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Abstract: Mesoporous silica nanoparticles are useful nanoma-
terials that have demonstrated the ability to contain and release
cargos with mediation by gatekeepers. Magnetic nanocrystals
have the ability to exhibit hyperthermic effects when placed in
an oscillating magnetic field. In a system combining these two
materials and a thermally sensitive gatekeeper, a unique drug
delivery system can be produced. A novel material that incorpo-
rates zinc-doped iron oxide nanocrystals within a mesoporous
silica framework that has been surface-modified with pseudoro-
taxanes is described. Upon application of an AC magnetic field,
the nanocrystals generate local internal heating, causing the
molecular machines to disassemble and allowing the cargos
(drugs) to be released. When breast cancer cells (MDA-MB-231)
were treated with doxorubicin-loaded particles and exposed to
an AC field, cell death occurred. This material promises to be a
noninvasive, externally controlled drug delivery system with
cancer-killing properties.

Mesoporous silica nanoparticles (MSNs) have attracted wide-
spread research interest as functional materials.1-7 They are
endocytosed by cells,1 are nontoxic,2 and can be used to deliver
drugs.3 Recently, an amazing array of methods for controlling pores
to trap and release cargos have been developed. These range from
coatings on particles to intricate nanovalves that control the pore
openings using light,4 pH,5 or redox6 activation. For therapeutic
applications, an external and noninvasive method of actuation is
preferable for control of therapeutic effects. Light control has been
demonstrated, but its practical applicability is limited because of
shallow tissue penetration for photodynamic therapies. Nanovalves
based on changes in pH are self-opening but cannot be controlled
by an external stimulus. This lack of an effective, external control
for in vivo applications can be overcome by a new class of materials
driven by a magnetic core.

Magnetic nanocrystals (NCs) are of importance in biomedical
applications, as they can be used for both therapeutics and imaging.
The usefulness of magnetic materials for inducing hyperthermic
effects when placed in an oscillating magnetic field7 and for T2-
weighted magnetic resonance imaging (T2MRI) contrast8 make
magnetic NCs theranostic. Among those developed, zinc-doped iron
oxide nanocrystals (ZnNCs)9 improve upon existing materials by

offering a 4-fold increase in hyperthermic effects and a roughly
10-fold increase in MRI contrast relative to undoped iron oxide
NCs.

We have combined the advantages of mechanized silica (MSNs
with nanovalves) with those of zinc-doped iron oxide (Figure 1) to
create a new generation of drug delivery systems responsive to heat
activation. To this effect, a nanovalve was chosen that is non-self-
opening in biological systems, exhibits thermal stability at room
temperature, and can be operated under heating.

When this nanovalve is attached to the surface of a mesoporous
particle, an increase in temperature causes the valve to open,
allowing materials contained within to diffuse out. If the nanopar-
ticles contain ZnNCs, then application of an oscillating magnetic
field induces local heating, which should result in the same drug-
release effect. This novel approach to drug delivery allows cargo
to be contained within the nanoparticle at body temperature but
results in controlled release of the therapeutic agent to induce
apoptosis upon local heating generated by the ZnNCs.

In this study, we discuss four experiments performed on this
magnetically activated release system (MARS): (1) macroscopic
heating of the solution to induce guest release; (2) magnetic heating
via application of an oscillating magnetic field as an external control;
(3) localized magnetic heating without increasing the solution
temperature in a thermostatted medium; and (4) remote-controlled
actuation of the nanovalves to demonstrate controlled drug delivery
in cancer cells.

Magnetic-core silica nanoparticles (MCSNs, Scheme 1) were
synthesized by modifying a standard MCM-41-type synthesis.2c To
contain the ZnNCs within the silica cores, the ZnNCs were first
stabilized in a surfactant solution. The silica precursor tetraethyl
orthosilicate (TEOS) was added to a solution containing the
cetyltrimethylammonium bromide (CTAB)-stabilized ZnNCs with
sodium hydroxide. The base catalyzed the hydrolysis of the silica
precursor to form the mesostructured nanoparticles around the
ZnNCs. Particle characterization confirmed the size and pore
diameter, and inclusion of ZnNCs was confirmed by transmission
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Figure 1. Electron micrographs of (a) zinc-doped iron oxide nanocrystals
(ZnNCs) and (b, c) ZnNCs encapsulated within mesoporous silica.
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electron microscopy (Figure 1 and Table S1 and Figure S1 in the
Supporting Information). To assemble the nanovalve for facilitation
of magnetic actuation, a molecular machine was assembled on the
particle. N-(6-N-Aminohexyl)aminomethyltriethoxysilane was first
condensed on the particle surface. Cargo loading was accomplished
by soaking the nanoparticles in a saturated solution of rhodamine
B or doxorubicin to fill the mesoporous structure by diffusion,
resulting in a 4 wt % loading. Containment of cargo in the pores
was achieved by adding cucurbit[6]uril, which electrostatically binds
the molecular thread on the silica nanoparticle surface to the interior
of the 1 nm cyclic cucurbit[6]uril cavity.5b,10 After this step, the
MARS nanoparticles were washed thoroughly with water to remove
excess dye adsorbed on the silica surface.

A nanovalve was selected for the MARS that remained closed
at physiological temperature and opened when heated. The valves
were attached to the surfaces of MSNs without magnetic cores,
and external heat was applied (Figure S3). At room temperature,
the valves remained closed, and as the applied temperature was
increased, dye was released.

