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Abstract. In this paper, we present the results of measurements of the thermal conductivity of
Cu2Te2O5Br2, a compound where tetrahedra of Cu2+ ions carrying S = 1/2 spins form chains along
the c-axis of the tetragonal crystal structure. The thermal conductivity κ was measured along both the
c- and the a-direction as a function of temperature between 3 and 300 K and in external magnetic fields
H up to 69 kOe, oriented both parallel and perpendicular to the c-axis. Distinct features of κ(T ) were
observed in the vicinity of TN = 11.4 K in zero magnetic field. These features are unaltered in external
fields which are parallel to the c-axis, but are more pronounced when a field is applied perpendicularly to
the c-axis. The transition temperature increases upon enhancing the external field, but only if the field is
oriented along the a-axis.

PACS. 66.70.+f Nonelectronic thermal conduction and heat-pulse propagation in solids – 75.30.Kz
Magnetic phase boundaries (including magnetic transitions, metamagnetism, etc.)

1 Introduction

Thermal transport in low-dimensional quantum spin sys-
tems has recently been investigated in detail, both experi-
mentally and theoretically. Considerable progress has been
made in the theoretical understanding of heat transport
in idealized one-dimensional (1D) and two-dimensional
(2D) model spin systems. For 1D systems that are domi-
nated by antiferromagnetic (AFM) couplings of the spins,
the integrability of the corresponding model Hamiltoni-
ans leads to interesting and nontrivial results for various
transport properties, including spin-, charge-, and energy-
transport [1–9]. For the description of heat transport in
real materials, more realistic models, considering pertur-
bations such as spin-lattice coupling, defects and three-
dimensional interactions have to be considered. Only a
small amount of theoretical work along these lines is avail-
able in the literature. For example, the spin-phonon cou-
pling in Heisenberg AFM S = 1/2 spin chains has been
considered and calculations including the interaction of
spins with defects in AFM S = 1/2 spin chains and lad-
ders were made [10,11].

Experimental investigations treating quasi-2D spin
systems concentrated on measurements of thermal
transport in layered cuprates and vanadates [12–17]
and in the Shastry-Sutherland spin-lattice compound
SrCu2(BO3)2 [18–20]. For quasi-1D systems, experimental
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results were reported for S = 1/2 spin ladders [21,22] and
S = 1/2 Heisenberg spin chains [23–26], including the in-
organic spin-Peierls compound CuGeO3 [27–34]. The com-
mon feature of all these low-dimensional spin compounds
is that the heat transport is dominated by phonons, ex-
cept along the directions of strong spin-spin interactions,
i.e., along the chains in 1D systems and in the plains in
2D systems, where significant heat transport carried by
spin excitations is observed in limited temperature inter-
vals. In most materials, including both low-dimensional
and conventional 3D magnets, the spin system simply acts
as a source of phonon scattering and cannot be regarded
as a channel of significant energy transport.

The material studied in the present work may
be viewed as a quasi-zero-dimensional spin system.
The essential structural subunits are weakly interact-
ing spin tetrahedra. The ground state and the excited
states of noninteracting spin tetrahedra are well under-
stood [35,36]. Various anisotropic and frustrated inter-
actions between spin tetrahedra, even if relatively weak,
lead to interesting and non-trivial ground states and quan-
tum phase transitions. An acceptable physical realization
of the spin-tetrahedra model was recently found in com-
pounds of the type Cu2Te2O5X2 with X=Cl or Br [35,36],
for which the tetragonal crystal structure of Cu2Te2O5X2

is formed by distorted tetrahedra of Cu2+ ions aligned
along the c-axis [35]. Two types of AFM bonds within the
tetrahedra are associated with exchange integrals J1 and
J2. The magnetic susceptibility χ(T ) exhibits a peak and
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subsequently decreases exponentially with decreasing T at
low temperatures. This suggests that the spins are dimer-
ized and the corresponding energy gap ∆/kB, separating
the ground state from excited states, is about 40 K [35,36].
The analysis of the susceptibility data, assuming that
r ≡ J2/J1 = 1, results in J1/kB = J2/kB = 38.5 and
43 K for X = Cl and Br, respectively [35,36]. A mean-field
(MF) type analysis of results of Raman scattering mea-
surements on the Br-compound suggests that r = 0.66,
and J1/kB = 47 K. The inter-tetrahedral coupling pa-
rameter Jc = 0.85J1 [37] leads to phase transitions to an
AFM ordered state at TN = 18.2 and 11.4 K for X =
Cl and Br, respectively [36]. The application of an exter-
nal magnetic field H reduces TN for Cu2Te2O5Cl2. For
Cu2Te2O5Br2, however, an unusual increase of the tran-
sition temperature with increasing H was observed. It
was argued [36,37] that the latter anomalous behavior is
caused by the vicinity of a quantum critical transition,
which is expected if Jc = 0.75J1. Several theoretical mod-
els have since been put forward to explain the magneti-
cally ordered state and the related excitation spectrum of
Cu2Te2O5Br2. The essential inputs were based on invok-
ing, e.g., anisotropic inter-tetrahedral and Dzyaloshinsky-
Moriya-type interactions [38–41], but the nature of the
low-temperature phase still remains largely unexplained.
Very recent neutron diffraction experiments [42] were in-
terpreted as to indicate the formation of an incommensu-
rate long-range magnetic order for both X=Cl and Br.

Results on the temperature dependences of the ther-
mal conductivity κ(T ) of Cu2Te2O5X2 for both X=Br
and X=Cl in zero magnetic field were recently reported
in reference [43]. The authors observed a strong anomaly
in κ(T ) near TN for Cu2Te2O5Cl2 and attributed it to an
unexpectedly large spin-lattice coupling in this compound.
In contrast, no anomaly was observed for the isomorphic
Cu2Te2O5Br2, which was ascribed to an intrinsically weak
spin-lattice coupling in this material. The present work in-
cludes measurements of the low-temperature thermal con-
ductivity κ(T, H) of Cu2Te2O5Br2 with a special emphasis
on investigating the influence of external magnetic fields
H with different orientations. In the vicinity of the order-
ing transition, we observe a pronounced anomaly of κ(T ),
which is remarkably sensitive to the strength and the ori-
entation of the external magnetic field. The main result
is the observation of an anomalous increase of TN with
increasing H , but only if the field orientation is perpen-
dicular to the c-axis, at least up to 6 T. The implications
of this observation are discussed in view of recent theo-
retical suggestions for the cause of the magnetic ordering
transition in Cu2Te2O5Br2.

2 Samples and experiment

The samples for this investigation were cut from a large
single crystal of Cu2Te2O5Br2, grown as described in ref-
erence [35]. Two bar-shaped samples with approximate di-
mensions of 0.5× 0.5× 2 mm3 were cut in such a manner
that the longest direction was, for one sample, along the
c-direction, and perpendicular to the c-direction for the

other specimen. The thermal conductivity was measured
in the temperature region between 2 and 300 K by using
the standard method of uniaxial heat flow as described
in reference [25]. The magnetic fields were oriented along
either the c- or the a-axis of the crystal structure. Com-
plementary measurements of the magnetic susceptibility
were made with a commercial SQUID magnetometer at
temperatures between 2 and 300 K.

3 Results

The temperature dependences of the thermal conductivi-
ties, κ(T ), along two crystallographic orientations in zero
magnetic field and in H = 60 kOe are shown in Fig-
ure 1. The general features of κ(T ) along the two heat
flux directions are essentially the same for H = 0, espe-
cially above approximately 7 K, where the data for the
two samples differ by practically a constant factor, such
that κ‖c/κ⊥c ≈ 1.6. At lower temperatures, this ratio is
gradually reduced to about 0.6 at 3 K. Each κ(T ) curve
in Figure 1 exhibits a maximum between 3.5 and 4.5 K
and a distinct feature around TN = 11.4 K. This type of
low-temperature maximum of κ(T ) is typical for insula-
tors and, with increasing temperature, reflects the grad-
ual change from the dominant boundary scattering to en-
hanced phonon-phonon scattering of the itinerant lattice
excitations. A sharp feature of κ(T ) is usually related to
some kind of phase transition, in the present case to mag-
netic ordering. Applying an external magnetic field well
above TN leads to only a slight decrease of κ, almost inde-
pendent of the field orientation. However, a significant and
H-orientation dependent reduction of the thermal conduc-
tivity by magnetic field is observed in the vicinity and
below TN (see the inset in Fig. 1).

In view of the following discussion, we concentrate on
the anomalous features of κ(T ) in the vicinity of TN . In
Figures 2a and b, we display the data for κ(T ) along the
c-axis at temperatures between 10 and 13 K and for dif-
ferent values and orientations of the magnetic field. In
order to emphasize the change of the slope of κ(T ) at
the transition, we show the corresponding temperature
derivatives ∂κ/∂T in Figures 2c and d. The qualitative
difference in the behavior for the two field orientations is
obvious. While the transition, reflected in the sudden drop
of ∂κ/∂T vs. T with decreasing T occurs at the same tem-
perature TN = 11.4 K for H ‖ c ≤ 60 kOe, the drop of
∂κ/∂T vs. T for H ⊥ c ≥ 20 kOe is preceded by an ini-
tial increase, thus forming a narrow peak. With increasing
H , the peak shifts to higher temperatures, obviously re-
flecting the anomalous TN(H)-enhancement reported in
the literature [36]. The absence of any variation of TN for
H ‖ c has not been claimed before.

