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A potential sensing mechanism 
for DNA nucleobases by optical 
properties of GO and MoS2 
Nanopores
Vahid Faramarzi  , Vahid Ahmadi, Bashir Fotouhi   & Mostafa Abasifard  

We propose a new DNA sensing mechanism based on optical properties of graphene oxide (GO) and 

molybdenum disulphide (MoS2) nanopores. In this method, GO and MoS2 is utilized as quantum dot (QD) 

nanopore and DNA molecule translocate through the nanopore. A recently-developed hybrid quantum/

classical method (HQCM) is employed which uses time-dependent density functional theory and quasi-

static finite difference time domain approach. Due to good biocompatibility, stability and excitation 
wavelength dependent emission behavior of GO and MoS2 we use them as nanopore materials. The 

absorption and emission peaks wavelengths of GO and MoS2 nanopores are investigated in the presence 

of DNA nucleobases. The maximum sensitivity of the proposed method to DNA is achieved for the 2-nm 
GO nanopore. Results show that insertion of DNA nucleobases in the nanopore shifts the wavelength 

of the emitted light from GO or MoS2 nanopore up to 130 nm. The maximum value of the relative 
shift between two different nucleobases is achieved by the shift between cytosine (C) and thymine 
(T) nucleobases, ~111 nm for 2-nm GO nanopore. Results show that the proposed mechanism has a 
superior capability to be used in future DNA sequencers.

Rapid DNA sequencing methods are excellent tools for the growing �eld of personalized medicine and have 
been developed theoretically and experimentally1–7. �ese rapid DNA sequencers utilize any changes in the 
ionic or tunneling currents, surface plasmon resonances, self-aligned optical antenna and surface-enhanced 
Raman spectroscopy to determine type of the DNA nucleotides: adenine (A), cytosine (C), guanine (G) and 
thymine (T)2,4–8. �e minimal thickness of the single-layer nanopores such as graphene is the key driving force 
for two-dimensional-material nanopore2,5. However, in order to achieve single-nucleotide resolution, there are 
still many other challenges such as high membrane thickness, fast DNA translocation speed, slow sensing mech-
anisms and noise e�ects1,2,4. In this paper, we propose and analyze a novel concept for sequencing DNA mole-
cules by absorption and emission properties of �uorescent materials. For DNA sequencing by this new approach, 
we have to use molecules with excitation-dependent emission behaviours, because each DNA nucleotide has a 
unique absorption spectrum. Recently, semiconductor quantum dots (QDs) are proposed to be used in �uores-
cence emission applications, because of their advantages such as higher quantum yields (the ratio of emitted to 
absorbed photons from any object), controllable properties with size and shape, and resistance to photobleaching, 
over commercial dyes9,10. However, according to the Kasha’s rule11, the �uorescence of conventional �uorophores, 
such as organic dyes and semiconductor QDs, does not depend on excitation energy. �is is because excited elec-
trons are mostly relaxed to the bottom of the conduction band before the �uorescence begins, which is independ-
ent of the initial excitation photon energy. On the other hands, graphene derivatives exhibit much interesting 
photoluminescence (PL) properties12,13.

Graphene oxide GO is a functionalized few layered forms of graphene with oxygen functional groups that 
are attached on the basal plane. Studies show that the photoluminescence emission of GO in a polar solvent, like 
water, is dependent on the excitation wavelength14,15. �e position of the �uorescence peak of GO in such polar 
solvent, without changing the GO sheet size, red-shi�s with increasing excitation wavelength. �e strong excita-
tion wavelength dependent �uorescence in GO is originated from the red-edge e�ect, which results from a slowed 
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solvation process due to an interaction between solvent dipole and �uorophore dipole14. Furthermore, it is shown 
that molybdenum disul�de (MoS2) QDs with a series of advantages, such as high quantum-yield, multicolor PL 
emission ranging from blue to red and good biocompatibility, have a great potential for utilizing in bio-detection 
applications16,17. Also, excitation dependent PL emission spectra in MoS2 QDs are observed and �uorescence 
peak position, for the uniform size of the gathered MoS2 QDs, varies under di�erent excitation wavelength18–20. 
�e aim of this study is showing a new method using optical properties of GO and MoS2 nanosheets in order 
to fast, label-free and accurate detection and sequencing of DNA nucleobases. �e photoabsorption spectra of 
GO and MoS2 nanopores in the presence of DNA are calculated by employing the powerful hybrid quantum/
classical method (HQCM)21. Next, the impact of presented DNA nucleobases at the nanopores on the photo-
absorption spectra, band-gap energies, electric �eld enhancements and emission wavelengths of GO and MoS2 
nanopores is investigated. �en, by a signal processing step, we �nd one frequency channel per DNA nucleobase 
as an excitation wavelength for each type and size of nanosheets. Regarding the excitation wavelength dependent 
emission properties of GO and MoS2 nanosheets, emitted light wavelengths from the GO and MoS2 nanopores 
are calculated and analyzed in the presence of all types of the DNA nucleobases, individually. �us, an emission 
peak wavelength, as a detection signal, can be assigned for each type of DNA nucleobases. Results show a superior 
capability of this concept to be used in future DNA sequencers.

The Proposed Structure and Operation Principle
�e schematic structure of our proposed DNA sequencing method is presented in Fig. 1. It contains a symmetric 
QD nanopore while a DNA molecule is introduced in the middle of the nanopore. In the structure, the GO or 
MoS2 is utilized as QD nanopore, and DNA molecule translocates through the nanopore. �e pore is classically 
created at the middle of nanosheet. In our theoretical model, the proposed GO and MoS2 structures are consid-
ered to be the square sheets with the thicknesses of 1 and 0.65 nm, respectively. �en, a pore with a diameter of 
1.5 nm and the same thickness of nanosheet is made at the middle of it. Materials of the pore and surrounding 
medium are water and treated with optical properties of water in the classical subsystem. �e nanopore mem-
brane material and DNA molecules are assumed to be placed in an aqueous solution.

