
Biosensors and Bioelectronics 24 (2008) 148–150

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Biosensors and Bioelectronics

journa l homepage: www.e lsev ier .com/ locate /b ios

Short communication

Screen-printed electrodes based on carbon nanotubes and cytochrome P450scc
for highly sensitive cholesterol biosensors

Sandro Carraraa,∗, Victoria V. Shumyantsevab, Alexander I. Archakovb, Bruno Samorı̀ a
a Biochemistry Department, University of Bologna, Via Irnerio, 48-40126 Bologna, Italy
b Institute of Biomedical Chemistry, Pogodinskaya Street 10, Moscow 119121, Russia

ith an
tured
odiu
odium
d an
field

face. T
rther
anop

resp
steras
osens
8 tim
mm
ticles
a r t i c l e i n f o

Article history:
Received 24 January 2008
Received in revised form 6 March 2008
Accepted 11 March 2008
Available online 21 March 2008

Keywords:
Electron transfer
Cytochrome
Multi-walled carbon nanotubes
Cholesterol
Biosensors
Screen-printed electrodes

a b s t r a c t

This paper is concerned w
immobilized on nanostruc
were deposited onto the rh
onto MWCNT-modified rh
gold nanoparticle-modifie
our previous works in this
the MWCNT-modified sur
P450scc was verified as fu
ified by the use of gold n
orders of magnitude with
cholesterol oxidase and e
P450-based cholesterol bi
gold nanoparticles and 17.
was equal to 1.12 �A/(mM
to the use of gold nanopar
1. Introduction

Starting from the first experiments on the catalytically active
enzymes immobilized on carbon nanotubes (CNT) (Davis et al.,
1998), many studies have been focused to characterize the pro-
teins working on electrodes structured by CNT (Chen et al., 2003;
Azamian et al., 2002; Sotiropoulou et al., 2003; Wang et al., 2002).
CNT were also used for nanostructuring carbon paste electrodes
(Rubianes and Rivas, 2003) as well as gold electrodes (Wang et
al., 2003). In the field of cholesterol sensing, recently the choles-
terol oxidase was immobilized by drop casting on a nanostructured
glass carbon (Tan et al., 2005), and screen-printed electrodes
(Li et al., 2005). However, the sensitivities of the proposed sys-
tems are limited to 0.123 �A/(mM mm2) (Tan et al., 2005) and
0.037 �A/(mM mm2) (Li et al., 2005). The electrode’s areas were
12.56 mm2 and 4 mm2, respectively. In this short communication
we propose a cholesterol sensing system with an improved sensi-
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tivity by orders of magnitude compared to that of very recently
published systems. Our system is based on rhodium–graphite

screen-printed electrodes modified by Multi-walled carbon nan-
otubes (MWCNT) and by cytochromes P450scc as catalytic enzyme.
The P450scc is an isoform of the cytochrome P450 super-family.
P450s are heme-proteins found in Bacteria, Archaea and Eukary-
otes. Usually, they form a part of multi-component electron transfer
chains, called P450-containing systems. P450s metabolize thou-
sands of endogenous and exogenous compounds. This fact accounts
for their central importance in metabolism. In this huge proteins
family, the P450scc cytochrome catalyzes the side-chain cleavage
of C27 cholesterol to C21 pregnenolone in the presence of molecu-
lar oxygen and NADPH-ferriHemoprotein reductase. This enzyme,
encoded by the CYP11A1 gene, catalyzes the breakage between
C20 and C22, which is the initial and rate-limiting step in the
biosynthesis of various gonadal and adrenal steroid hormones. The
P450scc is highly specific in cholesterol and cholesterol metabolites
recognition. Therefore, it may be used to develop highly selec-
tive cholesterol biosensors (Shumyantseva et al., 2004), and its
activity is highly enhanced when the electrodes are modified by
gold nanoparticles (Shumyantseva et al., 2005). In particular, we
obtained a sensitivity of 0.35 �A/(mM mm2) by using riboflavin
as molecular mediators between the cytochrome P450scc and
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more suitable for P450 with respect to the metallic nanoparticles
since the P450 is easier to reduce in the presence of CNT. A positive
shift indicates that it is easier to reduce the heme iron incorporated
in the protein core. The peak shoulder is due to the fact that MWCNT
used in the experiments are a mix of metallic and semi-conducting
carbon nanotubes. The metallic MWCNT provide a better elec-
tron transfer and thus they are responsible for the peak located at
−327 mV, while semi-conducting CNTs are responsible for the peak
located at−400 mV. Fig. 1 also shows that the current enhance-
ment in the current peak corresponding to the redox reaction of
the cytochrome is larger than 2.4 times if the electron transfer
is mediated by the MWCNT with respect to the case of the gold
nanoparticles achieving a peak current of 196 �A. Moreover, the
peak current in equivalent redox reactions achieved by the P450scc
onto bare electrodes is equal to 11 �A (Shumyantseva et al., 2005).
Therefore, the MWCNT improve the electron transfer between the
bare electrode and the cytochrome P450scc 17.8 times. On the other
hand, recent works on the use of MWCNT to improve the electron
transfer rate in the cholesterol oxidase have shown an improve-
ment of 3.7 times with respect to the non-nanostructured sol/gel
chitosan electrodes (Tan et al., 2005) or an improvement of 1.6 times
S. Carrara et al. / Biosensors an

