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Abstract: Curcumin is known as a biologically active compound and a possible antimicrobial agent.
Here, we combine it with TiO2 and ZnO semiconductors, known for their photocatalytic properties,
with an eye towards synergistic photo-harvesting and/or antimicrobial effects. We deposit different
nanoscale multi-layer structures of curcumin, TiO2 and ZnO, by combining the solution-based
spin-coating (S-C) technique and the gas-phase atomic layer deposition (ALD) and molecular layer
deposition (MLD) thin-film techniques. As one of the highlights, we demonstrate for these multi-layer
structures a red-shift in the absorbance maximum and an expansion of the absorbance edge as far as
the longest visible wavelength region, which activates them for the visible light harvesting. The novel
fabrication approaches introduced here should be compatible with, e.g., textile substrates, opening
up new horizons for novel applications such as new types of protective masks with thin conformal
antimicrobial coatings.

Keywords: atomic/molecular layer deposition; spin coating; curcumin; titanium dioxide; zinc oxide;
multi-layered structures; absorption

1. Introduction

Curcumin or diferuloyl methane (1,7-bis(4-hydroxy-3-methoxyphenol)-1,6-heptadiene-
3,5-dione)—with the nickname “from-kitchen-to-clinic”—has been found potentially useful
in pharmacology against various viral infections [1–6], besides its traditional use as a flavor
in turmeric. The antiviral functionality of curcumin (Cur) is believed to stem from its ability
to modify the protein structure of viruses, which can depress the activity of the virus or
even prevent its entry to the target [1,7,8]. Recent reports have indicated that curcumin
could be effective even against the coronavirus by inhibiting its encapsulation [8–10]; here,
curcumin acts by suppressing the cytokine storm, thereby reducing the possibility of in-
flammation and multi-organ failure, i.e., the major reasons for the increased fatality of
the coronavirus infection [8,10–12]. Additionally, curcumin has shown anticancer activ-
ity [2,13]. The active functional groups in the Cur molecule, i.e., the antioxidant hydroxyl
group attached to a benzene ring and the bridging β-diketone group between two benzene
rings, are significant for its antiviral property [10]. Moreover, the scavenging effect of
curcumin on reactive oxygen species is considered important in its fight against various
pathogens. Having the eye on its medical applications, it is important to supply curcumin
in a way that maintains its active functional groups. Another issue is its poor bioavailability
which makes oral treatments somewhat unfavorable [14]. Here, a possible solution could
be to load, e.g., wearable masks or bandages with Cur molecules using a suitable thin-film
coating technique to maintain the activity of curcumin.

In an early study [15], curcumin thin films were fabricated by simply immersing the
substrate in a Cur-containing solution. However, this route involved amine compounds,
which is a disadvantage considering the potential use of these coatings in healthcare. The
conventional spin-coating (S-C) technique in which the thin film is grown by spinning
the substrate with a solution containing the targeted molecules could be another facile
route for the curcumin films. This technique has been extensively used for a wide variety
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of materials including metal oxides, polymers and even multilayered structures [16–18].
For bare curcumin films, little efforts have been made to exploit the S-C technique [15],
but Cur-based metal complex films have been deposited using this technique [19,20]. In
spin-coating, the film thickness can be controlled to some level by various experimental
parameters (concentration and viscosity of the precursor solution, spinning time, rotation
speed, temperature), but up-scaling and integration, e.g., with microelectronics are difficult.
Additionally, solution routes are likely to leave some solvent inclusions in the growing thin
film. Here, advanced gas-phase thin-film techniques, in particular the currently strongly
emerging molecular layer deposition (MLD) technique could provide us intriguing options
to address these challenges [21,22]. The MLD technique is an extension of the atomic layer
deposition (ALD) technology originally developed for high-quality inorganic thin films
needed, e.g., in microelectronics [23–25]. In MLD, the inorganic precursors are replaced
by two mutually reactive gaseous/vaporized organic precursors to grow purely organic
thin films of high level of controllability and quality. Similarly to ALD, the MLD technique
has the capacity to yield precisely thickness-controlled, large-area uniform and conformal
coatings on complex and/or sensitive surfaces such as biomaterials and textiles [26–29].
However, since the MLD technique is based on chemical gas-surface reactions between two
different precursors with mutually reactive functional groups, e.g., hydroxyl and amine
groups, it first of all requires a co-reactant (organic or inorganic), and secondly is likely to
induce some changes in the primary precursor molecule when this molecule is reacting
with the co-reactant to form new chemical bonds. Hence, in the case of the Cur-bearing
thin films, the possible drawback could be that these changes would destroy the functional
features of curcumin that are essential for its antiviral activity.

Recently we demonstrated the growth of titanium-curcumin (Ti-Cur) thin films using
titanium (IV) isopropoxide (TTIP) as the co-reactant for curcumin [30]; note that in this case,
the process is termed ALD/MLD as it involves both inorganic ALD (TTIP) and organic
MLD (Cur) precursors [22,31,32]. It was shown that the Cur moieties are bonded to the
Ti atoms via curcumin’s hydroxyl groups, but the β-diketone and methoxy groups were
left intact. An attractive aspect in this ALD/MLD approach is that it is possible to further
combine the ALD/MLD-grown metal-Cur layers with additional ALD-grown inorganic
layers into different nanoscale multilayer structures [30,33,34]. In the present study, we
will push this option forward, and also investigate the possibility to combine the ALD,
MLD and S-C techniques to take a full advantage of their complementary benefits.

For the metal oxide components we have chosen ZnO and TiO2, as these two simple
semiconducting oxides are not only non-toxic and biocompatible, but also known for their
antimicrobial and photocatalytic properties [35–37]. Additionally, they are among the
prototype materials in conventional ALD technology, hence well-behaving ALD precursors
and processes are readily available for them [38,39]. The point of improvement with these
oxides is the fact that the photocatalytic activity is limited to the UV range only, due to their
wide bandgaps (ZnO: 3.3 eV, TiO2: 3.2 eV) [40,41]. Interestingly, there are few promising
reports showing that curcumin may be used to sensitize/activate TiO2 towards longer
wavelength (420–580 nm) absorption [42,43], or loaded in ZnO nanoparticles to enhance
the antibacterial and anticancer properties [44]. Moreover, we have succeeded in tailoring
the optical bandgap of TiO2 thin films by insertion of monomolecular organic (Cur or
hydroquinone) layers into regular SL structures using ALD/MLD, such that the films were
activated for visible-light absorption [30,45].

