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Abstract Silicon carbide (SiC) has been widely used in
various technological applications, including power devices,
light-receiving devices, and light-emitting devices. Several
methods for fabricating SiC particles with nanometer dimen-
sions have been reported, including carbo-thermal reduction
of silica, chemical vapor deposition, laser pyrolysis, and
microwave irradiation. To develop a new and simple method
for fabricating SiC nanoparticles, we investigated the possi-
bility of using femtosecond-laser ablation. In this paper, we
report the formation of SiC nanoparticles by femtosecond-
laser ablation on silicon immersed in hexane. By using a
high-peak-power laser that can achieve extremely high tem-
peratures and pressures on the silicon surface, SiC nanopar-
ticles were successfully fabricated via ablation in hexane. In
our experiments, femtosecond pulses from a Yb-fiber laser
were used to irradiate to silicon single crystal. The laser was
focused onto a spot on the silicon surface. After ablation,
we evaluated the particles on the target substrate and parti-
cles in the irradiated hexane. Scanning electron microscopy
revealed that the particles range in size from 100 to 400 nm.
X-ray diffraction analysis indicated that the nanoparticles
might be SiC. The characteristic X-ray photoelectron spec-
troscopy peaks of nanoparticles were Si-2p (100.1 eV) and
C-1s (282.9 eV), which are identical to the characteristic
peaks of SiC (John et al. in Handbook of X-ray photoelec-
tron spectroscopy, Physical Electronics, Eden Prairie, 1995;
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Hijikata et al. in Appl Surf Sci 184:161–166, 2001; Shen et
al. in Chem Phys Lett 375:177–184, 2003). We also used
transmission electron microscopy and electron energy-loss
spectroscopy to evaluate particles from the irradiated hex-
ane. Such a simple method of fabricating SiC nanoparticles
by femtosecond-laser ablation may open new possibilities in
the development of growth techniques for SiC.
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laser · Under-liquid processing · Laser ablation

1 Introduction

Silicon carbide (SiC) has attracted the attentionof researchers
because of its excellent mechanical and electrical proper-
ties [4,5]. For example, its hardness ranks third behind those
of diamond and cubic boron nitride (c-BN). Its thermal sta-
bility and abrasion resistance are also excellent. Because of
these excellent mechanical properties, SiC is used as a struc-
tural ceramic in components of gas turbines or automobiles
[4,6]. SiC is also a semiconductor with numbers favorable
electrical properties, such as a wide bandgap, high thermal
conductivity, and a high saturated electron drift velocity;
as such, SiC has found applications in power devices, UV-
light photodiodes, and UV-light emitters. High-temperature
applications are also expected [5,7,8]. The demand for
SiC nanoparticles (∼100 nm) as a ceramic raw material
for UV-light photodiodes and UV-light emitters has been
increasing [9].

Various chemical vapor deposition (CVD) methods,
including thermal CVD, RF plasma, arc-plasma, and laser
CVD, have been developed as the main methods for fabri-
cating SiC nanoparticles [10–13]. However, these methods
require a vacuum pumping system and a collection pro-
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cessing system. Because of these processing conditions,
processes become longer and the devices become complex.
New methods are demanded.

In this research,we aimed at developing a relatively simple
methodof fabricatingSiCnanoparticles.Weused a femtosec-
ond laser to irradiate the Si substrate in hexane. We then
characterized the particles on surface of target substrate, as
well as particles in the irradiated hexane. The results suggest
that SiC nanoparticles are fabricated by this new method.

2 Experimental Methods

Liquid-phase laser ablation is one method available for syn-
thesizing nanoparticles [14–17]. In recent years, attention
has been focused on using a femtosecond laser, which can
the ability to irradiate with extremely high peaking power
to provide high-temperature, high-pressure conditions [18].
When a pulsed laser beam is focused on a target in liquid,
a high-temperature, high-pressure region will be generated
in the focused area and the target material will be ablated
into particles such as atoms, molecules, ions, or radicals.
The ablated particles can also react with pyrolyzed solvent
to form new particles.

