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N
anomaterials have attracted a great
deal of attention in the field of
cellular engineering as their physi-

cochemical properties can be utilized to
precisely modulate cellular signaling path-
ways and behaviors. For example, nano-
magnetic actuation and heating with iron-
based nanoparticles have been used to
remotely control the functions andbehaviors
of intracellular molecules.1�4 Photoactive
heating with carbon-based nanomaterials
facilitated selective regulation of gene ex-
pression in the intracellular region.5 Despite
their great potential in the field of cellular
engineering, little effort has focused on en-
gineering functional nanomaterials for mod-
ulation of neural functions associated with
brain disorders.
Electrical and chemical stimulation have

been widely used to modulate neural activ-
ities in the nervous system. Electrical stimu-
lation is mainly intended to excite nerve
tissues by depolarizing membrane poten-
tials, while chemical stimulation canbeused
for both excitation and inhibition by mod-
ulating synaptic transmission. However, it is

difficult to utilize these methods for selec-
tive and precise control of cellular activity
due to the limited spatial or temporal
resolution.5,6 Optical stimulation methods
have been introduced to enhance sptaio-
temporal resolution. Direct irradiation with
infrared light has been shown to affect the
excitability of nerve cells by generating
thermal gradients surrounding the nerve
tissues.7�10 Optogenetics, which combines
optical stimulation with genetic modification
of target cells, has been used to selectively
stimulate a subpopulation of neurons in neu-
ral tissues.11,12Althoughoptogeneticmethods
enabled researchers to control excitation and
inhibition of neural activity with high cellular
specificity, strong photocurrent for inhibitory
opsins, stable gene expression, andNIR excita-
tion of opsins for deep tissue penetrationhave
yet to be achieved. In addition, the imperative
genetic modification step for cell targeting
impedes immediate clinical translation.13

Therefore, it would be beneficial to develop
a nongenetic optical stimulation technique
that can modulate neural activity with dee-
per tissue penetration capabilities.
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ABSTRACT A neural stimulation technique that can inhibit neural activity

reversibly and directly without genetic modification is valuable for understating

complex brain functions and treating brain diseases. Here, we propose a near-

infrared (NIR)-activatable nanoplasmonic technique that can inhibit the electrical

activity of neurons by utilizing gold nanorods (GNRs) as photothermal transducers

on cellular membranes. The GNRs were bound onto the plasma membrane of

neurons and irradiated with NIR light to induce GNR-mediated photothermal heating near the membrane. The electrical activity from the cultured neuronal

networks pretreated with GNRs was immediately inhibited upon NIR irradiation, and fully restored when NIR light was removed. The degree of inhibition

could be precisely modulated by tuning the laser intensity, thereby enabling restoration of firing of a hyperactive neuronal network with epileptiform

activity. This nanotechnological approach to inhibit neural activity provides a powerful therapeutic platform to control cellular functions associated with

disordered neural circuits.
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To achieve improved inhibitory optical stimula-
tion that does not require genetic modification, we
attempted to affect neural excitability with photother-
mal capability of NIR sensitive GNRs. Recently, gold
nanomaterials have emerged as biocompatible nano-
phototransducers for efficient conversion of optical
radiation into localized heat in biological systems.14

Gold nanorods have attracted particular interest for
biological applications due to their strong absorption
in the NIR region, where living tissues are relatively
transparent. Localized heating mediated by GNRs
upon NIR irradiation has been applied extensively
for remote and selective destruction of malignant cells
for cancer therapy;15�17 however, there has been little
effort to utilize GNRs for precise control of neural
activity through the nanoscale photothermal effects.
On the basis of our preliminary results on thermal
suppression of neural activity in cultured neurons,18

we hypothesized that efficient photothermal conver-
sion mediated by GNRs bound on the neural mem-
branewould enable the spatiotemporal suppression of
neural activity. Here, we present a new neuromodula-
tion technique that utilizes GNRs as photothermal
nanotransducers on neural membranes to temporarily
suppress or continuously modulate the activity of
primary neurons from rat brain tissues (Figure 1A).
GNRs were bound to the plasma membrane with
minimal cellular uptake and exposed to continuous
NIR laser irradiation to activate them for neural mod-
ulation. We found that GNR-mediated photothermal
heating on the plasma membrane enabled the mod-
ulation of action potentials from cultured hippocampal
neuronswith external NIR light. In addition, we demon-
strated that neural network activity was successfully
restored in an in vitro epilepsy model using this photo-
thermal modulation technique.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

