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Abstract
Gd(III) associated with carbon nanomaterials relaxes water proton spins at an effectiveness that
approaches or exceeds the theoretical limit for a single bound water molecule. These Gd(III)-
labeled materials represent a potential breakthrough in sensitivity for Gd(III)-based contrast agents
used for magnetic resonance imaging (MRI). However, their mechanism of action remains
unclear. A gadographene library encompassing GdCl3, two different Gd(III)-complexes, graphene
oxide (GO), and graphene suspended by two different surfactants and subjected to varying degrees
of sonication was prepared and characterized for their relaxometric properties. Gadographene was
found to perform comparably to other Gd(III)-carbon nanomaterials; its longitudinal (r1) and
transverse (r2) relaxivity is modulated between 12–85 mM−1s−1 and 24–115 mM−1s−1,
respectively, depending on the Gd(III)-carbon backbone combination. The unusually large
relaxivity and its variance can be understood under the modified Florence model incorporating the
Lipari-Szabo approach. Changes in hydration number (q), water residence time (τM), molecular
tumbling rate (τR), and local motion (τfast) sufficiently explain most of the measured relaxivities.
Furthermore, results implicated the coupling between graphene and Gd(III) as a minor contributor
to proton spin relaxation.
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Introduction
The effectiveness of Gd(III)-carbon nanomaterials1–16 in mediating water proton spin
relaxation is rarely matched by other Gd(III)-nanomaterial constructs.17,18 Whether the
carbon scaffold has unique properties that contribute to the relaxation process is not yet fully
understood. Accelerating proton relaxation underlies the function of contrast agents used in
magnetic resonance imaging (MRI).19–36 Thus, a better elucidation of the mechanism of
action of Gd(III)-carbon nanomaterials may provide an opportunity to increase the
sensitivity of Gd(III) agents beyond what is currently accessible by Gd(III)-complexes.

Gd(III) relaxes proton spins by creating a fluctuating magnetic field via electronic spin
relaxation (T1e and T2e) and molecular motion as described by the Solomon-Bloembergen-
Morgan (SBM) theory37–39 and several more advanced theories that account for static zero
field splitting (ZFS), namely the slow motion theory,40–42 the Grenoble approach,43,44 the
Florence model,45 and the modified Florence model.46,47 The effectiveness of this process is
measured by the relaxation enhancement induced per unit Gd(III) concentration in a quantity
known as relaxivity (mM−1s−1). The relaxivity of Gd(III)-complexes at 20–60 MHz is
typically 4 mM−1s−1 and increases to 10–40 mM−1s−1 when the complex is conjugated to a
slow-tumbling nanomaterial or macromolecule, with the majority of the examples falling
between 10–20 mM−1s−1.17,18,37,38,48–54 Exceptional cases include agents that utilize human
serum albumin,55 apoferritin,56 gold nanoparticle,57 and viral capsid58 with reported
relaxivities of up to 84 (20 MHz), 80 (20 MHz), 60 (30 MHz), and 202 mM−1s−1 (61 MHz),
respectively. Gd(III)-carbon nanomaterials such as gadofullerenes,7,10,12–16

gadonanotubes,2,6,8,9 and Gd(III)-nanodiamonds1 studied over the past decade rank among
the most potent relaxation agents reported to date. As a class, these materials have achieved
relaxivities of up to 50–170 mM−1s−1, approaching or even exceeding the theoretical limit
for a single water molecule bound to a Gd(III) ion (Figure S1).37,59

The impressive relaxivities of Gd(III)-carbon nanomaterials raise speculation regarding the
potential role of carbon in mediating unique mechanisms that contribute to proton
relaxation.4,8,12 The theoretical limit for Gd(III) relaxivity is approximately 45 mM−1s−1 and
120 mM−1s−1 at 60 MHz and 20 MHz, respectively, when assuming isolated paramagnetic
centers, single water coordination per metal (q = 1), and negligible contribution from
second- and outer-sphere waters (Figure S1).37,59 Of the literature examples that approach
or exceed these limits, the viral capsid agent likely has a q larger than 1, the albumin and the
gold nanoparticle agents are known to have a q of 2, and the apoferritin agent has large
second- and outer-sphere relaxivity. Whether the extraordinary relaxivities of Gd(III)-carbon
nanomaterials can be similarly explained is not completely clear due to difficulties in their
characterization and structural control. Suggestions have been made that unusual magnetic
properties at least partially contribute to the observed relaxivities in some cases.2,4,8,12 If
true, the unique ability of carbon nanomaterials in modulating magnetism would sharply
differentiate them from other scaffold materials and present an opportunity to engineer the
sensitivity of Gd(III) contrast agents beyond what is currently possible.