In this research, we used a femtosecond laser to irradiate
a Si substrate immersed in hexane. As shown in Fig. 1, at
the interface, the laser ablation results in the formation of Si
particles react with carbon species pyrolyzed from hexane
(C6H14) to form SiC nanoparticles. In addition, the hexane
provides oxygen-free conditions, inhibiting the formation of
silicon oxide.

Figure 2 is a schematic of the experimental setup. A Si
substrate was immersed in a quartz cell filled with hexane.
The substrate was then irradiated using femtosecond laser
pulses with a wavelength of 1045 nm, a pulse width of 700 fs,
and a repetition rate of 100 kHz. The laser beamwas focused
on the substrate using an objective lens with a fluence of
31.4 J/cm2.

Fig. 1 The ablated Si particles are combined with carbon species to
form SiC at the interface

Fig. 2 Schematic of the experimental setup

The Si substrate was adhered to a two-axis motorized
stage, which enabled the Si substrate to be scanned at a stable
speed of 100 μm/s. The scanning distance was 580 mm over
97 min.

The irradiated Si substrate was prepared as a Si single
crystal with (1-0-0) plane orientation. The irradiated side
was polished. The thickness of the Si substrate was 505 μm.
The purity of the hexane was 96%. The chemical formula is
CH3(CH2)4CH3, and its standard is JIS-K-8848.

After the irradiation, we evaluated the particles on the tar-
get substrate, by using scanning electron microscopy (SEM),
X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS), and X-ray diffrac-
tion (XRD) and evaluated the particles in the irradiated
hexane using transmission electron microscopy (TEM) in
conjunction with electron energy-loss spectroscopy (EELS).

3 Results and Discussions

3.1 SEM Analysis

Figure 3a, b shows SEMmicrographs of the Si substrate after
laser ablation. As shown in Fig. 3a, spherical nanoparticles
were deposited in an approximately 1.3-μm-thick layer onto
the substrate. Figure 3b shows that the particle size was rela-
tively large (>100 nm). We estimate that ablated atoms and
clusters tend to aggregate into much larger particles via ther-
mal effects during or after the laser pulse [16]. We measured
the particle size and its distribution for 200 particles from
the SEM image; the results, which are shown in Fig. 3c, sug-
gest that, at the fluence of 31.4 J/cm2, the particle size is
distributed at a center of 230 nm.

3.2 XRD Analysis

The crystal structure of the nanoparticles on the Si substrate
was analyzed by powder XRD. In the diffraction pattern
shown in Fig. 4, peaks attributed to β-SiC are observed
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Fig. 3 a Sectional view of the Si substrate; b SEM image of particles
deposited onto the Si substrate; c particle size distribution measured
from the SEM image in b

at 35.62◦ and 59.94◦ (ICDD-PDF #01-074-2307). Peaks
attributed to SiO2 and SiO are not observed; however, these
phases could be an amorphous and the peaksmaybeobscured
by the background.

Fig. 4 XRD pattern of particles deposited onto the Si substrate

3.3 XPS Analysis

The chemical bonds of nanoparticles were analyzed by XPS.
The ablated sample was treated by Ar etching for 5 min to
remove surface contamination. The survey spectrum indi-
cated that nanoparticles are composed of only Si, C, and
O. Figure 5 shows the narrow-scan spectra of Si-2p, C-1s,
and O-1s. Peak fitting was performed using mixed Gaus-
sian/Lorentzian function, and the background was treated
using the Shirley method [19]. Table 1 shows the distribu-
tion of the synthesized materials calculated from the fitting
results.