We first engineered bare GNRs to bind on the neu-
ronal plasma membrane. Cetyltrimethylammonium
bromide (CTAB)-coated GNRs with longitudinal plas-
mon resonance at 785 nm were prepared using a
previously established procedure.19 The CTAB capping
molecules on the GNR surface were replaced with
positively charged amine-terminated polyethylene
glycol (NH2-PEG) to improve their biocompatibility
and facilitate their binding to the negatively charged
plasma membrane via electrostatic interactions. In
transmission electron microscopy (TEM), bare GNRs
were seen with axial sizes of 18.5 and 71.3 nm and a
PEG coating of 3 nm (Figure 1B). PEGylation did not
cause a spectral shift in plasmon resonance (Figure 1C).
Terminal amine groups of the PEG coating rendered a
positive charge on the surface of the GNRs (þ 21.3 mV,
Figure 1D). Biocompatibility of GNRs on hippocampal
neurons was significantly improved within the incuba-
tion period (up to 72 h) by PEGylation (Figure 1E).

Furthermore, we examined whether the photothermal
effect of PEGylated GNRs could be modulated by the
NIR laser power bymeasuring the temperature change
of the GNR solution. The photothermal effect increased
with laser power (Figure 1F), indicating that the degree
of photothermal heating applied to the neurons could
be precisely modulated by the laser power. The surface
modification of GNRs with amine-terminated PEGmol-
ecules led to their localization on the plasma mem-
brane. Hippocampal neurons were isolated from
prenatal rat brains, plated on cell culture plates, and
treated with fluorescently tagged PEGylated GNRs for
9 h (Figure S1, Supporting Information). Confocal
fluorescent microscopy clearly showed that most of
the GNRs were localized on the plasma membrane
(Figure 1G). Furthermore, the amount of GNRs bound
on the membrane was quantified as a function of
incubation time using their intrinsic multiphoton lumi-
nescence (Figure S2, Supporting Information).20 The
amount of GNRs bound on the membrane increased
with increasing incubation time (Figure 1H).
We next investigated whether the local photother-

mal effect of GNRs attached to the plasma membrane
was able to modulate spontaneous neuronal activity.
Hippocampal neuronal networks were cultured on a
multichannel microelectrode array (MEA) chip and
incubated with GNRs. At specific time points (1, 3, 6,
and 9 h postincubation), the neurons were repeatedly
irradiated with a NIR laser (785 nm) (Figure 2A). The
unbound GNRs remained in the medium during the
irradiation. The medium temperature upon each irra-
diation was estimated to increase up to approximately
4�5 �C because of the unbound GNRs in the medium
(Figure S3, Supporting Information). During the experi-
ments, extracellular spikes of the neuronal network
were recorded simultaneously from 59 microelec-
trodes of the MEA chip. NIR irradiation or GNR treat-
ment alone did not affect the spontaneous activity
of neurons (Figure 2B and Figure S4, Supporting
Information). In the case of neurons pretreated with
GNRs, fewer spikes were detected upon irradiation
with the NIR laser. As the incubation time increased
from 1 to 9 h, almost no spikes were detected during
NIR irradiation (Figure 2C). Quantitative measurement
of the changes in spike rates revealed that the degree
of inhibition, which was measured by the decrease in
spike rate, was increased with increasing GNR incuba-
tion time (Figure 2D). Compared to the control group
that was not treated with GNRs (incubation time 0 h in
Figure 2D, value: 0.48%), the GNR treated groups
showed significant decreases in spike rates upon NIR
irradiation. The neural activity was suppressed to
20% of the original level by NIR irradiation after 9 h
treatment with 10 μg/mL of GNRs. Importantly, the
neural inhibition occurred within less than 1 s after NIR
irradiation (Figure S5, Supporting Information). Taken
together with Figure 1H, theses observations indicated
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that more GNRs furthered the effect. Next, the degree
of suppression was investigated with varying laser
power density. As the laser power increased from
0 to 15 mW/mm2, the degree of suppression increased
monotonically from 0 to 89.6% (Figure 2E,F). Con-
sidering the temperature change and laser power
(Figure 1F), this indicated that higher temperature
further increased the suppression of neural activity.
The temperature change on the GNR-bound mem-
brane upon photothermal stimulation was estimated
to understand the physiological conditions responsi-
ble for instant control of neural activity. Both numerical
simulation and fluorescence measurement results re-
vealed that the temperature on the membrane con-
tacted directly with GNRs increases more rapidly
and higher upon photothermal stimulation (∼Δ8.5 �C
within 800 ns in the simulation, Figure S6, Supporting
Information;∼Δ10.5 �C within 10 s in the fluorescence

measurement, Figure S7, Supporting Information),
compared with the medium heating induced by the
unbound GNRs (Δ4�5 �C within 10 s, Figure S3,
Supporting Information). It suggests that the local
GNR-mediated photothermal heating on the mem-
brane contributes primarily to the instant inhibition
of neural activity.
We next investigated the feasibility of GNR-mediated

photothermal stimulation for long-term neural inhibi-
tion. Hippocampal neuronal networks were stimulated
with intermittent NIR irradiation that last for a few
minutes to several tens of minutes after 9-h incubation
with GNRs. The results clearly demonstrated the cap-
ability of long-term inhibition of neural network
(Figure 2G), which was demonstrated previously by
an optogenetic technique using halorhodopsin.21