The different Gd(III)-carbon nanomaterials are understood to varying degrees with respect
to their mechanism of spin relaxation induction. For endohedral gadofullerenes (r1 up to 98
mM−1s−1 at 60 MHz),60 the relaxivity is recognized to derive largely from the exchangeable
protons on the fullerene surface and the interstitial water confined between gadofullerenes in
an aggregate.60,61 However, the carbon cage is thought to possess a ½ spin that contributes
to relaxivity due to transfer of the 5d1 and 6s2 electrons from the entrapped Gd(III).62 For
Gd(III)-nanodiamonds (r1 = 59 mM−1s−1 at 60 MHz),1 the mechanism of action is unknown.
Potential explanations include slow tumbling rate, nanodiamond clustering, a unique
nanoscopic hydration layer,1 and the two water coordination sites on the Gd(III)-complex.
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For carbon nanotubes non-covalently functionalized with amphiphilic Gd(III)-complexes (r1
up to 50 mM−1s−1 at 20 MHz), the magnetic susceptibility of the carbon nanomaterial was
speculated to contribute to proton relaxation,8 but no mechanistic study has been performed.
For gadonanotubes (r1 = 170 mM−1s−1 at 60 MHz)2 utilizing GdCl3, confinement of the
Gd(III) ions has been suggested to induce a superparamagnetic state that enhances the
relaxivity of this material.2 Similar phenomenon seems to have been recapitulated in HiPco
single-walled carbon nanotubes4 and graphene materials with trace Mn(II) (r1 up to 63
mM−1s−1 at 20 MHz).63 However, direct evidence that establishes a causative link between
the superparamagnetism and relaxivity has not yet been reported. The question as to whether
the carbon scaffold plays a significant role in the unusual relaxivities of Gd(III)-carbon
nanomaterials remains unclear.

To better understand the basis of high relaxivity in Gd(III)-carbon nanomaterials, a
gadographene library was prepared and studied (Figure 1, Table S1). Graphene is considered
to be the parent material of carbon fullerenes and carbon nanotubes; its electronic structure
is easily modulated by oxidation64 and sonication,65 making it an ideal system of
investigation. By systematically changing the carbon backbone, the potential role of the
itinerant electrons66,67 in modulating relaxivity can be clarified. In addition, the different
carbon backbones were functionalized with either GdCl3, Gd(III)-DTPA-NH2 (q=1), or
Gd(III)-DO3A-NH2 (q=2). This assortment of materials allowed probing of the contribution
from second- and outer-sphere waters and the significance of the mode of association
between Gd(III) and the carbon nanomaterial. The gadographenes were carefully checked
for metal impurities by ICP-MS (Table S1) and their relaxivities were measured at varying
field strengths in Nuclear Magnetic Relaxation Dispersion (NMRD) experiments. For one of
the gadographenes, direct measurement of q and magnetic susceptibility (χ) was possible on
Gd(III) in its solution state at room temperature, marking the first time these important
mechanistic parameters were directly obtained for a Gd(III)-carbon nanomaterial in solution.

Materials and Methods
Preparation of Graphene, GO, and reduced GO

The preparation of Graphene, GO, and reduced GO follows previously published
methods68–71 and is described in more detail in Supporting Information. Briefly, sodium
cholate (SC)-dispersed graphene was prepared by ultrasonication of graphite (3061 grade,
Asbury Graphite Mills) at 40 – 70 W for 45 min – 16 h and purified by removal of large
particles via centrifugation (~4,620 g for 30 min), followed by repeated washing and
centrifugation in DI water. GO was prepared using a modified Hummer’s method,70 which
calls for the treatment of graphite by sulfuric acid and KMnO4, followed by the addition of
DI water and 30% H2O2. The resulting GO was washed by 1:10 HCl solution and DI water
on a vacuum filter, ultrasonicated at ~10 W for 1 h, and separated from large aggregates by
centrifugation (~21,000 g for 10 min). Reduced GO was prepared by treating dispersed GO
solution with 1.5M NaOH for 6 hours under bath sonication,71 followed by repeated
washing and centrifugation in DI water, 1 h ultrasonication at ~10 W, and further
centrifugation to remove large particles. Studies by Rourke et al.72 and Fernandez-Merino,
et al.73 show that the treatment of GO by strong base strips the GO of oxidative debris to
achieve a partially reduced, conductive material.

