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Recent advances in the study of magnetic atomic structures on noble metal surfaces are reviewed. These include one-
dimensional strings, two-dimensional hexagonal superlattices, and novel structures stabilized by quantum guiding. The
combined techniques of low-temperature scanning tunneling microscopy, kinetic Monte Carlo simulations, and ab initio
calculations reveal that surface-state-mediated adatom-step and adatom–adatom interactions are the driving forces for self-
assembly of these structures. The formation conditions are further discussed by comparing various experimental systems
and the kinetic Monte Carlo simulations. Using scanning tunneling spectroscopy and tight-binding calculations together, we
reveal that the spectra of these well-ordered structures have characteristic peaks induced by electronic scattering processes
of the atoms within the local environment. Moreover, it is demonstrated that quantum confinement by means of nano-size
corrals has significant influence on adatom diffusion and self-assembly, leading to a quantum-guided self-assembly.
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1. Introduction

Ordered arrays of magnetic nanostructures have attracted
both theoretical and experimental interest due to their rich
physical properties and potential applications.[1–15] Recent
developments in nanoscience make it possible to fabricate
structures and investigate their unique properties down to the
atomic level. To date, two main approaches have been used:
atomic manipulation through scanning tunneling microscopy
(STM)[16–30] and self-assembly growth.[2,3,9,10,31–40] Atomic
manipulation is an advantage in building structures in arbitrary
geometry, while self-assembly can provide large-scale well-
ordered structures spontaneously and more economically.

Self-assembly through substrate-mediated long-range in-
teractions (LRI) between adatoms is a typical example.[8–10,41]

LRI was first predicted 55 years ago by Koutecký[42] and was
revealed to oscillate with a periodicity of half the Fermi wave-
length and to decay with an increase in interatomic distance
(by Grimley, Einstein, and Lau et al.)[43–45] Utilizing field
ion microscopy, Tsong was the first to observe this effect on
Re/W(110) system experimentally.[46,47] In 2000, Hyldgaard
and Persson investigated the LRI on the noble metal surface
through Shockley surface states.[48] When the surface has a
free-electron-like surface-state band, the LRI decays more
slowly, and the wavelength at the Fermi level is generally
longer for surface states than for bulk states. Therefore, ob-
serving the LRI experimentally is expected to be easier in the

presence of such a surface-state band and was indeed realized
on Ag(111) and Cu(111) by low-temperature STM.[8,9,41,49]

On Cu/Cu(111) and Co/Cu(111), locally ordered structures
with six-fold symmetry were observed, while no superlat-
tice was found. On Co/Ag(111), only a disorder-like distri-
bution with a broad peak at preferred separation but without
six-fold symmetry was reported. Interestingly, Ce/Ag(111)
and Ce/Cu(111) at optimal conditions showed a well-ordered
hexagonal superlattice up to a few hundred nanometers, re-
gardless of the large in-plane lattice mismatches.[9,49] This
is due to the fact that surface-state-mediated LRI is domi-
nant at this diluted region and was revealed to be the driv-
ing force for superlattice formation, as also supported by ki-
netic Monte Carlo (KMC) simulations for Ce/Ag(111) and
Fe/Cu(111).[50,51] They found that the following parameters
play important roles in the superlattice formation: the repul-
sive ring, the distance and depth of the first minimum interac-
tion, the diffusion barrier, and the concentration of deposited
adatoms.

Except for the two-dimensional (2D) atomic superlat-
tice mentioned above, one-dimensional (1D) atomic struc-
tures are also of enormous interest.[3,20,21,23–26,28,30,52,53] They
are believed to have strong potential in future nanoscale
electronic and magnetic devices. General features of elec-
tronic structure, magnetic properties, and interactions in
1D nanostructures on metal surfaces were revealed by
previous theoretical studies.[11–15] A prototype device of
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nonvolatile information storage has been demonstrated in
atomic chains, based on the magnetic coupling.[3,30] More-
over, recent studies suggest that 1D spin chains could be
used for quantum communications.[28,53–56] In particular,
magnetic atomic strings with a fixed interatomic distance
were predicted to have both high speed and high fidelity
in quantum information transfer.[55,56] A prototype device
was recently demonstrated experimentally through the spin
strings.[28,53] These 1D nanostructures were formed by atomic
manipulation,[20,21,23–26,28,30] self-assembly on reconstructed
surfaces,[53] and step decoration of vicinal surfaces.[3,52] In
addition, surface-state-mediated adatom-step and adatom–
adatom interactions[57,58] also give a new possibility for 1D
atomic string formation near the step edges of noble metal
(111) surfaces. Moreover, the exploration of their electronic
properties is critical for mastering their functionalities.

Furthermore, atomic self-assembly was predicted to be
influenced by a 2D quantum size effect (QSE) as the system
size is reduced.[59] The QSE has been demonstrated to influ-
ence various properties such as atom diffusion,[60,61] growth
stability,[62–68] optics,[69] magnetism,[70–72] transport,[73] and
superconductivity.[74] The QSE in films is mainly focused on
confinement in one dimension, the vertical direction, while
more novel phenomena are expected to appear when elec-
trons are confined in two dimensions. Pioneering work has
already shown that spin-averaged and spin-polarized local
density of states (LDOS) can be influenced by 2D quantum
confinement.[17,75–78] It would be interesting to explore more
properties under 2D quantum confinement, such as atom dif-
fusion and self-assembly growth.

In this paper, we will review recent experimental and
theoretical progress in the study of self-assembly of mag-
netic adatoms on noble metal surfaces, including 2D superlat-
tices, 1D atomic strings, and structures stabilized by quantum-
guided self-assembly. The formation mechanisms of these
novel structures are discussed with the low-temperature STM
exploration and KMC simulations. The electronic proper-
ties of these self-assembled structures are measured with low-
temperature scanning tunneling spectroscopy (STS) and the
underlying physics are explained with the tight-binding (TB)
calculations. Moreover, it is demonstrated that quantum con-
finement by nano-size corrals has significant influences on the
diffusion and self-assembly of adatoms, leading to quantum-
guided self-assembly.

