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STM as an operative
tool: physics and
chemistry with single
atoms and molecules

• Fig- 1: STM-image of the Brandenburg Gate constructed 01 .

Cu(211) with atomic precision using 48 CO-molecules using t!<..

technique of lateral manipulation.
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~ Fig- 2:Tip-height curves
measured during manipulation of
(a) and (b) a Pb-atom and (c) a CO
molecule along step edges on
Cu(211).The tip is moved from left
to right and respective tunneling
resistances are indicated as
qualitative measures ofthe tip
adparticle force. The vertical
dotted tines correspond to fcc sites
nextto the intrisic step edges.The
initial sites of the manipulated
particles are indicated. Note that in
the attractive manipulation modes
(a: pulling and b:sliding) the
particles first hop towards the tip
and then follow it, whereas In the
repulsive mode (c pushing) the
CO-molecules perform hops away
from the tip.
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proper choice of the substrate surface: On Cu(211) CO adsorbs
at the upper part of the intrinsic step edges, which act as "railway
trails" upon pushing. The artificially created regular triangle
whose buildup is shown in Fig. 3 has been made by pu1ling Ag
atoms on aAg(I11) surface.With sufficientlystable and neverthe
less sharp tips it is even possible to remove native substrate atoms
from highly coordinated defect step sites and even from regular
step sites of high index surfaces in a one by one manner [2]. This
ability was used in analytic chemistry on the atomic scale by
investigating the monolayer structure formed on Cu(211) upon
Pb-evaporation at room temperature: Atom by atom removement
from an island edge revealed that a surface Cu-Pb lead alloy had
formed although the two metals do not mix in the bulk.

Vertical manipulation
A different kind of manipulation concerns the deliberate vertical
transfer ofa particle from the surface to the tip and vice versa. Fig.
4 shows the principle together with an example [3]. Again the tip
is brought close to the particle to be transferred until the force
between tip and particle is sufficiently strong, so that the particle
can go with the tip upon its withdrawal. Here electron current
effects can help to transfer the particle in the wanted direction:
The polarity should be chosen such, that the electrons flow in the
transfer direction.

Lateral manipulation and build-up of artificial structures
Fig. 1 shows a first example of an artificial structure on atomic
scale. The Brandenburg gate has been formed with 48 CO mole
cules by laterally manipulating them into the proper positions
with atomic accuracy [1].

In lateral manipulation an adparticle at the surface is moved
with the tip along the substrate surface to the desired place with
out loosing contact to the substrate. This is achieved by bringing
the tip very close to the adparticle, so that besides the ever pre
sent van der Waals interactions also chemical forces between tip
and particle are coming into play. These forces can be tuned to be
large enough to surmount the surface diffusion barriers,so that
the adparticle comes along with the tip, if the tip is moved paral
lel to the surface to the desired end point. It is fascinating that even
at the level of the very atoms, a distinction can be made between
different manipulation modes, namely pu1ling, pushing and slid
ing [2]. Fig. 2 shows tip height curves obtained in the STM
constant current mode during manipulation of metal atoms and
CO-molecules. Fig. 2a displays the pu1ling behaviour of a metal
adatom: The atom follows the tip in regular jumps from one
adsorption site to the next due to attractive tip-particle forces.
Applying larger forces (measured by smaller tunneling resistivi
ties) a sliding motion is induced (Fig. 2b), in which the adparticle
is trapped under the tip and follows the tip motion continuously,
so that the tip height curve yields a picture of the substrate cor
rugation. In contrast to metal adatoms, CO molecules are
usually pushed (Fig. 2c): The molecules move discontinuously in
front of the tip due to repulsive forces. On close packed surfaces
like Cu(III), pushing is not very reliable, as the particles tend to
move to the side of the tip and get lost. That the buildup of artifi
cial structures like that in Fig. 1 is successful at all is due to the
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The scanning tunneling microscope, initially invented to image
surfaces down to atomic scale, has been further developed in

the last few years to an operative tool, with which atoms and mol
ecules can be manipulated at low substrate temperatures at will
in different manners to create and investigate artificial struc
tures. These possibilities give rise to startling new opportunities
for physical and chemical experiments on the single atom and sin
gle molecule level. Here we provide a short overview on recent
results obtained with the new techniques.
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.. Fig. 5: Sequence of steps
in STM-tip induced single
molecule Ullmann reaction
on Cu(lll). All reaction steps
including dissociation of
parent iodobenzene
molecules, motion of phenyl
reactants and iodine
byproducts as well as
association of phenyl ',:
reactants to biphenyl have
been induced with an iodine
functionalized tip. J

