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ABSTRACT: Structural DNA nanotechnology can produce a wide
range of 3D nanostructures with programmable structure and size
at <5 nm resolution. However, it is challenging to dry these
structures without capillary force-induced damage. As a result, the
applications of 3D DNA nanostructures have long been limited in
aqueous environments. Ready access to free-standing 3D DNA
nanostructures in the dry state could revolutionize many research
areas, especially in the development of low-density, high-strength
materials. Here we report a method to obtain free-standing
wireframe 3D DNA tetrahedra in air on a solid substrate, such as
SiO2 and mica, by absorbing uranyl acetate and lyophilization. The
dried DNA tetrahedron structure, 93 ± 2 nm in height, withstands 42 ± 22 nN of loading force. The effective hardness (9.1 ±
5.1 MPa) and Young’s modulus (77 ± 48 MPa) of this low-density (70.7 kg/m3) DNA-inorganic hybrid nanostructure are
comparable to other reported low-density high-strength materials.
KEYWORDS: free-standing, 3D DNA nanostructure, uranyl acetate, lyophilization, high strength, indentation

Tremendous efforts have been made to create synthetic
materials and structures that are of both low density and
high mechanical strength. Such materials are key to the

continuing weight reduction of cars, airplanes, and spacecrafts.
For bulk materials, strength is correlated with density; as a result,
lowering the density can drastically impair the mechanical
properties.1−4 Various approaches have been made to address
this challenge.5−16 Among them, one promising solution is to
design micro- or nanoscale hierarchy structures, as has been
demonstrated in mechanical metamaterials,5 metallic micro-
lattices,6,7 ceramic composite trusses,8 ceramic nanolattices,10

carbon fiber-reinforced polymer lattices,12 and TiN nano-
trusses.14,15 Polymer- and metal-based hierarchical structures
have been fabricated by dual-beam photolithography; these
materials showed very high strength (modulus ∼200 MPa) at
low density (<100 kg/m3).10 However, with the exception of
surface coating,8 the critical features of these hierarchical
structures are currently limited at micrometer scales. The
mechanical property of nanoscale hierarchical structures is
largely unexplored.
DNA nanotechnology is able to produce a wide range of

nanostructures with programmable structure and size at atomic
resolution.17−32 Complex shaped lattices,20,21,25,26 containers,33

curvatures,24 wireframes,34,35 hollow polyhedra,27,36−38 frame-
works,28,30,31,39,40 crystals,22,32 and nanomachines41 have been
reported using DNA as building blocks. Among those
nanostructures, hollow DNA polyhedra, with their wireframe-

based construction, best mimic the structure of many known
mechanical metamaterials. Therefore, such programmable DNA
nanostructures could serve as a model system to understand the
3D architecture−mechanical property relationship of low-
density materials.
However, 3D DNA nanostructures are soft materials, and

their applications have long been limited to aqueous environ-
ments. An individual double helix can be pulled apart by
unzipping with a force of about 10 to 15 piconewton (pN) or
partially untwisted after being stretched under 60 pN of force.42

A 3D DNA nanostructure, such as DNA polyhedra, nanopillars,
and hierarchical structures, deforms irreversibly with a threshold
force of tens to hundreds of pN in buffer solutions.28,31,35,43 Fan
and his co-workers showed that by silicification of the DNA
origami nanostructure, the DNA tetrahedron could withstand 1
nN of force without obvious change of shape, while the structure
was bent at a load of 3.0 nN in the buffer.44

