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Mycelium-based bio-composite materials have been invented and widely applied to

different areas, including construction, manufacturing, agriculture, and biomedical. As

the vegetative part of a fungus, mycelium has the unique capability to utilize agricultural

crop waste (e.g., sugarcane bagasse, rice husks, cotton stalks, straw, and stover) as

substrates for the growth of its network, which integrates the wastes from pieces to

continuous composites without energy input or generating extra waste. Their low-cost and

environmentally friendly features attract interest in their research and commercialization.

For example, mycelium-based foam and sandwich composites have been actively

developed for construction structures. It can be used as synthetic planar materials

(e.g., plastic films and sheets), larger low-density objects (e.g., synthetic foams and

plastics), and semi-structural materials (e.g., paneling, flooring, furniture, decking). It is

shown that the material function of these composites can be further tuned by controlling

the species of fungus, the growing conditions, and the post-growth processing method to

meet a specific mechanical requirement in applications (e.g., structural support, acoustic

and thermal insulation). Moreover, mycelium can be used to produce chitin and chitosan,

which have been applied to clinical trials for wound healing, showing the potential for

biomedical applications. Given the strong potential and multiple advantages of such a

material, we are interested in studying it in-depth and reviewing the current progress of its

related study in this review paper.

Keywords: mycelium, natural composite, micro-structure-mechancis relationship, infrastructure, multiscale
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INTRODUCTION

The construction industry has undertaken significant pressure over the past decade, as the methods
of producing construction materials are limited and the demand by the global population is
increasing (Madurwar et al., 2013; Pheng and Hou, 2019). The production of traditional

construction materials (e.g., steel, concrete) consumes significant energy. It pollutes our
environment and this can be measured and tracked by embodied carbon, limiting their massive
production and usage (Madurwar et al., 2013; Maraveas, 2020). At the same time, the rapidly
increasing global population leads to increasing annual consumption of agricultural products, which
generates more byproducts (e.g., rice husks, cotton stalks, and straw), with most of them being
tracked as purely agricultural waste largely discarded or burned, generating carbon dioxide,
atmospheric particulate matters, and other greenhouse gases (Bhuvaneshwari et al., 2019;
Defonseka, 2019; Maraveas, 2020). They have been partly used as an additive to fertilizers,
animal bedding, and low-quality building materials for infrastructures (e.g., brick elements and

Edited by:

Francisco Martin-Martinez,

Swansea University, United Kingdom

Reviewed by:

Serena Danti,

University of Pisa, Italy

Peiman Brouki Milan,

Iran University of Medical

Sciences, Iran

*Correspondence:

Zhao Qin

zqin02@syr.edu

Specialty section:

This article was submitted to

Biomaterials,

a section of the journal

Frontiers in Materials

Received: 12 July 2021

Accepted: 24 August 2021

Published: 30 September 2021

Citation:

Yang L, Park D and Qin Z (2021)

Material Function of Mycelium-Based

Bio-Composite: A Review.

Front. Mater. 8:737377.

doi: 10.3389/fmats.2021.737377

Frontiers in Materials | www.frontiersin.org September 2021 | Volume 8 | Article 7373771

REVIEW
published: 30 September 2021

doi: 10.3389/fmats.2021.737377

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fmats.2021.737377&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-09-30
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fmats.2021.737377/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fmats.2021.737377/full
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:zqin02@syr.edu
https://doi.org/10.3389/fmats.2021.737377
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/materials
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/materials#articles
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/materials
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/materials#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fmats.2021.737377


green concrete for low-rise buildings, insulation materials,
particleboards for non-structural applications) and fillings for

road construction (e.g., the local bitumen road that contains rice
hull ash can bear a higher load and have water resistance)
(Defonseka, 2019).

In recent years, mycelium gains more interest in academics
and commerce studies because of its low energy consumption in
growth, zero-byproduct, and broad potential application (Holt
et al., 2012; Pelletier et al., 2013; Jones et al., 2017; Nawawi et al.,
2020) (Figure 1). Mycelium is the vegetative part of a fungus,
consisting of a network of fine white filaments of 1–30 μm in
diameter, which spreads out from a single spore into every corner
of the substrate (Fricker et al., 2007; Islam et al., 2017). Each

mycelium filament is composed of multiple layers that vary in
chemical composition, including proteins, glucans, and chitin
(Haneef et al., 2017). The substrate composed of organic matter
provides nutrition for the growth of the mycelium network. In
nature, these organic matters come from the remains of
organisms such as plants and animals and their waste
products in the environment (Steigerwald, 2014; Swift, 2018).
Their elemental composition includes cellulose, tannin, cutin,
and lignin, along with other various proteins, lipids, and
carbohydrates (Sejian et al., 2015). The general procedure used
to grow the mycelium composite is similar to the standard

protocol of raising mushrooms, which includes 1) inoculate
the culturing dish with mushroom spores and sufficient
nutrients and water. The incubation time for the mycelium to
completely cover the dish is about 7–14 days 2) Prepare the
sterilized growing substrate composed of various organic
matters (e.g., brown rice, roasted buckwheat, wheat, and
straw) and transfer a small piece of mycelium sample cut from
the culturing dish into the growing substrate for further
incubation. 3) When the substrate is full of mycelium, it is

dried at a high temperature for several hours to inactivate the
hyphae and stop the growth process before gaining the mycelium

composite. Humidity and temperature are two important factors
that can affect mycelium growth during the second stage. High
humidity (relatively humidity 98%) and warm room temperature
(24–25°) with fresh air provide an excellent environment for
growing mycelium (Hoa and Wang, 2015).

The mycelium-based material can reach specific structures
and material functions by controlling the substrate and
processing method. Mycelium combines with organic matter
generated from agricultural and industrial wastes to form the
bio-composite that can be used to produce low-value materials
(e.g., gap filling, packaging) and high-value composite materials

for structural applications (Holt et al., 2012; Pelletier et al., 2013;
Haneef et al., 2017; Islam et al., 2017; Jones et al., 2017). Unlike
metal alloy or polymer composite that require energy or complex
equipment to melt the raw material and mix different parts, one
can uniformly mix various components in the form of small
pieces to form the substrate before growing mycelium, which
naturally binds and integrates the elements during its growth.
Different substrates can achieve specific functions by growing
mycelium composites (e.g., structural support, fire resistance, and
acoustic insulation). For example, by adding rice husks and glass
fines to the substrates, one can significantly increase the fire

resistance of the mycelium bio-composite because it can release a
lot of char and silica ash to tolerate high temperature during the
burning (Bansal et al., 2006; Jones et al., 2018). In addition,
mycelium bio-composite can be used as an acoustic insulation
material with an outstanding capability of noise absorption. By
testing different mycelium bio-composite panels using various
substrates, even the worst-performing samples have over 70–75%
acoustic absorption at 1,000 Hz. The substrate composed of 50%
switchgrass and 50% sorghum leads to the composite of highest

