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A wide variety of anisotropic layered materials are ca ACHTUNGTRENNUNGpable
of forming interesting nanostructures such as nanotubes and
nanoparticles with unique
properties and a wide range
of potential applications.
Carbon nanotubes are the
earliest example of such ma-
terials.[1] Similar nanostruc-
tures, such as boron nitride
nanotubes,[2] tungsten disul-
phide and molybdenum disul-
phide fullerene-like nanopar-
ticles and tubular struc-
tures,[3, 4] are well-known rep-
resentatives of a large group
of inorganic nanotubes. They
are a viable alternative to carbon nanotubes in many poten-
tial fields of applications, especially in nanoscale electronics.
Their bandgaps are functions of the diameter so they can
easily be produced in large quantities and with a narrow dis-
tribution of electronic properties. This is in stark contrast to
carbon nanotubes, which are always produced as a mixture
of metallic, p- and n-type semiconducting tubes.

Particularly interesting are the recently discovered sub-
nanometer-diameter one-dimensional (1D) materials such
as MoSxIy nanotubes[5] and Mo6S9�xIx nanowires.[6] From a
structural point of view these materials are similar to transi-

tion-metal chalcogenide compounds, the Chevrel phases,[7]

and cannot be thought of as curled-up sheets of bulk, lay-
ered materials. They are functionally similar to carbon
nanotubes with excellent field-emission properties,[8] ex-
tremely weak mechanical intertube coupling,[9] an anoma-
lously large paramagnetic susceptibility,[10] and interesting
electronic properties.[11–13] The structure of two of the newly
discovered materials of nanowires, Mo6S3I6 and Mo6S4.5I4.5,
are shown in Figure 1. X-ray diffraction (XRD), extended
X-ray absorption fine-structure analysis (EXAFS)[14] and X-
ray powder diffraction[15] measurements indicate that both
types of nanowire share the same structure, with individual
nanowires composed of Mo6 octahedral clusters separated
by bridging anions (S). The surface of every wire is dressed

with six additional anions (S and I, depending on the stoi-
chiometry).[14] The detailed structure has recently been de-
termined using high-resolution transmission electron micro-
scopy (HRTEM) techACHTUNGTRENNUNGniques.[16] Varying ratios of S and I
atomic species are expected to modify the van der Waals in-
teraction between individual wires. Central sites (C) are ex-
pected to have low or zero atomic populations.

The materials are monodisperse with individual nano-
wire strands having a diameter of 0.94 nm and identical
electronic properties, determined by their stoichiometry, de-
scribed by the formula Mo6S9�xIx. The stoichiometry itself is
adjusted by the weight ratios of elemental Mo, S, and I in
the starting synthesis material.[6] These nanowires could be
easily functionalized due to their sulfur-based chemistry,
which makes them interesting for biological applications
and sensor fabrication. Mo6S9�xIx nanowires can be dis-
persed in a wide range of organic solvents including isopro-
pyl alcohol, dimethylformamide, chloroform and, in the case
of Mo6S3I6, water.[6, 17] Different degrees of dilution yield
nanowire bundles with different diameters, with higher de-
grees of dilution resulting in thinner nanowire bundles. This
provides a very practical means to control bundle diameter
for future studies and applications. The easy dispersion of
Mo6S3I6 and Mo6S4.5I4.5 also makes these materials attractive
for composite fabrication.

