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ABSTRACT
The on-demand assembly of 2D heterostructures has brought about both novel interfacial physical chemistry and optoelectronic applications;
however, existing studies rarely focus on the complementary part—the 2D cavity, which is a new-born area with unprecedented opportunities.
In this study, we have investigated the electric field inside a spacer-free 2D cavity consisting of a monolayer semiconductor and a gold film
substrate. We have directly captured the built-in electric field crossing a blinking 2D cavity using a Kelvin probe force microscopy–Raman
system. The simultaneously recorded morphology (M), electric field (E), and optical spectroscopy (O) mapping profile unambiguously reveals
dynamical fluctuations of the interfacial electric field under a constant cavity height. Moreover, we have also prepared non-blinking 2D cavities
and analyzed the gap-dependent electric field evolution with a gradual heating procedure, which further enhances the maximum electric field
exceeding 109 V/m. Our work has revealed substantial insights into the built-in electric field within a 2D cavity, which will benefit adventures
in electric-field-dependent interfacial sciences and future applications of 2D chemical nanoreactors.

Published under an exclusive license by AIP Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0180444

INTRODUCTION

Aside from the remarkable progress on two-dimensional (2D)
materials per se,1–5 as the complementary part, 2D empty spaces or
2D cavities6 have come into sight with both interesting science7–11

and appealing application capacities.12–15 Pioneering studies include
the investigation of difficult problems that are otherwise inaccessi-
ble, e.g., capillary condensation of discrete water molecules under
atomic scale confinement,7 ultralow dielectric response of interfa-
cial water,8 and frictionless or even ballistic transport of water9

and helium gas10 in graphene or hexagonal boron nitride (h-BN)
cavities. Moreover, 2D cavities are considered as promising ion-
filters for seawater desalination12 and confined nanoreactors13–15 for
CO oxidation.

Van der Waals assembled 2D cavities provide an ideal plat-
form for exploring the physical properties and functionalities of
matters under planar constraints; however, the measurement of
inherent multiple physical fields and the associated interface effects

in such 2D empty spaces is extremely lacking. With the place-
ment of pressure-sensitive molecules, the hydrostatic pressure inside
a graphene–graphene cavity is estimated to be around 10 000
atm.16 However, other static fields, such as electric-, magnetic-, and
thermal-fields, under such atomically confined conditions are lit-
tle touched. This is mainly because of the natural complexity and
susceptibility of nanoscale cavities. More challengingly, since the
limited overlapping of electronic wavefunctions between the two
components,17,18 there would be quantum fluctuations on charge
transfer channels,19–22 which cause spatiotemporal inhomogeneities
in certain physical fields.

In this work, we tackled the above-mentioned issue through
in situ spatiotemporal investigations on a series of spacer-
free 2D cavities with a coupled Kelvin probe force microscopy
(KPFM)–Raman system. By introducing an M (morphology)–E
(electric field)–O (optical spectroscopy) mapping method (Fig. 1),
we monitored the morphology, in particular the height variations,
and conducted the surface potential measurement, which repre-
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FIG. 1. Schematic illustration of the M–E–O mapping system. A Raman spectrom-
eter is coupled with KPFM under a side-reflection mode. An empty space is formed
between the monolayer semiconductor (WS2 or MoS2) and the Au substrate. The
morphology (M), electric field (E), and optical spectroscopy (O) signals can be
synchronously collected.

sents the amount of charge flow within the cavities. We performed
the in situ optical spectroscopic mapping on the Raman spectro-
scope, which provides dynamic fluorescence information. Through
M–E–O mapping, we have directly captured the dynamic fluctua-
tions of the interfacial electric field for the first time. Meanwhile, we
have made substantial efforts toward a quantitative understanding of

the gap-dependent electric field inside the 2D cavity. We expect that
our work will stimulate attention and progress in the built-in electric
field associated with catalysis23,25 and energy conversion,26,27 further
promoting the design and application of 2D cavities.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

We have chosen to investigate WS2/Au and MoS2/Au 2D cav-
ities in our experiments. This is because of at least three reasons:
(i) spacer-free structure reserving space for the potential fillings,
such as nanoparticles and molecules; (ii) the intrinsic significance
of a semiconductor–metal interface, which is intimately associ-
ated with optoelectronic28,29 and catalytic applications;30–32 and (iii)
such cavities have been found to exhibit spontaneously fluctuations
with time,19–21 offering exotic opportunities to understand dynamic
interface processes.