There were no noticeable side effects of long-term
photothermal stimulation as there were no significant

Figure 1. Gold nanorods and their interaction with neurons. (A) Schematic of gold-nanorod (GNR)-mediated photothermal
stimulation of neurons. NH2-terminated PEGylated GNRs (NH2-PEG-GNR) localized on the neuronal membrane suppress
neural activity through photothermal conversion of NIR energy. Changes in neural activities were recorded by extracellular
electrodes. (B) TEM image of NH2-PEG-GNR following treatment with phosphotungstic acid negative stain. The brighter
region is associated with the PEG coating. (C) Absorption spectra of bare GNRs and NH2-PEG-GNRs. (D) Zeta potential
measurements of bare GNRs and NH2-PEG-GNRs. (E) Cell viability of neurons treated with bare GNRs or NH2-PEG-GNRs. The
PEG coating of bare GNRs significantly improved their cell viability (Two way ANOVA followed by Bonferroni post hoc test;
p > 0.05 for No GNR and 10 μg/mL NH2-PEG-GNRs, n = 50 for each point). (F) Temperature changes in a solution of 10 μg/mL
NH2-PEG-GNRs at different laser power densities. Time constants (τ) of temperature rise and decay were 13.8 and 12.4 s,
respectively. (G) Bright field (left) and fluorescence (right) images of neurons treated with fluorescently labeled NH2-PEG-
GNRs. (H) Quantification of NH2-PEG-GNRs attached to the neurons with their intrinsic multiphoton-induced luminescence.
(One way ANOVA, 1 μg/mL; p < 0.0001, 10 μg/mL; p < 0.0001, n = 50 for each point). All values represent mean ( SEM.
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differences in spike rates and spike shapes before and
after suppression (Figure 2H and Figure S8, Supporting
Information). Finally, the importance of the binding
affinity of GNRs to the plasma membrane was exam-
ined by comparing the suppression between positively
charged GNRs (NH2-PEG-GNR, zeta-potential = 21.3 (
13.5 mV, n = 17) and negatively charged GNRs (CH3-
PEG-GNR, zeta-potential = �35.5 ( 18.1 mV, n = 12).
The surface of bare GNRs wasmodifiedwith negatively
chargedmethoxy-terminated PEG (CH3-PEG) to reduce
the binding affinity of GNRs to the plasma membrane
(Figure S9, Supporting Information). In this case, the
suppression was considerably weaker than that with
positively charged amine-terminated GNRs (NH2-PEG,
Figure 2I), which suggested that the surface charge
of GNR was important and sufficient numbers of
membrane-bound GNRs were required for the inhibi-
tory effect. We further investigated whether the GNRs
bound on the membrane were responsible for the
neuronal inhibition. Hippocampal neuronal networks
were irradiated immediately after adding GNRs, and

9 h after incubation with GNRs followed by washing
the unbound GNRs. These experiments exhibited that
the GNRs suspended in the medium prior to binding
to the membrane did not influence the neuronal
activity significantly upon photothermal stimulation,
whereas the GNRs bound directly to the membrane
contributed primarily to the neuronal silencing
(Figure 2J). Taken together, these results demonstrated
that GNR-mediated photothermal stimulation could be
utilized to precisely modulate suppression of cultured
neuronal networks.
We investigated the effects of photothermal stimu-

lation on electrically evoked neuronal activities by
delivering short electrical pulses to cultured neurons.
When electric current pulses are passed through a
microelectrode, they produce action potentials from
nearby neurons, which in turn spread throughout the
neuronal network. In the MEA chip, we could focally
stimulate the network by applying biphasic current
pulses through a microelectrode and record neural
responses by detecting spikes from neighboring