Our data clearly demonstrate a feature in κ(T ) at TN ,
at variance with the results of reference [43], where sim-
ilar effects were observed for the Cl-compound only. Be-
cause of essentially the same features of κ(T ) at TN for
the two compounds, we question the reasoning in refer-
ence [43] which suggests a drastic and intrinsic difference
in the spin-phonon coupling between the two compounds.
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Fig. 1. Thermal conductivity vs. temperature of Cu2Te2O5Br2
along and perpendicular to the c-axis in zero magnetic field and
in H = 60 kOe. The inset emphasizes κ(T ) for the heat flow
parallel to the c-axis in the vicinity of the magnetic ordering
transition.

The same crystal structure and the only slightly different
size of the unit cell make the conjecture of reference [43]
rather unlikely. Without presenting the taken data for the
magnetic susceptibility χ(T ) in the temperature region be-
tween 2 and 300 K, we note that they exhibit all the char-
acteristic features reported for χ(T ) of the Cu2Te2O5Br2
single-crystal in reference [43]. These features include a
maximum of χ(T ) at about 30 K, slightly higher χ values
for H ‖ c than H ⊥ c, the saturation to constant values
below about 5 K, and also the field-dependence of χ at
low temperatures reported in reference [37].

4 Discussion

In magnetic insulators, energy may be transported in both
the crystal lattice and the spin system. In those cases
where the approach of invoking excitations or quasipar-
ticles is applicable, the total thermal conductivity can
be represented as the sum of a phonon contribution κph

and a contribution of spin excitations (magnons, spinons
etc.) κs. Each contribution κi ∝ Civi�i is given by the
specific heat Ci of the corresponding subsystem, the ve-
locity of the related quasiparticles vi and their mean free
path �i. For each type of quasiparticle, the relaxation rate
τi = �i/vi depends on the mutual interaction of the quasi-
particles and the influence on their motion by various im-
perfections, such as point defects, dislocations, grain and
domain boundaries etc. In many cases, τ−1

i =
∑

j τ−1
i,j ,

where j corresponds to a particular type of scatterers.
Among the various scattering processes, the spin-phonon
interaction is of paramount importance in magnetic mate-
rials. Apart from influencing the magnitude and shape of
κ(T, H), the spin-phonon interaction provides, in a stan-
dard experimental arrangement of thermal-conductivity
measurements, the necessary channel of heat transfer from
the lattice to the spin system [44].

Fig. 2. (a, b) κ(T ) of Cu2Te2O5Br2 along the the c-direction
in the vicinity of TN in different magnetic fields which are
oriented parallel to the a- and c-axes, respectively. (c, d) The
corresponding temperature derivatives ∂κ/∂T vs. T for the
same field orientations as in (a, b). The lines in (c) are guides
for the eye.

Since the magnon band in Cu2Te2O5Br2 is separated
from the ground state by an energy gap ∆/kB ≈ 40 K,
κs(T ) is expected to be negligibly small at T � ∆ and
to increase exponentially at T ≤ ∆. Any anisotropy of
the spin interaction is expected to lead to an anisotropic
increase in κs(T ). This expectation was confirmed in pre-
vious investigations of a number of quasi-1D and -2D mag-
netic systems, where pronounced changes from a weakly
temperature-dependent anisotropy (of phononic origin) at
low temperatures to a strongly T -dependent anisotropy at
higher temperatures were observed and interpreted as ev-
idence for the onset of κs (see discussion in Ref. [23] and
references therein). In Cu2Te2O5Br2, no change in the ra-
tio κa/κc is observed above the ordering transition (see
Fig. 1), in spite of the anisotropy of the magnon spec-
trum along these directions [45]. This suggest that the
spin contribution in Cu2Te2O5Br2 is negligibly small in
comparison with the phonon contribution.

The field-induced reduction of phonon transport is
most pronounced and most sensitive to H in the vicin-
ity of the ordering transition. In magnetic materials,
phonon-magnon scattering occurs via single-ion-lattice
and magnetostrictive interactions [46,47]. The intensity
of the latter type of scattering is proportional to the
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Fig. 3. The temperature of the ordering transition as a func-
tion of magnetic field.

magnetic specific heat Cs(T ) which exhibits an anomaly
at TN . If near the transition temperature, Cs(T ) is domi-
nated by a discontinuity, usually leading to a peak-shaped
anomaly, and if the phonons are predominantly scattered
by the spin excitations, then a sharp dip in κ(T ) or, equiv-
alently, a discontinuity in ∂κ/∂T vs. T is expected at
TN [46]. This is rarely the case for real materials where
various T -dependent phonon-scattering mechanisms in-
volving defects, boundaries, and the phonon-phonon in-
teraction are stronger or at least of similar strength as
the phonon-magnon scattering. If the anomaly in Cs(T )
is broadened for some reason, κ(T ) exhibits a broadly dis-
tributed reduction rather than the sharp dip mentioned
above.

