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Abstract: Hydrothermal systems are areas in which heated fluids and organic molecules rush through
basaltic material rich in metals and minerals. By studying malononitrile and acetonitrile, we examine
the effects of metal and mineral nanoparticles on nitrile compounds in anoxic, hydrothermal condi-
tions representing a prebiotic environment of early Earth. Polymerization, reduction, cyclization, and
a phenomenon colloquially known as ‘chemical gardening’ (structure building via reprecipitation of
metal compounds or complexing with organics) are all potential outcomes with the addition of metals
and minerals. Reduction occurs with the addition of rhodium (Rh) or iron (II) sulfide (FeS), with
positive identification of ethanol and ethylamine forming from acetonitrile reduction. We find that
polymerization and insoluble product formation were associated with oxide minerals, metallic nickel
(Ni), and metallic cobalt (Co) acting as catalysts. Oxide minerals strongly promoted polymerization
into insoluble, tar-like products of nitriles. FeS, iron-nickel alloy (FeNi), and rhodium are unique
cases that appear to act as reagents by actively participating in chemical gardening without returning
to their initial state. Further, FeS tentatively had a phase change into the mineral parabutlerite. This
research aims to identify metals and metal minerals that could best serve nitrile catalysis and reactions
on early Earth.

Keywords: metal catalysis; nitriles; hydrothermal systems; minerals; polymerization; prebiotic
chemistry; chemical gardening

1. Introduction

While the exact environment of an early Earth is difficult to predict, global oceans
were thought to have areas of hydrothermal systems in which heated water flowed through
basaltic rock. These off-axis, oceanic hydrothermal systems have garnered much attention
as potential environments where life may have originated. The hypothesis of origin of
life processes in undersea vents is due to processes such as serpentinization and organic
molecules mixing with basaltic minerals from crustal processes [1–5]. These systems could
have provided an aqueous environment where organic molecules could combine with heat
to produce products such as amino acids and nucleotides [6,7]; ketones, aldehydes, and
sugars [7]; hydrogen cyanide (HCN) polymers [8,9]; and reduced nitrogen species [10].
A common pool of organic compounds may have been available to form early genetic
molecules and metabolism cycles. Hydrothermal systems provide a direct channel in which
heated water circulates while in contact with basaltic rock [3]. Of the metals in basaltic
systems, the most notable and accessible by potential prebiotic reactions are the transition
metals, either as metallic constituents or as oxides and sulfide minerals [4,11–14]. In an early
Earth ocean, these metals may have been found in their native states within serpentinites
forming at hydrothermal systems active in serpentinization [2].

Hydrogen cyanide (HCN) is thought to have been prevalent in the early Earth atmo-
sphere from the photochemical interaction between molecular nitrogen (N2) and methane
(CH4). HCN production in the upper atmosphere would have resulted in the rainout
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of HCN, with production rates of up to 1 × 107 cm−2 s−1 or 30 Tg/yr. [15]. If concen-
trated, HCN can yield polymerization and degradation into formic acid and further into
hydrogen and carbon dioxide. Polymerization of HCN leads to a dimer (iminoacetoni-
trile, C2H2N2), trimer (aminomalononitrile, C3H3N3), and tetramer (diaminomaleonitrile,
DAMN, C4H4N4) (Figure 1) [8]. Another potential fate of HCN is the formation of amino
acids via the Strecker synthesis pathway [16,17]. Overall, the nitrile family is an attractive
group of molecules to study due to their relative abundance in the early Earth oceans, high
reactivity, presence in meteorites [8], and relevance to prebiotic molecules.
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Figure 1. Self-polymerization of hydrogen cyanide (HCN). Under hydrothermal conditions and
high concentrations, HCN polymerization of the monomer into the dimer (iminoacetonitrile) is
spontaneous and reversible. Polymerization to the trimer (aminomalononitrile) and further into
the tetramer (DAMN) is also spontaneous but is not a reversible reaction. Note the comparison of
aminomalononitrile (above) to malononitrile (below) and the lack of an amine group on the second
carbon of malononitrile.

This study uses the dinitrile malononitrile as a simpler analog molecule to the prebiot-
ically relevant trimer, aminomalononitrile. It would be ideal to study aminomalononitrile
itself; however, the additional amine group makes the compound highly reactive and un-
stable. For example, aminomalononitrile is prone to self-polymerization under otherwise
stable conditions [18]. Malononitrile (C3H2N2) is a three-carbon molecule with two termi-
nal nitrile groups that resembles aminomalononitrile without the amine group (Figure 1).
Malononitrile was chosen as a model molecule to study the dinitrile group reactions while
avoiding additional polymerization from other functional groups. Malononitrile is the
simplest dinitrile that could be used in this experimentation for examination of hydrolysis,
polymerization, and alternative reaction pathways via metal and mineral additions. The
smaller two-carbon dinitrile cyanogen is a highly toxic gas that did not suit the experimental
layout of this study.