Figure 2. Photothermal modulation of spontaneous neural activity. (A) Schematic of repeated GNR-mediated photothermal
stimulation of a neuronal network. Neuronswere treatedwith NH2-PEG-GNRs (10 μg/mL) and then repeatedly irradiated with
a NIR laser (785 nm, 0�15 mW/mm2). (B) Spike rates of untreated neurons upon repeated NIR irradiation (15 mW/mm2). (C)
Spike rates of neurons treated with NH2-PEG-GNRs for different incubation times with NIR irradiation (15 mW/mm2). (D)
Quantification of spike rate changes of GNR-treated neurons upon repeated NIR irradiations in (C). One way ANOVA;
p < 0.0001, n = 264 (0 h), 74 (1 h), 97 (3 h), 99 (6 h), 98 (9 h). The data point for t = 0 corresponds to noGNR treatment, as shown
in (B). (E) Peri-event histograms and raster plots for different laser power densities. GNR incubation: 9 h. (F) Quantification of
spike rate changes in (E). Oneway ANOVA; p < 0.0001, n = 53 (0mW/mm2), 54 (3mW/mm2), 54 (6mW/mm2), 54 (9mW/mm2),
58 (12mW/mm2), 58 (15mW/mm2). (G) A single trace of spike recording for different NIR irradiation periods (GNR incubation:
9 h, laser power density: 15 mW/mm2). (H) Mean spike rates of GNR-treated neurons before and after NIR irradiation (Data
were collected from the channels in which neuron activities were completely suppressed during NIR irradiation, two-tailed
unpaired t test; p = 0.9064, n = 40 for each bar). (I) Changes in spike rates of neurons treated with NH2- or CH3-terminated
PEGylated GNRs upon repeated NIR irradiation (Two tailed unpaired t test; p < 0.0001, n = 105 (NH2) or 54 (CH3)). (J) Changes
in spike rates of neurons upon repeated NIR irradiation immediately after adding GNRs (0-h incubation) and neurons
after 9-h incubation with GNRs followed by washing the unbound GNRs (wash) (Two-tailed paired t test; p = 0.2296 for NIR
only (n= 149) andGNR/0 h (n= 122); p= 0.5299 for GNR/9 h (n= 133) andGNR/9 hþGNRwashout (n= 17). The representative
data in B, C, and E were recorded from different MEAs. Y-axis are not normalized. All values represent mean ( SEM.
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microelectrodes (Figure 3A). Two types of responses
were mixed in the recording: axonally conducted
responses (“direct responses”) and synapse mediated
responses. Neural responses linearly increased with
increasing input current over the range 6�14 μA
(Figure 3B,C; ES). The neural responses evoked by elec-
trical pulseswere significantly suppressed uponphoto-
thermal stimulation (Figure 3B,C; ESþNIR). Importantly,
the neural responses returned to the normal level once
the photothermal stimulation was removed (Figure 3B,
C; ES-NIR).
We next examined the effects of photothermal

stimulation on a cell that was directly stimulated by
the current pulses. To isolate these “direct” responses
from synapse mediated responses, postsynaptic exci-
tatory receptors such as AMPA and NMDA receptors
were pharmacologically blocked by CNQX and AP5,
respectively.22 After synaptic blockade, electrically
evoked neural activity only appeared within a 10 ms
poststimulation window, indicating that the neural
responses were collected primarily from the neurons
that were directly stimulated by electrical current
pulses (Figure 3D,E; ES). In addition, the response
probability was slightly increased and the response
latency was reduced after synaptic blockade, which
was consistent with a previous report (Figure 3D,E;
Synaptic blockersþES).22 The direct neural response
was also significantly suppressed by photothermal
stimulation (Figure 3D,E; Synaptic blockersþESþNIR).
The suppression of evoked responses under synaptic
blockade indicated that the photothermal stimula-
tion directly interfered with the generation of action

potentials. In the control experiments, NIR irradiation
without GNR pretreatment did not affect electrically
evoked neural activity and physiological features of the
neurons (Figure S10, Supporting Information).
We further examined whether the GNR-based sup-

pression effect could be used as a neuromodulation
technique to control the hyperexcited neural activity
that is frequently observed in abnormal neural tissues
with epilepsy. The experiment was performed by
inducing hyperexcited activity in a cultured neuronal
network, which was followed by controlling the inten-
sity of photothermal stimulation to restore the original
network activity level (Figure 4A). Epileptiform neural
activity was induced by treating the cultured neuronal
networks with bicuculline (BCC), which disinhibited
the network by blocking the inhibitory synapses.23�25

The results are shown in raster plots of nine units
detected from MEAs and the mean firing rate histo-
gram (Figure 4A,B). After treatmentwith BCC, therewas
a 2-fold increase in mean spike rate in the network,
which was maintained for 8 min. The intensity of
photothermal stimulation was manually adjusted from
themaximum value (15mW/mm2) and set to the point
where the mean spike rate was similar to the normal
state. When the NIR laser was turned off to remove the
external control, the neural activity returned immedi-
ately to its hyperexcited state. These observation in-
dicated that the neural suppression can be utilized to
achieve precise neuromodulation of hyperactive neur-
al tissues using closed-loop negative feedback control.
Finally, we investigated how GNR-mediated photo-

thermal heating influenced neuronal activity.