FIGURE 1 | The mycelium study, including its multiscale structure, material function, and how environmental factors define these characteristics. It is essential to

reveal their relationships by using experiments combined with modeling and simulation methods (the finite element modeling Islam et al., 2017 and mycelium-based

structures Haneef et al., 2017 are reused under a creative commons attribution license).
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acoustic absorption, which can make acoustic panels with
economic advantage and capability of biodegradation once

exposed to nature (Pelletier et al., 2013).
Two different mycelium-based composite materials have been

studied and produced for construction: mycelium-based foam
(MBF) and mycelium-based sandwich composites (MBSC) are
shown in Figure 2 (Girometta et al., 2019). MBF is made by
growing fungi homogenously in agricultural wastes in small
pieces (Appels et al., 2019). As the mycelium network grows,
it produces fibers that bind these pieces together to form a porous
material (Bartnicki-Garcia, 1968; Jiang et al., 2017; Karana et al.,
2018). MBSC adds natural fiber fabric (e.g., jute, hemp, and
cellulose) as the top and bottom layers aside from the central core

as the agricultural wastes combined with mycelium form a
sandwich structure of higher bending rigidity (Jiang et al.,
2017). Both MBF and MBSC as the “mycelium bricks” or
“panels” have shown mechanical strength, are lightweight, and
have environmental advantages in packing, building insulation,
and interior design in comparison to expanded polystyrene (EPS)
foams (Holt et al., 2012; Jones et al., 2017, 2018; Xing et al., 2018;
Girometta et al., 2019).

As one of the main building blocks of mycelium, chitin is a
natural polymer abundantly found in both fungal cell walls and
exoskeletons of crustaceans (Jones et al., 2020a). It has been

applied to biomedical applications (Morganti and Morganti,
2008; Danti et al., 2019; Jones et al., 2020a; Azimi et al., 2020).
Chitin and its derivative chitosan are both long linear
macromolecules that can be used to make fibers for wound
dressing by electrospinning (Naseri et al., 2014; Danti et al.,
2019; Morganti et al., 2019; Azimi et al., 2020), which is a fiber
production method that uses the force from an electric field to
draw charged polymer chains from solutions to form a
continuous fiber as a bundle of aligned chains (Wang et al.,
2019). Chitin has been used to produce nonwoven cloths and gels
to cover a wound and interact with the open tissue for healing,

making it necessary to look into their multiscale structures at the
interface with biological tissues (Muzzarelli et al., 2007;
Jayakumar et al., 2011; Muzzarelli, 2012). Both crustacean
chitin and fungal chitin are applied in wound-dressing
research, but there are significant differences in the structure,
properties, and processing between them (Morin-Crini et al.,
2019; Jones et al., 2020a). Both need to be extracted from the
compound, as crustacean chitin often binds with sclerotized
proteins and minerals, while fungal chitin binds to other

polysaccharides (e.g., glucans) (Muzzarelli, 2011). Highly
purified crustacean-derived chitin and chitosan have been used

more widely. Still, less research has been done on fungi-derived
chitin, even though the extraction process of fungal chitin is more
straightforward (DiMario et al., 2008; Hassainia et al., 2018; Jones
et al., 2020a; Azimi et al., 2021). Also, fungi-derived chitin has
advantages in quantity and availability, as the growth of
mycelium is not subjected to seasonal and regional restrictions
as for that of crustaceans (Di Mario et al., 2008; Hassainia et al.,
2018).

The rest of the paper is mainly composed of three sections, for
which we review. 1) The current state of mycelium study for its
structure-function relationship and how environmental factors

(e.g., substrate, temperature, humidity, and processing method)
are involved in defining the material structure and function; 2)
methods to process mycelium and its products from the
macrocosmic to the microscopic scales to reach proper
material functions that are suitable to wide applications from
construction to biomedical; and 3) the possible way to model and
optimize the material functions of mycelium-based materials and
use them for broader applications.

MYCELIUM FABRICATION ENVIRONMENT

Substrate Types
The substrate for mycelium growth is usually a mixture consisting
of agricultural crop waste such as cotton, corn, wheat, and hemp,
and flax residues as lignocellulosic wastes (Jiang et al., 2017;
Appels et al., 2019; Girometta et al., 2019). The substrate for the
mycelium-based foams always uses lignocellulosic waste since
fungi can preferentially degrade cellulose or lignin in plant
biomass (Girometta et al., 2017). Haneef et al. (2017) stated
that a substrate made of the mixture of pure cellulose and potato
dextrose broth (PDB) is simple and has advantages in growing

mycelium. Cellulose is the most abundant natural polymer
available in all hardwoods and crop wastes. It provides the
material for mycelium growth, while PDB rich in simple
sugars is easily digestible by mycelium and includes energy for
mycelium growth. The two components are uniformly ground
and mixed with a 1:1 weight ratio to form the substrate, which
ensures that the growth process of the mycelium occurs on an
invariable platform and produces a uniform material (Haneef
et al., 2017).

FIGURE 2 | A snapshot of the MBF (left) (Karana et al., 2018) (reused under a creative commons attribution license) and a schematic of the MBSC (right).
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Humidity and Temperature for Mycelium
Growth and Its Water Content
The temperature and humidity are important factors that can affect

mycelium growth. The best temperature for growing mycelium is
room temperature (24–25°C) (Hoa and Wang, 2015). Moreover,
growing mycelium should stay in a relatively high humidity
environment. Therefore, humidifiers or sprinkler systems are
usually used for mycelium growth. For example, Jiang et al.
(2017) created a high humidity environment (up to 98% relative
humidity) for the respiration of mycelium fungi by using a semi-
permeable polypropylene bag, which provides a high humidity
environment and a sterile environment for mycelium growth.

Mycelium, after natural growth, is rich in water (over 60%)
(Elsacker et al., 2019). Most of the water must be removed to

inactivate its growth and provide a high and reliable mechanical
performance. The existing literature does not mention the final
percentage of residual moisture in MBF or MBSC, but it needs to
be dry enough to terminate the fungal growth (Girometta et al.,
2019). The substrate and the species of fungi decided the final
mycelium water content. For instance, a substrate made of hemp
pulp absorbs more water than that made of cotton wool (Ziegler
et al., 2016). In addition, different coatings may affect moisture
absorption. It is generally believed that the moisture before
deactivation is about 59% (Velasco et al., 2014) or 70–80%
(Deacon, 2013), but the residual percentage in the final

material recognized by researchers is approximately 10–15%
(Deacon, 2013). Therefore, the water content of the final
mycelium-based bio-composites is the primary consideration
for the mechanics of the mycelium samples.