Preparation of Gadographenes
Functionalization of graphene and GO by GdCl3 follows a previously reported method for
gadonanotubes.2 Briefly, 8 mL of 1 mg/mL GdCl3 solution was mixed with 8 mg of
graphene or GO and bath sonicated for 1 h. The sample was left undisturbed for 12 h, and
then washed by repeated centrifugation and re-suspension in DI water. The resulting
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material was dispersed in either 2%SC/2%PL solution or DI water by ultrasonication for 1 h
at ~10 W. Large aggregates were removed by centrifugation to complete the processing.
Functionalization of graphene and GO by Gd(III)-complexes (Gd(III)-DO3A-NH2 or
Gd(III)-DTPA-NH2) was performed by using 1-Ethyl-3-(3-
dimethylaminopropyl)carbodiimide1 and basic pH,74–77 respectively. Details of the Gd(III)-
complex syntheses and reaction conditions are available in Supporting Information. Excess
Gd(III)-complexes and activating agents were removed by repeated washing and
centrifugation. The same functionalization procedures were followed for both GO and
reduced GO.

NMRD and 60 MHz Relaxivity Measurments
The T1 of water protons at 0.01–40 MHz Larmor frequency was measured by a Stelar
Spinmaster FFC-2000-1T fast field cycling relaxometer. A Bruker mq60 minispec
relaxometer was used to measure the relaxivity at 60 MHz. T1 measurements were
performed by an inversion recovery pulse sequence. T2 measurements were performed by a
Carr-Purcell-Meiboom-Gill pulse sequence with 1 ms 90°–180° pulse separation. Relaxivity
was obtained by linear fitting 1/T1,2 against Gd(III) concentration. Measurement on
graphene, GO, 2%SC, and 2%PL controls, and methods used to correct for contributions
from impurities are detailed in Supporting Information.

Gd(III) Concentration Determination
Gd(III) concentration was measured by Inductively Coupled Plasmon-Mass Spectrometry
(ICP-MS) and cross-validated by ICP-Optical Emission Spectroscopy (ICP-OES) across two
sample digestion protocols (Table S7). Sample digestion was performed by incubation with
≥ 69% HNO3 at 60°C overnight, or alternatively by substituting HNO3 with 3:2
HNO3:H2O2 (30% w/w). Iron impurity concentration was measured in addition to Gd(III)
concentration. Other metal impurities were characterized by the ICP-MS survey scan, but
not measured quantitatively.

Results and Discussion
The gadographene library consists of seven different materials (Figure 1, Table S1). Each of
graphene oxide (GO), graphene in 2% F108NF pluronic acid (PL), or graphene in 2%
sodium cholate (SC) was functionalized with either GdCl3 or Gd(III)-DO3A-NH2;
additionally, a GO with Gd(III)-DTPA-NH2 was prepared. Whether the Gd(III)-complexes
are covalently linked or simply adsorbed to the carbon nanomaterial is unclear, but the
uncertainty does not detract from the interpretation of the results. The relaxivity (measured
at 60 MHz) of gadographene is modulated by sonication and the choice of Gd(III)-carbon
combination. In some cases, gadographene recapitulates the high relaxivity of other Gd(III)-
carbon nanomaterials, validating its relevance as a system for mechanistic investigation.

Relaxivity Trends
Several relaxivity trends (Figure 2) in gadographene suggest a possibly unique role of the
carbon scaffold in modulating relaxivity. The first indication is the opposing trends between
Gd(III) Graphene 2%PL and Gd(III) Graphene 2%SC as sonication increases (Figure 2A).
According to SBM equations (see Supporting Information), relaxivity at 60 MHz decreases
with smaller scaffolds and faster molecular tumbling (small τR) under the typical scenario of
τR < 5 ns and T1e >> τR (Figure S1). Since graphene flake size tends to decrease with
sonication, the decreasing trend in the 2%PL samples is consistent with theory. However,
the same explanation does not apply to the increasing trend in the 2%SC samples. To
rationalize this result, the special case of τR, τM > 10 ns may be considered (τM is the water
residence time). In this regime, the theoretical r1 at 60 MHz increases with smaller flake size
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to match the experimental measurements (Figure S2). However, while this hypothetical
scenario explains the observed r1 trend, it fails to account for the increasing r2 trend.
Therefore, the trending of relaxivity with sonication is not consistent with an interpretation
using flake size. Further confirmation was obtained when experiments showed an absence of
pronounced correlation between relaxivity and graphene size as measured by both Dynamic
Light Scattering (DLS) and Atomic Force Microscopy (AFM) (Figure 2B, Figure S3).
Hence, contrary to expectation, there is little evidence to support molecular tumbling as the
primary explanatory factor for the correlation between relaxivity and sonication.

Alternatively, it is possible that the relative portion of Gd(III) distributed to the graphene
planes increases with sonication as compared to the portion distributed to the edges. With
one exception (Gd(III) Graphene 2%SC 30 W-hr), the DLS data shows that graphene size
decreases with sonication (Figure 2B). The origin of this decrease is likely due to a decrease
in thickness (Figure 2B) as no correlation was observed between graphene area and
sonication (Figure S3). When sonication is increased, relatively more Gd(III) would be
distributed to the planes as a result of the thinner graphene stacks. If the relaxivity of the
planar Gd(III) population is larger than that of the edge population in the 2%SC samples
(and vice versa in the 2%PL samples), then the observed relaxivity trends can be explained.