Figure 3. Photothermal modulation of electrically evoked neural activity. (A) Schematic of GNR-mediated photothermal
stimulation of an electrically evoked neuronal network. Neurons were treated with NH2-PEG-GNRs (10 μg/mL) for 9 h and
evoked with repeated electrical stimulations (ES) with or without NIR irradiation (15mW/mm2). (B) MEA recordings following
the electrical stimulation with or without NIR irradiations (20 overlapped traces, current level: 14 μA). (C) Quantification of
spike rates of GNR-treated neurons upon NIR irradiation simultaneously with repeated electrical stimulations at different
input current levels (Two way ANOVA; p = 0.9109 for ES and ES-NIR, p < 0.0001 for ES and ESþNIR, n = 16 for each point). (D)
MEA recordings of electrically evokedGNR-treated neurons uponNIR irradiation after synaptic blockade. Current level: 14 μA,
synaptic blocker: AP5 and CNQX (10 μM for each). (E) Quantification of neural responses with synaptic blockade (Two way
ANOVA; p = 0.0021 for ES and Synaptic blockersþES, p > 0.0001 for ES and Synaptic blockersþESþNIR, n = 16 for each point).
All values represent mean ( SEM.
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We hypothesized that the heat delivered onto neuro-
nal plasma membrane by GNRs could be responsible
for the instant suppression of neural activity by deliver-
ing nanoscale heating to thermosensitive ion channels.
First, we compared the suppression induced bymacro-
scale heating with that of GNR-mediated nanoscale
photothermal heating. For macroscale heating, a
heating plate installed beneath the MEA chip was
ramped to 41.5 �C at a rate of 0.054 �C/s (Figure 5A).
The suppression of neural activity was observed when
the medium temperature reached close to 40 �C and
the effect disappeared gradually once the heat was
removed (Figure 5B). These observations also con-
firmed that heat delivery was the main mechanism

underlying the suppression. Comparing the time
course of suppression, the GNR-mediated photother-
mal stimulation enabled instant suppression and re-
covery of neural activity, while heater-mediated
stimulation took several minutes due to the longer
response time for heat transfer from the heating plate
to the cell through theglass chip andmedia (Figure 5B,C).
These results clearly showed that nanoscale thermal
effects had tremendous advantages over macroscale
heating for the precise temporal control of neural
activity. We also examined which ion channels are
responsive to heat, leading to the suppression of action
potentials in hippocampal neurons. One candidatewas
theTREK-1 channel (thermosensitivepotassiumchannel),

Figure 4. Photothermal modulation of epileptiform neural activity. (A) Firing activities of hyperexcited neurons upon
photothermal stimulation. GNR-treated neurons (10 μg/mL, 9 h) were hyperexcited by bath application of bicuculline (BCC,
15 μM) and the laser power density was adjusted for restoration of neural activity (9 mW/mm2). Signals of neural activity at
multiple channels were simultaneously recorded during photothermal modulation on an extracellular neurosensor chip. (B)
Mean spike rates of hyperexcited GNR-treated neurons upon NIR irradiation in (A). (C) Quantification of mean spike rates of
hyperexcited GNR-treated neurons upon NIR irradiation (Two-tailed unpaired t test, ***p < 0.0001, n = 9 for each point). All
values represent mean ( SEM.
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which was reported to be widely expressed throughout
theentirebrain region including thehippocampusand to
intrinsically reduce neural activity.26�28 Figure 5D shows
immunolabeling of TREK-1 channels, which verified ex-
pression of these ion channels in the cultured hippocam-
pal neurons used in this study. To verify the involvement
of TREK-1 channels in the suppression, GNR-mediated
photothermal stimulation was carried out with and
without the TREK-1 channel blocker fluoxetine.29,30

