Progress in Natural Science: Materials International 2013;23(3):222-234

Chinese Materials Research Society

atlnt
S

www.elsevier.com/locate/pnsmi
www.sciencedirect.com

Progress in Natural Science: Materials International

REVIEW

Nanoscale electron tomography and atomic scale
high-resolution electron microscopy of nanoparticles
and nanoclusters: A short survey

John Meurig Thomas®, Paul A. Midgley, Caterina Ducati, Rowan K. Leary

Department of Materials Science and Metallurgy, University of Cambridge, Pembroke Street, Cambridge, CB2 3QZ, UK

Received 26 December 2012; accepted 12 March 2013
Available online 7 June 2013

KEYWORDS

Nanoclusters;
Nanoparticles;

Atomic structure;
Electron tomography;
Aberration-corrected elec-
tron microscopy

Abstract The outstanding merits of scanning transmission electron tomography as a technique for the
investigation of the internal structure and morphology of nanoparticle and nanocluster materials are
summarized with the aid of numerous typical illustrations. Reference is made also to the significant
advances that have arisen in probing ultrastructural characteristics of nanoscale solids using aberration-
corrected (AC) electron microscopy (EM). Information of a unique kind may be retrieved by combining
the imaging and analytical power of ACEM.

© 2013 Chinese Materials Research Society. Production and hosting by Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

So widespread in hospitals throughout the world is the use of CT
scanners (where CT stands for computerised tomography) that the
general public is now aware that this procedure entails taking a
variety of X-ray images through a range of accurately aligned
settings which, in turn, yield a three-dimensional (3D) picture of
the subject under investigation.
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Scientists interested in the nanostructures of a variety of solid
objects also use tomographic approaches. Sometimes they use X-rays,
but nowadays, increasing use is being made of electron tomography
(ET), the essence of which is summarised below. Before doing so,
however, we recall that, with the greater availability of synchrotron
sources, short wavelength X-rays are used to determine the 3D
structures of small objects. X-rays possess several advantages over
electrons as probing radiation, principally because they have greater
penetrating power. They have, however, some disadvantages in that
they are far less readily focusable than electrons. Notwithstanding the
ever-increasing improvements that are being made in the construction
of Fresnel lenses for focusing X-rays, ET has at present far greater
resolving power than its X-ray counterpart. A summary of the nature
of the relative strengths and advantages of each technique is given in
an earlier article by two of us [1], from which some parts of this
review are taken. For completeness, some illustrative examples of
X-ray tomographic reconstructions are given in Fig. 1.

1002-0071 © 2013 Chinese Materials Research Society. Production and hosting by Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.pnsc.2013.04.003


www.elsevier.com/locate/pnsmi
dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.pnsc.2013.04.003
dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.pnsc.2013.04.003
dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.pnsc.2013.04.003
mailto:jmt2@cam.ac.uk
dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.pnsc.2013.04.003

Nanoscale electron tomography and atomic scale high-resolution electron microscopy of nanoparticles and nanoclusters: A short survey 223

a

I-u- I*?;I

625 623 g4 O

Fig. 1 (a) Reconstructed X-ray tomogram illustrating (top) the side view
of a reconstructed tungsten plug and (bottom) the measurement of the size
of the keyhole. Reproduced from [2]. (b) X-ray tomography of whole yeast
cells showing (top) a single projection image of a rapidly frozen budding
yeast, a section through a tomographic reconstruction of the yeast (scale
bar=0.5 mm) and a volume-rendered view of the reconstruction. The
bottom two panels show a volume-rendered image with the nucleus
(purple), vacuole (pink) and lipid droplets (white) and a colour-coded
reconstruction of a budding yeast with lipid droplets (white), vacuoles
(grey) and numerous other subcellular structures coloured shades of green,
orange and red. Reproduced from [3].

