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T
he controlled on-surface formation of
intricate π-electron systems may ulti-
mately overcome the limits of the

conventional synthesis, which often faces
severe problems if large, fragile, or insoluble
molecules are to be prepared in solution
and subsequently deposited on a solid sub-
strate. Central to such efforts are complex

carbon-rich molecules or materials, whose
bottom-up synthesis at the nanoscale repre-
sents a great challenge today. Molecular
architectures featuringπ-conjugation are ex-
pected to mediate efficient charge transfer,
and therefore, they are particularly attractive
for future molecular electronics applications.
Since the discovery of graphene, significant
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ABSTRACT

Surface-assisted cyclodehydrogenation and dehydrogenative polymerization of polycyclic (hetero)aromatic hydrocarbons (PAH) are among the most

important strategies for bottom-up assembly of new nanostructures from their molecular building blocks. Although diverse compounds have been formed

in recent years using this methodology, a limited knowledge on the molecular machinery operating at the nanoscale has prevented a rational control of the

reaction outcome. We show that the strength of the PAH�substrate interaction rules the competitive reaction pathways (cyclodehydrogenation versus

dehydrogenative polymerization). By controlling the diffusion of N-heteroaromatic precursors, the on-surface dehydrogenation can lead to monomolecular

triazafullerenes and diazahexabenzocoronenes (N-doped nanographene), to N-doped oligomeric or polymeric networks, or to carbonaceous monolayers.

Governing the on-surface dehydrogenation process is a step forward toward the tailored fabrication of molecular 2D nanoarchitectures distinct from

graphene and exhibiting new properties of fundamental and technological interest.

KEYWORDS: surface-assisted dehydrogenation . N-doped nanographene . heteroaromatic polymer . STM . surface diffusion .
bottom-up assembling
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progress has been made in the top-down approach
to its etched or carved fragments.1 In contrast, on-
surface synthesis appears as a key molecular mechan-
ism for controlling bottom-up assembling of new
nanostructures.2 Although this synthetic route is still
in its embryonic state, the first breakthroughs have
already been reported. Thus, (hetero)fullerenes,3,4

nanographenes,5 graphene nanoribbons,6 polyaro-
matic domes,7 aromatic oligomers/polymers, or 2D archi-
tectures from suitable precursors have already been
achieved. Therefore, upon combining unconventional
synthesis issues with a practical methodology, highly
attractive π-electron systems on a metal,3�12 semicon-
ductor, or insulator13 surface could be available.
The bottom-up approach to new functional nano-

structures and two-dimensional (2D) materials should
retain the key features of a traditional synthesis but
also employ specific phenomena such as on-surface
self-assembly and on-surface reactivity of individual
molecular components to be covalently intercon-
nected under the outmost control of the reaction
outcome. This is particularly important when doping
is required to modify the electronic properties of 2D
materials, such as graphene. Substitutional doping is a
powerful way of tailoring the material properties, and
the use of heteroaromatic precursors permits an easy
and rational control of the doping in the final reaction
outcome.14

The emerging on-surface covalent coupling
methodology2,6,8�13,15�23 employs so far a limited
portfolio of useful carbon�carbon bond-forming

reactions: cyclodehydrogenation (analogous to the
Scholl reaction), dehydrogenative oligomerization20

or polymerization,22 radical dimerization24 (analogous to
the Ullmann coupling), carbene dimerization,22 and aryl
halide�alkyne coupling23 (analogous to the Sonogashira
reaction). Among these reactions, cyclodehydrogenation
(intramolecular oxidative C�C coupling) and dehydro-
genative oligo- or polymerization (intermolecular oxida-
tive C�C coupling) are especially attractive. The
processes formally correspond to C�H activation of both
precursors followed by their (cross)coupling.2 In particu-
lar, the mechanism of cyclodehydrogenation of a poly-
aromatic precursor and the role of themetal surfacewere
studied experimentally and theoretically in detail for the
specific case of Cu(111):5 cyclodehydrogenation was
used to form nanographene following a rational metho-
dology. Within this general frame of coupling reactions
bydehydrogenation,we showhereafter that the strength
of the surface�adsorbate interaction can promote or
restrain diffusion of the precursors and hence control the
formation of new tailored nanostructures with different
dimensionality (see Figure 1).
Significant progress in this area has been enabled by

ultrahigh-vacuum scanning tunneling microscopy
(UHV STM), which is a suitable technique for imaging
nano-objects with ultimately intramolecular resolution.
In this work we combine advanced in situ surface
characterization techniques as STM, near-edge X-ray
adsorption fine structure (NEXAFS), and high-resolution
X-ray photoemission spectroscopy (XPS)with theoretical
ab initio calculations including van der Waals (vdW)