In this work, we demonstrate multiple novel ways of combining Cur molecules with
both Ti and Zn metal cations and distinct TiO2 and ZnO layers into novel layer-engineered
hybrid materials with the anticipation of intriguing synergistic effects. Most importantly,
we fabricate well-defined superlattice (SL) structures in which monomolecular Cur layers
are embedded within the TiO2 and ZnO matrices using the ALD/MLD technique, and
also double-layer (DL) structures in which spin-coating is used to deposit nanoscale Cur
layers which are combined with an ALD-grown TiO2 or ZnO layer. We address the benefits
and challenges of each fabrication approach, regarding, e.g., the required deposition
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temperature and the resultant bonding schemes between the different layers. As one of the
highlights, we demonstrate activation of these multilayer thin films for remarkable light
absorption in the entire visible range, which could open up new horizons for a number of
exciting applications.

2. Results

By innovatively combining the S-C, ALD and MLD techniques, we were able to
deposit various layer-engineered thin-film structures based on Cur, Zn-Cur, Ti-Cur, ZnO
and TiO2 layers, as schematically illustrated in Figure 1. In the following sections, we first
describe the new deposition processes developed for S-C-grown Cur films (Section 2.1), for
ALD/MLD-grown Zn-Cur and Ti-Cur films (Section 2.2) and then for the different multi-
layer structures (Section 2.3), and finally investigate the synergistic effects of the different
layers on the UV-vis photoabsorption characteristics of these materials (Section 2.4).
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Figure 1. Thin-film structures deposited in this work: (a) Curcumin (Cur) films via S-C; (b) Metal-
curcumin (Ti-Cur or Zn-Cur) films via ALD/MLD; (c) Curcumin plus metal oxide (Cur/ZnO or
Cur/TiO2) double-layer (DL) films via S-C and ALD, respectively; (d) Metal-oxide:Cur (ZnO:Cur or
TiO2:Cur) superlattice (SL) films via ALD/MLD.

2.1. Curcumin Films via Spin-Coating

With spin-coating we were able to readily deposit pure curcumin thin films in a highly
reproducible manner. The thickness of the films could be controlled from 4 to 46 nm by
increasing the Cur-solution concentration from 1 to 10 mg/m (the highest concentration
limited by the solubility of Cur in ethanol). The XRR (X-ray reflectivity) patterns displayed
in Figure 2a for the films reveal well-defined Kiessig fringes (oscillations) indicating the high
quality of the films; from the continuously decreasing distance between these fringes with
increasing starting-solution concentration, it can be seen that the resultant film thickness
continuously increases. The inset in Figure 2a shows that this dependence of the film
thickness on the Cur concentration in the solution is rather linear. The well-controlled S-C-
growth of Cur films was further affirmed from the UV-vis absorption spectra (Figure 2b),
showing the gradual (linear) increase of the absorption peak around 430 nm (originating
from the π − π* electronic transition [46,47]) with increasing Cur concentration. From
GIXRD (grazing-incidence X-ray diffraction) measurements, the films were found to be
amorphous. The density of the films was estimated to be 2.12 g/cm3 from the XRR data.
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Most importantly, the FTIR (Fourier transform infrared) spectrum shown for a repre-
sentative sample in Figure 2c clearly reveals all the characteristic peaks due to the functional
groups of curcumin [47,48]: presence of aromatic rings is seen from the peaks at 1589 cm−1

(symmetric aromatic ring stretching) and at 970 cm−1 (trans -C-H vibrations of aromatic
ring), β-diketone groups from the peaks at 1510 cm−1 (C=O stretching) and at 1626 cm−1

(O=C-CH2-C=O moiety), methoxy groups (-OCH3) from the peak at 1030 cm−1 (C-O-C
stretching vibration), and hydroxyl groups (-OH) from the large valley around 3500 cm−1.
These features are essential for the antiviral functionality of curcumin [10].
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2.2. Zn/Ti-Cur Films by ALD/MLD

Through ALD/MLD, we were able to deposit metal-curcumin thin films with precise
thickness control. In our previous work, we had already developed and optimized the
process for the Ti-Cur films, based on TTIP (titanium isopropoxide) and Cur precursors [30].
The deposition temperature was 300 ◦C, defined by the relatively high evaporation temper-
ature needed to vaporize curcumin (260 ◦C); the precursor/N2-purge pulsing sequence
was optimized to be: 15-s TTIP/30-s N2/6-s Cur/15-s N2. In the present work, we carried
out a similar process development/optimization for the Zn-Cur films at 300 ◦C; for the
Zn precursor, the natural choice was diethyl zinc (DEZ) with the pulse/purge condition
set to 2-s DEZ/3-s N2 based on extensive previous experience [38,49]. Then, we gradually
varied the pulse length of Cur to find the length required for surface saturation; from
Figure 3a, it can be seen that the saturation was reached with a 6-s Cur pulse. For the
rest of our experiments with Zn-Cur films, we fixed the ALD/MLD precursor pulsing
sequence as follows: 2-s DEZ/3-s N2/6-s Cur/15-s N2. This sequence yielded high-quality
Zn-Cur films at 300 ◦C with a growth-per-cycle (GPC) value of 2.0 Å/cycle. In Figure 3b
we compare the growth rates of the two processes, DEZ + Cur and TTIP + Cur, by plotting
the film thicknesses as a function of the number of ALD/MLD cycles applied. For both
the processes, this dependence is linear as expected, but the film growth rates are different.
The lower growth rate (2.0 Å/cycle) for Zn-Cur compared to that for Ti-Cur (3.9 Å/cycle)
is in line with the previous results for other ALD/MLD-grown Zn-organic and Ti-organic
films [49,50].

