(corrected for the incident intensity and the sample X-ray absorption) is characterized by a higher scattering intensity than the
pristine CollCh scaffold over the entire range of scattering wave
vectors measured, which makes it possible to reliably separate
the contribution of the scattering by the nanoparticles via simple numerical subtraction procedure. An analysis of the difference
curve using the indirect Fourier transformation with the Tikhonov’s
regularization under assumption of none-interacting hard spheres
yields a rather narrow and slightly asymmetric size distribution
peaked at 10 nm for Au-CollCh and much broader asymmetric distribution curve with a maximum at 25 nm extending up to sizes

Fig. 3. TEM micrographs (scale bar is 100 nm), corresponding SAED patterns and particle size distribution for the Au-CollCh (a–d) and Ag-CollCh (e–h) composites.
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Fig. 4. SEM micrographs of the cross-section of the Au-CollCh (a, b) and Ag-CollCh (c, d) composites.

of 120–150 nm for Ag-CollCh. Apparently, this means that the
nanoparticles are agglomerated into aggregates from few to several
thousand individual nanoparticles within the composite.
Fig. 3 shows micrographs, SAED patterns of metal nanoparticles
and size distribution histogram for the Au-CollCh and Ag-CollCh.
According to TEM, the particles are spherical, polydisperse and have
fairly uniform distribution in the scaffold. The average size of the
Au and Ag particles is 4.6 nm and 6.6 nm, respectively. It is demonstrated in Fig. 3(c and g) that Ag-CollCh composite have the broader
particle size distribution than Au-CollCh one.
The presence of larger Ag nanoparticles with size of about
60–70 nm in the material shown in Fig. 3(e and f) can be explained
by aggregation of smaller nanoparticles during the modiﬁcation of
polymer matrix with organosol, as well as surface diversity of the
pristine scaffold.
Fig. 4 shows the internal cross-sectional microstructure of the
Ag-CollCh and Au-CollCh composites. Collagen-chitosan scaffold
has a layered structure, consisting of lamellas and microcavaties
formed by polymer network of ﬁbrils (Fig. 4a–c).

The average diameter of microcavities is about 40–80 microns
and the thickness of the ﬁbril scaffold is 2–5 microns. It is exhibited
that the aggregates, with sizes from a few tens of nanometers to
several microns, have slightly uniform distributions on the surfaces
of the ﬁbrils and lamellas (Fig. 4b and d).
Supplementary information on the electronic state and local
environment of Au and Ag atoms in the composites was obtained by
X-ray absorption spectroscopy XANES/EXAFS. Au L3 - and Ag K-edge
XANES spectra for the metal-modiﬁed CollCh-based composites are
compared with reference spectra of metal foils in Fig. 5.
The similar shape and energy position of EXAFS spectral features
indicate that the chemical state of the metal atoms in the composites is similar to that in their bulk metals, which means that the
fraction of surface atoms strongly interacting with the matrix is
rather low.
For the XANES spectrum of the Ag-CollCh composite, an increase
in the period of oscillations is apparent, which corresponds to an
Ag-Ag bond length contraction with respect to the bulk metal. This
ﬁnding is further supported by a quantitative analysis of the EXAFS

Fig. 5. XANES spectra of collagen-chitosan scaffold modiﬁed with Au (left) and Ag (right).
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Fig. 6. FTs of EXAFS spectra for collagen-chitosan scaffolds modiﬁed with Au (left) and Ag (right): experimental (line) and best-ﬁt theoretical (open circles) curves. The local
environment parameters corresponding to the ﬁts are summarized in Table 1.

Fig. 7. Survey XPS spectra of Au-CollCh (a) and Ag-CollCh (b) composites; high-resolution Au 4f, Ag 3d, Ag MNN and N 1s core-level spectra of Au-CollCh (c), Ag-CollCh (d,
e) and (f1, f2), respectively.
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Table 1
Parameters of the local environment of the metal atoms in the chitosan-based composites according to EXAFS: interatomic distances (R), coordination numbers (n),
and Debye-Waller factors ( 2 ).
Sample

Path

n

R [Å]

 2 [Å2 ]