The complete MARS was tested to determine whether magneti-
cally induced heating would open the nanovalves, causing the
release of the contained fluorescent molecules. To perform this
study, MARS particles at room temperature were placed into an
oscillating magnetic field, and dye release was observed as a
function of time. Although the source of heat was changed from
an external source to the internal heating caused by magnetic
actuation, dye release was still observed (Figure 2a).

A sample of MCSNs was placed into an oscillating magnetic
field to measure their effect on solution temperature. A sample at
a concentration of 10 mg/mL was placed inside a water-cooled
copper coil producing an alternating current (AC) magnetic field
having a frequency of 500 kHz and a current amplitude of 37.4
kAm-1 (Taeyang Instrument Company, Korea). The temperature
of the 1 mL of water above the particles was monitored and found
to increase to a maximum temperature of 52 °C (Figure S2). This
effect was also observed for the ZnNCs in solution.9

For therapeutic applications, it is important to know whether the
opening of the nanovalve is a result of internal heating of the
nanoparticle or an increase in the ambient temperature. To determine

whether internal heating alone causes the valve to open, a sample
of the MARS was kept at 0 °C and placed into the oscillating
magnetic field. The MARS was then activated by applying 1 min
pulses of the AC field, and dye release was monitored using small
aliquots of the particle solution placed in a fluorometer. A single
pulse caused 40% of the rhodamine B dye to be released with a
dramatic increase in solution fluorescence (b in Figure 2b), which
we attribute to rapid internal particle heating and valve opening. A
second sample, pulsed intermittently, not only showed the same
initial release of cargo but also continued dye release upon each
additional pulse (9 in Figure 2b). It is clear that under these
conditions, the local internal heating is important for dye release
but macroscopic heating of the bulk solution is not necessary for
valve actuation.

These materials are useful for in vitro drug delivery, as
demonstrated by the release of anticancer drugs in the breast cancer
cell line MDA-MB-231 (Figure 3a). The MARS nanoparticles were
taken up by the cells, and minimal drug release was observed
because the surface-attached valves were closed (Figure 3a, images
1 and 2). In the presence of the oscillating field, the local heating
caused by the magnetic ZnNCs facilitated the release of doxorubicin
from the silica pores, inducing apoptosis in the breast cancer cells
(Figure 3a, images 5 and 6). In the images taken after a 5 min
exposure to the magnetic field, a dramatic increase in intensity from

Scheme 1. Sketch of Nanoparticles, Machines, and Assemblya

a ZnNCs (1) are synthetically positioned at the core of the mesoporous
silica nanoparticles (2). The base of the molecular machine is then attached
to the nanoparticle surface (3). Drug is loaded into the particle and capped
(4) to complete the system. Release can be realized using remote heating
via the introduction of an oscillating magnetic field (5). The particles and
machines are not drawn to scale.

Figure 2. Cargo release using magnetic actuation. In (a), the MARS
nanoparticles were continuously exposed to the magnetic field. The inset
shows the data as a release profile. In (b), a sample was kept at 0 °C and
exposed to pulses of the magnetic field. A single AC magnetic field exposure
(b) exhibited ∼40% cargo release after an initial 1 min pulse. Multiple
pulses performed at 1, 3, 5, 7, and 9 min and then every 20 min for 270
min (9) enabled more dye release until all of the dye diffused out. A baseline
(2) was obtained by monitoring the fluorescence with no pulses. The low
temperature of the surrounding solution (0 °C) was maintained in order to
observe the effects only from the magnetic field and not from heating of
the surrounding solution.
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the doxorubicin (red color) was seen as a result of drug delivery
into the cells.

The effect of the MARS on the cells was examined without drug
loading under the same conditions as those with drug-loaded
particles. When a sample not containing doxorubicin was endocy-
tosed into the cells and exposed to the oscillating magnetic field,
16% cell killing was observed, while 37% cell killing resulted from
exposure to the magnetic field when doxorubicin was contained in
the mesopores (Figure 3b). Thus, both hyperthermia and drug
delivery contributed to cell death.

In summary, we have demonstrated that novel magnetic-core
silica nanoparticles are effective in actuating nanovalves and
releasing anticancer drugs upon exposure to an oscillating magnetic
field. Additionally, we have shown the feasibility of using this
system as a drug delivery system in cancer cells. Optimization to
balance the hyperthermic and apoptotic effects by varying the length
of the magnetic actuation is under investigation.
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Figure 3. Results of MDA-MB-231 exposure to the MARS. Panel (a)
shows fluorescent microscope images (1, 3, and 5) and fluorescent images
with differential interference contrast (2, 4, and 6). Color scheme: green,
fluorescently labeled MARS; red, doxorubicin (DOX); yellow, merged green
and red. MARS nanoparticles containing DOX were taken up into the cells,
but before the AC field was applied, no drug release (images 1 and 2) and
negligible cell death [∼5%; panel (b), left bar] occurred. Images 3 and 4
show the effects of the magnetic field on MARS nanoparticles without DOX
in the pores. Heating from the particles accounted for 16% of the cell killing
[panel (b), middle bar]. Images 5 and 6 demonstrate DOX release after a 5
min AC field exposure, which caused 37% of the cell death [panel b, right
bar]. The arrows in image 6 indicate the location of apoptotic cells.
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