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ABSTRACT: Trioctyl-functionalized triazatriangulenium
(trioctyl-TATA) deposited on Au(111) and Ag(111)
surfaces by electrospray ionization was investigated using
low-temperature scanning tunneling microscopy. The
molecule surprisingly adsorbs with gauche rather than
anti conformations of the octyl groups. We observed chiral
amplification in the islands. Only one of the eight possible
configurations of the octyl groups was found in homochiral
hexagonal networks. Quantum-chemical calculations con-
firmed and explained the preference for the gauche
conformations of adsorbed trioctyl-TATA.

Alkanes andmolecules with alkyl chains are the basic building
blocks of lipids, surfactants, and liquid crystals. The

crystallinity of these materials in bulk form is limited by the
large number of possible conformations. In the gas phase, the anti
conformation of alkanes is usually more stable than the gauche
conformation.1 For pentane and larger n-alkanes at room
temperature, however, instead of the all-anti-configured alkane
chain (anti form), structures that include one or more gauche
conformations are the predominant species because they are
more probable for statistical reasons.2,3 Even near 0 K, long
alkane chains (>17 C atoms) are not in the anti form. The global
minimum is a chain with four gauche conformations that fold the
alkane into a hairpin shape. The structure is stabilized by the
dispersion self-interaction of the two anti-configured ends.4

Similarly, on surfaces, conformations of alkane chains that
maximize intermolecular dispersion interactions and thus
promote crystallization are selected. A number of reports on
alkyl substituents5 and alkane chains6 in ultrathin layers have
shown that adjacent alkyl chains align parallel to each other and
the surface. In these layers, the anti form is preferred, leading to
close-packed lamellar structures. The zigzag orientation reduces
the steric hindrance betweenH atoms of themethylene groups in
adjacent chains andmaximizes van derWaals contact. Indications
of first-layer molecules in the energetically less favorable gauche
conformation are scarce. While vibrational spectroscopy
suggested that they may occur as defects in layers of molecules
in an anti form,7 imaging of ordered networks with gauche
conformations was not feasible.8 However, gauche conforma-
tions in multilayers have been observed by vibrational spectros-
copy7,9,10 and surface scattering methods.8,11 Alkyl-substituted
achiral molecules may form chiral domains at solid−liquid
interfaces5a,h,i,12 and under ambient conditions.5b,6a,8

At ambient temperatures, molecular mobility occurs on Au
and Ag surfaces. As a result, scanning tunneling microscopy
(STM) often resolves only compact molecular patterns. To get
further insight into the adsorption geometry of alkyl chains on
surfaces, low-temperature STM measurements in an ultrahigh
vacuum (UHV) environment are needed. Because of the low
thermal stability of molecules with long alkyl chains, standard
sublimation methods for UHV preparation are not feasible. The
majority of the crystalline ultrathin films of pure alkanes,6a−d,13

alkyl chains with functional groups (e.g., alcohols,5d,6a,14,15

acids,6a halides,14,16 thiols,17 and nitriles14), and alkyl-function-
alized molecules5b−i,18 have therefore been prepared and
analyzed at liquid−solid interfaces. Vacuum-deposited structures
on surfaces are scarce.7,8,19

To circumvent the problem of low thermal stability, we used a
home-built electrospray ion source20 to deposit octyl-function-
alized triazatriangulenium21 (trioctyl-TATA; Figure 1c) in UHV.
STM imaging was performed on Au(111) in situ at ∼5 K. In the
gas phase, the anti form of the octyl chains is most favorable
according to density functional theory (DFT) (Figure 1a,b).
Surprisingly, we observed that the molecules adsorb in the
gauche form (at least one gauche conformation in each octyl
chain; Figure 1c). The exocyclic bond between C1 and C2 in the
octyl chain cannot lie parallel to the ring plane as in the case of
trioctylamine (TOA),22 as steric hindrance between the C2
protons and the H atom of the neighboring benzene ring forces it
to point upward. As a result, the octyl chains grow away from the
molecular plane (cf. Figure 1a,b), and their interaction with the
surface is weak. To regain contact with the surface, a gauche
conformation within the octyl chain is needed, giving rise to a
bent geometry. Thus, molecules are either C3-symmetric (all
octyl groups oriented clockwise or anticlockwise) or C1-
symmetric (one octyl group oriented differently from the
others). Hence, the molecules become chiral on the surface. At
higher coverages, homochiral hexagonal islands were observed;
their cores contained only C3-symmetric molecules, whereas
molecules at their perimeters could also be C1-symmetric. This
molecular arrangement is attributed to more favorable steric
interactions in enantiopure islands. We made closely related
observations for trioctyl-TATA networks on Ag(111).
Au(111) and Ag(111) substrates were cleaned by Ar+