2. 2D self-assembly
2.1. Atomic superlattice

Self-assembly of magnetic adatoms on noble metal sur-
faces is typically studied in an ultrahigh vacuum chamber
equipped with a low-temperature STM and in-situ evapora-
tor. To avoid redundancy, we introduce only the experimental

setup and procedure carried out by the low-dimensional mag-
netism group in Nanjing University. We believe the instru-
ments and methods used in other groups are similar. The key
techniques used for these studies are low-temperature STM
and low-temperature deposition, typically at the STM stage.
The in-situ sample cleaning and annealing apparatus are also
necessary. Typically, the single-crystal Cu(111) and Ag(111)
substrates are cleaned by repeated cycles of argon ion sputter-
ing at 1.5 keV and annealing to 870 K. After that, the crystal is
transferred into the STM stage and cooled to 4.7 K. The clean
surfaces with low-impurity concentration are crosschecked by
STM. The sample can be warmed up by a heater or be cooled
down to 3.0 K by pumping liquid He in the cryostat. High-
purity adatoms are deposited by means of electron-beam evap-
oration from a thoroughly outgassed rod onto the surfaces of
substrates located at the STM stage at 6 K. The typical rate
of deposition is 0.002–0.02 monolayer equivalent (MLE) per
minute. Electrochemically etched and in-situ electron-beam
cleaned tungsten tips are used for the STM measurements.[79]

The bias voltage, U , refers to the sample voltage with respect
to the tip.

A long-range-ordered hexagonal atomic superlattice was
first observed experimentally in ∼ 0.01 MLE Ce adatoms de-
posited on a Ag(111) surface (Fig. 1(a)).[9,10] The Fourier
transform of this image (inset of Fig. 1(b)) confirms the well-
ordered 2D hexagonal superlattice structure. The 3.2 nm
periodicity of the superlattice is revealed by the histogram
of the nearest-neighbor adatom–adatom separations shown in
Fig. 1(b). The self-assembly of Ce adatoms on Ag(111) as
a function of adatom concentration and of temperature were
also investigated. When the adatom concentration is increased
to 2%, a hexagonal superlattice is maintained at reduced inter-
atomic distances of 2.2 nm, with more disorder induced by the
increased concentration of Ce dimers. At even higher adatom
concentration, more and more Ce dimers are found and the
superlattice collapses into compact islands. Heating the sam-
ple up to 10 K causes the disappearance of the hexagonal su-
perlattice. The formation and stability of the 2D hexagonal
Ce adatom superlattice can be understood within the theoret-
ical model of the interaction energy mediated by a Shock-
ley surface-state band between two adatoms.[48] The authors
concluded that the large-scale formation of the superlattice
is governed by a subtle balance between the sample temper-
ature, the diffusion barrier, and the concentration-dependent
adatom interaction potential. On the other hand, many other
systems that cannot form superlattices have been considered.
On Cu/Cu(111) and Co/Cu(111), only locally ordered struc-
tures with six-fold symmetry were observed, while no super-
lattice was found.[8,41] On Co/Ag(111), a disorder-like distri-
bution with a broad peak at the preferred separation but no
six-fold symmetry was reported.[8] Therefore, uncovering the
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presently unclear mechanism of superlattice formation is very
important. To do this, the preparation process was separated
into two processes (unlike the typical deposition at optimal
growth temperature): the low-temperature growth and the fol-
lowing diffusion at higher temperature. This could give further
insight for the mechanism of the 2D superlattice formation.
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Fig. 1. (a) STM image of Ce superlattice on Ag(111) surface at
3.9 K (nominal coverage is ∼0.01 MLE, image size: 69× 69 nm2,
U = −0.1 V, and It = 10 pA). (b) Histogram of the nearest-neighbor
adatom–adatom separations in (a). Inset: the Fourier transform of the
STM image (a).[10]

The growth of 2× 10−3 MLE Fe adatoms on Cu(111) at
6 K is investigated and the typical STM image at 4.7 K is
shown in Fig. 2(a).[80] We find that the Fe adatoms are im-
mobile at 4.7 K, which suggests that the thermal energy is
well below the diffusion barrier Ed. To obtain the statistics of
the interatomic distance, the histogram of the nearest-neighbor
separation of Fe adatoms is plotted in Fig. 2(b). We found
that it follows a random distribution, as was naturally believed
for a long time but had never been demonstrated. The ran-
dom distribution function fran(r) can be formulated through
the concept that a given area statistically should have a con-
stant concentration of adatoms. The formula with the cor-
rection for a square (typical shape for STM images) was first
given by Knorr et al.[8] To characterize the diffusion barrier,
the atomic-diffusion process of single Fe atoms on Cu(111)
is investigated. To do this, about 5× 10−4 MLE Fe atoms
are deposited and the adatoms are well separated from each
other (Fig. 3(a)). The scanning conditions are the sample bias
U = 0.1 V and the tunneling current It = 40 pA. Under this

condition, there is no apparent tip-induced atom-hopping at
4.6 K. Then the temperature is slowly raised to allow adatom
hopping within a period of several minutes to several tens of
minutes. We take consecutive scans with the rate of 78 s per
frame to trace single-atom trajectories. The hopping rates at
different temperatures are recorded and used to fit with the
Arrhenius law: υ = υ0 exp(−Ed/kBT ), where kB is the Boltz-
mann constant and T is the temperature of the substrate. The
fitting yields the diffusion barrier Ed = 23.8±1.5 meV and the
attempt frequency υ0 = 4× 108±1 Hz (Fig. 3(b)). The mea-
sured diffusion barrier and the attempt frequency also explain
why no apparent atomic diffusion is observed at 4.6 K.
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Fig. 2. (a) STM image of ∼ 2× 10−3 MLE Fe adatoms on Cu(111) at
6 K (image size: 40× 40 nm2, U = 0.1 V, and It = 0.1 nA). (b) His-
togram (bar) of the nearest-neighbor distance obtained from many im-
ages as (a) and the calculated random distribution of the same coverage
(line).[80]

As revealed by KMC simulations, surface-state-mediated
LRI plays an important role in self-assembly formation.[50,51]

To explore the LRI among the Fe atoms, we investigate the
annealing effect for samples with different coverage. The
annealing temperature is limited to < 12 K because of the
noticeable increase in the number of dimers and clusters at
higher temperatures. Figure 3(c) is a typical STM image of
4.2× 10−3 MLE Fe on Cu(111) at 4.7 K, after annealing at
12 K for 5 min. The Fe atoms tend to stay away from each
other at a preferred distance, even with some locally ordered
structures. Through recording several images like Fig. 3(c),
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the statistical histogram f (r) of the nearest-neighbor Fe sepa-
ration is obtained. The result is shown in Fig. 3(d) as columns
where three peaks with decreasing amplitude are found. The
highest peak appears at ∼ 1.2 nm and the other two peaks are
around 2.7 nm and 4.2 nm. As presented, the histogram os-
cillates with a period of 1.5 nm, which corresponds to half the
wavelength at the Fermi level of the Shockley surface state
on Cu(111). The observed histogram is clearly different from
the random distribution function fran(r) at the same coverage
(solid line in Fig. 3(d)), which evidences the existence of LRI