The weak mechanical properties of 3D DNA nanostructures
make them prone to damage during the drying process. A hollow
3D DNA structure cannot withstand the strong capillary forces
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or transverse sheer forces; upon drying, these structures
inevitably collapse or rupture.39,44 Due to this reason, the
characterization of hollow 3D structures of DNA have been
largely limited to specialized methods, such as cyro-
EM30,33,36−38,40 and super-resolution fluorescence microsco-
py,27 that can probe the structure in aqueous solution. Recent
work showed that DNA-origami-templated silicification could
generate free-standing 3D origami crystals in air,45 but the
diameter of each building strut was increased by 28%.
Here we report a simple and robust method to obtain a free-

standing 3D low-density DNA nanostructure on a solid
substrate, such as SiO2 and mica. We show that by absorbing
uranyl acetate onto a DNA frame followed by lyophilization, a
free-standing 3D hollow DNA nanostructure can be obtained in
air. The free-standing 3D hollow DNA nanostructure was
characterized by tapping mode atomic force microscopy (AFM)
in air as well as transmission electron microscopy (TEM). The
mechanical properties of the 3D hollow DNA nanostructure
were studied by AFM indentation. We found that the DNA
nanostructures show surprisingly high mechanical strength. The
collapsing force (42 ± 22 nN (N = 53)) was 2−3 orders of
magnitude higher than the corresponding values of unstained

DNA tetrahedra and DNA nanopillars28,43 (both measured in
solution), or the simulated force response31 of DNA molds, and
a 14-fold increase compared to the force that caused irreversible
damage to the silica-coated tetrahedral DNA origami nano-
structure in water.44 The effective hardness (9.1± 5.1MPa (N =
53)) and Young’s modulus (77± 48MPa (N = 53)) of this low-
density (70.7 kg/m3 (see SI for details)) DNA structure are
comparable to the reported ceramic nanolattices,10 nanotubular
bulk materials,16 and foams.46

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
A DNA tetrahedron, with a dimension of 100 nm in length and
12 nm in thickness for each rod-like arm, was synthesized by self-
assembly of DNA tripods.27 During the solvent evaporation, the
DNA nanostructure pins the solid−liquid−air interface and the
capillary force exerts a downward pressure onto the nanostruc-
ture, causing mechanical damage (Figure S1). Using the surface
tension of the solvent (water−ethanol mixture) and the
dimensions of the DNA nanostructure, we estimate that the
capillary force experienced by the DNA tetrahedron nanostruc-
ture is on the order of 4 nN (see SI for detailed calculations).
Given the simplicity of the model, this value should be regarded

Figure 1. (A) Schematics of the preparation of free-standing DNA tetrahedra in air. (B) Representative AFM image (top) and cross-sectional
analysis (bottom) of the DNA tetrahedron deposited on mica in air. (C) High-resolution AFM image (top) and cross section profile (bottom)
showing the fine structure of the DNA tetrahedron. Cylindermodel (inset) illustrates the cross-section structure of each arm of the tetrahedron.
(D) TEM bright-field images of free-standing DNA tetrahedra deposited on a SiO2 grid.
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as a lower bound, order of magnitude estimation of the force that
an individual DNA nanostructure needs to overcome. Thus, the
stabilization of a 3D DNA wireframe hollow nanostructure
requires efforts on either enhancing themechanical properties of
the 3D architectures or reducing the capillary force during
drying, or both.
Lyophilization is a known technique that can reduce capillary

force damage because it eliminates the liquid−vapor interface
that is typically present during solvent removal. In a separate
work, we observed that uranyl acetate can form dense coatings
on the DNA nanostructure. These results motivated our initial
exploration of free-standing DNA nanostructures in the dry
state. We prepared free-standing hollow DNA tetrahedron
structures in dry state by uranyl acetate absorption followed by
freeze-drying (Figure 1A). Tetrahedron structures, with a lateral
length of 158 ± 5 nm and height of 93 ± 2 nm (N = 20), were
found in the tapping mode AFM images (Figures 1B,C and S2).
The dimension of these structures matches that of the free-
standing DNA tetrahedron (expected length: 100 nm, expected
height: 82 nm; note that the length measured by AFM will be
larger than the real values due to the tip-convolution effect),
indicating that the DNA tetrahedra did not collapse. Addition-
ally, the bright-field TEM images showed that only the
wireframe of the DNA nanostructures has been stained by
UO2