The metals and minerals used in the experimental setup of this study (Table 1) were
chosen primarily for their geologic relevance or catalytic capabilities in previous studies.
This study pursued lesser examined metals and metal minerals. Previous prebiotic studies
have utilized reduced ferrous iron (Fe2+) as a metallic catalyst due to the predicted high
concentrations in the oceanic water column and crust during the Archean [19], as well
as due to its relevance to virtually all known extant biology [20]. An iron–nickel alloy
(FeNi) provided use of metallic nickel and metallic iron, which are found in serpentinites.
While rare on Earth, FeNi is found to commonly occur in asteroids and meteorites. This
alloy represents a potential metal source delivered to the oceans via meteor impacts [21].
Iron (II) sulfide (FeS) provides Fe2+ in mineral form. Out of all the metals and minerals
presented, FeS is considered the most geologically relevant mineral for hydrothermal
systems on the early Earth of the additions presented [11]. Cobalt (Co) and nickel (Ni) were
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chosen to represent first row transition metals in early Earth basaltic material at off-axis
points [12,22]. In order to compare metallic activity trends on nitriles from similar periodic
groups, rhodium (Rh) was used to compare with the cobalt organic products [23].

Other minerals include the oxides titanium oxide (TiO2) and aluminum oxide (α-
Al2O3). Although it is unknown what quantities of TiO2 or Al2O3 an anoxic early Earth
basaltic system would have had, these oxides are common in modern oxic oceans and
sediments. Titanium is the fourth most abundant element in Earth’s crust today; TiO2
(rutile) is a naturally occurring mineral and is one of the most common mineral forms of
titanium [24]. α-Al2O3 is another of the most common oxides in the modern day Earth’s
crust and in hydrothermal systems [25]. Thus, these metal oxides were included within the
study to be able to characterize the effects of an oxidized mineral on the nitrile compounds
under the same conditions as the more relevant minerals and elemental metals.

Table 1. Characteristics of metals and minerals used.

Catalyst Size Notes Common Uses References

Aluminum oxide
(Al2O3) ≤10 µm nanopowder

Primarily α-phase
(trigonal crystal

structure) +

Highly determinate on surface
area; dehydration of alcohols to
alkenes; may allow for organic

adsorption onto mineral surfaces

[25,26]

Cobalt (Co) ≤15 µm nanopowder N/A
Rarely used in elemental form;

carbonyl complex in
Fischer–Tropsch synthesis

[27]

Iron (II) sulfide (FeS)
Technical grade

powder (ground into
≤15 µm nanopowder)

Primarily as troilite
(hexagonal crystal

structure) ++

Participates with O2 and H2S in
oxidation cycles; degrades

organics via the iron sulfide
Fenton process (with H2O2);
electrochemical H evolution

[28–33]

Iron–nickel Alloy
(FeNi) ≤10 µm nanopowder N/A

Hydrogen generation and
ammonia synthesis at high

temperatures
[34,35]

Nickel (Ni) ≤10 µm nanopowder N/A

Wide range of reductions
including aldehyde/ketone and

nitrile reductions; hydrolysis;
alkene hydrogenation

[36–43]

Rhodium (Rh)
Technical grade

powder (ground into
≤15 µm nanopowder)

Matrix alumina
support; 5% Rh by

weight +

Selective C-C double bond
hydrogenation when in hydride

form; N2O decomposition
[44,45]

Titanium (IV) oxide
(TiO2) ≤10 µm nanopowder

Primarily as rutile
(tetragonal crystal

structure) +

Chemically inert; may be
reduced to metallic state via

heating and hydrogen flow; may
allow for organic adsorption

onto mineral surface

[24,25]

+ As confirmed by manufacturer ++ As confirmed by XRD in this study.

2. Materials and Methods

Reactions were prepared in standard 7.4 pH water degassed from oxygen by bubbling
with N2 gas for 20 min in 500 mL aliquots. The vials were 10 mL borosilicate glass vials
with a bottom radius of 1 cm. Incubation was for 48 h either in a 90 ◦C incubator or at room
temperature (20 ◦C); 90 ◦C was chosen to reflect mild hydrothermal conditions that would
not have been paired with extreme pressures, such as at a serpentinization hydrothermal
vent. This temperature also approximated what reactions would have occurred at lower
temperatures on too long of a timescale to observe in the laboratory. New 20 mm airtight
rubber stoppers (Chemglass Life Sciences) with aluminum seals were used to cap each
glass vial to prevent the introduction of oxygen and hydrogen gas leakage. Trace levels of
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chemicals could potentially leech from the stoppers into the reaction solution. However,
this potential source of organics is minimal compared to concentration of experimental
reagents (nitriles, sodium formate, and metals/minerals) used.

