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TRANSPARENT BACTERIAL CELLULOSE
NANOCOMPOSITE HYDROGELS

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION

This application is a National Phase application claiming
the benefit of PCT/CA2010/002040 filed on Dec. 23, 2010, in
English, which further claims priority to U.S. Provisional
Application No. 61/291,047, titled “TRANSPARENT BAC-
TERIAL CELLULOSE NANOCOMPOSITE HYDRO-
GELS” and filed on Dec. 30, 2009, the entire contents of
which are incorporated herein by reference.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates to hydrogels and methods of making
the same. More particularly, the invention relates to transpar-
ent hydrogels with improved mechanical properties and water
content.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Numerous hydrogel compositions and their biomedical
applications are known in the art in the form of films formed
from those compositions. U.S. Pat. No. 5,567,435 to Hubbell
et al. (1996) disclosed a biodegradable hydrogel used as tis-
sue contacting materials and controlled-release carriers. U.S.
Pat. No. 7,091,299, to Salamone et al. (2006) disclosed an
optically transparent hydrogel as used in ophthalmic devices
such as intraocular lenses, contact lenses and corneal inlays.
The polymer compositions were produced through the poly-
merization of one or more siloxysilane monomers or the
copolymerization of one or more siloxysilane monomers with
one or more aromatic or non-aromatic non-siloxy monomers,
hydrophobic monomers or hydrophilic monomers.

U.S.Pat.No. 7,071,274, to Fujisawa et al. (2006) disclosed
a silicon hydrogel having high oxygen permeability and
transparency and being suitable to an ophthalmic lens, ocular
lens and contact lens. U.S. Pat. No. 7,091,283, to Muller et al.
(2006) disclosed a hydrophilic hydrogel used for biomedical
moldings, for example ophthalmic moldings such as contact
lenses. The hydrophilic hydrogels are made from crosslink-
able copolymers, which are obtainable by (a) copolymerizing
at least one hydrophilic monomer having one ethylenically
unsaturated double bond and at least one crosslinker compris-
ing two or more ethylenically unsaturated double bonds in the
presence of a chain transfer agent having a functional group;
and (b) reacting one or more functional groups of the resulting
copolymer with an organic compound having an ethyleni-
cally unsaturated group. Recently, U.S. Pat. Nos. 7,279,507
and 7,247,270, to Hu et al. (2007), U.S. Pat. No. 7,249,849 to
Marmo et al. (2007), U.S. Pat. No. 7,201,481 to Rosenzweig
etal. (2007), U.S. Pat. No. 7,084,188 to Lai et al. (2006), and
U.S. Pat. No. 7,147,325 to Gotou et al. (2006) described
applications of hydrogel in soft contact lenses, technical
problems remaining in wearing contact lenses, and solutions
for them using hydrogel technology.

U.S. Pat. No. 7,091,049, to Boga et al. (2006) described a
biosensor having a metalized film upon which was printed
(contact printed) a specific predetermined pattern of an ana-
lyte-specific receptor. U.S. Pat. No. 7,105,588 to Yang et al.
(2006), described a screen printable hydrogel for medical
applications. The screen printable hydrogel composition
comprises (a) soluble or partially soluble polymer wherein
the polymer is a copolymer, interpolymer or mixture thereof;
(b) initiation system; (c) thickener; (d) water; and (e) solvent;
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with the proviso that the composition has a viscosity of
greater than about 10 Pa-s. U.S. Pat. No. 7,045,366 to Huang
et al. (2006), disclosed a photo-crosslinked hydrogel blend
surface coatings, where the hydrogel provides an improved
approach using blend to achieve high quality, uniform coat-
ings with better commercial viability than other approaches
including copolymerization. Dextran and acrylamide sys-
tems are preferred. Benzophenone groups can be used as
photocrosslinking groups. Applications of such hydrogel
coating include mass spectral analysis of biomolecular ana-
lytes such as proteins.

One of the most widely applied polymer to form hydrogels,
especially in medical applications, is poly(hydroxyethyl
methacrylate), i.e., PHEMA. It is well known that PHEMA is
a biocompatible polymer and is biologically inert, and can be
easily prepared through free radical polymerization with or
without solvent by photo and thermal initiations. In most
practical applications, PHEMA is synthesized in the presence
of a small quantity of crosslinker to form a crosslinked
PHEMA. The degree of crosslinking can be adjusted accord-
ing to the application requirements of hardness and mechani-
cal strength.

PHEMA swells in water to form a hydrogel. Various
parameters such as temperature, pH, and concentrations of
ionic species in the solution determine the swelling behavior
of PHEMA. This behavior has been explored for biosensor
applications. In particular, the crosslinked PHEMA is trans-
parent in its hydrogel form, which has led to the commercial
success of PHEMA-based soft contact lenses.

Due to its hydrophilicity, PHEMA hydrogel offers more
comfortable wearing than its competitor materials such as
silicon-based hydrogel contact lenses. PHEMA has also been
found to be suitable materials for wound dressing, biosensors,
artificial muscles, and artificial organs. U.S. Pat. No. 5,498,
407, to Atlas (1996) described PHEMA fibers used in cos-
metic compositions containing same. The cosmetic compo-
sition consists of PHEMA fibers or copolymer of PHEMA
fibers wherein the monomer is selected from the group con-
sisting of acrylic acid, methacrylic acid, crotonic acid,
hydroxyethylmethacrylate, hydroxyethylacrylate, hydrox-
ypropylacrylate, hydroxypropyl methacrylate, hydroxybutyl
methacrylate, N-vinyl-2-pyrolidone, and neopentyl glycol
dimethacrylate in a weight ratio of 0.5 to 15%.