A further explanation may be that graphene damage modulates relaxivity in a surfactant-
dependent manner. Damage in the form of sonication-induced defects and oxidation can
alter the τM or the effective correlation time (τc−1 = τR−1 + τM−1 + T1e

−1) of gadographene,
or modulate the electronic, and in turn, the magnetic properties of the material.67

Intriguingly, trends in the transverse-to-longitudinal relaxivity ratio (r2/r1) correlate with
damage (Figure 2A, C). Gd(III) Graphenes possess r2/r1 ratios that exceed 1.2, suggesting
that their τc and τM are longer than 1 ns (Figure S2). One interpretation is that as damage
increased, the r2/r1 correspondingly decreased to imply a decline in τc or τM. However, this
interpretation may be flawed for Gd(III) Graphene 2%SC because the material’s decreasing
trend in r2/r1 cannot be reconciled with its increasing trend in r1 and r2 under any
combination of τR and τM (Figure S2). Consequently, a different interpretation of the r2/r1
data is desirable.

Large r2/r1 that exceed those typically reported for paramagnetic ions is a notable property
of gadonanotubes2,11 and graphene with Mn(II) impurities63 (3–9 compared to ~ 1 for
Gd(III)-complexes). Both of these materials possess unusual r1 NMRD profiles beyond the
explanatory power of SBM theory. While the r2/r1 of gadographenes are not as pronounced,
samples utilizing more pristine graphene had consistently larger ratios when compared to
more sonicated graphene and GO, regardless of whether GdCl3 or Gd(III)-complexes were
used (Figure 2A, C). By drawing analogy to other Gd(III)-carbon nanomaterials, these
trends in r2/r1 suggest the possibility that graphene damage may influence relaxivity through
contributions unaccounted for by current theory. If the effect of graphene damage interacts
with surfactant choice, then the opposite effect of sonication on Gd(III) Graphene 2%SC and
Gd(III) Graphene 2%PL can be understood.

Given the empirical trends that circumstantially implicate graphene as a unique modulator of
relaxivity, magnetic properties that can originate from the graphene itinerant electrons66,67

were examined more closely. Materials based on non-conductive GO64 were compared to
materials based on graphene. For both GdCl3 and Gd(III)-complexes, higher relaxivity was
achieved using GO, indicating that the presence of itinerant electrons is not crucial for
gadographene relaxivity (Figure 1, S4). Further investigation of the potential magnetic
coupling between Gd(III) and the carbon backbone was performed by comparing
gadographene to analogs that use other metals of large magnetic moment, namely iron and
terbium. The relaxivities of these analogs decreased by more than 10 fold when compared to

Hung et al. Page 5

J Phys Chem C Nanomater Interfaces. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 August 08.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



gadographene (Figure S4), suggesting that any magnetic coupling between Gd(III) and
graphitic carbon does not generalize to other metal ions even if it were present. These results
imply that magnetism or other intrinsic mechanisms in graphene are not the determinant of
gadographene relaxivity, although they may play a secondary role.

Similar to the ideas proposed for other Gd(III)-carbon nanomaterials, suggestive evidence
was found implicating graphene as a unique modulator of relaxivity. At the same time, the
results indicate that the contribution is at most minor, leaving the mechanism for the
unusually large relaxivities of gadographene up for further elucidation. Additionally, the
basis of the difference in relaxivity among agents utilizing GO, 2% PL graphene, and 2% SC
graphene, and the reason for Gd(III)-DO3A GO to have a comparable relaxivity to Gd(III)
GO despite a lower expected q (Figure 1) pose further questions. To gain a more detailed
mechanistic understanding of gadographene relaxivity, NMRDs were acquired and analyzed
by the modified Florence program (SI Materials and Methods).26,27 This more advanced
model was used for NMRD analysis because SBM theory does not take into account static
ZFS that determines the spin energy levels at low fields (< 10 MHz). At high fields, Zeeman
interactions dominate, and the two theories converge.