among the Fe atoms. As established by Repp et al.[41] and
Knorr et al.,[8] the LRI energy can be calculated according to
Boltzmann’s statistics: E(r) = −kBT ln[ f (r)/ fran(r)]. There-
fore, the experimentally determined Fe–Fe LRI as a function
of the adatom separation is shown in Fig. 3(e). The LRI oscil-
lates with decreasing amplitude and a period of about 1.5 nm.
The first minimum appears at about 1.1 nm with the depth of
∼ 1.7 meV which agrees well with the previous experimen-
tal results[81] and the theoretical calculation by Stepanyuk et
al.[82]
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Fig. 3. (a) STM image of∼ 5×10−4 MLE Fe adatoms on Cu (111) (image size: 30×30 nm2, U = 0.1 V, and It = 40 pA). A sequence
of images (78 s per frame) at different temperatures is used to derive the Arrhenius plot of the hopping rate of isolated Fe monomers
(b).[80] (c) STM image of 4.2× 10−3 MLE Fe monomers on Cu(111) obtained after annealing at 12 K for 5 minutes (image size:
100×100 nm2, U = 0.1 V, and It = 0.1 nA). (d) Histogram (bar) from seven images as (c) and the calculated random distribution of
the nearest-neighbor distance (line). (e) The long-range interaction energy is derived from (d).[80]

With the experimentally determined position of the first
minimum in the LRI energy, we can calculate the optimum
coverage for the superlattice to be 4.5× 10−2 MLE. The typ-
ical STM image for this coverage is presented in Fig. 4(a).
We find the Fe atoms form an almost well-ordered hexagonal
superlattice, with the exceptions appearing as some brighter
spots: Fe dimers or clusters formed during deposition that
have much higher diffusion barriers than a single Fe atom. To
obtain the statistical information, we plot in Fig. 4(b) a his-
togram of the nearest-neighbor Fe separation derived from the
STM image shown in Fig. 4(a). It shows a sharp peak around

1.2 nm with the half width of about 0.3 nm. For compari-
son, the random distribution function with the same coverage
is plotted as the solid line in Fig. 4(b). The peak appears at a
different position, and it is much broader than the experimen-
tal histogram. These results demonstrate that the 2D atomic
self-assembly can occur for Fe adatoms on Cu(111).

We also try to form a superlattice of Fe on a different sub-
strate, Ag(111). However, no matter how we tune the concen-
tration and the annealing temperature, no well-ordered super-
lattice is observed. Comparing Fe on Cu(111) and Ag(111),
we find that they have different diffusion barriers, even though
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the LRIs are similar.[80] Negulyaev et al. pointed out that the
formation condition is determined by the subtle balance be-
tween the LRI energy and the diffusion barrier.[50] Therefore,
we compare the ratio between these two energies for different
systems[8,9,41,49] and find that a well-ordered or quasi-ordered
superlattice can be formed when the ratio is above 5%, as in
Ce/Ag(111) and Fe/Cu(111). Otherwise, only locally ordered
structures without long-range order or disorder-like structures
are formed. The physical picture can be understood as follows.
The atoms are randomly distributed during deposition and they
need to undergo enough hopping to reach the ideal positions
with small thermal broadening in order to form an ordered su-
perlattice. The effect of the thermal broadening is determined
by the ratio of the depth of the potential well versus the tem-
perature. This ratio is proportional to the interaction energy
versus the diffusion barrier since the temperature is governed
by the diffusion barrier. The higher the ratio is, the less the
thermal broadening and the better the superlattice. Therefore,
the ratio is one of the critical parameters that determine the
formation condition for the superlattice.
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Fig. 4. (a) STM image of Fe quasi-superlattice on Cu(111) after an-
nealing at 12 K (image size: 40×40 nm2; coverage = 4.5×10−2 MLE,
U = 0.2 V, and It = 0.5 nA). (b) Histogram (bar) from (a) and the cal-
culated random distribution function of the given coverage (line).[80]

It was pointed out that the formation of the dimers and
clusters can also dramatically influence the formation of the
superlattice.[51] Dimers/clusters have much higher diffusion

barriers than a single adatom. Therefore, they are anchored
once formed, and they are unlikely to form at the ideal po-
sitions, and this will distort the well-ordered superlattice.
This is verified in the experimental results of Ce/Ag(111) and
Fe/Cu(111). For Ce/Ag(111), an almost perfect superlattice
can be achieved,[9] while for Fe/Cu(111) with higher cluster
concentration, only a quasi-superlattice is obtained. There-
fore, low dimer/cluster concentration is important for super-
lattice formation. In addition, this concentration during the
deposition process for the optimum coverage for forming the
superlattice is proportional to a2/b2, where a is the repulsive
ring radius referred to the position where the LRI has abso-
lute maximum energy and b is the position of the first LRI
minimum.[80] The upper limit of the specific value for a good-
quality superlattice formation is about 19% through summa-
rization from several experimental systems.[9,80] Besides the
dimer formation during the deposition process, the dimer can
also be induced when the thermal energy approaches the en-
ergy maximum during the annealing process. This is because
the adatoms can cross the repulsive energy barrier at a and
form dimers with the assistance of the thermal energy.

To further verify the proposed mechanism, KMC simula-
tions are carried out. In the simulations, the hopping rate of an
adatom from site i to site j on the (111) surface is calculated
using the Arrhenius law υi→ j = υ0 exp(−Ei→ j/kBT ), where
Ei→ j is the hopping barrier. The influence of the LRI through
the surface-state electrons is included in the hopping barrier,
i.e., Ei→ j = Ed +0.5(E j−Ei),[83,84] where Ei (E j) is the total
energy caused by the LRI. We first limit the dimer formation in
the simulations, and the effect of dimer formation will be dis-
cussed later. In order to show the effect of Ei/Ed, the diffusion
barrier is also artificially varied while the interaction energy
is kept the same as that of Fe/Cu(111). The simulated results
of 4.5× 10−2 MLE adatoms at 4 K for three different diffu-
sion barriers are shown in Figs. 5(a)–5(c). In order to obtain
sufficiently high adatom hopping rates, we choose different
annealing temperatures according to the respective diffusion
barriers. With the ratio corresponding to Fe/Cu(111), the sim-
ulation yields an excellent superlattice and the Fourier trans-
form of the image shows a sharp hexagonal pattern in Fig. 5(a).
When Ed increases to 37.5 meV, some adatoms start to deviate
from the ideal positions and the Fourier transform still shows
a hexagonal pattern, but the spots are a little bit blurred in
Fig. 5(b). When Ed further increases to 50 meV, the hexagonal
pattern disappears and the Fourier transform only shows rings,
indicating that the disorder is dominant. These simulation re-
sults demonstrate that Ei/Ed higher than 5% is required to ob-
tain a good-quality superlattice in the absence of dimer for-
mation. When Ed is 25 meV and the dimer/cluster formation
is included, the superlattice in Fig. 5(a) is strongly influenced
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(Fig. 5(d)). One can also find locally hexagonal structures in
the region with a low concentration of dimers. This agrees
well with the experimental findings for Fe/Cu(111) (Fig. 4(a)).
The slight deviation may come from choosing to omit the
dimer hopping from the simulations: the dimer hopping bar-
rier is estimated to be about twice the diffusion barrier of a
single adatom.[85] When hopping is included, a better agree-
ment is expected. In addition, the dimer appears as a single
object in the experimental images while it was plotted as two
atoms in the simulation result, which may create different vi-
sual impressions.