All reagents used in this experiment are commercially available. Metals and miner-
als were all purchased from Sigma-Aldrich in powder form. Metals and minerals were
all <150 µm in diameter and categorized as nanoparticles except for rhodium and FeS
(Table 1). The FeS chunks were large enough that grinding with a mortar and pestle was
required to reach the desired <150 µm particle size. TiO2 was purchased in the rutile phase,
and Al2O3 was purchased in the alpha phase. The FeNi alloy was purchased with ratios of
55% iron and 45% nickel. Phases and elemental ratios were confirmed by Sigma-Aldrich’s
commercial analysis. The FeS was primarily in the hexagonal troilite phase, as confirmed
by in-house XRD analysis.belowNickel and cobalt are pure elemental forms. Rhodium is a
4.7–5.1% rhodium surface supported by an inner alumina matrix.

Oxygen-sensitive reagents (Ni, Co, FeS, FeNi) were prepared under anoxic conditions
(95% N2 gas, 5% H2 gas). Non oxygen-sensitive reagents (Rh, TiO2, and Al2O3) were
prepared under ambient laboratory conditions before being brought into anoxic conditions.
Malononitrile concentrations were 1 mN per 5 mL reaction. Acetonitrile concentrations
were raised to 2 mN to increase the likelihood of reaction. Sodium formate was added
at 2 mN per 5 mL reaction in order to keep an excess of reductant available to replicate
an early Earth ocean’s reducing conditions. A 100% H2 headspace provided a weakly
reducing atmosphere while avoiding the introduction of new carbon molecules into the
system. This was achieved by evacuating all gas out of the prepared vials and flushing
with H2 gas three times for 30 s. Upon the final vacuum, the vials were filled with H2 gas to
1 atm prior to incubation. The experimental pH range was slightly acidic to slightly basic
at pH 6.5–pH 8.5. This pH range caused some products, particularly malonic acid, to have
a slightly different chemical shift than what is presented in the standard spectra.

Primary identification analysis of products of nitrile reaction were completed via
proton nuclear magnetic resonance (1H-NMR) at 400 mHz with a D2O solvent. Analysis
was carried out at ambient room temperatures (20 ◦C). Samples were run via 1H-NMR on
Nano-400 instrumentation with a 5 mm iProbe cryoprobe with an X-nuclei inner coil and
1H outer coil. Data gathering was carried out using the program TopSpin® 4.0 pl6 running
on CentOS® 5.0. Spectral data analysis and interpretation were carried out using MestRe
Nova software 5.3.1. All NMR equipment was sourced through the Pennsylvania State
University in State College, Pennsylvania, United States.

X-ray diffraction patterns of FeS were collected at 40 kV and 40 mA on a 240 mm radius
line source [Co K-α 1-2 (1.789010/1.792900 Å)] diffractometer with a reflection-transmission
sample stage fitted with an air sensitive sample holder that utilizes a polycarbonate dome.
Data were collected with a step size of 0.008◦ from 10 to 90◦ 2-theta. The incident optics
consisted of a Bragg–Brentano HD® Co optic fitted with 0.04 rad Soller slits, a 4 mm beam
mask, and 1/4◦ and 1◦ divergence and anti-scatter slits, respectively. The diffracted optics
included an X’Celerator® detector with a 2.1223 active length in scanning line mode fitted
with 0.04 rad Soller slits and a fixed anti-scatter slit of the following dimensions: 2.5 mm
height and 30 mm width. The distance between the slit and detector was 190 mm. Phase ID
was carried out using Jade® software (version 8.7) from Materials Data Inc. (MDI) and the
International Centre for Diffraction Data (ICDD) PDF4® database. All equipment for XRD
was sourced through the Pennsylvania State University in State College, Pennsylvania,
United States. Angles and values during the XRD analysis are found in Table S1.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Effect of Metal and Metal Compounds on Malononitrile

The metal and mineral reactions all followed the same general product trend. The
main products produced from the hydrothermal incubation of malononitrile were from the
hydrolysis of nitrile groups. Previous research has shown that nitriles undergo two-step
hydrolysis, with amide formation in the first step in the presence of water, and the second
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step resulting in a final carboxylic acid from water and liberating NH3/NH4
+ [38]. In

this study, malononitrile yielded malonamide, malonate (malonic acid), and most likely
malonate monoamide, as confirmed via 1H-NMR (Figures S3 and S5) under all conditions.
Figure 2 provides a reference image of malononitrile incubated without any metal or
mineral additions. Most of the malononitrile in each condition was hydrolyzed into these
products, but a small and appreciable amount of malononitrile underwent reaction with
the metal or mineral addition supported by observational changes (Table 2) and chemical
analysis. As expanded upon below, reduction, polymerization, and potential cyclization
are all feasible reaction routes to avoid decompositional hydrolysis.
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Figure 2. Malononitrile incubated for 48 h at 90 ◦C with sodium formate. The uneven coloring is
suspended insoluble polymer. A 0.5 cm scale bar is included for reference.

