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The chemical behaviour of molecules can be significantly modified by confinement to volumes comparable to the
dimensions of the molecules. Although such confined spaces can be found in various nanostructured materials, such as
zeolites, nanoporous organic frameworks and colloidal nanocrystal assemblies, the slow diffusion of molecules in and out
of these materials has greatly hampered studying the effect of confinement on their physicochemical properties. Here, we
show that this diffusion limitation can be overcome by reversibly creating and destroying confined environments by means
of ultraviolet and visible light irradiation. We use colloidal nanocrystals functionalized with light-responsive ligands that
readily self-assemble and trap various molecules from the surrounding bulk solution. Once trapped, these molecules can
undergo chemical reactions with increased rates and with stereoselectivities significantly different from those in bulk
solution. Illumination with visible light disassembles these nanoflasks, releasing the product in solution and thereby
establishes a catalytic cycle. These dynamic nanoflasks can be useful for studying chemical reactivities in confined
environments and for synthesizing molecules that are otherwise hard to achieve in bulk solution.

N
ature has long-inspired chemists with its ability to stabilize
ephemeral chemical species1, perform chemical reactions at
unprecedented rates2,3 and selectivities4, and synthesize

complex molecules5,6 and inorganic nanostructures7,8 with see-
mingly effortless ease. However, chemists and natural systems
perform reactions in fundamentally different ways: whereas che-
mists typically carry out reactions between molecules moving
around freely in solution, natural systems consistently use the
effect of nanoscale confinement. Several creative approaches have
been devised to mimic the confined spaces engineered by nature
and to investigate the behaviour of small-molecule guests within
them. For example, assembling molecules on nucleic acid templates
can drastically increase their effective molarities and consequently
the rate of chemical reactions between them9,10. Considerable atten-
tion has been devoted to molecular and supramolecular hosts—enti-
ties capable of binding smaller molecules in their cavities. Here,
notable examples of reactivity modulation include the stabilization
of both white phosphorus11 and cyclic trimers of siloxanes12,
as well as the induction of unusual regioselectivities in the
Diels–Alder reaction13. The behaviour of chemical species within
the confinement of zeolites14,15 and other nanoporous materials16,17,
emulsion microdroplets18, hydrogels19, lipidic cubic phases20 and
coacervate droplets21 has also been studied. In contrast, the proper-
ties of molecular guests within confined spaces (nanosized pores)
between inorganic nanoparticles self-assembled into colloidal
crystals22–26 have been explored only to a limited extent, probably
because of the slow diffusion of molecules to and from these ‘nano-
flasks’. Here, we have overcome this diffusion limitation by creating
such colloidal crystals in a reversible fashion using light at two
different wavelengths.

Reversible control of nanoflask formation using light
As the precursors of our nanoflasks, we used azobenzene-functiona-
lized inorganic nanoparticles of different sizes and compositions,

including 6 nm gold27,28, 11 nm magnetite29,30 and 17 nm silica
particles (Fig. 1a and Supplementary Sections 1–6). Depending on
the composition of the particle core, we used different binding
groups to immobilize the azobenzene moiety: thiols for Au, catechols
for Fe3O4 and silanes for SiO2 (ligands 1, 2 and 3, respectively, in
Fig. 1b). Solutions of these azobenzene-decorated nanoparticles in non-
polar solvents (here, toluene) were stable for at least several months
under ambient light conditions. In contrast, when exposed to ultra-
violet light (365 nm, 0.7 mW cm–2), the nanoparticles self-assembled
(within minutes) as a result of loss of the solvation layer31 (owing to
poor solvation of the polar cis-azobenzenes by toluene) and the emer-
gence of attractive dipole–dipole interactions between cis-azobenzene
moieties on different nanoparticles32. The product of the self-assembly
process depended on the overall volume fraction, χ, of the nanopar-
ticles: for χ < 10–4 vol/vol, the aggregates were relatively small (less
than ∼3 × 105 particles) and amorphous, whereas at higher concen-
trations, we observed the formation of well-defined crystalline aggre-
gates. Within these supracrystals, the nanoparticles were closely
packed, giving rise to cavities, each surrounded by four particles
arranged in a tetrahedral geometry (Fig. 1c).

