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Visible light-driven, magnetically steerable
gold/iron oxide nanomotors†

Dekai Zhou,‡ab Liqiang Ren,‡c Yuguang C. Li, b Pengtao Xu, b Yuan Gao,a

Guangyu Zhang,a Wei Wang,*d Thomas E. Mallouk *b and Longqiu Li*a

We report the synthesis and properties of rod-shaped gold/iron oxide

nanomotors that are powered by visible light in dilute hydrogen

peroxide solutions. Electrochemical measurements confirmed that the

light-driven nanomotors operate by a self-electrophoretic mechanism,

modulated by the photovoltage and the photoconductivity of gold/iron

oxide. Due to the magnetism of iron oxide, the nanomotors can be

steered by an external magnetic field without incorporating additional

magnetic materials into the nanomotors.

Nano/micromotors are objects that locally convert energy from
their surroundings into movement.1,2 Autonomous nano/micromo-
tors hold considerable promise for drug or cargo delivery,3–6 mini-
mally invasive surgery,7,8 sensing,9–11 micromachine assembly12–14

and environmental monitoring and remediation.15–18 The scientific
community has witnessed an explosion of nanomotor-related
research since the first bimetallic motors were described in
2004.19 Chemical,19,20 magnetic,3,21–23 electrical,24,25 acoustic,4,12,26–29

and thermal30,31 energy have been harnessed to power nano/
micromotors, and their respective propulsion mechanisms have
been studied extensively.19,26,30,32 A desired feature, and thus a
common goal among researchers, is to achieve propulsion that is
biocompatible, highly energy efficient, and easy to apply and
control. In pursuit of this goal, recent research has been devoted
to light-driven motors.33–39 By taking advantage of the photo-
electric effect of semiconductors, light energy can be converted
to chemical energy. Previously we reported visible light-driven

Cu2O–Au and Si–Au40 micromotors that were fabricated by vapor
deposition methods and propelled by self-electrophoresis. There
remains room for improvement, particularly with regard to
motor speed, response to visible light, and the ability to steer
photochemically powered micromotors.

As a step towards these goals, we report here the template
synthesis of gold/iron oxide nanomotors which show rapid
motion at low concentrations of hydrogen peroxide under
visible light illumination. By controlling the light intensity,
the velocity of the nanomotors can be adjusted and they can
be activated or stopped rapidly by switching the light on or off.
Their axial motion can be steered by an externally applied
magnetic field without the incorporation of ferromagnetic
materials such as Ni due to the magnetism of nanoscale iron
oxide particles. In addition, the nanomotors can be synthesized
rapidly and inexpensively in scalable quantities by electro-
chemical deposition. Taken together these properties result in
an improved class of light-driven nanomotors that are potentially
useful in applications including drug delivery and environmental
monitoring and remediation.

Gold/iron oxide nanorods were fabricated in anodic alumina
(AAO) membranes by previously reported procedures as shown

Fig. 1 (a) Electrodeposition of gold/iron oxide nanorods in anodic alumina
membranes. (b) SEM and EDS analysis of gold/iron oxide nanorod. (c) Diffuse
reflectance spectra of the iron oxide nanorods on a glass slide.
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in Fig. 1(a).41 Typically, a 200 nm thick silver layer was
sputtered onto the membrane as the working electrode, and
then silver, gold and iron segments were electrochemically
deposited within the pores. After that, the membrane with
the gold/iron nanorods inside was thermally annealed in order
to convert iron to iron oxide, and the rods were then released
by dissolving the membrane and sacrificial silver segment
(for experimental details see the ESI† Materials and methods).
Fig. 2(b) shows a scanning electron microscope (SEM) image
of a gold/iron oxide nanorod. The diameter and the length of
the nanorod are approximately 300 nm and 3 mm, respectively.
The length ratio of the gold and iron oxide segments is
approximately 1 : 1. Energy dispersive X-ray spectroscopy
(EDS) mapping confirms the expected elemental composition.
X-ray diffraction (XRD) patterns (ESI,† Fig. S1(b)) showed that
the iron oxide segment contained mostly a-Fe2O3, which is an
n-type semiconductor material that has been widely studied for
photocatalytic water splitting.42 X-ray photoelectron spectro-
scopy measurements (ESI,† Fig. S1(a)), however, indicated the
existence of mixed oxidation states for iron, namely Fe2+ and
Fe3+, suggesting the possible presence of a magnetite (Fe3O4)
phase. This material absorbs visible light of wavelengths
shorter than B500 nm, as measured by diffuse reflectance
UV-vis in Fig. 1(c). We also measured the zeta potential of the
gold/iron nanorods, which was �20 � 1 mV.