As DNA molecule has four nucleobases, we assign a unique optical signal for each type of DNA nucleobases. 
�e in�uence of presented DNA nucleobase at the nanopore on the optical properties of the nanopore membrane 
material is investigated. For this purpose �rst, we need to obtain one photoabsorption spectrum for membrane 
nanopore + DNA nucleobase complex per each type of the presented nucleobase at the pore. �e selectivity factor 
which is the capability of distinguishing between two di�erent nucleobases is de�ned. For this purpose, we search 
the maximum di�erence between absorbance peaks in absorption spectra of the membrane nanopore + DNA 
nucleobases complexes. �e peak wavelength of the �nal absorbed spectrum for which the di�erence between 
absorbance peaks of two di�erent nucleobases is maximum is achieved. So, we obtain one frequency channel per 

Figure 1. �e schematic structure of our proposed DNA sequencing method based on the excitation-
dependent emission property of GO or MoS2 nanopore while DNA molecule passes through the nanopore. 
�e structure is assumed to be suspended in a polar solvent such as water. Regarding the excitation wavelength 
dependent behavior of GO and MoS2 materials, the emission wavelength λout would be a function of the incident 
light wavelength λin. �e blue, green, red and cyan colors represent the emission wavelength of the GO or MoS2, 
corresponding to the presented A, T, C and G nucleobases at the nanopore. �e function (f ) is determined by 
the type of the DNA nucleobases.
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DNA nucleobase and consider it as an excitation wavelength for the speci�c type and size of the membranes. In 
order to detect DNA nucleobases at the output of the proposed system, we look for the emission wavelength of 
the layer in the presence of the nucleobase at the nanopore corresponding to the achieved excitation wavelength. 
According to Kasha’s rule, emission wavelength should be �xed and independent of the excitation wavelength 
when we choose a certain dye or nanosheet. However, we have to use materials with the capability of having dif-
ferent emission wavelengths or excitation wavelength dependent emission properties, because we need to assign 
an emission wavelength for each type of the nucleobases. On the other hand, GO and MoS2 do not obey Kasha’s 
rule in a polar solution (such as water), and the peak emission wavelength varies by changing the excitation wave-
length. �us, taking into account the conditions mentioned above and also more signi�cant amounts of molar 
absorption of DNA molecule nucleobases at the higher energies, especially above 4 eV, and biocompatibility issues 
we select GO and MoS2 nanopores14,18,20.

Results and Discussions
Figure 2 shows the absorption spectra for the GO and MoS2 nanopores with and without DNA nucleobases. It 
is assumed that the nanopore, with a diameter of 1.5 nm, to be symmetrically made in the center of GO or MoS2 
nanopore and DNA molecule passes through the nanopore. �e QD sheet lengths are assumed to be 2, 3 and 5 nm 
shown in Fig. 2(a–f), respectively. We should note that a single-stranded DNA molecule cannot pass through 
nanopores smaller than 1.5 nm in diameter22. Also, (for nanopore diameters larger than 1.5 nm) increasing the 
pore diameter above 1.5 nm gradually reduces the in�uence of the presented DNA nucleotides on the QD absorp-
tion spectra. �us, we consider the nanopore with a diameter of 1.5 nm. For example, in Fig. 2(a–f), we can see 
that impact of the DNA nucleobases on the absorption spectrum of the QD nanopore is decreased by changing 
the sheet length from 2 to 5 nm for both GO and MoS2 nanopores. �is is because the optical absorption of QDs 
increases with increasing the size of QDs and the impact of DNA nucleobases on the QD absorption spectrum 
is reduced. Generally, absorbance peaks of the QD and DNA nucleobases complex are similar to the peaks of 
the bare A, C, G and T nucleobases reported by Tsolakidis et al.23. For example, the dominant peaks for the A 
and T nucleobases are near to each other and about 7 eV (~176 nm)23. Similarly, in our study, and for the whole 
complex of QD nanopores with A or T nucleobases, the dominant introduced peaks are near to each other, at 
the same wavelength, that is, around 176 nm. For MoS2 nanopore and DNA molecule complex, in comparison 
with no nucleobase case, the absorbance increases for wavelengths smaller than 180 nm and decreases for longer 
wavelengths. It should be noted that in the combined system, the resonance absorbance of the DNA molecule 

Figure 2. �e molar absorbance for GO nanopores with the lengths of (a) 2, (b) 3 and (c) 5 nm, and MoS2 
nanopores with the lengths of (d) 2, (e) 3 and (f) 5 nm in length, with and without DNA molecules. �e DNA 
nucleobases have the most in�uence on the absorption spectra of GO or MoS2 nanopore with a length of 2 nm. 
�e impacts of presented DNA molecules at nanopore reduce with increasing the length of the sheets. �e 
thickness of GO and MoS2 nanopores are assumed to be 1 and 0.65 nm, respectively.
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and MoS2 nanopore are coupled, and this leads to hybridized quantum molecule-classical material states. �e 
absorbance peak of MoS2 nanopore is strong as compared to that of the GO. On the other hand, the absorbance 
resonances of DNA nucleobases are signi�cantly weaker than the absorbance peak of MoS2 nanopore, thus strong 
interband damping takes place for MoS2 absorbance peak when the absorbance peak of MoS2 nanopore overlaps 
in energy with the absorbance resonances of DNA nucleobases24. Because of the limited absorption intensity of 
DNA nucleobases at the higher wavelengths, in comparison to that of MoS2 nanopore, this interband damping 
e�ect for MoS2 nanopore can be observed in the absorption spectra of MoS2 nanopore + DNA nucleobases com-
plexes. Also, our calculated absorbance results for the GO and MoS2 sheets are in good agreement with the exper-
imental studies25,26. For more investigation of the impact of the inserted DNA nucleobases on the QD absorption 
spectrum, we calculate the induced absorbance of the QD due to the presence of the DNA molecule by the di�er-
ence between the QD-DNA complex and the bare DNA nucleobases absorption spectra. �e induced absorbance 
shows the net absorbance of the QD in the presence of DNA molecule. It also reveals the changes in intensity and 
peak position of the GO or MoS2 nanopore. Moreover, to determine the net absorbance of the system due to the 