In Figure 3c, an FTIR spectrum recorded for a representative Zn-Cur film (grown with
150 ALD/MLD cycles) is shown. Most significantly, the spectrum lacks the signature of the
hydroxyl group stretching around 3500 cm−1 [48,51], indicating that the Cur molecules are
bonded to the metal atoms via the hydroxy groups. On the other hand, the other features
due to Cur are clearly visible in the spectrum, especially the peaks due to the aromatic
rings at 970 cm−1 (trans -C-H vibrations of aromatic ring) and the β-diketone groups at
1504 cm−1 (C=O stretching vibration) and 1622 cm−1 (O=C-CH2-C=O moiety). This is
important, as the deposition temperature (300 ◦C) was relatively high and could have led
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to decomposition of curcumin. The formation of the Zn-O bonds is seen from the sharp
peak appearing at 1263 cm−1 (C-O stretching), in line with the Ti-O peak seen at 1261 cm−1

in Ti-Cur films [30]. From the GIXRD patterns (not shown here), both metal-Cur films were
found amorphous, similarly to many other Zn-organic and Ti-organic thin films grown
by ALD/MLD [49]. From the XRR data, the film density values were determined to be
2.32 g/cm3 for Zn-Cur and 2.16 g/cm3 for Ti-Cur, i.e., only slightly higher compared to
value obtained for the S-C Cur films (2.12 g/cm3).
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2.3. Superlattice and Double-Layer Structures with Curcumin and ZnO/TiO2

For the fabrication of the multi-layer superlattice and double-layer structures illus-
trated in Figure 1, we combined the S-C, ALD and ALD/MLD techniques. The S-C
depositions were carried out at room temperature from a 8 mg/mL Cur/ethanol solution,
while the ALD growths of the ZnO and TiO2 layers were performed at 120 ◦C, using the fol-
lowing pulsing sequences: 1-s DEZ/1.5-s N2/1.5-s H2O/2-s N2 for ZnO, and 6-s TTIP/15-s
N2/3-s H2O/7-s N2 for TiO2 [30,49]. The ALD/MLD experiments for the ZnO:Cur and
TiO2:Cur SL films were carried out at 300 ◦C using the deposition parameters presented in
Section 2.2 for the DEZ/TTIP + Cur cycles, and repeating the precursor pulsing sequence:
[(DEZ/TTIP + H2O)m + (DEZ/TTIP + Cur)]n + (DEZ/TTIP + H2O)m, where the chosen n
value indicates the number of monomolecular Cur layers embedded within the metal-oxide
matrix in the SL films.

The intended multilayer (SL and DL) structures were verified with XRR. In Figure 4a,b
we show XRR patterns for representative TiO2:Cur and ZnO:Cur superlattice films. For the
former case, sharp and intense SL peaks are seen—as expected—between which the number
of the smaller fringes increase with increasing n (=number of Cur layers). For the ZnO:Cur
films, regular features are seen as well, but the SL peaks are less clear, indicating towards
more diffuse interfaces between the ZnO and Cur layers (in comparison to those between
the TiO2 and Cur layers). Another difference is that while the TiO2:Cur films are amorphous,
the ZnO:Cur films are (poly)crystalline of the hexagonal wurtzite structure (representative
GIXRD patterns are shown in Figure 4c). In previous works on ZnO:hydroquinone SL
films, it has been shown that the ZnO grains may partly penetrate through monomolecular
organic (hydroquinone) layers [52,53], which could be a plausible explanation here too
for the somewhat smeared interfaces between ZnO and Cur. In Figure 4d,e, we display
SEM (scanning electron microscopy) images for a representative ZnO:Cur SL film and a
similarly grown (at 300 ◦C) bare ZnO film reference; it can be seen that the ZnO grains are
of different shape in these two films, indicating some influence of the Cur layers on the
ZnO grain growth. However, no significant differences in the average grain size are seen.
The same conclusion applies to the average crystallite sizes calculated from the FWHM
values of the most intense GIXRD peaks as follows: ZnO 14 nm, ZnO:Cur (n = 5) 18 nm
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and ZnO:Cur (n = 10) 12 nm. Finally, we like to mention that a common trend for ALD and
MLD films is that amorphous films are smoother than the crystalline ones [54]. Hence, we
expect that the interface roughness could be larger for the ZnO:Cur SL films, compared to
the amorphous TiO2:Cur SL films. This could also contribute to the shallower XRR fringes
for the ZnO:Cur SL films.
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In Figure 5a, we display XRR patterns for different double-layer films, together with
the Cur, ZnO and TiO2 films for reference. The first set of DL films, Cur/ZnO and Cur/TiO2,
consist of a 35-nm thick S-C-grown Cur layer, and then a 10-nm thick ALD-grown metal
oxide layer (ZnO or TiO2) on top of the Cur layer. The DL structure is visible for both
of these films from the XRR patterns. The FTIR spectra (Figure 5b) for the same samples
confirm that the curcumin is in principle well preserved upon the ALD growth of the metal
oxide layer on top of it, judging from the FTIR bands seen for all the functional groups
expected for curcumin. To address the impact of the order of the Cur and metal oxide layers
in the DL films, we also fabricated TiO2/Cur and ZnO/Cur films for which the 35-nm
thick Cur layer was spin-coated on top of a ca. 60-nm thick ALD-grown metal oxide layer.
For these films, the FTIR and GIXRD data were essentially identical to the corresponding
Cur/ZnO and Cur/TiO2 films. Nevertheless, the UV-vis absorption characteristics turned
out to be somewhat different, as discussed in the following sub-chapter. Tentatively, we
interpret this as an indication of diffusion of TTIP precursor molecules into the underlining
Cur layer upon the ALD (TTIP + H2O) cycles. This phenomenon, called VPI (vapor phase
infiltration) is well known for some ALD precursors when applied onto porous polymer
substrates/surfaces [55].
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Finally, regarding the crystallinity, we could conclude that all the aforementioned
ZnO-based films were crystalline, whereas those based on TiO2 were amorphous. From
existing ALD literature [30,39,45], it is known that the crystallinity of TiO2 films sensitively
depends on the experimental parameters such as the deposition temperature and the film
thickness. Hence, it was not unexpected to notice that not only the TiO2 layers deposited
at 120 ◦C for the DL structures but also the SL films with ultrathin TiO2 layers between
subsequent Cur layers (even though deposited at 300 ◦C) were amorphous. To demonstrate
the impact of the deposition temperature, we carried out additional experiments to deposit
the TiO2 layers for the TiO2/Cur DL films at 300 ◦C. Indeed, in this case the TiO2 layers
were—similarly to bare 300 ◦C-deposited TiO2 films—(poly)crystalline (of the anatase
structure). The crystallite sizes estimated from the GIXRD peak FWHM values were: TiO2
33 nm and TiO2/Cur 30 nm.