2+; the interior volume of the DNA tetrahedron
nanostructure is free of inorganic residue. The edge of the
DNA tetrahedron measured by TEM is 100 ± 6 nm with a
thickness (fwhm) of 11.5 ± 2.2 nm (Figures 1D and S3). We
conclude that the UO2

2+ stain did not compromise the fidelity of
the DNA nanostructure and significantly improved its
mechanical stability.
We found that both the adsorption of UO2

2+ and the freeze-
drying were needed to obtain the free-standing structure. In a
control experiment, we freeze-dried the DNA nanostructure
without UO2

2+ staining and found the structures collapsed
(Figure S4A). Uranyl ions (UO2

2+) bind to phosphate groups in
DNA.47 We suspect that the absorbed UO2

2+ ions increase the
mechanical stability of the DNA nanostructure through their
ionic interaction with the neighboring phosphates, effectively

creating a thin layer of uranyl phosphate coating on the DNA
surface. In another control experiment, we dried the stained
DNA sample using a stream of N2 instead of freeze-drying. AFM
imaging showed that the DNA nanostructures collapsed, as the
height was reduced to 24 ± 5 nm (Figure S4B). Furthermore,
the thickness of each rod in the free-standing DNA
nanostructure (11.5 ± 2.2 nm) was the same as that of the
regular stained DNA tetrahedra (11.4 ± 1.2 nm),27 indicating
that lyophilization shielded the hollow 3D DNA nanostructure
from the surface-tension-induced damage without compromis-
ing its structural features.
We have characterized the mechanical properties of the free-

standing DNA nanostructure in air using AFM indentation. In a
typical experiment, a tapping mode AFM scan was first
conducted to locate the free-standing DNA nanostructures.
The same AFM tip was then placed over a DNA nanostructure
and force−distance curves were measured at the same spot at
various force thresholds from 5 nN to 300 nN. Due to the
difficulty of achieving precise tip placement on the nanostruc-
ture, we conducted successful indentations on two different
samples. We found that the approaching and retracting force
curves overlapped at force threshold from 5 to 20 nN (Figures
2A−C and S5), indicating that the structure remained intact and
stationary, at least for 6 cycles of indentation. When the
threshold increased to 30 nN (Figure 2D), the first 6 cycles of
indentation showed identical curves, indicating the absence of
any long-term plastic deformation. However, in this case, the
approaching and retracting curves did not overlap (ca. 2 nm of
deviation), suggesting the presence of elastic deformation that
did not restore within the same cycle.
When the force threshold was increased to 100 nN (Figure

2E), a feature consistent with structural collapse was found in
the first force curve (black). In this case, the force response
showed an approximate linear increase within the initial ca. 5 nm
of contacting the tetrahedron. This linear region was followed by
a sudden decrease in the force at ca. 45 nN, which we attributed
to the collapse of the hollow DNA tetrahedron. After an
additional 65 nm of displacement, the force response showed
another steep increase before reaching the setoff force of 100

Figure 2. Indentation study of free-standing DNA tetrahedron. Compiled approaching and retracting force curves of a DNA tetrahedron after
repeated indentations capped at (A) 5 nN, (B) 10 nN, (C) 20 nN, (D) 30 nN, and (E) 100 nN showing the reversible (A−C) and irreversible (E)
compression process. The labeling inside each figure indicates the sequence of indentation experiments. Note: The force threshold cap was
defined relative to the initial force value measured at ca. z = −200 nm. The AFM images of a DNA tetrahedron (F) before and (G) after all the
indentation experiments show the change of topography of the same DNA tetrahedron (circled). (H) Cross-sectional analysis of the DNA
tetrahedron before and after indentation experiments showing the decrease of height after irreversible indentation on the nanostructure.
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nN, indicating that the AFM tip had reached the supporting
substrate. The total indentation depth (ca. 80 nm) is smaller
than the height of the nanostructure (95 nm, Figure 2F and H),
suggesting that the AFM tip was not placed at the apex of the
DNA nanostructure and most likely a partial collapsed occurred.
In the following cycles of indentation (red, blue, and pink),
similar collapsing behavior was observed, although each cycle
showed some variations from the previous one; the collapsing
force also became smaller and the AFM tip needed additional
travel to reach the DNA nanostructure, suggesting that the
indentation-induced deformation was progressive and irrever-
sible. After all the indentation experiments, the tapping mode
AFM image taken at the same location showed that the height of
the DNA nanostructure decreased from 95 nm to 25 nm (Figure
2G and H). The height of the collapsed structure is comparable
to that of the collapsed structure we obtained without using
freeze-drying (24 nm, see Figure S4B).
We observed very similar behaviors (reversible compression