sputtering and annealing. Trioctyl-TATA (as its BF4
− salt) was
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dissolved in methanol (∼10−6 M) and sprayed onto the substrate
in positive-ion mode at ∼5.1 kV at room temperature in UHV.
While the cation of trioctyl-TATA was deposited, the molecules
may be neutralized immediately during adsorption onto the
metal substrate.
First, an isolated trioctyl-TATA molecule on Au(111) is

addressed (Figure 1d). The threefold-symmetric TATA core and
the three anchoring octyl groups are clearly discernible and can
be compared with the optimized geometry obtained using DFT
as discussed below (Figure 1c). TATA is adsorbed parallel to the
substrate, as at solid−liquid interfaces.18,23 The octyl groups
appear as arcs, indicating that at least one methylene group is
adsorbed with a gauche conformation rather than in the anti form
as recently reported for TOA adsorbed on Au(111).22

To analyze the preference for the gauche form, DFT
calculations on tripropyl-TATA adsorbed on a Au cluster (170
Au atoms in four layers with D3d symmetry) as a model system
were performed at the PBE/SV(P) level of theory.24 The
Grimme D3 parameters for dispersion interactions25 were
included using TURBOMOLE 6.2.26 A gold cluster model was

chosen to compare calculations for single molecules in the gas
phase and on the surface at the same level of theory (for further
details, see the Supporting Information). After the optimization
of tripropyl-TATA, the propyl chains were lengthened to octyl
chains and optimized at the PBE/SV(P) level.
The optimized geometry of trioctyl-TATA is shown in Figure

1c (C, gray; N, blue; H, white; substrate not shown). The N−C1
bond is not parallel to the surface because of steric interactions, as
described above. The two C1 protons are oriented toward the
surface, so the C1−C2 bond points upward (Figure 1e), and C3
is at nearly the same height as C2. The fourth methylene group
(C4) can be attached in such a way that the chain points either
upward (anti conformation) or sideways (gauche conformation).
The gauche conformation is more favorable because it brings the
alkyl chain back into contact with the surface and the adsorption
energy increases with the length of the adsorbed alkyl chain.27,
The remaining three methylene groups and the terminal methyl
group (yellow in Figure 1e) are in contact with the surface if they
are in the anti conformation.
The lateral dimensions of the model with the gauche form

agrees well with those measured in the experiment. The distance
between the terminal methyl group and the center of molecule
extracted from the model (∼1.21 nm) compares well with the
experimental value (∼1.2 nm; Figure 1d). The conformation of
the octyl chains in our low-temperature experiment deviates
from the vertical orientation suggested for close-packed layers of
trioctyl-TATA on Au(111) in solution.18,23a This discrepancy
may be due to the modified interactions in a solvent as well as the
widely different temperatures.
At a nominal coverage of 0.1 molecule/nm2, almost all of the

trioctyl-TATA molecules are arranged in islands with a
honeycomb pattern (Figure 1f) at an intermolecular distance
of ∼1.8 nm. The TATA molecular axes (Figure 1c, dashed lines)
are oriented along the compact directions of Au(111) (Figure 1f,
white arrows). This minimizes the mismatch between the
distances of the N atoms of TATA (4.86 Å) and the atomic next-
nearest-neighbor distance on Au(111) to only 3%, allowing N to
adsorb at equivalent sites (see section S2 in the SI).23a