Gd(III) Graphene Oxide
Within the gadographene library, Gd(III) GO is the most well characterized and understood.
Its high Gd(III) loading allowed for preparation of samples with sub-millimolar Gd
concentration to enable the measurement of q and χ by 17O NMR.78 These mechanistic
parameters have never been directly measured for a Gd(III)-carbon nanomaterial due to
incompatibility with conventional methods. Typically, the fluorescence lifetime of Eu(III) or
Tb(III) analogs of a Gd(III)-complex is used to measure its q.79 However, whether q is
conserved across analogs beyond well-defined coordination complexes is unknown.
Furthermore, carbon nanomaterials often quench fluorescence80 and are difficult to prepare
at sufficiently high concentrations for the measurement. For χ, a Semiconducting Quantum
Interference Device (SQUID) is usually employed, but the samples must be in solid state.
Here, by observing the 17O chemical shift with and without field locking against a GO
control by NMR, the q and χ of Gd(III) GO is directly measured in solution at 296 K and
353 K. The q measured was 5 (Figure 3, Table S2), consistent with the measured
dissociation constant of 10−8 – 10−10 M to indicate weakly coordinated Gd(III) ions (Figure
S5). The effective magnetic moment (µeff) measured was 7.3 (Figure 3, Table S2), compared
to the theoretical value of 7.981 to imply a χ that is consistent with paramagnetic Gd(III)
ions. In other words, no unusual magnetic properties were observed with Gd(III) GO.

To further understand the relaxivity of Gd(III) GO, its τM and τR were characterized. For
τM, there is no established method available for direct measurement on Gd(III) agents that
are slow-tumbling (τR > 1 ns). Nevertheless, τM was determined to be in the fast-exchange
regime (≤ 10 ns) by comparing NMRD measurements at two temperatures. Water exchange
is defined to be fast or slow in relation to the relaxation time of the water protons dipole-
dipole coupled to Gd(III).82 When τM is in the slow-exchange regime, the faster molecular
motion and water exchange at higher temperature have opposite effects on relaxivity. The
two effects can cancel to result in a weak temperature-dependence of the NMRD profiles,
but more often, the outcome is an increase of r1 with increasing temperature due to the
dominant effect of water exchange. When τM is in the fast-exchange regime, τR is the main
limiting factor, and higher temperature results in lower relaxivities due to faster molecular
tumbling. Based on these expectations, the data for Gd(III) GO indicates that its τM is in the
fast-exchange regime (Figure 3). To further confirm this result, quantitative fits of the
NMRD profiles were obtained. The fitted τM values were 0.74 ns and 0.64 ns at 298 K and
310 K, respectively (Figure 3), approximating the τM of Gd(III) aqua ions (0.94 ns at 310
K)37 and consistent with the expected temperature dependence.
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For τR, HYDRONMR83 simulation of a graphene model was used to provide guidance in
selecting a range of reasonable values. Result showed the expected τR to be greater than
1000 ns for a perfectly rigid graphene flake of the dimensions used in this study (SI
Materials and Methods). In this range, τR does not affect NMRD fitting, and therefore was
fixed in our analysis. However, using the modified Florence program, the fitted profiles
exhibited high field (> 10 MHz) peaks that were too broad for the collected data points
(Figure 3A). This feature persisted even when best-fits based on smaller τR were forced
(unpublished results). When the Lipari-Szabo approach84 was incorporated into the
modified Florence model85 as an alternative, the fits improved markedly (Figure 3B).

The Lipari-Szabo formalism treats a system as having two correlation times (τfast and τR)
related to two completely uncoupled motions without assuming their precise nature. The
order parameter S2 models the degree of spatial restriction of the fast motion, with 0 being
no restriction and 1 being complete restriction. For Gd(III) GO, the two correlation times do
not correspond to anisotropic tumbling. When a graphene stack of 3.6 × 150 × 150 Å3 was
modeled by HYDRONMR, all five components of the rotational diffusion tensor were
calculated to be greater than 100 ns despite the model being ten times smaller than the
experimental samples studied. This prediction is inconsistent with the fitted τfast that fell
below 0.5 ns regardless of the τR chosen, indicating that the captured NMRD feature is not
related to anisotropy. Therefore, τfast most likely reflects fast local motions related to either
the mobility of the Gd(III) ions with respect to the carbon scaffold,86 the swapping of
coordinated waters, or the pseudorotation rearrangement of the Gd(III) hydration shell.87

These fast motions cause incomplete reorientation of the proton–Gd(III) vector in timescales
faster than the overall tumbling time of the system.

Results of fitting after incorporation of the Lipari-Szabo approach showed τfast to be
approximately 100 ps with a S2 of 0.43. This timescale is similar to that of free-tumbling
small molecule Gd(III)-complexes. As expected, the adjusted τM (1.6 ns at 310 K) remained
close to that of Gd(III) aqua ions. For secondary validation, the best-fit parameters were
used to calculate the theoretical r2. The measured and predicted values agreed with each
other, confirming that the obtained parameters are indeed reasonable (Figure 3).

In summary, the high relaxivity of Gd(III) GO results from the combination of q = 5 and
large τR, and is limited by short water residence time and fast local motion. Based on
HYDRONMR simulation, GO may be an attractive scaffold for high relaxivity Gd(III)
agents because its sheet geometry results in a τR that is larger than what a spherical scaffold
of the same mass would exhibit. No evidence suggested any unusual magnetic behavior. The
NMRD of Gd(III) GO can be completely interpreted within the available theory.

