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ABSTRACT: A highly conducting electronic contact
between a strained disilane and Au is demonstrated
through scanning tunneling microscope-based single-
molecule measurements. Conformationally locked cis
diastereomers of bis(sulfide)-anchor-equipped 1,2-disilaa-
cenaphthenes readily form high-conducting junctions in
which the two sulfide anchors bind in a bipodal fashion to
one gold electrode, providing enough stability for a stable
electrical contact between the Si−Si σ bond and the other
electrode.

The advent of reliable methods to measure single-molecule
conductance through metal−molecule−metal junc-

tions1−4 has inspired efforts to probe molecular and electronic
structure−conductivity relationships as well as the nature of the
interaction between the anchor or contact groups and the
electrodes.5 While typically the anchor groups (i.e., sulfides and
amines) both mechanically and electronically couple to the
electrodes, it has also been demonstrated that different
structures within a molecule can serve as mechanical and
electronic anchors.6,7 For example, the work of Su et al.7

showed that sulfides could serve as a mechanical anchor while a
silacyclobutane group formed the electrical anchor, enabling a
high conductance pathway through the molecular backbone.
Here, in an effort to further explore and elucidate strained
silacycle−electrode interactions, we have examined the
conductance properties of sulfide-anchor-equipped 1,2-disilaa-
cenaphthenes and found that a bipodal molecule to gold
substrate binding mode enables the strained high-energy Si−Si
σ bond to form a stable electrical contact without a mechanical
anchor.
Bis(thioanisole)-substituted 1,2-disilaacenaphthenes 1

(trans) and 2 (cis) (Figure 1) were synthesized by adapting
known procedures for the synthesis of 1,2-disilaacenaph-
thenes8−10 (see the Supporting Information (SI) for details).
Though we have thus far been unable to obtain crystals of
either 1 or 2, we calculated their structures.11 In contrast to
acenaphthene, which manifests angle strain at the 1 and 8
positions of the naphthalene, the far longer Si−Si bond (2.35
and 2.29 Å for 1 and 2, respectively) results in angle strain at
silicon (C(Np)−Si−Si bond angles = 92° for both 1 and 2),
which raises the energy of the Si−Si σ bond.
The conductance properties of disilanes 1 and 2 were

evaluated using the scanning tunneling microscope-based break
junction (STM-BJ) technique12 (experimental details are

provided in the SI). While the trans diastereomer 1 showed
only a single low-conductance (low-G) peak at 4.0 × 10−5G0
attributable to the sulfur-to-sulfur pathway (Figure 2a), the cis
diastereomer 2 showed a prominent high-conductance (high-
G) peak at 1.4 × 10−3G0 along with a less prominent low-G
peak at 1.9 × 10−5G0 (Figure 2b).
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Figure 1. 1,2-Disilaacenaphthenes 1 and 2 and their DFT-optimized
structures (H atoms omitted for clarity).

Figure 2. 1D and 2D conductance histograms generated from 13 500
and 20 000 conductance traces measured at an applied voltage of 225
mV with no data selection for (a) trans disilane 1 and (b) cis disilane 2.
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The low-G band for 2 could be readily attributed to the
sulfur-to-sulfur pathway (Figure 3a), but the origin of the

prominent high G band was less immediately clear. Past
measurements have demonstrated that junction elongation
lengths determined from 2D histograms correlate strongly with
the molecular backbone length.13 Thus, the shorter displace-
ment value (∼0.4 nm) associated with the high-G band is
indicative of a conduction path from the silacycle to one of the
SMe groups,7 but a binding arrangement with the non-
conducting thioanisole serving as a mechanical anchor on the
silacycle-contacting electrode (in analogy to the silacyclobu-
tane) was difficult to envision given the ∼4° dihedral angle of
the thioanisole groups around the Si−Si bond. Conversely, this
rigid coplanar arrangement of the thioanisole groups suggested
the possibility that both sulfurs bind to one of the gold
electrodes in a bipodal fashion, with the strained high-energy
Si−Si σ bond in contact with the other electrode (Figure 3b).
Such a bipodal binding mode would be expected to greatly
reduce the entropic cost associated with sustaining a stable
contact between the weakly donating Si−Si σ bond and the
gold electrode. It is possible as well that the naphthyl group
and/or the methyl groups provide additional stability through
van der Waals interactions with the gold electrode.14

In an effort to further elucidate the nature of the silacycle−
electrode contact, we prepared disilaacenaphthenes 3 (trans)
and 4 (cis) in which one of the thioanisole groups has been
replaced with a −C6H4CH2SCH3 group. As shown in Figure 4a,
the 1D and 2D histograms for 3 revealed two conductance
bands at 1.6 × 10−5G0 and 3.5 × 10−4G0, while the 1D and 2D
histograms for 4 showed two similar conductance features at
1.8 × 10−5G0 and 3.4 × 10−4G0 (Figure 4b). In the latter case, it
was noted that the first 16 000 traces showed primarily the
high-G band, while the last 10 000 showed mainly the low-G
peak. We have previously observed this phenomenon7 and
documented that it may be attributed to a change in
concentration, as the solvent (1,2,4-trichlorobenzene) does
evaporate to a significant degree over the time scale of the
conductance measurements (5−10 h).
As with 1 and 2, the displacement values associated with the

low-G peaks of 3 (∼0.8 nm) and 4 (∼0.6 nm) are consistent
with the sulfur-to-sulfur pathways, and as expected because of
the addition of a methylene group, they are ∼0.1 nm longer

than the corresponding values for 1 (∼0.7 nm) and 2 (∼0.5
nm), respectively. The displacement values associated with the
high-G peaks are both ∼0.4 nm, once again indicative of
silacycle-to-sulfide conduits. For 3, this may be understood as
shown in Figure 5a, with the alkyl sulfide serving as a

Figure 3. (a) The low-G sulfur-to-sulfur junction for 2. (b) The high-
G junction with bipodal binding of both thioanisole groups to one gold
electrode and the other electrode making direct electrical contact to
the Si−Si σ bond.