Above, we discuss the formation mechanism for the 2D
superlattice, and the formation conditions for a good superlat-
tice is found. It would be interesting to further apply this to ex-
plore new potential systems. So far, the experimentally-found
good systems are Ce/Ag(111) and Fe/Cu(111). Fe is a 3d el-
ement while Ce is a lanthanide. It would be easier to find a
system similar to Ce/Ag(111) since lanthanides have identical
outer shell electron configurations. As the LRI is intrinsically
a Coulomb interaction, it should be mainly determined by the
outer shell electrons. Therefore, it would be expected that lan-
thanides have similar LRIs on a given surface such as Ag(111).

It is also expected that they have almost the same interactions

with the Ag substrate. The atomic radii of lanthanides are also

similar, varying only from 0.173 to 0.204 nm. Thus, they may

have similar diffusion barriers on Ag(111). We picked Gd as

our test system, as it has a large magnetic moment with poten-

tial applications in magnetic devices. Figure 6(a) shows the

typical image for 8.0× 10−3 MLE Gd on Ag(111), obtained

at 3.5 K. The scanning conditions are U = −100 mV and

It = 2 pA. Interestingly, Gd atoms form a well-ordered hexag-

onal superlattice with a period of 3.0 nm on Ag(111), as spec-

ulated. The Fourier transform also shows a good hexagonal

pattern (inset of Fig. 6(a)), with a visible second-order diffrac-

tion pattern. Then, the measurements of the diffusion barrier

and LRI are performed, similar to those for Fe/Cu(111). The

diffusion barrier of Gd atoms on Ag(111) is about 7.6 meV,[86]

which is similar to 10 meV of Ce/Ag(111).[9,10] The LRI has

the depth of the first minimum about 0.6 meV and oscillation

period of 3.8 nm, which is also similar to Ce/Ag(111).[9,10,86]

The speculation of self-assembly for lanthanides on Ag(111)

is verified in two systems, and this could be further extrapo-

lated to the whole group of lanthanides.

Ed=25 meV T=10 K Ed=37.5 meV T=15 K

Ed=25 meV T=10 KEd=50 meV T=20 K

Fig. 5. KMC simulated results of adatoms on the Cu(111) surface with various diffusion barriers. All the image sizes are 20× 20 nm2. The
same experimental determined Fe–Fe LRI energy is used for all images. (a)–(c) exclude the dimer formation in the simulation and use 25, 37.5,
and 50 meV as the diffusion barrier, respectively. (d) uses 25 meV as the diffusion barrier but includes the dimer formation. Insets: Fourier
transform of each image.[80]
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Fig. 6. (a) STM image of Gd superlattice on Ag(111) at 3.5 K (cover-
age = 8.0× 10−3 MLE, U = −100 mV, and It = 2 pA). Inset: Fourier
transform of the image.[86] (b) The experimental dI/dU spectra (red
triangles) and the tight-binding calculated LDOS (open black rectan-
gles: 10× 10 unit cell, solid black rectangles: 11× 11 unit cell) of the
superlattice are shown in the upper panel. The dI/dU spectra are mea-
sured at the position indicated by the cross in the inset. Lower panel
shows the experimental (blue triangles) and calculated (black circles)
spectra of the bare Ag(111) surface. The experimental results have been
shifted vertically for clarity. (c) Calculated band structures of the super-
lattice (red line) and the bare Ag(111) surface (blue line).

2.2. Spectroscopic study of 2D superlattices

The electronic properties of these self-assembled struc-
tures are critical for their functionalities. STS provides the best
tool to investigate these electronic properties since it can be
readily applied after the morphology measurements. The first
study was performed on the Ce superlattice on the Ag(111)
system.[87] In the following, we will present the study of
a similar system, the Gd superlattice on Ag(111), as men-
tioned above. After obtaining the topographic information
of the created structures, we perform STS measurements to
reveal the characteristic electronic properties of these self-
assembled structures. As a reference, we first take dI/dU
spectra on the clean and wide Ag(111) terrace to check the
tip’s condition. The scanning conditions are U = 150 mV
and It = 0.5 nA. The surface-state band that starts at about
67 meV below EF is clearly observed (blue triangles in the
lower panel of Fig. 6(b)), which is in good agreement with pre-
vious findings.[88] Due to the tip-induced adatom motion, the
dI/dU spectra on the top of the Gd adatoms are not very well
reproducible. Therefore, we focus our study on the dI/dU
spectra obtained at the center of the triangle formed by three
Gd adatoms in the superlattice, shown as the red triangles in
the upper panel of Fig. 6(b) (location of taking spectra is indi-
cated as the cross in the inset). Furthermore, we find that the
LDOS shows a peak at ∼70 meV above EF, which is similar

to the peak found in Ce/Ag(111).[87]

To understand the experimental results, TB calcula-
tions similar to previous study in Ce/Ag(111)[87] are per-
formed. The TB Hamiltonian is described as H = t ∑

n.n.
|i〉〈 j|+

∑
i
(ε0 +Vi) |i〉〈i|, where t is the isotropic hopping integral, ε0

is the on-site potential of the bare Ag(111) lattice, and Vi

describes the correction to the on-site potential induced by
adatoms. The values of t = −0.75 eV and ε0 = 4.437 eV are
taken to best reproduce the experimentally determined onset
energy and the effective mass of Ag(111) surface states.[88]

The local Vi is set to be Vnn at the three nearest-neighbor Ag
atoms supporting the adatom, and 0 elsewhere in each unit
cell. We use a 44× 44 unit cell to adjust Vnn to reproduce
Friedel oscillations near the adatom. With this, we find Vnn to
be −1.7±0.2 eV. The obtained parameters are used to calcu-
late the electronic states of the self-assembled structures with
the TB approximation.