Gd(III) Graphene
To further elucidate whether the relaxivity of gadographene is influenced by the carbon
scaffold beyond its τR properties, materials utilizing different graphene backbones were
investigated. Specifically, Gd(III) GO, Gd(III) Graphene 2%SC, and Gd(III) Graphene
2%PL were compared, and materials receiving different doses of sonication were analyzed.
Results showed that most of the relaxivity variations can be explained by the modified
Florence model, but not all. The small, unexplained portion of the variation should not be
overlooked because it points to processes related to pristine graphene that can potentially be
engineered to further enhance relaxivity. Unlike Gd(III) GO, Gd(III) Graphenes were not
amenable to 17O NMR studies due to their lower Gd(III) loading. Consequently, findings
from Gd(III) GO were relied upon as anchoring points for data interpretation. The
comparable Gd(III) dissociation constants of the three agents suggest that this approach is
reasonable (Figure S5). Similar to Gd(III) GO, NMRD profiles of Gd(III) graphene
consistently found better fits with the Lipari-Szabo approach than without, indicating the
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likely existence of fast local motions (Figure S6). Beyond this conclusion, it was only
possible to interpret the data by several equally plausible scenarios because solutions from
NMRD fitting are not unique without independent measurements of the fitting parameters q
and τM.

The different relaxivities of Gd(III) GO, Gd(III) Graphene 2%SC, and Gd(III) Graphene
2%PL at 60 MHz may be accounted for by one of three possible explanations: 1) q, 2) τfast
and S2, or 3) τM. For q, the three agents may differ as a result of the suspending surfactants.
Due to the carboxyl group on SC and the polymeric nature of PL (Figure S7), it is
conceivable that transient interactions could change the effective q of Gd(III) when the
surfactants are used at 2% w/v concentrations. Quantitative analysis showed that the idea is
plausible (Figure 4A). When τR, τfast, and τM were fixed to the values obtained for Gd(III)
GO, satisfactory NMRD fits were obtained for the GO, SC, and PL samples at a q of 5, 3,
and 2, respectively; additionally, a small difference in S2 was noted between the GO and the
graphene samples.

Alternatively, the observed relaxivity differences could be attributed to the dissimilar local
Gd(III) environments in the GO, SC, and PL samples. Although the details are difficult to
pinpoint, the surfactants and the different surface groups on GO and graphene can both
contribute to creating unique microenvironments for the Gd(III) ions in each of the three
agents. These differences would manifest in the τfast and S2 values in NMRD analysis.
Global tumbling was ruled out as a factor in controlling Gd(III) Graphene relaxivity because
the graphene flakes studied more than doubled the size of the models used in HYDRONMR
simulation. Therefore, τR ≥ 1000 ns was maintained in the NMRD fits. Results showed that
τfast and S2 are indeed sufficient to explain the relaxivity differences, with the graphene
samples exhibiting smaller order parameters and faster local motions than the GO sample
(Figure 4B).

Finally, τM provides a third possible explanation for the different relaxivities of Gd(III) GO
and SC- and PL-suspended Gd(III) Graphene. Intuitively, surfactants in Gd(III) Graphene
reduce relaxivity by posing a diffusion barrier. To test this idea, two-temperature NMRD
experiments were performed to probe τM (Figure S8). Unfortunately, while larger
relaxivities were observed at the lower temperature, the difference was small. Therefore, it is
ambiguous whether τM shifted into the slow-exchange regime as a result of the suspending
surfactants in Gd(III) Graphene.

The observed relaxivity differences among Gd(III) GO and Gd(III) Graphenes can be
attributed to the individual or combined effects of q, τfast, S2, and τM. Regardless of the
actual mechanism, all of the proposed possibilities are understandable within the current
theoretical framework. NMRD analysis of Gd(III) Graphenes at varying sonication dose
suggests that graphene properties additionally contribute to the relaxivity differences
observed (Figure S9). First, the unpaired Gd(III) electron T1e at 100 kHz negatively
correlates with sonication and is longer in Gd(III) Graphene (~ 300 ps) than in Gd(III) GO
(~ 200 ps), suggesting that graphene damage and/or surfactants may be modulating the
electronic relaxation process (Figure S9). Second, NMRD further confirmed the previous
analysis that the opposite 60 MHz relaxivity trends between the SC- and PL-suspended
Gd(III) Graphenes cannot be interpreted by flake size (Figure 2A, Figure S9). Third, unlike
for Gd(III) GO, theoretical predictions consistently underestimated the measured r2 for
Gd(III) Graphenes (Figure 4, Figure S9). Theory miscalculated by 32% for the most pristine
graphene and predicted with increasing accuracy for the more damaged samples, consistent
with the noted trends in r2/r1 ratio. Unusually large scalar interactions or a chemical shift
difference between water molecules confined within graphene stacks and the bulk can be
speculated to provide an interpretation of the data and are discussed further in
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Supplementary Note S1. Trivial explanations related to the residual Fe ions in the samples
were ruled out by correcting for their contributions to r2 (SI Materials and Methods). The
data suggests that there are hidden parameters (including those related to intrinsic
mechanisms of graphene) contributing to the relaxivity of Gd(III) Graphene but not that of
Gd(III) GO.

