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Abstract: The surface area is an important parameter in setting any biorefining technology. The aim of
this study was to investigate the applicability of sorption of methylene blue to characterize the surface
of the main biomass carbohydrates: α-cellulose, sigmacell cellulose, natural gum, β-glucan, and starch.
The morphology of particles of the model objects was studied by scanning electron microscopy.
Nitrogen adsorption isotherms demonstrate that the selected carbohydrates are macroporous
adsorbents. The monolayer capacities, the energy constants of the Brunauer–Emmett–Teller (BET)
equation, and specific surface areas were calculated using the BET theory, the comparative method
proposed by Gregg and Sing, and the Harkins–Jura method. The method of methylene blue sorption
onto biomass carbohydrates was adapted and mastered. It was demonstrated that sorption of
methylene blue proceeds successfully in ethanol, thus facilitating surface characterization for
carbohydrates that are either soluble in water or regain water. It was found that the methylene blue
sorption values correlate with specific surface area determined by nitrogen adsorption/desorption
and calculated from the granulometric data. As a result of electrostatic attraction, the presence of
ion-exchanged groups on the analyte surface has a stronger effect on binding of methylene blue than
the surface area does. Sorption of methylene blue can be used in addition to gas adsorption/desorption
to assess the accessibility of carbohydrate surface for binding large molecules.

Keywords: surface area; cellulose; starch; β-glucan; natural gum

1. Introduction

Plant raw materials consist of various polymers, for example, cellulose, lignin, hemicelluloses,
and minor components: starch and gum. Not all of them undergo heterogeneous reactions with the
yield of target products. Cellulose was chosen as the most common plant polysaccharide, β-glucan
was chosen as a representative of the second most important component of cell walls—hemicelluloses,
konjac gum, and potato starch—as plant raw material polysaccharides that are important for the food
industry [1,2]. The biomass surface area accessible for reactions at the solid/liquid interface plays a
significant role [3–5]. Thus, during heterogeneous enzymatic hydrolysis of cellulose, the initial rate of
the reaction (the interaction between enzymes on a solid substrate surface) directly depends on the
number of accessible sites (the accessible surface area). In this connection, most classical studies on
biorefinery place a special focus on pretreatment of plant biomass, which is somehow related to particle
size reduction [6,7]. In turn, this changes the surface area of the interface between the solid substrate
and liquid reagents [8–10]. Further assessment of biomass reactivity often uses the concept of specific
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surface area (SSA) [11–13]. The conventional methods employed to evaluate this parameter neither
take into account the features of the surface of biomass-derived materials, nor illustrate whether the
surface is accessible for molecules larger than gas molecules. For example, in the method of thermal
gas desorption using the Brunauer–Emmett–Teller equation (BET method), a number of assumptions
are made [11]. It is assumed that the surface of solids is energetically homogeneous (adsorption centers
are the same), but lignocellulose biomass is a macroporous material, which leads to measurement
error [14]. However, even with modifications taken into account, gas desorption methods cannot
correctly estimate the surface area available for enzymes [15]. In particular, the catalytic core of
Trichoderma reesei endoglucanase has a size of about 4–5 nm, which makes the surface of pores with a
smaller diameter inaccessible [16].

Sorption of cellulose-cleaving high-molecular-weight compounds (dyes or proteins), whose size
and shape are rather similar to those of cellulose-cleaving enzymes, is a rather promising trend in
studying surface properties [17–19]. The method of dye sorption allows one to more accurately assess
the surface area of solids accessible to the reactants compared with low-temperature desorption of gas
(nitrogen or steam), as a dye molecule is larger than a gas molecule. The application of this method is
limited by solubility in water or water regain by the biomass, whereas water is used as a solvent in the
existing dye sorption procedures [20–22].

Methylene blue is a common cationic dye widely used in the textile and paper industries. The dye
forms ionic bonds with the substrates owing to its cationic (basic) nature. Dye sorption is widely
used to characterize the surface area of solids, because adsorbate concentration can be determined
spectrophotometrically, which significantly simplifies the experiment [23,24]. This method allows
more precise assessment of the surface area of polysaccharides accessible to reactants compared with
low-temperature adsorption/desorption of gases, because a dye molecule is larger than a gas molecule.
Methylene blue is considered the dye most commonly used for this purpose [25]. The application
of methylene blue to characterize the surface area for activated carbon has been reported previously
(test methods for fibrous activated carbon) [26]. As methylene blue is soluble in ethanol, it would be
interesting to adapt the procedure of methylene blue sorption from an ethanol solution to characterize
the surface of biomass polysaccharides. This would make it possible to use the new method for
assessing the changes in properties of the biomass surface.