Preparation and single-channel characterization
of 2D cavities

Mechanically exfoliated monolayer WS2 flakes were care-
fully transferred onto a gold substrate using a polydimethylsilox-
ane (PDMS)-assisted procedure,33 resulting in the formation of a
2D WS2/Au interface. By measuring the atomic force microscope
(AFM) height profile, we can see that a flawless 2D cavity is formed,

FIG. 2. Morphology and fluorescence properties of a blinking 2D cavity. (a) Optical image of a spacer-free WS2/Au cavity. The dashed region indicates the monolayer of
WS2. (b) Surface morphology of the monolayer WS2 and Au substrate. (c) Histogram of frequency distribution corresponds to (b). (d) Grayscale intensity of a blinking and a
non-blinking WS2/Au cavity over time. Time interval, 20 ms. (e) Typical fluorescence images of a bright state (t = 22.50 s) and two dark states (t = 9.42, 34.02 s) of a blinking
cavity.
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with a clear boundary between the WS2 region and the Au substrate
region [Fig. 2(b)]. Here, we use hcavity = hWS2 − ⟨hAu⟩ to describe the
global structure of this 2D cavity, where the average cavity height
hcavity can be calculated by subtracting the mean height value of
the Au substrate from the measured height value of the WS2 layer.
As shown in Fig. 2(c), the as-prepared WS2/Au cavity exhibited
an average height of ∼3.2 nm. This value is much larger than the
equilibrium interlayer spacing of 2D WS2 crystals (∼0.7 nm),34 sug-
gesting the spontaneous formation of a cavity-like structure. Based
on our recent results, such spacer-free cavities can survive for years
under ambient conditions, which is in line with our previous stud-
ies on weakly coupled 2D heterostructures.19,21 According to height
measurements on fifteen WS2/Au cavities, all of them show such
cavity-like structures and their average height varies from 1.9 to
3.8 nm (Fig. S1).

We first focus on the optical properties of these 2D cavities.
With the aid of a wide-field fluorescence microscope, we found
that about 15% of the as-prepared WS2/Au cavities exhibit promi-
nent fluorescence blinking,20 while the rest show stable fluorescence
emission. Currently, we are not able to fully control the preparation
procedure to selectively get blinking or non-blinking cavities; we
found that samples with flat edges might be necessary for the obser-
vation of large fluorescence fluctuations. Here, we will start with the
more challenging part, i.e., dynamical monitoring of the fluctuating
electric field of blinking 2D cavities, and the constant electric field
and gap-dependence in the non-blinking cavities will be discussed
in the second part.

A typical time-dependent emission profile of a blinking
WS2/Au cavity is plotted in Fig. 2(d). As one of the mysterious
features of blinking 2D cavities, the emission pattern varies glob-
ally with clear boundaries. Three typical snapshots at 9.42, 22.50,
and 34.02 s are shown in Fig. 2(e), which corresponds to a bright
state (t = 22.50 s) and two dark states (t = 9.42 and 34.02 s). To
gain insights into the collective behavior at a microscopic level,
we further acquired the fluorescence spectra over time and plotted
them on a 2D colored map (Fig. S2a); the alternating bright (pur-
ple) and dark (yellow) streaks clearly show the blinking feature of
the WS2/Au cavity. Employing a batch-fitting treatment on each
spectrum, we obtain dynamical evolutions of the emission of neu-
tral excitons (A) and charged excitons (or called trions, A−). We
found a distinct time-dependence of A− and A excitons, where A−

peak shifts from 1.970 to 2.007 eV, while A remains unchanged at
2.017 eV, as shown in Fig. S2b. The dynamic fluctuations of A− and
A excitons can be understood from an intermittent interlayer charge
transfer mechanism.19,21 Notably, charge transfer within a 2D cavity
shall be directly related to the interfacial carrier accumulation and,
thus, the resulting built-in electric field. Therefore, blinking electric
fields, raised from the limited overlap of electronic wavefunctions
between the monolayer semiconductor and the Au substrate, shall
be an inherently important characteristic of 2D cavities. In the fol-
lowing text, we will introduce the M–E–O mapping method to trace
the hidden details of interfacial fluctuation event and the resulting
vertical electric field across the 2D cavities.