In the Si-2p spectrum (Fig. 5a), a peak attributed to Si–C
bonds with a binding energy of 100.6 eV was observed, indi-
cating the formation of SiC. In addition, other peaks were
observed at 99.2, 101.7, and 102.8 eV, which were identi-
fied as Si–Si, Si–O, and Si–O2 bonds [1,2,20]. These results
indicate the formation of Si particles unreacted with carbon
in addition to an oxidized phase. Small peaks from differ-
ent electronic spins are also observed, with a separation of
0.61 eV and an area ratio of 2:1.

TheC-1s spectrum (Fig. 5b) shows twopeakswith binding
energies of 284.6 and 283.1 eV, which are attributed to C–C
and C–Si bonds, respectively [1,20,21].

In the O-1s spectrum (Fig. 5c), two peaks attributed to
O2–Si and O–Si bonds are observed at 532.7 and 532.1 eV,
respectively [2,20]. Despite the use of hexane, which does
not contain oxygen, an oxygen peak was detected. Because
silicon is easily oxidized in the atmosphere, the Si particles
may have already been oxidized before the laser ablation.

For comparison, we used XPS to analyze an unprocessed
Si substrate whose surface had been subjected to Ar etching
for 1min. The results are shown in Fig. 6. Peaks are observed
at 99.3, 101.8, and 102.4 eV, which are identified as Si–Si,
Si–O, and Si–O2 bonds, respectively [1,2,20]; however, the
Si–C peak did not appear (Fig. 6a). In addition, the narrow-
scan C-1s spectra show only background noise, whichmeans
no SiCwas present on the Si substrate before processing. The
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Fig. 5 XPS narrow-scan spectra of particles deposited onto the Si sub-
strate: a Si-2p, b C-1s, and c O-1s

spectrum in Fig. 6b shows peaks at 532.7 and 531.7 eV,which
are attributed to O2–Si and O–Si bonds, respectively [2,20].

3.4 TEM and EELS Analysis

Figure 7 shows the TEM particle analysis results and the
EELS elemental mapping images of Si and C. The particles

Table 1 The composition ratio
of synthesized nanoparticles, as
determined by XPS

Formula Ratio (%)

C 32

SiC 20

SiO2 18

SiO 17

Si 13

Fig. 6 XPS narrow-scan spectra of an unprocessed Si substrate a Si-2p
and b O-1s

were collected by ultrasonic cleaning of the Si substrate in
ethanol, and thendroppedon to aTEMmicrogrid. In theTEM
image in Fig. 7a, we focused on two particles: one smaller
than 100 nm (particle A) and one larger than 100 nm (particle
B). A comparison of these two particles revealed differences
in their crystallinity. Particle A is a single crystal; however,
different orientations are observed fromparticleB, indicating
that it is polycrystalline.

The elemental mapping images of Si (Fig. 7b) and C
(Fig. 7c) reveal a difference in the distribution of carbon.
Whereas carbon is distributed homogeneously in particle A,
it is only detected in the area near the surface of particle B.
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Fig. 7 a TEM image of synthesized particles and EELS mapping
images of b Si and c C

These results suggest that large particles are not completely
carbonized to SiC and that the inner area of such particles
remains unreactedSi.On the basis of these results,we assume
that, in the case of particles larger than 100 nm, insufficient
thermal energy to form SiC reaches the inner area of the
particle, thus resulting in the inner area remaining unreacted
Si.

4 Conclusions

We successfully synthesized SiC nanoparticles by
femtosecond-laser ablation of a Si substrate in hexane.
Although the size distribution measured from the SEM
images indicated the formation of sub-micrometer-sized par-
ticles, nanoparticles smaller than 100 nm were observed in
the corresponding TEM images. According to the XPS and
XRD results, the obtained materials consisted of SiC, Si,
SiO2, and SiO. The EELS results indicated that particles
larger than 100 nmwere not completely carbonized, but their
extent of carbonization might be improved through adjust-
ment of the laser parameters. In the case of particles smaller
than 100 nm, Si and Cwere distributed homogeneously, indi-
cating the formation of SiC. These results demonstrate the
potential of thismethod as a new simple single-step approach
to fabricating SiC nanoparticles.
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