The calculated energy band of Ag(111) is shown in
Fig. 6(c) as blue lines and the LDOS is further obtained in
the lower panel of Fig. 6(b) as black circles. The calculated
spectra show that the typical surface state of Ag(111) is a step
function at 67 meV below EF, which agrees well with the ex-
perimental findings.[88] Then, we further calculate the elec-
tronic states of the superlattice, choosing a unit cell of 10×10
to present the periodicity of the Gd superlattice. After peri-
odic arrangement of Gd adatoms, the gap opening near EF oc-
curs (red lines in Fig. 6(c)). From the results calculated at the
center of the triangle formed by three Gd adatoms in the su-
perlattice, one can see that LDOS has a feature similar to the
experiments and shows a peak around 100 meV (open black
rectangles in the upper panel of Fig. 6(b)). The experimental
results have been shifted vertically for clarity. This theoretical
peak position is slightly higher in energy than the experimental
value. We attribute this difference to the effect of tip-induced
separation increasing between the Gd adatoms in the superlat-
tice. As discussed by Ternes et al., the peak shifts to lower
energy when the separation between atoms increases.[87] In
our measurements, we have to use a higher tunneling current,
It = 0.5 nA (the typical value used for obtaining the topog-
raphy is 2 pA), to perform dI/dU spectra measurements in
order to achieve a satisfying signal-to-noise ratio. The mea-
surements are performed with the click mode. Occasionally,
we find a local distortion of the superlattice after performing
the STS measurements. Typically, the tip will enlarge the sep-
aration between the Gd adatoms, therefore, we also made the
calculations with a slightly larger unit cell, 11× 11. The ob-
tained LDOS has a similar shape except that the peak shifts
down to about 65 meV (solid black rectangles in the upper
panel of Fig. 6(b)). Therefore, we believe the slight difference
between the experimental and calculated results comes from
tip-induced distortion.
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3. 1D self-assembly
3.1. Atomic strings

Dimensionality is one of the typical criteria to group ma-
terials and it can have a strong influence on a material’s prop-
erties. Above, we discussed the investigation of a 2D su-
perlattice of magnetic atoms. It would be interesting to ex-
plore further whether it is possible to self-assemble the 1D
atomic structure. 1D atomic structures are believed to have
great potential in future nanoscale electronic and magnetic de-
vices. A prototype device for nonvolatile information storage
has been demonstrated in atomic chains, based on magnetic
coupling.[3,30] Moreover, recent studies suggest that 1D spin
chains could be used for quantum communications.[28,53–56]

Especially, the magnetic atomic strings with a fixed inter-
atomic distance, were predicted to have both high speed and
high fidelity in quantum information transfer.[55,56] The proto-
type device was recently demonstrated experimentally in spin
strings assembled by atomic manipulation.[28,53] As discussed
in the 2D self-assembly, the adatoms in the superlattice have a
fixed separation between each other. In the following, we will
show it is also possible to fabricate the 1D magnetic atomic
strings in combination with the LRI and step-guiding.

Figure 7(a) presents a typical topographic image of 8×
10−3 MLE Fe atoms on a vicinal Cu(111) surface with the
average terrace width of about 5 nm after annealing to 13 K.
Well-ordered atomic strings with a fixed separation are indeed
formed near the upper step edges. Only a few atoms/clusters
still exist on the top of the terrace, which could be caused
by the pinning effect of defects in the terrace or by insuffi-
cient space near the adatom-occupied step edge. Moreover,
the quantitative information about atomic strings is obtained
in a zoomed-in image (Fig. 7(b)). Fe adatoms are separated
by a fixed distance of 1.2± 0.1 nm (A–A′ in Fig. 7(c)) and
they are typically 0.8±0.1 nm away from the step edge (B–B′

in Fig. 7(d)). Occasionally, a few adatoms also appear closer
to the step edge (C–C′ in Fig. 7(d)), which may be anchored
there during the deposition process. These demonstrate that a
1D atomic structure can also be self-assembled.

To understand the mechanism, ab initio calculations are
performed. The calculated interaction energy between an Fe
adatom and the nearby step on Cu(111) is shown in Figs. 8(a)
and 8(b).[89] The interactions for the lower and upper terraces
are both oscillatory, with a period of about 1.5 nm (half of the
Fermi wavelength of the surface state of Cu(111)). The cal-
culated results show that the adatom moving toward a step is
repelled by the repulsive potential. For the lower and upper
terraces, the first repulsive barrier occurs at distances of about

0.4–0.5 nm from the step edge. The strength of the repulsive
barrier on the upper terrace (173 meV) is much larger than that
on the lower terrace (26 meV), which is related to a redistri-
bution of the electron-charge density at the step edge.[90] The
first minimum of the interaction energy appears at∼ 0.9 nm on
the lower terrace and at ∼0.8 nm on the upper terrace. How-
ever, the depth of this minimum on the upper terrace (8 meV)
is twice as large as that on the lower terrace (4 meV). At
10–11 K, Fe adatoms can easily be trapped in these attrac-
tive potential wells after overcoming small repulsive barri-
ers at larger distances. According to Boltzmann distribution
exp(−E1/kBT ) (where E1 is the depth of the first minimum of
the interaction energy), one can easily find that the occupation
probability in the potential well near the edge of the upper ter-
race is about 100 times larger than that on the lower terrace
at 10–13 K. Therefore, Fe adatoms will be located at about
0.8 nm from the step edge on the upper terrace.
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Fig. 7. (a) The STM image of Fe atomic strings on a vicinal Cu(111)
surface (image size: 40× 40 nm2, coverage = 8× 10−3 MLE, U =
−0.8 V and It = 1 nA). (b) A zoomed-in image of (a). (c) and (d)
Line profiles along and perpendicular to the string directions as marked
in (b). (e) The kMC simulations of the self-organization of Fe adatoms
on vicinal Cu(111) into atomic strings. The inset shows the statistics
of the nearest-neighbor Fe–Fe separation along the step edges, which is
centered in a narrow range around 1.2 nm.[89]
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Fig. 8. Long-range interaction energy between the Fe adatom and the
Cu step on Cu(111) (a) for the lower terrace and (b) for the upper
terrace. (c) Potential-energy map for the Fe adatom to approach an-
other Fe adatom trapped in the potential well near the edge of the upper
terrace.[89]

If there are several Fe adatoms diffusing on the terrace
of Cu(111), adatoms are captured near the step edge and
they should interact with each other. Figure 8(c) presents the
potential-energy map for the Fe adatom approaching another
Fe adatom trapped in the potential well near the step edge
of the upper terrace.[89] The repulsive area surrounding this
adatom is easily seen and corresponds to the repulsive ring in
the Fe–Fe LRI mentioned above. It is easier for the Fe adatom
to approach the step edge within a distance of about 1.2 nm
from the first Fe adatom, which is related to the first minimum
of the Fe–Fe LRI. Fe adatoms interact with each other as well
as the step edge and further form a sparse atomic string with
an interatomic distance around 1.2 nm.