M–E–O mapping of a blinking 2D cavity

We employed a KPFM–Raman system to simultaneously col-
lect the morphology, the surface potential, and the fluorescence

spectra. The global fluctuation feature of the 2D cavity allows us
to investigate the surface potential and fluorescence variation of
the entire sample from a single measurement point. Here, we have
adopted a one-line-scan mode [Fig. 3(a)] in our in situ M–E–O mea-
surement to track tiny morphology variations. We chose to record
a line profile over time to form a pseudo-2D map. As shown in
Fig. 3(b), the x axis corresponds to position coordinates, while the
y axis represents the sequential scan number, ranging from the
1st to the 100th scan. We have intentionally selected a target line-
profile with distinct ripples, where the height profile has several
characteristic peaks (purple lines). We found that the morphology of
the 2D cavity remains unchanged throughout the scanning process
(∼200 s), except for a slight bending of the peak trajectory caused
by a thermal drift [Fig. 3(b)]. The height profile with reproducible
characteristic features serves as a natural internal-marker to simul-
taneously monitor the surface potential and fluorescence blinking
events.

Then, we turn to check the corresponding surface potential and
optical spectroscopy features. Before we start, it shall be mentioned
that Shafran et al.35 and He et al.36 have implemented pioneering
studies in which an AFM tip was employed to modulate the emission
properties of quantum dot and 2D semiconductors. In our work,
we want to focus on the intrinsic electric field within the 2D cav-
ity, and thus, the AFM tip was intentionally lifted by ∼15 nm to
minimize possible perturbation to the cavity. By examining the state
distribution in blinking profiles when the AFM tip is either absent
or operating (Fig. S3), no apparent tip-induced perturbations were
observed.

As illustrated in Figs. 3(c) and 3(d), in stark difference with
the surface morphology map, under continuous photoexcitation, the
corresponding contact potential difference (CPD) map and the fluo-
rescence intensity map do display distinct fluctuations; three typical
jumps are labeled as (i), (ii), and (iii), respectively. To be noted, such
jumps are not from non-linear tip–sample interactions, since in such
cases, the jumps shall appear in both the morphology and CPD maps
(Fig. S4). The correlated CPD and fluorescence fluctuations suggest
that the unexpected jumps shall come from long-range and random
charge transfer events within the blinking 2D cavity. Event (i) in
Fig. 3(c) represents a bright event (purple line; the CPD value of
WS2 increases), indicating that there is an outflow of electrons from
the monolayer WS2 to the Au substrate. This causes a decreased
electron concentration in WS2 (an n-type semiconductor in our
experiments) and will boost fluorescence emission (corresponds to
a bright fluorescence state).21 Indeed, we do have observed a posi-
tive correlation of CPD values and fluorescence intensities [Figs. 3(c)
and 3(d)].

Notably, there is a long-term puzzle regarding the origin of
blinking phenomenon in 2D materials. One of the hypotheses is
that there might be a global “breathing” effect within the 2D cavity,
i.e., blinking events take place when there is a cavity height varia-
tion. Based on the above-mentioned M–E–O mapping results, an
unambiguous answer to this hypothesis can be given: fluorescence
fluctuation is an intrinsic property of 2D cavities and is not caused by
the global cavity height variation. It sounds to be a good news, as we
can take the cavity height as a constant value even when dealing with
cavities showing spatiotemporal fluctuations; thus, the measurement
of the electric field (E =U/d) can be simplified. We then evaluate the
built-in electric field in the blinking WS2/Au cavity shown in Fig. 3.
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FIG. 3. M–E–O mapping of a blinking 2D cavity. (a) Schematic diagram of the one-line-scan mode, height bar 4 nm. (b)-(d). A M–E–O mapping for (b) morphology, (c) surface
potential, and (d) normalized PL emission. In panels (b) and (c), the scale bar is 1 μm. The synchronous bright and dark streaks (labeled as i, ii, and iii) in panels (c) and (d)
show a positive correlation.

According to an average height (d) of 3.24 nm and a CPD difference
value (U) of 80–180 mV, we will get a vertical electric field strength
of 2.5 × 107–5.6 × 107 V/m. Specifically, three abrupt jumps show
fluctuations in the CPD value [Fig. 3(c)], +20 mV (i), −35 mV (ii),
and −22 mV (iii), and their corresponding electric field changes are
+6.2 × 106 V/m, −1.1 × 107 V/m, and −6.8 × 106 V/m. A statistical
analysis of the absolute value of ΔCPD on three blinking cavities is
plotted in Fig. S5.