Figure 3. �e di�erential absorbance of QD nanopores due to the presence of DNA molecules for GO sheets 
with the length of (a) 2, (b) 3 and (c) 5 nm, and MoS2 sheets of (d) 2, (e) 3 and (f) 5 nm. Di�erent amounts of 
variations in di�erential absorbance are ascribed to di�erent nucleobases. For lager nanosheets, a spectral line 
shape like bare DNA absorption spectra (g) can be observed in di�erential absorbance. Insets: the induced 
absorbance of di�erently sized GO and MoS2 nanopores due to presented DNA nucleobases at nanopore. 
For smaller QDs, DNA nucleobases make more peaks and shi� the QD absorbance peak in the induced 
absorption spectra. �e absorbance peaks of 5-nm sheets show no considerable shi� in the presence of the DNA 
nucleobases. (g) �e molar absorbance for all four bare nucleobases.
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presence of the DNA molecule, we calculate the di�erence between the induced absorbance and the absorption 
spectrum of the bare QD (di�erential absorbance). Figure 3(a–f) show the di�erential absorbance of GO and 
MoS2 nanopores for di�erent lengths of 2, 3 and 5 nm, respectively. As can be seen in the Figure, GO nanopores 
show more peaks than that of the MoS2 because DNA nucleobases have more in�uence on the absorption spectra 
of the GO nanopores, due to the smaller absorbance of GO compared to that of the MoS2 nanopores. �e QD 
nanopores with 5 nm length have higher di�erential absorption and show more and stronger peaks than that of 
the smaller QD nanopores, as shown in Fig. 3(c,f). More peaks and larger amounts of di�erential absorbance can 
be observed at lower wavelengths because of high optical absorption of DNA nucleobases in these wavelengths. 
�e di�erential absorbance spectrum of larger QDs, compared to smaller ones, shows a spectral line shape like 
DNA absorption spectrum, as shown in Fig. 3(c,f,g). To discuss this, we show the results of the induced absorb-
ance of QD in the presence of DNA for GO nanopores with the length of 2, 3 and 5 nm, and MoS2 nanopores of 2, 
3 and 5 nm, in the insets of Fig. 3(a–f), respectively. Since optical absorption of GO and MoS2 nanopores increase 
when the length of the nanosheet gets larger, the e�ect of DNA nucleobases on the absorbance peak of the larger 
QD nanopores is not considerable, and the peak has no noticeable wavelength shi�, as can be observed in the 

Figure 4. �e schematic structure of (a) bare A nucleobases, and in the presence of (b) GO and (c) MoS2 
nanopores. �e electric �eld enhancement of (d) bare A nucleobases, (e) at the GO and (f) MoS2 nanopore at 
178 nm. �e black points show the ampli�ed A nucleobase atoms. At the peak wavelength of 178 nm (~7 eV). 
�e electric �eld of the A nucleobases at the GO and MoS2 nanopores is enhanced by a factor of 1.2 and 2, 
respectively. �e molar absorbance of bare A nucleobases (g) and the enhanced absorbance of A nucleobases in 
the presence of (h) GO and (i) MoS2 nanopores. �e enhancement factor of the A nucleobases absorbance at the 
presence of GO and MoS2 nanopores at the peak wavelength of 178 nm is about 1.49 and 4.1, respectively. �e 
length of the sheets is 5 nm.
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�gures. Because DNA nucleobases have a limited optical absorption, thus for smaller QD nanopores, the induced 
absorbance in the presence of DNA nucleobases shows more absorbance peaks and wavelength shi�ing of the 
QD absorbance peak.

As a result, for larger nanosheets the DNA nucleobases absorption are overwhelmed by the large absorption of 
the nanosheets and modi�ed absorption spectra of DNA nucleobases can be obtained by di�erential absorbance. 
Because, there is no noticeable wavelength shi� in the induced absorbance for larger nanosheets, the di�erential 
absorbance of the system will be a spectrum similar to that of the original DNA nucleobases. In other words, a 
spectral line shape like bare DNA nucleobases absorption spectra can be obtained by calculation of di�erential 
absorbance of the system. So, di�erential absorbance can be useful to distinguish di�erent DNA nucleobases 
presented to the nanopore. It has been shown that by considering the di�erential absorbance direct access to the 
modi�ed dye absorbance can be achieved and a spectrum similar to that of the original dye, which is only scaled 
by the plasmonic enhancement factor, can be obtained27. �erefore, di�erential absorbance spectrum can provide 
invaluable information about the inserted DNA nucleobases at the nanopore (such as position and number of 
absorbance peaks) in a UV-vis absorption set-up by eliminating the background absorbance (absorbance spec-
trum of GO and MoS2 nanopore) of the system. �e schematic structure of bare A nucleobase, and in the pres-
ence of GO and MoS2 nanopores, are shown in Fig. 4(a–c), respectively. �e electric �eld enhancement of these 
con�gurations is calculated at the major absorbance peak wavelength of A nucleobase and shown in Fig. 4(d–f). 
As shown in these �gures, the electric �eld of A nucleobase is enhanced in the presence of GO and MoS2 nanop-
ores. �e A nucleobase at the MoS2 nanopore has more �eld enhancement as compared to GO nanopore. Also, as 
shown in Fig. 4(d–f), the MoS2 nanopore has more enhancement e�ect on the DNA absorbance than that of the 
GO, because MoS2 nanopore has a stronger optical absorption than GO for a wide wavelength range from UV to 
near-infrared. MoS2 nanopore provides a more signi�cant 4.1-fold enhancement in the A nucleobase absorbance, 
as compared to 1.49-fold enhancement with GO nanopore at the peak wavelength of ~178 nm. �e enhanced 
absorption of DNA molecule at the GO or MoS2 nanopore veri�es the results of �eld enhancement. Similarly, 
the electric �eld enhancement and corresponding enhanced absorption spectra of the other types of presented 
DNA nucleobases at GO and MoS2 nanopores, are shown in Supplementary Information Figs S1, S2 and S3. �e 
enhanced absorption spectra have similar dominant peaks at 178, 188, 192 and 177 nm, corresponding to A, 
C, G and T nucleobases, respectively, compared with the bare nucleobases absorption spectra23 (see Fig. 4 and 
Supplementary Information Figs S1, S2 and S3 for more details).