Gd(III)-Complex Graphene Oxide
Gd(III)-DTPA-NH2 (q=1) and Gd(III)-DO3A-NH2 (q=2) conjugated to GO and partially
reduced GO (rGO)72,73 are valuable agents in the mechanistic investigation of gadographene
relaxivity for two reasons: 1) their q are systematically controlled and 2) their Gd(III) ions
couple into the carbon backbone indirectly via a coordinating complex, in contrast to the
ionic gadographenes. Beyond their fundamental interest, these agents may be of practical
value because the use of complexes makes them potentially compatible with in vivo
applications.

By comparing gadographenes based on the two different complexes, inferences can be made
about the relative contributions of inner- and outer-sphere effects to relaxivity. The
relaxivity of the q=2 complex (Gd(III)-DO3A-NH2) was found to be almost exactly double
that of the q=1 complex (Gd(III)-DTPA-NH2) for both GO and rGO (Figure 1). This result
implies that gadographene relaxivity derives mostly from inner-sphere effects with only
minor contributions from outer-sphere effects, in agreement with the analyses performed for
Gd(III) GO and Gd(III) Graphene.

By comparing the complexed version and the ionic version of the same agent, we examined
if the mode of association between Gd(III) ions and the carbon backbone influences
relaxivity. Magnetic interactions mediated by the carbon itinerant electrons66,67 could
potentially amplify relaxivity, and the mode of association may modulate these interactions.
Intriguingly, results showed the relaxivities of Gd(III)-complex GO to be much closer to
Gd(III) GO than would be expected given their lower q (Figure 1). In the absence of
significant outer-sphere effects, this result indicates that the Gd(III) ions are more efficient
at relaxing water protons on a per-coordination-site basis when they are complexed
compared to when they are associated directly with the carbon backbone in gadographene.

To better understand the origin of this observation, NMRD profiles of Gd(III)-complex GO
were acquired and analyzed (Figure 5). Assuming τR > 1000 ns as before and that the τM of
the complexes37 remain unchanged post-conjugation, the high relaxation efficiency of
Gd(III)-complex GO can be satisfactorily explained by their optimized correlation times (for
local motion, τcl

−1 = τR−1 + τM−1 + T1e -1 + τfast
−1)84,88 without having to evoke unusual

magnetic properties. The use of complexes prolonged τM by approximately two orders of
magnitude and τfast by one order of magnitude compared to Gd(III) ions. As a result, τcl
increased towards the optimal condition of τcl = 1/νH with a concomitant increase in
relaxivity (νH is the proton Larmor frequency). Interestingly, although the τfast of the agent
is about ten times slower than the τR of a free complex, the near-zero S2 of the fits suggest
that the complexes experience isotropic tumbling independent of the motions of the GO
scaffold. Therefore, in addition to slowing down water exchange and eliminating the type of
local motions associated with Gd(III) ions, Gd(III)-complexes evidently undergo slow
reorientation on the GO surface and consequently experience an enhancement in relaxivity.

To further examine the effect that the carbon backbone may have on relaxivity beyond
contributing slow global motion, the GO and the rGO version of the agent were compared.
Consistent with the findings in Gd(III) Graphene, the best-fit parameters obtained from
NMRD analysis did not accurately predict the measured r2 (60 MHz) of all agents (Figure
5). Notably, theory underestimated the r2 of Gd(III)-DO3A-NH2 when rGO (but not when
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GO) was used as the carbon scaffold. rGO is known to more closely mimic graphene with an
increased conductivity when compared to GO.72,73 These results suggest that pristine
graphene contributes weakly to relaxivity, consistent with the observation in comparing
Gd(III) Graphene with Gd(III) GO.

In summary, gadographenes utilizing Gd(III)-complexes are more efficient at relaxing the
proton spins of each coordinated water compared to analogs utilizing Gd(III) ions. Based on
NMRD analysis, the likely reason for this result is that the complexes used have relatively
optimal τM and eliminate fast local motions that Gd(III) ions experience; these effects are
completely inner-sphere. Although no unusual magnetic properties were required to explain
most of the measured relaxivities, the r2 of these materials could not be consistently
predicted and implicate graphene-related processes as a weak contributor to relaxivity.
Gd(III)-complex GO achieved high relaxivity despite near-zero dependence on the global
tumbling of GO. Thus, an opportunity may exist for this class of agents to achieve the
maximum theoretical relaxivity if local mobility can be removed.