2.4. UV-Vis Absorption Characteristics

In Figure 6, we have collected representative UV-vis spectra for our thin-film samples
from all the aforementioned sample categories. First of all, for the parent Cur, ZnO and
TiO2 films, the absorption maxima (λmax) are seen—as expected—at 435 nm (due to the
π − π* electronic transition of Cur [46,47]), at 360 nm [56], and at 422 nm, respectively.
The slightly different λmax value of 435 nm for our Cur film as compared to the previous
data for curcumin solutions (ca. 430 nm) [57] may be due to the more closely packed Cur
molecules in our S-C thin films. Then, the other broader absorption peak seen for Cur
comprising the wavelength region 300~550 nm originates from its phenolic groups [46].

For the two ALD/MLD grown metal–Cur hybrid films, Zn-Cur and Ti-Cur, the λmax is
seen at 380 and 410 nm, respectively, indicating “curcumin-like” contribution even in these
films where Cur is bonded to metal ions (via the OH groups). The absorption intensity is
clearly lower for Zn-Cur in comparison to Ti-Cur [30]. The SL films, ZnO:Cur and TiO2:Cur,
show similar features as the corresponding Zn-Cur and Ti-Cur films, but in a more diluted
fashion (Figure 6a,c).

For the DL structures in which the ALD metal oxide layer was grown on top of the
S-C Cur layer (Figure 6b,d), the absorption intensity of the characteristic Cur peak around
435 nm is decreased in intensity for Cur/TiO2, but is essentially intact for Cur/ZnO; in
the latter case, instead, an additional peak appears at 365 nm due to ZnO which results in
overall in a broad UV-vis absorption region (330~565 nm). Most interestingly, for Cur/TiO2
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the 435 nm peak due to Cur strongly red-shifts, and as a consequence, the absorption edge
of the Cur/TiO2 film extends far towards the visible end, up to ca. 650 nm. This feature
looks similar to the absorption characteristics of the Ti-Cur films. Hence, we speculate
that the possible penetration of TTIP precursor molecules into the underlining Cur layer
upon the application of the ALD (TTIP + H2O) cycles on top of the spin-coated Cur layer
could cause the formation of Ti-Cur bonds in the Cur/TiO2 DL films somewhat similar to
those in the ALD/MLD grown Ti-Cur films. Note that we already shortly mentioned this
possibility in Section 2.3. For the reverse-piled TiO2/Cur DL film, the penetration of the
TTIP precursor molecules into the Cur layer naturally does not happen, and accordingly
the UV-vis features are clearly different. Indeed, for the two reverse-piled DL films,
TiO2/Cur and ZnO/Cur, it is seen that the Cur absorption feature persists and the 435-nm
peak intensity increases from 0.34 for the bare Cur film, to 0.55 and 0.53 for TiO2/Cur
and ZnO/Cur, respectively. Apparently, anchoring curcumin over the metal oxide layer
(TiO2 or ZnO) enables additional photosensitization of Cur such that in overall enhanced
absorption characteristics are seen for Cur-capped TiO2/Cur and ZnO/Cur DL films.
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ZnO:Cur SL (n = 5), (d) Cur and ZnO, and their DL combinations, Cur/ZnO and ZnO/Cur.

3. Materials and Methods

All the thin films were deposited on both 2.5 × 2.5 cm2 silicon and borosilicate glass
substrates. For the spin-coating, the source solution was prepared by dissolving different
amounts of curcumin (MERCK; curcumin for synthesis) in 99.5% ethanol (Altia) to vary the
concentration of curcumin from 1.0 to 10 mg/mL. The spin-coating (WS-650SX-6NPP/LITE
by Laurell Technologies) was carried out at room temperature by spinning the substrate at
2000 rpm for 2 min after dropping 0.25 mL of the Cur/ethanol solution.

For the ALD/MLD experiments, a commercial flow-type hot-wall ALD reactor (F-
120 by ASM Ltd., Tsing Yi, Hong Kong) was used. The precursors were (sublimation
temperatures in parentheses): curcumin (260 ◦C), deionized water (RT), titanium(IV)
isopropoxide (25 ◦C) and diethyl zinc (RT). Both TTIP (Aldrich, 97%) and DEZ (Aldrich,
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52 wt% Zn basis) were commercially purchased. It should be noted that we selected the
less reactive TTIP instead of the more common TiCl4 as the precursor for titanium to avoid
the unwanted side reactions that could arise from the interaction of TiCl4 with sensitive
substrates, such textiles in the intended future applications. Two of the precursors, Cur
and TTIP, were placed inside the reactor in open boats while the DEZ and deionized water
cylinders were kept outside the reactor. Nitrogen (99.999%; flow rate at 300 SCCM) was
used as both the carrier and purge gas. The reactor pressure was kept at 2–4 mbar. The
ALD/MLD processes, DEZ/TTIP + Cur, were carried out at 300 ◦C, and the ALD processes,
DEZ/TTIP + H2O, at 120 ◦C.

