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Abstract
A facile while flexible approach to size-controllable high-purity colloidal gold nanoplates has
been presented. By adjusting the quantity of seeds and I− through a seed-mediated,
cetyltrimethylammonium bromide (CTABr)-assisted synthetic system, the edge length of the
gold nanoplates can be adjusted from 140 to 30 nm without changing their thickness or crystal
structure. By simply increasing the ion concentration of the reaction solution, the as-prepared
gold nanoplates can be deposited due to the different electrostatic aggregation effects between
nanoplates and spherical nanoparticles. Effective storage methods to keep the structural and
optical stability of these gold nanoplates are also proposed.

(Some figures in this article are in colour only in the electronic version)

1. Introduction

Metal nanostructures play important roles in many areas
by virtue of their fascinating properties. Their optical
properties [1], together with their electrical [2, 3], catalytic
[4, 5] properties, etc, are most attractive in gold and silver
nanostructures. The optical properties of the nanostructures are
strongly dependent on their shape and size [6, 7]. Therefore,
there has been an explosion of interest in developing versatile
methods for shape-controlled synthesis of these nanostructures
for extending their optical properties according to human
wishes.

In general, metal nanoplates are a class of single-
crystal two-dimensional structures with a nanoscale thickness.
The micrometer-sized metal nanoplates with thickness below
100 nm are also regarded as nanoplates, but their optical
properties are not as remarkable as their colloidal analogs [8].
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Gold and silver nanoplates have been established to hold
potential applications in photonics, optical sensing, biological
labeling, and near-infrared light absorbing due to their
unique optical properties known as localized surface plasmon
resonance (SPR) [9–12]. By contrast to silver nanoparticles,
gold nanoparticles are more widely used in biomedical
fields because of their excellent biocompatibility and non-
toxicity [13]. Moreover, gold nanoplates are considered to
have potential use in cancer hyperthermia, for the reason
that their SPR band can be tuned in the range of the near-
infrared region [14, 15]. And similar to other shaped gold
nanostructures, gold nanoplates could also hold the ability
of targeting malignant tumors with high specificity when
conjugated with targeting ligands such as antibodies or small
molecules [16, 17].

To date, there have been numerous publications about
gold nanoplates. Most of them focused on sub-micrometer-
or micrometer-sized plates, where the large size leads
to instability in solution phase and loss of colloidal
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properties, which further limits their applications in biomedical
fields [18–21]. A few other reports covered small gold
nanoplates that often generate considerable side products,
which are difficult to separate [22, 23]. Moreover, the shape
and size of gold nanoplates are not as easy to control as those
of silver ones. Recently, Millstone et al have reported an
approach to control the size of gold nanoplates from beyond
100 nm to larger [24]. However, there are still a large number
of spherical nanoparticles existing in the colloidal solution
even after purification, and the long-wavelength SPR band
which is beyond 1200 nm will be greatly influenced by the
intensively near-infrared absorption of water. Low-purity often
leads to loss of stability and limits the effects of the gold
nanoplates when used in assembly, labeling, sensing, or drug
delivery. Moreover, therapeutic strategies have been reported
that near-infrared light with wavelength 700–1000 nm could
transport through tissue with scattering-limited attenuation and
minimal heating [25]. Hence, to make the nanoplates purer
and smaller, the long-wavelength SPR band blue shift to below
1000 nm will be very helpful in allowing gold nanoplates to be
suitable for more practical applications.

Here we bring forward a convenient approach to size-
controlled gold nanoplates based on a modified seed-
mediated, iodide ion (I−)- and cetyltrimethylammonium
bromide (CTABr)-assisted synthetic system [26]. In current
research, the edge size of the as-generated nanoplates can be
easily tuned from 140 to 30 nm by adjusting the quantity
of seeds and I−, without changing the thickness or crystal
structure of the nanoplates, and accordingly moving the long-
wavelength SPR peak from 1055 to 750 nm. Moreover,
we have developed a facile strategy to achieve these gold
nanoplates to a high purity by taking advantages of the quite
different electrostatic aggregation effects between nanoplates
and spherical nanoparticles. Effective storage methods to keep
the structural and optical stability of these gold nanoplates are
also proposed.