Conclusions
Gadographenes are a suitable model system for elucidating the mechanistic origin of high
relaxivity exhibited by Gd(III)-carbon nanomaterials. In particular, the question as to
whether graphene magnetism contributes to gadographene relaxivity was examined. It was
found that the agents can be described using the modified Florence model of relaxation
without having to evoke significant unusual magnetic behaviors or second- or outer-sphere
effects. Specifically, the high relaxivities of the ionic gadographenes were attributed to q > 1
and slow tumbling, while those of the complexed samples were further enhanced per
coordinated water due to optimal water exchange and slow local motion. Additionally,
several relaxivity trends suggest pristine graphene as a potential weak contributor to
gadographene relaxivity and present future opportunities for further investigation and
engineering.

Supplementary Material
Refer to Web version on PubMed Central for supplementary material.
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Figure 1.
Overview of gadographene materials prepared and investigated. Gadographenes have
unusually large relaxivities that are comparable to other Gd(III)-carbon nanomaterials and
greater than most nanomaterial or macromolecular agents based on Gd(III). SC = sodium
cholate. PL = Pluronic F108NF. r1 = longitudinal relaxivity. r2 = transverse relaxivity.
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Figure 2.
(A) Relaxivity (r1 and r2) at 60 MHz as a function of sonication dose for Gd(III) Graphene
2%PL and 2%SC. The trend is opposite for the two surfactants. (B) Sonication results in
thinner graphene stacks, as measured by DLS and AFM height, but no clear positive
correlation between relaxivity and graphene size is detected. Symbols and shades in (B)
indicate surfactant choice and sonication dose as in (A). More pristine gadographenes
possess larger r2/r1 ratios than more damaged gadographenes (A) and materials based on
graphene oxide (C) for both GdCl3 and Gd(III)-complexes (Gd(III)-DO3A-NH2 and
Gd(III)-DTPA-NH2). Where available, error bars represent standard error.
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Figure 3.
Mechanism of Gd(III) Graphene Oxide-induced proton relaxation. Gd(III) was found to
experience local mobility based on analysis of the NMRD profiles at 298 and 310K; better
fits were obtained when the modified Florence model (A) incorporated the Lipari-Szabo
order parameter S2 (B). The observed high relaxivity is derived from a q of 5 and a τR ≥
1000 ns while fast local motions (τfast and S2) and a τM < 10 ns act as limiting factors. The
fitted parameters accurately predicted the transverse relaxivity (r2) measured at 60 MHz,
310K. q = hydration number, µeff = effective magnetic moment, µB = Bohr magneton, r =
Gd(III)-proton distance, d = distance of closest approach, Ddiff = diffusion coefficient, τR =
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rotational correlation time, S2 = order paramter, τfast = fast motion correlation time, τM =
mean water residence time, T1e = longitudinal electronic relaxation time.
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Figure 4.
Mechanism of Gd(III) Graphene-induced proton relaxation. Similar to Gd(III) GO, local
motions were found to be an important feature of Gd(III) Graphene. Their NMRD profiles
were analyzed by the modified Florence model incorporating the Lipari-Szabo approach.
The relaxivity of Gd(III) Graphene depended on the choice of surfactant (SC or PL) and was
reduced compared to Gd(III) GO. Possible explanations include 1) decreased q by transient
surfactant coordination to Gd(III), 2) a difference in Gd(III) microenvironments that resulted
in different local motions and S2, 3) reduced water access due to a surfactant-posed diffusion
barrier, or some combination of the three factors. The plausibility of the first two
explanations were supported by NMRD fitting in (A) and (B), respectively. Theory
consistently underestimated the r2 of Gd(III) Graphene, as shown by the r2 prediction
accuracy.
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Figure 5.
Mechanism of Gd(III)-Complex Graphene Oxide-induced proton relaxation. Gd(III)-DO3A-
NH2 (q=2) or Gd(III)-DTPA-NH2 (q=1) was conjugated to either GO or reduced GO (rGO).
Analysis of the NMRD profiles shows that these agents have higher relaxivities per q
compared to Gd(III) GO as a result of their more optimized τM and slower local motion. The
near-zero values of S2 suggest isotropic tumbling of Gd(III)-complexes on the GO surface.
Consistent with the findings in Gd(III) Graphene, r2 prediction (r2,predicted / r2,measured )
using the fitted parameters is more accurate for Gd(III)-DO3A-GO than for its rGO
counterpart. τM and q of the complexes were obtained from literature37 and assumed to
remain unchanged post-conjugation.

Hung et al. Page 21

J Phys Chem C Nanomater Interfaces. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 August 08.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript


