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ABSTRACT: Collective electron oscillations, termed surface plasmons, in subwavelength 

metallic nanostructures can be excited by light, giving rise to an enhanced optical near-field at the 

surface of the metal. This field enhancement decays with distance away from the surface of the 

metal while the surface plasmon can decay due to energy transfer to the metal and surrounding 

materials. This energy transfer, previously considered detrimental for applications in photonics, 

shows promise for photocatalysis and energy conversion by exploiting the enhanced light-matter 

interactions present in plasmonic materials. However, insight into the chemical mechanism of 

energy transfer within the optical near-field is relatively elusive. Here we propose a method to 

investigate plasmon-driven chemical transformations in poly(methyl methacrylate) (PMMA) 

using aluminium nanostructures having surface plasmon modes that are resonant with laser 

illumination at 𝜆 = 532 nm. Surface-plasmon-driven chemical changes in PMMA were observed 

by Raman spectroscopy. Specifically, graphitic carbon was observed to form on plasmonic 

nanostructures. The volume of exposed PMMA was observed to scale with the second power of 

the laser intensity, which is consistent with a two-photon absorption process. This observation 

suggests that two-photon absorption drives polymer-chain scission, resulting in the transformation 

of PMMA into graphitic carbon. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Sub-wavelength metallic nanostructures can act as antennas to efficiently convert 

electromagnetic radiation into other forms of energy (chemical, thermal) locally on the nanoscale.1 

The ability to confine light to nanoscale volumes is particularly interesting for high-resolution 

nanoimaging applications that require imaging at length scales beyond the diffraction limit,2  but 

also benefits applications such as photochemistry, photocatalysis, and sensing.3–15 These 

applications are made possible due to the excitation of localized surface plasmon resonances 

(LSPRs), collective oscillations of charge carriers in the nanostructured metal that are resonant 

with incident radiation.16  

Nanostructure geometry (shape, size, particle-particle separation) and composition of the 

surrounding medium are key parameters for tuning LSPRs.17 The metal composition also plays a 

vital role in defining the spectral range of LSPRs. Plasmon tunability ranges in commonly used 

noble metals such as Au, Cu, and Ag fall primarily in the visible and infrared regions of the 

spectrum,18 which limits their use for applications that require light harvesting in the mid- or deep-

UV regions. Although Au has been widely studied for biomedical applications due to its excellent 

resistance to corrosion and oxidation, associated costs are prohibitive to the scalability of 

technologies based on Au materials. Ag nanoparticles have a broad plasmon tuneability range from 

approximately 350 nm to the visible region and are promising candidates for electronic devices 

due to the high electrical and thermal conductivity of Ag. However, Ag tarnishes readily by 

reacting with sulfur to form surface sulfide films, which lead to degradation of plasmonic 

performance.19,20  

In recent years, Al has received significant attention for plasmonic applications in the UV and 

visible regions of the spectrum. Aluminium is an interesting plasmonic material due to practical 
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advantages over noble metals like Au and Ag such as greater natural abundance and lower cost.20,21 

Additionally, under ambient conditions Al forms a self-limiting surface oxide layer with a 

thickness of approximately 3 nm. This oxide layer can serve as a protective film that prevents 

further oxidation.22  

LSPRs can give rise to extreme confinement of electromagnetic radiation on the nanometer scale 

at the surface of metals. This electromagnetic near-field enhancement decays with distance away 

from the surface of the metal, while the enhanced fields can decay by transferring energy to 

phonons, hot carriers, and photons, which can be exploited in a variety of applications. For 

instance, photothermal therapy can potentially make use of heat generated by plasmonic materials 

to destroy cancer cells,23 while photocatalysis and energy conversion applications avail of hot 

carriers generated during plasmon decay to drive chemical reactions.10,24 In biosensing 

applications, plasmonic antennas can amplify or enhance fluorescence signals of fluorophores (e.g. 

organic dyes or quantum dots) for improved clinical analysis that can shorten diagnostic times.25,26 

In order to optimize the performance of these plasmon-assisted applications, it is essential to 

understand energy transfer to materials including energy transfer mechanisms in plasmonic 

nanoantennas at the single-antenna level.  

Poly(methyl methacrylate) (PMMA) – commonly used as electron-beam lithography resist – has 

now been extended to study the near-field energy transfer from plasmonic antennas by groups of 

researchers including Volpe’s9 and Hobbs’.8 In their work, high-intensity pulsed lasers were used 

to achieve near-field mapping of nanoantennas by observing morphological and chemical changes 

in electron-beam resists. Separately, continuous-wave (CW) laser with a wavelength of 

approximately 640 nm has been used to study plasmon-induced polymerization on Au and Ag 

nanoparticles.4,7 The polymer was found to form around metallic nanoparticles where the strong 
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field enhancement occurred. It is suggested that the near-field distribution of energy transfer can 

simply be mapped using a CW laser excitation source.   

Here, we propose a simple method to investigate the near-field distribution of energy transfer 

from Al nanoantennas using plasmon-enhanced chemical transformations in PMMA excited with 

a CW laser. Electron energy-loss spectroscopy and cathodoluminescence have been used 

previously to probe the near field of plasmonic Al nanoantennas.27,28 However, at the time of 

writing we are unaware of the use of chemical transformations in polymer thin films to probe near-

field energy transfer for Al nanoantennas. In this work, we use plasmon-enhanced decomposition 

of PMMA in the near-field of Al bowtie and nanodisk antennas to investigate near-field energy 

transfer. 

