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Abstract The adsorption of Θ = 1/2 monolayer (ML) of
S on Au(111) is calculated. The evolution of the positions
of adatoms for 800 K, 500 K, 300 K, 150 K, and 1 K is
evaluated by using a density functional theory (DFT)-tight
binding approach combined with classical molecular dy-
namics. For this coverage, there is a controversy about the
existence of superficial composite AuS or molecular aggre-
gates. We find a configuration in which sulfur atoms form
quasi-S2 superficial molecules with total energy very close
to the monoatomic phase, suggesting the coexistence of both
configurations at room temperature. We find that the stabil-
ity of the dimeric phase is due to the increase of the binding
energies between sulfurs. In the other phase, the stabiliza-
tion occurs due to a formation of AuS dimers. At high tem-
peratures (T > 300 K) sulfurs have high mobility which al-
lows the migration among different adsorption sites. At low
temperatures the mobility decreases and a thermal activation
barrier of 25–30 meV can be estimated.

Keywords Adsorption of S on Au(111) · Ab-intio DFT
methods · Molecular dynamics

1 Introduction

The adsorption of sulfur onto gold surfaces is a very inter-
esting problem for different research areas such as cataly-
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sis science or the development of new materials for molec-
ular electronics [1–4]. Theoretical and experimental data
show that sulfur can form molecular aggregates or superfi-
cial structures with long-range order depending on the cov-
erage [5–9].

For Au(111) surfaces and coverages Θ � 1/3 ML, the
adsorption is dominated by the interaction of single sulfur
adatoms with superficial gold atoms. On the other hand, for
coverages of Θ � 1/2 ML, it is suggested that sulfur forms
more complex structures [9], AuS compounds [7], or even
superficial molecules Sn (n = 2, . . . ,8) [6, 10]. The diver-
sity of superficial structures is possible because of the high
mobility of S on Au for temperatures above 300 K [11].

In this paper we study the adsorption of S with cover-
age of Θ = 1/2 ML on Au(111) for different temperatures.
We find a dimeric phase with energies very close to the
monoatomic one, indicating the plausibility of the existence
of molecular superstructures.

2 Theoretical and Numerical Methods

We perform the calculations in the framework of the Lo-
cal Density Approximation (LDA) of DFT applied to sys-
tems with translational periodicity. We use the FIREBALL
[12–15] code. The interaction with core electrons and nu-
cleus is incorporated through pseudopotentials [16]. The ba-
sis set is composed by (numerical) localized wavefunctions,
which are strictly equal to zero beyond a cutoff radius, ri
(i = s,p, d). We consider rs = 4.3a0 and rp = 4.7a0 for
sulfur and rd = 4.1a0, rs = 4.6a0, and rp = 5.2a0 for gold,
a0 being the Bohr radius. The unit cell is composed by four
layers of Au, each one with four atoms, and two superficial
S atoms so that the coverage is Θ = 1/2 ML as it is shown
in Fig. 1. The cell is replicated in the x–y superficial plane,
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Fig. 1 (a) Unit cell used to simulate a coverage of Θ = 1/2 ML.
(b) and (c) Top views of the dimeric and atomic arrangements, respec-
tively. The center of the Au1–Au2–Au3 (Au2–Au3–Au4) triangle is
an fcc (hcp) site

and in the z-direction an empty space of 90 Å (equivalent
to 37 layers) was added in order to simulate sulfur super-
ficial effects without interaction with the nearest cell along
the z-direction. It is not necessary to take into account the
herringbone reconstruction of the surface because it is lost
when a minimum sulfur coating is added [17, 18].

At temperatures greater than the room temperature, sul-
fur is expected to have high mobility. So, different geomet-
ric configurations can occur depending the sample tempera-
ture. To simulate this fact, we calculate the system to 800 K,
500 K, 300 K, 150 K, and 1 K, respectively. The electronic
calculation is complemented with classical molecular dy-
namics. Firstly, atom velocities are randomly assigned fol-
lowing a Maxwell–Boltzmann distribution [13]; then, the
atoms move according to LDA forces and the velocities are
rescaled in order to assure a constant kinetic energy (or tem-
perature).

The time step for the simulations is 0.2 fs and a max-
imum of 16000 steps is calculated. The tolerance criteria

for convergence is 10−4 eV/atom for the total energy and
10−2 eV/Å for the forces [11]. In all the cases only the in-
nermost layer of gold is fixed, and the three superficial ones,
plus the adatoms, are free to move to optimize the energy.
This DFT-MD technique has been successfully used in sim-
ilar systems exhibiting dynamical fluctuations between two
superficial phases [11, 19–21].