In recent years the remarkable resolving power of the electron
microscope has been enhanced still further by the introduction of
aberration-corrected optics. This has led to an ability to resolve
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Fig. 2 (a) The essence of tomographic reconstruction. The top schematic
shows a series of projections of an object at different angles and the bottom
schematic depicts how these images are back-projected into space, wherein
the conglomerate sum of the back-projections defines the reconstructed
object. (b) A Fourier space representation of the angular series of images
(projections) in (a), illustrating the finite angular increment € between
images, and the maximum angular range o to which images are recorded,
leading to incomplete sampling; the latter giving rise to a large ‘missing
wedge’ of unsampled information. Each data point is represented
schematically, showing that the radial sampling of Fourier space leads to
a greater sampling density around the centre of Fourier space, meaning that
lower spatial frequency information is oversampled relative to high spatial
frequency information.

directly structural detail at the atomic level, with clarity and
precision, leading to new insights into the physical and chemical
behaviour of nanoscale structure and devices. Later in this review,
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Fig. 3 (a) HAADF-STEM image of concave iron oxide nanoparticles taken from an ET tilt-series. (b) Quantification of the concavity volume of
the nanoparticle indicated in (a), from CS-ET and SIRT reconstructions. Reproduced from [11].

Fig. 4 (a) HAADF-STEM image of an Au nanoparticle. (b,c) Surface-rendered views of a reconstructed Au nanoparticle, with dimensions
indicated. (d) 3D simulations for the real (using the tomogram) and an idealised (estimated from a single image) nanoparticle, showing regions of

high electromagnetic-field enhancement (marked in orange). Reproduced from [35].

we give a number of examples of high resolution imaging, but
focus first on the principles and recent applications of ET.

2. The essence of electron tomography (ET) using a scanning
transmission electron microscope

2.1.  Principles [1]

Tomography, which involves generating a reconstruction from
projections of an object viewed from different directions (see
Fig. 2(a)), derives from the mathematical principles described by
Radon just over ninety years ago [4]. The Radon transform is
defined as a mapping into so-called ‘Radon space’ of a function
describing a real space object, by the projection, or line integral,
through that function along all possible lines. Thus, given a
sufficient number of projections, an inverse Radon transform
(or back-projection) of this space should reconstruct the object.
In practice, however, the sampling will always be limited, the
inversion will be imperfect, and the goal then becomes to achieve
the ‘best’ reconstruction of the object given the limited

experimental data. This is particularly so in ET, where the
specimen is rotated in order to obtain projections at different
angles, because the limited space within the microscope objective
lens frequently prevents rotation of the sample holder through the
full angular range. This leaves a ‘missing wedge’ of information
unsampled by the tilt-series of images (projections) (see Fig. 2(b)).
Additionally, a limit on the total number of tilt-series images that
can be acquired may be imposed by the electron beam sensitivity
of the sample. This is less of a problem for many samples in the
materials sciences, such as metals or alloys, which are often
relatively robust under the electron beam, but is frequently a
limiting factor in the biological sciences, where ‘low-dose’
acquisition schemes must be followed.

Another important concept in tomography is the so-called
‘central slice theorem.” This says that a projection of an object
at a given angle in real space is a central section through the
Fourier transform of that object [5]. Hence once can see how by
recording multiple projections at different angles, many Fourier
sections will be sampled, and in principle tomographic reconstruc-
tion is possible from an inverse Fourier transform. This approach
is known as direct Fourier reconstruction [5,6]. Although elegant,
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Fig. 5 HAADF-STEM image of Ru;oPt, nanoclusters on MCM-41
mesoporous silica. The inset shows one of the particles at high
magnification showing individual atoms and atom clusters. Repro-
duced from [39].

and used in the first demonstration of ET [7], Fourier reconstruc-
tion methods have for a long time been seen as computationally
intensive and difficult to implement, and simpler real space back-
projection methods [8-10] have been preferred. With recent
computational advances however, Fourier based methods have
seen a resurgence, being used in some modern algorithms that are
capable of providing high-fidelity reconstructions [11,12].

The method of back-projection is based on inverting the set of
recorded images, projecting each image back into an object space
at the angle at which the original image was recorded. Using a
sufficient number of back-projections, from different angles, the
superposition of all the back-projected ‘rays’ will reconstruct the
original object, see again Fig. 2(a). The mathematical principles of
tomographic reconstruction are detailed in many books, such as
those by Kak and Slaney [13], Herman [14] and Deans [5].
Foundational reviews of reconstruction methods specifically with
regards to ET have been given by, for example, Penczek [15] and
in the book edited by Frank [16].

Reconstructions using back-projection often appear blurred with
fine spatial detail reconstructed poorly. This is an effect of the
uneven sampling of spatial frequencies in the ensemble of original
projections. As can be seen in Fig. 2(b), there is proportionately
greater sampling of data near the centre of Fourier space compared
with the periphery. It is possible partially to rebalance the
frequency distribution in Fourier space by using a weighting filter:
a radially linear function in Fourier space, zero at the centre and a
maximum at the edge. This improved reconstruction approach is
known as weighted back-projection [10,17].

