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O
ver the past decade a large effort
has been devoted to studying
the size, shape, and environment-

dependent optical properties of metal
nanoparticles associated with their surface
plasmon resonances (SPR). The latter is a
consequence of the resonant response of
the nanoparticle electrons to the incident
electromagnetic field at a specific wave-
length and of the concomitant enhance-
ment of the local field experienced by
the nanoparticle and its close environment.
Owing to their chemical stability, biocompat-
ibility, and SPR in the visible to near-infrared
range, gold nanoparticles have been exten-
sively investigated for use in photothermal
therapy,1 photoacoustic imaging,2 biosens-
ing,3 surface-enhanced Raman scattering
(SERS),4 and other photonic applications.5�7

The need to adjust the optical response to
specific applications, for example, improving
biosensor sensitivity or enhancing the local
field effect for SERS applications, has fostered
synthesis of nanoparticles of increasingly com-
plexmorphologysuchasnanorods,nanoshells,
nanopyramids, nanocages, and nanostars.
Althoughagooddegreeof control in synth-

esis has been reached, the high sensitivity of
the optical response of such nanoparticles to
theirmorphologymakes it difficult to interpret
the optical response measured on ensembles
of nanoparticles and to compare the results to
theoretical models. Such comparisons can be
only done by investigating individual nano-
particles of known morphology and develop-
ing complete theoretical models that take
detailedmorphology and experimental con-
ditions into account. This has been done by
combining individual nanoparticle spectro-
scopy with transmission or scanning elec-
tron microscopy (TEM or SEM)8,9 and theo-
retical models. Such experimental and
theoretical combinations can also be used

to obtain some information on themorphol-
ogy and intrinsic characteristics of individual
nanoparticles and their environment.10�15

For small nanospheres (<20 nmdiameter)
the SPR wavelength, λR, is predominantly
determined by the particle's environment,
while the SPR extinction cross-section,
σext(λR), depends on both the particle size
and the environment's refractive index.16,17

Therefore single particle spectroscopy alone
can be used to obtain information on the
particle's environment, morphology, and in-
trinsic characteristics, in situ.13 A quasi-static
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ABSTRACT

The effects of the dielectric environment on the optical extinction spectra of gold nanorods were

quantitatively studied using individual bare and silica-coated nanorods. The dispersion and

amplitude of their extinction cross-section, dominated by absorption for the investigated sizes,

were measured using spatial modulation spectroscopy (SMS). The experimental results were

compared to calculations from a numerical model that included environmental features present in

the measurements and the morphology and size of the corresponding nanorods measured by

transmission electron microscopy. The combination of these experimental and theoretical tools

permits a detailed interpretation of the optical properties of the individual nanorods. The measured

optical extinction spectra and the extinction cross-section amplitudes were well reproduced by the

numerical model for silica-coated gold nanorods, for which the silica shell provides a controlled

environment. In contrast, additional environmental factors had to be assumed in the model for bare

nanorods, stressing the importance of controlling and characterizing the experimental conditions

when measuring the optical response of bare surface-deposited single metal nanoparticles.

KEYWORDS: gold nanorods . surface plasmon resonance . local fields .
environment . spatial modulation spectroscopy . finite element method .
silica coating
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approximation based on Mie theory has been predo-
minantly used in this case,10,13,18 assuming a homo-
geneous surrounding with an effective index of
refraction to represent the effect of the substrate
(if present) and other heterogeneities in the particle's
environment.8,19

For more complex morphologies, such as nanorods,
the dependence of the relationship between the op-
tical spectral features and the characteristics of a
particle and its environment cannot be disentangled,
making it difficult to fully characterize the particle
geometry fromoptical measurements alone. Nanorods
exhibit a dominant SPR known as the longitudinal SPR
for light polarized along the major axis of the nano-
particle. It shows up as a strong and well-defined band
in their extinction and scattering spectra,14,20 centered
at a wavelength that is sensitive to small modifications
in their local environment.21,22 As compared to
spheres, the characteristics of the resonance depend
also on the shape and aspect-ratio of the particle. If the
particle's dielectric function and the environment's
refractive index are known, then optical spectroscopy
combined with inverse modeling can be used to infer
the morphology of the nanoparticle (aspect-ratio and
volume).14,19 Conversely, if the shape and size of the
particle are known (using correlated imaging of the
particle's morphology), thenmodeling can provide the
refractive index of the environment or the metal's
dielectric function, as discussed below. The most com-
mon theoretical models have been based on Mie-
Gans theory (assuming spheroidal geometry for the
particle), but also on numerical methods such as the
discrete-dipole approximation (DDA), the boundary
element method (BEM), the finite difference time
domain (FDTD), and the finite element method (FEM;
for arbitrary shaped objects). The FEM allows for easy
inclusion of arbitrary heterogeneities such as sub-
strates and particle surface coatings while avoiding
dense matrices and will be used here.
Although most investigations have been performed

by dispersing the nanoparticles onto a transparent
substrate, optical modeling has frequently assumed
a homogeneous environment and used an effective
refractive index, nsur, as a parameter to describe it.14,23

The optical response of chemically synthesized nano-
spheres deposited on a substrate has been observed
to largely vary from particle to particle even within
the same sample.12,19 Single particle measurements
on elongated nanoparticles have also shown these
fluctuations.24 The presence of embedding polymer
matrix has been shown to reduce the sensitivity of the
optical properties of gold nanospheres and nano-
prisms to the surroundingmedium's refractive index.14,25

These findings raise the important question of the impact
of the local environment (i.e., the substrate, surfactant
molecules or residual solvent) on the measured optical
properties of complex shaped nanoparticles.

We investigated the sensitivity of bare versus
silica-coated gold nanorods (GNRs) to their local en-
vironment and predicted the effects of a range of
hypothetical environmental conditions on the SPR of
bare and silica-coated GNRs. This was done bymeasur-
ing extinction spectra of three bare and three silica-
coated GNRs using spatial modulation spectroscopy
(SMS), which permits measurement of the extinction
cross-section σext(λ), of individual nanoparticles.

13�15

As compared to other single nanoparticle spectros-
copy techniques SMS has the key advantage of yield-
ing access not only to the spectrum of the particle
optical response but also to its amplitude, that is, to the
absolute value of the σext(λ) spectrum, permitting full
comparison of experimental and theoretical results.
Furthermore, as it is sensitive to both absorption and
scattering, smaller particles can be investigated com-
pared to the commonly used scattering based techni-
ques since scattering becoming negligible compared
to absorption for small sizes (the size detection limit for
gold nanospheres is about 5 nm for SMS as compared
to 20 nm for usual dark field spectroscopy). The
measured spectra were compared to theoretical spec-
tra using the morphologies and dimensions obtained
from TEM and assuming that the particles were on top
of a substrate in air. The theoretical modeling was
performed by solving the Maxwell's equations with
the proper boundary conditions (in particular, taking
into account the presence of the substrate) using FEM
simulations which used the TEM measured nanoparti-
cle size and shape, and included the size-corrected
dielectric function for gold. Finally, a detailed theore-
tical quantitative analysis was performed on the role of
environment on the spectral features.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The extinction spectra of three silica-coated (S-GNR1,
S-GNR2, and S-GNR3) and three uncoated GNRs (GNR4,
GNR5 and GNR6), spin-coated onto a TEM grid covered
by a 40 nm thick silica support substrate (Figure 1a),
were measured using SMS (Figure 1b,c). The individual
nanorods were detected by demodulating the power
of the transmitted light at twice the modulation fre-
quency of the nanoparticle position (see Methods,
Optical Characterization). A single particle then shows
up as a main peak surrounded by two satellites in the
direction of the spatial modulation (Figure 1c). For
the investigated GNR sizes, absorption dominates over
scattering so that the extinction cross-sections are
almost identical to the absorption ones. TEM images
of the same six nanorods were recorded (Figure 1d).
The dimensions estimated from the TEM images are
given in Table 1. The uncertainty in the TEM dimension
measurements was approximately (0.5 nm.
On the basis of these TEM images, a detailed geo-

metric model was created to represent the gold-silica
boundary and outer silica surface of the GNR by
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using cylinders capped with hemispheres, as shown in
Figure 2. To allow for nonuniform silica coating thick-
ness around each GNR, the lengths of the cylindrical
section of the gold part and of the cylindrical section of
the silica coating were not assumed to be identical. The
FEM model was used to simulate the extinction spectra
of theseGNRs under the experimental conditions. Figure 3
provides an example of the surface mesh discretization
of the GNR, and substrate, and the amplitude of the total
electric field profile around the GNR (of the incident
plane wave and of the field scattered by the GNR).
The TEM grid had a thin silica support film. The effect

of this film was modeled by a silica substrate layer
(nsub = 1.46) as shown in Figure 2. The surroundings
were assumed to be air (n = 1.00). The computed