To investigate the in�uence of the inserted DNA molecule on the band-gap energy of QD nanopore, we calcu-
late the band-gap energy of the GO or MoS2 nanopore and DNA molecule complex using Tauc plots28. As shown 
in Fig. 5, the band-gap energies of 5-nm GO and MoS2 sheet are ~3.5 eV and ~1.89 eV, respectively, which are in 
good agreement with the results presented by Mathkar et al.29 and Arul et al.30. As it is indicated in Fig. 5, the 
band-gap energy ranges from ~3.53 to 3.8 eV for a 2-nm GO sheet and from ~1.98 to 2.14 eV for a 2-nm MoS2 
sheet in the presence of DNA molecule.

Applicability of the proposed method for DNA sequencing is in�uenced by a combination of the spectral 
shape of the input light and QD size. Here, we consider QD nanopores with lengths of 2, 3 and 5 nm, because 
increasing the size of the QDs reduces the average sensitivity of QDs to the presence of DNA, as shown in Fig. 2. 
Next, for DNA sequencing, we de�ne �gure-of-merit (FOM) given by

Figure 5. �e band-gap energy of QDs in the presence of a DNA molecule. �e band-gap energy of 2-nm GO 
sheet shows the most variations in the presence of DNA nucleobases, and ranges from ~3.53 to 3.8 eV. Also, a 
5-nm MoS2 sheet has the minimum variations of the band-gap energy.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-41165-6


7SCIENTIFIC REPORTS |          (2019) 9:6230  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-41165-6

www.nature.com/scientificreportswww.nature.com/scientificreports/

∏
λ λ

λ
=

−

=
≠
<

FOM

(1)

i j

i j

i j

i j

j, 1,2,3,4

It enables us to distinguish between the nucleobases absorption characteristic in DNA sequencing. Here, i 
and j stand for possible types of DNA nucleotides: A, C, G and T. �e λt is de�ned as the peak wavelength of the 
�nal absorption spectrum from the QD nanopore while the in�uence of the presented type i nucleobase to the 
nanopore is considered. To calculate FOM, we apply a speci�c function to the absorption spectrum of each type of 
the QD nanopore. �e desired function is de�ned as a Gaussian function with a central frequency and a spectral 
width of ωc and σc, respectively. ωc and σc are calculated to achieve the maximum value of FOM for each type of 
the QD. Figure 6 shows the maximum FOMs obtained for the corresponding Gaussian functions with central 
frequency and spectral width changed from 3 to 8 eV and 0.1 to 1.5 eV, respectively. As the Fig. 6 shows, the best 
FOM corresponds to 2-nm GO sheet with the Gaussian function of ωc = 2.88 eV and σc = 1.39 eV. Moreover, 
for 2-nm MoS2 sheet, the best FOM is achieved for ωc = 3.95 eV and σc = 1.38 eV. �en, we search for the peak 
wavelengths (λi) and peak widths of the absorbed light by the QD nanopore in�uenced by presented DNA nucle-
obases, corresponding to the best value of achieved FOM. �e calculated peak wavelengths of the absorbed light 
from GO and MoS2 nanopores corresponding to the best value of achieved FOM, with and without DNA nucle-
obases are demonstrated in Fig. 7.

We consider each peak wavelength of the absorbed light as an excitation wavelength for GO or MoS2 nano-
pore. Next, we calculate peak emission wavelength of the structures in the presence of each nucleobase. For this 
purpose, we �nd the PL peak positions based on the excitation wavelength dependent emission property of GO 
and MoS2 nanopores. It is shown that when the GO sheet is suspended in a polar solvent, the emission peak of GO 
is red shi�ed from 440 to 580 nm by increasing the excitation wavelength from 350 to 500 nm in water at room 
temperature. �is results in creating a linear relationship, with a constant slope of ~1, between the emission and 
excitation wavelengths up to ~460 nm14. Also, MoS2 QDs, with and without considering the solvent e�ect, show 
variable PL emission under di�erent excitation wavelengths and PL peak position is red shi�ed for the excita-
tion wavelength within 405–552 nm18,20. �en, we calculate the peak emission wavelengths corresponding to the 
absorbed light wavelengths.

Figure 7 shows the calculated peak wavelengths of the light absorbed and emitted from all three sizes of the 
GO or MoS2 nanopores and DNA nucleobases complexes. For example, 3-nm GO sheet has the emission peaks 
centered at 337.9, 395, 363.8 and 290.8 nm corresponding to the absorbed light peaks centered at 284, 302, 269 
and 191.3 nm, respectively.