In considering the feasibility of a biomaterial for biomedi-
cal applications, for example, PHEMA based hydrogels used
as contact lenses, the important parameters to be taken into
account include water content and mechanical properties,
which are closely related to the wearing duration and comfort
of soft contact lenses. Unfortunately, attempts to improve
both mechanical properties and water swelling content have
been problematic. The water content of a PHEMA based
polymers may be increased by introducing monomers of
higher hydrophilicity into the PHEMA backbone, but this
leads to poor mechanical strength of biomaterial making the
resulting products less durable. On the other hand, the
mechanical properties along with thermal stability can be
improved by adding a higher concentration of crosslinker.
However, the formed biomaterial with high ratio of
crosslinker to PHEMA will make the biomaterial more rigid
and decrease water content significantly. Finding a suitable
balance between the mechanical strength and the water con-
tent of PHEMA hydrogels is therefore very challenging,
especially in developing PHEMA-based hydrogels for bio-
logical applications, for instance, as soft contact lenses.
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It is therefore apparent from the above that there is a need
for the development of a transparent hydrogel with improved
light transmittance, high water content and good mechanical
strength.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Embodiments disclosed herein provide a new family of
nanocomposites hydrogels, which comprise nanosized cellu-
lose and PHEMA. The incorporation of nanosized cellulose
within a polymerized PHEMA material results in a polymer
nanocomposite hydrogel composition with enhanced
mechanical strength. Advantageously, and unlike known
hydrogel compositions, the improved mechanical strength is
obtained without sacrificing the quantity of swollen water, as
desired in many biomedical applications. Furthermore, nano-
composite hydrogel compositions and their methods of pro-
duction as disclosed herein provide transparent hydrogel
materials, which are well-suited to applications involving
compositions of contact lenses and optical biosensors.

In one embodiment, there is provided a method of produc-
ing a nanocomposite hydrogel including nanoscale biopoly-
mer fibers, with nanometer sized diameters, dispersed in the
polymerized matrix (preferably comprising PHEMA). The
nanoscale biopolymer fibers are preferably nanoscale cellu-
lose. More preferably, the nanoscale cellulose is bacterial
cellulose that is synthesized under controlled conditions, with
a diameter ranging from about 10-200 nm, and most prefer-
ably between 50-100 nm. The nanoscale cellulose fibers are
dispersed or embedded into the polymer matrix by free radi-
cal polymerization of polymer monomer in the presence of
nanoscale biopolymer fibers.

The nanocomposite hydrogel is preferably made via free
radical polymerization of HEMA monomer in the presence of
bacterial cellulose. A second monomer ethylene glycol
dimethacrylate (EGDMA) acts as the crosslinking agent to
enhance the interaction of PHEMA with the surface of bac-
terial cellulose and improve the network of the composites.

Accordingly, in a first aspect, there is provided a method of
producing a transparent nanocomposite hydrogel, compris-
ing the steps of: preparing a mixture comprising a transparent
hydrogel forming monomer and nanosized cellulose fiber, the
monomer provided in a liquid state; agitating the mixture
under application of ultrasound to obtain a substantially
homogeneous dispersion of the nanosized cellulose fiber
within the mixture; initiating a polymerization of the mixture;
incubating the mixture and forming a polymerized material;
and contacting the polymerized material with an aqueous
environment to form a hydrogel; wherein a concentration of
the nanosized cellulose fiber is less than 0.1% by weight.
Mechanical agitation may be provided while applying the
ultrasound.

Contact ofthe polymerized material with the aqueous envi-
ronment may be maintained for a time interval sufficiently to
obtain a desired amount of water retention within the hydro-
gel.

The nanosized cellulose fiber is preferably bacterial cellu-
lose, and more preferably is obtained from Acetobacter xyli-
num. The bacterial cellulose may comprise an average diam-
eter within a range of about 10 to 200 nm.

The nanosized cellulose fiber may be added to the mixture
in a suspension. The mixture may be heated to a temperature
during the application of the ultrasound, wherein the tempera-
ture is below a temperature at which polymerization occurs.

The ultrasound may be applied in a heating bath with a
controlled temperature below 65° C., and where the tempera-
ture is more preferably in a range of approximately 40-50° C.
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The mixture may further comprise a one or more co-mono-
mers. The one or more co-monomers may be selected from
the group consisting of acrylate monomers of 2-hydroxyethy-
lacrylate, polyethyleneglycol acrylates, polyethyleneglycol
methacrylates, 4-hydroxybutylmethacrylate, glycerol mono
methacrylate, glycerol mono acrylate, 2-sulfoethylmethacry-
late, phenoxyethyl acrylate, phenoxy ethyl methacrylate,
2-(2-ethoxyethoxy)ethyl acrylate, 2-(2-ethoxyethoxy)ethyl
methacrylate, furfuryl acrylate, furfuryl methacrylate, acry-
lamide monomers of N-ornithine acrylamide, N-(2-hydrox-
ypropylacrylamide, N-phenylacrylamide, dimethylamino-
propyl methacrylamide, benzylmethacrylamide,
methylthioethylacrylamide, N-vinyl pyrolidone, acrylic acid,
acrylate monomers of lauryl methacrylate, lauryl acrylate,
2-ethylhexyl acrylate, 2-ethylhexyl methacrylate, n-decyl
acrylate, n-decyl methacrylate, hexyl acrylate, hexyl met-
carylate, stearyl acrylate, stearyl methacrylate, isodecyl acry-
late, isodecyl methacrylate, isobornyl acrylate, isobornyl
methacrylate, 1-hexadecyl acrylate, 1-hexadecyl methacry-
late, n-myristyl acrylate, n-myristyl methacryalte, n-butyl
methacrylate, isooctyl acrylate, isotridecyl acrylate, isooctyl
methacrylate, and isotridecyl methacrylate, vinyl monomers
of vinyl laurate, vinyl stearate, n-dodecyl methacrylamide,
and butyl acrylate.