optical response of the silica-coated GNRs was very
close to the measured optical extinction spectrum
(Figure 4a). Due to the large sensitivity of λR to the
aspect ratio, a refined fitting of the experimental data
was performed by slightly resizing the rod length/
width (by less than 0.5 nm) and consequently its aspect
ratio (Table 1). This refinement fell within the precision
of the TEM and optical measurements. The good
reproduction of the SPR spectral position and shape
for these silica coated nanoparticles validates the use
of the dielectric function for gold reported by Johnson
&Christy26 for ε~B in eq 1, (compared to the Johnson and
Christy dielectric data, an approximately 4 nm red or
blue shift of λR is obtained when using the gold
dielectric functions reported by Blanchard27 or Palik,28

respectively, for ε~B in eq 114,23).
The numerical model was unable to reproduce the

measured spectra for the bare GNRs using dimensions
that were within the TEM measurement uncertainty.
The spectra of the bare gold nanorods were then
computed using the smallest and largest aspect ratios
within the uncertainty limits from the TEM measured
dimensions. These spectra strongly deviated from
the experimental ones, especially with respect to λR,
as shown in Figure 4b. Even when using the largest
aspect ratio within the uncertainty limits of the TEM
measurements, the computed λR was blue-shifted by
55�80 nm. Assuming that this discrepancy is due to
under-estimation of the rod aspect ratio in the TEM
measurements, fitting of the experimental spectra
using the rod dimensions as parameters requires an
increase of the aspect ratio between 25% and 50%
(depending on the GNR), which is incompatible with
the precision of the TEM measurements.
For nonspherical particles, such as nanorods, both

the object shape and the environment determine λR,
and a proper reproduction of the measured spectra
requires more realistic modeling of the actual environ-
ment. Although previous studies have shown that
GNRs have octagonal cross-section,29,30 in the numer-
ical model the GNRs were assumed to have circular
cross-sections for simplicity. The level of agreement
between the model and the measurement for silica-
coated GNRs indicates that this approximation plays a
minor role in the modeling. Additionally, surfactant
molecules or solvent left during spin-coating of the
colloidal solution or a water layer due to humidity may
have influenced the measured optical spectra. To
provide an insight into the impact of variations in the
environment on the extinction spectra of bare and
silica-coated GNRs, calculations were performed for
different environments for aGNRwith gold dimensions
corresponding to those of S-GNR1 (Table 1) and the
results are shown in Figure 5. As expected, the com-
puted λR of the bare GNR shows a large dependence
on its surrounding, red-shifting by about 130 nm
when changing from a homogeneous air environment

TABLE 1. Dimensions of the Silica-Coated and Bare GNRs

Used in the Modelsa

rod le/lo (nm) we /wo (nm) ae/ao stip (nm) smid (nm)

S-GNR1 33.0/33.4 8.8/8.8 3.8/3.8 9.5 15.7
S-GNR2 33.9/34.0 9.3/9.0 3.6/3.8 11.3 15.8
S-GNR3 32.4/31.8 8.8/8.2 3.7/3.9 8.2 9.5
GNR4 38.0/� 11.5/� 3.3/�
GNR5 40.5/� 10.8/� 3.8/�
GNR6 39.0/� 12.0/� 3.3/�
a le, we and ae are the length, width, and aspect ratio of the nanorods deduced from
TEM imaging, respectively. lo, wo, and ao are the refined dimensions deduced from
fitting the theoretical model to the optical extinction spectra. stip and smid are the
silica shell thickness on the tip and on the side of the GNR, respectively (see Figure
2b). It was not possible to deduce refined optical dimensions for the bare GNRs.

Figure 1. (a) TEMgrid showing the 50 μm� 50 μmwindows
(a silica substrate layer was on top of the windows). The
scale bar is 100 μm. (b) Optical SMS image at 800 nm
wavelength of one of the grid windows showing different
objects. (c) Optical SMS magnified view (1.5 μm � 1.5 μm
view) of a gold nanorod. The color-bar in panel c corre-
sponds to the fractional light transmission change due to
extinction by the imaged particle (for both panels b and c).
(d) TEM images of the six investigated uncoated and silica-
coated gold nanorods.
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(nsur = 1.00) to a homogeneous water environment
(nsur = 1.33). The same nanorod deposited on a silica
substrate in air shows an intermediate λR, demon-
strating that in this inhomogeneous configuration
(containing both silica and air) the effective refractive
index of a homogeneous surroundingmedium is lower
than that for water. Conversely λR, of the silica-coated
GNR exhibits a much smaller environment depen-
dence, only red-shifting by about 20 nm from a
homogeneous air to a homogeneous water environ-
ment. This reduced sensitivity simply reflects the fact
that the plasmonic response of a nanoparticle is sensi-
tive to its environment on the spatial range over which
field enhancement takes place, typically of the order of