Reversible trapping within self-assembling nanoflasks
The essentially polar (cis-azobenzene-rich) nature of the cavities is
not ideal for hosting the nonpolar toluene molecules, which, like
high-energy water molecules inside the cavities of selected mol-
ecular containers33–36, could readily be displaced by a wide range
of more suitable guest molecules. Consequently, we presumed that
polar additives (blue spheres in Fig. 1d) present in the solution
during the self-assembly process would be trapped inside these cav-
ities much more readily than the toluene molecules (red spheres).
Experiments in which we attempted to self-assemble 6 nm Au·1
(c = 0.363 μM) in the presence of increasing volume fractions of
(polar) methanol corroborated this reasoning. These experiments
showed that the rate of nanoparticle self-assembly was inversely
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proportional to the amount of methanol, and no aggregation
whatsoever was observed in solutions containing 4% vol/vol (or
more) methanol, most likely because of the stabilization of cis-
azobenzenes by the methanol (Supplementary Section 7). Based
on these observations, it is reasonable to assume that nanoparticle
aggregates obtained in the presence of 0 < x < 4% of methanol trap
the polar solvent molecules in their cavities.

A dramatic manifestation of the trapping process is shown in
Fig. 2a. In this experiment, 6 nm Au·1 nanoparticles were assembled
in technical-grade toluene (containing residual water) and the
resulting aggregates were deposited on a carbon-coated copper
transmission electron microscope (TEM) grid in the dark (to
avoid visible light-induced disassembly). Following prolonged
(∼30 s) exposure to a focused electron beam during TEM
imaging, these aggregates rapidly disintegrated (‘exploded’), with
some nanoparticles expelled to distances equivalent to more than

ten times the diameter of the aggregate they originally comprised
(Fig. 2a, right, and Supplementary Section 8). We observed analo-
gous results with dry (distilled) toluene to which we intentionally
added trace amounts of water. Notably, however, no such explosions
occurred when dry toluene was used, with aggregates remaining
unaffected even after several minutes of exposure to the electron
beam. These results can be explained by the local heating induced
by the electron beam facilitating back-isomerization of the meta-
stable cis to trans configuration of azobenzene (Fig. 1b). The
trapped water molecules tend to avoid the resulting hydrophobic
(trans-azobenzene-rich) environment, causing an explosion under
the low (3 × 10–7 mbar) pressures typical for operating the TEM.
Experiments in which visible light was used to irradiate the aggre-
gates deposited on the TEM grids before inspecting the sample by
TEM confirmed this explanation; here, the aggregates exploded
solely as a result of the reduced pressure (without prolonged
exposure to a focused electron beam).

To better understand the mechanism underlying this trapping
and release of water (and therefore other polar guest molecules),
we studied the affinity of water to trans- and cis-azobenzene-func-
tionalized nanoparticles by atomistic molecular dynamics (MD)
simulations (Supplementary Section 9). We first considered three
2.6 nm Au·1 in a 21.5 × 18.5 × 10 nm3 box of toluene permanently
saturated with water. We found that only cis-1-coated nanoparticles
spontaneously assembled, in agreement with the experimental
observations. Upon assembly, each of the cis-1-coated nanoparticles
captured, on average, five to seven water molecules, which interacted
with the particles by hydrogen bonding to the azobenzene nitrogen
atoms (Fig. 2b, right). In contrast, trans-1-decorated nanoparticles
remained separated and had no appreciable affinity to water mol-
ecules (Fig. 2c). In addition, we investigated the stability of water
clusters inside the cavities formed by four cis-1-coated particles
arranged in a tetrahedral configuration and found that clusters com-
prising ≥10 water molecules were highly stable (Supplementary
Fig. 26a; in comparison, a cluster of ten water molecules in pure
toluene rapidly disintegrated). This suggests a possible role of the
nanoparticles (specifically, electric fields generated by the cis-azo-
benzene moieties) in promoting attractive interactions between
polar molecules. Visible light-induced disassembly of nanoparticle
aggregates induced a rapid release of water (Supplementary
Fig. 27), in agreement with experimental observations.