Figure 1. Heteroaromatic precursors 1 and 4 subjected to controlled on-surface dehydrogenation. 1 and 4 may form
nitrogen-doped triazafullerene 2 or 2,5-diazahexabenzocoronene 5 (both through intramolecular cyclodehydrogenation) or
branched and cross-linked 2D polyaromatic architectures 3 or 6 (both through intermolecular dehydrogenative polymer-
ization accompanied by intramolecular cyclodehydrogenation). Nitrogen atoms are highlighted as blue balls; 3 and 6
represent only conjectural structures.
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forces to yield a complete understanding of the self-
assembling of molecular precursors on surfaces. Herein,
by merging information from these techniques and
using different single-crystal metal substrates, we de-
monstrate an unprecedented diffusion control over
competitive intramolecular and intermolecular dehydro-
genative processes, called cyclodehydrogenation and
dehydrogenative polymerization, respectively, which
determine the structure of the product. By following this
procedure, we were able to efficiently prepare N-doped
fullerene, nanographene, polyaromatic networks, carbo-
naceous overlayers, or graphene (Figure 1).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Design of the Model Precursors 1 and 4. In order to study
the substrate-controlled competition of on-surface
cyclodehydrogenation versus dehydrogenative polym-
erization, we have chosen two heteroaromatic precur-
sors, 1 and 4 (Figure 1). The 3-fold symmetric clover-
shaped and nearly flat crushed-fullerene precursor 1
(C57H33N3)

26 was already shown to undergo cyclode-
hydrogenation on single-crystal platinum surfaces,
yielding triazafullerene 2 (C57N3) by removing 33 H
atoms.3 The easily accessible27 pyridyl-substituted
dibenzo[5]helicene 4 (C40H24N2; for its synthesis, see
Supporting Information) adopts a nonplanar helical
conformation that increases its solubility and facilitates
its sublimation due to a limited π�π stacking. Since
precursor 4 can undergo full planarization through on-
surface cyclodehydrogenation by removing 8 H atoms,
2,5-diazahexabenzocoronene 5 (C40H16N2) can be ob-
tained. Normally, polyaromatic precursors undergo
cyclodehydrogenation rather than dehydrogenative
polymerization whenever possible due to entropic
and steric factors (the loss of hydrogen is expected to
occur preferentially at sterically congested sites).28

However, we propose that under certain reaction
conditions the on-surface dehydrogenative polymeri-
zation of 1 or 4 can compete with cyclodehydrogena-
tion or even overwhelm it. In this scenario branched
and curled nanoribbons or 2D cross-linked polyaro-
matic network 3 or 6 can be formed on ametal surface.

Cyclodehydrogenation of 1 and 4 on the Pt(111) Surface. We
deposited precursors 1 and 4 under UHV conditions on
the highly interacting single-crystal Pt(111) surface
at room temperature (RT) (Figure 2). At low coverage
(ca. 0.3ML), the STM images show individualmolecules
of 1 (Figure 2a) and 4 (Figure 2c) scattered over the
surface with no preferential adsorption at the step
edges. This indicates that both precursors are well
anchored to their adsorption sites and, accordingly,
their diffusion is substantially restricted. However, the
molecule�substrate interaction is not strong enough
to disrupt the molecular structure.29 Our calculations
reproduce this experimental observation. We have
found by density functional theory (DFT) that the
precursor 4 adsorbs 0.31 nm above the surface by

electrostatic interactions derived from vdW forces with
a binding energy of 1.5 eV per molecule, which is high
enough to prevent its diffusion. Moreover, the electro-
static nature of this interaction, and therefore the
absence of covalent bonding, does not modify the
structure of the molecule as we experimentally ob-
serve. We clearly distinguish in the STM images the
shape of individual molecules and resolve the submo-
lecular structure of 1 (in agreement with previous
studies;7 Figure 2a, inset) and 4 (Figure 2c, inset).3,29

Upon annealing 1 and 4 on Pt(111) at about 720 K,
they both change their shape, size, and intramolecular
structure (Figure 2b and d). In the case of 1, its shape
converts from triangular to spherical (2) (Figure 2b).
The transformation of 1 to triazafullerene 2 is accom-
panied by significant morphological changes: the
width decreases from 2.2 nm to 1.2 nm and the
apparent height increases from 0.20 nm to 0.45 nm
(Figure 2b). These observations are in agreement with
related studies on fullerene nanostructures deposited
on similarly reactive surfaces.30 The cyclodehydro-
genation of 1 into 2 has been widely described by
Otero et al.3 In this work, XPS spectra showed that the
nanostructures observed by STM in Figure 2b aremade
of N and C atomic species with their expected stoicho-
metric ratio for the triazafullerene 2.