the rhodium–graphite screen-printed electrodes with an area of
20 mm2 (Shumyantseva et al., 2004). By using same size electrodes
that were modified by gold nanoparticles we reached a sensitiv-
ity improvement of one order of magnitude. The obtained current
was one order of magnitude larger on sensing the same amount of
cholesterol when using screen-printing electrodes modified by gold
nanoparticles (Shumyantseva et al., 2005). This current increase
was even higher than those achieved by the previously mentioned
systems based on cholesterol oxidase (Tan et al., 2005; Li et al.,
2005) even when the cholesterol oxidase electrodes are modified by
using nanoparticles. In fact, a very recent publication demonstrates
that a sensitivity of 8.49 nA/(mM mm2) was reached by combining
the effects of MWCNT and the platinum nanoparticles on gold elec-
trodes with an area of 3.14 mm2 (Yang et al., 2006). In the present
short communication, we demonstrate further improvements of
P450scc-based biosensors due to MWCNT.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Rhodium–graphite electrodes preparation

We have prepared nanostructured rhodium–graphite electrodes
modified by MWCNT and gold nanoparticles. Accordingly with
our previous works (Shumyantseva et al., 2004, 2005), the elec-
trodes were produced on flexible polyvinylchloride sheets from SKK
(Denzlingen, Germany) using a DEK 249 screen printer (DEK Ltd.,
Weymouth, England) by using polyester screens from Steinmann
GmbH (Stuttgart, Germany). Screen printing inks (Electrodag PF-
410, Electrodag 6037 SS) were obtained from Acheson (Scheemda,
Netherlands). Marastar SR 057, from Marabu (Tamm, Germany),
was used as insulator ink.

2.2. Electrodes nanostructuring and functionalization

The fabricated screen-printed electrodes were modified by
using MWCNT or gold nanoparticles. Gold nanoparticles with an
average diameter of 12 nm were prepared by using a well-known
procedure: the sodium borohydride reduction of HAuCl4 in the
presence of dodecanthiol. The prepared particles were deposited
with drop casting (5 �l of mono-dispersed nanoparticles in chlo-
roform solution at 35 mg/ml dried in 30 min) onto screen-printed
electrodes. MWCNT were purchased from MER Corporation (Tuc-
son, AZ). The purchased MWNTs had diameters ranging between
2 nm and 15 nm and lengths between 1 �m and 10 �m, with 5–20

graphitic layers. To prepare the MWCNT-modified screen-printed
electrodes, 100 mg of accurately weighed MWNTs were dispersed
in 100 ml of chloroform and ultra-sonicated for 1 min. Finally, the
MWNTs were deposited by drop casting (5 �l of the so prepared
solution) onto the screen-printed electrodes. The final preparation
step was to add a 5-�l of a solution containing P450scc (196 �M
in 50 mM phosphate buffer, pH 7.4, 10% glycerol, 1 M NaCl, 0.3%
sodium cholate) dried overnight at +4 ◦C onto both kinds of nanos-
tructured electrodes.

2.3. Electrochemical measurements

The functionalized working electrodes had an area of 20 mm2

and they were used in horizontal regime within an electrochem-
ical cell with a standard three-electrode configuration. Platinum
wire was used as the counter electrode and screen-printed Ag/AgCl
as the reference electrode. Electrochemical measurements were
carried out using an EG&G (Princeton) potentiostat model 263A
with M270 software. We have investigated the cyclic voltammo-
grams of the nanostructured electrodes in comparison with the
unmodified rhodium–graphite electrodes in order to demonstrate
lectronics 24 (2008) 148–150 149

the enhanced activity of the cytochromes. Experiments were per-
formed under aerobic conditions, in 100 mM phosphate buffer with
50 mM KCl, at pH 7.4, and the scan rate was 50 mV/s.