The mixture may further comprise a crosslinker, wherein a
ratio of the crosslinker to the monomer by weight is within a
range of approximately 0.1 to 10%. The crosslinker may be
selected from the group consisting of ethyleneglycol di(meth)
acrylate, triethyleneglycol di(meth)acrylate, tetracthylene
glycol di(meth)acrylate, trimethylopropane tri(meth)acry-
late, bisphenol A di(meth)acrylate, ethoxylate bisphenol A
di(meth)acrylate, pentaerythritol tri-, and tetra(meth)acry-
late, tetramethylene di(meth)acrylate, methylenebisacryla-
mide, methacryloxyethyl vinyl carbonate, triallylcyanurate,
methacryloxyethyl vinyl urea, divinyl benzene, diallyl ita-
conate, allyl methacrylate, diallyl phthalate, siloxanylbis-
alkyl(meth)acrylate, and ethylene glycol di(meth)acrylate.
One or more of a water content and mechanical strength of the
hydrogel may be controlled by selecting an effective concen-
tration of the nanosized cellulose fiber and the crosslinker.

The monomer is preferably hydroxyethyl methacrylate,
and the monomer may be polymerized by free-radical poly-
merization. The free-radical polymerization may be initiated
by a thermal initiator, wherein a ratio of the initiator to the
monomer by weight is within a range of approximately 0.2 to
5%. The thermal initiator may be selected from the group
consisting of peroxides, azo compounds, carbonyl com-
pounds, sulfur compounds, halogen compounds and metal
salts. The monomer may comprise (meth)acryloyl groups,
styryl groups, allyl groups, vinyl groups and other polymer-
izable carbon-carbon unsaturated bonds.

Preferably, the monomer is hydroxyethyl methacrylate and
the mixture further comprises a crosslinker comprising eth-
ylene glycol dimethacrylate, wherein a ratio of the crosslinker
to the monomer by weight is within a range of approximately
0.1 to 10. The mixture may further comprise a thermal initia-
tor comprising benzoyl-peroxide, wherein a ratio of the ini-
tiator to the monomer by weight is within a range of approxi-
mately 0.2 to 5%.

An environment comprising an inert gas may be provided
while forming the polymerized material.

After the step of forming the polymerized material, the
polymerized material may be immersed in the aqueous envi-
ronment.

At least a portion of the mixture may be placed in a mould
prior to the step of forming the polymerized material. The
mould may be shaped to form a contact lens or a wound
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dressing material. The mould may act as a reactor with control
conditions allowing processing the polymerization for the
mixture.

A portion of the mixture may be coated onto a surface of a
biomedical device prior to the step of forming the polymer-
ized material. The biomedical device may be selected from
the group consisting of contact lenses and biomedical
implants.

The method may further comprise the step of adding a
bioactive agent prior to the step of forming the polymerized
material, where the bioactive agent may be selected from the
group consisting of drugs, therapeutic molecules, proteins,
peptides, nucleic acids including RNA and DNA, polysac-
charides, antibodies and fragments thereof, and combinations
thereof.

In another aspect, there is provided a transparent nanocom-
posite hydrogel comprising a hydrophilic polymer network
having nanosized cellulose fiber dispersed therein, wherein a
concentration of the nanosized cellulose is between 0.005%
and 0.1% by weight.

The hydrogel preferably comprises a water content greater
than approximately 0.4 g/g and the nanosized cellulose fiber
is preferably bacterial cellulose, wherein the bacterial cellu-
lose is preferably obtained from Acetobacter xylinum.

An average diameter of the bacterial cellulose is preferably
within a range of about 10 to 200 nm.

The hydrogel may comprise poly(hydroxyethyl methacry-
late) and may further comprises a concentration of ethylene
glycol dimethacrylate.

A transparency of the hydrogel within at least a portion of
the visible spectrum preferably exceeds approximately 80%,
and more preferably exceeds approximately 90%.

The transparent may further comprise a concentration of a
bioactive agent provided therein, where the bioactive agent
may be selected from the group consisting of drugs, thera-
peutic molecules, proteins, peptides, nucleic acids including
RNA and DNA, polysaccharides, antibodies and fragments
thereof, and combinations thereof.

The nanocomposite hydrogel may exhibit retainable water
capacity and content approximately equal to that of PHEMA,
and may exhibit enhanced mechanical strength and thermal
stability relative to those of PHEMA.

In another aspect, there is provided a contact lens and a
wound dressing, comprising a transparent nanocomposite
hydrogel according to the aforementioned composition.

In yet another aspect, there is provided a biosensor com-
prising surface coated with a transparent nanocomposite
hydrogel according to the aforementioned composition.

In another aspect, there is provided a medical device com-
prising surface coated with a transparent nanocomposite
hydrogel according to the aforementioned composition.

In another aspect, there is provided a transparent nanocom-
posite hydrogel formed according to the methods disclosed
above.

Transparent polymer nanocomposite hydrogels, according
to embodiments described herein, provide improved
mechanical strength and water swelling properties. The poly-
meric nanocomposite hydrogels can be applied as a coating
on contact lenses, or, can be directly cast in molds or onto the
shape of contact lenses. Polymeric nanocomposite hydrogels
can also be applied as compositions of biosensor for con-
trolled drug release and other functions, which may be fabri-
cated into a biomedical device. Furthermore, the polymeric
nanocomposite hydrogels can be applied to other bio-appli-
cations including wound healing, and implantation.
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A further understanding of the functional and advanta-
geous aspects of the invention can be realized by reference to
the following detailed description and drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The embodiments of the present invention are described
with reference to the attached figures, wherein:

FIG. 1 provides photographs of samples of polymer nano-
composite bacterial cellulose (BC)-PHEMA hydrogels after
immersion of dry BC-PHEMA samples in water for 10 days,
showing (a) a PHEMA hydrogel, (b) a 0.05% BC-PHEMA
hydrogel, and (c) a 0.1% BC-PHEMA hydrogel.