Further enhancements in fidelity of tomographic reconstructions
may be obtained via the use of iterative reconstruction algorithms
[18-22]; for recent advanced algorithms in ET, see e.g. [11,12,23,24].
In iterative reconstruction methods, the reconstruction can be
improved by noting that each recorded image is a ‘perfect’ reference
projection. If an (imperfect) reconstruction is re-projected back along
the original projection direction, the re-projections, in general, will not

25 1

n
o

-
(6]

-
o

X-ray counts

0+ T T T v v v T T
3 4 5§ 6 7 8 9 10
Position (nm)

Fig. 6 (a) HAADF-STEM image of Ru—Pt—based catalyst. The inset
shows the particles studied by X-ray microanalysis. X-ray spectra
recorded approximately every 0.5 nm led to a compositional profile
shown in (b). From the area under the curve in the region of the three
nanopatrticles, the ratio of Ru:Pt for each particle is consistent with the
5:1 ratio expected from the synthesis. Reproduced from [40].

be identical to the original images. The difference, characteristic of
the deficiency of the reconstruction, can be back-projected to generate
a ‘difference’ reconstruction, which can be used to correct the original
reconstruction, to constrain the reconstruction to agree better with the
original set of images. A single operation will not fully correct the
reconstruction and the comparison must be repeated until a ‘best’
solution is reached. In conjunction with this difference-based iterative
refinement, the fidelity of a reconstruction can also be improved by
incorporating some additional prior-knowledge about the object
during the reconstruction process. One approach to this is ‘discrete’
tomography, which is described elsewhere [23,25]. Another is the so-
called procedure of ‘compressed sensing,” which has been the recent
focus of attention in our group, and which we recall below.

2.2.  Compressed sensing electron tomography (CS-ET) [26]

The principles of image compression (e.g., as used for JPEG
formats), where images are retrieved from their compressed form
without significant information loss, provide an alternative basis
for 3D reconstruction from very limited data sets as we have in
ET and found often in magnetic resonance imaging [27] and X-ray
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Fig. 7 A montage of tomographic projections of MCM-48 silica
(with corresponding simulations and Fourier transforms) shown at
major zones axes as the 3D tomographic reconstruction is rotated
about a < 112> zone axis. Reproduced from [41].

CT [28]. The method known as ‘compressed sensing’ (CS) is able
to recover a high-fidelity reconstruction from a highly under-
sampled data set if the object to be reconstructed is ‘sparse,’ in this
context meaning having relatively few non-zero pixels (or voxels)
[29,30]. The sparsity may be in the same space as the reconstruc-
tion (typically real space) or in some other space linked by a
known transform (e.g., in a gradient domain). If the object can be
approximated in a sparse way, it is said to be ‘compressible.” To
ensure a high-fidelity reconstruction, free from aliasing artefacts,
for example, sampling of the object should be performed in a
random (or near-random) fashion [27]. A tilt-series, as acquired in
ET, has been shown to provide a sampling scheme that, although
clearly not random, results in aliasing artefacts that are sufficiently
‘noise-like’ that they can be removed by CS. Thus for ET, the
CS reconstruction proceeds by finding the sparsest representation
of the object to be reconstructed, subject to re-projections of that
object best-fitting the original microscope images. Here, the
knowledge that the object is in some sense ‘sparse’ provides the
extra prior information that improves the reconstruction.
Recently, the authors, in collaboration with the Gladden group
in Cambridge (especially D.J. Holland) have shown that CS
applied to ET can yield high-fidelity 3D reconstructions from

Fig. 8 3D reconstruction of a dual-axis tilt series of CdTe tetrapods. (a) is a reconstruction of a single tilt series and shows that some of the legs
of the tetrapods are poorly reconstructed, due to the missing wedge, as indicated by the arrows. (b) is a reconstruction of a tilt series recorded about
an axis perpendicular to that in (a) showing poorly reconstructed legs, again indicated by the arrows. (c) is a dual axis reconstruction of the two
data sets illustrating that all legs are well reconstructed. (d) Detailed view of the tetrapod selected in (c). Reproduced from [43].
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very few images. One example, a CS-ET reconstruction of
concave iron oxide nanoparticles [11], illustrated in Fig. 3,
demonstrates how, compared with the standard iterative recon-
struction algorithm in ET (known as the simultaneous iterative
reconstruction technique, SIRT [20]), CS-ET provides a faithful
reconstruction of the octahedral morphology and a robust quanti-
tative measurement of the nanoparticle concavity, even from a tilt-
series composed of only nine images. Knowledge of precise 3D
morphology, such as the concavity, is key for application of the
particles in drug delivery and photocatalysis [31].