High-resolution STM topographs of trioctyl-TATA islands
(Figure 2a,b) revealed that the octyl groups of every molecule
within the island exhibit the gauche form. Corresponding scaled
models of trioctyl-TATA are overlaid in Figure 2a,b to illustrate
the suggested molecular geometry. There are two possible
orientations of the octyl groups with respect to the TATA edge:
clockwise (R-gauche form) or anticlockwise (S-gauche form).
Molecules with all three octyl groups in the R-gauche form are
denoted RRR, and their mirror-symmetric counterparts are
labeled SSS. Both configurations exhibit C3 symmetry. A survey
of many islands revealed that all of the molecules within the core
of an island (i.e., those with three nearest neighbors) are either
RRR- or SSS-configured. The island cores therefore are described
by the chiral notations R and S (Figure 2c,d). The cavities
surrounded by six molecules are indicated by circular saw blade
shapes. The white dashed equilaterals in Figure 2a,b indicate the
unit cell of the chiral pattern.
Mechanisms leading to chiral adsorbates are mainly classified

into four types:29 adsorption-induced chirality,30a−c oblique
arrangements of the molecular axis with respect to lattice
directions of the surface or each other,5a,30d−h chiral footprints,30i

and chemical reactions.30j The present case may be classified as a
chiral footprint, as the interactions between the surface and the
octyl group induce the gauche form, which results in chiral
adsorbates.

Figure 1. Calculated gas-phase structure of trioctyl-TATA in the anti
form: (a) top view; (b) side view. (c) Model of trioctyl-TATA in the
gauche form. The twofold axes of the triangular TATA center are
marked by dashed lines. The structure of tripropyl-TATA on a Au
cluster (not shown) was optimized using DFT (for details, see the text).
To complete the octyl chains, an all-anti n-pentyl chain (yellow) was
added to C3 in each chain. (d) Pseudo-three-dimensional (pseudo-3D)-
illuminated constant-current STM topograph (100 mV, 100 pA) of a
single trioctyl-TATA molecule adsorbed on Au(111). (e) Magnified
octyl group of the model in (c). C1−C4 are discussed in the text. (f)
Pseudo-3D-illuminated STM topograph (53 mV, 42 pA) of a self-
assembled island of trioctyl-TATA on Au(111). One of the compact
directions of Au(111) is marked.
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Molecules at the edges of the islands (Figure 1f) may exhibit
configurations other than RRR or SSS. Their octyl groups
dangling to the exterior of the island were observed to have the R-
gauche and S-gauche forms with equal probabilities. Figure 3b
shows the fraction of C3-symmetric molecules (RRR or SSS) in
an island on Ag(111). Section S3 in the SI presents an analysis of
the fraction of C3-symmetric molecules in an island on Au(111),
which shows the same tendency as on Ag(111). Only the
smallest islands exhibited no clear preference for one of the
enantiomers.
The observed abundances of C3-symmetric molecules exceed

by far those expected from random combinations of the octyl
groups. As discussed below, the octyl groups are likely to flip at
room temperature. Thus, each arm may be in an R-gauche or S-
gauche configuration, giving 23 possible configurations (Figure
2e) and leading to C3 and C1 symmetries. While only four of
these configurations are distinct in the gas phase, the others
become discernible when neighboring molecules are present on
the surface (eight perimers28) Only two of the eight
combinations are C3-symmetric, but Figure 3b shows their
probability to be ∼3.5 times higher.

We suggest a possible mechanism leading to the observed
preference for chiral arrangements of the octyl ligands. The most
stable conformation of the octyl groups in the gas phase (Figure
1a,b) is all-anti, with all of the alkyl chains pointing away from the
TATA center and the axis of alkyl chain forming an angle of∼30°
with respect to the molecular plane. Because of the large
separation of the octyl chains of a given molecule, which
essentially prevents them from interacting with each other, the
most likely scenario is that the alkyl chains randomly adopt either
R- or S-gauche forms during adsorption. To obtain the observed
large excess of C3-symmetric molecules, flipping between these
two forms is required. This involves lifting of an octyl group from
the surface and a subsequent rotation around the C2−C3 bond.
We propose that this process occurs under the preparation
conditions. According to Figure 1e, five of the eight C atoms are
in contact with the surface. Lacking the desorption energy of
pentane, we used those of butane (∼40.5 kJ/mol31) and hexane
(∼55.9 kJ/mol31) along with the energy barrier for rotation of a
C−C bond in butane (∼17 kJ/mol1) to estimate the flipping rate
and found that flipping of the octyl chains should occur at
ambient temperature (section S4 in the SI). When a molecule
approaches a chiral island, steric interactions induce a bias in
favor of the octyl group orientation matching that of the island,
leading to the chiral amplification.
The preference of the gauche form of the octyl groups has an

