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Abstract

We examined the reduction of different size hematite (a-Fe2O3) nanoparticles (average diameter of 11, 12, 30, 43, and
99 nm) by the dissimilatory iron reducing bacteria (DIRB), Shewanella oneidensis MR-1, to determine how S. oneidensis

MR-1 may utilize these environmentally relevant solid-phase electron acceptors. The surface-area-normalized-bacterial
Fe(III) reduction rate for the larger nanoparticles (99 nm) was one order of magnitude higher than the rate observed for
the smallest nanoparticles (11 nm). The Fe(III) reduction rates for the 12, 30, and 43 nm nanoparticles fell between these
two extremes. Whole-cell TEM images showed that the mode of Fe2O3 nanoparticle attachment to bacterial cells was different
for the aggregated, pseudo-hexagonal/irregular and platey 11, 12, and 99 nm nanoparticles compared to the non-aggregated
30 and 43 nm rhombohedral nanoparticles. Due to differences in aggregation, the 11, 12, and 99 nm nanoparticles exhibited
less cell contact and less cell coverage than did the 30 and 43 nm nanoparticles. We hypothesize that S. oneidensis MR-1
employs both indirect and direct mechanisms of electron transfer to Fe(III)-oxide nanoparticles and that the bioreduction
mechanisms employed and Fe(III) reduction rates depend on the nanoparticles’ aggregation state, size, shape and exposed
crystal faces.
� 2008 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. INTRODUCTION

Dissimilatory iron reduction (DIR) is widely observed in
natural systems, and has received a great deal of attention
in recent years due to the fact that as dissimilatory iron
reducing bacteria (DIRB) transform Fe(III) to Fe(II) at
the surface of an iron oxide particle, they also affect the
mineral’s surface reactivity. In doing so, the mineral’s abil-
ity to adsorb or release metals, nutrients, and organic mol-
0016-7037/$ - see front matter � 2008 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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ecules is altered, which can thereby have a dramatic impact
on environmental quality (Cummings et al., 1999; Zachara
et al., 2001; Bonneville et al., 2004; Yan et al., 2008).

Despite all the research on DIR, there are rarely studies
that systematically examine the reduction of Fe(III) nano-
particles to determine the affect that particle size and shape
have on reduction rate (Yan et al., 2008). Various workers,
especially in the fields of physics and chemistry, have dem-
onstrated the novel properties that nanoparticles have, but
very few studies have been conducted to systematically
examine and quantify the size-dependent property changes
of biogeochemical reactions in an environmentally relevant
context. The small size and large surface area of mineral
nanoparticles, coupled with observed changes in physical
and chemical properties associated with size variability,
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have prompted workers to hypothesize that size-dependent-
changes should also be observed in geochemical and even
biogeochemical reactions (Madden and Hochella, 2005;
Sparks, 2005; Madden et al., 2006).

In the present study, we examined the reduction of differ-
ent size hematite (a-Fe2O3) nanoparticles by the DIRB
Shewanella oneidensis MR-1, to determine how DIRB may
utilize these environmentally relevant solid-phase electron
acceptors. Nanoparticles used in our experiments had an
average largest dimension of 11, 12, 30, 43, and 99 nm, each
having one of two distinct hematite morphologies, that is,
pseudo-hexagonal/irregular or rhombohedral. Hematite
was selected because it is the least soluble of all iron (hydr)o-
xides at circumneutral pH (Baes and Mesmer, 1976; Cornell
and Schwertmann, 1996) and is among the most prevalent,
crystalline and thermodynamically stable iron (hydr)oxides
in relatively young environments (Hansel et al., 2004) where
poorly ordered phases might have been preferentially re-
duced by DIRB (Lovley and Phillips, 1986; Phillips et al.,
1993), making hematite one of the dominant substrates for
DIR and potentially a major player in controlling Fe(II)-
associated geochemical cycles (Hansel et al., 2004).

Shewanella oneidensis MR-1 was selected in our study
because it is a DIRB that is well known for its abilities to
use a wide range of terminal electron acceptors including
O2, fumarate, trimethylamine, dimethyl sulfoxide, nitrate,
nitrite, sulfite, thiosulfate, elemental sulfur, Fe(III), Mn(IV,
III), Cr(VI), and U(VI) (Heidelberg et al., 2002). Because of
its metabolic versatility, as well as its ability to affect the re-
dox state of metals, S. oneidensis MR-1 has been studied for
its potential use in the bioremediation of sites contaminated
with heavy metals and metalloids (e.g. Heidelberg et al.,
2002; Marshall et al., 2006).

A number of hypotheses have been proposed to explain
the mechanism by which DIRB, such as S. oneidensis MR-
1, reduce solid-phase Fe(III) under anaerobic growth condi-
tions (Urrutia et al., 1998; Zachara et al., 1998; Lovley
et al., 1999; Newman and Kolter, 2000; Beliaev et al.,
2001; Lower et al., 2001, 2005, 2007; Myers and Myers,
2001; Royer et al., 2002b; Rosso et al., 2003; Reguera
et al., 2005; Gorby et al., 2006; Kerisit and Rosso, 2006;
Mehta et al., 2006; Shi et al., 2006; Marsili et al., 2008;
von Canstein et al., 2008). Several of these studies show that
direct contact between bacteria and metal oxide is required
for electron transfer to occur (e.g., via outer-membrane
cytochromes or nanowires), while others show that the bac-
teria synthesize electron shuttles (e.g., quinones, riboflavin,
riboflavin-50-phosphate, and flavin mono nucleotide) that
mediate the terminal reduction of Fe(III). As the number
and diversity of these hypotheses suggest, the mechanism
of DIR is still not completely understood and perhaps this
process may prove to be controlled through a combination
of the various mechanisms described so far.

2. MATERIALS AND EXPERIMENTAL METHODS

2.1. Hematite nanoparticle synthesis

All solutions were prepared using ACS grade chemicals
and were obtained from Fisher Scientific (Fair Lawn, New
Jersey). Distilled, deionized water (DDW) with a resistivity
of 18 MX cm (Millipore Corp., Milford, Massachusetts)
was used for all experiments. Bottles and glassware were
soaked in 0.1 N oxalic acid and rinsed with distilled water,
followed by DDW.