Preliminary results show that these two materials are
characterized by electrical conductivity above 10 S m�1, rea-
sonably good thermal stability with decomposition tempera-
tures in air exceeding 200 8C, and a very low friction coeffi-
cient of 0.03.[6] Low values of the friction coefficient are typ-
ical of nanostructures related to layered materials such as

Figure 1. The structure of Mo6S9�xI nanowire bundles. a) The model structure viewed from the direction
perpendicular to the nanowire axis. b) The model structure shown parallel to the nanowire axis. Mo6
octahedra decorated with sulfur and iodine atoms in varying ratios, depending on the stoichiometry, are
connected by bridging sulfur atoms. Central sites (C) have low or zero atomic populations.
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MoS2 and graphite, characterized by weak van der Waals in-
teractions between individual layers that allows easy, low-
strength shearing.[18] Carbon and MoS2 nanotube bundles
are the best-known examples of such nanomaterials, exhibit-
ing very low resistance to intertube sliding,[9, 19] which makes
them interesting for future nanoscale mechanical systems,
such as bearings. The ease with which Mo6S9�xIx nanowire
bundles can be dispersed indicates that this material could
also exhibit low resistance to sliding. In addition, it gives us
the opportunity to study the subtle effect that stoichiometry
variations might have on the strength of interaction between
individual wires comprising the bundle. The most conven-
ient way of studying the interaction between wires is by
measuring the mechanical properties of nanowire bundles.
In particular, the shear modulus of bundles would give a
direct measure of the strength of interaction between indi-
vidual wires comprising the bundle.

Accompanying the nanomechanical measurements, a
theoretical prediction of the Young>s modulus of Mo6S9�xIx
nanowires with x=6 was made using a model based on den-
sity-functional theory (DFT) with full internal relaxation.
The structure of Mo6S9�xIx nanowires based on XRD and
X-ray absorption measurements[14] was used as a starting
point for determining energy-optimized configurations using
DFT calculations, as shown in Figure 1.

We used the CASTEP[20] plane-wave pseudopotential
simulation package; the electron correlation was described
with the PBE-gradient-corrected functional[21] and the orbi-
tal occupancies were optimized with ensemble DFT
(EDFT).[22] The Young>s modulus of the experimental struc-
ture is about 45 GPa. Given that we are dealing with cova-
lently bonded tubular structures such a small value is sur-
prising and its origin can be traced back to the fact that the
clusters of six Mo atoms move rigidly under stress, whereas
the S bridges connecting them are very flexible and to first
order only bond angles are stressed. Noting that the occu-
pancy of the C site (Figure 1) situated on the nanowire axis
near the bridge sites would considerably increase the stiff-
ness, we explored various hypothetical structures in which
Mo, S, and I atoms were placed there, even though there is
no direct experimental evidence for the presence of any
atoms there. The Young>s modulus of the resulting struc-
tures more than doubled in the case of S or I at the C site.
As discussed below, this still falls far short of the experimen-
tally obtained Young>s modulus. This result is in apparent
agreement with recent calculations by Vilfan et al. and Yang
et al.[12, 13] Due to the difficulty of describing van der Waals
interactions within DFT, no attempt was made to simulate a
nanowire bundle or to calculate the shear modulus. Atomis-
tic models or molecular dynamics simulations, successful in
simulating shearing between layers of multi-walled carbon
nanotubes,[23] could in principle be applied to Mo6S9�xIx
nanowires but a suitable atomic potential for this system
would have to be developed first.

HRTEM images reveal well-ordered structures in the
form of bundles (Figure 2a and b) with individual nanowire
diameters of 0.94 nm.[6] These bundles can be easily dis-
persed in a wide range of organic and polar solvents using
ultrasound. Different dispersion concentrations yield a vary-

ing bundle-diameter distribution, with the average bundle
diameter decreasing on greater dilution.[17]

Nanomechanical measurements are carried out using the
tip of an atomic force microscope (AFM) to elastically
deform suspended nanowire bundles in order to determine
their shear modulus G, corresponding to sliding between in-
dividual nanowires comprising the bundle. This well-estab-
lished method was previously applied to carbon-nanotube
bundles,[19] multi-walled nanotubes,[24,25] irradiated carbon
nanotubes[26] and cytoskeletal filaments (microtubules).[27]