When the gold/iron oxide nanorods were suspended in
hydrogen peroxide solution (H2O2, 2.5 v%) and illuminated
with a mercury lamp, autonomous motion was observed. The
nanomotors move with the gold end trailing at a speed up to
30 mm s�1 at a light intensity of 33 mW mm�2. The same
nanorods show only Brownian motion when observed with
dark field microscopy. A 380 nm UV filter was used to eliminate
the contribution of UV light. As a first step towards under-
standing the visible light-driven propulsion, we set out to

investigate the relative contributions of two possibly important
factors in the experiment: the H2O2 concentration and the light
intensity. We first measured the influence of H2O2 concentration
on the speed of gold/iron oxide nanomotors, expecting an
increase in the speed of motor with increasing H2O2 concen-
tration, which is typical for chemically driven nanomotors.19

Fig. 2(b) shows the measured speeds at a constant light intensity
of 33 mW mm�2 (ESI,† Video S1). We observed that the gold/iron
oxide nanomotors exhibited axial motion when the concen-
tration of hydrogen peroxide was as low as 0.005 v%. The velocity
increased with increasing concentration of H2O2, and above
0.1 v%, the concentration has a negligible effect. We also
measured the motion of Au–Fe2O3 nanomotors in DI water
without H2O2 and no obvious axial motion was observed. In
contrast to the weak dependence of speed on H2O2 concen-
tration, the light intensity has a significant effect on the speed
of nanomotors. The light intensity was varied from 3.0 to
33 mW mm�2 through neutral density filters equipped on the
microscope. Fig. 2(c) shows that the speed of a single gold/iron
oxide nanorod in 2.5 v% H2O2 increases with increasing
light intensity, reaching B30 mm s�1 for a light intensity of
33 mW mm�2 (ESI,† Video S2). This indicates that the light
intensity limits the speed of the gold/iron oxide nanomotors, so
long as a minimal amount (0.10 v%) of H2O2 was present.
Compared to bimetallic motors, which typically have a high
background rate of catalytic decomposition of H2O2, the gold/iron
oxide motors have relatively high fuel efficiency.43

By analogy to Cu2O/Au and Si–Au micromotors, we postulated a
propulsion mechanism based on light-induced self-electrophoresis.
In this mechanism, electron–hole pairs are generated in the iron
oxide and separated at the iron oxide/solution interface when the
nanomotors are irradiated by visible light; electrons should be
transferred to gold from n-type iron oxide because of the ohmic
contact between the two materials, and holes should be driven to
the iron oxide/solution interface by band bending.44 As a result,
reduction and oxidation of H2O2 should occur at the gold and iron
oxide ends, respectively, leading to a proton concentration gradient
around the rod. Consequently, the negatively charged nanorod
should move towards the iron oxide, which is consistent with
experimental observations.19,45,46 We note that this mechanism is
similar to that proposed by Hong et al. to explain the motion of
TiO2 microparticles in UV light,45 except that in this case iron oxide
has a narrower bandgap and can be excited by visible light.

To test the proposed mechanism, the mixed potentials of
gold and iron oxide microelectrodes in 2.5 v% H2O2 solution
with and without illumination were measured. The mixed
potential of a catalytic metal in H2O2 indicates its tendency to
preferentially catalyze the oxidation (more negative mixed
potential) or the reduction (more positive mixed potential)
of H2O2. This method has been widely used to characterize
the electrochemical behavior of electrophoretically driven
nanomotors.46–49 As shown in the Tafel plots in Fig. 3(a), the
difference in mixed potentials between gold and iron oxide
electrodes is approximately 60 mV in the dark, but it increases
to 140 mV when iron oxide is illuminated at a light density of
100 mW cm�2 (note: a different light source was used here than

Fig. 2 (a) Illustration of the bipolar electrochemical propulsion mechanism
of gold/iron oxide nanomotors activated by visible light in hydrogen
peroxide solutions. (b) Speeds of the nanomotors at different hydrogen
peroxide concentrations illuminated with light of 33 mW mm�2. (c) Speed
of a gold/iron oxide nanomotor illuminated at different light intensities in
2.5 v% hydrogen peroxide solution.