2. Experimental details

CTABr was purchased from Sigma (cat. No: H6269,
which contains negligible iodide [27]). HAuCl4, sodium
citrate, NaBH4, KI, L-ascorbic acid, NaOH, and NaCl were
all purchased from Shanghai Sinopharm Chemical Reagent
Co. Ltd (China). All reagents were used as-received. All
the glassware was cleaned by aqua regia and Millipore-quality
water; (18.2 M� cm) was used throughout the experiments.
Briefly, the gold nanoplates were prepared by a seed-mediated
growth approach. The seeds were obtained by 0.5 ml NaBH4

(ice-cold, 0.1 M) reducing 0.2 ml HAuCl4 (25 mM) in the
surroundings of 40 ml sodium citrate (250 μM) solution and
kept at 25 ◦C for 2 h. Then, the nanoplates were formed when
the seeds were added to a growth solution which was prepared
by adding 0.5 ml HAuCl4 (25 mM), 27.5 μl KI (0.1 M),
275 μlL-ascorbic acid (0.1 M), and 275 μl NaOH (0.1 M) to a
50 ml CTABr (0.025 M) solution. After 3 h, NaCl was added
to raise the sum of [Cl−] and [Br−] up to 0.2 M. After another
3 h, the purple reaction solution mainly containing spherical
gold nanoparticles was poured out and water was added to the

container, then the gold nanoplates deposited from the reaction
solution and clinging to the container were redispersed to form
a stable colloidal solution. In total, this quantity of reagents
was abbreviated ‘1×’. To correspondingly increase the amount
of seeds and I− would have resulted in smaller nanoplates. The
smaller the nanoplates are, the more NaCl is needed to raise
the sum of [Cl−] and [Br−] up to a higher level. Subsequent
preparing additions were referred to as 2×, , 3×, 5×, and 10×
seeds and I−, with the amount of seeds and I− correspondingly
increased to 2, 3, 5, 10 times while the other reagents were
equivalent to those described for 1×.

The resulting gold nanostructures were characterized
by transmission electron microscopy (TEM) (JEM-2000EX,
JEOL) operating at 120 kV. High resolution TEM (HRTEM)
images and selected area electron diffraction (SAED) patterns
were characterized by a JEOL JEM-2100 transmission electron
microscope operating at 200 kV. Ultraviolet–visible–near-
infrared (UV–vis–NIR) absorption spectra of the samples
were recorded by a UNICO 2802S spectrophotometer with
wavelength ranging from 300 to 1100 nm.

3. Results and discussion

Figure 1(a) shows a digital photograph and UV–vis–NIR
absorption spectrum of the as-collected gold nanoplates with
1× seeds and I−. It can be observed clearly in the spectrum that
there is no peak at 500–600 nm, indicating very few spherical
gold nanoparticles in the suspension [28]. From the spectrum,
we can also identify the in-plate dipole and quadrupole
plasmon resonances of the gold nanoplates. It should
be noted that these two plasmon resonances (quadrupole
and dipole) are not distinguishable from one another with
spherical particles; however, in anisotropic particles such as
nanoplates, these two plasmon resonances oscillate markedly
differently (generally separated by 100–400 nm), and can
be demonstrated experimentally for nanoplates of both gold
and silver [8]. The green color of the suspension is mostly
due to the absorption band caused by quadrupole plasmon
resonances (around 760 nm) and can be explained by analyzing
the spectrum, which indicates low absorption at the green
wavelengths (500–570 nm) and increased absorption at the red
wavelengths (610–780 nm). The green transparent suspension
is also strong evidence that there is no large sized side
product and very few spherical nanoparticles. There is an
intensive absorption peak around 1055 nm caused by the in-
plate dipole plasmon resonances, which is useful in near-
infrared absorption applications. The two absorption bands
are both similar to the previous report [23], but are enhanced
thanks to the high purity. The TEM image reveals the
shape triangle nanoplate with edge lengths 140 ± 25 and 8 ±
2 nm in thickness, while very few side products are observed
(figure 1(b)). Figure 1(c) shows the corresponding HRTEM
image, from which we can recognize that the nanoplates
are single-crystal. The fringes with a spacing of 0.25 nm
correspond to the forbidden 1/3{422} reflections [29], and
these fringes extend across the entire plate. As can be seen in
figure 1(d), which reveals the SAED pattern of the nanoplates,
there is a hexagonal diffraction spot array corresponding to a
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Figure 1. (a) UV–vis–NIR spectrum, (b) TEM images, (c) HRTEM image, and (d) SAED pattern of the redispersed gold nanoplates using 1×
seeds and I−. The inset in panel (a) shows a digital photograph of the gold nanoplates. The inset in panel (b) shows a TEM image of a stack of
the gold nanoplates. The spots in (d) marked by a box, circle, and triangle correspond to 1/3{422}, {220}, and {422} diffractions, respectively.