the rod diameter for the investigated rods (Figures 3
and 6a) and of the order of the particle radius for a
sphere.14 Finally, placing a 20 nm water layer around
the bare GNR while on the substrate, in air, results in λR
red-shifting by approximately 100 nm (compared to a
red-shift of 10 nm for the silica-coated rod), yielding a
value close to what was measured.
As the SMS technique provides a quantitative mea-

surement of light extinction, further information can
be obtained by analyzing the amplitude of the mea-
sured extinction spectra, σext(λR). There are large varia-
tions, of up to 800 nm2 (22% of the mean), in σext(λR) in
the SMS measurements between the three bare rods
shown in Figure 4b. This may be partly accounted for

Figure 2. Schematics of themodel geometry (not shown to scale). (a) 2D cross-section representation of the 3Dgeometry and
boundary conditions of the computational model. The dimensions were truncated at the top and bottom using an absorbing
boundary condition (ABC), at the left and rightwith a perfect electric conductor (PEC) surface, and at the front and backwith a
perfect magnetic conductor (PMC) surface. The incident wave was polarized in the left�right direction, traveling downward.
Therefore an additional absorbing layer, known as a perfectly matched layer (PML) was placed at the bottom of the domain.
The medium inside the domain was air, and the GNR support layer on the TEM grid was modeled as a 40 nm thick silica
substrate. In the computational model a = 2400 nm, b = 400 nm, c = 1400 nm, and d = 40 nm. The domain in the front-to-back
direction had a size equal to c. (b) Morphology of a GNR used in the model, which assumed cylindrical shape with
hemispherical end-tips for both the gold part and the outer silica surface. The various parameters used to define its size are
also shown.

Figure 3. Plots of the relative electricfield, Ê = |E|/|Einc|, where |E| = (E 3 E*)
1/2 is the amplitudeof the total electricfield and Einc is

the amplitude of the incident field. Superimposed on this is the surface discretization of the gold, silica coating, and substrate
regions. Ê is shown on a color log-scale. Therefore red represents a field amplification of 100�, cyan represents an
amplification of 10�, and dark blue represents a field amplitude equal to the incident field. The GNR shown was
approximately 33 nm long.
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by differences in theGNR volumes, butmay also bedue
to environment fluctuations. Figure 5 provides some
insight into the effect of the environment on σext(λR).
The presence ofwater around the bare GNR (both as an
infinite homogeneousmediumand as a 20 nm layer on
a substrate) increases σext(λR) by about 600 nm

2, partly
accounting for the observed variations.
A parametric analysis was performed to system-

atically study the effect of possible contamination on
the optical response of bare and coated GNRs. This was
done by simulating S-GNR1 with and without its silica
shell. In the first study the GNR was surrounded by a
drop of water of varying thickness and deposited on

a silica substrate layer (see Figure 2b). Figure 6a shows
that for silica-coated rods the water droplet on top
of the GNR and around its ends produced a weak λR
red-shift of up to 13 nm, while for bare rods the water
layer produced a strong λR red-shift up to 100 nm as
the drop thickness increases, reaching a plateau after
20 nm in thickness (about 90% of the shift is observed
for a thickness of 10 nm, which is of the order of the rod
diameter). The effect of the droplet on the spectrum's
full-width at half-maximum (fwhm) was also more
pronounced for the bare GNR compared to the silica-
coated one. This is a consequence of the fact that the
decrease in fwhm (for all parametric analyses shown

Figure 4. Simulated (solid/dashed/dotted lines) and measured (dots) absolute extinction cross-sections of (a) silica-coated
GNR and (b) bare GNRs, all on a silica substrate in air. The simulated spectra shown in the silica-coated GNRs are from a best-fit
for the GNR and silica dimensions, as described in the Methods section. The fitted dimensions (Table 1) are within the TEM
measurement uncertainty in all three cases. For the bareGNRs, since the GNR aspect ratio affects the extinction peak position,
the smallest and largest aspect ratios that fit within the uncertainty of the dimensions from the TEM images ((0.5 nm) were
used to produce the two simulated extinction spectra.
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in Figure 6), given in eV units, is correlated to the shift
in λR. The decrease in fwhm corresponds to a decrease
of the imaginary part of the gold dielectric function as
λR is shifted away from interband transitions.10,14,15