at low force, irreversible collapsing at high force) on a different
DNA tetrahedron (Figure S6). In this case, we observed
overlapping approaching and retracting force curves when the

force threshold was 10 and 20 nN. The effective Young’s
modulus of the stained tetrahedron was calculated using the
reversible force curve and using the surface area covered by the
DNA tetrahedron (4330 nm2). The calculated Young’s modulus
varied depending on the force threshold, placement of tip on the
DNA nanostructure, and the indentation rate. The Young’s
moduli of the two samples were 230 ± 64 MPa (based on 18
curves measured on the sample shown in Figure 2A−C) and 162
± 29 MPa (based on 12 curves in Figure S6A,B).
Figure 3 shows the indentation experiment on another

tetrahedron structure (Figure 3A), in which the force threshold
was set as 100 nN to collapse the nanostructure in the first
indentation. The first force curve exhibited the same collapsing
behavior, while that was not observed upon repeated
indentations on the same location, indicating that plastic
deformation occurred (Figure 3C). We used tapping-mode
AFM to characterize the DNA nanostructure before and after
indentation (Figure 3A and 3B). In this case, we found that the
height of the tetrahedron decreased from 89 nm to 62 nm and a
triangular base (6−8 nm in height, Figures 3B and S7) was
clearly visible around the partially fractured structure, indicating

Figure 3. Indentation experiments on an individual DNA tetrahedral structure. AFM image and cross-sectional analysis of a free-standing DNA
tetrahedron (A) before and (B) after indentation experiments. (C)Multiple cycles of force−distance curves of a DNA tetrahedronmeasured on
the same spot. The cartoon insets in A and B represent the relative location between the AFM tip and free-standing tetrahedron.

Figure 4. Indentation experiments of free-standingDNA tetrahedra via forcemapping. AFM images and cross-sectional analysis of free-standing
DNA tetrahedra before (A) and after (B) force mapping showed a decrease in the height of DNA nanostructure after the force mapping. (C and
D) Representative force curves of DNA tetrahedra showing single and multiple stages in the structural collapse. Statistics of (E) displacement
before collapse (i.e., from the contact to the onset of plastic deformation), ZI, (F) collapsing force at the first breakage point, FC−I, (G) Young’s
modulus, E, and (H) effective hardness of free-standing DNA tetrahedra.
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that a partial collapse occurred during the indentation. Also
shown in Figure S8, the leftover triangular bases after the
indentation-induced collapse proved that the standing DNA
tetrahedron was indeed hollow.
In addition to these detailed studies on individual structures,

we also carried out force mapping to obtain statistics of the
mechanical properties. In this experiment, an area having many
standing tetrahedra was selected by tappingmodeAFM imaging.
Afterward, the same AFM tip was used to conduct force
mapping of the surface, during which force−distance curves
were collected over a 2D array of spots, with a periodicity of 66
nm in both dimensions. The AFM tip was suspended while
moving between adjacent spots to prevent contact with the
sample other than during the indentation. The force threshold
during the force−distance curve measurement was set as 300
nN, which ensured complete collapsing of the DNA tetrahedra.
After force mapping, another tapping mode AFM image was
collected. We found that the height of many DNA
nanostructures in the mapping region decreased to ca. 20 nm
(Figure 4A and B), consistent with collapse of DNA
nanostructures. Out of the 25,600 force curves, we identified
84 that are likely associated with DNA nanostructures, all of
which showed the following features (Figure 4C): initial
compression with a linear force response (I), collapse and
relaxation (II), compression of the collapsed structure (III), and
unloading of the AFM tip (IV). In some circumstances, multiple
collapses occurred during the indentation, exhibiting multiple
peaks in the force curve (Figure 4D), which we attribute to
stepwise plastic deformation of the tetrahedron structure. We
further reasoned that if the AFM tip was placed on the DNA
tetrahedron, the tip displacement between the initial contact and
reaching the force threshold should be at least the thickness of
two DNA wireframe edges (23 nm). With this additional
criterion, we identified 53 indentation results for our statistical
analysis below.
The average collapsing force was 42 ± 22 nN (Figure 4F),