Table 2. Physical observations of metals and minerals on malononitrile.

Catalyst Observed Results after 90 ◦C Incubation

Aluminum oxide (Al2O3)
Dark brown–black opaque solution, Al2O3 turned from white to gray–brown

when in contact with
reactants, insoluble precipitate formation

Cobalt (Co) Orange solution, slight insoluble polymerization

Iron (II) sulfide (FeS) Yellow solution, no insoluble polymerization

Iron–nickel Alloy (FeNi) Yellow–brown solution, high levels of insoluble
polymerization with algae-like consistency

Nickel (Ni) Yellow–orange solution, high levels of insoluble long-chain polymerization

Rhodium (Rh) Dark gold solution, no insoluble polymerization

Titanium (IV) oxide (TiO2)
Dark brown–black opaque solution, TiO2 turned from white to gray–brown when

in contact with
reactants, insoluble precipitate formation

After 48 h of 90 ◦C anoxic incubation, the reactions with cobalt, rhodium, FeS, and FeNi
underwent a phenomenon akin to chemical gardening [46–50]. While chemical gardening tra-
ditionally uses an anionic starting solution and silicate compounds, this study demonstrated
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that reprecipitation and mineralization is possible without silica and without an additional
hydroxide or anion [47]. It also supported the idea that dissolution and subsequent reprecip-
itation with complexed organics is an outcome possible at oceanic hydrothermal localities.
By participating in the reaction as a reagent, the metals and minerals did not function as a
catalyst as they could not be recovered in the original form. The nanoparticles grew into
acicular mineral growths with concentrated nodules on the fractals (see Figures 3 and 4).
These self-built structures were not delicate and only broke under strong agitation during
sample collection. The storage conditions of the solutions created unique changes to the group
nine transition metals, although product yield was not significantly affected. To counter this,
1H-NMR analysis was completed directly at the end of 48 h.
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Figure 3. Effects observed with nickel-based reagent addition: (a) metallic nickel catalytic effects
of algae-like long-chain polymers; (b) FeNi alloy effects with no chemical gardening or polymer
formation if the alloy remained unmixed; (c) FeNi alloy effects with small amounts of polymerization
and mineral chemical gardening if the alloy was suspended in the solution via agitation for the
duration of the experiment. These reference pictures were taken directly after 48 h at 90 ◦C. A 0.5 cm
scale bar is included for reference.
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Figure 4. Effects observed with group nine transition metals: (a) cobalt catalytic effects with bright
orange organic deposition; (b) rhodium effects with mineral chemical gardening; (c) same sample
as in (b) with a camera flash to highlight color difference in acicular needles and deposited nodules.
These reference pictures were taken directly after 48 h at 90 ◦C. A 0.5 cm scale bar is included
for reference.
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3.2. Nickel and FeNi Alloy Addition Observations

Nickel metal can catalyze the reduction of nitrile groups, in addition to formate [36] or
metallic iron (Fe) [37], as a reducing agent in aqueous solutions. The addition of hydrogen
gas as a reductant with nickel alloys can also reduce nitrile groups into aldehydes and
alcohols alike [39–42]. Furthermore, nickel nanoparticles have been shown to catalyze
nitrile into aldehydes and alcohols utilizing ammonium formate as the reductant under
controlled organic chemistry laboratory conditions [42]. Altogether, these previous studies
support the idea that elemental nickel is a strong prebiotic candidate for reduction of
the nitrile group into an oxygen-bearing functional group that avoids the formation of
carboxylic acids, which decarboxylate over time under hydrothermal conditions.

Nickel nanoparticles became resuspended in the polymers and were unable to settle
out without centrifugation (Figure 3a). The nickel nanoparticles acted as a catalyst, enhanc-
ing the formation of insoluble polymers from malononitrile, and were not altered. Note that
for the FeNi alloy, most of the FeNi alloy nanoparticles remained on the sides of the vial
and did not resuspend into the aqueous solution even upon heating (Figure 3b). This may
have limited the amount of surface area contact between the alloy particles and the nitrile
solution. Full submersion of FeNi was possible from agitation periodically throughout
the experiment. While the nickel catalyst did not form any crystal mineral structures, the
submerged FeNi alloy particles built acicular mineral growths with terminal nodules via
chemical gardening (Figure 3c). This is hypothesized to have been due to the presence of
iron in the FeNi alloy, which may have resulted in reprecipitation and remineralization
with organic molecules. Our studies concluded that metallic nickel promotes long-chain
polymerization of dinitriles into insoluble products and possible reduction of the nitrile
group in hydrothermal conditions. FeNi did not promote nor hinder polymerization of
malononitrile and had the same amount of visible polymer formation as the control without
any metal or mineral addition.