Quantifying and visualizing the trapping process
Next, we attempted to quantify the number of polar molecules
trapped inside the cavities. We worked with a model compound
exhibiting strong absorption in the visible region, namely, a nitro-
benzoxadiazole (NBD)-based dye, modified with the polar OH
group (4 in Fig. 3a; also Supplementary Section 10). Once the
nanoparticles were assembled in toluene in the presence of the
dye, we could easily separate them from the supernatant by centrifu-
gation, and the amount of trapped 4 was quantified spectrophoto-
metrically. The amount of 4 captured by 6 nm Au·1 nanoparticles
increased with an increasing dye-to-particle molar ratio (Fig. 3a);
however, it never exceeded 26 molecules per particle, even for very
high (for example, 1,000) ratios; that is, non-trapped molecules
remained dissolved in the solution. Interestingly, when much
smaller, 2.6 nm Au·1 nanoparticles were used instead, the aggregates
contained no detectable amount of 4 (presumably because the
entropy of trapped molecules is too low in the cavities between very
small nanoparticles). From these experiments we can conclude that
the trapping ability strongly depends on the nanoparticle size (that
is, on the dimensions of the nanoflasks that are formed when the nano-
particles self-assemble), with nanoflasks derived from particles of a
given size being able to trap only a specific number of guest molecules.

To determine the generality of our method and to further
confirm that trapping is facilitated by the formation of hydrogen

UV
capture

Vis
release

Azobenzene-
coated
nanoparticle

Nonpolar solvent

Polar additive

10 nm500 nm2 μm

Au·1

20 nm

Fe3O4·2

20 nm

SiO2·3

50 nm

d

c

b

a

trans

cis

UVVis
Az

1

2

3

N

N

N

N

≡

≡

≡

≡

H
N

O
HO

HO
O

Az

HS O Az

(MeO)3Si O Az

Figure 1 | Reversible self-assembly of azobenzene-functionalized

nanoparticles and nanoflasks formation. a, Transmission electron

microscopy (TEM) images of (left to right) photoresponsive 6 nm Au, 11 nm

Fe3O4 and 17 nm SiO2 nanoparticles used to generate dynamically self-

assembling nanoflasks. b, Structural formulae of ligands 1–3 used for

preparing photoresponsive Au, Fe3O4 and SiO2 nanoparticles (left) and light-

controlled azobenzene isomerization (right). The cis isomer of azobenzene

induces self-assembly of nanoparticles. c, Electron micrographs (at different

magnifications) of colloidal crystals prepared by exposing 6 nm Au·1 to

ultraviolet light (scale bar in the inset, 200 nm). d, Schematic representation

of the reversible trapping of polar molecules during light-induced self-

assembly of photoresponsive nanoparticles. Az, azobenzene; UV, ultraviolet

light; Vis, visible light.
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bonds between the guest molecules and the nanoparticle-bound
cis-azobenzenemoieties, we studied the trapping of model compounds
containing various functional groups (Supplementary Section 11).
We found that the self-assembling nanoparticles strongly favoured
the trapping of molecules that can act as hydrogen-bond donors
(for example, alcohols, primary amines). Compounds featuring
only hydrogen-bond acceptor sites (for example, tertiary amines,
ethers and ketones) were not trapped. Interestingly, in the course
of these studies we found that molecules featuring extended aro-
matic systems (for example, anthracene, pyrene) are also readily
trapped even in the absence of hydrogen-bond donors. This result
can be rationalized by the formation of π–π stacking interactions
between the azobenzene groups and the aromatic guests. Each of the
trapped compounds could be released during visible light-induced dis-
assembly of nanoparticle aggregates. One limitation of our method-
ology is the possibility of the ligand-exchange reaction occurring
between the trapped guests and the thiols originally bound to the
nanoparticle surfaces—for example, dodecanethiol used as a potential

guest gradually displaced 1 from the surfaces of 6 nm Au·1.
Nevertheless, thiols could be reversibly trapped with other types of
photoswitchable nanoparticles (for example, Fe3O4·2 and SiO2·3).