Compared with discrete tomography, CS-ET potentially offers a
more flexible approach to how constraints can be applied. For
example, for homogeneous objects with sharp boundaries, sparsity
may be found in the gradient domain by minimising the so-called
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Fig. 9 High resolution TEM image of an Agl nanoparticle recorded
parallel to the <110> zone axis, exhibiting a truncated octahedral
morphology. The planes seen in the figure are labelled. The inset
shows the FFT of the nanoparticle.

‘total variation’ [11,24], or for more diffuse objects (e.g., those
with compositional gradients), wavelet representations can be used
[32,33], as they are for JPEG compression in digital photography.
Although still in its infancy, we expect CS-ET to be adopted
widely in the future. In particular, the ability of CS-ET to yield
high-fidelity reconstructions from relatively few images should
prove to be of great benefit in the study of beam-sensitive samples,
or where total acquisition time is limited.

2.3. Nanoparticles with plasmonic responses[26]

Nanoscale solids in the range 1-100 nm are well-known to exhibit
chemical properties that are critically dependent upon their shape and
morphology [1,34]. Whereas conventional scanning transmission elec-
tron microscopy (STEM) and other high-resolution imaging techniques
cannot reveal directly the 3D morphology of such nanoparticles, the ET
approach outlined above can. A prime example is a study [35] linking
the plasmonic response of an Au nanoparticle to its true morphology.
STEM tomography showed the nanoparticle to have a 3D shape
markedly different from the one that would be inferred from a single 2D
image (Fig. 4(a}~(c)). Using the ET reconstruction, the morphology of
the nanoparticle was encoded as finite elements and used as input to 3D
electrodynamics simulations [35]. By comparing simulations performed
using a model based on the true irregular morphology, with those using
an idealised shape assumed from a 2D (S)TEM image, dramatic
differences in the predicted optical properties were found (Fig. 4(d)).

2.4.  Revealing the tortuosity and pore-structure of mesoporous silica

Ordered mesoporous silicas are excellent supports for a range of
nanoparticle and nanocluster bimetallic catalysts of high activity and
selectivity in the hydrogenation of a range of organic molecules
[36-38]. The catalytic variant of cubic mesoporous silica known as
MCM-48—there is a hexagonal variant known as MCM-41, where
MCM stands for mobil catalytic material—has a complex gyroid-like
3D pore network. This cubic phase, as a catalyst support, is intrinsically
superior to its hexagonal analogue, MCM-41, in that pores run in three
mutually perpendicular directions in the former, whereas they run in
only one direction in the latter. Clearly the diffusion of reactants to, and
products away from the minute nanoclusters anchored to the

Fig. 10

(a) High resolution TEM image of an Au nanoparticle exhibiting five-fold twinning. The five sectors (labelled) of the twinned particle are

revealed more clearly in (b) which is a Fourier-filtered version of the image in (a). Re-entrant facets are marked with chevrons.
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Fig. 11 (a) High resolution TEM image of a RuO, nanorod decorated with Ru clusters. Edge dislocations can be seen at interface between Ru
and RuO, for the cluster on the right-hand side of the rod. (b) The three orientation relationships of RuO, and Ru lattices are shown, in plan view
(Ru atoms in dark grey and O atoms in light grey). The values of the mismatch are given for the Ru lattice relative to the RuO, substrate.

Reproduced from [55].

1 nm

Fig. 12 Aberration-corrected (a) BF- and (b) ADF-STEM images of a Ga-Pd nanoparticle particle, recorded simultaneously. The contrast and
clarity of the ADF image is considerably higher than that of the BF image.

mesoporous silica is much facilitated using MCM-48 supports. To fix
our ideas, Figs. 5 and 6 show STEM, high-angle annular dark-field
(HAADF) images — see Section 3 for more details—of typical Ru-Pt
nanocluster selective hydrogenation catalysts.