FIG. 2 illustrates optical transmittance of polymer nano-
composite hydrogels after dry BC-PHEMA samples were
immersed in water for 10 days, for (a) 0% BC, (b) 0.05% BC,
and (c) 0.10% BC.

FIG. 3 provides photographs of samples of polymer nano-
composite hydrogels after immersion of dry crosslinked BC-
PHEMA samples in water for 10 days, where (a) shows a
crosslinked PHEMA hydrogel, and (b), (c), (d) and (e) show
crosslinked BC-PHEMA hydrogels with 0.025%, 0.05%,
0.1%, and 0.3% BC, respectively,

FIG. 4 illustrates optical transmittance of dry crosslinked
BC-PHEMA samples.

FIG. 5 illustrates optical transmittance of polymer nano-
composite hydrogels after dry crosslinked BC-PHEMA
samples were immersed in water for 10 days.

FIG. 6 illustrates mechanical property improvement of
BC-PHEMA samples after immersion in water for 10 days.

FIG. 7 illustrates the mechanical property improvement
due to bacterial cellulose loading in crosslinked BC-PHEMA
hydrogels.

FIG. 8 illustrates the effect of EGDMA content on
mechanical properties of crosslinked BC-PHEMA hydro-
gels.

FIG. 9 illustrates
BC-PHEMA hydrogels.

FIG. 10 illustrates the effect of bacterial cellulose loading
on equilibrium water content of crosslinked BC-PHEMA
hydrogels.

FIG. 11 illustrates the effect of EGDMA concentration on
equilibrium water content of crosslinked BC-PHEMA hydro-
gels.

equilibrium water content of

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

Generally speaking, the systems described herein are
directed to transparent nanocomposite hydrogels formed with
bacterial cellulose and a transparent hydrogel forming mono-
mer, and methods of making the same. As required, embodi-
ments of the present invention are disclosed herein. However,
the disclosed embodiments are merely exemplary, and it
should be understood that the invention may be embodied in
many various and alternative forms. The Figures are not to
scale and some features may be exaggerated or minimized to
show details of particular elements while related elements
may have been eliminated to prevent obscuring novel aspects.
Therefore, specific structural and functional details disclosed
herein are not to be interpreted as limiting but merely as a
basis for the claims and as a representative basis for teaching
one skilled in the art to variously employ the present inven-
tion. For purposes of teaching and not limitation, the illus-
trated embodiments are directed to transparent nanocompos-
ite hydrogels formed with bacterial cellulose and PHEMA,
and methods of making the same.
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As used herein, the terms, “comprises” and “comprising”
are to be construed as being inclusive and open ended, and not
exclusive. Specifically, when used in this specification
including claims, the terms, “comprises” and “comprising”
and variations thereof mean the specified features, steps or
components are included. These terms are not to be inter-
preted to exclude the presence of other features, steps or
components.

As used herein, the terms “about” and “approximately,
when used in conjunction with ranges of dimensions of par-
ticles, compositions of mixtures or other physical properties
or characteristics, is meant to cover slight variations that may
existin the upper and lower limits of the ranges of dimensions
s0 as to not exclude embodiments where on average most of
the dimensions are satisfied but where statistically dimen-
sions may exist outside this region. It is not the intention to
exclude embodiments such as these from the present inven-
tion.

As used herein, the coordinating conjunction “and/or” is
meant to be a selection between a logical disjunction and a
logical conjunction of the adjacent words, phrases, or clauses.
Specifically, the phrase “X and/or Y” is meant to be inter-
preted as “one or both of X and Y” wherein X and Y are any
word, phrase, or clause.

Asused herein, the term “hydrogel” is generally defined as
a hydrophilic polymeric material or hydrophilic polymer net-
works with a three dimensional structure that swells in and
retains water. Hydrogels are useful in many medical applica-
tions due to their hydrophilicity. Typical medical applications
ot hydrogels are contact lenses, tissue adhesives, drug deliv-
ery, wound dressings, biosensors, and artificial muscles, arti-
ficial organs, prosthetics and surface coatings used in bio-
medical devices and sensors.

Disclosed herein is a family of polymer nanocomposite
hydrogels with high optical transparency in the visible spec-
trum and superior mechanical properties. The polymer nano-
composite is produced by polymerization of at least one
monomer in the presence of nanoscale biopolymer fiber. The
monomer is selected to be a monomer that is known to form
a transparent material when polymerized, and the concentra-
tion of biopolymer fibers is selected to provide a composite
material with sufficiently high optical transparency. The
biopolymer fibers are preferably nanoscale cellulose com-
prising cellulose fibers with diameters on the nanometer
scale. Unlike previous nanocomposite hydrogels, the
embodiments disclosed herein provide a nanocomposite
hydrogel that maintains high optical transparency after poly-
merizing the monomer in the presence of the biopolymer
fibers.

The method of forming the nanocomposite hydrogel pret-
erably involves a batch polymerization process, in which a
mixture is first formed by contacting a monomer with a quan-
tity of nanoscale biopolymer fibers. The monomer is prefer-
ably provided in a liquid state, and the nanoscale biopolymer
may be provided dry or in a suspension form.