Because of the lack of consistent results, we perform our tests
to understand the water loss of the pure mycelium network
within the mushroom samples after baking for a certain
amount of time, as shown in Figure 3. We use king oyster
(Pleurotus Eryngii) mushrooms and prepare groups of samples
with a total weight of M0 ≈ 100 g for each group, keep the
temperature at an elevated level of constant 80°C in an oven

and bake the samples for a different amount of time (t) before
measuring and recording the weight of the residue materials
(M(t)). We intentionally take this temperature to avoid breaking
the molecular structure of the mycelium. The percentage of water
loss is defined by Pwat � [M0 −M(t)]/M0. Every 15 min of baking,
the two sets of samples (skin and core of the mushroom) were
taken out and weighed. Repeat the measurement until baking for
4 h, when the Pwat curve converges without further changing. The
curve in Figure 4 shows that the total water loss of the samples
near the skin of the mushroom goes up to Pwat � 90% after 4 h of
baking and the sample near the core has Pwat � 91%, which is not

so different from the skin samples. Also, we notice that baking the
samples for more than 4 h will not generate more water loss,
suggesting the water content in the natural mycelium of this king
oyster mushroom is ∼90%, which is even higher than many of the
hydrogels (Wu et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2020). Using a scanning
electron microscope (SEM), it is shown that the natural mycelium
within the mushroom is represented by a fully connected network
of tubes partially filled by water, which become an array of flat
ribbons once they lose water (inserted figures in Figure 3).

Fabrication Process
The different fabrication processes will create different functional
mycelium bio-composites. The most common method is oven
drying to remove the residue water within the mycelium and

substrate, producing lightweight and high-strength foams (47)
that can be used as the core of sandwich MBSC structures by
incorporating natural fiber fabrics on both sides. Besides forming
foams, the mycelium plays the role of gluing the core material to
the fiber fabrics (though the interface generates during the
mycelium growth) to resist delamination at the material
interface once the sandwich plate is subjected to shear force in
loading, leading to a strong composite board with high bending
stiffness (Jiang et al., 2017). Other natural glues (e.g., bioresin) can
be added before combining the fabrics to the core part to increase
the adhesion of the bio-composites together with mycelium foam.

They do not hinder fungus growth through more layers of fiber
fabrics, which is critical to forming a robust interface with a large
cohesive zone in adhesion that prevents the fabric from easily
separating from the foam part through a sharp single crack from
defects (Jiang et al., 2019).

The fabrication process that tunes the water content in the
mycelium network can significantly affect its mechanics, as
shown by former studies. Appels et al. (2019) show that
pressing can substantially affect the water content and thus
the mechanical properties of mycelium composites. This result
is expected because pressing can squeeze water and air out of the

porous mycelium network, reduces the porosity of the material,
and increases the material density, leading to higher Young’s
modulus and strength (Gibson and Ashby, 1982; Dai et al., 2007;
Qin et al., 2017). Pressing also helps to reorientate fibers
horizontally in the panel plane (Butterfield et al., 1992) and
reduce plate thickness during pressing, increasing fiber
connection between the walls of the fibers at points of overlap
(Carvalho and Costa, 1998). Pressing may also help to reduce
large voids as structural defects within the mycelium composite,
preventing the crack from generating during a loading
(Girometta et al., 2019; Jones et al., 2020b). In comparison to
cold pressing, the hot pressing, with the pressure that comes from

a pair of hot plates, can further improve the mechanical
properties, as shown in an early study (Appels et al., 2019).

MULTISCALE STRUCTURE OF MYCELIUM

Fungal Species
The mechanical properties of the mycelium bio-composite are
determined mainly by species of fungus, which can be introduced
by using different types of spores during the first stage of the
incubation of mycelium. Based on the other species of fungus, its
productivity, the thickness of mycelium fiber, the microstructure,
and the surface topography are different (Haneef et al., 2017;
Jiang et al., 2017; Appels et al., 2019; Girometta et al., 2019; Jones

et al., 2020b). In fungus taxonomy, mycelium hyphae can be
categorized by generative, skeletal, and binding hyphae (Corner,
1953; Jones et al., 2017). Generative hyphae are relatively
undifferentiated and can develop reproductive structures. They
are typically thin-walled, with occasionally thickened walls,
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usually have frequent septa (i.e., cell walls that separate the cells),
and may have clamp connections (i.e., the unique hook-like
structure for hyphal cell growing). Skeletal hyphae are thicker,
longer, and rarely branched. They have few septa and lack clamp
connections. Binding hyphae are thick-walled, often solid, and
often branched (Ryvarden, 1991; Pegler, 1996; Ko and Jung,
1999). Based on the three different hyphal types, the mycelium
network can be divided into three categories, which are
monomitic, dimitic, and trimitic (Pegler, 1996). Monomitic

species comprise only generative hyphae, dimitic species form
two hyphal types (usually generative and skeletal), and trimitic
species contain all three principle hyphal types (Webster and
Weber, 2007). These mycelium networks have very different
structures and mechanical properties, such as monomitic
species, are suggested to provide worse mechanical
performance than dimitic and trimitic hyphal species (Bayer
and McIntyre, 2012, 2015). For example, trimitic species such
as T. Versicolor exhibit higher tensile (0.04 MPa) and flexural

FIGURE 3 | The amount of water loss percentage compared to the original weight. Inserted figure (left): the natural mycelium fiber from the skin of king oyster

mushroom. Inserted figure (right): baked 30 min of mycelium fiber from the skin of a king oyster mushroom. It is shown that the natural fibers represent tubes with

naturally bent overall conformation. In contrast, the dry ones become a flat ribbon curved up in the radial direction with a straight overall conformation, suggesting the

more significant bending stiffness of the fiber.

FIGURE 4 | The main fungal species used for fabricating mycelium composites in the literature of the current review paper. Structural features of mycelium at

different scales.
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strengths (0.22 MPa) than monomitic species, such as P.
Ostreatus (0.01 MPa tensile strength, 0.06 MPa flexural
strength), when grown on rapeseed straw (Jones et al., 2020b).

Figure 4 shows the common fungal species reported in the

literature as we reviewed here. From these species, Ganoderma
lucidum (25%, by the number of studies) and Pleurotus ostreatus
(12%) were found to be the most common (Attias et al., 2020).
These fungi are composed of trimitic and monomitic species.
There is tremendous scientific significance in these two species
due to the essential chemicals they produced, including a variety
of enzymes that can efficiently degrade plant components difficult
to hydrolyze, including lignin (Islam et al., 2015; Petre, 2015;
Haneef et al., 2017). However, many publications do not reveal
the species of fungus for the composite production (32%), making
it hard to fully reproduce the work by overlooking the type of

mycelium network, for example (Parisi et al., 2016; Ziegler et al.,
2016; Dahmen, 2017; Jiang et al., 2017).