Returning to the investigation of the porosity of the mesoporous
silica support, a significant advantage of studying such systems using
ET is the ability to visualise the pore structure directly. As well as
providing a model-independent structure solution, tomography, being a
direct imaging technique, further provided the opportunity to reveal any
deviations from the perfect crystal structure, such as twin boundaries.
A series of 158 HAADF-STEM images was acquired every 1°
between —78° and +79°. Fig. 7 shows a montage of voxel projections
computed from a 3D tomographic reconstruction of a sub-100 nm

particle of MCM-48 silica [41]. Each projection is at a zone axis
encountered when rotating about a < 112> axis through a symmetry-
independent sector of reciprocal space. A {112} plane, whose normal
is vertical in the plane of the paper, is common to all projections. On
the right of each image is a simulation of the MCM-48 structure based
on an approximate gyroid surface. Power spectra (computed diffracto-
grams) for both experiment and simulation are shown as insets. The
agreement between experiment and simulation is remarkably consistent
for each projection. Based on the direct 3D information available from
ET, the structural model was revised to better match the observed pore
size and distribution. The original model was based on studies [42] in
which the complementary pore sizes of MCM-48 were determined
based primarily on pore volumes modelled from nitrogen gas
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a

Fig. 13 A montage of aberration-corrected ADF-STEM images of different morphologies of gold nanoparticles. (a) shows a single crystal
nanoparticle, (b) a singly-twinned nanoparticle, (c) a small decahedral nanoparticle in five-fold orientation (image courtesy of J.S. Barnard), and (d)
an icosahedral nanoparticle, oriented parallel to its two-fold axis.

Fig. 14 (a) Aberration-corrected ADF-STEM image of a GaPd, nanoparticle viewed parallel to the [120] zone axis. Notice how the ‘waviness’ of
the projected structure reduces significantly at the nanoparticle's edge—highlighted further in the inset. (b) The GaPd, structure projected parallel
to the [120] zone axis, Ga in red, Pd in light blue.
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adsorption—desorption experiments; in the future, direct structural
measurements available with STEM tomography should overcome
some of the limitations of such model-dependent analyses.

A concluding example of 3D nanostructure determination is given
in Fig. 8, which demonstrates the improvements in fidelity that can be
realised when a tomographic reconstruction is based on a dual-axis

Fig. 15 Aberration-corrected ADF-STEM image of a small GaPd,
nanoparticle showing a re-entrant facet (marked with a chevron) and a
single twin boundary (arrowed).
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series [43]. A single-axis reconstruction of CdTe tetrapods reveals
some legs have not been reconstructed, due to the effects of the missing
wedge. By taking mutually perpendicular tilt series and reconstructing
their combination, the size of the missing wedge is reduced and the
structure of the tetrapods is fully revealed.

3. Atomic-scale high resolution electron microscopy (HREM)

Numerous recent articles and books have dealt with the principles
of HREM and with the particular variant known as annular dark-
field (ADF) or high-angle annular dark-field HAADF) scanning
transmission electron microscopy (STEM)—see e.g. [44—47]. With
the advent of aberration-corrected optics for HREM, a new era in
atomic-scale imaging has arrived. In this short survey we aim to
reach two goals: first a set of illustrations of the quality of such
atomic-scale images to metal nanoclusters and nanoparticles is
given; second, we enter into the present speculative field of
ascertaining what feature of these nanocatalysts is likely to hold
the key to the root cause of the exceptional catalytic activity of
such materials as nano-gold on various oxide or carbonaceous
supports.

Firstly, it is important to stress that a wealth of information can
be obtained from conventional high resolution micrographs
recorded from instruments without aberration correction, and we
begin this section with a few examples. Fig. 9 shows a high
resolution image recorded on a conventional TEM using a relatively
high beam energy of 400 keV—this approach, where the higher
beam energy yields a smaller electron wavelength, was for a long
time the best available method to improve the ‘point’ resolution.
The image is of a single Agl nanoparticle sitting on a carbonaceous
support. The nanoparticle is oriented such that the electron beam is
parallel to the <110> zone axis, as confirmed by the fast Fourier
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Fig. 16 Aberration-corrected TEM images of Cu particles in a high-performance Cu/Zn/Al,0O5 catalyst, showing significant faceting, twinning
and a disordered over-layer. (d) is a magnified region of the area marked in (c). Reproduced from [64].
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Fig. 17 (a) Aberration-corrected HAADF-STEM images of an gold/
titania catalyst. (b) Magnified part of (a) showing single gold atoms
(black circles) and gold clusters (white circles) Reproduced from [67].
Images courtesy of P.L. Gai.