Although the results in Figure 6a are for a hypothe-
tical GNR, its aspect ratio (based on dimensions of
the gold part of S-GNR1) is the same as that of GNR5
(see Table 1). The SMSmeasurements for GNR5 (Figure 4b)
produced is λR = 785 nm, which was red-shifted from
the simulated spectra by between 60 and 115 nm
(Figure 4a). Figure 6a shows that awater layer thickness
of sw≈ 3 nm on the bare S-GNR1 results in a red-shift of
λR of≈ 60 nm, and sw > 20 nm results in a red-shift of λR
of ≈ 105 nm. This suggests that a thin layer of water
contamination was present during the measurement
with a minimum thickness of the order of 3 nm using
the water layer geometry shown above (Figure 2). This
value has however to be considered as a very rough
estimate since the wavelength of the longitudinal SPR
of a nanorod is mostly sensitive to the refractive index
of its environment around its tips in the rod axis
direction, that is, along the substrate plane. Although
a nanometer size water layer is expected, the actual
thickness experienced by the rod at its tips can thus
be larger as the water layer is expected to extend on
the substrate plane with a meniscus not accounted
for by the model used here (Figure 2). A more realistic
geometry for the water layer would include different
thickness above the rod and along its main axis direction
together with a more realistic water meniscus shape.
Furthermore, the ligandmolecules bound at the nanopar-
ticle surface may also increase the actual dielectric con-
stant experienced by the rod, an effect not included here.
In contrast to the model used here, the presence

of the substrate has been frequently accounted for
in many single nanoparticle optical studies assuming
that the individual nanoparticles are embedded into an

effective homogeneous environment with its refrac-
tive index, nsur, used as a fitting parameter.14,19 Only a
few theoretical studies have attempted to include the
substrate explicitly in the analysis of single-particle
scattering experiments.31,32 In the homogeneous en-
vironment approximation, nsur, thus incorporates the
influence of the substrate and other surrounding
materials (air, water, or residual solvent and ligand
molecules), with a value that is between the substrate's
index and the index of the surroundings. Although it
constitutes a crude approximation, masking the com-
plexity of the particle environment in the actual single
particle geometry, the effective homogeneous envi-
ronment approximation has been successfully applied
to the investigation of single nanospheres (in contrast
to GNRs, the dielectric environment and size effects of
nanospheres impact independent parameters for the
most part, permitting independent and reliable deter-
mination of nsur and of the particle size from the SMS
optical spectra14,23).
In a second parametric study we examined the

sensitivity of the spectrum to changes in nsur. As
expected, again, the silica-coated rods were much less
sensitive to nsur than the bare rods (Figure 6b). λR
changed by approximately 20 nm for the silica-coated
rod compared to a change of approximately 120 nm for
the bare rod (similar effects are observed for the fwhm)
between air and water. Using this approach (which
accounts for the effect of the substrate by using an
effective homogeneous environment) one has to use
nsur≈ 1.36 to reproduce the λR≈ 785 nmmeasured for
GNR5. Although this is in-between the refractive index
of air and the silica substrate (nsub = 1.46), it does not
mean that a homogeneous surrounding with nsub =
1.36 accounts for only the effect of the substrate. As
shown in Figure 4b for GNR5 a model that explicitly
included the substrate in air was not able to reproduce
the λR ≈ 785 nm SMS measurement for GNR5. This
indicates that environmental contamination (such as a
thin water layer or residual surfactants) must have
affected the SMS measurement.
To further analyze the role of the substrate, we have

investigated the influence of the substrate refractive
index on the SPR characteristics of a silica-coated and
a bare GNR. As expected, the silica-coated GNR was
less influenced by the substrate than the bare GNR
(Figure 6c). λR of the silica-coated GNR red-shifted by
approximately 5 nmwhen changing from no substrate
(nsub = 1.00) to a high index substrate (nsub = 1.60),
whereas it red-shifted by approximately 50 nm for the
bare GNR, from no substrate to a high index substrate.
These quantitative investigations of single particle

spectroscopy on bare or coated nanoparticles stress
the importance of controlling the local nanoparticle
environment. The lower sensitivity of silica-coated
GNRs directly reflects the fact that nanoparticles ex-
perience only their close environment on a distance of

Figure 5. Simulated extinction cross-sections of a silica-
coated GNR (blue lines) and a bare GNR (green lines)
surrounded by air with no substrate (b), surrounded by
water with no substrate (9), deposited on a silica substrate
in air ((), and surrounded by a 20 nm layer of water
deposited on a substrate in air (1; see Figure 2). The gold
dimensions are those of S-GNR1 (Table 1).
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the order of the spatial extent of the local field around
the particle at λR (Figure 3). This field is of the order
of the radius for a sphere,33,34 or of the width for a GNR
(the studied GNRs had widths between approximately

8 and 11 nm).35 The three GNRs in this study were
coated with silica shells of thickness approximately
between 8 and 16 nm resulting in the environment
having little impact on the GNR's local field.