This study was aimed at adapting the methylene blue sorption technique to analyze the surface
properties of biomass carbohydrates. The dye sorption data were compared to those obtained by
analyzing particle size and shape and using the method of thermal desorption of gas. The proposed
approach allows one to improve the procedure for studying the surface properties and evaluate the
accessibility of the carbohydrate surface for binding large molecules.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Materials

The following natural carbohydrates were used as study objects: α-cellulose (Sigma Aldrich,
Moscow, Russia), microcrystalline cellulose Sigmacell Cellulose (Sigma Aldrich, Moscow, Russia),
konjac gum (Foodchem International Corporation, Shanghai, China), β-glucan (Megazyme Ltd.,
Co. Wicklow, Ireland), potato starch (State Standard GOST R 53876-2010, ZAO Garnec, Vladimir,
Russia), and corn starch (State Standard GOST 32159-2013, ZAO Garnec, Vladimir, Russia). Methylene
blue dye in the C16H18N3SCl·3H2O form (reagent grade, OJSC Shostka Chemical Reagents Plant,
Shostka, Ukraine) was used.

2.2. Matrix Structure and Morphology Analysis

The micrographs of the samples were recorded on a Hitachi TM-1000 scanning electron microscope
(Hitachi, Tokyo, Japan). A gold coating was deposited on the sample surface to remove the accumulated
charge using a JFC-1600 Auto Fine Coater (Jeol, Tokyo, Japan) (ion current 30 mA, spray time 1 min).
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The granulometric analysis was conducted by laser diffraction scattering (LDS) on a Microsizer
201 particle size analyzer (VA Instalt, St. Petersburg, Russia) equipped with an ultrasonic disperser.
Water was used as a dispersed phase for α-cellulose, sigmacell cellulose, and starch; ethanol was used
for β-glucan and konjac gum. The specific surface area (SSA) was estimated from the particle size
distribution using Equation (1):

SAA = 6lρ (1)

where l is the particle size determined by granulometric analysis and ρ is the density of the biomass
(assumed to be equal to 1.2 g/cm3).

The nitrogen sorption/desorption curves were plotted on a Sorptometer M specific surface area
analyzer (ZAO Catakon, Novosibirsk, Russia) at a desorption temperature of −5 ◦C, thermostat
temperature of 45 ◦C, adsorber temperature of −196 ◦C, heating time of 600 min, and heating rate
of 200 ◦C/min. The selected thermostat temperature and heating rate ensure the achievement of
the appropriate desorption temperature during the experiment. Immediately before the experiment,
degassing was carried out for 4 h at 105 ◦C for cellulose and sigmacell cellulose; and 6 h at 60 ◦C for
β-glucane, konjac gum, and starch samples. The desorption temperature (−5 ◦C) used for measuring
the surface area of lignocellulosic substrates was determined experimentally from the data on full
nitrogen desorption from the adsorbent surface (unlike the desorption temperature conventionally
used for analyzing inorganic solid bodies (−50 ◦C)).

Specific surface area was determined in the initial area of adsorption isotherms, in the region
before the initiation of capillary condensation (usually measured at P/P0 = 0.05−0.35). In order to
determine the monolayer capacity, am, the Brunauer–Emmett–Teller (BET) equation was written in a
linear form (2):

P/P0

a(1 − P/P0)
=

1
amC

+
C − 1
amC

×
P
P0

(2)

where P is the partial pressure of the adsorbate; P0 is the saturated vapor pressure of the adsorbate at a
melting point of liquid nitrogen (−196 ◦C); a is the amount of adsorbed gas per g of the sample, mL/g;
and C is the dimensionless energy constant.

The specific surface area was calculated using Equation (3):

SAA = am × NA ×ω (3)

where am is the monolayer capacity, mol/g; NA is the Avogadro’s number; andω is the area occupied by
an adsorbate molecule in the filled monolayer on the adsorbent surface (for N2, this value is 0.162 nm2).