3.3. Cobalt and Rhodium Addition Observations

Rhodium did not produce any visible polymerization suspended in the solution;
however, cobalt did produce insoluble orange organics that settled out of solution onto
the cobalt nanoparticle layer, pointing towards a catalytic effect that does not appear to
change the cobalt itself (Figure 4a). Rhodium chemical gardening had an orange crys-
talline appearance with bright orange depositions that matched the cobalt precipitants
(Figure 4b,c). The nodules on the crystalline acicular growths contrasted with the unreacted
black nanoparticles settled at the bottom of the vial. The almost transparent nature of
the main acicular mineral growths points towards a hollow state of the acicular needles.
Further studies are required for the exact morphology on a nanoscale to determine the
differences in opaque nodules and the transparent needles.

While not preventing full polymerization, cobalt promoted a deposition or potential
nucleation of polymer to the surface of the nanoparticles (Figure 4a). The addition of
rhodium did not result in the formation insoluble products or long chain polymers, and
thus the reaction of nitriles must be funneled into an alternative synthesis route, including
some reduced products that have not been identified. The lack of insoluble polymer
formation in samples with added rhodium was dramatic given that control experiments
without any metal or mineral addition showed some polymerization under the conditions
used. Ambient room temperature conditions did not produce any mineralization and
showed little orange insoluble product production.

3.4. FeS Addition Observations

The iron (II) sulfide, FeS, is the most geologically relevant amongst the tested metals
and minerals. Iron sulfide minerals are common in anoxic hydrothermal systems and could
have supported an iron–sulfur-based chemical world [33]. For FeS, under hydrothermal
conditions (90 ◦C) for 48 h, there was little polymerization or insoluble product formation.
Samples incubated with FeS shifted the nanoparticle appearance from a metallic black



Life 2023, 13, 1524 8 of 17

nanopowder to one with metallic orange–gold hues (Figure 5a). Structures formed included
creeping orange films that terminated at the upper limit of the catalyst layer and mineral
growth from (but not tethered to) the original metallic black catalyst. The organics and FeS
most likely underwent chemical gardening or a similar dissolution process, reprecipitating
into acicular needles with branching and terminal nodules (Figure 5b).
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Incubation at room temperature (20 ◦C) did show minor reactions involving the cata-
lyst but did not include chemical gardening or mineralization. With similar morphological
features forming from the FeNi and FeS catalyst additions, iron reprecipitation and catalysis
may be important factors dictating the results of these incubations.

The starting FeS nanoparticles were found to be overwhelmingly in the hexagonal
troilite phase via X-ray diffraction (XRD) analysis and the Jade ® software database with
some minor metallic iron presence (Figure 6a). XRD was performed on the sample with
the unreacted FeS from a room temperature acetonitrile reaction acting as a baseline to
determine mineral identity. The troilite FeS phase is rarely produced in the Earth’s crust
and is most often delivered to Earth via extraterrestrial sources [28,29]. Of the metals and
minerals that were altered in the reaction with organic nitriles, there was what was believed
to be dissolution and reprecipitation of the iron in the reacted FeS. XRD analysis on the
reacted FeS (with malononitrile and sodium formate at 90 ◦C) revealed a novel organic–iron
complex (Figure 6b). The phase ID was unable to match perfectly with any preexisting
minerals and mineral complexes in the Jade ® software database. The potential minerals that
were the closest matches to the XRD spectra were consistent with Fe2+ to Fe3+, supporting
the hypothesis of hydrolysis from iron oxidation. One of the strongest candidates was
parabutlerite (Fe3+SO4(OH)·H2O), an orthorhombic iron sulfate [51]. Parabutlerite has
been shown to form with goethite under hydrothermal conditions, such as the prebiotic
setup used here [52] and has been found in sulfide ores wherein the original mineral could
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originate [53]. This would mean a dissolution of Fe2+ and S2− within the aqueous solution
and reprecipitation into a new oxidation state. In addition, previous work has shown
that Fe2+/Fe3+ systems may facilitate reductive organic molecule formations and be apt
to chemical gardening in laboratory settings [54–56]. There may also be a mix of sulfates
forming in the mineral phase, including ammonium sulfate and sodium iron sulfate.
Overall, the FeS physical changes observed in this prebiotic setup was an amorphous
organic–iron complex that did not have a set identity, as opposed to the troilite precursor,
but is hypothesized to contain the oxidized form of iron, namely, Fe3+.
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Figure 6. XRD analysis with FeS. (a) Unreacted FeS used with acetonitrile to be used as a control.
The XRD spectrum is in black, and the red and blue lines indicate the best fit compounds from the
Jade® spectra library. (b) Reacted FeS used with malononitrile. The XRD spectrum is in black, and
the colored lines indicate the partial identity matches from the Jade® spectra library. Note that the
inclusion of sodium as a compound constituent derives from the sodium formate reductant.
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3.5. TiO2 and Al2O3 Addition Observations