The mixture is then incubated under agitation and the agi-
tation is preferably provided by ultrasonic mixing. The agi-
tation is provided over a time interval sufficient to substan-
tially disperse the nanoscale biopolymer fibers evenly
throughout the mixture. This step is important for obtaining a
nanocomposite hydrogel with high optical transparency and
low optical scattering and/or absorption. In a preferred
embodiment, the mixture is heated during this process to aid
in the mixing, provided that the temperature is maintained
below a polymerization initiation temperature.

Additional non-limiting agitation methods include
mechanical agitation, for example, via magnetic stirring. In a
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preferred embodiment, mechanical mixing and ultrasonic
mixing are both provided, where the mechanical mixing pro-
vides large-scale fluidic mixing and the ultrasonic mixing
provides an acoustic vibratory field that prevents local clump-
ing and adhesion of nanoscale fibers.

The nanostructure, transparency, and mechanical proper-
ties of polymer nanocomposites according to embodiments
disclosed herein can be finely adjusted by controlling
molecular weight, surface functional group and chain type.

The polymerization is commenced via a suitable polymer-
ization initiation method. Non-limiting exemplary initiation
methods, depend on the choice of polymerizable materials,
include applications of radiation, including microwave, ther-
mal, e-beam and/or ultraviolet. Preferred methods of initiat-
ing polymerization include applications of thermal and/or
ultraviolet initiation. Useful initiators are those which can be
used to generate free radicals to initiate polymerization of the
monomer within an acceptable time period. Thermal initia-
tors are preferably added to the monomer when forming the
mixture prior to the aforementioned mixing step. An inert gas
environment may be provided to protect the reaction from
oxygen, while purging possible gas products from the reac-
tion. In a preferred embodiment, the inert gas is nitrogen.
Alternatively, other inert gases such as argon, helium, and
carbon dioxide may be used.

For embodiments involving bulk polymerization, the poly-
merized dry nanocomposite material may then be contacted
orimmersed with an aqueous environment for the preparation
of a hydrogel. Preferably, the polymerized nanocomposite
material is contacted or immersed in the aqueous environ-
ment for a time interval sufficient to obtain a desired level of
water retention.

The properties (for example, mechanical properties or
water retention ability) may be further tailored by providing a
crosslinking substance prior to initiating polymerization of
the nanocomposite. The crosslinkers incorporating them-
selves into the resulting polymer network during the poly-
merization. Examples of crosslinkers include, but are not
limited to, ethyleneglycol di(meth)acrylate, triethyleneglycol
di(meth)acrylate, tetraethylene glycol di(meth)acrylate, trim-
ethylopropane tri(meth)acrylate, bisphenol A di(meth)acry-
late, ethoxylate bisphenol A di(meth)acrylate, pentaerythritol
tri-, and tetra(meth)acrylate, tetramethylene di(meth)acry-
late, methylenebisacrylamide, methacryloxyethyl vinyl car-
bonate, triallylcyanurate, methacryloxyethyl vinyl urea, divi-
nyl benzene, diallyl itaconate, allyl methacrylate, diallyl
phthalate, siloxanylbisalkyl(meth)acrylate, ethylene glycol
di(meth)acrylate, and the like.

In a preferred embodiment, the nanoscale cellulose is bac-
terial cellulose. The polymer hydrogel network, formed from
the polymerization of a transparent polymer forming mono-
mer in the presence of bacterial cellulose, provides a material
system that can be tailored to exhibit high mechanical
strength and high water retention values. These features make
the biosynthesized bacterial cellulose a preferred candidate
relative to conventional nanosized inorganic or organic mate-
rials for developing the nanocomposite hydrogel targeted for
biomedical applications.

Bacterial cellulose (BC) is a linear natural polymer fiber of
glucose. It is insoluble in water and degradable by microbial
and fungal enzymes. However, the degradation of cellulose in
animal and human tissues is limited, which makes it ideal for
implant applications. Bacterial cellulose in the form of nano-
sized fibrils is synthesized by the bacterium Acetobacter xyli-
num. The hydroxyl groups provide hydrogen bonds to hold
the cellulose chains together. This accounts for its high water
content and high degree of crystallinity. Preferably, the bac-
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terial cellulose is produced in high purity and with defined
dimensions under controlled conditions.

Bacterial cellulose is preferably synthesized under con-
trolled conditions, with a diameter ranging from about 10-200
nm, and most preferably between 50-100 nm. For example,
bacterial cellulose may be produced according to the methods
disclosed in U.S. Pat. No. 5,846,213, titled “Cellulose Mem-
brane and Method for Manufacture Thereof”, which is incor-
porated herein by reference in its entirety. The nanoscale
cellulose fibers are dispersed or embedded into the polymer
matrix by free radical polymerization of monomer in the
presence of the nanoscale cellulose fibers.

Bacterial cellulose can be synthesized in a state of high
purity by fermentation. In the examples provided herein, bac-
terial cellulose was produced by 4. xylinum BPR 2001
(ATCC #700178) at temperature of 28° C., followed by treat-
ment with 1% (w/w) NaOH solution. The bacterial cellulose
fibers were washed with de-ionized water until neutral pH.
Although bacterial cellulose has a similar chemical structure
as plant cellulose derived from other sources, its nanometer
diameter leads to the biosynthesized bacterial cellulose as a
distinguishable addition to nanocomposite hydrogel. Biosyn-
thesized bacterial cellulose typically has an average diameter
of about 50 nm, most often within 10-200 nm, and a high
degree of crystallinity.