Figures 5E,F show raster plots and spike rate histograms
for theexperiment, respectively.WhenTREK-1wasblocked,
the existing suppression disappeared (Figure 5G), which
strongly suggested that TREK-1 channels are intimately
involved in the neurothermal suppression induced by
GNR and NIR irradiation.
In this study, we found photothermal inhibition of

action potentials usingmembrane-boundNIR-activatable
nanotransducers. The combination of NIR light and
nanotransducer has advantages over other optical
methods to modulate neural activity. In optogenetics,
light-driven pumps such as halorhodopsin or archae-
rhodopsin must be genetically expressed by viral
delivery to suppress neural activity.12,21,31,32 The tech-
nique presented here obviates the need for genetic
modification and enables deeper tissue penetration
with NIR light. In direct NIR or IR laser stimulation
methods, photothermal heating mainly led to the
increase of neuronal activity,7�10 which was opposite

to our results. This discrepancymay come from different
experimental parameters used in each study such as cell
type, laser wavelength and intensity, and baseline tem-
perature to causedifferent neural responsemechanisms.
In addition, a recent study demonstrated the transient
and selective suppression of neural activity with pulsed
IR laser stimulation,33whichwas ingoodagreementwith
what we observed in this study. Overall, our approach
shows an excellent example of optical stimulation com-
bined with exogenously introduced nanomaterials.
Themainmechanism of the photothermal inhibition

has yet to be determined. However, our results strongly
suggest that the TREK-1 channel, which is known to be
a thermosensitive potassium channel, is involved in
the inhibition of action potentials through membrane-
localized photothermal effects (Figure 5). Previous studies
reported that the TREK-1 channel is expressed in the
whole brain,27,34 indicating that the suppression effect by
photothermal stimulation would not be limited to hippo-
campal neurons. Indeed, the neurothermal suppression
was also observed in cultured neurons from the cortex
and olfactory bulbs (Figure S11, Supporting Information).
The expression of TREK-1 channels in various types of
neurons makes our technique a more universal platform.

CONCLUSIONS

In summary, we demonstrated that the photother-
mal effect of GNRs localized on the plasma membrane

Figure 5. Nanoscale thermal effects on neural activity. (A) Schematic of a heating system to induce bulk thermal effects on
neuronal network. (B) Neuronal spike rates andmedium temperature upon thermal stimulation with bulk heating system. (C)
Spike rates of neurons stimulated by GNR-mediated photothermal heating (10 μg/mL, 9 h, 15 mW/mm2). (D) Fluorescence
images of neurons after immunochemical staining for β-tubulin(III) (red), TREK-1 (green), and nucleus (blue). (E) Firing
activities of GNR-treated neurons upon NIR irradiation after blocking TREK-1 channels. GNR-treated neurons were treated
with fluoxetine (TREK-1 blocker, 1 μM) and then repeatedly irradiated for photothermal stimulation (10 μg/mL, 9 h, 15mW/mm2).
(F) Mean spike rates of GNR-treated neurons upon NIR irradiation after blocking of TREK-1 channels in (E). (G) Quantification
of mean spike rates of GNR-treated neurons upon NIR irradiation after blocking of TREK-1 channels. (Two-tailed unpaired t test,
***p < 0.0001, n = 10 for each point). All values represent mean ( SEM.
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could be used to modulate neural activity. The sup-
pression effect was highly reproducible and reversible
and could also be sustained for long periods without
cell damage. To our knowledge, this is the first report of
a nanoparticle-based neuromodulation technique that
can control neuronal activity through the mode of

neural inhibition. Considering the potential need for
neural suppression techniques in the treatment
of complex brain disorders including epilepsy and
Parkinson's disease, our nanotechnological approach
represents a valuable tool for new applications in
translational nanomedicine.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Cell Culture. Hippocampal tissues were dissected from em-

bryonic day 18 Sprague�Dawley rat brain. The tissues were
rinsed with Hank's Balanced Salt Solution (HBSS, WelGENE,
Korea), and they were triturated using a pipet tip in the HBSS
solution, followed by centrifugation at 1000 rpm for 2min. After
the removal of supernatant, cells were seeded to poly-D-lysine
(0.1mg/mL in borate buffer, Sigma) coatedmicroelectrode array
(MEA, MultiCannel Systems) at the density of 800 cells/mm2 and
maintained in Neurobasal medium (Invitrogen) supplemented
with B27 (2% v/v, Invitrogen), GlutaMAX (2 mM, Invitrogen),
glutamate (12.5 μM, Sigma) and penicillin streptomycin (1% v/v,
Invitrogen) in a humidified incubator with 5% CO2 and 37 �C
condition. After 3 days, half of the medium was changed
without glutamate and was regularly changed every 5 days.
The cultivation of cortex and olfactory bulb cells was carried out
with the same protocol.