Mo6S9�xIx nanowires are dispersed in isopropyl alcohol
and deposited on the surface of a polished alumina ultrafil-
tration membrane. Bundles consisting of individual nano-
wires occasionally lie over pores in the membrane surface
(Figure 3a). They are firmly held in place by surface adhe-
sion on supported portions, as confirmed by continuous
AFM imaging. This allows us to apply the clamped-beam
model for describing nanowire-bundle deformation. In the
case of weak substrate adhesion, sliding prevents stable
imaging and eliminates these bundles from the rest of the

Figure 2. TEM images of well-aligned bundles composed of individual
Mo6S9�xIx nanowires. a) TEM image of a bundle of Mo6S3I6 nanowires.
b) TEM image of a bundle of Mo6S4.5I4.5 nanowires.
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measurement. After a suitable nanowire bundle had been
found a series of contact-mode AFM images is taken under
increasing load, with every image corresponding to the top-
ography of the surface under a given normal load.

Geometrical parameters, the rope>s diameter (D), sus-
pended length (L), and vertical deflection in the middle (d)
are all determined from AFM images similar to the one
shown in Figure 3 a using image-analysis software. Due to
convolution of the rope with the AFM tip, the rope appears
broadened and we therefore use the rope>s height as an ac-
curate measure of its diameter. Extracted line scans across
the bundle reveal its deformation and vertical deflection.
For the range of forces used for imaging we did not observe
any change in bundle height on supported portions, allowing
us to neglect the effects of bundle compression and indenta-
tion. The effect of cantilever deflection is taken into account
by measuring the height difference between the hard sub-
strate (Al2O3 membrane) and the suspended bundle. In
more conventional approaches based on the acquisition of
force–distance curves in precise locations[28] this is usually
done by subtracting reference curves acquired on hard sub-
strates.

For the range of applied normal force the midpoint de-
flection consists of bending (dB) and shearing deformation
(dS). The total deformation can be calculated using the unit-
load method[29] and is given by the following linear relation-
ship:

d ¼ dB þ dS ¼ FL3

192EYI
þ fS

FL
4GA

¼ FL3

192EbI
ð1Þ

where F is the applied normal force, L the suspended length
of the bundle, EY the Young>s modulus, I the second
moment of the area, fs the shape factor (equal to 10/9 for a
cylindrical beam), G the shear modulus, and D the external
diameter of the nanowire bundle. Capillary force and adhe-
sion are constant during the measurement and result in ad-
ditional constant force acting on the wires. Eb is calculated
from the slope of the linear fit as a result of a single bending
experiment and equals the Young>s modulus when the influ-
ence of shearing can be neglected, ideally for isolated nano-
wires. Equation (1) can be simplified and Eb expressed as:

1
Eb

¼ 1
EY

þ 10
3G

D2

L2
ð2Þ

Both Mo6S3I6 and Mo6S4.5I4.5 bundles are composed of
identical single nanowires, all with a diameter of 0.94 nm,
while the bundles> external diameter changes with the
number of nanowires comprising it. Eb describes the resist-
ance of the entire bundle to bending, EY the resistance of
nanowires to stretching, while G describes sliding between
individual nanowires forming the bundle (Figure 2a and b).
In the case of anisotropic materials such as Mo6S3I6 and
Mo6S4.5I4.5 bundles, the relevant material constants, EY and
G can be extrapolated by measuring the Eb of an ensemble
of bundles with different diameter-to-length ratios. Varying
the external diameter of bundles that correspond to a differ-
ent number of bundled-up nanowires effectively varies the
relative weights of shearing to stretching in the total me-
chanical response.