3. Results and discussion

Fig. 1 reports our results. The data shows how the oxidation
of P450 is varying in comparison to the different electron transfer
mediators. The voltammograms show the oxidation peak corre-
sponding to the electrochemical reduction of the cytochrome with
the oxygen. There is a huge increase of the current peak in the case
of the P450 working on electrodes modified with gold nanoparti-
cles with respect to the case of the bare electrodes, and it confirms
our previous experiments (Shumyantseva et al., 2005). Moreover,
a further enhancement of the oxidation current is clearly observed
in the case of the electrodes modified with MWCNT. This is a direct
proof that the MWCNT are able to mediate the electron transfer
between the rhodium–graphite electrodes and the heme groups
of the cytochromes in a more efficient way with respect to the
nanoparticles. In the case of MWCNT, the peak is shifted in the pos-
itive direction of the voltage axis. This means that the MWCNT are
Fig. 1. Cyclic voltammograms of screen-printed bare rhodium–graphite electrode
(1), on electrodes modified with Au nanoparticles and P450scc (2), or with multi-
walled carbon nanotubes and P450scc (3). Experiments were performed under
aerobic conditions, 100 mM phosphate buffer, 50 mM KCl, pH 7.4, and the scan rate
was 50 mV s−1.
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with respect to the carbon electrodes (Li et al., 2005). Therefore, as
seen before, systems based on the cytochromes P450s integrated
with nanostructures present improvements of orders of magnitude
in the sensitivity of cholesterol biosensors, while systems based on
oxidases do not show such an improvement. The improvement is
due to the fact that cytochrome P450 is a metallo-protein providing
electrons directly from its heme, while oxidase provide electrons
not directly but from peroxidase. In conclusion, the development of
a cholesterol biosensor based on screen-printed electrodes modi-
fied with MWCNT and with the cytochromes P450scc will ensure a
high sensitivity as demonstrated by the calibration curve shown in
Fig. 2. The figure shows an increased sensitivity that compare quite

well with those achieved by the extremely high sensitive systems
based on nano-wires recently developed with FET technology (1 �A
for 388 �M of oxidized LDL-cholesterol) (Rouhanizadesh et al.,
2006). In our case, the reached sensitivity was 1.12 �A/(mM mm2).
This sensitivity is of the same magnitude order of that obtained by
using the gold nanoparticles (Shumyantseva et al., 2005), but the
presence of the carbon nanotubes highly improve the linearity of
the detection response. In fact, data reported in Fig. 2 are very close
to that of a linear regression while those reported previously for
gold nanoparticles clearly present non-linearity (Shumyantseva et
al., 2005). The linearity coefficients R were estimated equal to 0.99;
0.60; 0.99 in the case of carbon nanotubes (Fig. 2), gold nanoparti-
cles [elaborated from (Shumyantseva et al., 2005)], and riboflavin
(Shumyantseva et al., 2004) mediators, respectively. This is a fur-
ther confirmation that MWCNT may play a crucial role in biosensor
development (Carrara et al., 2005).

4. Conclusions

For cholesterol biosensors, a further improvement in sensi-
tivity due to carbon nanotubes is demonstrated in this paper.
lectronics 24 (2008) 148–150

Multi-walled carbon nanotubes were deposited onto the rhodium–
graphite electrodes by drop casting. The cytochrome P450scc was
also deposited to detect the cholesterol. Cyclic voltammetry indi-
cated largest enhanced activity of the enzyme at the MWCNT
modified surface. Systems based on the cytochromes P450s inte-
grated with nanostructures present improvements of orders of
magnitude in the sensitivity of cholesterol biosensors, while sys-
tems based on oxidases do not show such an improvement. In case
of cytochrome P450scc, the role of the nanotubes in mediating elec-
tron transfer was observed to be further improved with respect to
the case of rhodium–graphite electrodes modified by the use of gold
nanoparticles. The presence of carbon nanotubes highly improve
the linearity of the detection response. The current peak related to
cholesterol redox reactions is split into a shoulder. This phenom-
ena may be further investigated by using nanotubes that are mainly
metallic or semi-conducting. However, working with only metallic
or semi-conducting nanotubes fixing all the other characteristics
is still a challenging task. Therefore, this will be the object of fur-
ther investigations, along with the quantum nature of improved
sensitivity.
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