single crystal with an atomically flat surface. The spot marked
by a box corresponds to 1/3{422} diffraction, whose presence
has demonstrated the existence of stacking faults parallel to the
{111} surface extending across the entire plate [23].

We have adjusted the gold nanoplates to be smaller by
simply increasing the amount of gold seeds and I− in the
reaction solution. The resulting nanostructures can be collected
and redispersed similarly to those adding 1× seeds and I−
except when 10× seeds and I− are added in our experiments.
Since there was no precipitation observed after in NaCl when
adding 10× seeds and I−, we centrifuged the supernate and
redispersed the pellet as resulting products in this control.
Figure 2 shows digital photos and UV–vis–NIR absorption
spectra of the size-controlled nanostructures which added 2×,
3×, 5×, 10× seeds, and I−. As can be seen in the spectra,
the absorption peak can be adjusted to 532 nm. Although
the enhanced optical absorption bands can also be contributed
by nanoparticle agglomerates [30, 31], nanoplates hold the
characteristics as a kind of monodisperse nanoparticle, thus
enabling more potential applications in the solution phase and
in vivo. The easily tunable spectra will also benefit from
more usages such as multiplex detection [32]. The relatively
narrow size distribution suggests their good monodispersity.
Figures 3(a)–(c) and (g) show a series of TEM images of the
corresponding nanostructures from adding 2×, 3×, 5×, 10×
seeds, and I−. It can be seen that the structures are nanoplates

with edge lengths 70 ± 15 nm, 50 ± 12 nm, 30 ± 10 nm, and
spherical nanoparticles with diameter 30 ± 2 nm, respectively.
The nanostructures remain triangular nanoplates when adding
no more than 5× seeds and I−, but they tend to form spherical
nanostructures when adding 10× seeds and I−. As shown in
figure 3(d)–(f), the thickness of the nanoplates with different
edge lengths is almost the same (8 ± 2 nm). Figure 3(h) shows
the corresponding HRTEM image of the nanoplates adding
5× seeds and I−, from which we can see the single-crystal
structure and fringes with a spacing of 0.25 nm extending
across the entire plate corresponding to the forbidden 1/3{422}
reflections [23]. This demonstrates that the gold nanoplates can
be adjusted consecutively from 140 to 30 nm without changing
their crystal structure.