which was 3 orders of magnitude larger than the DNA
nanopillar43 and a 14-fold increase compared to the force that
caused irreversible damage to the silica-coated tetrahedron
DNA origami nanostructure in water.44 The average displace-
ment before the structural collapse (distance between the initial
contact and the collapsing point) was 9.1± 4.3 nm (Figure 4E).
The force response below the collapsing force was 5.2± 3.1 nN/
nm, which was 2 orders of magnitude larger than the simulated
value of the DNA origami box structure (note that the
deformations are different: inward for the DNA tetrahedron
and outward for the origami box).31 There was no obvious
correlation found between the collapsing force and the
collapsing distance. The effective hardness was calculated to
be 9.1 ± 5.7 MPa (Figure 4H), and the effective Young’s
modulus as 77 ± 48 MPa (Figure 4G). The density of the
stained nanostructure was calculated to be 70.7 kg/m3 (see SI
for calculation). These characteristics are comparable to those of
the ceramic nanolattice structures.10

The large variation of the data derived from force mapping is
likely due to the random placement of the AFM tip on the DNA
nanostructures. In contrast, the variations are much smaller in
the data derived from the multiple reversible indentation curves
measured on a single DNA nanostructure. The Young’s modulus
was 230 ± 64 MPa and 162 ± 29 MPa for the samples shown in
Figures 2 and S6, respectively.
We estimated the Young’s modulus of the individual rod in

the stained DNA tetrahedron structure. When the AFM tip was

applied on the top apex of the DNA tetrahedron, the collapsing
force (FC) was 32.7 ± 8.1 nN, based on four force−distance
curves with a total indentation displacement (the distance
between the initial contact and the final point) close to the
height of the DNA tetrahedron (93 ± 5 nm). We modeled the
individual DNA rod in the wireframe as a buckling column (see
SI for details). With these assumptions, the calculated Young’s
modulus for the individual rod is 15.2 ± 3.8 GPa. Compared to
the reported Young’s modulus of double-stranded DNAs (100−
300MPa42,48−50) or DNA origami nanotubes (75−180MPa50),
the individual stained DNA rod in the free-standing DNA
tetrahedron is 2 orders of magnitude stronger.

CONCLUSION

We successfully obtained free-standing 3D hollow DNA
tetrahedron structure in air by absorbing uranyl acetate on a
DNA frame followed by lyophilization. The 3D DNA
nanostructure maintained its original morphology, showing
minimal structural deformation. The thin coating of uranyl
acetate on the DNA frame significantly increased its mechanical
properties: at least 2 orders of magnitude higher than the
previous measurements collected in water and approaches that
of inorganic nanolattice structures. The enhancement of the
mechanical properties likely originates from the strong
interaction between the phosphate groups in DNA and the
UO2

2+ ions and thus should broadly apply to other DNA
nanostructures. Work is underway to explore if the same effect
can be obtained using other cations in place of UO2