The complex material functions of mycelium attribute to
its complex network structure at different scales. The
mycelium mechanical properties are controlled by
branched filaments and the topology of the network
structures (Islam et al., 2017). Figure 6 shows the general
structure of mycelium from macroscale to nanoscale. Since
the mycelium has a symbiosis relationship with the substrate,
it produces the branch fiber network structure, increasing the
contact area with the complex porous substrate. The

mycelium network grows from a spore by extending
through the cell membrane and cell wall at the tip of a
mycelium fiber. Every single mycelium fiber is composed
of an array of slender cells separated by cross walls, so-
called septum, and enclosed within the same cell wall. Tiny
holes in the septum allow for the rapid flow of nutrients,
water, and other small molecules from cell to cell along with
the mycelium fiber. The cell wall protects the mycelium and
provides mechanical strength, and is composed of a layer of
chitin, a layer of glucans, and a layer of proteins (e.g.,
mannoproteins and hydrophobins) on the cell membrane

(Haneef et al., 2017). Chitin is a complex polysaccharide, a
polymer of N-acetylglucosamine that locates on the cell
membrane and plays an essential role in giving structural
strength to the cell walls of fungi. We cultured the mycelium
network using an agar plate as the inoculated substrate for
7–14 days and took a sample to show the pure mycelium
network without other substrate fibers clearly. The SEM
images show that the mycelium network comprises many
mycelium fibers with a diameter of about 2 μm. After that, we
migrate the mycelium network to substrate in the lab to
generate the mycelium composite and mushrooms (e.g.,

the king oyster mushroom as shown in the image at the
upper right of Figure 5), which allows us to perform the
mechanical tests and microscopic images of the mycelium
network at a large scale. The rectangular figure at the bottom
shows the nanostructure of the α-chitin. Two primary
polymorphic forms of chitin exist, α and β, with α-chitin
the most common polymorph for both crustacean and fungal
chitin and β-chitin occurring only in squid pen, sea tube
worms, and some algae (centric diatom) (Rinaudo, 2006).

Protein
Although mushrooms are a rich source of many proteins, not
many proteins have been identified. Enzymes involved in the
degradation of lignocellulose are among the most investigated

groups of proteins from fungi (Erjavec et al., 2012). Laccases,
peroxidases, oxidases, cellulases, and different glycosidases are
content in other species of fungi to participate in degradation
(Baldrian and Valášková, 2008; Hatakka andHammel, 2011). The
principle that enzymes degrade lignocellulose in fungi is the
oxidative and hydrolytic enzymes cooperate. Fungi have two
types of degradation systems: intracellular and the outer cell
envelope layer, which is essential for polysaccharide degradation.
Moreover, in the extracellular, hydrolytic enzymes are
responsible for polysaccharide degradation, and oxidative
enzymes are responsible for degrading lignin and open phenyl

rings (Sánchez, 2009; Andlar et al., 2018). Mainly, there are three
groups of fungi with different effects and degradation
mechanisms of lignocellulose, as soft-rot, white-rot, and
brown-rot fungi (Sánchez, 2009).

Soft-rot fungi can degrade surface polysaccharide layers of
plants and mostly are ascomycete fungi. Peroxidases are involved
in lignin modifications and laccases production, leading to the
darkening and softening of the wood. These enzymes have limited
degrading functions (Woiciechowski et al., 2013). White-rot
fungi can degrade lignin, cellulose, and hemicellulose. The
degradation of lignin is more effective than brown-rot and

soft-rot fungi. The wood changes its texture and becomes
moist, soft, and silky. Its color becomes white or yellow
(Couturier and Berrin, 2013). Brown-rot fungi are
basidiomycetes that have a different function from soft-rot
fungi about degrading lignin. It can rapidly metabolize
cellulose and hemicellulose and only slightly modify lignin.
Due to the oxidizing reaction of lignin, the wood residue
exhibits a cube shape and has a brown color (Andlar et al.,
2018). The disruption of the lignocellulose matrix by brown-rot
fungi can be demonstrated using iron-dependent Fenton
chemistry known as the chelator-mediated Fenton system
(Arantes and Goodell, 2014).

Hydrophobins are one of the other important groups of
proteins unique to fungi. Hydrophobins are localized on the
outer surface of filamentous fungi cell walls (Whiteford and
Spanu, 2002). They are essential to the growth of fungi and
the interaction between fungi with their surrounding
environment by facilitating aerial development (fungi prone to
grow upwards) and contribute to the attachment of fungi to solid
supports (Linder et al., 2005). In addition, hydrophobins make
fungi hydrophobic by assembling into an amphipathic
membrane, as the hydrophobic side is exposed to the exterior
and the hydrophilic surface is combined with the cell wall

polysaccharides (Whiteford and Spanu, 2002).

Glucans
The most abundant polysaccharides in the cell walls of fungi are
glucans. They are essential to integrate functional proteins and
skeletal chitin and form fungal cell walls’ most critical structural
components. Glucans in the fungi are connected through alpha
(α) or beta (β) linkages. Alpha 1,3 are the most abundant
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alpha-glucans. They provide resistance to the large deformation
of cell walls in the form of structural microfibrils. The structure of
beta-glucans is more complex. They mainly contain β 1,3 and β
1,6 linkages, forming secondary microfibrils (Ruiz-Herrera and

Ortiz-Castellanos, 2019).

Chitin
Chitin is the innermost layer of the fungi cell wall that can provide
reinforcement and strength. Chitin is a biopolymer composed of
[β(1–4) linked N-acetyl-2-amino-2-deoxy-D-glucose] units
(Dhillon et al., 2013). Chitin is a structural polymer made by
the smaller monomers to form strong fibers. When secreted
inside or outside of cells in an organized way, the fibers form
weak bonds between each other, which increases the strength of
the entire structure (Karana et al., 2018). The development of the

application for chitosan has expanded rapidly in recent years,
especially in wound healing (Jones et al., 2020a). Even though
chitin can be obtained from crustacean shells, the fungi still show
many advantages (Dhillon et al., 2013), especially because they
are not limited to season and location. Table 1 summarized the
advantages and disadvantages of obtaining chitosan from
crustacean shells and fungi.

Some evidence shows that the linkages between chitin and
glucan in the fungi are covalent bonds (Sietsma and Wessels,

1979; Kollár et al., 1997; Heux et al., 2000). The insoluble
glucans in mushrooms, yeast, and hyphae have slight
differences. However, β-glucans exhibiting a (1,3) or (1,6)
branching for the backbone are associated with chitin in

mycelium (Latgé, 2007). These are called β-(1–3)-(1–6)-
glucans, which have chemical structures very similar to
cellulose, which is β-(1–4)-glucan (Zhou et al., 2021). The
location of chitin in different fungi is different; it is
concentrated in the bud scar in yeast and the cell wall of
most other fungi (Bartnicki-Garcia and Nickerson, 1962;
Karimi and Zamani, 2013). Especially in the fungal species of
Zygomycota, chitin and chitosan are simultaneously co-
synthesized (Bartnicki-Garcia and Nickerson, 1962; Karimi
and Zamani, 2013). Compared with fungal chitin, the
crustacean chitin contains minerals that require an acidic

extraction step for removal, thus degrading the chitin in the
process. Crustacean chitin typically binds with sclerotized
proteins and minerals and contains minimal residual protein.
Such a difference makes the isolation procedure for fungal chitin
nanofibers very simple, requiring just brief mechanical agitation
in a kitchen blender after a mild alkaline treatment to remove
proteins (Fazli Wan Nawawi et al., 2019; Nawawi et al., 2020).
However, the glucan associates with fungal chitin can occur in
quantities exceeding the chitin content itself (Hackman, 1960;