transform (FFT) of the image shown as an inset. The nanoparticle
shows a truncated octahedral morphology, with well-defined {100}
and {111} facets. Phase contrast such as that seen in this image can
be beneficial when investigating the structure of low atomic number
material. In this case, it is clear that the carbonaceous support
directly below the nanoparticle in the figure is of a graphitic nature
with 3—4 layers of graphite apparently coherent with the {200}
planes of the nanoparticle. However, phase-contrast images, parti-
cularly those from microscopes that are not aberration corrected,
also need to be interpreted with caution as rapid contrast reversals
can occur with change of defocus and specimen thickness.

Fig. 10 shows an HR-TEM image of a gold nanoparticle that
exhibits a more complex, five-fold twinned structure. Here successive

cyclic twinning on the {111} planes leads to this pseudo-five-fold
symmetric arrangement, where the five sectors are perhaps more
easily seen in Fig. 10(b), which is a Fourier-filtered version of the raw
image in Fig. 10(a). Successive twinning of a face centred cubic (fcc)
lattice leads to a rotation between sectors of 70.53°, or 352.64° over
the five sectors. Since this is less than the 360° needed for perfect
closure there must inevitably be some distortion of the crystal lattice
within the nanoparticle. Also indicated on the image are re-entrant
{111} ‘Marks-type’ [48] facets that serve to reduce the surface-area-
to-volume-ratio, and do so more favourably than truncation on {100}
planes (as in Ino's decahedron [49]). The nature of the distortion in
five-fold twinned nanoparticles has been the subject of many HREM
studies and is a topic of much debate [S0-53]. Recent work using
aberration-corrected TEM asserts that the strain present in such
nanoparticles is likely to have significant impact on surface adsorp-
tion properties, therefore being of high catalytic significance [54].

As a final example of conventional HR-TEM Fig. 11 shows that a
thin ruthenium metal over-layer is seen to have grown on a ruthenium
oxide nanorod, a composite structure with possible catalytic or energy
applications [55]. In the image the ruthenium metal layer has grown
in a semi-coherent fashion with the orientation relationships shown in
Fig. 11b.

Whilst conventional HR-TEM can yield many images, when
dealing with ultra-small nanoparticles or nanoclusters, ADF- or
HAADF-STEM (ideally on an aberration-corrected instrument) can
often offer some particular advantages. Fig. 12 shows simulta-
neously recorded (a) bright field (BF)- and (b) ADF-STEM images
of a very small icosahedral Ga-Pd nanoparticle viewed close to its
five-fold axis. In the phase-contrast BF image, the nanoparticle is
barely visible and structural detail is very difficult to discern. ADF
imaging however, is sensitive to the atomic number (Z) of the
constituent atoms of the sample (in the limit of Rutherford
scattering, a 7 relationship), and hence in the ADF image, the
high Z nanoparticle is rendered clearly visible against the low
atomic number silicon support film. To see detail in the BF image,
phase contrast can be enhanced through a change in the image
focus, but as noted previously, this can lead to significant changes in
the image that require careful interpretation. A great strength of
ADF-STEM is that the images are often ‘directly interpretable’ in
terms of the projected atomic structure of the specimen. This is
further demonstrated in Fig. 13, in which four different morphol-
ogies of gold nanoparticles are revealed with clarity. The gold
nanoparticle in Fig. 13(a) is seen to be single-crystalline polyhedral,
while in (b) a twin boundary separating two crystalline domains is
clearly visible. (c) and (d) show examples of the two primary
morphologies of five-fold twinned nanoparticles: (c) is a decahedral
nanoparticle viewed close to its five-fold axis, and (d) is an
icosahedral nanoparticle viewed close to its two-fold axis.