To demonstrate the capabilities of the proposed structures for DNA sequencing, a relative shi� of emitted light 
wavelength from GO and MoS2 nanopores between two di�erent nucleobases is calculated. Figure 8 shows the 
relative shi� of the output light wavelength of GO and MoS2 nanopores between two di�erent nucleobases. �e 

Figure 6. �e maximum achieved FOM for GO and MoS2 nanopores. �e maximum FOM is obtained under 
conditions in which the center frequencies are 2.88, 2.68 and 2.66 eV, for 2, 3 and 5-nm GO sheets, and 3.95, 
6.14 and 6.71 eV, for 2, 3 and 5-nm MoS2 sheets, respectively.
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possible cases are A–C, A–G, A–T, C–G, C–T, and G–T. For GO (MoS2) nanopore, the maximum value of rela-
tive shi� is obtained by the shi� between C and T, ∆λ(C,T) = 111.54 nm, (G and T, ∆λ(G,T) = 56 nm,), while 2-nm 
GO(2-nm MoS2) sheet is used as QD nanopore. �e shi� between C and G in 5-nm MoS2 sheet is the minimum 
value of the relative shi�. Here, we de�ne the average sensitivity as

∑∑
λ λ

λ
=

−
= .S i j A C G T

1

4
, , , , ,

(2)
avg

j i

max j max i

max j

, ,

,

where λmax is the peak emission wavelength of GO or MoS2 nanopore, i and j are types of the DNA nucle-
obases. �e maximum sensitivity of our proposed method to the presented DNA nucleobases is ~52.2%, which 
corresponds to 2-nm GO nanopore. �is value is higher than the maximum sensitivities for the plasmonic- 
based DNA sequencing studies with values of 19% and 38% reported in5,6. Also, the maximum sensitivity for 
Surface-enhanced Raman based method is about 34.22%7.

Figure 7. Peak emission wavelengths of all (a) GO and (b) MoS2 nanopores with and without DNA nucleobases 
corresponding to the center frequency and spectral width of the best achieved FOM for each type of QD 
nanopore. �e peak absorption wavelength is labeled for each peak emission wavelength in the �gures.

Figure 8. �e relative shi� of the main peak of the output emitted light from the QD nanopores between 
di�erent nucleobases are shown for 2–5 nm (a) GO, and (b) MoS2 sheets. 2-nm GO sheet has the most sensitive 
emitted light to the type of DNA nucleobases. In all GO nanopores A and G show the minimum relative shi�s, 
and the shi� between C and G in 5-nm MoS2 sheet is the minimum value of the relative shi�. 2-nm GO sheet 
has the most sensitive emitted light to the type of DNA nucleobases, and the maximum relative shi� of ~112 nm 
is obtained by shi� between C and T. In all GO nanopores, A and G show the minimum relative shi�s of 12.4–
16.5 nm, and a 2-nm shi� between C and G in 5-nm MoS2 sheet is the minimum value of the relative shi�.
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It should be noted that in the �eld of nanopore DNA sequencing, in most cases, the main purpose of modeling 
and simulation is to bring a new idea or class of DNA-sequencing mechanism to this �eld. Nevertheless, practi-
cal parameters and challenges such as pore size, salt solution, translocation dynamics, and nucleobases stick on 
the pore, e�ects of noise signal from neighboring nucleobases, contaminations and defects are still present and 
unknown. From the practical point of view, a study by Yanagi showed that smaller nanopores with a diameter of 
1 to 2 nm could be fabricated using dielectric breakdown. �is method can generate nanopores with diameters of 
sub-1 nm in a 10-nm-thick Si3N4 membrane with good stability31. To prevent the nucleobases from sticking to 
the pore and thus the accumulation of DNA molecules inside the nanopore in the real experiment the pore can 
be passivated with a protein layer, insulating layer or speci�c atoms, resulting in an enhancement in the accuracy 
of the optical measurements and noise level reduction. According to studies from several groups, passivating the 
surface and the sidewall of a nanopore device can be done using bovine serum albumin (BSA)32, photo-de�nable 
PDMS (P-PDMS)33 and silicon atoms34 which result in preventing aggregation of DNA inside the pore, but oth-
erwise do not signi�cantly a�ect DNA translocation.

Generally, using the proposed method for sequencing DNA molecules has some advantages over the previ-
ous methods such as ionic or tunnelling currents, Raman spectroscopy and surface plasmon resonances1–8. �e 
nanosecond-order lifetime of the method is both advantage and disadvantage for DNA sequencing, simultane-
ously. �is is because DNA translocation time is short, but emission lifetime is large. �is larger lifetime can be 
used to the simple tracking of the sensing signal. Also, DNA ampli�cation can be utilized to give enough time for 
the emission mechanism to be complete. Moreover, because of size-dependent adjustability of the optical proper-
ties of QDs, and practical viability of nanometer-sized QDs, the proposed mechanism seems to be more reliable 
than ionic and tunnelling currents, surface plasmons and Raman spectroscopy. �is concept shows more signi�-
cant amounts of wavelength shi�s due to presentation of DNA nucleobases. Hence, the method is more sensitive 
and selective compared to ionic, tunnelling, plasmonic and Raman-based mechanisms for DNA sequencing2–8. 
Also, due to higher selectivity, the suggested method can determine the type of the presented DNA nucleobases 
to the nanopore.

Methods
�e Hybrid Quantum/Classical Method (HQCM) has been developed for computing electronic and optical 
properties of semiconductors and metallic nanostructures using the real and imaginary parts of the refrac-
tive index21,24,35,36. �is method shows acceptable agreement between modeling and experimental data24,35. In 
this method, the calculations are divided into two parts: the quantum subsystem, which is propagated using 
Time-Dependent Density Functional �eory (TDDFT) scheme, and classical subsystem that is treated using 
Quasistatic Finite-Di�erence Time-Domain method (QSFDTD). �is method employs dipole approximation 
with neglecting the magnetic �eld35,37. �e subsystems share a common electrostatic potential, while they are 
propagated separately in their own real space grids. In the Time-propagation TDDFT part of the calculation 
the electrostatic potential is known as the Hartree potential, ∇2Vqm(r, t) = −4πρqm(r,t), and in the QSFDTD 
method the electrostatic potential is solved from the Poisson equation as well ∇2Vcl(r, t) = −4πρcl(r,t). �e hybrid 
scheme is created by replacing in both schemes the electrostatic potential by a common potential as ∇2Vtot(r, 
t) = −4π[ρcl(r, t) + ρqm(r, t)]24. �en, this total potential is used in the Kohn-Sham density functional theory 
scheme (KS-DFT), and the electronic structure is solved for the ground state and excited state electron density. 
Finally, using the electron density and solving the time dependent Schrödinger equation the photoabsorption 
spectrum is extracted from the time-propagation simulations.