FIGURE 5 | Multiscale structure of the mycelium. From the bottom left, the figure shows the molecular formula of chitin and chitosan, followed by two figures

showing the structure of the single mycelium and mycelium cell wall and the SEM image of the mycelium network, as well as two figures showing the wet and dry

mycelium samples in the culturing disk. The last figure at the right-up corner shows the cultured king oyster mushroom. We can use different research methods to study

the structure-function relationship of the mycelium network at different scale levels, as noted at the axis of the plot (The AFM figure is reproduced under a creative

commons attribution license) (Haneef et al., 2017).
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Attwood and Zola, 1967; Kramer et al., 1995; Percot et al., 2003;
Muzzarelli, 2011). Moreover, the extracted chitin can be of
different secondary structures (as α, β, and γ chitin), except
for the most common polymorph α-chitin, squid pen, sea tube

worms, and some algae contain the β-chitin (Rinaudo, 2006).
Figure 6 shows the molecular structure of α chitin and β chitin.
The main difference between α chitin and β chitin is the
secondary structure, as the neighboring chains of the α chitin
are in antiparallel directions. In contrast, the chains are parallel
in the β chitin (Figure 6) (Rinaudo, 2006). Moreover, the γ
chitin has chains both in parallel and antiparallel (Rinaudo,
2006). Such a structural difference causes the adjacent amide
groups between the neighboring chains in parallel for the α

chitin, but they are not parallel for the β chitin, associating with
the flexibility of the β chitin (Elieh-Ali-Komi and Hamblin,
2016).

MATERIAL FUNCTIONS

Mechanical Properties
The mechanical properties of mycelium-based bio-composites
are crucial for their application to engineering fields. Since the
network structure of mycelium within the composited is
primarily determined by the species of the fungi and the
substrate that are used to manufacture mycelium, it can be

TABLE 1 | Advantages and disadvantages of chitosan from crustacean shells and fungi.

Source Advantages Disadvantages

Crustacean

Shells

Well-established method for industrial production of chitosan (Kilavan

Packiam et al., 2011; Aranaz et al., 2012).

Seasonal and limited supply, high cost and laborious process and not

environmentally friendly (Pochanavanich and Suntornsuk, 2002; Kilavan

Packiam et al., 2011), (Streit et al., 2009).

Large quantities of chemicals, such as alkali and acids, higher temperatures,

and long processing time are required for extraction. Generally, alkali

concentration of 30–50% w/v and temperature Ā°C is required

(Pochanavanich and Suntornsuk, 2002; Streit et al., 2009; Aranaz et al.,

2012).

Demineralization treatment is required to remove calcium carbonate, which

accounts for 30–50% of crustacean shells (Pochanavanich and Suntornsuk,

2002; Streit et al., 2009; Aranaz et al., 2012).

It possesses high molecular weight and protein contamination, limiting its

applications in biomedicines (Pochanavanich and Suntornsuk, 2002; Streit

et al., 2009).

Fungi The medium-low molecular weight is suitable for many biomedical

applications (Pochanavanich and Suntornsuk, 2002).

Processes not scaled up to the industrial level (Kilavan Packiam et al., 2011).

A higher degree of deacetylation can be achieved (Pochanavanich and

Suntornsuk, 2002).

Free of allergenic shrimp protein (Pochanavanich and Suntornsuk, 2002;

Streit et al., 2009).

The molecular weight and degree of deacetylation of fungal chitosan can be

controlled by varying the fermentation conditions (Streit et al., 2009).

The supply of fungal biomass is infinite, mainly from the biotechnological and

pharmaceutical industries (Pochanavanich and Suntornsuk, 2002; Streit

et al., 2009).

Cheap biowastes can be used as economic substrates for culturing fungi

(Pochanavanich and Suntornsuk, 2002; Streit et al., 2009).

FIGURE 6 | The molecular structure of α chitin (left) and β chitin (right). Each atom is colored according to its type, with red for oxygen, cyan for carbon, blue for

nitrogen, and white for hydrogen.
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very different by comparing different studies. Table 2

summarizes the test results for the MBF and MBSC in various
studies. We can see the material density significantly deviate from
one test to another. Generally, the higher material density leads to

a high Young’s modulus and strength, as is shown in most cellular
materials (Gibson, 2012), while the mechanics of the mycelium
composites seem to be very different once compared across
various studies. The substrate is one of the important reasons
that affects the density of the mycelium-based composite.
Typically, the higher proportion of grain (fibers, husks, or
wood pulp) contained in the substrate will lead to a higher
density (Arifin and Yusuf, 2013; Dhillon et al., 2013). Another
reason is the different mycelium species used in various studies.

Compressive strength is the capacity of a material or structure
to withstand loads tending to compress the material, which is an

essential feature for the mycelium-based composite that can be
used as package and construction material. López-Nava et al.
(2016) focus on characterizing the mechanical property of MBF
(substrate: commonwheat stalks; fungi: Pleurotus sp). They stated
that the compressive strength of MBFs is always lower than
synthetic polymer foam of the same density as the water
absorption can significantly affect the compressive strength,
and both the substrate and mycelium absorb a large amount
of water. Moreover, Silverman (2018) stated that by using the
fiber (e.g., psyllium husk) in the substrate, MBF of higher
compressive strength can be obtained from different species of

mushrooms. Besides using fabric to increase the compressive
strength, they also use chicken feathers in the substrate. The
feathers will not be degraded during mycelium growth since they
are primarily composed of keratin protein of durability. Still, they
are lightweight, hydrophobic, and can provide structural support
for the composite and contribute to its mechanics. They reported
that the compressive strength of the composite significantly
increases with the same density (Silverman, 2018).

Flexural strength is the stress at the fracture point for the
sample in bending. It is also called modulus of rupture, or bend
strength, or transverse rupture strength. López-Nava et al.

investigated that the range of the flexural strength of MBF is
lower than the synthetic polymer foams with the same density,
while the tensile strength is much larger than the synthetic ones.
(López-Nava et al., 2016). However, Appels et al. (2019) get the
opposite result. The authors tested the mycelium-based bio-
composite, which is created by Trametes multicolor and
Pleurotus ostreatus grows on the rapeseed straw and beech
sawdust. The results show that its flexural strength is larger
than that of the synthetic polymer foam (Appels et al., 2019).

The authors suggest that the effect is caused by the contrasting
mechanics between the substrate and the mycelium fibers. The
mycelium fibers are more elastic than the colonized substrate
particles and, therefore, will contribute to the flexibility of the

composite and may only rupture at a high strain. Moreover, the
authors think that the tensile strength is not significantly affected
by the species of substrate and fungi but can be affected by the
pressing method, as heat pressing can substantially increase the
tensile strength (Appels et al., 2019).

As mentioned previously, density is one of the essential factors
that can affect mechanical properties. Islam et al. (2017) test the
mycelium samples by using tension and compression. In the
tension test, the mycelium shows the linear elastic at the low
strain and then yields and undergoes strain hardening before
rupture. In the compression test, the mycelium shows behavior

like the open-cell foam. The stress-strain curve shows the linear-
elastic at the beginning, followed by a plateau with a softened
response. The mycelium exhibits strain-related hysteresis and
stress softening effects between each cycle when subjected to
continuous loading and unloading cycles (with their mechanical
features summarized in Table 2) (Islam et al., 2017).