X-ray reflectivity (XRR; PANalytical X’Pert PRO Alfa 1; X’Pert Reflectivity software)
were carried out for the verification of the multi-layer structures and for the determination
of film thicknesses and densities. From the film thickness, the growth-per-cycle (GPC)
value was calculated by dividing it by the number of deposition cycles applied. Film
densities were calculated based on the critical angle θc dependency on mean electron
density ρe of the film material, ρe = (θc

2π)/(λ2 re), where re is the classical electron radius
and λ is the X-ray wavelength [45]. The same diffractometer device was used to collect the
grazing incidence X-ray diffraction (GIXRD) patterns for the films, with an incident angle
of 0.5◦. Crystallite sizes were calculated from the FWHM (full width at half maximum)
values of the diffraction peaks using the Scherrer equation (Match software). The surface
morphology and the grain sizes/shapes were studied with scanning electron microscopy
(SEM; Hitachi S-4700). For the SEM analysis, the sample was mounted on a carbon tape
and sputtered using an Au–Pd mixture. A current of 15 µA and voltage of 10 kV was used
during the measurements.

For the identification of the different functional groups of the organic component
and the metal-organic bonding features, Fourier transform infrared (FTIR, Bruker alpha
II) spectroscopy was used. The interference from the silicon substrate was removed by
subtracting the FTIR spectrum of the bare silicon substrate from the FTIR spectra of the
samples. Finally, the UV−vis absorbance spectra (Shimadzu UV-2600 spectrometer) were
recorded for the films deposited on glass plates in the wavelength range of 200–800 nm.

4. Conclusions

We have developed a set of approaches to deposit various curcumin-bearing thin films
and multi-layer structures. Ultrathin curcumin films could be grown at room temperature
in a highly reproducible way using the spin-coating technique. The valuable features
of this process are: (i) the precise control on the films thickness (4~46 nm) by varying
the concentration of curcumin solution, and (ii) the preservation of all the active func-
tional groups of native curcumin, i.e., the β-diketone (O=C-CH2-C=O), methoxy (−OCH3)
and the hydroxyl (−OH) groups. These are important considering the possible antiviral
applications.

Another approach was to combine curcumin molecules with metal ions using the
gas-phase ALD/MLD technique for the growth of metal-curcumin hybrid films; in these
Zn-Cur and Ti-Cur thin films the curcumin moieties were found to bond to the metal
atoms through their hydroxyl groups, but the β-diketone and methoxy groups were
left intacted. The ALD/MLD technique allowed also to manipulate the metal-bearing
and curcumin precursor supply sequences to grow superlattice structures in which the
monomolecular curcumin layers are embedded within ZnO or TiO2 matrix. The UV-vis
absorption characteristics observed for both the hybrid and superlattice thin films revealed
promising synergistic effects beyond those seen for bare ZnO and TiO2.

Finally, we combined S-C-grown curcumin layers with ALD-grown ZnO or TiO2
layers for double-layer structures where the individual layers were of several tens of
nanometers thick. Compared to the ALD/MLD approach, here the depositions could be
carried out at significantly lower temperature (RT for S-C and 120 ◦C for ALD, while 300 ◦C
for ALD/MLD), which is an advantage in case of temperature-sensitive substrates. Another
advantage of the S-C plus ALD approach is the fact that this left the Cur layers intact so
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that we can expect them to show the antiviral functionality. The most interesting result was
that even these separated layers mutually influenced the UV-vis absorption characteristics
such that the absorption was not just a simple sum of the individual components. Most
importantly, for the Cur/TiO2 DL film the absorption edge could be extended far towards
the visible end, up to ca. 650 nm. This could be of considerable interest for the visible-
light harvesting applications including photocatalysis. For Cur/ZnO DL film, a similar
extension of the light absorption range to cover both UV and Vis ranges (330~565 nm)
was seen, but the effect was less pronounced than in the case of Cur/TiO2. Finally, we
observed that the order of the layer piling had a meaning as well. For example, in the case
of Cur/TiO2 reversing the order of layers to TiO2/Cur enhanced the absorbance, indicating
the positive effect of having curcumin as the top-layer.

Author Contributions: A.P. and M.K. conceived and planned the study. The samples were synthe-
sized and structurally and chemically characterized by A.P. and R.G. The data were discussed and
interpreted by all the authors. A.P. and M.K. wrote the manuscript with the contribution from R.G.
All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and
innovation programme under the Marie Skłodowska-Curie grant agreement (No. 765378) and the
Academy of Finland (Profi 3).

Institutional Review Board Statement: Not applicable.

Informed Consent Statement: Not applicable.

Data Availability Statement: The data presented in this study are available on request from the
corresponding author.

Acknowledgments: We acknowledge the use of the RawMatTERS Finland Infrastructure (RAMI) at
Aalto University.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

Sample Availability: Samples of the compounds are not available from the authors.

References
1. Mathew, D.; Hsu, W.L. Antiviral potential of curcumin. J. Funct. Foods 2018, 40, 692–699. [CrossRef]
2. Pröhl, M.; Schubert, U.S.; Weigand, W.; Gottschaldt, M. Metal complexes of curcumin and curcumin derivatives for molecular

imaging and anticancer therapy. Coord. Chem. Rev. 2016, 307, 32–41. [CrossRef]
3. Zorofchian Moghadamtousi, S.; Abdul Kadir, H.; Hassandarvish, P.; Tajik, H.; Abubakar, S.; Zandi, K. A review on antibacterial,

antiviral, and antifungal activity of curcumin. BioMed Res. Int. 2014, 2014. [CrossRef]
4. Zandi, K.; Ramedani, E.; Khosro, M.; Tajbakhsh, S.; Deilami, I.; Rastian, Z.; Fouladvand, M.; Yousefi, F.; Farshadpour, F. Evaluation

of Antiviral Activities of Curcumin Derivatives. Nat. Prod. Commun. 2010, 5, 1935–1938.
5. Mazumder, A.; Raghavan, K.; Weinstein, J.; Kohn, K.W.; Pommier, Y. Inhibition of human immunodeficiency virus type-1

integrase by curcumin. Biochem. Pharmacol. 1995, 49, 1165–1170. [CrossRef]
6. Wanninger, S.; Lorenz, V.; Subhan, A.; Edelmann, F.T. Metal complexes of curcumin—synthetic strategies, structures and

medicinal applications. Chem. Soc. Rev. 2015, 44, 4986–5002. [CrossRef]
7. Chen, T.Y.; Chen, D.Y.; Wen, H.W.; Ou, J.L.; Chiou, S.S.; Chen, J.M.; Wong, M.L.; Hsu, W.L. Inhibition of Enveloped Viruses