In our study, GO and MoS2 nanopores are treated with classical subsystems, and DNA molecule is treated with 
the quantum subsystem. Since the membranes are thicker than the distance between two adjacent nucleobases 
(0.34 nm) we use ampli�ed DNA to make sure nanopore is �lled with just one type of nucleobase. So, we use 
four-fold ampli�ed nucleobases (1 nm) for each speci�c type of DNA nucleobases, equal to the highest membrane 
thickness (GO membrane).

For classical subsystem modeling, permittivity is modeled as a linear combination of Lorentz oscillators, as 
demonstrated in

∑ε ω ε ω ε ω ε ε
β

ω ωα ω
= + = +

− −∞i
i

( ) ( ) ( )
(3)

Re Im
j

j

j j
0 2 2

here, βj, ωj and αj are parameters to �t desired model to the experimental permittivities. In Eq. 3, the frequency ω 
is presented in eV, εRe and εIm are real and imaginary parts of permittivity, respectively24. To �nd �tting parame-
ters we search minimum value of

∫ ε ω ε ω ε ω ε ω ω− + −A B d( ( ) ( )) ( ( ) ( ) (4)Re Im1
2

2
2

where ε1 and ε2 are real and imaginary parts of experimental permittivity, respectively, A and B are constant 
parameters which can be set to achieve the optimal �tting. �e experimental permittivities for GO and MoS2 have 
already been reported in literature38,39.

Note that the introduced single-stranded DNA molecule to the QD nanopore is assumed to be single-type 
(only A, C, G or T) and DNA molecule length is considered to be almost equal to the diameter of the GO mem-
brane. In the HQCM calculations, we use 1 and 0.25 Å… real-space grids for the classical and quantum subsys-
tems, respectively, and the distance between the atoms and the grid borders is 0.4 nm. In these calculations, the 
time evolution is followed for 20 fs with 10 attosecond time steps, and the spectra are convoluted with Gaussian 
FWHM of 0.35 eV. For quantum subsystem, atomic coordinates of the relaxed DNA molecules are presented to 
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the center of the nanopore. �e main parameters for relaxation of DNA molecules and ground state calculations 
are basis-set = ‘dzp’, exchange-correlation functional = ‘LDA’, MeshCuto� = 200 Ry and QuasiNewton minimizer. 
�e optimization algorithm runs until all atomic forces are below 0.05 eV per Angstrom. It should be noted 
that more accurate results will be obtained if DNA nucleobases are relaxed with GGA functionals. However, we 
have compared the calculations results of LDA with those of GGA (unpublished results). We �nd that there is 
no considerable di�erence between the LDA and GGA calculations. �erefore, in this study, regarding the com-
putational time and cost of GGA functionals, the LDA functionals have been utilized. �e HQCM is accurate 
under the condition in which characteristics dimensions of the system is smaller than the input light wavelength. 
For example, if the structure size is about 50 nm, the results are valid up to 6 eV21. Previous researches show that 
DNA is naturally a �uorescent molecule40. �us, the excitation light is absorbed and also emitted by both GO or 
MoS2 nanopore and DNA molecule composition, as a complex molecule. Hence, to study molecule absorbance 
and emission, we consider the whole complex of the GO or MoS2 nanopore and DNA molecule. For the HQCM 
calculations we use GPAW codes36,41,42. �e absorbance spectrum of the whole complex of the QD and DNA is 
calculated by

ω
π

ω=
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N
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e
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where N, is Avogadro’s number and c is the velocity of light43. In Eq. 5 S is dipole strength function, along the 
direction parallel to the base plane of QD sheets and DNA molecule, which is numerically extracted by HQCM 
codes.

Conclusion
We presented a novel method based on optical properties of GO and MoS2 QDs for sequencing DNA molecules. 
�e mechanism combined with the nanopore-based DNA translocation is suggested and analyzed for sequencing 
DNA molecules. �e recently developed HQCM which employs TDDFT and QSFDTD calculations are utilized 
to investigate impacts of DNA nucleobases on the absorption spectrum of the QD nanopores. Due to biocom-
patibility, stability, large band-gap energy and importantly excitation dependent PL properties, the GO and MoS2 
nanopores are selected as nanopore materials. E�ect of presented DNA nucleobases at the nanopores on the 
di�erent parameters of the proposed method such as absorbance spectra, electric �eld enhancement, band-gap 
energies and emission peaks wavelengths of GO and MoS2 nanopores, are studied. �e e�ect of di�erent GO and 
MoS2 nanopore sizes on the proposed method is investigated. �e best condition for the proposed DNA sequenc-
ing application is obtained while the GO nanopore length is 2 nm, and central frequency and spectral width of 
the applied Gaussian function is 2.88 and 1.39 eV, respectively. Results show that the presentation of each type of 
DNA nucleobases in the GO or MoS2 nanopore can change the wavelength shi� of the emitted light between 1 to 
130 nm. �e large amounts of the wavelength shi�s due to presented DNA to the nanopore, lead to higher sensi-
tivity and selectivity compared with ionic, tunnelling, plasmonic and Raman-based methods in DNA sequencing. 
�e results show that the proposed concept can clearly determine the type of unknown DNA nucleobases. Our 
study proves that the proposed method can be e�ectively used to sequence DNA molecules. Proposed mechanism 
and the results shed light on a new class of DNA sequencers for future personalized medicine.