Figure 6. A study of how the surroundings of a silica-coated GNR (left graphs) and a bare GNR (right graphs) affect λR (b) and
fwhm (1).
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CONCLUSIONS

The optical extinction spectra of single bare and
silica-coated gold nanorods were quantitatively mea-
sured around their longitudinal SPR using spatial mod-
ulation spectroscopy, and the results were compared
to those of a numerical model of optical absorption,
taking into account a realistic experimental geometry
and the actual nanoparticle morphology and size
measured by transmission electron microscopy
(extinction is dominated by absorption for the investi-
gated nanorod sizes). The combination of these experi-
mental and theoreticalmethods constitutes a powerful
tool for the detailed interpretation of the optical
properties of single nanoparticles. Excellent agree-
ment between the computed and experimental data,
that is, surface plasmon resonance wavelength and
extinction cross-section amplitude, have been ob-
tained for the silica-coated rods, assuming they are

deposited on a silica layer in air using the TEM mea-
sured rod dimensions as input. Conversely, a similar
analysis with bare rods produced a large deviation of
the computed longitudinal SPR wavelengths as com-
pared to the experimental ones due to their large
sensitivity to their actual environment. Although a
better reproduction of the measurements can be
obtained using a mean homogeneous environment
approximation, which has been successfully applied to
the investigation of single nanospheres, this has been
found to mask the actual complexity of the particle
environment in single particle measurements. Im-
proved agreement with the optical measurements
can also be obtained using a more realistic model
assuming that the single nanoparticles deposited on
the substrate are embedded within a thin water drop,
the latter mimicking the impact of residual solvent,
surfactant molecules, or humidity.
These results stress the difficulty in properly describ-

ing the measured optical response of a metal nano-
particle deposited onto a substrate, a geometry that is
often used in single nanoparticle studies. This problem
can be partly solved embedding the particle into a
dielectric layer (e.g., polymer film14) or dielectric shell
to insulate them from uncontrolled environmental
conditions. The effects of contamination by a water
layer could be avoided by performing single particle
spectroscopic measurements in a vacuum chamber.
The influence of the local environment on the mea-
sured optical properties of single nanoparticles and of
the particle to particle variation is similar to that
encountered in the investigation of the damping of
the acoustic vibration of nanoparticles.36 This stresses
the importance of controlling the local particle envir-
onment in single nanoparticle studies, which is effi-
ciently done with silica-coated particles, particularly
when the particles have complex shapes.

METHODS
Bare and silica-coated gold nanorods (GNRs) were chemically

synthesized as colloidal solutions in an aqueous solvent and
spin coated onto a transmission electronmicroscopy (TEM) grid.
The extinction cross-section spectra of individual GNRs on the
TEM grid were measured using spatial modulation spectros-
copy followed by TEM imaging of the sameGNRs. Finite element
analysis was used to determine a size, shape, and environment
needed to match the observed optical extinction spectrum.

GNR Synthesis. Gold nanorods were synthesized by the seed-
mediated growthmethod in the presence of the cetyltrimethyl-
ammonium bromide (CTAB) surfactant.37 These nanorods
are referred to here as bare GNRs. Silica-coated gold nanorods
(S-GNR) were prepared by functionalization of CTAB-capped
gold nanorods with a thiol-modified poly(ethylene glycol) prior
to TEOS condensation.38 Themean rod aspect ratio, a = l/w, was
around 3.5, with a mean width, w, of about 10 nm and a silica
shell thickness, s, ranging from approximately 8 to 16 nm for the
coated rods. After proper dilution, a drop of the solution
was spin coated onto a 50 μm � 50 μm window TEM grid
covered by a 40 nm thick silica film. The latter provides the

required substrate for depositing isolated nanoparticles while
permitting both optical and electron transmission measure-
ments. Surface deposited individual GNRs separated by more
than 1 μm were obtained, permitting easy optical separation
(Figure 1b).