Concerning the precursor 4, its four-protrusion
internal structure disappears upon annealing and
rounded features are imaged with the STM (Figure 2d).
The lateral size (diameter) changes from1.7 nm to 1.4 nm

Figure 2. Dehydrogenation of 1 and 4 on the Pt(111) single-
crystal surface. UHVSTM imagesof ca. 0.3MLof precursor 1 (a,
30� 30nm2, inset 4� 4nm2,Vsubstrate =þ0.5V) andprecursor
4 (c, 30 � 30 nm2, inset 4 � 4 nm2, Vsubstrate = þ2.0 V)
deposited on Pt(111) at room temperature show individual
molecules with intramolecular structure corresponding to
molecular orbitals. After annealing at 720 K, the cyclodehy-
drogenation process occurs and 1 is transformed into the
spherical triazafullerene 2 (b, 30 � 30 nm2, inset 4 � 4 nm2,
Vsubstrate = þ0.5 V) and 4 is transformed into the flat 2,5-
diazahexabenzocoronene 5 (d, 30� 30 nm2, inset 4� 4 nm2,
Vsubstrate = þ2.0 V).
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and the apparent height from 0.28 nm to 0.23 nm. These
newly formed nanostructures feature a loss of the
intramolecular resolution, indicating the formation of
N-doped nanographenes 5. This agrees with previous
studies on forming and imaging hexabenzocoronene
structures on surfaces,7,31,32 our own spectroscopic anal-
ysis (Figure S5 in the Supporting Information), and the
STM image simulation, which demonstrates that STM
images of 5 do not show any intramolecular resolution
(see Figure S9 in the Supporting Information). Moreover,
similarly to the case of 2, XPS spectra show that the
nanostructuresobservedbySTM inFigure 2daremadeof
N and C atomic species with their expected molecular
stoichiometric ratio for 5.

Curiously, the lateral size estimated by the STM of
the pristinemolecule decreases as it cyclodehydrogen-
ates and forms N-doped nanographene even though
the real width of the molecule does not change
remarkably (see Figure 1). The spatial delocalization
of the molecular orbitals involved in the tunnel current
of the two species is very different. The loss of localized
electronic states when going from 4 to 5 results in a
width reduction of about 20%.

To obtain further insights into the reaction mecha-
nism, we analyze the intramolecular cyclodehydro-
genation of 4 on Pt(111) by means of large-scale ab

initio simulations accounting for all molecule�surface
interactions including vdW forces in a DFT framework
within a local density exchange�correlation parame-
trization (see Supporting Information). This treatment
is not restricted to the ground state of the isolated
species, but gives detailed insights into intramolecular
C�C coupling by explicitly computing reaction barriers
to explain the formation of N-doped nanographenes
from the heteroaromatic precursor. As a starting point
we compute 4 adsorbed on the Pt(111) surface (top
and side views sketched in the top panel, step 1, of
Figure 3), obtaining a minimum energy structure by
locating the precursor at a perpendicular distance of
0.31 nm above the substrate. From this point, and in
order to establish a reliable reaction pathway toward
the formation of N-doped nanographene 5 from 4 by a
cascade of cyclodehydrogenations (sketched in the
top panel of Figure 3), we fully optimize the structure
of each intermediate on Pt(111), calculating accord-
ingly the energy barriers by means of the nudged
elastic band algorithm.33 On the basis of the C�Hbond
dissociation propensity (see Supporting Information),
we could identify the “weakest” C�H bonds in the
molecule, while the rest remain unaffected.5 Thus, a
complete reaction scenario can be described as a
repetitive sequence of consecutive processes: (i) the
thermally induced kinetically controlled removal of a
“preselected” hydrogen atom to form a reactive aryl
radical (energy barrier of ca. 1.5 eV), (ii) the rotation of
the respective aromatic ring with a dangling bond
toward another proximal “preselected” C�H bond,

(iii) the final removal of the second hydrogen atom,
and (iv) the radical aromatic addition to create a new
C�C bond (energy barrier of 1.4�1.6 eV). With these
elementary mechanisms repeated up to four times to
complete the formation of four C�C bonds, the full
reaction pathway (depicted in Figure 3) exhibits a net
energy gain of 2.48 eV in favor of the final N-doped
nanographene reaction product.