Note that the selected time and number of steps do not
attempt to reproduce neither an experimental cooling nor a
growth situation. The goal of this selection is to facilitate
the system to reach low-temperature phases corresponding
to local potential energy minima, which are not easily pre-
dicted from T = 0 K calculations.

3 Results and Discussion

Firstly, different geometric configurations compatible with
a temperature of 800 K are explored. The initial positions
of the S atoms were hollow-fcc for S1 and top for S2. At
this temperature, S can migrate many times among super-
ficial sites, as it is shown in Fig. 2a. As a reference, the
boiling temperature of S is 717.8 K. Besides, it is possi-
ble to verify along the simulation the formation of dimeric
phases and quasi-triangular atomic structures. After 16000
steps, when a dimeric structure is suggested, the system is
frozen, and a new calculation for 500 K is started. Subse-
quent simulations at 300 K, 150 K, and 1 K are performed.
For each temperature, the calculation starts with the reached
positions at the previous temperature. Figures 2(a1–e1) (left
panel) show the results of these calculations. Figures 2(a2–
e2) (right panel) resume equivalent results to the previous
but with the only difference to allow 9000 steps for 800 K,
where a monoatomic phase is reached.

In Fig. 2(a1) the final distance between S atoms is 2.26 Å.
This value is quite close to the equilibrium distance of S2

in gas phase. Figure 3 shows the interaction energy of S–S
dimer calculated with FIREBALL, 2.06 Å being the equi-
librium distance. For 500 K [Fig. 2(b1)], the sulfur atoms
jump from site to site but always remain as dimer with S–S
distances oscillating in the range 2.26–2.51 Å. For 300 K,
the mobility is much less than in 500 K. The adatoms form
a dimer but still can move changing the azimuthal angle
[Fig. 2(c1)]. Finally, at 150 K and 1 K, the S atoms do not
jump to different sites, and they are stabilized in bridge po-
sitions [Fig. 2(d1)]. After simulations the S–S distance is
2.49 Å, close to the equilibrium distance of S2 molecule. On
the right panel, results of another set of simulations are pre-
sented. Here the system is stabilized with a superficial struc-
ture in which the adatoms are located far enough to resem-
ble a monoatomic arrangement. In any case the adatoms are
closer than 3.7 Å (S–S distance is 3.75 Å for 1 K), a distance
where the two sulfurs practically do not interact attractively.
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Fig. 2 Superficial phases. Left panel corresponds to the dimeric phase,
and right panel to the atomic one. (a1) and (a2) T = 800 K, (b1) and
(b2) T = 500 K, (c1) and (c2) T = 300 K, (d1) and (d2) T = 150 K,
(e1) and (e2) T = 1 K. Thin lines show the successive positions of S for
each simulation step. Black crosses indicate the final location of sulfurs
after simulation. Grey points are the final location of gold atoms of the
outermost layer. In all the cases the simulation steps were 16000 except
in(a2) where 9000 steps were calculated

When the adatoms are stabilized in their final position, they
are inside fcc and hcp triangles alternatively but near atop
sites. Particularly interesting is to note that the S–Au dis-
tances are 2.44 Å, quite similar to the equilibrium distance
of the S–Au dimer (2.23 Å). This fact can be interpreted as
a slight indicator of a early formation of an AuS superfi-
cial composite as it is indicated in Refs. [7, 8], although it
is worth mentioning that in our calculations the Au always
remain on the (111) surface.

In both sets of simulations it is observed that S atoms are
not able to move to different sites at T � 300 K. This result
is practically the same as that for coverages of Θ =1/3 ML.
In consequence, a thermal activation barrier of 25–30 meV
can be roughly estimated again.

In Fig. 4 the evolution of the total energy for each step of
simulation is drawn. For high temperatures, it is impossible

Fig. 3 Interaction energy for the S2 system calculated with FIRE-
BALL. The final distance in quasi-S2 dimer phase and atomic phase
is indicated with arrows

Fig. 4 Black line: monoatomic phase. Red line: quasi-dimeric phase.
Dashed vertical indicates the step 9000 from which the simulations
drawn in black were calculated

to identify a preferred phase, but from T = 300 K to lower
temperatures, the dimeric phase is more stable, the differ-
ence for 1 K being of about 100 meV.