It was also of interest to determine the selectivity of trapping when
working with more than one type of potential guest. We therefore
studied model mixtures of a nonpolar alkyne 5 with more polar
hydroxyalkynes 6 and 7 (Fig. 3a; also Supplementary Section 12).
In each experiment, an equimolar mixture of alkynes (5 + 6 or 5 + 7)
was exposed to the self-assembling nanoparticles (6 nm Au·1) and
the resulting aggregates were then collected and analysed in terms of
the 6:5 or 7:5 ratio. In all cases the nanoparticles captured the hydro-
xyalkynes in preference to 5, with 7 (which lacks a hydrophobic 2-
pentyl substituent of 6) achieving higher occluded concentrations
than 6. The selectivity of trapping increased as the alkyne-to-nanopar-
ticle ratio decreased, such that the 7:5 ratio could be increased by as
manyas 100 times in a single trapping event (Fig. 3b, black data points).

In an effort to directly visualize the trapping of polar species with
azobenzene-coated nanoparticles, we worked with mixtures of 17 nm
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Figure 2 | Trapping of water within self-assembling nanoflasks. a, Left: TEM image of an individual aggregate of 6 nm Au·1 nanoparticles prepared by

irradiating Au·1 nanoparticles with ultraviolet light in toluene in the presence of a small amount of water and deposited on the TEM substrate in the dark.

Right: on exposing the Au·1 nanoparticle aggregate to a focused electron beam for ∼30 s, cis-azobenzene undergoes back-isomerization to the trans form,

which causes the release of the trapped water molecules and a rapid ‘explosion’ of the aggregate. b,c, Snapshots from atomistic simulations of cis-1-

functionalized and trans-1-functionalized 2.6 nm Au nanoparticles in toluene saturated with water (shown in red; toluene molecules omitted for clarity).

Only in the case of cis-azobenzene nanoparticle aggregation and trapping of water is observed.
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Fe3O4·2 and Au25 nanoclusters37,38 protected with monolayers
containing a polar ligand, 2-(4-hydroxy)-phenylethanethiol (HPET)
(in addition to the hydrophobic 2-phenylethanethiol (PET)) (average
composition, Au25(HPET)∼3(PET)∼15; Supplementary Section 13).
Specifically, a toluene solution containing approximately 100 Au
nanoclusters for each Fe3O4 particle was exposed to 10 min of
ultraviolet light and a sample for TEM was collected. As shown in
Fig. 3c, the azobenzene-functionalized Fe3O4·2 nanoparticles readily
trapped these nanoclusters, which preferentially filled the cavities
between the Fe3O4·2 particles rather than simply attaching to their
outer surfaces, again emphasizing the critical role of confinement
in the binding process. In sharp contrast, control experiments with
mixtures of 17 nm Fe3O4·2 nanoparticles and the nonpolar
Au25(PET)18 (100 nanoclusters for each particle) revealed no trapping
of nanoclusters—these nanoclusters formed separate islands on the
TEM substrates (Fig. 3d).

Enantioselective trapping within chiral nanoflasks
An advantage of nanoparticles as precursors of confined environ-
ments is the possibility to functionalize their surfaces with more
than one type of functional ligand. Having the ‘interior walls’ of
nanoflasks decorated with desired molecules might increase the
trapping selectivity towards selected molecules in the surrounding