Dehydrogenation of 1 and 4 on the Au(111) Surface. In-
triguingly, we obtained an entirely different picturewhen
changing the platinum substrate to gold (Figure 4). In
contrast to Pt(111), the Au(111) single-crystal surface is
known to interact weakly with adsorbed aromatics and,
accordingly, it is considered to be inert toward some
catalytic reactions.34 Indeed, after thedepositionof about
0.4 ML of 1 or 4 on the Au(111) surface at room
temperature nomolecules are seen by STMbecause they
diffuse faster than the scanning speed (Figure 4a and c,
respectively). The presence of 1 and 4 in its molecular
form on the surface was corroborated by XPS (see
Supporting Information).

Figure 3. Computed reaction pathway diagram for the cyclo-
dehydrogenation of 4 to 5 on Pt(111) based on
ab initio calculations. The reaction proceeds via seven meta-
stable intermediates (2�8). All energies (in eV) are referred to
the final N-doped nanographene reaction product (step 9).
Energy barriers (in eV) are shown for each elementary step.
Images of themost representativemetastable states (1, 5, 7, 9)
along the surface-assisted cyclodehydrogenation process are
also depicted (top panels). A chemical structure diagram is
included (bottom panel) to visually illustrate the different
dehydrogenation steps (highlighted in red) and the subse-
quent C�C bond formations (highlighted in blue).
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However, upon annealing 1 and 4 to 700 K, we ob-
serve the formation of 2D polymeric cross-linked net-
works 3 and 6 (Figure 4b and d, respectively). The highly
diffusing precursors 1 and 4 partially cyclodehydrogen-
ate and dehydrogenate, meet other diffusing (and also
dehydrogenated) adsorbed precursors, and covalently
bind together. After a few molecules merge via dehy-
drogenative oligomerization, the diffusion of such na-
noclusters diminishes. Once thesemolecular seeds fix on
the gold surface, a random network of branched mol-
ecules forms since polymerization does not follow any
preferential crystallographic direction. In some sections
of the network, we can distinguish a triangular or round
topology in their constituent units resembling that of
the original precursor 1 and 4, respectively. Indeed, in
Figure 4b a few brighter molecules are seen inside the
branches, which are related to both partially and/or
completely cyclodehydrogenated triazafullerenes.

Figures 2 and 4 demonstrate that surface diffusion is
the key mechanism driving cyclodehydrogenation and
dehydrogenative polymerization of the same molecular
precursor (1 and 4) either to the formation of individual
nano-objects (2 and5) or to extendednetworks (3 and6)
as schematically represented in Figure 1. The interplay
between molecule�surface and molecule�molecule
interactions causes the reaction to move toward either
the left or the right in Figure 1.

The degree of polymerization of the precursors 1
and 4 and, accordingly, the structure as well as dimen-
sionality of the formed nano-objects depend on the
annealing temperature and surface coverage. Indeed,
on depositing a lower coverage of 1 (0.1 ML) on

Au(111) and annealing to a lower temperature (540 K),
small oligomeric clusters 3 become visible by UHV STM
as they anchor to the surface at the elbows of the
herringbone reconstruction (Figure 5a and b) or at the
step edges. High-resolution STM images show that the
oligomeric clusters 3 consist of a few covalently bound
subunits, some of which retain the triangular shape and
molecular orbitals of precursor 1 (Figure 5b), meaning
that only partial (cyclo)dehydrogenation of1 tookplace,
which leads to oligomerization rather than folding.
These nanoclusters 3 are weakly bound to the surface
since they can be easily moved by the STM tip (see
Supporting Information). Interestingly, we have ob-
served that low coverage promotes the formation of
small oligomers, whereas coverage close to single
layer leads to the formation of polymeric chains and
networks.