4 Conclusions

The transformation of S to S2 on Au(111) for S coverages
of 1 ML and 0.5 ML is suggested in bibliography data. This
coincides with our results which show that a quasi-S2 phase
is energetically more stable. We found that this stability is
due to the increase in the binding energies between S–S.
The monoatomic phase is stabilized with energies slightly
greater than the dimeric phase. In this case the system gain
energy because the strong interaction between S and one su-
perficial Au. In both cases the mobility of sulfurs occurring
at T � 300 K allow us to estimate a thermal activation en-
ergy of 25–30 meV, in the same way as for coverages of
Θ = 0.33 ML.

Author's personal copy



2540 J Supercond Nov Magn (2013) 26:2537–2540

Acknowledgements The authors are supported by the Consejo Na-
cional de Investigaciones Científicas y Técnicas (CONICET). This
work were performed in the frame of Grant CAI+D PI-68-344 of Uni-
versidad Nacional del Litoral.

References

1. Venezia, A.M., Parola, V.L., Deganello, G., Pawelec, B., Fierro,
J.L.G.: J. Catal. 215, 317 (2003)

2. Venezia, A.M., Murania, R., Pantaleo, G., Parola, V.L., Scire, S.,
Deganello, G.: Appl. Catal. A, Gen. 353, 296 (2009)

3. Ulrich, J., Esrail, D., Pontius, W., Venkataraman, L., Millar, D.,
Doerrer, L.H.: J. Phys. Chem. 110, 2462 (2006)

4. Kiguchi, M., Tal, O., Wohlthat, S., Pauly, F., Krieger, M., Dju-
kic, D., Cuevas, J.C., van Ruitenbeek, J.M.: Phys. Rev. Lett. 101,
046801 (2008)

5. Vericat, C., Vela, M.E., Andreasen, G., Salvarezza, R.C.,
Vázquez, L., Martin-Gago, J.A.: Langmuir 17, 4919 (2001)

6. Vericat, C., Vela, M.E., Gago, J., Salvarezza, R.C.: Electrochim.
Acta 49, 3643 (2004)

7. Biener, M.M., Biener, J., Friend, C.M.: Langmuir 21, 1668 (2005)
8. Biener, M.M., Biener, J., Friend, C.M.: Surf. Sci. 601, 1659

(2007)
9. Yu, M., Ascolani, H., Zampieri, G., Woodruff, D.P., Satterley, C.J.,

Jones, R.G., Dhanak, V.R.: J. Phys. Chem. C 111, 10904 (2007)

10. Rodriguez, J.A., Dvorak, J., Jirsak, T., Liu, G., Hrbek, J., Aray, Y.,
Gonzalez, C.: J. Am. Chem. Soc. 125, 276 (2003)

11. Gómez-Carrillo, S.C., Bolcatto, P.G.: Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys.
13, 461 (2011)

12. Sankey, O.F., Niklewski, D.J.: Phys. Rev. B 40, 3979 (1989)
13. Demkov, A.A., Ortega, J., Sankey, O.F., Grumbach, M.P.: Phys.

Rev. B 52, 1618 (1995)
14. Lewis, J.P., Glaesemann, K.R., Voth, G.A., Fritsch, J., Demkov,

A.A., Ortega, J., Sankey, O.F.: Phys. Rev. B 64, 195103 (2001)
15. Jelínek, P., Wank, H., Lewis, J.P., Sankey, O.F., Ortega, J.: Phys.

Rev. B 71, 235101 (2005)
16. Hamann, D.R.: Phys. Rev. B 40, 2980 (1989)
17. Wöll, C., Chiang, S., Wilson, R.J., Lippel, P.H.: Phys. Rev. B 39,

7988 (1989)
18. Barth, J.V., Schuster, R., Behm, R.J., Ertl, G.: Surf. Sci. 348, 280

(1996)
19. Avila, J., Mascaraque, A., Michel, E.G., Asensio, M.C.,

LeLay, G., Ortega, J., Pérez, R., Flores, F.: Phys. Rev. Lett. 82,
442 (1999)

20. Farías, D., Kaminski, W., Lobo, J., Ortega, J., Hulpke, E.,
Pérez, R., Flores, F., Michel, E.G.: Phys. Rev. Lett. 91, 016103
(2003)

21. González, C., Flores, F., Ortega, J.: Phys. Rev. Lett. 96, 136101
(2006)

Author's personal copy


	Sulfur Adsorbed (Theta=1/2) on Gold (111) Substrate
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Theoretical and Numerical Methods
	Results and Discussion
	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements
	References