Titanium oxide (TiO2) and aluminum oxide (Al2O3) both acted as a catalyst to form
dark, almost viscous, insoluble products from malononitrile (Figure 7). Our results showed
that TiO2 and Al2O3 produced similar products with fallout of visible insoluble polymers
that had a tar-like consistency. Neither TiO2 nor Al2O3 catalyzed long chain dinitrile
polymerization as seen with previous additions, such as metallic nickel.
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Figure 7. Effects observed with oxide mineral catalysts: (a) TiO2 catalytic effects; (b) Al2O3 catalytic
effects. The dark material evident in both catalyst reactions is the insoluble precipitate. Reference
pictures were taken directly after 48 h at 90 ◦C. A 0.5cm scale bar is included for reference.

3.6. Dependence on Dinitriles for Polymerization

In order to examine the dependence on a molecule with two nitrile groups for polymer-
ization and other reactions, malononitrile (C3H2N2) was tested in parallel to acetonitrile
(CH2CN). The dinitrile groups on malononitrile provide building blocks for long strand
polymers that may link to one another and potentially outcompete other reactions. Ace-
tonitrile is not known to polymerize with itself easily, and the terminal methyl group rarely
interacts with the nitrile group on a second molecule. Thus, the limited ability of the ace-
tonitrile nitrile group to polymerize into insoluble products makes it a strong comparison
candidate in understanding malononitrile’s polymerization patterns.

Under hydrothermal conditions, as stated above, malononitrile polymerized into
visible particles when combined with reductants (H2 gas and sodium formate with no
metal/mineral addition) or if in the presence of an oxide, metallic nickel, and FeNi alloy.
Little to no polymerization occurred with either malononitrile or acetonitrile when incu-
bated with FeS, rhodium, or cobalt. For acetonitrile, no visible change occurred in the
solution or to the metal/mineral nanoparticles under any conditions, and there was no
obstruction within the solution after 48 h at high temperatures. All additions, including
cobalt (Figure 8a), FeS (Figure 8b), TiO2 (Figure 8c), and Al2O3 (Figure 8d), remained
unaltered and did not undergo any chemical gardening. The same lack of visible change in
metals and minerals was observed after incubation at room temperature.
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3.7. Identification of Soluble Products
1H-NMR was the primary method used to identify products reacting with the nitriles

with metals and minerals under hydrothermal anoxic conditions. The 1H-NMR spectra
helped form a basis to compare how much product formation and insoluble polymerization
occurred under each temperature and metal or mineral addition. While there was some
alternative product formation, the oxide minerals were more apt to form insoluble, tar-like
products from malononitrile. Neither the insoluble polymers nor the tar-like products were
able to be measured by 1H-NMR, and their chemical structures could not be discerned. The
identification of the structures of insoluble products was beyond the scope of this study
and requires future investigation.

Soluble products measured via 1H-NMR primarily landing within a 3 ppm region of
chemical shifts (between 1 ppm and 4 ppm) point towards reduction and polymerization
into insoluble products of the nitrile group. In the results, this region was indicative
of products with new functional groups formed during reduction, hydrolysis, and/or
polymerization involving the nitrile group. Notable possibilities for functional groups
and their common ppm ranges are listed below (Table 3). The addition of oxygen as an
aldehyde functional group was unlikely, as the proton always falls above 9 ppm, which
was not seen in any measured spectra (Figures 9 and S1–S3). Note that the 1H-NMR
analysis of malononitrile catalysis with first row transition metals—including iron-bearing
nanoparticles, cobalt, and nickel-bearing nanoparticles—was hindered by their magnetic
properties. The nanoparticle size and polymer formation that trapped the nanoparticles
made complete removal of the reagent not possible, even with centrifugation. These metal-
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including spectra have some broader peaks, or the sodium formate peak is distinctly shifted
upfield and broadened (Figures S3 and S5).

Table 3. Common 1H-NMR shifts (ppm) with D2O solvent.

Functional Group (Hydrogen) Structure δ (ppm) *

Alcohol R-OH
R-CH2-OH

0.5–5.0
3.3–4.0

Aldehyde R-C(=O)-H 9.5–9.9

Alkane
R-CH3

R-CH2-R
R3-C-H

0.8–1.0
1.2–1.4
1.4–1.7

Amide R-C(=O)-NH2
CH-C(=O)-NH2

5.9–6.3
2.0–2.2

Amine R-NH2 0.5–5.0

Aromatic (nitrogen heterocycle)
Ar=CH-CR2

Ar-NH
CR2-CH2-NR

6.0–8.0
6.0–9.5
1.6–3.3

Carbonyl R-C(=O)-CH3 2.1–2.6

Carboxylic Acid R-C(=O)-OH
RH-C(=O)-OH

Cannot see due to proton
exchange

2.5–3.0

Nitrile H-C-C≡N 2.0–3.0
* modified from [57,58].