Ziegler et al. (2016) reported an MBSC with a core made of
hemp pith and cottonmat. The surface binding fabric is made of a
generic, such as a natural fiber fabric like burlap. As mentioned
before, the authors use the same approach as Jiang et al. (2017).
They put the natural fiber fabric on both sides of the pre-

inoculated active mycelium-based bio-composite foam. The
mycelium as a natural glue that will continue growing to
connect both sides of the natural fiber fabric. The fiber surface
increases the compressive strength and gives a high tensile
strength to MBSC. However, Young’s modulus does not
achieve the highest value of MBF (Ziegler et al., 2016)
(Table 2). Jiang et al. (2017) discussed using different fibers
from the MBF surface to make the MBSC. By forming a tight
mycelium net, the fungus was able to cement the fabric layers
firmly. The results show that flax, rather than jute or cellulose, is
more efficient for colonization and yields higher mycelium

production. The ultimate strength and yield stress of the
samples produced with flax surface layers (35 and 27 kPa,
respectively) are almost double that of the samples produced
with jute (20 and 12 kPa, respectively) or cellulose surface layers
(16 and 15 kPa, respectively) (Jiang et al., 2017).

Researchers have tested the mechanical properties of the
mycelium fibrous film. Haneef et al. (2017) used G. lucidum
and P. ostreatus to grow on the pure cellulose and cellulose-potato
dextrose broth (PDB), which can get four different combinations

TABLE 2 | The mechanical properties of mycelium-based composites. MBF � mycelium-based foam; MBSC � mycelium-based sandwich composite.

Density (g/cm3) Young’s modulus

(MPa)

Compressive strength

(kPa)

Flexural strength

(kPa)

Tensile strength

(kPa)

Material Refs.

0.10–0.14 66.14–71.77 670–1,180 — 100–200 MBSC Ziegler et al. (2016)

0.10–0.24 2–97 — 50–860 10–240 MBF Appels et al. (2019)

0.183 ± 0.015 — 41.72 ± 13.49 10.91 ± 4.41 49.90 ± 20.00 MBF López Nava et al. (2016)

0.29–0.35 — 156–340 — — MBF Silverman, (2018)

0.029–0.045 0.6–2 40–83 — 180–300 MBF Islam et al. (2017)
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of the mycelium. Generally, P. ostreatus fibers are stiffer
(i.e., higher Young’s modulus as summarized in Table 3) than
G. lucidum fibers, which have a lower critical strain which refers
to the percentage of elongation of the material at the break. On
the other hand, critical stress, which refers to the ultimate stress
level at the break, is hardly affected by the mycelium species

(Haneef et al., 2017). It is also noted that the existence of PDB can
make the mycelium fibrous film softer but more stretchable
(i.e., lower Young’s modulus and higher critical strain).

In preparing this review paper, we perform our mechanical
test on samples taken from the skin and middle parts of Pleurotus
eryngii mushrooms (king oyster, as shown in Figures 7A, B) to
better understand the mechanics of mycelium with different
water content and thus material density. We use an Instron
5,966 machine (10 KN static load cell, 1 KN pneumatic grips
with 90 psi holding pressure) to stretch all the material samples to
get their stress-strain curves in tension. We measure the initial

sample length as the distance between the edges of the two grips
as L0, zero the force before clamping, and zero the displacement
before the test. The lower grips during the test are fixed by a pin,
and the upper grips move at a constant displacement speed of
] � 2mm/min. The traveling distance of the upper grips is given
by d � vt at any time t after the test starts, and the engineering
strain is defined by ε � d

L0
. The load cell records the loading force f

and computes the engineering stress with σ �
f
A0
, where A0 is the

initial cross-section area of the uniform testing region of the king
oyster mushroom sample. The test automatically stops when the
sample is broken. The software with the Instron machine returns

the σ−ε curve as well as Young’s modulus, yield stress, and
breaking strain during the test.

Our mechanical testing results are shown in Figures 7C–M for
the snapshot of the natural sample before and after tensile test, as
well as the stress-strain curves of these samples after baking with
different amounts of time that correspond to a certain amount of
water loss (Figure 3). It is shown that the samples in tensile
loading fail by generating zigzag surfaces at the breaking point
after necking taking place, suggesting the ductile failure of the
natural samples govern by the sliding failure between mycelium
fibers (Figure 7C). The stress-strain curves of samples obtained

after a certain amount of baking time are summarized in Figures

7D–K. We summarize all the key mechanical features that can be
learned from the stress-strain curves in Figures 7L–M, and
Table 4. It is shown in Figure 7L that while the critical stress
monotonically increases with the bake time, as well as the water
loss (Figure 3), of the skin and core samples, the critical strain of
the mushroom sample after baking for 30 min with 31 and 35% of
water loss is larger than the other samples (Figure 7M). It is
unclear why the critical stress keeps increasing for drier samples,

but the critical strain increases up to 30% of water loss and then
decreases afterward. The interaction between chitin and water
may strongly contribute to this phenomenon, as water can play a
crucial role in turning a physical interface from ductile to brittle
in mechanical loading, as observed in collagen and wood
materials (Qin et al., 2012; Jin et al., 2015).

Biomedical Application
The biomedical properties of chitin and chitosan of their healing
mechanisms and advanced wound-treatment methods have been
proven through some research (Jones et al., 2020a).

Normally, the chitin can be obtained by the exoskeletons of
crabs and prawns. However, the crustacean-derived chitin is
limited by seasonal and regional variations and cannot be
obtained anytime. In the meantime, the fungi-derived chitin
academic and business interests are increasing. Even though
the content of chitin is lower than the crustaceans, it provides

a good alternative source. The fungi-derived chitin does not
require strong acid to remove calcium carbonate and other
minerals (Di Mario et al., 2008; Hassainia et al., 2018).
Moreover, the fungi-derived chitin generates a natural nano-
composite structure by branched β-glucan. It not only provided
rigidity to the chitin but also can produce strong fiber networks
when extracted (Di Mario et al., 2008; Fazli Wan Nawawi et al.,
2019).

Jones stated how chitin and chitosan can improve wound
healing. There are four stages of wound healing: hemostasis,
inflammation, proliferation, and remodeling (Guo and DiPietro,

2010). The first stage is called the blood clot. In this stage,
chitosan forms a coagulum with red blood cells to improve
the rate of clotting (Malette et al., 1986). The second stage is
called inflammatory. In this stage, the macrophage will consume
dead cells, attract fibroblasts, and support skin and blood vessel
replacement and synthesis of the extracellular matrix. Chitin and
chitosan can attract macrophages to help the reaction in this stage
(Ueno et al., 1999; 2001b). The third stage is called proliferative,
and in this stage, the function of fibroblasts is the reformation of
the dermis and synthesis of the extracellular matrix. Chitosan
increases IL-8 production in fibroblasts, the IL-8 is an essential

regulator of keratinocyte migration and proliferation (Ueno et al.,
2001a). The keratinocyte, an essential cell of the last stage for
wound healing, can help the reformation of the epidermis (Jones
et al., 2020a).