The loading of bacterial cellulose is preferably sufficiently
high to provide a significant improvement in mechanical
properties, but also sufficiently low that the nanocomposite
material provides sufficient transparency. In one embodi-
ment, the loading is 0.005-4.5% by weight, more preferably
within 0.02-0.1%. This later preferred concentration range is
limited due to the effect of bacterial cellulose on the trans-
parency of the nanocomposite material in PHEMA nanocom-
posite materials, as disclosed below. Those skilled in the art
will appreciate that nanocomposites formed from other
monomers may exhibit different preferred loading concentra-
tion ranges.

It is to be understood that the monomer forming the poly-
mer structure may be any transparent polymer forming mono-
mer. Monomers that have (meth)acryloyl groups, styryl
groups, allyl groups, vinyl groups and other polymerizable
carbon-carbon unsaturated bonds are all suitable. In a pre-
ferred embodiment, the monomer is hydroxyethyl methacry-
late (HEMA). It is to be understood that polymer nanocom-
posites according to embodiments described herein can also
obtained by employing more than one monomer as long as the
monomers can be polymerized or copolymerized to form a
transparent material.

The properties of PHEMA can be modified, for example,
by the incorporation of a crosslinking species. Alternatively,
its hydrophilicity can be increased by the introduction of a
second hydroxyl using various monomers. Furthermore, its
strength may be increased by the addition of a comonomer.
The resulting copolymers, which yield increased hydrophi-
licity and strength, are exhibited in soft hydrogel films that are
flexible even in the dry state. As noted above, polymer nano-
composites of bacterial cellulose and PHEMA are preferably
synthesized by free radical polymerization of HEMA in the
presence of bacterial cellulose.

Suitable co-monomers may optionally include either
hydrophilic monomers or hydrophobic monomers or both.
Suitable hydrophilic monomers include, but are not limited
to, acrylate monomers of 2-hydroxyethylacrylate, polyethyl-
eneglycol acrylates, polyethyleneglycol methacrylates, 4-hy-
droxybutylmethacrylate, glycerol mono methacrylate, glyc-
erol mono acrylate, 2-sulfoethylmethacrylate, phenoxyethyl
acrylate, phenoxyethyl methacrylate, 2-(2-ethoxyethoxy)
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ethyl acrylate, 2-(2-ethoxyethoxy)ethyl methacrylate, furfu-
ryl acrylate, furfuryl methacrylate, acrylamide monomers of
N-ornithine acrylamide, N-(2-hydroxypropyl)acrylamide,
N-phenylacrylamide, dimethylaminopropyl methacryla-
mide, benzylmethacrylamide, methylthioethylacrylamide,
N-vinyl pyrolidone, acrylic acid and the like.

Suitable hydrophobic co-monomers include, but are not
limited to, acrylate monomers of lauryl methacrylate, lauryl
acrylate, 2-ethylhexyl acrylate, 2-ethylhexyl methacrylate,
n-decyl acrylate, n-decyl methacrylate, hexyl acrylate, hexyl
metcarylate, stearyl acrylate, stearyl methacrylate, isodecyl
acrylate, isodecyl methacrylate, isobornyl acrylate, isobornyl
methacrylate, 1-hexadecyl acrylate, 1-hexadecyl methacry-
late, n-myristyl acrylate, n-myristyl methacryalte, n-butyl
methacrylate, isooctyl acrylate, isotridecyl acrylate, isooctyl
methacrylate, and isotridecyl methacrylate, vinyl monomers
of vinyl laurate, vinyl stearate, n-dodecyl methacrylamide,
butyl acrylate, and the like.

When thermal polymerization is performed, a substance
having suitable decomposition characteristics at the desired
reaction temperature is preferably used. In general, peroxide
initiators and azo initiators having a half-life of 10 hours at
temperatures from 40° C. to 120° C. are suitable. Peroxides,
azo compounds, carbonyl compounds, sulfur compounds,
halogen compounds and metal salts can be used as polymer-
ization initiators. These polymerization initiators can be used
individually or in mixtures and are used in quantities up to
approximately 5 weight %. For example, about 10 g of
HEMA monomer and 0.1 g of benzoyl-peroxide (BPO) were
mixed together in examples provided herein. The ratio of
initiator to monomers can be applied within 0.2-5% by
weight, preferred within 0.5-1.5%. The initiation for the bulk
polymerization may be replaced with thermal heating device
such as plasma, microwave, infrared, or using UV radiation.

As discussed above, a preferred embodiment employs
ultrasound to enhance mixing of bacterial cellulose and the
monomet, initiator, and crosslinker before the polymeriza-
tion. The mixing step provides a uniform dissolution of bac-
terial cellulose in the liquid phase. Ultrasound enhanced mix-
ing process may complement with mechanical stirring.
Preferably, while mixing, the reactant mixture is placed into a
vessel and purged with an inert gas (such as nitrogen) to
remove the air. Through the ultrasound pretreatment, the
reactants mixture is preferably maintained at a temperature
below the polymerization temperature (e.g. using a water
bath). An increased temperature may assist the mixing pro-
cess.

As a demonstration of employing ultrasound for assisting
the mixing procedure, a VWR Model 50D ultrasound probe at
a power level 8 was applied as pretreatment before the poly-
merization step. Although the ultrasound device was applied
to enhance the mixing process, it can also be applied to
enhance the polymerization reaction.

The preferred crosslinker for use with the preferred mono-
mer of HEMA,, is ethylene glycol dimethacrylate (EGDMA).
The amount of crosslinker is essential to change the mechani-
cal property of the hydrogel and the water content of the
hydrogel depends on the type of the crosslinker. Generally an
increase in the ratio of crosslinkers to monomers will cause
the formed hydrogel to be harder and more rigid to reduce the
swelling water ability. The preferred ratio of the crosslinker
(EGDMA) to monomer HEMA is within a range of 0.1-10%,
mostly preferably at 0.5-1.5%.