References
 1. Li, J., Yu, D. & Zhao, Q. Solid-state nanopore-based dna single molecule detection and sequencing. Microchimica Acta 183, 941–953 

(2016).
 2. Arjmandi-Tash, H., Belyaeva, L. A. & Schneider, G. F. Single molecule detection with graphene and other two-dimensional 

materials: nanopores and beyond. Chem. Soc. Rev. 45, 476–493 (2016).
 3. Pud, S. et al. Self-aligned plasmonic nanopores by optically controlled dielectric breakdown. Nano letters 15, 7112–7117 (2015).
 4. Nam, S. et al. Graphene nanopore with a self-integrated optical antenna. Nano letters 14, 5584–5589 (2014).
 5. Fotouhi, B., Ahmadi, V., Abasifard, M. & Roohi, R. Interband p plasmon of graphene nanopores: A potential sensing mechanism for 

dna nucleotides. �e J. Phys. Chem. C 120, 13693–13700 (2016).
 6. Fotouhi, B., Ahmadi, V. & Faramarzi, V. Nano-plasmonic-based structures for dna sequencing. Opt. letters 41, 4229–4232 (2016).
 7. Belkin, M., Chao, S.-H., Jonsson, M. P., Dekker, C. & Aksimentiev, A. Plasmonic nanopores for trapping, controlling displacement, 

and sequencing of dna. ACS nano 9, 10598–10611 (2015).
 8. Shim, J. et al. Detection of methylation on dsdna using nanopores in a mos2 membrane. Nanoscale 9, 14836–14845 (2017).
 9. Clapp, A. R. et al. Fluorescence resonance energy transfer between quantum dot donors and dye-labeled protein acceptors. J. Am. 

Chem. Soc. 126, 301–310 (2004).
 10. Rogach, A. L., Klar, T. A., Lupton, J. M., Meijerink, A. & Feldmann, J. Energy transfer with semiconductor nanocrystals. J. Mater. 

Chem. 19, 1208–1221 (2009).
 11. Kasha, M. Characterization of electronic transitions in complex molecules. Discuss. Faraday society 9, 14–19 (1950).
 12. Bradley, S. J. et al. Heterogeneity in the �uorescence of graphene and graphene oxide quantum dots. Microchimica Acta 184, 871–878 

(2017).
 13. Zhu, S. et al. �e photoluminescence mechanism in carbon dots (graphene quantum dots, carbon nanodots, and polymer dots): 

current state and future perspective. Nano Res. 8, 355–381 (2015).
 14. Cushing, S. K., Li, M., Huang, F. & Wu, N. Origin of strong excitation wavelength dependent �uorescence of grapheme oxide. ACS 

nano 8, 1002–1013 (2013).
 15. Zhao, L. et al. �e phosphorescence and excitation-wavelength dependent �uorescence kinetics of large-scale grapheme oxide 

nanosheets. RSC Adv. 7, 22684–22691 (2017).
 16. Štengl, V. & Henych, J. Strongly luminescent monolayered mos2 prepared by e�ective ultrasound exfoliation. Nanoscale 5, 3387–3394 

(2013).
 17. Wang, Y. & Ni, Y. Molybdenum disul�de quantum dots as a photoluminescence sensing platform for 2, 4, 6-trinitrophenol detection. 

Anal. chemistry 86, 7463–7470 (2014).
 18. Wu, J.-Y., Zhang, X.-Y., Ma, X.-D., Qiu, Y.-P. & Zhang, T. High quantum-yield luminescent mos2 quantum dots with variable light 

emission created via direct ultrasonic exfoliation of mos2 nanosheets. Rsc Adv. 5, 95178–95182 (2015).
 19. Gopalakrishnan, D. et al. Electrochemical synthesis of luminescent mos2 quantum dots. Chem. Commun. 51, 6293–6296 (2015).

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-41165-6


1 1SCIENTIFIC REPORTS |          (2019) 9:6230  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-41165-6

www.nature.com/scientificreportswww.nature.com/scientificreports/

 20. Chacko, L., Jayaraj, M. & Aneesh, P. Excitation-wavelength dependent upconverting surfactant free mos2 nano�akes grown by 
hydrothermal method. J. Lumin. 192, 6–10 (2017).

 21. Gao, Y. & Neuhauser, D. Dynamical quantum-electrodynamics embedding: Combining time-dependent density functional theory 
and the near-�eld method. �e J. Chem. Phys. 137, 074113 (2012).

 22. Sathe, C., Zou, X., Leburton, J.-P. & Schulten, K. Computational investigation of dna detection using graphene nanopores. ACS nano 
5, 8842–8851 (2011).

 23. Tsolakidis, A. & Kaxiras, E. A tdd� study of the optical response of dna bases, base pairs, and their tautomers in the gas phase. �e J. 
Phys. Chem. A 109, 2373–2380 (2005).

 24. Sakko, A., Rossi, T. P. & Nieminen, R. M. Dynamical coupling of plasmons and molecular excitations by hybrid quantum/classical 
calculations: time-domain approach. J. Physics: Condens. Matter 26, 315013 (2014).

 25. Liang, H., Smith, C., Mills, C. & Silva, S. �e band structure of graphene oxide examined using photoluminescence spectroscopy. J. 
Mater. Chem. C 3, 12484–12491 (2015).

 26. Kumar, N., George, B. P. A., Abrahamse, H., Parashar, V. & Ngila, J. C. Sustainable one-step synthesis of hierarchical microspheres of 
pegylated mos2 nanosheets and moo3 nanorods: �eir cytotoxicity towards lung and breast cancer cells. Appl. Surf. Sci. 396, 8–18 
(2017).