2+.
DNA nanotechnology provides rapid access to 3D nanoscale

objects. The possibility to use these structures in air may open
up new opportunities for both research and applications, in
particular, in areas of nanoscale mechanics,51,52 3D nano-
electronics,53 nanoelectromechanical systems, and surface
engineering (e.g., wetting control).54,55 Many of these
applications (e.g., omniphobic surface) require both nanoscale
and microscale structural features over large areas. Thus, our
work also calls for further development of structural DNA
nanotechnology to produce larger and more complex 3D DNA
nanostructures at reduced cost.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Preparation of Free-StandingDNA Tetrahedra onMica.DNA

tetrahedra were synthesized following the DNA tripod assembly
method.27 Staple and P8064 scaffold DNAs for preparing the DNA
tetrahedral origami were purchased from IDT and Bioneer Corpo-
ration, respectively. The unpurified staple DNA strands were mixed
with a P8064 scaffold in a molar stoichiometric ratio of 1:1 in 0.5×
TEMg buffer (5 mM Tris, pH 7.9, 1 mM EDTA, 12 mMMgCl2). The
final concentration of scaffold was adjusted to 10 nM. The mixture was
annealed at 80 °C for 15 min, followed by a fast linear cooling step to 65
°C over 75 min and a slow linear cooling step to 24 °C for 70 h. The
excess staple DNA was removed by agarose gel purification in an ice−
water bath. The as-prepared tetrahedral DNA nanostructure was
assembled on a 0.5 × 0.5 cm2 freshly cleaved mica surface by dripping 5
μL of DNA solution on the substrate and allowed to incubate for 5 min.
Then, 2 μL of filtrated 1% uranyl acetate was added on the wet sample
and allowed to incubate for 45 s. The substrate was kept in a high-
humidity environment during the incubation times. The wet sample
was then rinsed with an ethanol−water mixture (v/v: 9:1) several times
to remove the extra salt. The wet sample was immersed in liquid N2 for
at least 10 min to freeze the surface and subjected to lyophilization at ca.
100 mTorr overnight. The formation of the free-standing DNA
tetrahedron has been reproduced in different batches and by different
researchers in our lab, independently.
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Characterization Methods. Atomic Force Microscopy. Surface
morphology of DNA tetrahedral structures after drying and mechanical
properties of the free-standing DNA tetrahedral structures were
characterized by tapping mode AFM and nanoscale indentation using
an Asylum MFP-3D AFM equipped with a μmasch NSC15 tip in air.
For indentation data shown in Figure 2, the force distance was set as

200 nm, the setoff force threshold was varied from 5 to 300 nN, and the
scan rate was set as 0.1 Hz. For data shown in Figure 3, the force
distance was set as 200 nm, the setoff force threshold was 100 nN, and
the scan rate was set as 0.99 Hz. In the force mapping experiment, the
force distance was set as 200 nm, the setoff force threshold was 300 nN,
the scan rate was set as 0.99 Hz, and the distance between adjacent
points was set as 67 nm. The force spring constant of the AFM tip was
calibrated before the indentation experiments. The calibration process
is integrated in the Asylum MFP-3D software, which includes (1)
calibration of the inverse of the optical lever sensitivity (InvOLS) to
convert the cantilever deflection from volts to meters after performing a
force curve on the mica surface; (2) measurement of the thermal power
spectral density to determine the resonant frequency of the cantilever;
and (3) fitting the first harmonic peak of the cantilever with the
calculated InvOLS to calculate the spring constant.
The indentation experiment to measure the mechanical property of

theDNAnanostructure included four steps: (1) a prescan using tapping
mode AFM to locate a structure of interest; (2) a force-mapping
prescan (500 nm scan size, 10 nN threshold) using contact mode AFM
to confirm the location of the structure of interest (Figure S9); (3)
positioning the AFM tip on the structure to conduct the nano-
indentation experiment; (4) a postscan using tapping mode AFM to
image the structure of interest.
Transmission Electron Microscopy. A SiO2 window TEM grid

(SO100-A20Q33, SiMPore Inc.) was pretreated with UV/ozone for 2 h
to generate a hydrophilic surface. TEM samples were prepared
following the same procedure for preparing free-standing DNA
tetrahedron structures on mica. TEM was conducted on a JEOL
200CX instrument operated at 200 kV and equipped with a Gatan CCD
image system.
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