In a preferred embodiment, a bacterial cellulose nanocom-
posite hydrogel is formed via bulk polymerization of a
HEMA monomer, initiator, and EGDMA cross linker in the
presence of bacterial cellulose. Bulk polymerization is car-
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ried out at temperatures between 40-70° C., preferably at
55-65° C., with the exclusion of oxygen, for up to 12 hours.

Although preceding embodiments have been described in
the context of bulk polymerization, those skilled in the art will
be appreciated that the polymerization may be carried out in
solvents. In these cases, the formed polymer composites may
be soluble in the solvents, or the solvent used may swell into
the formed polymer composites. They can be further pro-
cessed into films by solution casting, or fibers by electronic
spinning.

Siloxane containing macromer or prepolymer can also be
used as a copolymer. Moreover, the aforementioned embodi-
ments described in the context of BC-PHEMA polymeriza-
tion, can also be applied to silicon containing prepolymer to
form hydrogels of improved water content. Such hydrogels
with increase water content can be beneficial for applications
involving medical devices such as contact lenses.

Without departing from the scope of the embodiments
described herein, the method and nanofiber composite can be
further modified for specific medical device applications by
incorporating additional chemical groups. For example,
besides the hydroxyl groups, chemical functionalities such as
arylene groups, alkyl esters, amide groups, carbamate groups,
perfluoroalkoxy groups, isocyanate groups, combinations
thereof may be introduced.

The polymeric nanocomposite hydrogel, as described in
the various aforementioned embodiments, is advantageously
used as a material for forming contact lenses with the ability
to modulate the mechanical strength and suitable water con-
tent. In particular, by controlling the amount of bacterial
cellulose and crosslinker incorporated into the hydrogel, the
mechanical strength can be modulated to be either weak or
strong, depending on the needs of a particular product, and a
desirable degree of water retention can be selected. The abil-
ity to separately control mechanical strength and water con-
tent thus enables the tailoring of the physical properties of the
hydrogel to meet the specifications of different applications.
In another embodiment, the bacterial cellulose may be func-
tionalized for the linking of silicone, which provides yet
another formulation parameter for controlling the water con-
tent.

Contact lenses may be formed by directly casting the nano-
composite transparent hydrogel in a mold where the shape of
the mold is formed in the shape of a contact lens, or alterna-
tively the inventive nanocomposite hydrogel may be applied
as coating on a contact lens. Therefore the liquid state of
reactants is convenient for casting a contact lens in a mold for
uniform lens fabrication. Such fabrication processes are well
known to those skilled in the art.

In another embodiment, the nanocomposite hydrogel may
be provided as a composition of a biosensor, for example, in
microfiuidic biosensors requiring a solid phase surface with
excellent porosity and/or non-specific binding.

In yet another embodiment, the nanocomposite hydrogel
may be provided as a medium for controlled drug release,
which may be fabricated into a biomedical device (for
example, a coating on a biomedical device impregnated with
a drug). In particular, a bioactive agent may be incorporated
into the nanocomposite hydrogel. Bioactive agents include,
but are not limited to, drugs and therapeutic molecules (which
could be synthesized or naturally derived) such as proteins,
peptides, nucleic acids including RNA and DNA, polysac-
charides and antibodies and fragments thereof, and combina-
tions thereof.

The polymeric nanocomposite hydrogel can be useful in
other biomedical applications including wound healing, and
as coatings on implantable medical devices. For example, in
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one preferred embodiment, the nanocomposite hydrogel is
formed as a wound dressing, which enables the visualization
and monitoring of the wound as it heals.

The following examples are presented to enable those
skilled in the art to understand and to practice the present
invention. They should not be considered as a limitation on
the scope of the invention, but merely as being illustrative and
representative thereof.

EXAMPLE

Synthesis of Bacterial Cellulose Transparent
Nanocomposite Hydrogel

Preparation of polymer was carried out by free radical
polymerization of HEMA directly onto a glass dish with a
diameter of 9 mm. 10.0 g HEMA monomer, and 0.10 g BPO
introduced into a glass vial, purged with nitrogen for 10 min.
Closing the cap on the vial, and put the vial into a water bath,
the liquid was pretreated with ultrasound for 2 hours and
allow the final temperature reached at 40° C. The liquid was
poured onto the glass dish, heated at 60° C. for 12 hours in the
atmosphere of flow nitrogen. The obtained sample is trans-
parent clear solid, as evidenced by the photo and UV mea-
surement depicted in FIGS. 1 and 2. This dried sample was
immersed in water for up to 10 days, allowing complete water
swelling. Three pieces of water swelled sample sheet were
used for calculating the water amount in the sample. Five film
sheets were cut from the hydrogel sample for mechanical
testing as shown in FIG. 6.

Preparation of polymer nanocomposite was carried out by
free radical polymerization of HEMA, in the presence of
bacterial cellulose, directly onto a glass dish with a diameter
of 9 mm. Polymer nanocomposites having compositions as
given in Table 1 were made in a like manner to the polymer
prepared in Example 1, except with addition of bacterial
cellulose. The obtained samples are transparent clear solid, as
evidenced by the photos and UV measurement depicted in
FIGS. 1 and 2.

TABLE 1

Polymer nanocomposite composition

Example No. HEMA (g) EGDMA (g) BPO (g) BC (g)
1 10.0 0 0.10 0
2 10.0 0 0.10 0.05
3 10.0 0 0.10 0.1

Preparation of polymer was carried out by free radical
polymerization of HEMA directly onto a glass dish with a
diameter of 9 mm, wherein a cross linker EGDMA was
added. 10.0 g HEMA monomer, 0.10 g BPO and the cross
linker EGDMA 0.025 g were introduced into a glass vial,
purged with nitrogen for 10 min. The cap was closed on the
vial, and the vial was put into a water bath. The liquid was
pretreated with ultrasound for 2 hours and the final tempera-
ture was allowed to reach at 40° C. The liquid was poured onto
the glass dish, heated at 60° C. for 12 hours in an atmosphere
of flow nitrogen. The obtained sample is a transparent clear
solid, as evidenced by the photos and UV measurements
provided in FIGS. 3-5.