Major products were defined as having an intensity of ≥25,000 although chemical
shift values for all notable peaks are given regardless of intensity (Figures S2–S5). Any
multiplet more than a doublet (triplet, quartet, etc.) above this threshold was marked with
an asterisk. A chemical shift in a distinct multiplet could denote reduction from the nitrile
and formation of a reduced functional group (either through catalytic reduction or during
polymerization). Note that there is an effect of the pH and metal presence on chemical
shifts. The sodium formate peak at 8.35 ppm was not included in the count of peaks, as it
was in excess and not a nitrile product.

Malononitrile itself primarily undergoes hydrolysis into malonamide and malonate
(Figure 9a). The 1H-NMR spectra contained 14 major singlet peaks, 1 doublet peak, and
1 triplet peak. The majority of major peaks was located in the 1–4 ppm range, includ-
ing the peaks for malonamide, malonate, and unreacted malononitrile. Dinitrile reaction
with rhodium generated a range of new products alongside malonamide and malonate
(Figure 9b). The 1H-NMR spectra contained 26 major singlet peaks, 1 doublet, and 3 multi-
plets. Unlike malononitrile hydrolysis and degradation alone, the rhodium had a wider
range of peaks that spanned up to 7 ppm at high intensities. The addition of FeS to reac-
tions showed 17 major singlet peaks and 1 doublet peak. The reaction products showed
similar trends to the rhodium reactions; however, the lack of 1H-NMR detection may be
due in part to the magnetic properties of FeS contaminating analysis samples in a similar
fashion to the broadening of peaks (Figure 9c). Dinitrile catalysis with a metal oxide such as
Al2O3 (Figure 9d) presented similarly to the rhodium and other non-oxide, catalytic-style
reactions; however, the intensity was far lower and was not counted as major products
formed. The 1H-NMR spectra of Al2O3 contained six major singlet peaks, one doublet,
one doublet of a doublet, and two multiplets. None of the chemical shifts for any of the
reactions fell above sodium formate’s 8.35 ppm peak, indicating the lack of deshielded,
electron-poor compounds. Due to the relative concentrations of hydrolysis products and
unreacted malononitrile, this may be indicative that Al2O3 and TiO2 are poor catalyst
choices when looking for minerals and metals to catalyze and promote prebiotic reactions;
on the other hand, the group nine transition metals may prove optimal as they do not have
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insoluble precipitate or polymer formation and efficiently provide numerous reactions
alternative to hydrolysis.
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Figure 9. Selected 1H-NMR spectra of malononitrile after 48 h at 90 ◦C: (a) malononitrile and sodium
formate; (b) malononitrile, sodium formate, and rhodium; (c) malononitrile, sodium formate, and
FeS; (d) malononitrile, sodium formate, and Al2O3. Major suspected hydrolysis product peaks are:
± = malononitrile, † = malonamide, # = malonate (malonic acid), ‡ = malonic acid monoamide, and
◦ = amide functional group. • = sodium formate. * = multiplet locations. Expanded spectra with
detailed chemical shifts and multiplet locations can be found in Figures S2–S5.

While all additions of metals or minerals followed similar peaks of non-hydrolysis
products with reaction with malononitrile, group nine transition metals displayed the most
variety while also having the least amount of polymerization to insoluble products that
could not be measured. The reactions showed spectra shifts higher than 6 ppm, while
malononitrile alone did not, which may indicate the cyclization of malononitrile into a
nitrogen heterocyclic structure. This is further supported by the lack of spectra upfield
from ~4.5 ppm in the acetonitrile reactions, showing that multiple carbons are needed for
cyclization (Figures S2 and S4).

Acetonitrile incubation at 90 ◦C for 48 h did not produce any polymerization to
insoluble products based on visual observations. This is to be expected as only one side of
the acetonitrile molecule will have a nitrile group to participate in reactions, and the C–H
bonds are most likely left unreacted. In the samples studied here, acetonitrile was resistant
to most additions and either remained unreacted or only underwent a small amount of
hydrolysis to acetic acid and acetamide, as shown by the 1H-NMR of soluble products
(Figures S2 and S4). In the case of FeS and nickel at 90 ◦C, some products beyond hydrolyzed
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molecules could be found, including ethanol at 1.2 ppm and 3.5 ppm, and potentially
ethylamine at 2.9 ppm, as supported by the presence of a multiplet (Figures S2 and S4).
The reaction of FeS and nickel with acetonitrile at 90 ◦C to form ethanol and ethylamine
indicates that reduction of the nitrile group is possible under prebiotic conditions, and that
malononitrile may also be undergoing reduction, but identification requires further studies.