Figure 4. 1D and 2D conductance histograms for (a) trans disilane 3
and (b) cis disilane 4 (combined traces on the left and traces split into
two groups (first 16 000 and last 10 000) on the right).

Figure 5. (a) Junction binding model for the high-G state of 3, with
mechanical anchoring by the alkyl sulfide stabilizing the weak Si−Si to
gold contact. (b) Junction binding model for the high-G state of 4,
with bipodal sulfide binding to one electrode stabilizing the weak
coupling of the Si−Si bond to the other gold electrode.
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mechanical anchor in analogy to the high-G configuration of
the silacyclobutane.7 Conversely, we suggest that the cis isomer
4 binds in a bipodal fashion similarly to 2, with conduction
proceeding primarily or exclusively through the thioanisole
group (Figure 5b). The significant drop in the high-G to low-G
ratio relative to 2 is easily rationalized within this framework, as
the added methylene group is expected to increase the entropic
cost of sustaining the weak Si−Si to Au electrical contact, while
the observed concentration dependence may be understood as
a consequence of the alkyl sulfide binding more strongly to the
gold substrate: at high concentrations, the surface is saturated
with alkyl sulfides, leaving no available coordination sites for the
less strongly binding aryl sulfides.
The conductance switching characteristics of 2−4 upon

junction elongation support the proposed high-G binding
configurations. We used a modified ramp in which the high-G
junction was established and then elongated by 0.2 nm, and we
analyzed the impact of elongation on the junction conductance
in large data sets of 3000−6000 traces (Figures S1−S4). For 2
and 4, a switch from the high-G state to the low-G state was
observed in 35% and 37% of the traces, respectively (Table 1),

while in the majority of traces the high-G junction was either
maintained (11% and 23%) or broken (54% and 40%). In
contrast, trans disilane 3 showed the high-G to low-G switch in
65% of the traces, in excellent agreement with that seen for the
silacyclobutane.7 In these cases, the energetic cost of the high-G
to low-G switch is expected to be small because the
mechanically anchoring sulfide need only slide across the
gold surface, consistent with the high frequency of the switch
(65%). Conversely, given the proposed bipodal binding
configurations, the energetic cost of the high-G to low-G
switch for 2 and 4 is expected to be significantly higher because
it requires one of the thioanisole−Au contacts to break and a
significant degree of molecular reorientation, consistent with
the lower frequency of the high-G to low-G switch.
The magnitudes of the high-G conductance bands for 3 and

4 (3.5 × 10−4G0 and 3.4 × 10−4G0) are nearly identical though
significantly smaller than that of the high-G band for 2 (1.4 ×
10−3G0). The proposed high-G binding modes for 2−4 are
consistent with these data, as 3 and 4 conduct primarily or
exclusively through a single Si−C6H4−SMe pathway (in close
analogy to the high-G pathway (4.2 × 10−4G0) for the
previously described silacyclobutane7) while 2 conducts
through two such pathways in parallel (we note here that
Breslow, Venkataraman, and Hybertsen have demonstrated that
the conductance through parallel components can be more
than twice that of the corresponding single-component
circuit15). Taken together, these data strongly support the
conclusion that the primary electrical contact made in the high-
G binding modes is to the Si−Si σ bond. This makes sense in
light of demonstrations of transition-metal-catalyzed additions
of the strained Si−Si bond of 1,2-disilaacenaphthenes across
reactive π systems16−18 (e.g., benzyne), which presumably
proceed by way of oxidative addition of the Si−Si bond to the

metal center and may be preceded by σ complex formation.
Indeed, a copper to Si−Si σ complex has been characterized,19

and oxidative addition of a gold(I) species to a Si−Si bond has
been demonstrated.20,21 Other than the silacyclobutane7 and
the compounds reported here, the only previous report of a
direct contact between silicon and a gold substrate is Fichou
and co-workers’ demonstration that alkynyltrimethylsilanes can
form self-assembled monolayers on gold surfaces,22,23 but the
detailed nature of the Si−Au interaction is still under
investigation.24−26 Our work clearly evidences a direct Si to
Au contact in single-molecule circuits and provides a well-
precedented framework to understand that contact as being a
metal to Si−Si bond σ complex.27

Though conductance through multipodal (typically tripodal)
anchor groups has been demonstrated,28−31 our work also
establishes a new strategy to leverage the reduction in the
entropic costs derived from multipodal anchoring to stabilize
otherwise too-weak-to-form electrical contacts between weak
donors and metal electrodes. This strategy may prove
generalizable beyond strained silacycles and may provide a
platform to explore reactions such as oxidative addition at the
single-molecule level.
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