(e)

"Fig.3:
Series of images
demonstrating the
build-upofa
regular triangle
consisting of 51 Ag
atoms on a Ag(lll)
surface.
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Apossible molecular switch realized by
STM-manipulation
Manipulation can also be performed into parts of molecules as
shown in Fig. 6 The chemical structure of a TBPP molecule is
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Chemistry with the STM-tip: Inducing all steps of a
chemical reaction
Population ofan antibonding state is alsoimportant in the prepa
ration of reactants in a full chemical reaction induced by the tip
[4]. In the so called Ullmann reaction~iodine has to be split off
from the iodobenzene parent molecules to form the phenyl reac
tands. Again tunneling electrons populate temporarily the
iodine-phenyl antibonding level thus causing the dissociation
step (Fig. Sa, b). Both iodine and phenyl fragments are found on
the surface. To induce the diffusion step to bring two phenyls
together lateral manipulation in the pulling mode is employed
(Fig. Sc). At the low temperatures of the Cu(l11) substrate the
proximity ofthe two phenyls is not sufficient to induce the associ
ation to biphenyl: If a pulling procedure is applied to the phenyl
couple from one end, the phenyl on the rear does not go along.
Only after injection of electrons the synthesis step is performed,
which can be proven by pulling the product from one end and
realizing that the entire molecule follows the tip (Fig. Sd). Notice
that in Fig. Sc one ofthe iodine atoms was transferred deliberate
ly to the tip after dissociation of the iodobezene and all the
following steps were performed with the iodine functionalized
tip. The iodine was finally put back on the surface (Fig. Sf). The
synthesis of the two phenyls to biphenyl is probably connected
with local excitation of vibrational modes in the phenyl groups
enabling the two open bonds to find the proper relative orienta
tion fOf bond formation. Local excitation ofthe scissoring and the
OH-stretching modes was indeed observed to be responsible in
tip-induced diffusion of water molecules adsorbed on Cu(lll).
Furthermore, hydrogen bonds can be formed and broken and
thus ice clusters can be crystallized via the same mechanism;

the tunneling current pass through the 2pi* orbital and the life
time of the electrons in this antibonding level is only of the order
of femtoseconds, the continuous supply of tunneling electrons
eventually causes release of the CO from the surface. The
approach of the tip in the pickup procedure just increases the
probability that the molecule is "caught" at or near the tip apex
upon desorption [3].
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The STM pictures in Fig. 4b refer to an image of Cu(111) with
several CO molecules and one oxygen atom in the upper left cor
ner. All species are imaged as depressions with a tip consisting of
metal atoms. The CO molecule designated by an arrow is then
picked up with the technique of vertical maniplllation and the
same area is imaged again. Noticeably all CO molecules have
changed in appearance to protrusions whereas the oxygen atom .
remains imaged as a depression. It is obvious that deliberate func
tionalization of the tip with different molecules may lead to
chemical contrast, a feature very much desired in STM.