solution. To verify this hypothesis, we prepared 6 nmAu nanoparticles
co-functionalized with a 1:1 mixture of azobenzene 1 and a chiral
thiol 8 (Au·(1+8) in Fig. 3e; also Supplementary Section 14).
The presence of non-photoresponsive ligand 8 did not affect the
behaviour of these particles, which self-assembled upon exposure to
ultraviolet to yield colloidal crystals incorporating chiral nanoflasks.
In the proof-of-concept experiments, we attempted to enantioselectively
trap chiral alcohols 9 and 10 (Fig. 3f,g). On assembling and removing
Au·(1+8) from a solution containing a racemic mixture of (R)- and
(S)-9, we found that the supernatant comprised an enantioenriched
solution of 9, with as much as ∼91% enantiomeric excess (e.e.) of
the (S) isomer. We also analysed the composition of the trapped frac-
tion; here, we worked with a racemic mixture of (R)- and (S)-10, and
found a considerable (∼92%) excess of the (R) isomer within the nano-
particle aggregates (Fig. 3g and Supplementary Section 14). We
hypothesize that the high level of enantioenrichment achieved in
what appears to be a single enantiodiscrimination step is enabled
by the dynamic nature of the self-assembly process.

Accelerating chemical reactions with dynamic nanoflasks
Next, we considered the use of nanopores within our colloidal crystals
as nanoflasks for promoting chemical reactions (Fig. 4). We speculated
that the increased effective molarity and/or pre-organization arising
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Figure 3 | Quantifying and visualizing the trapping process. a, Efficiency with which 6 nm Au·1 nanoparticles trap dye 4 (y axis: molar ratio of 4 to
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c, Direct visualization of the trapping process. Here, polar Au25 nanoclusters co-functionalized with 2-(4-hydroxyphenyl)ethanethiol (HPET) and

2-phenylethanethiol (PET) were trapped by 17 nm Fe3O4·2 nanoparticles by exposing a 100:1 mixture of nanoclusters and nanoparticles to ultraviolet light.

d, In contrast, hydrophobic Au25(PET)18 nanoclusters are not trapped by Fe3O4·2 under the same conditions (note that the majority of Au particles seen in

the TEM images are larger than Au25 nanoclusters because of the rapid coalescence of Au25 under a focused electron beam). e, Schematic representation of
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from simultaneously trapping pairs of molecules that can potentially
react with each other (‘A’ and ‘B’ in Fig. 4a) could accelerate a reaction
between them. Once a product (‘C’ in Fig. 4a) has formed, the nano-
flasks can conveniently be disintegrated by visible light and the cycle
can be repeated. To verify the feasibility of this idea, we studied the
acid-catalysed hydrolysis of acetal 11 to aldehyde 12 in water-saturated
toluene (Fig. 4b) in the presence of 6 nm Au·1 nanoparticles by expos-
ing the reaction mixture to cycles of 3 min of ultraviolet and 1 min of
visible light irradiation (for details see Supplementary Section 15). The
reaction proceeded several times faster (green trace in Fig. 4c) than in
the absence of nanoparticles (red trace), or in the presence of nanopar-
ticles in the dark (blue trace). The relatively small acceleration was due
to the high absolute concentration of 11 (c11= 5 mM). To observe a
larger effect, we performed another model reaction, namely, an ultra-
violet-induced anthracene (13) dimerization reaction39–41 in a deoxy-
genated solution, at c13 = 10 µM (Fig. 4d). In this case, the presence of
reversibly self-assembling Au nanoparticles accelerated the dimeriza-
tion of 13 by up to two orders of magnitude (yellow traces in
Fig. 4e). To examine the possible role of plasmonic heating42–44 near
the Au particle surface in reaction kinetics, we performed the same
reaction in the presence of self-assembling 6 nm Fe3O4·2 nanoparticles
(Fig. 4e, brown traces). Again, the reaction proceeded markedly faster
than in the absence of nanoparticles, although somewhat slower than
with Au; this discrepancy between equally sized gold and magnetite
nanoparticles could be attributed to the higher surface density of
azobenzene on Au.