Optical Characterization. Spatial modulation spectroscopy
(SMS)14,19 was used to measure the extinction cross-section of
individual GNRs (Figure 7). It is based on the modulation of a
particle's spatial position at frequency f, in the focal spot of
a tightly focused laser beam. The presence of a nanoparticle
induces a modulation of the transmitted light power, with an
amplitude proportional to its extinction cross-section σext(λ).
The value of the extinction cross-section σext(λ) of a single
nanoparticle can thus be measured for sizes down to 5 nm in
the case of gold spheres.14 The σext(λ) spectrum was measured
by tuning the wavelength of the light source. For the investi-
gated rods, their longitudinal SPR, that is, for light polarized
along their long axis, showed-up around 800 nm. Spectra were
thus measured using a Ti:sapphire laser tunable in the 680 to
1080 nm spectral range. The laser beam was focused close to
the diffraction limit using a 100� microscope objective with a

Figure 7. The SMS setup showing the laser source injected
into the transmission microscope, which consists of a piezo-
electric element modulating the sample position at fre-
quency f, the x�y scanner, the focusing and collecting
microscope objective, the Si photodiode (PD), the digital
voltmeter, and the lock-in amplifier demodulating the signal.
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numerical aperture of 0.75, yielding a focal spot size of about
0.7λ (full-width at half-maximum of the light intensity profile).
The incident mean power was about 10 μW. The sample
position was modulated at f = 1.5 kHz. The transmitted light
power was collected after the sample by a second microscope
objective identical to the focusing one, and detected by a
photodiode. Demodulation of the transmitted light amplitude
was performed at 2f (by a lock-in amplifier) as it permits more
precise localization of the particle.14 The spatial dependence of
the signal is approximately proportional to the second deriva-
tive in the modulation direction of the beam intensity profile at
the focal spot and directly proportional to the beam profile in
the direction perpendicular to the modulation direction.19

When scanning for the location of a particle, a single nanopar-
ticle shows-up as a main peak surrounded by two satellites of
opposite sign along the modulation direction (in Figure 1c all
the extrema are positive since the absolute value of the
transmission change is shown). Measurements of linearly polar-
ized spectra were conducted by rotating the light polarization
using a quarter-wave plate and a polarizer.

The optical study was performed prior to the TEMmeasure-
ments to avoid any influence of substrate or nanoparticle
modification by the electron beam. The optical measurements
were carried out by detecting the nanoparticle with an SMS
optical image with unpolarized light at 800 nm (which is near
the longitudinal SPR wavelength of the synthesized nanorods).
After locating light responding objects, the sensitivity of the
signal amplitude to light polarizationwas checked to confirm its
possible assignment as a single nanorod (for a single GNR there
is a very large contrast in the extinction for two orthogonal
directions of light polarization around the SPR).13,39 Its spectrum
around the longitudinal SPR was then measured for light
polarization along the long axis of the nanoparticle (i.e., the
direction maximizing the signal amplitude). The spatial coordi-
nates of its location were thus determined for the follow-up TEM
characterization of its geometry and dimensions. TEM images of
the six rods are shown in Figure 1d.

Finite Element Model. A finite elementmodel was built using a
commercially available finite element software, COMSOL Multi-
physics (COMSOL Inc., Burlington, MA), taking into account the
dimensions of GNRs from TEM measurements and a realistic
geometry of the SMS setup that included the TEM grid silica
substrate (Figure 2). The incident electric field, Einc, propagated
in the downward direction (relative to Figure 2) with a polariza-
tion in the left/right direction (along the longitudinal axis of the
nanorod).

Although the experiment consisted of an unbounded do-
main, the computational model had to be artificially truncated
using appropriate boundary conditions in all directions (see
Figure 2a). Ideally boundary conditions such as an absorbing
boundary condition (ABC) and/or a perfectly matched layer
(PML) would be used to minimize the effect of the artificial
boundaries. Initial testing using combined ABC/PMLboundaries
to truncate computational domain produced good results in the
simulations of the electromagnetic wave propagation in a
homogeneous environment, but led to artifacts in simulations
where the substrate was adjacent to the boundary. Perfect
electrical conductor (PEC) boundaries, n � E = 0, and perfect
magnetic conductor (PMC) boundaries, n � H = 0, which
simulate periodic structures when the boundaries are perpen-
dicular to the incident electric andmagnetic fields, respectively,
were used in place of absorbing boundaries. The PEC/PMC
boundaries were placed sufficiently far from the GNR such that
the distance between the periodic GNR structures were large
enough to prevent coupling between them. The PEC and PMC
boundary conditions were used at the boundaries perpendicu-
lar and parallel to the incident electric field polarization, respec-
tively. The top and the bottom boundaries of the model had an
ABC imposed on them using a Sommerfeld radiation
condition.40 The ABC was used so that the boundary appears
transparent to the incident radiation and absorbs the scattered
field. All internal boundaries had tangential E-field continuity
(ensured by the use of vector basis functions41). The dimensions
of the computational domain were chosen so that any further
increase in the domain size did not alter the solution. This

ensured that all the artificial external boundaries did not
introduce artifacts into the model.