The vertical transfer of CO is interesting due to the fact, that
CO stands upright on metal surfaces with the carbon atom bind
ing to the substrate. Upon transfer to the tip, the molecule
consequently has to turn around. A reliable experimental proce
dure for transferring single CO molecules was found to require
ramping of the tunneling voltage and simultaneous decrease of
the tip-molecule distance. The transfer mechanism Wall investi
gated in great detail and yielded the following picture. Voltage
ramping supplies the minimum tunneling biaS of2.4 eV required
to populate the CO antibonding 2pi* leveL As the CO hopping
rate depends linearly on the tunneling current, a one electron
process is responsible for the excitation. Although only 0.5% of

a

.A. Fig. 4: (a) Schematic picture of the flipping of a CO molecule
upon vertical manipulation from the surface to the tip apex. (b)
and (c) Demonstration of imaging changes obtained for co
molecules with a CO-tip; notice that the image of the oxygen
atom is unaffected.The white arrow denotes the CO-molecule
which was transferred deliberately to the tip.
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~ Fig. 7: Spectroscopic
dl/dV maps measured
with the triangle of
Fig.3 displaying the
local density of states at
energies where the
wavelength of the
electrons are in
resonance with the
triangular quantum
corral.
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times. Inside of the triangle electron-electron and electron
phonon scattering determine the electron lifetime and the spatial
decay of the interference pattern which has been measured here.
Fig. 8 depicts the result ofthe evaluations for the electron lifetimes
as function of energy. The measurements dearly show a sharp
maximum at the Fermi energy in accordance with Fermi liquid
theory for a 2DEG due to a decreased phase-space for electron
electron and electron-phonon scattering. Furthermore two
pronounced edge-like features show up in the data at +65 meV
and +300 meV as indicated in Fig. 8. The latter can be attributed
to the transition of the surface state into a surface resonance. The
former can be interpreted by a change of the scattering probabil
ity as the electron energy becomes smaller than the surface state
binding energy of 65 meV. Finally, additional finestructure can
be observed which has to be attributed to the geometrical influ
ence of the triangle.

Outlook
The results described above relate to many diverse aspects of
physics and chemistry on the atomic and nano-scales. Measuring
tip-height curves in constant current or current curves in con
stant height mode during lateral manipulation reveals internal
motion of the entities and thus refers to nanomechanics. The fact
that small structures can be assembled or taken apart yields
important routes to synthetic and analytic chemistry on the
atomic scale. The possibility to take atoms out of the substrate
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.A Fig.6: (a) STM image of a Cu-TBPP molecule on Cu(211) with
its legs lying flat on the surface. (b) Image ofthe same molecule
after one of ist legs has been moved up to a conformation almost
perpendicular to the substrate by manipulation with the tip. (c)
and (d) show models of the two conformations in (a) and (b).The
observation that at the same tip height the current through the
leg is different by orders of magnitudes in the two conformations
can be used to realize the principle of a molecular switch. (e)
shows the measured change in tunneling current upon pushing
the leg with the tip from the vertical to the parallel conformation.

shown in Fig. 6a. To the center porphyrin ring there are four legs
attached which are perpendicular to the center ring in the gas
phase. On Cu(211), however the legs lie flat (Fig. 6b). Using later
al manipulation, a single leg can be transformed into an almost
perpendicular conformation and the leg can be pushed back into
the flat position with the tip again. As the perpendicular and par
allel conformations exhibit orders of magnitude different
conductivities these experiments point to the possibility ofa mol
ecular switch, inwhich a mechanical action causes switching from
conducting to nonconducting behaviour [5].