We then investigated the effect of cycle duration on the conver-
sion of 13. In this series of experiments, a total of 60 min of ultra-
violet irradiation of 13 was divided into 60 cycles of 1 min, 40
cycles of 1.5 min, and so on, down to 3 cycles of 20 min (each
cycle separated by 1 min of visible light). We found a sharp peak
in the plot of conversion versus cycle duration, with 20 three-
minute cycles producing the fullest conversion (Fig. 4f ). These

results suggest that, within this period, (1) nanoparticle self-assembly
and guest trapping proceeded to a considerable extent and (2) the
majority of trapped molecules underwent dimerization.
Interestingly, these results can be correlated with time-resolved
studies of the self-assembly process, which revealed that ∼3 min
of ultraviolet irradiation were needed to observe the formation of
densely packed nanoparticle aggregates (Supplementary Section 16)
(given that this time scale is long compared to diffusion of small
molecules allows us to speculate that the trapping process is
predominantly thermodynamic in nature).

Finally, we hypothesized that the trapping in the dynamic nano-
flasks can alter the chemical reactivity of the trapped species. For
example, when ultraviolet-induced dimerization of 13 is attempted
in non-deoxygenated solutions, it is outcompeted by rapid oxidative
degradation to anthraquinone45–47 (>95% oxidation with negligible
dimerization over 60 min). We found, however, that capturing 13

within nanoflasks rendered it inert to the typically undesired
photo-oxidation reaction: visible light-induced disassembly of
nanoparticle aggregates exposed to 60 min of ultraviolet released a
mixture of 13 and 14 with no detectable oxidation product.
Furthermore, the nature of 14 depended on whether it was
formed inside or outside the nanoflasks. On dimerization, 13 can
form two isomers of 14, indicated by syn and anti in Fig. 4d48,49.
Dimerization in nanoparticle-free solutions yields almost exclu-
sively the thermodynamic product anti-14 (we observed less than
2% syn). In the presence of the nanoflasks, however, we observed
as much as >80% of 14 as the syn isomer (Fig. 4g). We speculate
that the high yield of the otherwise unstable isomer is due to the pre-
organization13 of 13 inside the nanoflasks via hydrogen-bonding
interactions with cis-azobenzene before the dimerization takes
place. Similarly, anthracenes 15 and 16 dimerized with increased
kinetics in the presence of self-assembling 6 nm Au·1 (Fig. 4h–j).
Notably, the syn-to-anti ratio for the dimer of 15 was the same
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irrespective of the presence of nanoparticles. This result can be
explained by the similar dipole moments of the syn- and anti-
dimers of 15 and by the lack of strong hydrogen-bonding ability
of 15. Similar to 13, 16 dimerizing in solution afforded almost
exclusively the thermodynamic anti product (Fig. 4j). In contrast,
dimerization in the presence of nanoparticles resulted in an appreci-
able amount of the syn isomer (although less than in the case of 13,
∼35 and ∼81%, respectively, a result that could be explained by the
lack of preorganization-promoting hydrogen-bond interactions
between the CN groups and the cis-azobenzene moieties). Overall,
these results highlight the possibility of using the nanoflasks for
altering stereoselectivities on demand.

Conclusions
We have described a novel class of synthetic confined environments—
dynamically self-assembling nanoflasks—whose formation and
disassembly are governed by irradiation with light of different
wavelengths. The dimensions of these nanoflasks can be tuned by
the diameters of the constituent nanoparticles as well as by the
lengths of the ligands on their surfaces. The nanoflasks can trap
various molecules from solution as they self-assemble. The trapping
selectivity could be increased by functionalizing the nanoparticles
with mixed monolayers comprising light-sensitive groups and
ligands carrying specific recognition units. The trapped molecules
can undergo chemical reactions with faster kinetics and with stereo-
selectivities different from those in bulk solution. Although similar
effects could in principle be observed on planar surfaces, the high
overall surface areas of small nanoparticles make it possible to
carry out reactions on a large scale. We envision the application
of the nanoflasks as nanoreactors, for example,
for the polymerization of trapped monomers (with the lengths of
the polymer chains determined by the dimensions of the
nanoflasks), for enantioselective reactions (taking advantage of the
chiral nanoflasks), as well as for preparing diverse classes of
inorganic nanostructures.
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