Other Engineering Applications
Pelletier et al. (2013) tested the mycelium-based foam with
different substrates, and even under the worst-property
samples, the acoustic absorption rate at 1,000 Hz exceeded

TABLE 3 | Summary of main properties of mycelium fibers (Haneef et al., 2017).

4 different samples Ganoderma lucidum on

cellulose

Ganoderma lucidum on

cellulose-PDB

Pleurotus ostreatus on

cellulose

Pleurotus ostreatus on

cellulose-PDB

Young’s modulus (MPa) 12 4 28 17

Critical strain (%) 14 33 4 9

Critical stress (MPa) 1.1 0.8 0.7 1.1
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FIGURE 7 | Tensile tests of Pleurotus eryngii samples after low-temperature baking (A). Snapshots of Pleurotus eryngii mushroom and the location where we

obtain the skin and core samples (B). Snapshot of the Instron machine for tensile test (C). The natural Pleurotus eryngii (without baking and water loss) near the skin (left)

and core (right) samples before (upper) and after (lower) the tensile test (D–G). Stress-strain curve of different baking time of samples near the skin, with baking time of

0, 30, 40, and 50 min, respectively (H–K). Stress–strain curve of different baking times of samples near the core, with baking time of 0, 30, 40, and 50 min,

respectively (L). Critical stress of king oyster mushrooms as a function of baking time for samples at skin and core (M). Critical strain of king oyster mushrooms as a

function of baking time for samples at skin and core.
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70–75%. The comparison between the audio frequency spectrum
shows that the absorption rate is highest when the substrate is
composed of 50% switchgrass and 50% sorghum (Pelletier et al.,
2013).

According to Jones et al. (2018), when the surface layer of

MBF becomes carbon, the mycelium-based foam passivation
occurs. Charcoal delays the generation and diffusion of smoke
and reduces thermal conductivity. Especially the composite
that contains the glass fines shows the best fire resistance
because of its much higher silica concentration, making it
less combustible (Jones et al., 2018). Moreover, some
authors discussed the thermal properties from the molecular
scale. As a unique protein in fungi, hydrophobin associates with
cell wall morphogenesis, hydrophobicity, and substrate
adhesion in both water and air environments (Wösten, 2001;
Zampieri et al., 2010). Despite their small amounts, these

proteins represent an important driver of the interfacial
function of mycelium. It has been reported that hydrophobic
is beneficial to the production of thermally stable carbonaceous
structures when applied to cotton fabrics and has been used as a
natural flame retardant for textile coatings (Alongi et al., 2014).
The protein works by reducing the release of volatile substances
that would hinder complete combustion but favor
carbonization (Alongi et al., 2014; Appels et al., 2018;
Willsey et al., 2020).

For the materials applied to the construction industry, besides
studying acoustic absorption and thermal insulation of mycelium

bio-composite material, enhancing the resistance to pests in
mycelium-based bio-composites is also crucial. The mycelium-
based bio-composites are mainly used for substrate containing
cellulose that is prone to termite attack. Bajwa et al. (2017) used
four termiticides: vetiver oil, guayule resin, cedar oil, and borax.
The results showed that natural oils have a strong potential to act
as effective termiticides in cellulosic fiber-based composites
bonded with mycelium. Vetiver oil, cedar oil, and guayule
resin exhibited variable repellency toward termite attack.
Commercial termiticide borax at 10% concentration was the
least effective, resulting in the highest weight loss. Corn stover

fiber as a base material was preferred by termites than kenaf and
hemp pith. The termites did not show any preference for fungus
types. Overall, the lowest weight loss was recorded for guayule
resin-treated kenaf pith-based biocomposites (Bajwa et al., 2017).

Modeling and Simulation
Further development of the mycelium composite materials
requires modeling work that helps us to quantitatively
understand the relationships between the environmental

factors, multiscale structures, and the material functions of the
mycelium composite materials. From the simple mechanical
aspect, by taking the mycelium composite as a cellular
material and studying its constitutive law as well as its
mechanics as a function of density can be useful to guide the

design and application of mycelium composite. A multiscale
model of the mycelium network is necessary. It is composed
of specific chemical structures and microstructures of each fiber
and the whole network that can predict the mechanical response
of the mycelium composite in different loading conditions.
Examples of mycelium models mainly focus on two scales: the
mycelium network (microscale) and the stochastic continuum
(macroscale).

Islam et al. state that the most appropriate model would be a
random fiber network with stochastic fiber diameter and
mechanical properties (Islam et al., 2017). However, such a

model includes many fibers, which is a complex problem that
requires massive molding and simulation effort. To solve this
problem, the authors use a stochastic continuum with a finite
element model to represent the macroscopic scale of the samples.
The density and the mechanical behavior are allowed to change
from sub-domain to sub-domain on this scale, with a
characteristic length scale. Figure 8 shows the representative
network configuration and the finite element model containing
8,000 sub-domains. The macroscopic mycelium mechanical
behavior can be obtained by a 3D stochastic continuum model
based on the representative network configuration. Each

subdomain is assigned a network density sampled from the
distribution (Islam et al., 2017). This finite element model
only can represent the relationship between the change of
density of the mycelium-based bio composite and the change
of strain-stress curve. Since this model focuses on the macroscale,
it lacks the discussion of connection to the mesoscale structure
and the molecular structure of mycelium network. Shinde et al.
use a different approach, which is intermediate-scale to modeling
the mycelium growth (Shinde et al., 2020). They focus on the
individual hypha modeled as a growing one-dimensional (1D)
lattice, and a single source of nutrients to generate a single-colony

mycelium as a growing two-dimensional morphology. They
discussed a small driven lattice gas model. This model
generates the morphological characteristics associated with
single-colony mycelium arising from the growth and
branching process of fungal hyphae, which is fed by a single
source of nutrients. The 1D model defined the growth
characteristics of the primary hypha and the 2D model
describes the single fungal hyphae elongation and branching
to generate an entire single-colonymycelium (Shinde et al., 2020).

TABLE 4 | The main mechanical properties result of different conditions of Pleurotus eryngii.