Infectivity by Curcumin. PLoS ONE 2013, 8. [CrossRef]
8. Zahedipour, F.; Hosseini, S.A.; Sathyapalan, T.; Majeed, M.; Jamialahmadi, T.; Al-Rasadi, K.; Banach, M.; Sahebkar, A. Potential

effects of curcumin in the treatment of COVID-19 infection. Phytother. Res. 2020, 34, 2911–2920. [CrossRef]
9. Wen, C.C.; Kuo, Y.H.; Jan, J.T.; Liang, P.H.; Wang, S.Y.; Liu, H.G.; Lee, C.K.; Chang, S.T.; Kuo, C.J.; Lee, S.S.; et al. Specific plant

terpenoids and lignoids possess potent antiviral activities against severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus. J. Med. Chem.
2007, 50, 4087–4095. [CrossRef]

10. Liu, Z.; Ying, Y. The Inhibitory Effect of Curcumin on Virus-Induced Cytokine Storm and Its Potential Use in the Associated
Severe Pneumonia. Front. Cell Dev. Biol. 2020, 8, 1–10. [CrossRef]

11. Zhang, B.; Swamy, S.; Balijepalli, S.; Panicker, S.; Mooliyil, J.; Sherman, M.A.; Parkkinen, J.; Raghavendran, K.; Suresh, M.V. Direct
pulmonary delivery of solubilized curcumin reduces severity of lethal pneumonia. FASEB J. 2019, 33, 13294–13309. [CrossRef]

12. Chai, Y.S.; Chen, Y.Q.; Lin, S.H.; Xie, K.; Wang, C.J.; Yang, Y.Z.; Xu, F. Curcumin regulates the differentiation of naïve CD4+T cells
and activates IL-10 immune modulation against acute lung injury in mice. Biomed. Pharmacother. 2020, 125, 109946. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jff.2017.12.017
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ccr.2015.09.001
http://doi.org/10.1155/2014/186864
http://doi.org/10.1016/0006-2952(95)98514-A
http://doi.org/10.1039/C5CS00088B
http://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0062482
http://doi.org/10.1002/ptr.6738
http://doi.org/10.1021/jm070295s
http://doi.org/10.3389/fcell.2020.00479
http://doi.org/10.1096/fj.201901047RR
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.biopha.2020.109946
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32004976


Molecules 2021, 26, 3214 11 of 12

13. Heger, M.; van Golen, R.F.; Broekgaarden, M.; Michel, M.C. The molecular basis for the pharmacokinetics and pharmacodynamics
of curcumin and its metabolites in relation to cancers. Pharmacol. Rev. 2014, 66, 222–307. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

14. Anand, P.; Kunnumakkara, A.B.; Newman, R.A.; Aggarwal, B.B. Bioavailability of curcumin: Problems and promises. Mol. Pharm.
2007, 4, 807–818. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

15. Yeon, D.K.; Ki, S.H.; Choi, J.; Kang, S.M.; Cho, W.K. Formation of Turmeric-Based Thin Films: Universal, Transparent Coatings.
Langmuir 2017, 33, 3639–3646. [CrossRef]

16. Falsetti, P.H.E.; Soares, F.C.; Rodrigues, G.N.; Del Duque, D.M.S.; de Oliveira, W.R.; Gianelli, B.F.; de Mendonça, V.R. Synthesis
and photocatalytic performance of Bi2O3 thin films obtained in a homemade spin coater. Mater. Today Commun. 2021, 27, 102214.
[CrossRef]

17. Zhan, Y.; Grottenmüller, R.; Li, W.; Javaid, F.; Riedel, R. Evaluation of mechanical properties and hydrophobicity of room-
temperature, moisture-curable polysilazane coatings. J. Appl. Polym. Sci. 2021, 138, 1–10. [CrossRef]

18. Im, J.H.; Jang, I.H.; Pellet, N.; Grätzel, M.; Park, N.G. Growth of CH3NH3PbI3 cuboids with controlled size for high-efficiency
perovskite solar cells. Nat. Nanotechnol. 2014, 9, 927–932. [CrossRef]

19. Kulikouskaya, V.; Chyshankou, I.; Pinchuk, S.; Vasilevich, I.; Volotovski, I.; Agabekov, V. Fabrication and characterization
of ultrathin spin-coated poly(L-lactic acid) films suitable for cell attachment and curcumin loading. Biomed. Mater. 2020, 15.
[CrossRef]

20. Tone, C.M.; Pirillo, S.; Pucci, D.; De Santo, M.P.; Barberi, R.C.; Ciuchi, F. AFM studies on curcumin based Zn(II) complex molecules
for applications as anticancer agents. Mol. Cryst. Liq. Cryst. 2012, 558, 194–203. [CrossRef]

21. Yoshimura, T.; Tatsuura, S.; Sotoyama, W. Polymer films formed with monolayer growth steps by molecular layer deposition.
Appl. Phys. Lett. 1991, 59, 482–484. [CrossRef]

22. Sundberg, P.; Karppinen, M. Organic and inorganic-organic thin film structures by molecular layer deposition: A review. Beilstein
J. Nanotechnol. 2014, 5, 1104–1136. [CrossRef]

23. Knez, M.; Nielsch, K.; Niinistö, L. Synthesis and surface engineering of complex nanostructures by atomic layer deposition.
Adv. Mater. 2007, 19, 3425–3438. [CrossRef]