The comparative method proposed by Gregg and Sing is based on relationship (4) [27]:

as =
a

a0.4
(4)

where a0.4 is adsorption at partial pressure P/P0 = 0.4.

2.3. Methylene Blue Sorption and Spectrophotometric Analysis

Experiments on methylene blue sorption. The sample under study (1 g) was added to 100 mL of
methylene blue solution in ethanol (0.1 g/L). The mixture was thermostated on a plate shaker thermostat
for 96 h at a shaking frequency of 130 rpm and temperature of 25 ◦C. Sample preparation prior to
spectrophotometric analysis involved centrifugation of a solution and 2-, 5-, and 10-fold dilution of the
resulting samples with ethanol. Solutions having concentrations of 0.15, 0.1, 0.075, 0.05, and 0.0375 g/L
were prepared to plot the calibration curves showing the absorbance of solutions in water and ethanol.
The calibration curves were plotted using freshly prepared solutions prior to every new measurement
to avoid dye adsorption onto laboratory glassware during storage. One can find an example of the
calibration plot on Figure S1 of Supplementary Materials. Spectrophotometric analysis was conducted
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on a UV/VIS spectrophotometer SF-2000 (LOMO Ltd., St. Petersburg, Russia) using polystyrene cells
relative to water in the case of water samples and ethanol for ethanol solutions.

3. Results and Discussion

Figure 1 shows micrographs of selected samples.
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made of particles ~20 µm in size. Particles within the agglomerates are packed rather loosely, and a 
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angular particles that significantly vary in their size. The maximum linear size is 200 µm. No pores 

Figure 1. Scanning electron microscopy (SEM) images of study objects: (a) α-cellulose, (b) sigmacell
cellulose, (c) β-glucan, (d) konjac gum, (e) potato starch, and (f) corn starch.

In the micrographs of α-cellulose, one can clearly identify fibrils up to 500 µm long and <10 µm
wide, as well as their agglomerates (Figure 1a). Sigmacell cellulose (Figure 1b) consists of oblong
particles up to 150 µm long and up to 50 µm wide. The particle surface is very heterogeneous and
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contains protruding fibrils. β-Glucan (Figure 1c) consists of agglomerates sized up to 200–300 µm
made of particles ~20 µm in size. Particles within the agglomerates are packed rather loosely, and a
large number of pores and tunnels are formed. Konjac gum (Figure 1d) consists of irregularly shaped
angular particles that significantly vary in their size. The maximum linear size is 200 µm. No pores
can be seen, and the particle surface is rather rough. Starch granules have a spherical and elliptical
shape (Figure 1e) and a diameter of 20–50 µm.

The shapes of the isotherms of nitrogen adsorption onto biomass carbohydrates indicated that the
main plant biomass components are macroporous adsorbents. In the case of konjac gum, the surface
appears to be smoother with no obvious pores on the particle surface (Figure 1d), which is confirmed
by adsorption isotherms. It can be seen that the isotherm curves for konjac gum (or sorption/desorption
curves) are significantly lower than the curves of adsorption isotherms of porous polymers (Figure 2).
The surface properties of starch are poorly analyzable using thermal desorption of nitrogen (Figure 2e,f),
which is confirmed by the smooth surface and round shape of particles of starch (Figure 1e,f), and by
the almost complete absence in the literature of data on gas sorption on the surface of untreated starch
This fact was repeatedly tested in parallel experiments conducted for starch obtained from various
sources in a broad range of sample exposure parameters and desorption temperatures.
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cellulose, (c) β-glucan, (d) konjac gum, (e) potato starch, and (f) corn starch.
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The results obtained for the main biomass carbohydrates (cellulose and β-glucan) using the
single-point and multipoint BET methods demonstrate that this technique is characterized by high
convergence and low relative error (~15–20%) (Table 1). The CBET constant represents the energy of
adsorption in the first layer and characterizes the adsorbent/adsorbate interactions. The CBET values
being close to 100 indicate that the adsorbent/adsorbate interaction is rather strong and the surface is
filled with gas molecules to a significant extent.