The 11 and 12 nm nanoparticles used in this study were
synthesized according to Madden and Hochella (2005) in
two different batches using the forced hydrolysis of acid
Fe(III) salt solutions (Schwertmann and Cornell, 2000).
Briefly, 60 mL of 1.0 M ferric nitrate solution was slowly
dripped into 750 mL of boiling DDW. After the ferric ni-
trate solution was consumed, the resulting nanoparticle
solution was removed from heat and the synthesis suspen-
sion cooled overnight to room temperature. The nanoparti-
cle solution was then dialyzed in high-grade cellulose
membranes (Cellulose Sep. H1, 6000–8000 molecular
weight cutoff) against DDW until the conductivity of the
dialysis water reached that of pure DDW (i.e., 18 MX cm).

The 30 and 43 nm nanoparticles were synthesized fol-
lowing Madden and Hochella (2005), by bringing an Erlen-
meyer flask containing 500 mL of 0.002 M HCl to a boil on
a hot plate. Next, 4.04 g of Fe(NO3)3�9H2O was added and
the flask was vigorously shaken. Immediately, the flask was
returned to the heat and held at a very mild boil for 7 days,
periodically replacing evaporated water with DDW. The
nanoparticle solution was removed from heat and the syn-
thesis suspension was cooled overnight at room tempera-
ture. The nanoparticle solution was then dialyzed against
DDW as described above.

The synthetic nanoparticle suspensions were then
poured into HDPE bottles for storage. Part of the dialyzed
suspension was subsequently transferred to 50 mL centri-
fuge tubes and frozen overnight at �20 �C. The frozen sam-
ples were then freeze-dried in a Labconco FreeZone 4.5 L
benchtop freeze dry system (Labconco Corp. Kansas City,
Missouri) prior to characterization (Xiong et al., 2006) and
preserved in 50 ml sterile polypropylene centrifuge tubes.

The largest hematite nanoparticles used in this study
(i.e., 99 nm) were obtained from Fisher Scientific and used
as received after characterization (described below).

2.2. Hematite nanoparticle characterization

Mineralogical characterization was carried out by pow-
der X-ray diffraction (XRD) on a Philips X’Pert MPD sys-
tem with a Cu anode operating at a wavelength of 1.5406 Å
(CuKa1) as the radiation source. Specimens were prepared
by grinding the samples with a mortar and pestle to a fine
powder and then placed on off-axis quartz plates (18 mm
dia. � 0.5 mm DP cavity). Diffraction patterns were re-
corded with a proportional counter detector over a 10–
60� two theta scan range at a rate of 0.025�/s. The Interna-
tional Center for Diffraction Data (ICDD, Newtown
Square, Pennsylvania) Powder Diffraction File database
on CD-ROM (ICD PDF-2, 2004 release) was used as the
reference source.

Particle morphology, size distribution, and electron dif-
fraction patterns were obtained by transmission electron
microscopy (TEM). Specimens were prepared by placing
a drop of nanohematite suspension onto a 200 mesh form-
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var-coated copper grid (stabilized with evaporated carbon
film) and allowing the DDW to evaporate. Specimens were
observed in a Phillips EM 420T Scanning Transmission
Electron Microscope operated in bright field mode at
100 KV. The image negatives and diffraction patterns were
scanned for subsequent image analysis. Size distribution
and morphology was estimated from TEM negatives on a
lightbox with a 10� magnifier and measuring scale by
observing approximately 100 distinguishable particles
(Schwertmann, 2003) starting from the top left corner and
moving systematically from top to bottom across the
image.

The geometric SA calculated from TEM negatives for
aggregated particles tend to overestimate the specific SA
as mentioned by Madden and Hochella (2005) and hence
Brunauer-Emmett-Teller (BET) surface area was used for
rate calculations. Freeze dried samples were used for these
measurements. Changing the degassing temperature within
a certain range does not affect the SABET of these nanopar-
ticles as previously observed by Madden and Hochella
(2005); hence the degassing temperature was chosen so that
it fell within this range used in our previous study. The
freeze-dried powder was degassed overnight at 100 �C fol-
lowed by a 6-point BET isotherm in a Quantachrome Nova
1000 N2 Adsorption Analyzer (results shown in Table 1).

In an effort to expose roughly equivalent amounts of
hematite surface area to the bacteria during dissimilatory
Fe(III) reduction, the concentrations of the hematite nano-
particles in each experiment were adjusted depending upon
the nanoparticle and cell size and shape. Bacterial surface
area was estimated using two-dimensional measurements
from TEM negatives. The surface area of a single S. oneid-

ensis MR-1 bacterium was estimated to be 2.5 lm2 based on
the average diameter (0.45 lm) and length (1.8 lm) of in-
tact bacterial cells. Using a uniform monolayer hematite
nanoparticle cell coverage as a hematite concentration ref-
erence point, and taking into account the different nanohe-
matite morphologies (i.e., the 11, 12, 99 nm nanoparticles
are hexagonal platelets and the 30, 43 nm nanoparticles
are rhombohedrons), for a cell density of 2 � 108 cells/mL
(OD600nm = 0.24), we assigned final hematite concentra-
tions of 1.27, 1.97, 3.80, 3.95, and 13.5 mM for the 11,
12, 30, 43, and 99 nm nanoparticles, respectively, for each
of the bioreduction assays. This rough adjustment allowed
each experiment, no matter what the nanoparticle/cell spa-
Table 1
Comparison of hematite nanoparticle surface area (SA, all mea-
sured with BET) from this study and existing literature values.

Size (nm) SA (m2 g�1) Reference

11.0 109.0 Liger et al. (1999)
11.0 96.0 This study
12.0 100.4 Liu et al. (1999)
12.0 61.9 This study
36.7 39.0 Madden and Hochella (2005)
30.0 30.9 This study
43.0 32.0 This study
88.0 9.1 Madden et al. (2006)
99.0 9.0 This study
tial relationship, to have roughly similar cell to nanoparticle
surface area rations. Even with this adjustment, the Fe(III)
bioreduction rates were still normalized to the total hema-
tite surface area available in each experiment (see below).