The refractive index of the nanorod's silica shell and the
TEM silica substrate were set to a constant value of n = 1.46.42

As usually done for metal nanoparticles, the dielectric function
of the gold part, ε~GNR, was obtained from the bulk one, ε~B,

26 and
corrected for intrinsic size effects. For the sizes investigated
here, the intrinsic properties related to GNR size were included
by modifying the electron scattering rate γD of the conduction
electrons in the Drude term of the gold dielectric function to
take into account additional electron scattering off the nano-
particle's surface.33 For confined electrons it can be written as

ε~GNR ¼ ε~B þ
ω2

p

ω2 þ iωγD0

� ω2
p

ω2 þ iω γD0
þAvF

Leff

� � (1)

where γD0
is the bulk like electron scattering rate in the particle

and vF is the electron Fermi velocity. A is a dimensionless
parameter representing details of the electron interactions with
the confining surface, and Leff is an effective mean free path of
the surface confined electrons. Leff corresponds to the particle
diameter for spherical nanoparticles,33,43,44 while for nonsphe-
rical objects its appropriate dimension dependence remains
an ongoing area of investigation. A simple billiard type model
produced the relationship, Leff = 4V/S, where V is the volume
and S is the surface area of the object.45 Note that Leff varies
weakly for the investigated particles. A different dependence on
their dimensions only leads to different A values when reprodu-
cing the measured spectra.

The surface confinement broadening parameter was as-
sumed to have a constant value of A = 0.5. This reproduced the
longitudinal SPR fwhm of the three silica-coated GNRs to within
1% and the fwhm of the simulated bare rods were 5% to 10%
lower than the measured fwhm. Since this value was used for
nanorods of very similar sizes, the dependency of the fwhm on
the mean free path of the conduction electrons, Leff, was
not tested. In addition, the imaginary part of the bulk gold
dielectric function26 has been suspected of being inaccurate
in the spectral range used in the experiments,15 complicating
the quantitative estimation of A from measured spectra. Though
the assumedA value is consistentwith aprevious investigation,46 a
more reliable determination requires investigation of the fwhm as
a function of the nanorod dimensions46 in a controlled environ-
ment, which would reduce chemical damping effects due to
surface boundmolecules, as was recently done for nanospheres.43

Meshing was performed with tetrahedral elements used
with quadrilateral vector basis functions.41 The resulting mesh
had approximately 370 000 to 540 000 elements, resulting in
approximately 2�4 million degrees of freedom. After computa-
tion of the electromagnetic field, the absorption cross-section
σabs of a nanorod was obtained by integrating the absorbed
power density over the volume V of its gold part divided by the
incident light intensity:

σabs(ω) ¼ 2

cε0jEincj2
Z
V

Rfσ(ω)E 3 E� � iωE 3D�g dV (2)

where E and D are the electric and displacement field at the
frequencyω, respectively, and σ=ωI {ε~GNR} is the conductivity
of the gold nanorod. The R {} and I {} operators produce the
real and imaginary components of the complex integrand,
respectively. The scattering cross-section σsca was calculated
from the outgoing electromagnetic energy flux over a surface S
surrounding the gold nanorod:

σsca(ω) ¼ 2

cε0jEincj2
I
S

RfEsca �H
�
scag dS (3)

where Esca and Hsca are the scattered electric and magnetic
fields at the frequency ω, respectively.

The extinction cross-section σext was then obtained as
the sum of absorption and scattering: σext = σabs þ σsca. For
the small-size bare or silica-coated nanorods investigated here,
absorption dominates over scattering (simulations showed
that σsca(λR)/σabs(λR) < 0.01) so that σext = σabs was assumed.
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The effect of light reflected by the TEMgrid substrate during the
SMS measurements of σext was removed by a normalizing
against a transmission measurement through a section of the
substrate where no GNRs were present. Since the computa-
tional model calculated σabs which was assumed to be equal to
σext, incident light reflected by the silica substrate had no effect
on the theoretical σext calculation.
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