Upon increasing the activation temperature to
600 K, polymeric chains topologically similar to those
presented in Figure 4b and d are formed (Figure 5c,d).
However, in a few cases we can still distinguish the
intramolecular structure of the original precursor 1, as
indicated by thewhite triangle in Figure 5d. This shows

Figure 4. Dehydrogenative polymerization/cyclodehydro-
genation of 1 and 4 on the single-crystal Au(111) surface.
UHV STM images of ca. 0.4ML of precursor 1 (a, 30� 30 nm2,
Vsubstrate =þ0.5 V) andprecursor 4 (c, 30� 30nm2,Vsubstrate =
þ2.0 V) deposited on Au(111) at room temperature do not
show individual molecules. After annealing 1 and 4 at 700 K,
the dehydrogenative polymerization/cyclodehydrogenation
processes occur and 1 is transformed into the 2D polyaro-
matic network 3 (b, 40 � 40 nm2 Vsubstrate = þ0.75 V), and
similarly 4 to 6 (d, 40 � 40 nm2, Vsubstrate = þ2.0 V).

Figure 5. (Cyclo)dehydrogenation of 1 to form new nano-
architectureswithdifferent dimensionality. STM images of 1
deposited on Au(111) at different temperatures and cover-
age. (a) 0.1 ML at 540 K (30 � 30 nm2). Small oligomeric
clusters nucleate at the corner of the surface reconstruction
(formation of 0D nanostructures). (b) Zoom-in of one nano-
aggregate (8.5 � 17.2 nm2). The triangular topology that
characterizes 1 can be clearly distinguished (white triangle),
indicating partial dehydrogenation. (c) 0.3ML at 600 K (30�
30 nm2). The formation of a linear polymeric network made
up of individual molecules indicates a 2D cross-linking of
the deposited precursor. (d) Detail of one of the branches of
the polymer, where thewhite triangle indicates the smallest
building block (8.5 � 17.2 nm2). (e) 1 ML at 900 K (40 �
40 nm2). A N-doped carbon 2D membrane is formed with a
series of interlinked partially folded structures. (f) Individual
heterofullerenes are observed embedded into the layer in
some areas of the image (3� 3 nm2). The presence of N in all
these nanoarchitectures was confirmed by XPS. Typical bias
and tunnel current were 750 mV and 0.1 nA, respectively.
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that cyclodehydrogenation is not complete at this
temperature (see Supporting Information). A few
brighter spots are visible in Figure 5c and d. These
particular precursors undergo cyclodehydrogenation
to a higher degree than the others, and open-cage
and/or closed triazafullerenes with a higher apparent
height are formed.

In order to favor the dehydrogenation processes
and form a complete 2D N-doped carbon monolayer,
we increase the coverage to 1 ML and the tempera-
ture of the substrate to 900 K. Then, all triangular-
shaped substructures disappear and a dense mem-
brane-like structure is formed (Figure 5e). Evidently,
an extensive dehydrogenative polymerization took
place as a consequence of the high coverage and, at
the same time, cyclodehydrogenation proceeded to
a higher degree than at 600 K since folded substruc-
tures, up to the completely closed triazafullerene 2,
could be identified within the layer (Figure 5f). Thus,
the layer morphology is not fully flat but bumped.
The origin of the height roughness is twofold. On one
hand, we have to keep in mind that N atoms are
included in the layer and the local density of states at
the N sites can be much higher. Second, 1 includes
both pentagons and hexagons and, therefore, the
precursor should (partially) fold upon (partial) cyclo-
dehydrogenation. As mentioned above, the trian-
gular features are not visible at this temperature,
indicating both an almost complete removal of H
atoms and an intramolecular recombination process
(see Supporting Information).

Phase Diagrams of Dehydrogenation of 4 Mediated by
Pt(111), Cu(110), Cu(111), and Au(111) Surfaces. To provide a
comprehensive view on the role of the adsorbate�
surface interaction and annealing temperature in
(cyclo)dehydrogenation of (hetero)aromatic precur-
sors, we constructed a phase diagram for the dehy-
drogenation of 4 on various single-crystal surfaces by
analyzing dozens of STM images (Figure 6). Within a
temperature range of 300�825 K intriguing differ-
ences emerged in the behavior of the Pt(111) versus
Cu(110), Cu(111), and Au(111), which were manifested
by different phase-transition temperatures and struc-
tures of dehydrogenation products.

In the case of Pt(111), where 4 showed no diffusion,
two phase transitions can be seen: a conversion of the
precursor 4 to diazahexabenzocoronene 5 at a threshold
temperature of 580 K (indicated by a narrow transient
region between the light green and dark green zones in
Figure 6a, column 1) and a transition from the latter to the
N-doped graphene layer at 850 K (not shown in the
figure).