Sample conditions Natural Dry 30 min Dry 40 min Dry 50 min

Skin Core Skin Core Skin Core Skin Core

Percentage of water loss (%) 0 0 31 35 38.4 42 45 47.5

Young’s modulus (MPa) 2.65 1.19 5.91 15.11 57.99 54.32 64.42 57.79

Critical strain (%) 8.55 11.65 49.88 46.60 18.41 21.94 15.84 25.48

Critical stress (MPa) 0.18 ± 0.07 0.11 ± 0.04 1.56 ± 0.41 2.49 ± 0.68 4.14 ± 0.98 4.26 ± 0.30 4.07 ± 1.35 5.80 ± 1.36
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Those two models help to understand the structure-function
relationship of the mycelium network from two different scales.
They provide valuable insights to the growth of the mycelium
network and its mechanical properties. However, these models
are limited to be applied to certain aspects of a mycelium study,
while a comprehensive multiscale model should connect the
molecular composition of mycelium fiber and its interaction to
water and substrate particles to the mechanics of the mycelium
network and its composite materials. It should also allow us to
run simulations and see how the material responds to different
external loading conditions and how the molecular interaction

and environmental factors from one end may affect the material
function at the other end. To achieve these purposes, the
following points need to be considered. We built a model of
mycelium-based composite based on both accurate geometry and
mechanical properties, allowing us to analyze the influence of
density and mechanics on the mycelium fiber mechanical
response. By varying the number, type, and mechanical
properties of mycelium fibers and performing tensile tests on
the models, we determined the fiber failure and post-failure
deformation for plastic deformation after yielding. Since the
water content is also an important factor that can affect the

mycelium-based bio-composite mechanical properties, the effect
of water on the mechanics of fiber (viscoelastic) and network
(drag force from water in deformation) also needs to be
considered. Moreover, the coarse-grained models composed of
actual mycelium fibers can be used to simulate the mechanical
behavior of mycelium network. It provides a more accurate
description of the network distortion in loading than a finite
element model can do. The single fiber deformation may also
connect to molecular simulation, which helps to understand the
interfacial interaction between different material phases (e.g.,
chitin, glucan, protein, and water, etc., Figure 5).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Unlike protein or protein-based biological materials (e.g., silk,
collagen, cytoskeleton, etc.), less attention is paid to
microorganisms and their multiscale structures. Studying
mycelium and their composite materials can help to
understand the mechanics of the fungus network, its biological

function, and its application to produce green composite
materials with both good mechanics and lightweight, in both
simulation and corresponding experiments for synthesis (Holt
et al., 2012; Haneef et al., 2017; Jiang et al., 2017; Girometta et al.,
2019; Attias et al., 2020). A method to grow and process
mycelium-based composites can lead to a promising and
innovative way to produce building materials from using the
agricultural method (Attias et al., 2020). The study of molecular
composition and biological function in the mycelium network
may facilitate the discovery of new drugs produced by a fungus
with certain biological functions or inspire the design of the

topology of the internet of things with low power consumption
and the function of a fast-response to pests and diseases
(Muzzarelli et al., 2007; Naseri et al., 2014; Morin-Crini et al.,
2019; Wang et al., 2019; Jones et al., 2020a).

As an alternative environmentally friendly material over
synthetic foams, mycelium composite shows its advantage in
several engineering applications (e.g., packaging materials,
acoustic and thermal insulation boards) and is receiving more
attention. Producing such material is still a pioneering field and
the standardized process to yield optimized material property has
yet to be identified. This bio-composite material has the ability to

be widely used in furniture, agriculture, civil engineering, and the
biomedical field. In general, in terms of mechanical properties,
the mycelium composites show properties different from
synthetic polymer foams or natural cellular materials. Their
mechanics are not simply defined by the processing method at
the end of its production but as the collective result of the fungi
species, their substrate, and related environments during the
growth. The properties of the substrate define the mechanics
of the matrix material within the composite. The mycelium
network itself is affected by the composition and structure of
the substrate. Moreover, since both the mycelium and substrate

can absorb water, the water content of the final composite is also
crucial. Usually, a hot press process can help to remove the water
and inactivate the mycelium, effectively preventing it from
growing during application. However, due to the wide range
of available parameters, results are often incomparable among
different studies. For example, compared with the most
important competitor traditional material (EPS), the
mycelium-based bio-composite has not shown a lot of
advantages.

FIGURE 8 | Multiscale model of mycelium network and its composite from the finite element model (Islam et al., 2017) (reproduced under a creative commons

attribution license) to fibrous networks and its interface with water and other materials in the substrates.
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In addition to be used as bio-composites because of its
mechanics, mycelium is rich in chitin, which provides
reinforcement and strength to cell walls. The interfacial
interaction between chitin to other components, and how

water plays an intermediate role, needs molecular modeling
and analysis at the fundamental length scale. Moreover, the
chitin purified from crustacean shells has been widely used in
biological applications, such as wound healing. Even though the
mycelium cell wall contains a lot of chitin that can be gained
without geographic and seasonal limitations, the applications of
the chitin purified from mycelium is not as wildly used as that
from crustacean shells, which requires more research and
attention.

Even though the mycelium-based composites show
advantages for their mechanics, lightweight, and many

environmentally friendly features, they have limitations and
challenges for their large-scale applications. For instance, as a
biomaterial, its production is less standardized than conventional
engineering materials such as steel, cement, and polymer, and it is
not clear how to customize the types of substrates for the certain
species of fungi to maximize the yield of mycelium and to
optimize the composite mechanics. However, since there are
over one million species (Blackwell, 2011), testing the
microstructure and mechanics for each of them is extremely
difficult and we may need to investigate the structure-mechanics
relationship of different classes of fungi (by type of rot, type of

hyphae, gene, etc.) to identify the most promising species of
yielding composite with the best mechanics. Moreover, unlike
polymer foams, mycelium-based biocomposites cannot be
massively produced within a short time by machines, as
growing the mycelium needs about 2 weeks or more time. It is
important to automatically control the growing factors, including
temperature, humidity, supplied nutrition, and light within an
incubating environment without direct usage of human labor
during its growth. It is also not clear how each of its constituting
building blocks contributes to its interface to wood fibers and thus
affects the integrity of the fibrous network of the composite.

These limitations are crucial before supplying the material to the
architect and there are broader industrial applications.

Studying mycelium can go broadly beyond material usage.
As the vegetative part of a fungus, mycelium has the unique
capability to utilize discrete agricultural wastes as substrates for
the growth of its network, which integrates the wastes from
pieces to continuous composites without energy input or

generating extra waste (Jones et al., 2018; Appels et al., 2019;
Girometta et al., 2019). Besides fixing pieces of the soil,
mycelium in nature has a more important function as an
information highway that speeds up interactions between a

diverse population of plants (Simard et al., 2012; Gorzelak et al.,
2015; Fricker et al., 2017). It allows individual plants that are
widely separated to effectively defend themselves against pests
and diseases by communication and exchange matters
(Babikova et al., 2014). The study of mycelium-based
composite, as to how it integrates different discrete blocks
and achieves material functions that none of the building
blocks can achieve by themselves, goes beyond the
mechanics of material study, and becomes the main reason
we want to understand more about the mycelium network and
its biological functions. The current point, the functions of the

mycelium network are of the interest to primary ecologists,
while how exactly the chemical signals are conducted in the
hierarchical structure of the mycelium network and how its
effectiveness relates to the geometry and topology of the
network are still unknown, as well as how such knowledge
may contribute knowledge to the topology of the Internet and
the internet of things, or innovative Internet media with low
energy consumption. Most of these questions need to be
addressed with interdisciplinary efforts and some of them
may be answered by developing a multiscale model of the
mycelium network and use it in related simulations. We will

study its application to produce green composite materials but
will also generate knowledge to design an information network
system.
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