Specific heat data by Lemmens et al. [36], taken on a
powder sample of Cu2Te2O5Br2, reveal, upon the appli-
cation of an external magnetic field, the growth and shift
of the broad peak of C(T ) at TN to higher temperatures.
This correlates with the enhanced reduction of κ(T ) and
the shift of the related anomaly to higher temperatures,
which we observe in our experiments for H ‖ a, see Fig-
ures 2a, c. It is to be noted, however, that no such effect
is observed for H ‖ c. The transition temperature TN (H),
identified for each field as the temperature of the corre-
sponding maximum of ∂κ/∂T , is shown in Figure 3. As
mentioned, TN increases with H ‖ a, in agreement with
the quoted earlier observations [36]; the critical temper-
ature does not change in the investigated field region for
H ‖ c, however.

Another interesting observation of this work is the
field-induced minimum in κ(T ) just below TN (see the
inset of Figs. 1 and 2a). This obviously reflects the fact
that the thermal conductivity is much more strongly re-
duced by H in the ordered phase than above TN . Gener-
ally speaking, valuable information concerning the spin-
phonon interaction can be extracted from κ(T, H) data,
both in the vicinity and also rather far from ordering
transitions. The corresponding analysis typically involves
the numerical fitting of proper equations for the phonon
transport using the formalism available in the litera-
ture [46,47]. However, the desired reliability of such an

analysis requires a detailed knowledge of the phonon spec-
trum and of the magnetoelastic constants of the corre-
sponding material. Since this information is not yet avail-
able for Cu2Te2O5Br2, we restricted ourselves to the qual-
itative discussion of the presented TN (H) data.

An increasing TN with increasing field cannot simply
be explained by the classical theory of antiferromagnetism.
Nonetheless, such behavior has been observed for several
AFM compounds [48–52]. It was argued that this behav-
ior is related to the fact that, generally, a lower spin di-
mensionality leads to higher values of the critical field. A
magnetic field oriented along particular crystallographic
directions may lead to a reduction of the effective spin
dimensionality [53,54]. However, if the magnetic field is
oriented in such a way that it does not change the spin
dimensionality, such as along the easy axis of an Ising
model system or perpendicular to the easy plane of a pla-
nar model, an MF theory-consistent reduction of TN with
increasing field is expected. For 3D AFM spin systems,
the dimensionality-driven enhancement of TN is, at most,
of the order of 0.1% [48], but quantum effects in spin com-
pounds containing structural elements with lower dimen-
sionality, particularly in spin-chain compounds [55], lead
to much stronger field-induced changes of TN [49–52]. If
the same type of arguments is valid for the anisotropic
shifts of TN (H) observed in this work for tetragonal
Cu2Te2O5Br2, it may be concluded that the magnetic or-
der is characterized by an easy-axis moment orientation
along the c-axis.

The anisotropic behavior of TN(H) shown in Figure 3
is in agreement with the results of calculations of Jensen
et al. [40], which include a Dzyaloshinskii-Moriya type
anisotropy term in the Hamiltonian describing a model
of dimerized interacting tetrahedra [37]. In relation with
the Br-compound, the model calculations predict an AFM
ordered state below TN , with staggered moments aligned
along the c-axis. The calculations predict TN to increase
with H ⊥ c for all values of H , consistent with our result,
but also a weak initial decrease of TN(H) for H ‖ c, in-
tercepted by a spin-flop transition at about 37 kOe. The
latter transition is not reflected in our data, but the calcu-
lated value of the spin-flop field is parameter-dependent.
It is certainly not inconceivable that in reality, this field
is higher than the calculated value of 37 kOe. An increase
of TN with the mentioned field configuration is also con-
sistent with another analysis of a model of coupled spin
tetrahedra taking into account a Dzyaloshinskii-Moriya-
type interaction [41]. These calculations also predict a de-
crease of TN(H) at almost the same rate, if a field is ap-
plied in the c-direction. This expectation is not supported
by our experiments, however.

5 Summary

In this work the thermal conductivity of the spin-
tetrahedral compound Cu2Te2O5Br2 has been studied.
The results clearly indicate that phonons dominate the
heat transport in this compound. A feature in κ(T ) at TN ,
close to 11.4 K, is associated with a magnetic ordering
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transition. The transition temperature and the amplitude
of the associated κ(T ) anomaly are affected by external
magnetic fields only if they are oriented along the a-axis.
This TN(H) anisotropy is qualitatively consistent with re-
cent theoretical predictions.

This work was financially supported in part by the
Schweizerische Nationalfonds zur Förderung der Wis-
senschaftlichen Forschung. We acknowledge useful discussions
with J. Jensen.

References

1. H. Castella, X. Zotos, P. Prelovšek, Phys. Rev. Lett. 74,
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