The addition of a second constituent species in nanoparticles and
nanoclusters can significantly broaden the range of properties that are
available [56]. Bimetallic systems are of particular interest for many
catalytic applications [57,58]. The widened range of properties further
heightens the need for judicious control of nanoparticle structure and
for suitable characterisation methods. One promising route to achieving
bimetallic systems with carefully controlled properties is to exploit the
well-defined structures of intermetallic compounds, a prime example
being the development of ‘nano-sized’ Ga-Pd intermetallic compounds
for effecting selective hydrogenation reactions and other important
processes such as methanol synthesis and methanol steam reforming
[59,60]. Aberration-corrected (SYTEM can make important contribu-
tions to the knowledge-based development of such nanocatalysts, as
exemplified in Figs. 14 and 15, where ADF-STEM has been used to
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Fig. 18 Electron-induced X-ray emission spectrum of RusPtSn nanocluste
for which this emission spectrum was recorded. The peak for Cu originates
8 different X-ray emission spectra. Reproduced from [39].

reveal the atomic structure of GaPd, nanoparticles (see also Leary et al.
[61,62]). The intermetallic GaPd, structure [63] is orthorhombic, but
can be described as a distorted fcc structure. That distortion manifests
itself as ‘waviness’ in the structure when viewed parallel to certain
zone axes, which enables verification of the intermetallic state in the
nanoparticles [61]. As an example, Fig. 14 shows a GaPd, nanoparticle
viewed parallel to the [120] zone axis, where the ‘wavy’ nature of the
projected structure is clear. However, the directly interpretable images
provided by ADF-STEM are also extremely valuable in revealing
deviations from the ideal structure — in Fig. 14 it can be seen that the
‘waviness’ reduces significantly at the nanoparticle's edge, which may
be related to strain at the nanoparticle surface as well as segregation of
Ga away from near-surface regions to form surface oxides [61]. With
much smaller GaPd, nanoparticles, such as seen in Fig. 15, more
detailed examination of the particle structure can take place. As seen
with the Au nanoparticle in Fig. 10, the nanoparticle possesses re-
entrant facets. This distinct faceting leads to a high proportion of low-
coordinated surface atoms—environments quite distinct from a bulk
terminated surface—the implications of which for Ga-Pd nanocatalysts
are yet to be determined.

Also visible in Fig. 15 is a single twin boundary permeating the
nanoparticle (arrowed), which causes perturbation of the nanopar-
ticle surface. Such nano-crystalline defects are not insignificant,
indeed they have been directly implicated in catalytic processes, as
recently detailed for copper nanoparticles in the Cu/ZnO/Al,O3
catalyst system for methanol synthesis (see Fig. 16) [64]. It is
believed that the surface structural irregularity functions as the
locus of methanol synthesis and that traces of Zn at defect sites
may also enhance catalytic activity.

In addition to catalytic nanoparticles, there is also increasing interest
in few-atom nanoclusters, or indeed single atoms, as powerful catalysts
[65,66]. The ‘Z-contrast’” of aberration-corrected ADF-STEM is
invaluable for enabling visualisation of such minute metallic catalysts
supported on low atomic number supports, as exemplified in Fig. 17.
There, single and pairs of gold atoms (circled in black) and gold
clusters (circled in white) are clearly identified on the surface of titania,
the nature of which are of particular interest for application in the
selective oxidation of carbon monoxide [67].

We end this short survey with a brief example of the power of
modern transmission electron microscopy not only to visualise the
structure of nanoparticles and nanoclusters, but also to probe their
chemical composition. Fig. 18 shows an energy dispersive X-ray
spectrum from a single nanoparticle of RusPtSn. The example
spectrum was acquired by placing the electron probe on a single

rs on a mesoporous silica. The arrow in the inset identifies the particle
from the sample holder and grid. The tabulation refers to the results of

nanoparticle (shown by an arrow). Spectra from eight similar
nanoparticles were averaged to produce a statistically significant
chemical analysis, showing the nanoparticle composition indeed
had, within 10% error, a 5:1:1 ratio as expected from the synthesis.

4. Conclusions

The remarkable physical and chemical properties exhibited by
nanoparticles and nanoclusters can only be understood fully through
a combination of bulk characterisation coupled with microscopic
investigations using electron microscopy and related techniques. In
this short review we have given a number of examples of how
progress in 3D imaging, through developments in microscopy
technique and in novel reconstruction algorithms, can lead to new
insights into structure and composition at the nanoscale. The advent
of aberration-corrected electron optics has revolutionised the way in
which the atomic structure of nanoparticles can be visualised in a
direct manner. Examples have been given of how the structure of
nanoparticles can be elucidated in exquisite detail, revealing twin
boundaries, re-entrant facets and surface-related structral re-
arrangement. Individual atoms can be identified with aberration-
corrected STEM and, coupled with analytical techniques such as X-
ray emission spectroscopy, provides a remarkably powerful instru-
ment for the investigation of nanostructures and a better under-
standing of their physico—chemical behaviour.
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