Gold Nanorod Preparation and Characterization. Gold nanorods
(GNR) were synthesized by a seed mediated method as pre-
viously reported.19 Briefly, 5 mL of 0.2 M Cetyltrimethylammo-
nium bromide (CTAB, Sigma), 5 mL of 0.5 mM HAuCl4 (Sigma),
and 600 μL of 0.01 M NaBH4 (Sigma) were mixed in ultrasonica-
tion bath. This seed solution was aged for 2 h. To grow the seed
into rod shape, 12 μL of seed solution was mixed with 5 mL of
0.2 M CTAB, 5 mL of 1 mM HAuCl4, 250 μL of 4 mM AgNO3, and
70 μL of 78.84 mM ascorbic acid. The synthesized GNRs were
washed by centrifuging at 10 000 rpm for 10 min and resus-
pended in ultrapure water. To coat the GNR surface with
polyethylene glycol (PEG) molecules, 3 mg/mL of biterminal
PEG (NH2-PEG(5K)-SH or mPEG(5K)-SH, Nanocs) was reacted
with 3 OD (optical density) of GNR solution for 2 h at room
temperature. Free PEG molecules were removed by using
dialysis kit (Thermo scientific). UV�vis absorption spectrum
and zeta potential of GNRs were measured by SpectraMax Plus
(Molecular devices) and Zetasizer Nano ZS (Malvern), respec-
tively. Size and morphology of GNRs were observed by Tecnai
G2 F30 S-twin TEM instrument (operating at the accelerating
voltage of 300 kV). Temperature change of the GNR solution
during NIR irradiation was measured by IR thermographic
camera (FLIR) and the acquired data was processed by MATLAB
(Mathworks). Unless otherwise stated, NH2-PEG-GNR was used
in all experiments.

Cell Binding. Fluorescence molecules (Alexa Fluor 488 car-
boxylic acid, succinimidyl ester, Invitrogen) were conjugated to
amine-terminated PEGylated GNRs to visualize GNR binding on
the neuronal plasma membrane. Half of the amine groups on
the GNR surface was used for conjugation of fluorescence
molecules. Neuronswere treatedwith 20μg/mLof fluorescently
tagged GNRs for 9 h and washed three times with PBS. Images
were acquired using confocal microscopy (Leica) with 63� oil
immersion lens (NA = 1.25).

Photothermal Stimulation. A fiber-optic laser (785 nm, 450mW,
B&WTek) was used for a light source and the laser beam formed
5mmdiameter of illumination area on theMEA chip (Figure 2A).
Hippocampal neuronal networks were cultured on a multi-
channel microelectrode array (MEA) chip and incubated with
PEGylated GNRs for 9 h. The GNR-treated neurons were then
repeatedly irradiated with a NIR laser (785 nm) at different
incubation times without washing unbound GNRs in the medi-
um. One cycle of photothermal stimulation was performed by
turning on the NIR laser for 10 s followed by turning off the NIR
laser for 20 s. This cycle was repeated 30 times in the sponta-
neous activity modulation tests. The repetitive laser switching

was precisely controlled by TTL pulses. During the experiments,
extracellular spikes of the neuronal network were recorded
simultaneously from 59 microelectrodes of the MEA chip.

Neural Activity Recording. Neural recordings were obtained
from neuronal cultures at the age of 11�18 DIV. Extracellular
spikes from cultured neurons were sensed by 60-channels TiN
microelectrode arrays (MultiChannel Systems, diameter 30 μm,
electrode spacing 200 μm, 500 nm thickness of Si3N4 insulator).
Electrode signals were amplified and digitized with an in vitro
MEA system (Multichannel systems, gain 1100, bandwidth
10�8 kHz, sampling frequency 25 kHz). The recorded signals
were filtered with a 200 Hz digital high pass filter (Butterworth,
second order), and spikes were detected by setting the thresh-
old level at six times the standard deviation of background
noise in vendor provided software (MC Rack, MultiChannel
Systems). Electrical stimulation was applied using an STG 2004
stimulator (MultiChannel Systems) at constant current stimula-
tion mode. Cathodic-first biphaisc pulses were used with pulse
width of 200 μs for each phase. Recording condition was
maintained at 37 �C and 5%CO2. Collected data were processed
usingNeuroExplorer (Nex technologies) andMATLAB (Mathworks).
For drug response testing, bath application method was used.
Briefly, drugs were mixed with 200 μL of media sampled from
the cultured MEA chip. After 20 min of stabilization, the drug
mixture was directly added onto the chip using a micropipette
while neural spikes were being recorded. The final concentra-
tions of drugs in the chip were set to be 10, 10 and 1 μM for AP5,
CNQX, and fluoxetine, respectively.