This dry sample was immersed in water for up to 10 days,
to allow complete water swelling. Three pieces of hydrogel
sheet were used for calculating the water amount in the
sample. Five film sheets were cut from the hydrogel for
mechanical test (see FI1G. 7).
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Polymer nanocomposites having compositions as given in
Table 2 were made in a like manner to the polymer prepared
in Example 4, except with addition of bacterial cellulose
dispersed in water.

TABLE 2

Crosslinked polymer nanocomposite compositions

Example No. HEMA (g) EGDMA (g) BPO (g) BC (g)
4 10.0 0.05 0.10 0
5 10.0 0.05 0.10 0.026
6 10.0 0.05 0.10 0.05
7 10.0 0.05 0.10 0.10
8 10.0 0.05 0.10 0.2
9 10.0 0.05 0.10 0.3

Polymer nanocomposites having compositions as given in
Table 3 were made in a like manner to the polymer prepared
in Example 4, except varying the amount of crosslinker. The
obtained samples are a transparent solid, as evidenced by the
photo and UV measurement. Mechanical strength and water
content of these hydrogels are also measured as shown in
FIGS. 8 and 11.

TABLE 3
Crosslinked polymer nanocomposite compositions
Example No. HEMA (g) EGDMA (g) BPO (g) BC (g)
10 10.0 0.06 0.10 0.05
11 10.0 0.12 0.10 0.05
12 10.0 0.16 0.10 0.05

Mechanical test by means of strain against stress value is
carried out on Instron 8872. Before the mechanical test,
sample sheets (25 mmx5 mmx~1.5 mm) were kept in a water
bath of constant temperature at 37° C. Referring now to FIGS.
6, 7 and 8, the improvement of mechanical strength of soft
polymer nanocomposite hydrogels is illustrated by the intro-
duction of bacterial cellulose in PHEMA and crosslinked
PHEMA. In this embodiment, increasing the bacterial cellu-
lose loading intends increase the strength of the formed poly-
mer nanocomposite hydrogels. Another advantage of this
embodiment is that provides a nanocomposite hydrogel of
good transparency as shown in FIGS. 2 and 5.

The water content of these nanocomposite hydrogels was
measured. Three pieces of water swelled samples are gently
pressed and wiped using Kimwipe™, and placed in a vial,
then put in oven at 50° C. overnight until the weight reached
constant. Referring to FIGS. 9 and 10, for these nanocompos-
ite hydrogels, introducing bacterial cellulose into PHEMA
retains the similar level of swollen water content as the
PHEMA. In contrast an increase in the ratio of crosslinker to
HEMA slightly decreases water content of the nanocompos-
ite hydrogel (FIG. 11).

The foregoing description of the preferred embodiments of
the invention has been presented to illustrate the principles of
the invention and not to limit the invention to the particular
embodiment illustrated. It is intended that the scope of the
invention be defined by all of the embodiments encompassed
within the following claims and their equivalents.
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Therefore what is claimed is:

1. A transparent nanocomposite hydrogel comprising a
hydrophilic polymer network derived from poly(2-hydroxy-
ethyl methacrylate) (PHEMA) and having nanosized cellu-
lose fiber dispersed therein, wherein a concentration of said
nanosized cellulose fiber is between 0.005% and 0.1% by
weight, and wherein a concentration of PHEMA is approxi-
mately 60% by weight.

2. The transparent nanocomposite hydrogel according to
claim 1 wherein said nanosized cellulose fiber is bacterial
cellulose.
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3. The transparent nanocomposite hydrogel according to
claim 2 wherein said bacterial cellulose is obtained from
Acetobacter xylinum.

4. The transparent nanocomposite hydrogel according to
claim 2 wherein said bacterial cellulose has an average diam-
eter within a range of about 10 to 200 nm.

5. The transparent nanocomposite hydrogel according to
claim 1 wherein said hydrogel comprises poly(hydroxyethyl
methacrylate) and further comprises a concentration of eth-
ylene glycol dimethacrylate.

6. The transparent nanocomposite hydrogel according to
claim 1 wherein a transparency of said hydrogel within at
least a portion of the visible spectrum exceeds approximately
80%.

7. The transparent nanocomposite hydrogel according to
claim 1 wherein a transparency of said hydrogel within at
least a portion of the visible spectrum exceeds approximately
90%.

16

8. The transparent nanocomposite hydrogel according to
claim 1 further comprising a concentration of a bioactive
agent provided therein.

9. The transparent nanocomposite hydrogel according to
claim 8 wherein said bioactive agent is selected from the
group consisting of drugs, therapeutic molecules, proteins,
peptides, nucleic acids including RNA and DNA, polysac-
charides, antibodies and fragments thereof, and combinations
thereof.

10. The transparent nanocomposite hydrogel according to
claim 1, wherein the said nanocomposite hydrogel exhibits an
increase in the modulus of elasticity relative to a PHEMA
hydrogel that is absent of nanosized cellulose fiber.

11. A transparent nanocomposite hydrogel formed accord-
ing to the method of claim 1, wherein said transparent hydro-
gel forming monomer is poly(2-hydroxyethyl methacrylate)
(PHEMA), and wherein a concentration of PHEMA is
approximately 60% by weight.
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