Table 1. Specific surface area (SSA) and surface characteristics of the isolated carbohydrates calculated
using the data on thermal desorption of nitrogen. BET, Brunauer–Emmett–Teller.

Sample

BET Method SSA (The Method
Proposed by Gregg

and Sing), m2/g

SSA (The Method
Proposed by

Harkins-Jura), m2/gEnergy Constant in the
BET Equation CBET

SSA (Single-Point
BET Method), m2/g

SSA (Multipoint BET
Method), m2/g

α-cellulose 89 1.4 ± 0.1 1.6 ± 0.1 2.3 ± 0.3 2.2 ± 0.3
Sigmacell
cellulose 92 1.4 ± 0.1 1.40 ± 0.02 2.3 ± 0.9 2.1 ± 0.8

β-glucan 19 1.4 ± 0.1 1.4 ± 0.1 2.3 ± 0.2 2.2 ± 0.2
Konjac gum 27 0.2 0.3 0.5 0.5
Potato starch 3 - 0.8 0.9 0.9
Corn starch 11 - 0.7 1.3 1.2

The low CBET values for starch are indicative of low adsorption energy and looser packing
of nitrogen on the surface. In this case, a correction for the specific surface area was introduced:
ω = 0.22–0.28 nm2 for organic polymers [28]. For potato and corn starch, the corrected specific surface
area ranges between 0.9 and 1.3 m2/g.

The effective surface area was determined according to sorption of methylene blue dye. Biomass
polysaccharides, either soluble in water or retaining it, are stable in ethanol. Therefore, an important
stage of method adaptation was to conduct the experiment using ethanol as a solvent for methylene
blue. Methylene blue solutions in water (Figure 3, curve a) and ethanol (Figure 3, curve b) were
prepared. Pigment concentration was 0.05 g/L. The pH values of water and ethanol solutions of
methylene blue were 4.4 and 5.7, respectively.
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The absorption spectra of methylene blue in water and ethanol are generally similar. The absorption
spectrum of methylene blue solution in water has maxima at wavelengths of λ = 612 and 665 nm.
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The absorption spectrum of methylene blue solution in ethanol has a less defin peak at 612 nm and
an absorption maximum at 660 nm. The peak at 612 nm is characterized for dimer form of the dye,
so in ethanol, methylene blue presents mainly in monomer form. As some of the carbohydrates
swell in water and the spectrum of methylene blue in ethanol has been shown to be similar to that in
water, experiments on the sorption of methylene blue on carbohydrates of biomass were carried out in
ethanol solution. The pH values of ethanol solutions of methylene blue with the addition of α-cellulose,
sigmacell cellulose, konjac gum, β-glucan, and potato starch were 5.7, 5.3, 4.8, 5.1, and 5.2, respectively.

Figure 4 shows an example of the kinetics of sorption of methylene blue onto sigmacell cellulose
in ethanol. The 30 h adsorption value was the highest for the sigmacell cellulose and β-glucan;
for the other polysaccharides, the adsorption values were rather low and were achieved very quickly
(Figure S2). The values of sorption were calculated from the optical density of the solutions at
λ = 660 nm after 96 h of sorption of methylene blue. One can find the raw data on the values of the
optical density in Tables S1 and S2 of Supplementary Materials. Table 2 summarizes the findings on
sorption of methylene blue from ethanol onto biomass carbohydrates and the data obtained by nitrogen
adsorption/desorption (the BET method), the average particle size, and the surface area estimated from
particle size distribution (Equation (1)).
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Table 2. Sorption of methylene blue onto biomass carbohydrates and comparison of the results to the
data obtained using other methods.

Sample Sorption, A × 103

mmol/g
SSA (Multipoint

BET Method), m2/g
Average Particle

Size, µm

SSA Determined
from Particle

Distribution, m2/g

α-cellulose 0.10 ± 0.04 1.6 ± 0.1 75.6 ± 0.3 0.10 ± 0.01
Sigmacell cellulose 9.7 ± 0.4 1.40 ± 0.02 35.6 ± 0.9 0.20 ± 0.01

Konjac gum 1.10 ± 0.09 0.3 104.1 ± 0.9 0.07 ± 0.01
β-glucan 4.0 ± 0.1 1.4 ± 0.1 106.6 ± 1.7 0.07 ± 0.01