24. Johnson, R.W.; Hultqvist, A.; Bent, S.F. A brief review of atomic layer deposition: From fundamentals to applications. Mater.
Today 2014, 17, 236–246. [CrossRef]

25. George, S.M. Atomic layer deposition: An overview. Chem. Rev. 2010, 110, 111–131. [CrossRef]
26. Karttunen, A.J.; Sarnes, L.; Townsend, R.; Mikkonen, J.; Karppinen, M. Flexible Thermoelectric ZnO–Organic Superlattices on

Cotton Textile Substrates by ALD/MLD. Adv. Electron. Mater. 2017, 3, 1600459. [CrossRef]
27. Malm, J.; Sahramo, E.; Karppinen, M.; Ras, R.H.A. Photo-controlled wettability switching by conformal coating of nanoscale

topographies with ultrathin oxide films. Chem. Mater. 2010, 22, 3349–3352. [CrossRef]
28. Marin, G.; Funahashi, R.; Karppinen, M. Textile-Integrated ZnO-Based Thermoelectric Device Using Atomic Layer Deposition.

Adv. Eng. Mater. 2020, 22, 2000535. [CrossRef]
29. Brozena, A.H.; Oldham, C.J.; Parsons, G.N. Atomic layer deposition on polymer fibers and fabrics for multifunctional and

electronic textiles. J. Vac. Sci. Technol. A Vac. Surf. Film. 2016, 34, 010801. [CrossRef]
30. Philip, A.; Ghiyasi, R.; Karppinen, M. Visible-Light Absorbing TiO2:Curcumin Thin Films with ALD/MLD. ChemNanoMat 2021,

7, 253–256. [CrossRef]
31. Meng, X. An overview of molecular layer deposition for organic and organic-inorganic hybrid materials: Mechanisms, growth

characteristics, and promising applications. J. Mater. Chem. A 2017, 5, 18326–18378. [CrossRef]
32. Nilsen, O.; Klepper, K.B.; Nielsen, H.Ø.; Fjellvåg, H. Deposition of Organic- Inorganic Hybrid Materials by Atomic Layer

Deposition. ECS Trans. 2008, 16, 3–14. [CrossRef]
33. Krahl, F.; Giri, A.; Tomko, J.A.; Tynell, T.; Hopkins, P.E.; Karppinen, M. Thermal Conductivity Reduction at Inorganic–Organic

Interfaces: From Regular Superlattices to Irregular Gradient Layer Sequences. Adv. Mater. Interfaces 2018, 5, 1701692. [CrossRef]
34. Philip, A.; Niemelä, J.P.; Tewari, G.C.; Putz, B.; Edwards, T.E.J.; Itoh, M.; Utke, I.; Karppinen, M. Flexible ε-Fe2O3-Terephthalate

Thin-Film Magnets through ALD/MLD. ACS Appl. Mater. Interfaces 2020, 12, 21912–21921. [CrossRef]
35. Ghaffari, H.; Tavakoli, A.; Moradi, A.; Tabarraei, A.; Bokharaei-Salim, F.; Zahmatkeshan, M.; Farahmand, M.; Javanmard, D.;

Kiani, S.J.; Esghaei, M.; et al. Inhibition of H1N1 influenza virus infection by zinc oxide nanoparticles: Another emerging
application of nanomedicine. J. Biomed. Sci. 2019, 26, 1–10. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

36. Zan, L.; Fa, W.; Peng, T.; Gong, Z. kui Photocatalysis effect of nanometer TiO2 and TiO2-coated ceramic plate on Hepatitis B virus.
J. Photochem. Photobiol. B Biol. 2007, 86, 165–169. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

37. Mazurkova, N.A.; Spitsyna, Y.E.; Shikina, N.V.; Ismagilov, Z.R.; Zagrebel’nyi, S.N.; Ryabchikova, E.I. Interaction of titanium
dioxide nanoparticles with influenza virus. Nanotechnol. Russ. 2010, 5, 417–420. [CrossRef]

38. Tynell, T.; Karppinen, M. Atomic layer deposition of ZnO: A review. Semicond. Sci. Technol. 2014, 29, 043001. [CrossRef]
39. Niemelä, J.P.; Marin, G.; Karppinen, M. Titanium dioxide thin films by atomic layer deposition: A review. Semicond. Sci. Technol.

2017, 32, 093005. [CrossRef]
40. Sirelkhatim, A.; Mahmud, S.; Seeni, A.; Kaus, N.H.M.; Ann, L.C.; Bakhori, S.K.M.; Hasan, H.; Mohamad, D. Review on zinc oxide

nanoparticles: Antibacterial activity and toxicity mechanism. Nano-Micro Lett. 2015, 7, 219–242. [CrossRef]
41. Etacheri, V.; Di Valentin, C.; Schneider, J.; Bahnemann, D.; Pillai, S.C. Visible-light activation of TiO2 photocatalysts: Advances in

theory and experiments. J. Photochem. Photobiol. C Photochem. Rev. 2015, 25, 1–29. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1124/pr.110.004044
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24368738
http://doi.org/10.1021/mp700113r
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17999464
http://doi.org/10.1021/acs.langmuir.7b00230
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.mtcomm.2021.102214
http://doi.org/10.1002/app.50469
http://doi.org/10.1038/nnano.2014.181
http://doi.org/10.1088/1748-605X/aba40a
http://doi.org/10.1080/15421406.2011.654188
http://doi.org/10.1063/1.105415
http://doi.org/10.3762/bjnano.5.123
http://doi.org/10.1002/adma.200700079
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.mattod.2014.04.026
http://doi.org/10.1021/cr900056b
http://doi.org/10.1002/aelm.201600459
http://doi.org/10.1021/cm903831c
http://doi.org/10.1002/adem.202000535
http://doi.org/10.1116/1.4938104
http://doi.org/10.1002/cnma.202000638
http://doi.org/10.1039/C7TA04449F
http://doi.org/10.1149/1.2979975
http://doi.org/10.1002/admi.201701692
http://doi.org/10.1021/acsami.0c04665
http://doi.org/10.1186/s12929-019-0563-4
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31500628
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jphotobiol.2006.09.002
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17055286
http://doi.org/10.1134/S1995078010050174
http://doi.org/10.1088/0268-1242/29/4/043001
http://doi.org/10.1088/1361-6641/aa78ce
http://doi.org/10.1007/s40820-015-0040-x
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jphotochemrev.2015.08.003