In sharp contrast to that, 4 diffuses on the coinage
metals at RT, hence favoring the conversion of 4 to the
polymeric cross-linked networks 6 at the threshold
temperature of 550 K for Cu(110), 610 K for Cu(111),
and 675 K for Au(111) (Figure 6a, columns 2�4). The

second phase transition results in the growth of an
N-doped graphene layer,14,35 as supported by the N1s-
XPS (see Supporting Information). The determined
threshold temperatures for this N-graphene phase
are 665 K for Cu(110) and 775 K for Cu(111)
(Figure 6a, columns 2 and 3). We have not observed
the formation of N-doped graphene on Au(111) below
the upper limit of 825 K (Figure 6a, column 4).

For the coinage metals, the transient regions are
about 50 K broad (indicated by a color gradient
between the light blue/blue zones or blue/dark blue
zones in Figure 6a, columns 2�4). The substrate-
dependent transformation of 4 supports the concept
of metal catalysis in on-surface dehydrogenation
processes. The (110) face of Cu is themost catalytically
active in transforming the precursor 4 to N-doped
graphene. Actually, the (110) face exhibits close-
packed rows of the Cu atoms, which aremore reactive
and, therefore, dehydrogenation and graphenization
reactions are boosted here. Annealing the precursor 1
on different surfaces leads to similar results with
moderate differences in transition temperatures of
individual phases.

We characterize each phase transition of 4 on
copper and gold with NEXAFS recorded at the C
K-edge. Upon the deposition and below the first
transition temperature, 4 diffuses on copper and
gold surfaces, and therefore, molecular resolution
cannot be achieved with the STM at RT (Figure 6a,
light blue zone in columns 2�4). However, the
intense π* contributions from both the P-polarized
beam (the electric field of the X-ray beam was
perpendicular to the surface, black curve) and the
S-polarized beam (the electric field was parallel to
the surface, red curve) in the NEXAFS C K-edge
spectrum evidence the presence of 4 on the surface
(Figure 6b and Supporting Information). The lack of a
complete dichroism of the π* feature between S- and
P-polarized spectra indicates that the molecular
adsorbates preserve their natural three-dimensional
helical structure upon adsorption when diffusing on
the surface (see the model of 4, Figure 1). In fact, it
has to be noticed that the profile of the π* contribu-
tion is slightly different in the two polarizations. This
excludes that the limited dichroism depends solely
on a possible tilt of the molecule with respect to the
surface and suggests that it is due to the contribution
of the differently oriented regions of the contorted
pristine molecule. Moreover, we observe the same
situation on the Cu(111) surface, which excludes that
we have here some important effects induced by a
particular azimuthal orientation of the molecules, dri-
ven by the 2-fold symmetry of the substrate.

After annealing above the threshold temperatures,
when the polymeric networks 6 form (Figure 6a, the
blue zone in columns 2�4), we observe a strong
dichroism of the π* contribution of the NEXAFS C
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K-edge spectrum for both S- and P-polarizations
(Figure 6c). This result indicates that the molecular
adsorbates flatten as a result of dehydrogenation (see
6, Figure 1). Furthermore, the peak at 284.8 eV
(corresponding to the C1s transition of the aromatic rings
to the π* unoccupied states in the P-polarized spectrum)
becomes significantly broader than that of the diffusing
molecules 4 (Figure 6b). A similar spectrumwas recorded
after the formation of theN-doped graphene layer above
the second threshold temperatures (Figure 6d, dark blue
zone in columns 2 and 3). The shape and the position of
the peaks are consistent with that of graphene,14,36 while
the broadening of the π* feature upon annealing in
relation to that reported for free-standing graphene is
due to the flake edges, inclusion of N atoms in the mesh,
and possible hybridization with the surface.