additional consequence for the adlayer structure, namely, the
formation of cavities in a honeycomb pattern. One of the octyl
groups of each TATA molecule forming a hexagonal ring points
toward the cavity. These groups sterically prevent additional
molecules from being adsorbed in the cavity.
The results reported for Au(111) are not unique. On Ag(111),

we observed a similar symmetry enhancement. Figure 3a shows

Figure 2. (a, b) STM topographs (7 nm × 7 nm, 100 mV, 100 pA) of
homochiral hexagonal patterns with (a) S and (b) R chiralities. Scaled
models are overlaid on the STM topograph. Dashed equilaterals indicate
unit cells. (c, d) Models of the (c) S and (d) R arrangements. Circular
saw blade shapes indicate the interior cavities, and circular arrows
indicate the conformer chiralities. (e) Possible configurations of the
octyl groups in trioctyl-TATA on the surface. For simplicity, triangles
with three arcs are used to represent trioctyl-TATA. For an isolated
molecule on a perfect plane, some of these configurations (e.g., SSR,
SRS, and RSS) are equivalent (they can be superimposed by rotation).
However, the local molecular symmetry is perturbed upon absorption
on a structured surface such as Au(111). Thus, distinguishable
structures (“paramers”) may result. This is not the case with our system
because the C3 axes of the TATA molecules happen to coincide with
those of the Au(111) surface. However, the symmetry is broken as soon
as the interaction with a neighboring molecule is taken into account,
resulting in the eight distinct “perimers” shown.28

Figure 3. (a) Pseudo-3D-illuminated STM topograph (10.5 nm × 10.5
nm, 10 mV, 10 pA) of a self-assembled island of trioctyl-TATA on
Ag(111). (b) Fraction of C3-symmetric (RRR or SSS) trioctyl-TATA
molecules in an island as a function of island size. (c) High-resolution
STM topograph (8.2 nm × 6.7 nm, 1.38 V, 40 pA) of trioctyl-TATA
islands on Ag(111) with overlaid molecular sketches scaled to the STM
images. The network can be modeled in agreement with the STM
images only when all of the octyl groups exhibit the gauche form. The
arrows mark positions where the relative orientation of the octyl groups
deviates from that observed on Au(111).
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an STM topograph of an island of trioctyl-TATA on Ag(111)
prepared by the same procedure as for Au(111). The packing of
the molecular unit cells on Ag(111) deviates somewhat from that
on Au(111).32 However, the same hexagonal pattern is observed
(dashed circle in Figure 3a), and the circular saw blade-shaped
cavity is clearly discernible. The arrangement of molecules within
the hexagonal pattern as extracted from high-resolution STM
images (Figure 3c) matches that on Au(111) (Figure 2c,d). As
observed on Au(111), all of the core-molecule octyl groups are in
the gauche form and all of the island cores are homochiral (RRR
or SSS).
In summary, we have used UHV electrospray deposition and

low-temperature STM to obtain detailed images of trioctyl-
TATA on Au(111) and Ag(111). The three octyl chains attached
to the TATA core are bent because they surprisingly adsorb in
gauche form. Hence, the trioctyl-TATAmolecules on the surface
are chiral. Moreover, preferentially only one of the eight possible
perimers28 is found in homochiral hexagonal networks (chiral
amplification).33,34 There is a dynamic equilibrium between the
eight different perimers at room temperature. However, upon
attachment to a growing domain, the molecules are actively
converted into one of the perimers from which the domain is
made up. While chiral amplification on surfaces has been
observed before from an equilibrium of two enantiomers,35 we
present the amplification of single enantiomers from four
different enantiomeric perimer pairs. Chiral amplification has
been proposed as the symmetry-breaking mechanism during the
emergence of life.36 Surface reactions may be particularly
effective in symmetry-breaking.29,30j,37
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