It should be noticed that the seeds are prepared using
sodium citrate as stabilizer rather than using CTABr. The
main reason is that the seeds prepared by this approach mostly
have stacking faults, which is helpful to obtain plate-like
nanostructures [33]. Figure 3(i) shows a TEM image of the
resulting nanostructures when no I− is added to the reaction
solution, from which the twinned plane can be observed
clearly. It provides strong evidence that the seeds have stacking
faults across the entire particles. Another key to obtain gold
nanoplates lies in the I−. As reported by Ha et al [26],
halide ions (Cl−, Br−, and I−) often play important roles
during the seed-mediated growth of gold nanoparticles in a
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Figure 2. (a) Digital photograph and (b) UV–vis–NIR spectra of the resulting gold nanostructures adding (1) 2×, (2) 3×, (3) 5×, and (4) 10×
seeds and I−.

system employing CTABr as cationic surfactant. In our control
experiments, we have repeated the preparing process without
adding I−. The observed nanostructures are twinned nanorices
and nanorods along the 〈011〉 direction, as shown in figure 3(i).
This indicates that I− plays a decisive role in suppressing {111}
facets, leaving other facets absorbing more gold atoms and
growing much faster, the same as in previous reports [26].
Therefore, when more seeds are added to form more growing
points in the size-control process, we need to add more I−, too.

As a kind of two-dimensional nanostructure, nanoplates,
compared with spherical nanoparticles, have a much larger
contact area between each other. Thus they need more
repulsion force to keep them stable in suspension. Figure 4
shows the status of the repulsion force of the nanoplates in
different growth periods. When the ion concentration of the
solution is higher, anions electrostatically absorb to the CTA+
bilayers on the surface of the nanoplates, and their negative
charge neutralizes the positive charge of part of CTA+. As a
result, the repulsion force between nanoplates caused by CTA+
decreases. Thus, the nanoplates aggregate and are deposited
at the bottom of the reaction container while the spherical
nanoparticles are still in the solution. After redispersion, the
ion concentration decreases again, inducing the repulsion force
between the nanoplates recovered, and high-purity colloidal
gold nanoplates are obtained at last. Smaller nanoplates need
less repulsion force to keep their stability and more ions
are needed to make them deposit. On the other hand, the
CTA+ bilayers densely cover on gold nanoplates and their
space blocking effect makes the plates remain isolated and
monodisperse [34]. Hence, the nanoplates can be collected
and redispersed easily to form a colloidal suspension due to the
recovery effects of the CTA+ bilayer. Please note that in our
strategy we have added NaCl to increase the ion concentration
instead of adding more CTABr. This is firstly because there is
already much CTABr in the solution, we cannot add so much
more CTABr before it saturates. Another reason is that CTABr,
while in high concentration, is easy to subject to crystallization
when the temperature decreases. Moreover, NaCl is non-toxic
and much cheaper.

A possible mechanism of the size-control process is
depicted in figure 5. In seed-mediated synthetic procedures,

the seeds are added to the growth solution to serve as growing
points. Then atoms generated by the metal precursor are
absorbed on these seeds to form metal nanostructures rather
than generating new growing points. When more seeds are
added in our synthetic system (shown by the second row in
figure 5), more growing points are formed. But the number of
free gold atoms generated by the invariable amount of HAuCl4
is still unchanged. Thus, fewer gold atoms deposit on each
seeds. Without enough supply of gold atoms, the seeds grow
to smaller nanoplates. The smaller nanoplates can also be
sent to the bottom of the container by proper amounts of
ions following the possible mechanism described in figure 4.
On the other hand, since I− is a key point to suppress {111}
facets and is conducive to the growth of nanoplates, more I−
are needed to cover the increased {111} facets area when the
number of seeds increases. With enough I−, the growth of
{111} facets is greatly restrained and other facets of the gold
nanostructures grow much faster than the {111} facets. As a
result, the gold nanostructure forms a nanoplate and grows up
to a certain size which depends on the number of gold atoms in
the solution. As a contrast, we added 2× and 3× seeds in the
reaction solution without adding more I−. As can be observed
from the absorption spectra shown in figure 6(a), the size
distribution becomes much wider when more seeds are added.
This indicates the loss of monodispersity of the resulting
nanostructures and the key point of I− in obtaining plate-like
nanostructures. We have done another control experiment by
adding more I− without adding more seeds. Figure 6(b) shows
the absorption spectra of adding 2× seeds, with 2×, 10×,
and 20 × I−, respectively. It is clearly revealed that even
when 20 × I− are added, the absorption peaks are still beyond
800 nm. This is proof that the approach of adding more seeds
with correspondingly more I− to size-control the high-purity
colloidal gold nanoplates is more effective.