 27. Darby, B. L., Augui´e, B., Meyer, M., Pantoja, A. E. & Le Ru, E. C. Modi�ed optical absorption of molecules on metallic nanoparticles 
at sub-monolayer coverage. Nat. Photonics 10, 40 (2016).

 28. Tauc, J. Optical properties and electronic structure of amorphous ge and si. Mater. Res. Bull. 3, 37–46 (1968).
 29. Mathkar, A. et al. Controlled, stepwise reduction and band gap manipulation of graphene oxide. �e journal physical chemistry letters 

3, 986–991 (2012).
 30. Arul, N. S. & Nithya, V. Molybdenum disul�de quantum dots: synthesis and applications. RSC Adv. 6, 65670–65682 (2016).
 31. Yanagi, I., Akahori, R., Hatano, T. & Takeda, K.-i. Fabricating nanopores with diameters of sub-1 nm to 3 nm using multilevel pulse-

voltage injection. Sci. reports 4, 5000 (2014).
 32. Sen, Y.-H. & Karnik, R. Investigating the translocation of l-dna molecules through pdms nanopores. Anal. bioanalytical chemistry 

394, 437–446 (2009).
 33. Lim, M.-C., Lee, M.-H., Kim, K.-B., Jeon, T.-J. & Kim, Y.-R. A mask-free passivation process for low noise nanopore devices. J. 

nanoscience nanotechnology 15, 5971–5977 (2015).
 34. Lee, J. et al. Stabilization of graphene nanopore. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 201400767 (2014).
 35. Coomar, A., Arntsen, C., Lopata, K. A., Pistinner, S. & Neuhauser, D. Near-�eld: A �nite-di�erence time-dependent method for 

simulation of electrodynamics on small scales. �e J. chemical physics 135, 084121 (2011).
 36. Mortensen, J. J., Hansen, L. B. & Jacobsen, K. W. Real-space grid implementation of the projector augmented wave method. Phys. 

Rev. B 71, 035109 (2005).
 37. Walter, M. et al. Time-dependent density-functional theory in the projector augmented-wave method. �e J. chemical physics 128, 

244101 (2008).
 38. Schöche, S. et al. Optical properties of graphene oxide and reduced graphene oxide determined by spectroscopic ellipsometry. Appl. 

Surf. Sci. 421, 778–782 (2017).
 39. Zhang, H. et al. Measuring the refractive index of highly crystalline monolayer mos2 with high con�dence. Sci. reports 5, 8440 

(2015).
 40. Vayá, I., Gustavsson, T., Miannay, F.-A., Douki, T. & Markovitsi, D. Fluorescence of natural dna: from the femtosecond to the 

nanosecond time scales. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 132, 11834–11835 (2010).
 41. Enkovaara, J. E. et al. Electronic structure calculations with gpaw: a real-space implementation of the projector augmentedwave 

method. J. Physics: Condens. Matter 22, 253202 (2010).
 42. Bahn, S. R. & Jacobsen, K. W. An object-oriented scripting interface to a legacy electronic structure code. Comput. Sci. & Eng. 4, 

56–66 (2002).
 43. Hsu, L.-Y., Ding, W. & Schatz, G. C. Plasmon-coupled resonance energy transfer. �e J. Phys. Chem. Lett. 8, 2357–2367 (2017).

Acknowledgements
V.F. thanks �oumas Rossi for sharing valuable information on GPAW calculation methods. �e computing 
facilities were provided by NOPL laboratory at Tarbiat Modares University (TMU). �e authors also acknowledge 
the Iran nanotechnology initiative council (INIC) for the partial support of this project. �e authors would like to 
acknowledge the �nancial support received from Tarbiat Modares University, through Grant #IG-39703.

Author Contributions
V.A., V.F. and B.F. performed the project and designed all computational analyses. V.F., B.F. and M.A. carried out 
DFT simulations. V.F., V.A. and B.F. analyzed and concluded the results. All authors wrote the manuscript. V.A. 
directed and supervised the study.

Additional Information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-41165-6.

Competing Interests: �e authors declare no competing interests.

Publisher’s note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional a�liations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Cre-
ative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. �e images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not per-
mitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the 
copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
 
© �e Author(s) 2019

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-41165-6
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-41165-6
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	A potential sensing mechanism for DNA nucleobases by optical properties of GO and MoS2 Nanopores
	The Proposed Structure and Operation Principle
	Results and Discussions
	Methods
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	Figure 1 The schematic structure of our proposed DNA sequencing method based on the excitation-dependent emission property of GO or MoS2 nanopore while DNA molecule passes through the nanopore.
	Figure 2 The molar absorbance for GO nanopores with the lengths of (a) 2, (b) 3 and (c) 5 nm, and MoS2 nanopores with the lengths of (d) 2, (e) 3 and (f) 5 nm in length, with and without DNA molecules.
	Figure 3 The differential absorbance of QD nanopores due to the presence of DNA molecules for GO sheets with the length of (a) 2, (b) 3 and (c) 5 nm, and MoS2 sheets of (d) 2, (e) 3 and (f) 5 nm.
	Figure 4 The schematic structure of (a) bare A nucleobases, and in the presence of (b) GO and (c) MoS2 nanopores.
	Figure 5 The band-gap energy of QDs in the presence of a DNA molecule.
	Figure 6 The maximum achieved FOM for GO and MoS2 nanopores.
	Figure 7 Peak emission wavelengths of all (a) GO and (b) MoS2 nanopores with and without DNA nucleobases corresponding to the center frequency and spectral width of the best achieved FOM for each type of QD nanopore.
	Figure 8 The relative shift of the main peak of the output emitted light from the QD nanopores between different nucleobases are shown for 2–5 nm (a) GO, and (b) MoS2 sheets.