Labeling Fluorescent Molecules to GNRs. Fluorescence molecules
(Alexa Fluor 488 carboxylic acid, succinimidyl ester, Invitrogen)
were conjugated to amine-terminated PEGylated GNRs to
visualize GNR binding on the neuronal plasma membrane.
First, optical density of the dye solution at a concentration of
8.3 μg/mL (in DI water) was measured by SpectraMax Plus
(Molecular devices). And the number of the molecules were
calculated by Beer�Lambert law: A = a � b � c, where A is the
measured optical density, a is the molar absorptivity coefficient
(L mol�1 cm�1), b is cell length (cm) and c is concentration
(mol/L). 10 μg/mL GNR solution was reacted with 8.3 μg/mL dye
solution, for 1 h at room temperature. Free dyes were collected
by using centrifugal filter (MWCO: 100 k, Millipore). The optical
density of free dye solution was measured, and the change of
the optical density was used to calculate the number of dyes
conjugated to the GNRs. The total number of dye molecules
bound per 1 μg GNRs was calculated to 4.172 � 1014. On the
basis of the calculation, fluorescence molecules were conju-
gated to the GNR surface to cover half of the amine groups.

Multiphoton Luminescence Imaging. The GNRs localized on the
neural plasma membrane were visualized with a LSM 510 laser
scanning microscope (10� water immersion lens, NA = 0.3,
Zeiss) based on their intrinsic multiphoton luminescence
(Figure S2, Supporting Information). A coherent chameleon
pulsed NIR laser (800 nm) was used to excite the GNRs and
the system collected emission light at the wavelengths ranged
from 420 to 680 nm. Luminescence intensity of neurons was
measured using ImageJ (NIH).

Cell Viability. Hippocampal neurons were cultured in 96 well
black plates (Sigma) at the density of 800 cell/mm2 for 14 DIV
and treatedwith CTAB-coated GNRs or PEGylated GNRs at 1 and
10 μg/mL concentrations. After treatment for 24, 48, or 72 h, the
cells were washed for 3 times with freshmedium. Calcein AM kit
(Invitrogen) was used to quantify cell viability by measuring
fluorescence intensity from live cells. The GNR-treated cells
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were incubated with calcein AM dyes for 20 min and washed
with phosphate buffer saline (PBS, pH 7.4, Invitrogen) for
3 times. Fluorescence intensity of the cells was measured by
SpectraMax Gemini XPS (Molecular devices).

Immunostaining. Hippocampal neurons were fixed in ice cool-
ing methanol for 5 min at �20 �C, and washed with PBS
3 times. The nonspecific binding of antibodies was blocked by
6% bovine serum albumin (BSA, Sigma) for 30 min, and washed
with PBS 3 times. Primary antibodies (anti β-tubulin (1:500, Sigma),
anti TREK-1 (1:200, Abcam)) that were diluted in 1.5% BSA were
loaded to the cells for 24 h at 4 �C. After washing with PBS for
3 times, and secondary antibodies (Alexa Fluor 594 and 488 (1:200,
Invitrogen)) that were diluted in 1.5% BSA were loaded for 1 h at
37 �C. After 3 times washing with PBS, Hoechst 33342 (1:200,
Sigma) was loaded to cells for nucleus staining. After 10 min, cells
were washed with PBS 3 times. Fluorescence images were taken
by invertedmicroscopy (IX71, Olympus) with a 40� objective lens.

Data Analysis. Recording channels whose average firing rate
was larger than 0.1 spikes/sec were selected as active channels
and used for neural activity analysis. For the analysis of sponta-
neous activity, peri-event time histogram and raster plots were
used with the NIR irradiation as an event. The change of spike
rate (SR) with or without the NIR irradiation was calculated
by the following equation: SR change (%) = [SR(ON) � SR(OFF)]/
SR(OFF), where SR(OFF) and SR(ON) indicated the average spikes
rate before and after the onset of NIR irradiation, respectively.
SR(ON) covered the entire irradiation period (10 s) and SR(OFF)
covered the 10 s window just before the onset of the irradiation.
For the analysis of electrically evoked responses, spikes whose
amplitude was greater than 45 μV were collected (Figure 3).
Electrically evoked responses were quantified by counting the
number of spikes in a poststimulus time window (window size:
100ms) and estimating the instantaneous firing rate (Figure 3C)
or the response probability based on the total number of trials
(Figure 3E). As for the direct responses, spikes that appeared
within 10 ms after the onset of electrical stimulation and the
spikes with low jittering (standard deviation of response latency
less than 5 ms) were only counted under the synapse blocking
treatment (Figure 3D,E). The bin size of spike rate histogram
during the drug experiments was 10 s (Figures 4 and 5). All
statistics were performed with 1% of significant level (R = 0.01).
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