The proper amount of CTABr can protect the shape of
the nanoplates well and enhance the stability of the colloidal
solution. As a demonstration, we centrifuged the redispersed
suspension several times, and dispersed it in water. Then,
there was no free CTABr in the solution, and some of the
CTA+ bilayer absorbed on the nanoplates dissociated. After
30 min, the absorption peak of the gold nanoplates blue
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Figure 3. TEM images of the resulting gold nanostructures adding (a) 2×, (b) 3×, (c) 5×, and (g) 10× seeds and I−, and stacked gold
nanoplates adding (d) 2×, (e) 3×, and (f) 5× seeds and I−, respectively. (h) HRTEM of the gold nanoplates adding 5× seeds and I−. (i) TEM
image of the gold nanostructures obtained without adding any I−. The red arrows point to several stacking faults.

Figure 4. Schematic of grown, deposited, and redispersed gold nanoplates. A hollow arrow represents a repulsion force unit caused by
electrostatic repulsion. More hollow arrows around the nanoplates means more repulsion force which mainly depends on the positive charge
of the CTA+ bilayer subtracting the negative charge of anions binding to the nanoplates.
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Figure 5. Schematic of the size-control process. The number of free gold atoms is a constant. If there are more seeds in the reaction solution,
the number of gold atoms adding to each seed decreases. As a result, smaller gold nanoplates are produced.

Figure 6. (a) UV–vis–NIR spectra of the gold nanostructures adding 1 × I−, with (1) 1×, (2) 2×, (3) 3× seeds, respectively. (b) UV–vis–NIR
spectra of the gold nanostructures adding 2× seeds, with (1) 2×, (2) 10×, (3) 20 × I−, respectively.

Figure 7. (a) UV–vis–NIR spectra of the gold nanostructures purified from CTABr and allowed to sit for (1) 0 min, (2) 30 min, (3) 6 h, and
(4) 72 h, respectively. TEM images of the gold nanostructures obtained after sitting for (b) 6 h, and (c) 72 h, respectively.

shifted to ∼800 nm. As time went on, the absorption peak
continued blue shifting. 72 h later, the absorption peak further
blue shifted to ∼600 nm with decrease of monodispersity
(figure 7(a)). We can also observe the change of shape in
the TEM images (figures 7(b) and (c)). The shape turns to
disk-like nanoplates and then large spherical structures which

are more stable in thermodynamics. Furthermore, we have
worked out effective storage methods for the gold nanoplates
as follows. Briefly, the grown and deposited gold nanoplates
can be kept as precipitates without pouring out the supernate
for weeks. When the precipitation was redispersed, the
gold nanoplate suspension can be stored stably for months
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in a 5 mM CTABr aqueous solution. Moreover, a suitable
coating such as polyelectrolyte will allow the well-stored gold
nanoplates to have versatile uses if necessary.

4. Conclusion

In summary, we have demonstrated a facile while flexible
strategy to obtain colloidal gold nanoplates, and successfully
adjust their edge lengths consecutively from 140 to 30 nm
to better fit potential applications. Moreover, we achieved
their high-purity colloidal solution by taking advantage of the
interface-dependent electrostatic aggregation effects. Also, we
investigated the possible mechanism of crystal growth and
size-control of these gold nanoplates and developed effective
storage methods. Although the monodispersity of the smaller
gold nanoplates obtained by this method was a little decreased,
it is believed that properly adjusting the amount of reactants
will lead to better results in the future. In addition, these
high-purity colloidal gold nanoplates, with a large flat surface
and strong near-infrared absorption, enable them to be a
class of suitable nano-platforms for cancer hyperthermia, drug
delivery, and controlled release.
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