Quantitative investigation on gap-dependent
electric field in 2D cavities

Despite the fact that the quantum fluctuations are vital parts
of the intrinsic properties of 2D cavities, one may want to know
whether we can prepare 2D cavities with stable and controllable
electric fields. In this part, we will investigate the gap-dependent
electric field on the remaining non-blinking 2D cavities (∼85%).
Due to the spacer-free planar structure of the 2D cavities, precise
height adjustment seems to be quite challenging. Luckily, we are
able to continuously tune the cavity height after a gradual heat-
ing procedure. As shown in Fig. 4(a) (purple squares), the average
height of the 2D cavities decreases monotonously with heating tem-
perature. For the investigated WS2/Au cavity at room temperature,
the as-prepared state has an average height of 2.6 nm and grad-
ually compresses to 1.7 nm. As the lower limit of height reaches
the equilibrium interlayer spacing (∼0.7 nm),34 we chose to set the
heat treatment threshold at 433 K. We also observed the appear-
ance of bubble regions with out-of-plane deformations—mainly due
to hydrocarbons;37 after treatment above 393 K, such areas are
excluded in our analyses as they are not the focus of this study
(Fig. S6).

We then proceed to focus on the evolution of the built-in elec-
tric field during the compression of the 2D cavities. The final built-in
electric field is determined by two variables: U and d, of which both
are influenced by the heating treatment. As shown by the solid cir-
cles in Fig. 4(a), the average electric field has a non-monotonous
dependence on the heating temperature. This non-monotonous
relationship might be caused by a joint effect of the interfacial charge
redistribution38 and the cavity height.39,40

In order to explore the electric field landscape inside 2D cav-
ities, we plotted the 2D strength maps of the electric field in the

FIG. 4. Gap-dependent evolution of electric field in 2D cavities. (a) Scatter plots
of the average electric field and the average height of 2D cavities annealed at
298, 333, 393, and 443 K in Ar gas for 20 min. (b) As-prepared at 298 K. (c) After
annealing at 393 K. Spatial distribution map of the electric field in as-prepared 2D
cavities (298 K) (b) and after annealing at 393 K (c). Scale bar, 1 μm.

WS2/Au cavity annealed at 298 and 393 K, as shown in Fig. 4(b)
and 4(c), respectively. The electric field distribution of the as-
prepared 2D cavity spreads over the range of 106–107 V/m. After
experiencing the heat treatment at 393 K, the 2D cavity exhibited
an overall improvement of the electric field strength, even exceed-
ing 109 V/m in some local areas. Interestingly, the electric field at
the edges of the 2D cavity remains unchanged, and high electric
fields tend to form at regions away from the boundaries. This may
be related to boundary defect states with unstable dangling bonds.
Moreover, the gradual heating treatment for optimizing the built-in
electric field (exceeding 109 V/m) could be extended to other sim-
ilar cavities, such as 2D MoS2/Au cavities (Fig. S7). Such a high
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strength of the electric field has already been demonstrated to be
able to trigger and even control a series of chemical reactions, such
as Diels–Alder reaction41 and oxidative C–H/N–H coupling.42

CONCLUSIONS

We have successfully fabricated spacer-free 2D cavities and
conducted in situ investigations into the dynamic behavior of the
built-in electric field within these structures using a KPFM–Raman
system. Through the application of M–E–O mapping, we have
directly captured the dynamic fluctuating electric field for the
first time, shedding light on the spatiotemporal inhomogeneity of
nanoscale cavities. Furthermore, we have conducted a quantitative
investigation of the gap-dependent electric field under gradual heat-
ing treatment and electric fields exceeding 109 V/m are realized and
characterized. As a quick reference, supposing that the dipole differ-
ence between the ground state and the transition state of a molecule
is about 5 D, a 2D cavity with an electric field of 1 × 109 V/m
will result in a stabilization energy of about 2.4 kcal/mol, which
can be adopted for the majority of polar chemical reactions.43,44

Moreover, introducing external laser fields might further enhance
the electric field, thereby extending the range of chemical reactions
that can be performed. Last but not least, benefited from the scalable
CVD growth of 2D materials, we believe that our results and future
efforts will help in the scalable preparation and applications of 2D
nanoreactors.45–48

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

The detailed sample fabrication, characterization, and data
processing are available in the supplementary material.
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