Molecules 2021, 26, 3214 12 of 12

42. Buddee, S.; Wongnawa, S.; Sriprang, P.; Sriwong, C. Curcumin-sensitized TiO2 for enhanced photodegradation of dyes under
visible light. J. Nanopart. Res. 2014, 16. [CrossRef]

43. Buddee, S.; Wongnawa, S. Removal of dyes by photocatalytically active curcumin-sensitized amorphous TiO2 under visible light
irradiation. J. Sol-Gel Sci. Technol. 2015, 75, 152–163. [CrossRef]

44. Perera, W.P.T.D.; Dissanayake, R.K.; Ranatunga, U.I.; Hettiarachchi, N.M.; Perera, K.D.C.; Unagolla, J.M.; De Silva, R.T.;
Pahalagedara, L.R. Curcumin loaded zinc oxide nanoparticles for activity-enhanced antibacterial and anticancer applications.
RSC Adv. 2020, 10, 30785–30795. [CrossRef]

45. Niemelä, J.P.; Karppinen, M. Tunable optical properties of hybrid inorganic-organic [(TiO2)m(Ti-O-C6H4-O-)k]n superlattice thin
films. Dalton Trans. 2015, 44, 591–597. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

46. Kim, H.J.; Kim, D.J.; Karthick, S.N.; Hemalatha, K.V.; Justin Raj, C.; Ok, S.; Choe, Y. Curcumin dye extracted from Curcuma longa
L. used as sensitizers for efficient dye-sensitized solar cells. Int. J. Electrochem. Sci. 2013, 8, 8320–8328.

47. Manimaran, S.; SambathKumar, K.; Gayathri, R.; Raja, K.; Rajkamal, N.; Venkatachalapathy, M.; Ravichandran, G.; Lourdu
EdisonRaj, C. Medicinal Plant Using Ground State Stabilization of Natural Antioxidant Curcumin by Keto-Enol Tautomerisation.
Nat. Prod. Bioprospect. 2018, 8, 369–390. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

48. Mohan, P.R.K.; Sreelakshmi, G.; Muraleedharan, C.V.; Joseph, R. Water soluble complexes of curcumin with cyclodextrins:
Characterization by FT-Raman spectroscopy. Vib. Spectrosc. 2012, 62, 77–84. [CrossRef]

49. Khayyami, A.; Karppinen, M. Reversible Photoswitching Function in Atomic/Molecular-Layer-Deposited ZnO:Azobenzene
Superlattice Thin Films. Chem. Mater. 2018, 30, 5904–5911. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

50. Sundberg, P.; Karppinen, M. Organic-inorganic thin films from TiCl4 and 4-aminophenol precursors: A model case of ALD/MLD
hybrid-material growth? Eur. J. Inorg. Chem. 2014, 2014, 968–974. [CrossRef]

51. Kolev, T.M.; Velcheva, E.A.; Stamboliyska, B.A.; Spiteller, M. DFT and experimental studies of the structure and vibrational
spectra of curcumin. Int. J. Quantum Chem. 2005, 102, 1069–1079. [CrossRef]

52. Krahl, F.; Ge, Y.; Karppinen, M. Characterization of ZnO/AlOx/benzene thin-film heterostructures grown through atomic layer
deposition/molecular layer deposition. Semicond. Sci. Technol. 2020, 36, 025012. [CrossRef]

53. Niemelä, J.-P.; Aghaee, M.; Kessels, W.M.M.; Creatore, M.; Verheijen, M.A. Transition in layer structure of atomic/molecular layer
deposited ZnO-zincone multilayers. J. Vac. Sci. Technol. A 2019, 37, 040602. [CrossRef]

54. Hausmann, D.M.; Gordon, R.G. Surface morphology and crystallinity control in the atomic layer deposition (ALD) of hafnium
and zirconium oxide thin films. J. Cryst. Growth 2003, 249, 251–261. [CrossRef]

55. Azpitarte, I.; Botta, G.A.; Tollan, C.; Knez, M. SCIP: A new simultaneous vapor phase coating and infiltration process for tougher
and UV-resistant polymer fibers. RSC Adv. 2020, 10, 15976–15982. [CrossRef]

56. Goh, E.G.; Xu, X.; McCormick, P.G. Effect of particle size on the UV absorbance of zinc oxide nanoparticles. Scr. Mater. 2014,
78–79, 49–52. [CrossRef]

57. Puglisi, A.; Giovannini, T.; Antonov, L.; Cappelli, C. Interplay between conformational and solvent effects in UV-visible absorption
spectra: Curcumin tautomers as a case study. Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys. 2019, 21, 15504–15514. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1007/s11051-014-2336-z
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10971-015-3685-5
http://doi.org/10.1039/D0RA05755J
http://doi.org/10.1039/C4DT02550D
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25380487
http://doi.org/10.1007/s13659-018-0170-1
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29934731
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.vibspec.2012.05.002
http://doi.org/10.1021/acs.chemmater.8b01833
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30319176
http://doi.org/10.1002/ejic.201301560
http://doi.org/10.1002/qua.20469
http://doi.org/10.1088/1361-6641/abcee2
http://doi.org/10.1116/1.5105348
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0022-0248(02)02133-4
http://doi.org/10.1039/D0RA02073G
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.scriptamat.2014.01.033
http://doi.org/10.1039/C9CP00907H

	Introduction 
	Results 
	Curcumin Films via Spin-Coating 
	Zn/Ti-Cur Films by ALD/MLD 
	Superlattice and Double-Layer Structures with Curcumin and ZnO/TiO2 
	UV-Vis Absorption Characteristics 

	Materials and Methods 
	Conclusions 
	References