Following closely the experimental conditions, KMC
simulations of the growth process of Fe adatoms on a
stepped Cu(111) surface are carried out.[89] The surface-state-
mediated adatom-step and adatom–adatom interactions are in-
cluded in the simulations. The simulated results in Fig. 7(e)
nicely demonstrate the self-organization of Fe adatoms into

atomic strings at the edge of the upper terraces. The distri-
bution of the interatomic distances along the string shows a
pronounced peak around 1.2 nm (inset of Fig. 7(e)) and the
string is 0.8 nm away from the step edge, in good agreement
with the experimental findings. The simulated results unam-
biguously prove that the surface-state-mediated interactions
between adatoms and steps are the driving force for the 1D
self-assembly of atomic strings.
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Fig. 9. (a) STM image of Gd atomic strings near the step edges
of Ag(111) at 3.8 K (coverage = 1.0× 10−3 MLE, U = 100 mV and
It = 2 pA). (b) A zoomed-in image of the atomic string. (c) and (d)
Line profiles along and perpendicular to the string direction as marked
in (b), respectively.[91]

This 1D atomic string can also be formed in Gd/Ag(111)
where 2D superlattice exists.[91] Figure 9(a) shows the typi-
cal image for 1.0×10−3 MLE Gd atoms on Ag(111) obtained
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at 3.8 K. Well-ordered atomic Gd strings near the step edges
on the upper terrace are observed. A few atoms also aggre-
gate near the lower step edges (mark A), indicating that LRI
between adatoms and steps exists at both the upper and lower
terraces near the step edges. Moreover, a few single adatoms
(mark B) and locally hexagonal structures (mark C) are found
on the flat terrace. Due to a lower diffusion barrier compared
to Fe/Cu(111), the single Gd adatom and hexagonal structures
with similar size are typically mobile at this temperature on a
flat terrace without defects. Therefore, we attribute these ex-
ceptions to the pinning effect induced by the substrate defects
and subsequent aggregation near the pinned adatom driven
by the Gd–Gd LRI. Through quantitative investigation of the
zoomed-in image (Fig. 9(b)), the nearest-neighbor Gd separa-
tion of 3.0±0.2 nm (Fig. 9(c)) and distance of 2.5±0.1 nm to
the step edge (Fig. 9(d)) are obtained. The Gd–Gd separation
is consistent with the results of 2D hexagonal superlattice and
the Gd–Gd LRI discussed previously.[86]

3.2. Spectroscopic study of 1D atomic string

After obtaining the topographic information of the atomic
strings, low-temperature STS measurements are performed
to reveal the characteristic electronic properties of this self-
assembled structure.[91] The scanning conditions are U =

150 mV and It = 0.5 nA. As a reference, the spectra on the
clean and wide Ag(111) terrace are first taken to check the
tip’s condition and the result is similar to the one shown in
Fig. 6(b). The dI/dU spectra are measured at the center of
two neighboring adatoms in a string, shown as red triangles
in the upper panel of Fig. 10(a) (location of taking spectra is
indicated by the cross in the inset). The LDOS of the sparse
string has a peak at approximately 65 meV above EF. The un-
occupied electronic states were also observed in previous STS
results of close-packed one-dimensional chains.[20,23,25,26,52]

TB calculations are also performed similarly to those for
the Gd superlattice on Ag(111).[91] The 10× 250 unit cell is
chosen to describe the isolated atomic strings, considering the
interatomic separation of 3.0 nm (Model I in Fig. 10(b)). Gd
and Ag atoms are indicated by red and gray spheres, respec-
tively. Due to different on-site potentials, the three nearest-
neighbor Ag atoms supporting the Gd adatom are indicated by
dark blue spheres. The calculated LDOS based on Model I is
plotted as black circles in the lower panel of Fig. 10(a) and
it shows a curve with a step shape, in sharp contrast with the
experimental finding.

Comparing Model I with the detailed experimental ge-
ometry of Gd atomic string, we realized that the step edge
may play an important role. Therefore, we introduced the step
edge to make the model closer to the actual environment of
the strings (Model II in Fig. 10(c)). The upper and lower step
edges are modeled as two Ag atomic rows whose on-site po-

tentials are Vup = +0.6 eV and Vlw = −0.6 eV, respectively.
These two potentials are determined to best reproduce the
dI/dU oscillation near the Ag(111) step edges experimentally
determined by STS.[88] The calculated LDOS based on Model
II shows a peak around 100 mV with a similar shape to the ex-
periments (black rectangles in the upper panel of Fig. 10(a)).
This agreement verifies the important contribution of the step
edges to the spectroscopy of self-assembled atomic strings.
The slight difference in peak position may come from the tip-
induced lattice enlargement of Gd strings, similar to that in the
Gd superlattices discussed above.
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Fig. 10. (a) Upper panel shows the experimental dI/dU spectra (red
triangles) and the tight-binding calculated LDOS (black rectangles) us-
ing Model II of the Gd atomic string shown in (c). The dI/dU spectra
are measured at the position indicated by the cross in the inset. Lower
panel shows the calculated spectra of the Gd atomic string using Model
I shown in (b). The experimental results have been shifted vertically for
clarity. In Model II, the upper and lower step edges are modeled as two
Ag atomic rows whose on-site potentials are Vup (black spheres) and Vlw
(green spheres), respectively.[91]

The importance of the step edge is further confirmed by
the spectroscopic study of Fe strings on a flat terrace and
near step edges constructed by atomic manipulation.[91] Fe
adatoms have higher diffusion barrier on Ag(111) than Gd
adatoms[80,86] and they are immobilized after positioning at
4.7 K. Figure 11(a) presents the isolated Fe atomic string on
a flat terrace of Ag(111) with a period of 3.0 nm. The ex-
perimental dI/dU spectra (red triangles), and TB calculated
LDOS (black rectangles, based on Model I) of the isolated
string are shown in Fig. 11(c). The experimental results in-
deed have a step shape and agree well with the theoretical re-
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sults, except for the peak around −280 meV and the surface
state of Ag(111) which is not suppressed. We attribute the ex-
ception to the simplicity of the effect of an adatom’s potential
on Ag electrons. The agreement in the isolated atomic string
further confirms the importance of the detailed experimental
geometry, i.e., the step edge near the self-assembled string.
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Fig. 11. STM images of the Fe atomic strings on a flat terrace (a) and
near the step edges (b) of Ag(111) at 4.7 K built by atomic manipulation
(U =−1 V and It = 1 nA). The experimental dI/dU spectra (red trian-
gles) of strings in (a) and (b) and their tight-binding calculated LDOS
(black rectangles) using the Model I and II in (b) and (c) of Fig. 10, are
presented in (c) and (d), respectively. The dI/dU spectra are measured
at the position indicated by the cross in the inset. The experimental
results have been shifted vertically for clarity.[91]

Moreover, the Fe atomic string near the step edge of
Ag(111) is also built by atomic manipulation (Fig. 11(b)). It
has the same separation from step edges as the self-assembled
Gd atomic strings. The experimental dI/dU spectra at the
center of two neighboring adatoms in a Fe string (red triangles
in Fig. 11(d)) have features similar to Gd strings and show
a slightly larger peak around 85 meV. The calculated LDOS
based on Model II shows a peak around 100 mV and agrees
with the experiment, with the same exception as the isolated
Fe string (black rectangles in Fig. 11(d)). The comparison of
Fe strings on the flat terrace and near the step edges further ev-
idences that the scattering of Ag(111) surface-state electrons
by both the atoms of the strings and nearby step edges should
be considered for the self-assembled string system guided by
the step edges.