CONCLUSIONS

The adsorbate�surface interaction plays a key role in
tailoring theoutcomeof theon-surfacedehydrogenation
of suitable (hetero)aromatic precursors. Under tempera-
ture and substrate control, cyclodehydrogenation and

dehydrogenative polymerization compete to govern the
on-surface reaction in favor of either individualmolecular
objects (when their initial diffusion is minimized) or
polymeric networks (when diffusion is enhanced). We
have found that either (i) a strong coupling of hetero-
aromatic precursors with the Pt(111) surface blocks the
diffusion of molecules and, accordingly, thermally in-
duced intramolecular cyclodehydrogenation dominates
or, in contrast, (ii) a weak coupling of heteroaromatic
precursors with the Au(111), Cu(110), or Cu(111) surface
allows the diffusion of molecules and, therefore, inter-
molecular dehydrogenative polymerization takes place
(along with cyclodehydrogenation). Thus, by using the
sameheteroaromaticprecursor,wecan steer the reaction
toward the formation of individual molecular nanostruc-
tures or complex heteroaromatic networks. Importantly,
wedemonstrated a straightforwardbottom-up approach
to nanoscale carbon-rich heteroarchitectures such as
azafullerene, azananographene, N-doped polymeric net-
works, and N-doped carbonaceous overlayers or gra-
phene, which are not accessible by standard tools of
chemical synthesis.

METHODS
The experiments were carried out in situ in a UHV chamber

with a base pressure of 1 � 10�10 mbar. The substrates were

carefully cleaned with repeated Arþ sputtering and annealing
cycles (1150 K for Pt(111), 870 K for Cu(110) and for Cu(111), and
800 K for Au(111)) under UHV conditions. In the case of Pt(111)

Figure 6. Phase diagrams, STM images, and NEXAFS spectra of the different nanostructures formed by surface-assisted
(cyclo)dehydrogenation of 4 on four different single-crystal surfaces, namely, Pt(111), Cu(110), Cu(111), and Au(111), in the
range between room temperature and 825 K. (a) The different colors indicate different nanoarchitectures. Column 1 shows 4
deposited on Pt(111) (light green zone), which undergoes one phase transition upon annealing to form azahexabenzocor-
onene 5 (dark green zone). The insets show the STM images of 4 and, after annealing, 5 (4 � 4 nm2; Vsubstrate = þ2 V). The
N-doped graphene grown at 850 K is not shown in column 1. The diffusion of 4 on Cu(110), Cu(111), and Au(111) is indicated
by the light blue region in columns 2�4. Upon annealing, after the first transition temperature, the polymeric structure 6 is
formed (blue zone in columns 2�4) and, at higher temperature, a N-doped graphene layer (dark blue zone in columns 2 and
3). (b) The light blue zone refers to the freely diffusing molecules 4 (30� 30 nm2; Vsubstrate =�2 V). (c) The blue zone refers to
the polymeric chains 6 (30 � 30 nm2; Vsubstrate = þ2 V). (d) The dark blue zone refers to the N-doped graphene phase (30 �
30 nm2; Vsubstrate = þ2 V). Next to the STM images b�d, the corresponding C K-edge NEXAFS spectra are presented.
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two extra annealing cycles under an oxygen atmosphere (1 �
10�7 mbar) were performed. The molecules were deposited
from a homemade Ta crucible on the clean surfaces (Tevap of 1:
675 K; Tevap of 4: 570 K), whose temperature wasmonitoredwith
a type-K thermocouple spot-welded to the Ta. The pressure
during evaporation never exceeded 5 � 10�10 mbar. The STM
images were recorded in a room-temperature STM in constant
current mode. The WSxM program37 was used for data acquisi-
tion and analysis. NEXAFS spectra weremeasured in theMAX-IV
laboratory (Lund, Sweden) using beamline D1011 with linearly
polarized light and a photon energy resolution of 80 meV. The
sample was held at room temperature, and spectra were
recorded by changing the photon incidence angle (P-polariza-
tion = 20� and S-polarization = 90�).
For ab initio atomistic simulations of 4 on Pt(111), DFT was

used effectively, combining the localized-basis-set and plane-
wave schemes as implemented in the Fireball38 and PwScf39

simulation packages, respectively, accounting for van derWaals
corrections in a perturbative framework.40 We used the PW91
exchange�correlationparametrizations todescribe theXCeffects41

and norm-conserving scalar-relativistic pseudopotentials42 to
model the ion�electron interaction. The Pt(111) surface was
modeled in a repeated slab geometry: a slab of four Pt(111)
layers and a distance ∼25 Å in vacuum, with full periodic
boundary conditions representing an infinite Pt(111) surface.
Each layer contained 64 Pt atoms, and the size of the unit cell in
the direction parallel to the surface was 22.5� 22.5 Å2. To define
the equilibrium geometries and energies of the different inter-
mediate states of the reaction, we performed full geometry
optimizations (only the two bottom Pt layers were kept fixed).
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