Physics with artificial structures: Measuring electron
lifetimes inside a quantum corral
Adparticles arranged in a closed geometry act as partial confine
ment for electrons and can be used to determine the electron
lifetime [6]. By means oflateral manipulation 51 Ag atoms have
been precisely positioned at distances of 5 times the nearest
neighbour distance to form a triangle with a base length of245 A
as shown in Fig. 3. The electrons ofthe surface state present on the
Ag(Ill) surface are scattered by these Ag adatoms, resulting in a
complex interference pattern. Energy resolved data as shown in
Fig. 7 were taken in the spectroscopic dI/dV-mode. The energies
in Fig. 7 correspond to energies where the wavelength of the elec
trons is in resonance with the triangle resulting in a strong
enhancement of the intensity. Calculations of the wave pattern
have been performed based on a multiple scattering approach
taking into account the phase-relaxation lengths of the electrons,
which reflect scattering events inside the triangle influencing their
phase coherence and can directly be converted into electron life-
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from defect or intrinsic surface steps can be used to structure the
surface itselfwith the possibility to include also layers deeper than
the topmost one. The use ofartificially created adatom-hole pairs
as binary units with writing, reading and rewriting possibilities
certainly would give rise to the utmost possible storage density.
Artificial structures on the surface can be built either with native
substrate atoms or adsorbed species and their properties can be
investigated with spectroscopic methods. Important progress for
nanoelectronics can be expected from the ability to modify with
the tip internal molecule conformations. The successful induction
of all steps of a complex chemical reaction using force, current
and field effects raises the hope that new molecules can be built by
taking different parent molecules apart and welding dissociation
products together at will to synthesize new molecules, whose
properties can be investigated again bytunneling spectroscopy.As
controlled atomic manipulation allows the design of arbitrary
scattering geometries, on the basis ofa deeper understanding of
the electron lifetimes it should become possible to even engineer
these lifetimes, which are a key quantity in quantum computing

and quantum transportation. A further important present goal is
to transfer all possibilities outlined here to technologically impor
tant substrates like insulators; for sufficiently thin insulator films
on metallic substrates the .use of the STM is still possible.
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The impact of physics on society and the mission
of physics education in secondary schools
Etienne De Wolf'

The impact of physics on society

Science is culture

I n the last decades, scientific knowledge and technology have
grown at a spectacular rate, andhad a dramatic impacton society.

Our society in Western Europe now even has become very depen
dent on technology: for its housing, heating, lighting, clothing,
food, mobility, health care, safety and security. Without technology,
most ofour durable goods, publicutilities, consumables andservices
would simplynotexist.And physics is one ofthe most importantsci
ences that are responsible for these developments.

But the impact of science would not have been possible with
out the contribution of other factors, which finally determine
whether or not a scientific discovery will have an influence on
society at all, and if it does, what kind of influence this will be.
There is a long and complex way to go between a new scientific
discovery and its effects·on society.

Most citizens will only become aware ofsuch discoverywhen it
concerns a spectacular new scientific insight and if, on top of
that, the media decide to bring it to the people's attention. And
then in most cases they rightlywill be told at the same time that it
may take many years before we can expect any practical applica
tion of this discovery. But it is precisely these practical
applications that have an impact on society.

If, for some reason, a scientific discoveryis not used for new tech
nology, then only a very limited group of citizens will be affected
by it. Namely just those who cared to inform themselves, and who
were lucky to have had a scientific education that enables them to
understand what exactly this new discovery is all about. These few
privilegedpeoplewill probablybe charmed once more by the beau
ty ofnature or by the elegance of the new scientific theory.
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So, even ifthere are no practical applications, scientific discov
ery still is a cultural enrichment for society. Therefore science is
one aspect of culture. And it would be worth while to make this
aspect of culture accessible to more people. That is possible, ifwe
are prepared to invest in "professional vulgarization". Vulgariza
tion is, in the first place, a task for scientists themselves, who
should not consider this to be incompatible with their dignity.
However, it also belongs to the mission of schools, cultural orga
nizations and the media. Fortunately, every once in a while we see
beautiful examples of serious vulgarization. But with all the
spare time we now have available, and with all didactical means
we now have at our disposal, there is certainly room for more.
Good vulgarization of science has a positive impact on society.

Nevertheless, scientific discoveries only have a substantial
impact on society if they ultimately lead to attractive new or
improved products, with which we will deal in our day to day
lives. And for this conversion of science into products, we need
technology.

Science and technology
Science has to do with knowing, technology has to do with acting.
Science comprises everything mankind knows about matter,
energy, natural forces and laws of nature, and about the natural
phenomena as they present themselves in the universe.

A scientist builds his knowledge on attentive observation, mea
surement, systematic analysis and carefully designed
experiments. Starting from his own observations and those of
his colleagues worldwide, a scientist constructs models and math
ematical formulas, which bundle these observations into a
coherent theory. His work is an effort to discover, identify and for
mulate the laws of nature. These laws describe the structure of
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