4. Self-assembly under 2D quantum confine-
ment
As mentioned in the introduction, atomic manipulation is

one of the important approaches for creating atomic structures
in an atom-by-atom fashion. However, it also has the limita-
tion that the speed is rather slow. Moreover, as size shrinks

to the 10-nm range, quantum effects appear and can influ-
ence many system properties. For instance, when electrons
are confined in the vertical direction, it has been found that
quantum confinement has a decisive influence on the growth
of thin films, resulting in novel effects.[62–67] If quantum con-
finement in the lateral direction could also be imposed, this
would open the possibility for local functionality design with
< 10-nm resolution.

Recently, the quantum size effect was proposed to influ-
ence self-assembly and atomic diffusion.[59,61] Negulyaev et
al. built a quantum resonator from two parallel monatomic Cu
chains on Cu(111) at 12 K and studied the diffusion behav-
ior of a single Cu adatom inside the resonator (Fig. 12(a)).[61]

Surface-state electrons were confined in the resonator, form-
ing clearly visible standing waves. In order to study the ef-
fect of quantum confinement on the atomic diffusion, KMC
calculations were performed, and the calculated probability is
presented in Fig. 12(b). There are three diffusion channels
with a high probability to find the adatom, which is different
from the 2D random walk of the adatom on the wide Cu(111)
terrace.[61] Under the confinement, the adatom between the
channels will first diffuse toward one of the channels and then
migrate inside the channel parallel to the resonator walls. If
more adatoms are introduced into the resonator, the interac-
tion between them could result in the formation of a sparse
string. Such structures have been recently observed inside
self-assembled methionine nanogratings on Ag(111).[92] The
quantum confinement on the atomic diffusion in the corral was
also investigated.[59] The probability of finding a single Co
adatom inside the pinned Co corral at 15 K was calculated by
KMC simulations. The result shows several orbits of adatom
motion with a high probability (Fig. 12(c)). When introduc-
ing more adatoms into a corral, they could occupy the diffu-
sion orbits and form novel structures. Figure 12(d) shows the
KMC calculated self-assembly of 0.01 MLE Ce adatoms in-
side the circular Ce corral made of Ce dimers on Ag(111) at
4 K. The Ce adatoms are self-organized into different concen-
tric circular orbits, forming a “quantum onion”.[59] These sim-
ulations demonstrate that quantum confinement can engineer
the atomic diffusion and create novel atomic structures.

To further reveal the effect of quantum confinement, a
circular quantum corral with 30-nm diameter is built with 32
Fe adatoms on Ag(111), as shown in Fig. 13(a). The slightly
brighter spots are Fe dimers accidently formed during the ma-
nipulation. Surface-state electrons contained by Ag(111) are
confined within the corral by strong scattering at the corral
walls, leading to a concentric circular standing-wave pattern.
This kind of pattern can be observed by the spectroscopy im-
age as shown in Fig. 13(b). An average line profile from the
center to the Fe circle, indicated by the black line, is plotted
in the inset of Fig. 13(b). The average period of the stand-
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ing wave is ∼ 3.8 nm, which corresponds to half of the Fermi
wavelength of the Ag(111) surface state. About 0.02% MLE
of Gd adatoms were deposited on the pre-patterned Ag(111)
surface, and adatom diffusion on flat terraces and inside the
corrals were studied. On a flat terrace without quantum cor-
rals, we find the Gd adatoms follow a 2D random walk, simi-
lar to that observed for the diffusion of Cu single adatoms on
a flat Cu(111) surface.[61] To obtain statistics on Gd adatom’s
diffusion inside the corral, we continued to image the same
area until the liquid He in the cryostat evaporated. We col-
lected hundreds of consecutive images and averaged them into
a single image. With further background subtraction to remove
the electronic effects caused by the corral, the statistical result
was obtained.[93] For one adatom diffusing inside the corral,
it is found that the adatoms stay mostly in the vicinity of a
specific location and form an arc-shaped distribution near one
side of the Fe corral, which is in contrast to theoretically pre-
dicted circular orbits.[59] This may be due to the fact that the
Fe adatoms in the experiments are not positioned in as perfect
a circle as in the theory, resulting in preferred occupation sites.
To verify this, we repeated the measurements with new corrals
and found that the arcs are always located near one side of the
corral, but at different locations for different experiments. The
random distribution of arcs suggests they are preferred occu-
pation sites.
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Fig. 12. (a) A single Cu adatom inside a quantum resonator built from
two parallel monatomic Cu chains on Cu(111) at 12 K (U = 0.1 V and
It = 70 pA). The distance between the chains is 5.5 nm. (b) The KMC
calculated probability of finding the randomly walking Cu atom inside
the resonator at 12 K.[61] (c) The calculated probability of finding a
single Co adatom inside the pinned Co corral at 15 K. (d) “Quantum
onion”: self-assembly of 0.01 MLE Ce adatoms inside the circular Ce
corral (radius: 15 nm) made of Ce dimers on Ag(111) at 4 K.[59]

To overcome the problem of Gd adatom trapping at
preferred occupation sites, two Gd adatoms are introduced
into the circular Fe corral by electron-beam evaporation

(Fig. 13(c)). The idea was to use the collision of two adatoms
to kick an adatom out of the preferred occupation site where
it is trapped. To obtain statistics of the Gd diffusion inside the
corral, more than 500 consecutive images are collected and the
statistical result is shown in Fig. 13(d). The statistical result
shows three concentric orbits of adatom motion and one fo-
cused at the center with separation of about 3.8 nm. The orbits
have different intensities, suggesting that they have different
occupancies. The brighter the orbit is, the higher the occu-
pancy is. On the outermost orbit of Fig. 13(d), there are a few
bright spots with much higher probability which correspond
to the preferred occupation sites due to the imperfect circle.
KMC simulations for the diffusion inside the corral consid-
ering the Fe–Gd and Gd–Gd LRI agree well with the experi-
mental findings. The similarity between the distribution of the
adatom diffusion probability and the LDOS demonstrates that
the quantum confinement can significantly modify the atomic
diffusion.