Communication ChemComm

Pu
bl

is
he

d 
on

 0
2 

O
ct

ob
er

 2
01

7.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
by

 P
en

ns
yl

va
ni

a 
St

at
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

n 
04

/1
1/

20
17

 2
3:

30
:3

7.
 

View Article Online

http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/c7cc06327j


This journal is©The Royal Society of Chemistry 2017 Chem. Commun., 2017, 53, 11465--11468 | 11467

the mercury lamp used for propulsion experiments). This
photovoltage effect is consistent with a light-induced oxidation
reaction at the n-type Fe2O3/solution interface. Under illumina-
tion or in the dark, iron oxide is always found to have a more
negative mixed potential than gold, indicating that electrons
migrate from iron oxide to gold. This is consistent with the
observation that the iron oxide segments are the leading ends
of gold/iron oxide nanomotors.

To quantify the photoconductivity of the material, iron oxide
was first electrochemically deposited onto a piece of fluorine
doped tin oxide (FTO) glass, followed by thermal annealing.40

After that, a 100 nm-thick gold film was sputtered onto the iron
oxide. From the I–V plot of a gold/iron oxide solid junction
(Fig. 3(b)) we can calculate that the resistance was 39.7 O without
illumination and dropped to 26.7 O when the mercury lamp was
turned on. This indicates a significant drop in resistivity under
illumination. In addition, the linearity in the I–V plot indicates
an ohmic contact between gold and iron oxide. Based on these
electrochemical measurements we can conclude that the photo-
voltage and the photoconductivity induced by visible light are
both factors in the motility of gold/iron oxide nanomotors.

Gold/iron oxide nanomotors show good external controll-
ability. This can be demonstrated by their rapid go/stop motion

using light switching (ESI,† Video S3). Fig. 4(a), (c) and (e) show
that a gold/iron oxide nanomotor exhibits only Brownian
motion in the absence of illumination, and immediately starts
to move rapidly when the light is switched on (Fig. 4(b), (d)
and (f)). This kind of fast response and on/off switching can be
useful in a range of applications.46 In addition, the ability to
steer nanomotors is useful. Because the iron oxide segments
are superparamagnetic (Fig. 5(a)), the nanomotors can be readily
aligned and steered by external magnetic fields (Fig. 5(b) and
ESI,† Video S4). Typically, magnetic steering is introduced into
rod-like nanomotors by the incorporation of ferromagnetic Ni
segments; however the presence of ferromagnetic segments
causes aggregation of the rods, which can be avoided by using
superparamagnetic nanoparticles. An additional advantage of
superparamagnetic motors is their ability to navigate along
magnetic field lines.50 We do not observe any aggregation of
the nanomotors in the dark, although some reversible dimeriza-
tion events – which are likely the result of catalytically generated
electric fields51 – were observed under illumination.

In conclusion, rod-like gold/iron oxide nanomotors were
synthesized in AAO membranes by electrochemical deposition.
The nanomotors could be activated by visible light at very low
concentrations of hydrogen peroxide, and their speed can be
modulated by the light intensity. The propulsion mechanism is
light-induced self-electrophoresis in which the photovoltage
and photoconductivity both affect the velocity. The presence

Fig. 3 (a) Tafel plot of iron oxide and gold electrodes with respect to
Ag/AgCl reference electrode with and without illumination in 2.5 v%
hydrogen peroxide solution. (b) I–V curve of a solid state gold/iron oxide
junction electrode showing ohmic behavior.

Fig. 4 (a–f) Time-lapse snapshots showing trajectories of a gold/iron
oxide nanomotor in 2.5 v% hydrogen peroxide solution during light
switching.

Fig. 5 (a) Magnetic moment of iron oxide nanorod measured by vibrating
sample magnetometer. (b) Magnetic control of gold/iron oxide nanorod
following specific trajectories in 2.5 v% hydrogen peroxide solution under
mercury light of 33 mW mm�2.
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of superparamagnetic particles in the iron oxide segments
enables steering with external magnetic fields. The key char-
acteristics of these nanomotors include inexpensive and scalable
synthesis, fast propulsion at low concentrations of chemical
fuels, visible light operation, on/off switching and magnetic
steerability, all of which are useful features for potential
applications.
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