2.3. Bacteria culture conditions

Bacteria were cultured using a continuous culture system
where pH, temperature, and dissolved oxygen (DO) were
controlled. A continuous culture system is a flow-through
system having constant volume, differing from standard
batch culture systems because fresh medium is constantly
supplied to the bacterial population at a rate which limits
bacterial growth, while the flow of the medium removes
dead cells and waste. At equilibrium or steady state condi-
tions, this system maintains the bacterial population at a
constant density (OD600nm), keeps nutrient concentrations
constant, and maintains constant conditions of pH, DO,
and temperature thereby better simulating bacterial growth
as it occurs in natural environments (Glasauer et al., 2003;
Gorby et al., 2006).

Chemicals used to prepare the growth media were pur-
chased from Sigma Chemical Co. (St. Louis, Missouri) un-
less otherwise noted. Shewanella oneidensis MR-1 cells (wild
type strain) were cultured to a steady state in a continuous
flow reactor (4.0 L BIOFLO 110, New Brunswick Scien-
tific) operating in chemostat mode with a dilution rate of
0.006 h�1 and a liquid volume of 3.0 L. Growth media con-
tained the following: 18 mM sodium lactate, 3 mM PIPES
buffer (1,4-piperazinediethanesulfonic acid), 28 mM ammo-
nium chloride, 4.35 mM NaH2PO4, 100 mM ferric nitrilo-
triacetic acid, 3 mM MgCl2, and 0.001 mM sodium
selenate (Roden, 2003; Kukkadapu et al., 2005). Vitamins,
minerals, and amino acids were provided from stock solu-
tions as described by Kieft et al. (1999). The chemostat
was supplied with excess electron acceptor (O2 > 2% of
air saturation) and agitation was maintained at 400 rpm.
The pH was continuously monitored and maintained at
7.0 by using 2.0 M HCl and the temperature was held at
30 �C. O2 served as sole terminal electron acceptor and
was delivered to reactors as compressed air at a constant
delivery rate of 4 L min�1. Dissolved oxygen tension
(DOT) was monitored using a polarographic O2 probe
and was maintained at a desired value by using a control
loop and switching valves, which automatically adjusted
the air-N2 ratio of an influent gas stream (Gorby et al.,
2006). The OD600nm of the culture within the chemostat
was maintained at 0.35 (�4.6 � 108 cells/mL) until the cells
were harvested for use in nanohematite reduction assays.
2.4. Hematite nanoparticle Fe(III) reduction assays

Bacteria were harvested from the chemostat, placed into
assay tubes, and purged with N2 gas for approximately
10 min. Reduction reactions were initiated by adding the
cells to serum bottles with 1.30 mL of a previously soni-
cated and extensively stirred nanoparticle suspension, so-
dium lactate (final conc. of 10 mM) as electron donor and
PIPES buffer (final conc. of 17 mM, pH 7.0) under N2

gas, so that the final cell density was 2 � 108 cells/mL and
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the final assay volume was 3 mL. Lactate was selected as
the carbon source for our experiments because, among car-
bon sources that S. oneidensis MR-1 can utilize for energy,
growth of these bacteria are fastest under anaerobic condi-
tions using lactate. In addition to maintaining a pH of 7.0,
we also used PIPES buffer to maintain constant hydrogen
ion activity in our reduction assays. No other vitamins or
trace elements were added to the assay medium. The assay
medium was purged with O2-free N2 gas, sealed with thick
butyl rubber stoppers, and then assay tubes were vertically
incubated in the dark at 30 �C for time periods up to 6 h
with slow gyratory shaking (i.e., 25 rpm). All experiments
were run in triplicate.

At specific time-points (e.g., 2, 4 and 6 h) triplicate tubes
were removed from the incubator and transferred to an
anaerobic glove box (Ar:H = 95:5). The butyl rubber stop-
pers were removed from the assay tubes and 1.0 mL of 2 N
HCl was added to the assay medium to obtain a final con-
centration of 0.5 N HCl (Fredrickson et al., 1998; Zachara
et al., 1998). The extracts were left to equilibrate overnight
in order to completely solubilize biogenic, ferrous organic
complexes, as well as Fe(II) sorbed to the nanohematite
and the bacteria (Fredrickson et al., 1998; Zachara et al.,
1998). The next day, suspensions were filtered through a
0.2 lm polycarbonate filter to remove aggregates and
0.1 ml of the filtrate was added to 1 ml ferrozine (3-(2-pyr-
idyl)-5,6-diphenyl-1,2,4-triazine-p,P0-disulfonic acid) (Flu-
ka, Buchs, Switzerland) prepared (1 g/L) in 50 mM Hepes
(N-2-hydroxyethylpiperazine-N0-2-ethanesulfonic acid) buf-
fer at pH 7. Total ferrous concentration was spectrophoto-
metrically determined by measuring the absorbance of the
ferrozine-Fe(II) complex [Fe(Fz)3]2+ at 562 nm after 5 min
of color development (Stookey, 1970; Carter, 1971; Gibbs,
1976; Thompsen and Mottola, 1984; Lovley and Phillips,
1987; Pehkonen, 1995; Zachara et al., 1998; Royer et al.,
2002a; Bonneville et al., 2006). Standards of ferrous iron
for the ferrozine assay were prepared with ferrous ethylene
diammonium sulfate tetrahydrate (Fluka, Buchs, Switzer-
land) dissolved in 0.5 N HCl (Lee et al., 2007). The possible
reduction by ferrozine of any Fe(III) (Pullin and Cabaniss,
2001; Pullin et al., 2004) from hematite or biogenic nano-
particles that might have passed through the filter is pre-
vented by using Hepes buffer (pH 7). Duplicate cell-free
blanks were also tested as controls at the last time-point
(i.e., 6 h) to examine the extent of final abiotic Fe2+ in solu-
tion. The control assays contained 1.3 mL sterile anaerobic
PIPES buffer (final conc. 30 mM, pH 7) in place of the bac-
terial cells (Zachara et al., 1998).

2.5. TEM of bacteria-nanoparticle associations

In an anaerobic chamber, whole-mount samples were
prepared for TEM analysis from bacteria-nanoparticle as-
says just prior to terminating Fe(III) reduction assays
(i.e., prior to adding 2 N HCl to the assay medium). A drop
of the mineral nanoparticle-bacteria suspension was applied
directly onto a 200 mesh copper grid coated with carbon-
sputtered formvar support film and the grids were allowed
to dry anaerobically, before being placed into an airtight
mason jar in the anaerobic chamber. The samples were then
removed from the anaerobic chamber and imaged using a
Phillips EM 420T Scanning Transmission Electron Micro-
scope operating in bright field mode at 100 KV and
equipped with a SIA CCD camera. The samples were
briefly exposed to the atmosphere before being inserted into
the microscope. Images were collected and analyzed digi-
tally with MaxImDL.

2.6. Determination of initial Fe(III) bioreduction rates

Initial rates of bacterial Fe(III) reduction (i.e., the rate at
the early stages of anaerobic metabolism following the on-
set of anoxic conditions) were measured in this study in or-
der to assure constant biological conditions and minimize
the extent of aqueous chemical reactions that might also oc-
cur (Roden, 2004). Furthermore, a complicating factor on
the long-term extent of bacterial Fe(III) reduction is the
accumulation of Fe(II) on the oxide and the DIRB surfaces
(Roden and Urrutia, 1999, 2002; Urrutia et al., 1999; Royer
et al., 2002b), although, as explained above, the host solu-
tions were acidified to solubilize this complexed Fe(II).
Nevertheless, we felt that the most reliable assessment of
the impact of particle size and shape on bacterial reduction
rates could be made during the initial stages of Fe(III)
reduction.

Eq. (1) shows a 1:1 molar ratio of lactate to acetate, and
a 1:2 molar ration of Fe2O3 to Fe2+. The expected half reac-
tions and the overall reaction of lactate oxidation to ace-
tate, coupled to the reduction of hematite is as follows
(Zachara et al., 1998):

2Fe2O3ðsÞ þ CH3CHOHCOO�ðaqÞ þ 7HþðaqÞ
! 4Fe2þðaqÞ þ CH3COO�ðaqÞ þHCO�3 þ 4H2O ð1Þ

The reduction reaction is:

Fe2O3ðsÞ þ 6HþðaqÞ þ 2e� ! 2Fe2þðaqÞ þ 3H2O ð2Þ

The oxidation reaction is:

CH3CHOHCOO�ðaqÞ þ 2H2O

! CH3COO�ðaqÞ þHCO�3 þ 5HþðaqÞ þ 4e� ð3Þ

The reaction is far from equilibrium and hence irrevers-
ible, so the rate of production of the ferrous ion is used as
an indirect measurement of the rate of reaction. As the
reaction is first order with respect to [SAHematite], at least
in the initial stages of the reaction the rate of ferrous pro-
duction should exhibit a linear trend with reaction time.
Therefore, quantitative comparisons of apparent initial
reduction rates (r0) between particles of different sizes can
be computed by fitting linear regression lines (Eq. (4)) to
the total 0.5 N HCl extractable Fe(II) versus time (Rimstidt
and Newcomb, 1993; Roden, 2003, 2004; Anschutz and
Penn, 2005). According to the initial rate method described
by Rimstidt and Newcomb (1993), the concentration of fer-
rous iron versus time for each bioreduction experiment was
fit to the linear function:

½Fe2þ� ¼ a1 þ b1t ð4Þ

where a1 and b1 give the line’s y-intercept and slope, respec-
tively, and t is time (Madden and Hochella, 2005). These
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regression line fits produced coefficient of determination
(r2) values of P0.9 for all experiments, very tight 95% con-
fidence intervals and random residuals. All replicates were
treated as independent data points.

The derivative of Eq. (4) equals d[Fe2+]/dt, which also
equals b1 (i.e., the slope of the line). Thus the value of b1

gives the initial rate of the reaction, r0, at t = 0. The coeffi-
cient a1 gives the initial concentration of Fe2+ (Madden and
Hochella, 2005). The initial reaction rate r0 is the rate ob-
tained for a particular surface area of solid used in the
experiment. In order to make Fe(III) reduction rates com-
parable between the different nanoparticles examined here,
the initial reaction rate r0 for each experiment was con-
verted to a normalized rate, rNOR, which was derived by
dividing r0 by the total nanohematite surface area of an
experiment. However, as discussed previously, for our as-
says the surface area of the bacterial cells were kept con-
stant, and the surface area of the nanohematite was
roughly constant. Thus, the only variables in our experi-
ments were nanohematite total surface area, particle size
and shape. Hence, surface-area-normalized Fe(III) reduc-
tion rates could be determined for each size hematite nano-
particle and compared between experiments once the
reduction rate was normalized to the measured surface area
of the nanohematite. All curve-fitting and statistical analy-
sis was carried out on a Windows platform using the pro-
gram JMP IN v.5.1.2 distributed by SAS Institute, Inc.
(Cary, North Carolina).

3. RESULTS

3.1. Hematite nanoparticle synthesis and characterization

The X-ray diffraction powder patterns (Fig. 1) for all
nanoparticles reveal that the samples are pure hematite
with characteristic reflections that match the hematite ref-
erence PDF number 33-0664 from JCPDS-ICDD Powder
Diffraction File (PDF-2, 2004 Release). The XRD Bragg
peaks of the smaller particles exhibit peak broadening as
expected for nanoparticles. The TEM micrographs
(Fig. 2) and previous contact mode AFM studies (data
not shown) show that the smallest nanoparticles (11 and
12 nm) are pseudo-hexagonal platelets (Fig. 2a and b),
the 30 and 43 nm nanoparticles are mostly rhombic with
some particles showing intergrowths (Fig. 2c and d), and
the largest nanoparticles (99 nm) have pseudo-hexagonal
to mostly irregular, platey morphologies (Fig. 2e). Particle
size distributions were fit to normal distribution curves in
JMP IN 5.1.2 and assigned mean particle sizes
(mean ± SD) of 11 ± 2, 12 ± 2, 30 ± 4, 43 ± 8 nm, and
99 ± 22 nm (Fig. 3). To determine whether the mean
values for the different particle sizes used in the study were
statistically different from each other, a one way analysis
of variance test (ANOVA), followed by an all pairs Tu-
key-Kramer HSD test (Sall et al., 2005) was performed.
These results showed that the particle sizes used in our
experiments are statically different from each other except
the 11 and the 12 nm particles, which were produced in
different batches using the same method and are hence de-
noted separately. Particle surface areas, as measured by
BET surface area analysis, are shown in Table 1 for each
batch of nanoparticles.

3.2. Bacterium-mineral associations as determined by TEM

analysis

Fig. 4 shows the spatial relationship observed between
bacterium and nanohematite in our experiments. The
images presented here are considered representative of the
entire sample because the same observations were seen for
multiple samples. These images show the mode of adhesion,
or attachment, is noticeably different between the 11, 12,
99 nm particles (Fig. 4a, b, and e, respectively) versus the
30, 43 nm nanoparticles (Fig. 4c and d, respectively). The
11, 12, and 99 nm particles are aggregated and exhibit con-
siderably less direct contact with the bacteria than do the 30
and 43 nm particles which show little aggregation and coat
the cell surfaces with comparatively uniform coverage.

Glasauer et al. (2001), in a study of bacteria–iron oxide
interaction, showed that at low mineral to cell ratios, �90%
of the hematite was attached to S. putrefaciens CN32 cells
within the first 10 min and less than 10% of the hematite
was recoverable in filtrates after 24 h, irrespective of the
medium pH. This observation prompted them to propose
that Fe(III) reduction was due to strong binding between
the mineral colloids and the cells. In this same study,
TEM analysis also showed that only short exposures were
needed to obtain substantial binding between the nanopar-
ticles and cells. In our experiments the first sampling point
occurred at 2 h, which is well beyond the time period re-
quired for irreversible cell-mineral adhesion as described
by Glasauer et al. (2001).

3.3. Initial Fe(III) reduction rates

Considering the mM concentrations of nanohematite in
each experiment in this study (see Section 2.2), one can cal-
culate the amount of Fe(III) available for reduction consid-
ering that there are two moles of Fe(III) per mole of
hematite (Eq. (1)). For the 11, 12, 30, 43, and 99 nm parti-
cles, this results in 2.54, 3.94, 7.6, 7.9, and 27 mM available
Fe(III), respectively. Considering that our reduction assays
contained 10 mM lactate and assuming a 1:4 stoichiometry
between lactate and Fe(III) consumption (from Eq. (1)), the
electron donor (i.e., lactate) was in great excess. In addition,
considering the amount of Fe2+ produced in each experi-
ment after 6 h (Fig. 5), and using the total Fe(III) available,
only 0.06%, 0.07%, 0.01%, 0.01%, and 0.004% of the Fe(III)
was reduced for the 11, 12, 30, 43, and 99 nm particles,
respectively. This was also observed by Bonneville et al.
(2006), in the initial stages of Fe(III) bioreduction; there-
fore, the amount of reduced Fe(III) is negligible when com-
pared to the total amount of Fe(III) initially present.

We observed significant amounts of total Fe2+ within
2 h of initiation of Fe(III) reduction (Fig. 5). This can be
seen for all particle sizes from the fact that the t = 2, 4,
and 6 h Fe(II) levels were considerably higher than the
Fe(II) concentrations of the negative controls at t = 6. This
implies that the assays reached Fe(III) reducing conditions
very quickly, and that the bacteria used up any remaining



Fig. 1. XRD patterns for (a) 99 nm, (b) 43 nm, (c) 30 nm, (d) 12 nm, (e) and 11 nm (average particle size) hematite nanoparticles. The patterns
were matched with the reference pattern of hematite (PDF No. 33-0664, from ICD PDF-2, 2004 release), shown at the bottom.
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trace amounts of O2 or other organic electron acceptors
that might have been present in the culture media prior to
reducing Fe(III).

If we compare the initial amount of Fe2+ at time zero to
the amount of Fe2+ produced by the corresponding control
after 6 h (Fig. 5), it is apparent that both biotic and abiotic
experiments had some initial amount of Fe2+ prior to the
start of each 6 h experiment. Among the biotic experiments,
it also appears that the Fe2+ concentration of two of the
five experimental sets (11 and 12 nm hematites) had more
starting Fe2+ then the other three (34, 43, and 99 nm hema-
tites). Although this excess Fe2+ is expected to be at least
partially sorbed to the active hematite and cell membrane
sites, it is interesting to note that the unnormalized reduc-
tion rates are highest for the experiments with the highest
starting Fe2+ concentrations, and after hematite surface
area normalization, these two rates bracket rates from
experiments with lower starting Fe2+ concentrations (see
Section 3.4). Therefore, we see no systematic effects of the
small initial Fe2+ concentrations on these experiments.

The Fe(III) reduction rate data (Fig. 5) shows that total
Fe2+ increased with time for each of the nanohematite par-
ticles tested. The percent increase of total Fe2+, derived
from dividing the total Fe2+ at t = 6 h by the Fe2+ concen-
tration of the respective controls at t = 6 h, shows that the
11, 12, 30, 43, and 99 nm particles had 254%, 378%, 478%,
400%, and 434% increases in total Fe2+ production with re-
spect to the controls. The linear regression fits yield coeffi-
cient of determination (r2) values of P0.9 for all
experiments, very tight 95% confidence intervals and ran-
dom residuals indicating that the linear regression gave very
good rate estimations (Sall et al., 2005).



Fig. 2. TEM negatives of hematite nanoparticles with (a) 11 nm, (b) 12 nm, (c) 30 nm, (d) 43 nm, and (e) 99 nm average particle sizes. Scale
bars in (a) 130 nm, (b) and (c) 80 nm, (d) 55 nm, and (e) 370 nm. The bright field TEM negatives were scanned, their tonal range was adjusted,
and then they were subjected to high pass band filtering to better show the edges. Shaded boxes in (a) and (b) show areas where the pseudo-
hexagonal shape can be better seen. Arrows in (c) and (d) show rhombohedral shapes and in (e) show pseudo-hexagonal to more irregular
platey particles.
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3.4. BETSA normalized Fe(III) reduction rates

The apparent Fe(III) reduction rates, obtained from
our linear regression lines (Fig. 5) were surface-area nor-
malized (BETSA) so that we could compare Fe(III) reduc-
tion rates obtained for the different nanoparticle sizes
(Fig. 6). The surface-area-normalized Fe(III) reduction
rates for the 11, 12, 30, and 43 nm particles group to-
gether at lower values, while the rate obtained for the
99 nm nanoparticles was considerably higher. Further-



Fig. 3. Size distribution histograms generated from TEM micrographs (n = 25–90), and corresponding normal fit to data, compared at the
same scale. Size distribution histograms give mean ± SD as reported in the text.
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more, the surface-area-normalized rates for all small- to
medium-sized nanoparticles (11, 12, 30, and 43 nm) fall
within the same range irrespective of morphology. Our re-
sults also show that surface-area-normalized rates of



Fig. 4. TEM micrographs of whole-mount samples of S. oneidensis MR-1 incubated for 6 h with (a) 11 nm, (b) 12 nm, (c) 30 nm, (d) 43 nm,
and (e) 99 nm hematite nanoparticles (cell density = 2 � 108 cells/mL, pH 7). Note that the 11, 12, and 99 nm particles show similar
aggregation behavior, while the 30 and 43 nm particles exhibit much less aggregation and relatively uniform cell coverage.
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Fe(III) reduction are fastest (by as much as 1 order of
magnitude) in experiments using 99 nm hematite nanopar-
ticles versus 11 nm nanoparticles (Fig. 6), both of which
exhibit similar modes of cellular attachment. The sur-
face-area-normalized Fe(III) reduction rates observed for
the 12 nm particles are greater than the 11 nm particles
and fall between the values obtained for the 11 nm and
the 99 nm nanoparticles. Although the 30 and 43 nm
nanoparticles have different morphology and modes of
cell attachment than do the 11 and 12 nm nanoparticles
(Fig. 4), the rates of Fe(III) reduction for these nanopar-
ticles occur within the same range as the 11 and the
12 nm particles (Fig. 6). The rates are lower compared
to previous studies and the differences might be due to
various reasons as discussed in Section 4.
4. DISCUSSION

Previous work suggests that Shewanella changes its
mode of electron transfer from a direct to indirect mecha-
nism depending upon nutrients contained within the growth
medium (Lies et al., 2005). Our study suggests a similar
explanation framework in that nanohematite morphology,
particle size, and/or degree of aggregation seem to influence
the mechanism that S. oneidensis MR-1 utilizes to access
and reduce Fe(III) sites on nanohematite surfaces.

Comparison of the surface-area-normalized Fe(III)
reduction rates (Fig. 6) shows that nanoparticles of different
sizes and shapes but exhibiting similar modes of cell attach-
ment (i.e., the 11, 12, and 99 nm particles; Fig. 4a, b, and e)
are reduced at rates different by as much as one order of



Fig. 5. Comparison of Fe(III) reduction rates for different sized nanoparticles using the method of initial rates. Shown is the 0.5 N HCl
extractable [Fe2+]total in mM versus elapsed time (given in hours), showing first order rates of Fe(II) production from 2 to 6 h. All experiments
contained 17 mM PIPES (pH 7.0) and 10 mM lactate. The controls contained 30 mM PIPES (pH 7.0) instead of bacterial cells and 10 mM
lactate. The solid lines represent linear regression analysis of the data and the dashed lines represent the 95% confidence intervals. Equations
and coeffecients of regression (r2) values determined from linear regression analysis are given for each size fraction of hematite nanoparticle
assayed. Each time-point has n = 3–6 measurements for each particle size. The cell-free controls were measured in duplicate and are shown at
the right hand bottom corner.

Fig. 6. Initial Fe(III) reduction rates given by linear least squares regression analysis of total Fe(II) versus time. SABET normalized Fe(III)
reduction rates (mM g/m2 Hr) is plotted versus time (h). Data presented is for triplicate 3 mL cultures, for each nanoparticle size, at each time-
point. Surface-area-normalized Fe(III) reduction rates were derived by dividing the initial Fe(III) reduction rates by the corresponding SABET.
X-error bars = 1 standard deviation of the particle size analysis, Y-error bars = SA normalized std. error of the slopes of linear regression fit
to total Fe(II) versus time data. Error bars not visible are smaller than symbols.
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magnitude. For these nanohematite particles we observed a
general trend that surface-area-normalized Fe(III) reduc-
tion rates increased with increasing particle size (i.e., the
reduction rates for the 99 nm nanohematite >> 12 nm
nanohematite > 11 nm nanohematite). Conversely, com-
parison of the surface-area-normalized Fe(III) reduction
rates for nanoparticles exhibiting vastly different modes of
cellular attachment (i.e., the 11 and 12 nm particles versus
the 30 and 43 nm particles; Fig. 4) shows that the reduction
rates of these nanoparticles are relatively similar. These re-
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sults, coupled with the percent of Fe3+ reduced, the percent
increase in Fe2+, and the TEM micrographs showing that
the 11, 12, and 99 nm hematite particles (Fig. 4a, b, and
e) attach to the cells differently than the 30 and 43 nm par-
ticles (Fig. 4c and d), suggest the possibility that S. oneiden-

sis MR-1 uses more than one mechanism to respire Fe(III)-
oxide nanoparticles.

Previous studies have shown that indirect electron shut-
tling mechanisms of DIR are a more efficient means for
DIRB to reduce crystalline Fe(III) (e.g., hematite) com-
pared to mechanisms that employ direct contact between
the bacteria and Fe(III)-oxide (Lovley et al., 1998; Zachara
et al., 1998; Royer et al., 2002b). These studies show that
electron shuttles may accelerate bacterial reduction of crys-
talline Fe(III)-oxides because they permit transfer of elec-
trons to iron oxides that are not readily reduced due to,
for example, aggregated states where small pore spaces
are not accessible to DIRB. Our study suggests that S.

oneidensis MR-1 may be utilizing, at least in part, a direct
contact mechanism to reduce the dispersed 30 and 43 nm
Fe2O3 nanoparticles, and primarily an indirect shuttling
mechanism of bacteria-to-Fe2O3 electron transfer to respire
the aggregated 11, 12, and 99 nm particles.

4.1. Factors influencing the bioreduction of hematite

nanoparticles

In the experiments presented here, culture conditions,
bacterial cell density, ionic strength, and basic mineralogy
were kept constant for all nanoparticle sizes assayed, and
the nanohematite surface areas available were similar for
each experiment. However, differences in nanoparticle mor-
phology, size, solubility, and aggregation state, and Fe(II)
adsorption to both mineral and cell surfaces, could all
potentially effect Fe(III) reduction rates (Roden and Za-
chara, 1996; Zachara et al., 1998; Glasauer et al., 2001;
Neal et al., 2003, 2005; Roden, 2003; Rosso et al., 2003;
Bonneville et al., 2004; Yan et al., 2008).

The pzc for hematite nanoparticles suggest that they
may be unstable against aggregation at pH � 7 (i.e., pH
of the growth medium used in our experiments) and the
resulting aggregates may possess complex interior porosity
(Gilbert and Banfield, 2005). For example, at pH � 7, the
11 nm nanohematite self-associates to form a broad distri-
bution of particle sizes ranging from a few nanometers to
large aggregates with an apparent size of about 400 nm
(Xiong et al., 2006). It is also known that solute ions can
adsorb to nanohematite thereby mitigating surface charges
and enhancing nanoparticle aggregation (Schwertmann and
Cornell, 2000). This will result in decreased nanohematite
surface area, and thus decrease the amount of surface-ex-
posed Fe(III) accessible to the bacteria for direct electron
transfer, which should likewise result in diminished initial
rates of Fe(III) reduction (Roden, 2003) if the mechanism
of terminal Fe(III) reduction occurred exclusively via direct
contact between bacterium and Fe(III)-oxide surface.

All nanohematite suspensions were prepared from 10�
stock solutions which were ultrasonicated for 30 min and
then stirred with a Teflon stir bar on a magnetic stirrer,
for at least 1 h prior to culture inoculation. The reduction
assays were carried out at pH 7, and no attempt was made
to disaggregate the particles by adjusting the pH to 5, be-
cause this process is reported to reduce S. oneidensis MR-
1 viability (Claessens et al., 2004, 2006; Bonneville et al.,
2006). The differences in the aggregation behavior between
the 11, 12, and 99 nm versus the 30 and 43 nm particles
could be explained by (a) the size and shape dependence
of metal oxide nanoparticle interaction energies (Kallay
and Zalac, 2002; Gilbert et al., 2007) and (b) the fact that
the largest particles (99 nm) were obtained in a dried form,
and hence were impossible to completely resuspend even
after being subjected to mechanical agitation and intense
sonication. Although much remains to be understood about
metal oxide nanoparticle aggregation, apparently the over-
all size and faces exposed on the 30 and 43 nm particles pro-
vide significant overall repulsive Coulombic forces between
particles, greatly reducing aggregate stability at least under
the solution and pH conditions of our experiments. How-
ever, electrostatic attraction to the cell membrane surfaces
assures rapid attachment to the bacteria, as observed. De-
spite obvious dispersion instability (or aggregate stability)
for the 11 and 12 nm particles throughout our experiments,
attractive forces still exist between the nanoclusters and
cells and nanocluster/cell association is common. The
99 nm commercial nanoparticles also form aggregates likely
due to a combination of commercial synthesis and sample
handling protocols (these methods are proprietary, but we
do know that this nanohematite is synthesized through a
precipitation process, and then the material is thoroughly
dried). Like the nanoclusters of the 11 and 12 nm particles,
the 99 nm clusters are still attracted, and remain attached,
to the bacterial cells. The higher reduction rate of the irreg-
ular and strongly aggregated 99 nm particles certainly war-
rants further investigation, and could be related to the
production method. However, it should also be noted that
recent work by Cwiertny et al. (2008) indicates unreliability
in using BET of dry powders as a realistic estimate of the
amount of surface area accessible for sorption and reaction
in wet nanoparticle suspensions, at least for the large dense
nanogoethite aggregates used in their study.

Conductive nanowires containing outer-membrane cyto-
chromes (Gorby et al., 2006) may also be used as a mecha-
nism of electron transfer by S. oneidensis MR-1; however,
at least in these experiments, evidence for nanowires were
not seen in any of our TEM images, so we do not believe
that nanowires were involved in DIR here.

Wang et al. (2003) show that semiconductor aggregates
(e.g., hematite) are very efficient at consuming and trans-
porting electrons within the aggregate. Kerisit and Rosso
(2006) recently calculated fast electron transfer rates (i.e.,
picosecond to nanosecond) within an hematite lattice be-
cause of the close proximity of electron transfer centers in
the hematite solid-phase. As described above, our results
show that although aggregation can have an effect on the
mode of bacterial-nanoparticle attachment, it does not neg-
atively impact the rate of dissimilatory Fe(III) reduction.
We have suggested that this is because the bacteria are uti-
lizing indirect shuttling mechanisms to reduce Fe(III) sites
contained within the nanohematite aggregates. However,
reactive efficiency could also be promoted by electron trans-
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port within and between particles in the aggregates; for
example, transferring electrons within the hematite struc-
ture and away from the bacterium–hematite interface may
be important in regenerating Fe(III) sites at the interface
which could be reduced repeatedly.

4.2. The role of nanoparticle electronic structure on Fe(III)

reduction

The fact that we observed one order of magnitude differ-
ence in Fe(III) reduction rates between the largest (99 nm)
and smallest nanoparticles (11 nm) was rather curious be-
cause these two nanoparticles show similar modes of
attachment to the bacterial cells (Fig. 6a and e). One expla-
nation may come from recent studies that show the reactiv-
ity of hematite nanoparticles change as a function of
nanoparticle size (Madden and Hochella, 2005). Such
changes can be attributed to differences in the surface bond-
ing environments of the different sized nanohematite (Mad-
den and Hochella, 2005), thermodynamic stability effects
(Navrotsky, 2001; Waychunas et al., 2005), or differences
in the internal and surface atomic structures of the hematite
nanoparticles (Waychunas et al., 2005). Previous studies
have also demonstrated that redox processes can be affected
by modification of the absolute valence and conduction-
band energy levels of semiconductors (e.g., hematite) result-
ing from a size-dependent variation in bandgap energy (Gil-
bert and Banfield, 2005; Madden and Hochella, 2005;
Madden et al., 2006; Yang and Jiang, 2006). This can have
an affect on a mineral’s reactivity, especially when a nano-
particle accepts or donates electrons, or acts as redox-active
species in solution. However, this possibility seems unlikely
here, in light of recent X-ray spectroscopy on hematite
nanoparticles (Gilbert, 2007) which showed no band gap
variations down to particles sizes of 7 nm.

4.3. Effect of increasing solubility with decreasing

nanoparticle size on Fe(III) reduction

The thermodynamic stability of different phases of iron
(oxy)hydroxides change with their particle size and crystal
structure (Hansel et al., 2004; Navrotsky et al., 2008). In
general, bulk mineral solubility is predicted to increase as
particle size decreases (Stumm and Morgan, 1996), assum-
ing that the interfacial energy is not particle size-dependent,
an assumption that has been questioned recently by Zhang
et al. (1999). Still, because the surface free energies of iron
oxides are relatively high and smaller particles sizes have
higher surface areas, smaller hematite nanoparticles are
predicted to have increased solubility (Schwertmann and
Cornell, 2000). However, the surface-area-normalized
Fe(III) reduction rates (Fig. 6) show that smaller hematite
nanoparticles exhibit lower rates of Fe(III) reduction, and
therefore lower dissolution rates, compared to the larger
nanoparticles used in this study. While this observation is
contrary to what may be expected in terms of dissolution,
it is consistent with recent reports that show brushite (CaH-
PO4�2H2O) particles smaller than a critical size (defect spac-
ing) actually show inhibited mineral dissolution (Tang
et al., 2004). The exact effect that nanoparticle solubility
and size has on nanohematite reduction by S. oneidensis

MR-1 is not discernable from data presented here, but does
warrant future exploration.

4.4. Effect of Fe(II) surface passivation and biomineralization

on Fe(III) reduction

Another potential controlling factor of bacterial Fe(III)
reduction is the phenomena of mineral- or cell surface pas-
sivation by adsorbed Fe(II). DIRB produce biogenic Fe2+

which can exist as Fe2+ (aq), mineral-sorbed Fe(II), or as
biosorbed Fe(II). Soluble Fe2+ is strongly adsorbed onto
hematite at circumneutral pH (Fredrickson et al., 1998).
A recent study (Hansel et al., 2004) showed that for long-
term (16 days) reduction of hematite particles by S. putre-

faciens CN32, Fe(III) reduction could be divided into two
stages: an early stage defined by rapid Fe(III) reduction that
was controlled by the initial surface disorder (high energy
sites) of hematite particles themselves; and a later stage de-
fined by a sustained slower Fe(III) reduction of lower en-
ergy sites. Hansel et al. (2004) suggest that the surface
reactivity and oxidizing capacity of the nanohematite de-
creased over the long-term, as a result of higher energy sites
being gradually replaced by localized low energy magnetite-
like surface sites or transduction within the bulk phase by
delocalized electrons. Therefore, higher initial rates of
Fe(III) reduction would produce greater amounts of Fe(II)
that would accumulate on the nanohematite surface (Han-
sel et al., 2004), thereby passivating the surface of the nano-
particles making reactive sites less available to sustain
Fe(III) reduction.

DIRB also mediate the formation of Fe-mineral phases
from soluble Fe2+ produced as a result of direct or indirect
electron transfer processes (Zachara et al., 2002; Glasauer
et al., 2003). These biomineral by-products strongly influ-
ence the thermodynamics and kinetics of dissimilatory
Fe(III) reduction by either enhancing Fe(III) bioreduction
as a result of expending and thus removing dissimilatory
by-products like Fe2+, or hindering Fe(III) bioreduction
by passivating the Fe(III)-oxide surface or DIRB surface
with biomineral product (Liu et al., 2001a,b; Zachara
et al., 2002).

The assay medium used here was composed of lactate,
PIPES buffer, cells, and mineral suspension, in order to
keep the ionic strength of the solution to a minimum, main-
tain a constant pH, and thus limit secondary mineral for-
mation. We also terminated the experiments relatively
early (i.e., 6 h) compared to the longer time periods re-
quired for Fe(II) mass transfer or biomineralization (Za-
chara et al., 1998; Glasauer et al., 2003; Royer et al.,
2004). Furthermore, the bioreduction-assay medium con-
tained no soluble PO4

�3 so that we would not promote
phosphate-induced biomineralization. In our experiments,
we did not observe divergent-needle-like crystals (Glasauer
et al., 2003) nor did we observe prismatic crystals (Zachara
et al., 2002), which are characteristics of vivianite [Fe3(-
PO4)2�8H2O]. Green rust, a metastable precursor of magne-
tite, and vivianite can also form in the presence of PO4

�3

and organic buffers (Zachara et al., 2002); however, no in-
stances of electron dense hexagonal crystals of green rust
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were found for any of the bioreduced cell-mineral associa-
tions. Therefore, because we used well defined medium in
our experiments, relatively short assay times, and because
of the fact that no biomineral products were observed for
any of nanohematite-bacteria associations, we do not be-
lieve that biomineralization processes had any affects on
DIR in our experiments.

5. CONCLUSIONS AND FURTHER

CONSIDERATIONS

To our knowledge, this is one of the first studies to sys-
tematically examine the effect that Fe(III)-oxide nanoparti-
cle size has on DIR. Our results suggest that S. oneidensis

MR-1 utilizes different mechanisms of electron transfer to
reduce Fe(III) sites on mineral nanoparticles, and that the
mechanism it employs depends, at least in part, on
the aggregation of the Fe(III)-nanoparticles. Furthermore,
the overall rate of Fe(III) reduction depends on the size
and shape of the nanoparticles. Additional experiments
are needed to determine whether the same types of trends
in surface-area-normalized metal reduction rates hold for
other iron and manganese oxide nanoparticles. Experi-
ments are also needed to determine whether S. oneidensis

MR-1 activates different components of its electron transfer
system (e.g., synthesizes particular proteins) as it respires
anaerobically using different iron and manganese oxide
(e.g., hematite, goethite, manganite) nanoparticles as termi-
nal electron acceptors.
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