Fig. 13. (a) STM topography of circular corral built with 32 Fe adatoms
on Ag(111) (U = 100 mV and It = 1 nA). (b) LDOS near EF inside the
corral. Fe circular corral is indicated by blue circle for clarity. Inset: av-
erage period of standing wave indicated by black line in (b) is∼ 3.8 nm
which corresponds to half of the Fermi wavelength of Ag(111). (c) Typ-
ical STM image of two Gd adatoms inside a circular corral. (d) Adatom
probability distribution derived from summing up 510 successive im-
ages as in (c). For clarity, small balls are used to mark the positions of
Fe adatoms.[93]

Moreover, the size-dependent quantum diffusion of Gd
adatoms within Fe nano-corrals on Ag(111) are also car-
ried out.[94] Figure 14(a) shows the spatial distribution of the
LDOS near EF within the circular Fe quantum corrals with the
diameters of 6, 10, and 14 nm. The scanning condition for
LDOS maps is U = 20 mV and It = 1 nA. To guide the read-
ers, small balls were used to mark the position of Fe atoms.
Inside the quantum corrals, an interesting periodic evolution
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of LDOS is found as the diameter increases. One spot with
high LDOS located at the center of the corral is observed for
the 6-nm diameter corral. For the 10-nm diameter corral a
circular orbit with high LDOS occurs away from the center
while the LDOS at the center is reversed and appears as dark.
Further enlarging the corral to 14-nm diameter, high LDOS
is observed both at the center and along a circular ring away
from the center. In addition, separated spots with high LDOS
also appear outside the quantum corrals for all three corrals,
forming concentric circles, as marked by yellow dash lines.
This suggests that the quantum confinement has meaning both
inside and outside the corrals.

(a) D=6 nm

(b)

(c)

D=6 nm 10 nm 14 nm 14 nm

10 nm 14 nm

1 Gd inside 3 Gd inside

Fig. 14. (a) Experimentally obtained evolution of LDOS near EF within
the corrals. The diameters of Fe corrals (indicated by small balls for
clarity) are 6, 10, and 14 nm (from left to right), respectively. Yellow
dash lines indicate the position of circular high LDOS inside and out-
side. (b) Experimental probability distribution of Gd adatoms within
circular corrals with diameters of 6, 10, 14 nm (1-Gd situation) and
14 nm (3-Gd situation) obtained by averaging hundreds of consecutive
images, respectively. (c) Adatom probability distribution of KMC simu-
lations with real positions of corral with 108 samplings of corresponding
sizes. Inset: KMC simulations for ideal corrals of respective sizes.[94]

Gd adatoms were further deposited onto the prepatterned
Ag(111) surface to study different adatom diffusion behaviors
in different corrals. The statistical results of visiting probabil-
ity for Gd adatoms are shown in Fig. 14(b). The Gd adatom
in the 6-nm corral preferred to stay in the central area, simi-
lar to the findings for the 2D self-assembled networks with 4-
or 5-nm cavities.[95,96] When the diameter of the corral was
enlarged to 10 nm, the Gd adatoms diffused in a circular or-
bit away from the center. Both a dot orbit at the center and
a circular one away from the center were observed for Gd
adatoms in the 14-nm corral. To explore the role of Gd–Gd

interaction when more than one orbit exists, we further stud-
ied the situation for 3 Gd adatoms diffusing inside the 14-nm
corral. The differences between the 3-Gd and 1-Gd situation
is that the relative probability of the two orbits has appar-
ently changed and the orbit at the center seems to be larger
in 3-Gd situation induced by the Gd–Gd LRI.[94] Apparently,
these regions with high visiting probability are very close to
the regions with a high LDOS, as shown in Fig. 14(a). KMC
simulations were also performed with the Gd–Gd and Fe–Gd
LRI. The simulated results of perfect circles show circular uni-
form orbit inside the corrals which are slightly different from
the experiments (inset of Fig. 14(c)). This is due to the Fe
adatoms in the experiments not being positioned in a perfect
circle, but sometimes having 0.1–0.2 nm deviations in some
directions. When we input real positions of each Fe adatom
into the KMC without changing other parameters, similar fea-
tures in the adatom probability distribution were reproduced
(Fig. 14(c)). Our study demonstrates that one can engineer
adatom motion by controlling the size of the quantum corrals.

From the above diffusion study, we learned that the orbit
nearest to the Fe corral has the maximum occupancy for the
Gd adatoms’ visits. With increasing Gd dosage, it would be
expected that most of the Gd adatoms would be located near
the quantum corral, forming a ring-like structure. Indeed, the
experimental data (see Fig. 15(a)) nicely demonstrated this ef-
fect. Similar findings can be obtained with KMC simulations
when the experimental conditions are imposed. The result is
shown in Fig. 15(b) and it is in good agreement with the ex-
perimental results. This demonstrates the possibility to use
quantum confinement to create novel atomic structures.

Fig. 15. (a) Typical topography image of 20 Gd atoms inside an Fe cir-
cular corral. (b) KMC simulation of the same coverage.[93] For clarity,
blue and white circles indicate the Fe corral and orbits of Gd adatoms,
respectively.

5. Summary
We reviewed the recent progress in both the experimental

and theoretical studies of self-assembly of magnetic adatoms
on noble metal surfaces, including 2D superlattices, 1D atomic
strings and the novel structures formed by quantum-guiding.
The formation mechanism and the empirical preconditions
for the formation of a good-quality superlattice are discussed.
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These novel self-assembled structures show interesting elec-
tronic properties, as revealed by scanning tunneling spec-
troscopy and tight-binding calculations. Besides, it is found
that these self-assembled structures and adatom diffusion can
be significantly modified by introducing the quantum confine-
ment of nano-size corrals. Since these corrals can also be built
by advanced lithography, further combining them with quan-
tum engineering will open new possibilities for local function-
ality design down to atomic scale. Besides, in this review,
we mainly focused on the discussion of the structure and elec-
tronic properties of these novel magnetic atomic structures. As
these systems are magnetic, it would be even more interest-
ing to further investigate their magnetic properties. This could
be done in conjunction with high-sensitivity, high-resolution
magnetic characterization tools such as spin polarized scan-
ning tunneling microscopy.[97–100] Moreover, we touched on
only a few aspects of the quantum size effect. More novel ef-
fects are expected to emerge with further exploration. In par-
ticular, the influence of the quantum size effect on the mag-
netic properties is still an open field to explore.
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