The variation of 1/Eb plotted as a function of (D/L)2 for
several Mo6S3I6 and Mo6S4.5I4.5 bundles with external diame-
ters in the 10–25-nm range are shown in Figure 3. From fits
to Equation 2, values of the shear modulus of Mo6S3I6 nano-
wires of G=450�100 MPa and Mo6S4.5I4.5 nanowires of G=

900�150 MPa are obtained. These results are summarized
in Table 1. It is interesting to note that the MoSxIy nano-
tubes have the lowest shear modulus,[9] suggesting that the
insertion of iodine into the lattice does vary the interaction
between the nanotubes. On the other hand, it is puzzling to
see that the Young>s moduli of these new members seem to
be higher than theoretical values. Our calculations give EY

�110 GPa for hypothetical structures with the C site occu-
pied and a much lower value of �45 GPa for the experi-
mental structure of Mo6S3I6. We do not have a good explan-
ation for this. Although the dispersion of the experimental
points is high, presumably due to the fact that we are meas-
uring bundles where the shear is very low, it seems that the
EY values are beyond the scattering of the data points. As
can be seen from Equation (2), for small-diameter bundles

Figure 3. Nanomechanical measurements. a) AFM image of a bundle
of Mo6S4.5I4.5 nanowires deposited on Al2O3. The bundle is deformed
during AFM imaging in contact mode, which allows us to determine
Eb of the bundle. b) The plot of Eb measured for 13 different MoS2
bundles as a function of bundle geometry (total external diameter D
divided by the length of the suspended bundle). The value of Eb
varies due to intertube shearing. The shear modulus G can be
obtained from the slope of the linear fit. EY describes the resistance
of the entire bundle to stretching, while G describes sliding between
individual nanowires comprising the bundle.
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the contribution of shearing is low and the bending modulus
is close to the Young>s modulus. For such thin bundles the
values are already in the 400 GPa range.

These high measured values of EY are even more puz-
zling if we take into account that theoretical modeling can
give the Young>s modulus with high accuracy, in contrast to
the shear modulus. In modeling, the shear is calculated as
the difference between small quantities (tube–tube interac-
tion), hence the error bar is large. The great advantage of
our experimental technique is that, from a series of mea-
ACHTUNGTRENNUNGsurements performed on various bundle sizes, quantitative
results for G can be obtained.

Our measurements show a marked difference in me-
chanical coupling between individual Mo6S3I6 and
Mo6S4.5I4.5, indicating that they might be suited for different
applications. This difference in mechanical coupling can be
attributed to varying ratios of S and I atomic species on the
nanowire surface. Due to lower values of G, Mo6S3I6 might
be better suited as a solid-state lubricant or lubricant addi-
tive. On the other hand, Mo6S4.5I4.5, with its relatively higher
G, would be more interesting for composite fabrication, as a
higher shear modulus would ensure better mechanical cou-
pling between wires and the composite matrix.

Experimental Section

Handpicked Mo6S3I6 and Mo6S4.5I4.5 material was dispersed
in isopropyl alcohol using ultrasound for 15 min. The concentra-
tion was on the order of 10�2 mgmL�1, expected to result in a
mean bundle diameter of 10 nm.[30] Several drops of the solution
were deposited on the surface of a polished alumina ultrafiltra-
tion membrane (Whatman anodisc) with a mean pore diameter
of 200 nm. Samples were transferred into a Thermomicro M5
AFM, operating in air and equipped with capacitive displacement
sensors and a closed-loop feedback for piezo scanner movement
calibration and linearization, enabling accurate positioning. AFM
imaging was performed in contact mode in air using Si3N4 canti-
levers (Veeco Metrology) with nominal force constants between
0.03 and 0.1 Nm�1, calibrated by measuring their resonant fre-
quency.[31] Resulting AFM topographical images recorded under a
constant vertical force were analyzed using the SPIP software
package (Image Metrology A/S). The effect of cantilever deflec-
tion was taken into account by measuring the height difference
between the hard substrate (Al2O3 membrane) and the suspend-
ed bundle. Resulting linear bundle-deflection–force curves were
fitted using the beam-bending model discussed above.

The same nanowire solution was used for the preparation of
samples for TEM observation. Several drops of the solution were
deposited on copper grids coated with lacey carbon and dried.

TEM imaging was performed on a Philips CM-20 TEM operated at
200 kV.

Keywords:
atomic force microscopy · mechanical coupling ·
nanowires · shear modulus · Young’s modulus
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