Potato starch 0.30 ± 0.07 0.8 42.3 ± 0.6 0.17 ± 0.02

The resulting sorption values partially agree with the surface characteristics obtained using the
gas adsorption/desorption method. The greatest differences are observed for the data for cellulose.
According to granulometric analysis, sigmacell cellulose particles are twofold smaller than α-cellulose
ones, which is consistent with the particle morphology studied using the micrographs of the sample.
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The fact that surface areas determined using the gas adsorption/desorption method are almost identical,
while particles’ sizes differ significantly, demonstrates that α-cellulose has a more developed surface
because of its roughness or a large number of pores. The fact that α-cellulose almost does not bind
methylene blue may indicate thatα-cellulose has small pores inaccessible for the dye molecule. This can
also be proved by comparing these data to starch. Although its particles are 1.7-fold larger, starch is
three times more efficient in binding the dye.

The significant dye-binding ability revealed for sigmacell cellulose is attributed to the
physicochemical properties of its surface. An electrical double layer is formed on the sigmacell
cellulose surface in polar solvents because of ionization of carboxyl groups and is responsible for the
negative surface charge of sigmacell cellulose particles [29]. The negatively charged groups increase
the binding of methylene blue as a result of electrostatic attraction [30]. Therefore, it can be inferred
that the presence of ion-exchanging groups on the analyte surface exhibits a greater effect on binding
of methylene blue than the surface area does. This conclusion is consistent with the numerous studies
focused on sorption capacity of various biomass-derived materials with respect to methylene blue [31].
Hence, Husseien et al. [32] reported that the sorption capacity of carbonized corn stalk was higher
than that of pristine corn stalk. They attributed this effect to aggregation of small pores to form larger
pores permeable for methylene blue molecules. However, new acid groups were supposed to be
formed under the conditions being used [33], which would have affected the binding of methylene
blue more significantly. Uddin et al. [34] demonstrated that sorption capacity of tea waste with respect
to methylene blue was enhanced with decreasing sorbent surface charge as the pH of the medium
increased. Hence, it is fair to say that surface characterization experiments can be conducted at a low
pH to reduce the effect of chemical adsorption.

In the absence of negative surface charge, it is interesting to use sorption of methylene blue dye
for assessing surface accessibility for binding large molecules. The ratio between sorption of methylene
blue onto β-glucan and its sorption onto konjac gum is ~4:1; the ratio between the specific surface
areas calculated using the BET method is also 4:1. This may indicate that both samples contain no
pores that can incorporate a nitrogen molecule, but are too small to accommodate a dye molecule.

4. Conclusions

A study to adapt and master the procedure used for sorption of methylene blue onto selected
biomass-derived carbohydrates to analyze the surface of biomass carbohydrates for evaluation of the
accessibility of the carbohydrate surface for binding large molecules was conducted.

It was demonstrated that sorption of methylene blue successfully runs in ethanol, thus facilitating
surface characterization for carbohydrates that are either soluble in water or exhibit water regain.
Sorption of methylene blue is one of the convenient methods used to characterize the carbohydrate
surface. However, not all the data obtained using this method can be interpreted unambiguously.
The optimal way to apply this method is to use it for comparative studies of the surface of
various samples.

In general, the dye sorption method can be used in addition to gas adsorption/desorption
to evaluate the accessibility of the carbohydrate surface for binding large molecules. However,
when applying this method, one should either take into account the surface charge of particles under
study or minimize it by conducting the experiments at pH below 7.

It would be interesting to further develop the method by analyzing the surface of the native
biomass. Sorption of methylene blue will be useful for determining the percentage of the feedstock
surface corresponding to substances carrying electronegative functional groups (e.g., lignin).

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/2079-6412/10/11/1115/s1,
Figure S1: A calibration plot for determining methylene blue concentration in ethanol, λ = 660 nm, Figure S2:
The isothermal kinetics of sorption of methylene blue onto biomass carbohydrates in ethanol, Table S1: The raw
data on the values of the optical density of the solutions at λ = 660 nm after 96 hours of sorption of methylene
blue, Table S2: The calculation of the values of the sorption of methylene blue (MB) from the data of Table S1.

http://www.mdpi.com/2079-6412/10/11/1115/s1
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