Au (foil)
Au-CollCh
Ag (foil)
Ag-CollCh

Au-Au
Au-Au
Ag-Ag
Ag-Ag

12.0
11.9
12.0
9.7

2.85
2.84
2.88
2.85

0.0079
0.0095
0.0095
0.0119

data. Fourier Transforms (FTs) of EXAFS spectra for the composites under study are shown in Fig. 6. They are essentially similar
to those of the reference metal foils. Best-ﬁt coordination numbers
and interatomic distances for the ﬁrst metal-metal coordination
spheres are listed in Table 1.
The composites are characterized by somewhat decreased coordination numbers when compared with the data the for bulk
metals, which is very common for nanometer-sized metal particles. The minimum metal-metal coordination number is observed
for the Ag-CollCh composite despite its rather larger crystallite size
as estimated from diffraction data. Furthermore, the Ag–Ag interatomic distance derived from the EXAFS for that composite is by
0.03 Å shorter than that for Ag foil. The bondlength contraction is
quite typical of small metal nanoparticles. But in the case of silver, bondlength elongation is sometimes observed due to partial
oxidation and suboxide formation [36]. Nevertheless, a prominent
change in the coordination number and bondlength for the AgCollCh despite nominally large size from diffraction may indicate a
distorted local structure of silver nanoparticles with frequent point
defects.
In order to evaluate the surface concentrations and chemical
states of metal atoms in the composites (within a layer of 5–8 nm),
X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy was applied (Fig. 7). Survey spectra of Au-CollCh (Fig. 7a) and Ag-CollCh (Fig. 7b) reveal peaks
attributable to elements of the nominal chemical composition, i.e.,
C, O, N, Au/Ag, as well as admixture elements Si and F. Quantiﬁcation data based on atomic sensitivity factors are presented in
Table 2. As it can be judged from C/N and C/O atomic ratios, the
incorporation of metals into the pristine collagen-chitosan scaffolds gives rise to some enrichment of the composite surfaces with
carbon species (see Table 2). Partly, this can be due to co-sorption
of the organic solvent used in the synthesis. The absence of dramatic changes in element concentrations rather conﬁrms that the
CollCh scaffolds do not degrade upon modiﬁcation with noble metal
nanoparticles.
The Au 4f binding energy observed for the composite (Fig. 7c) is
characteristic of the Au0 state. A minute shift by 0.05 eV to a higher
energy with respect to foil and pronounced asymmetry of the peak
shape are due to the size effects [37,38] and thus they also conﬁrm
the presence of nm-sized gold nanoparticles therein.
High-resolution Ag 3d core-levels and MNN Auger lines for the
Ag-containing composite are shown in Fig. 7d and e. The experimental values for the Ag 3d binding energy, Ag MNN Auger kinetic
energy, and the corresponding Auger parameter all conﬁrm [39,40]
the Ag0 state of silver atoms in the composite. The N 1s spectra in
metal-containing composites and pristine scaffolds are characterized by different binding energies and full-widths at half-maxima
Table 2
Surface chemical compositions of the composites from XPS data.
Sample

CollCh
Au-CollCh
Ag-CollCh

Relative concentration, at. %
C

N

O

Au

Ag

C/N

C/O

O/N

74.2
74.0
75.2

8.5
7.8
8.1

17.3
15.8
15.8

–
2.4
–

–
–
1.0

8.7
9.5
9.3

4.3
4.7
4.8

2.0
2.0
2.0

(Fig. 7f), which can be explained by an alteration of balance between
the collagen and chitosan N-functional groups upon the modiﬁcation. Typical N 1s core-level binding energies in chitosan (C-NH2 )
and collagen (C(O)N) are 399.67 eV [41] and 399.77–399.96 [42],
respectively.
4. Conclusions
The novel method for the synthesis of hybrid materials based on
the collagen-chitosan scaffold modiﬁed with Ag and Au nanoparticles is reported. XRD and SAXS data show that the Au- and
Ag-bearing composites are characterized by mean particle size of
10 nm and 25 nm, respectively. It is revealed that nanoparticles in
the bulk of materials have a slightly uniform distribution with the
mean size is 4.6 nm and 6.6 nm for Au and Ag, respectively. On the
surface it was observed the larger aggregates, with sizes from a few
tens of nanometers to several microns, consisting of smaller particles. The whole structure of the obtained nanocomposites is similar.
However, the Ag-CollCh composite has much broader asymmetric
size distribution than Au-CollCh.
According to XPS, metal atoms are in the unoxidized/neutral
states and preferably stabilized in the chitosan matrix. Similarly,
XANES/EXAFS data indicate the chemical state and local structure
of metal atoms in the composites is similar to that of bulk metals
apart from a small decrease in metal-metal coordination number
in both composites, and metal-metal bond-length contraction in
Ag-CollCh.
We suggest that collagen-chitosan scaffold, containing Au and
Ag nanoparticles, can be promising antibacterial wound-healing
material for medicine.
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