3.8. Geologic Implications and Significance

While metallic iron and iron–nickel ores are known in serpentinites, nanopowder
metals and minerals in a pure form are uncommon in crustal systems. This study used
nanoparticle metals and minerals as a means to investigate whether it is possible to have a
nitrile reaction other than polymerization or hydrolysis. By using nanoparticles, the surface
area of the metals and minerals was increased, and thus reaction rates were increased.
In an early Earth hydrothermal system, it is reasonable to imagine the organic material
flowing over a mineral or metal-bearing basaltic rock for thousands of years. The reaction
rate would likely be on a slower timescale than is feasible in a laboratory setting. In a
hydrothermal environment of early Earth, reactions would be occurring in a flow-through
manner, which might be different than the batch reactions we studied here. However,
because the timescale of circulation flow through the oceanic crust is on the order of
thousands of years with constant contact with rock surfaces, the chemical observations
found here are likely to be relevant.

4. Conclusions

Metals and minerals in mafic to ultramafic basaltic systems have proven to be effective
in driving a wide range of prebiotic nitrile reactions. In early Earth oceans, these metals and
minerals would have provided alternative reaction outcomes beyond self-polymerization
and hydrolysis, including potential cyclization and reduction of the nitrile groups. Here,
we identified common observational trends amongst elemental metals, metal oxides, and
geologically relevant minerals that could have facilitated prebiotic reactions via catalysis
and reprecipitation/mineralization of the metal complexing with an organic. However,
even given the accessibility of such reagents, hydrolysis into amides and carboxylic acids
would have still dominated the end products of reactive nitrile compounds. While this
result may hinder the amount of alternative products, future studies may reveal compounds
not fully utilized before due to their perceived lack of formation. For example, the nitrile
groups of aminomalononitrile may both reduce into alcohols to form the molecule serinol.

The observed nucleation of organic products onto the group nine metal nanoparticles
may serve as a viable concentration method for prebiotic molecules in hydrothermal
systems and would be an interesting point of study. As the concentrations of HCN and
HCN polymers would be relatively lower in the early Earth ocean at a rain-out rate of
1 × 107 cm−2 s−1 [15] than what we used during laboratory experiments here, a mechanism
for increasing local concentrations would be valuable for further reactions of products. If
the products do complex with metals in hydrothermal basaltic rocks, this may prove to be a
valuable way to localize molecules and increase the likelihood of interaction and reaction.

Looking to further applications and future research, the wide range of physical out-
comes may lead to a revisit of what metal catalysts or reagents are best in a prebiotic system.
Iron (II) sulfide (FeS) is the most geologically relevant metal/mineral in this study and
supports a plausible scenario of mineralization into parabutlerite and sulfate minerals.
This also presents the potential for reduction coupled with the building of mineralogical
chemical gardens. Nickel and iron metals or minerals are known to have been prevalent in
early Earth oceans and are easily obtained commercially, making for an attractive choice
of reagent. The group nine transition metal nanoparticles display unique morphologies
where organics complex and nucleate to their surface. Both TiO2 and Al2O3 catalyzed
formation of insoluble products and tar-like polymers. The observed chemical gardening
was an unexpected phenomenon that occurred with the FeS, FeNi, and rhodium additions.
Most chemical gardening occurs due to a redox gradient of solution with iron and iron
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minerals [54,55]. In laboratory settings, chemical gardens are also grown using metal-ion
salts injected into an anionic solution, most often with silicates [50]. FeNi and elemental
rhodium are uncharged and were not expected to act as cations; FeS utilizes Fe2+. The
apparent complexing with organic material in the solution indicates that the metals are
participating as reagents in the reaction and may be a pathway to new meta-complexed
organics that have not been noted to have prebiotic relevance before to our knowledge.

Overall, there is a need for prebiotically plausible metals and minerals with their
associated organic compound products to be compiled [59]. Each addition of metal or
mineral was able to produce a wide range of small organic products with 1H-NMR spectra
peaks following the trends of upfield and shielded molecules, and identification of exact
product differences may warrant more exploration. Future research may expand past
categorizing the general reduction or polymerization caused by the metals themselves and
into the prebiotic organic synthesis of various compounds. This includes investigating
the HCN trimer aminomalononitrile as a more prebiotically relevant molecule and what
products it may produce when in contact with metals or minerals.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https://www.
mdpi.com/article/10.3390/life13071524/s1, Figure S1: 1H-NMR Analysis of Standards; Figure S2: 1H-
NMR Analysis of Acetonitrile Reactions at 90 ◦C; Figure S3: 1H-NMR Analysis of Malononitrile Reactions
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of Malononitrile Reactions at 20 ◦C; Table S1: XRD Angles of FeS Analysis.
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