The use of a CW diode laser (𝜆 = 532 nm) is advantageous in terms of the simplicity of the 

apparatus, as well as the lower cost. The distribution of energy transfer into PMMA was observed 

through the volume of decomposed PMMA surrounding Al nanoantennas.  Interestingly, PMMA 

was reported to convert into sp2 hybridized carbon29,30 when exposed to electron beam31 or 

energetic ions.32 In our work, through the contribution of Al plasmonic materials, we also observed 

the transformation of PMMA into graphitic carbon using Raman spectroscopy. 

 

EXPERIMENTAL SECTION 

Numerical Method. Finite-difference time-domain (FDTD) simulations with a commercial 

software package (Lumerical Solutions Inc., version: 8.20.1661) were used to calculate the optical 

field enhancement of Al nanoantennas and to design Al nanoantennas having LSPRs at 532 nm 

matching the laser excitation wavelength in the Raman spectroscopy system. Optical scattering 

and absorption of Al bowtie and nanodisk antennas were simulated. Al bowties consisted of two 
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tip-to-tip equilateral triangles with an edge-length of 85 nm, a thickness of 20 nm and a gap of 

15 nm. For more accurate results, we also modified the curvature of the corners of the bowtie (see 

figure 1). The radius of each corner was set to 10 nm to approximately match the fabricated 

antennas (see figure 2). Al nanodisks had a 100-nm diameter and a thickness of 20 nm. A 3-nm-

thick surface-oxide layer was included in all simulations. These structures were simulated 

individually in air while the bottom surfaces were placed on an indium-doped-tin-oxide (ITO)-

coated glass substrate. The ITO layer had a thickness of 100 nm while a bulk glass substrate was 

employed. The refractive indices of ITO and glass were taken from König et al..33 The dielectric 

functions of aluminium and aluminium oxide were taken from Palik.34 Total-field scattered-field 

(TFSF) source with a spectral range of 350-700 nm was launched from the air above an isolated 

nanoantenna at normal incidence following the experimental configuration, with polarization 

along the x- and y-directions (see figure 1). A mesh unit of 2.5 × 2.5 × 2.5 nm3 was used in all 

simulations. Perfectly matched layer (PML) was set as a boundary condition for all sides around 

the antenna to obtain the absorption and scattering cross-sections for a single antenna. To 

demonstrate that Al nanoantennas employed in this work provided the LSPRs that matched well 

with the excitation wavelength in the Raman spectroscopy, we additionally provide simulation 

results of Al nanoantennas with various dimensions (see figure S1 and S2).    

Sample Preparation. Aluminium nanoantennas were fabricated on a transparent conductive 

substrate using electron beam lithography (EBL). The substrate purchased from Ossila consists of 

a 100-nm thick ITO layer coated on a soda-lime glass substrate. Prior to EBL writing, an ITO 

coated glass substrate (1.1 mm × 20 mm × 15 mm) was first cleaned using a 1% Hellmanex 

surfactant diluted in deionized water for 5 min in an ultrasonicator and rinsed by deionized water 

and isopropyl alcohol (IPA), respectively. The substrate was then treated by oxygen plasma – 
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Diener PICO barrel asher - with an oxygen pressure of 0.3 mbar and 100W power level for 3 min. 

A 70-nm-thick layer of PMMA (2% 950k PMMA in anisole, purchased from MicroChem Corp.) 

was spin-coated on the substrate at 3 krpm (acceleration rate of 2 krpm/s) for 1 min and the sample 

was baked at 180℃ for 2 min on a hotplate. The thickness of PMMA films was measured using 

ellipsometry. Film thicknesses were determined from spin curves measured on Si substrates. 

During EBL, the resist was patterned (Zeiss SUPRA 40 with a Raith Quantum pattern generator) 

using a 7 µm objective aperture, an acceleration voltage of 15 kV and an areal dose of 1300 

µC/cm%. The measured electron-beam current was typically 18 pA. To achieve high-resolution 

patterning, a short working distance of approximately 3.5 mm was used. After exposure, the 

sample was developed using a 3:1 methyl-iso-butyl-ketone:isopropyl alcohol solution at a low 

temperature of 0℃ for 30 s. The cooling method was carried out using a thermoelectric cold plate 

with a stirring bar to promote a homogeneous temperature. The sample was then dried using a 

nitrogen spray gun. Following the development, a 20-nm-thick layer of aluminium was then 

deposited on the specimen by electron-beam evaporation using a Temescal FC-2000 deposition 

system (1 Å/s deposition rate and 3.0 × 10-6 Torr base pressure), with the thickness measured by 

a quartz crystal monitor. The pattern was thereafter transferred to the substrate via a lift-off process 

by immersing the specimen in n-methylpyrrolidone (NMP) at 55℃ for 45 min. The sample was 

then rinsed in acetone and IPA, respectively prior to drying with a nitrogen spray gun.  

Electron Microscopy. Al nanoantennas were inspected using a scanning electron microscope 

(Zeiss ULTRA Plus) before and after laser exposure. An electron beam with an acceleration voltage 

of typically 5 keV or 10 keV passing through a 30 µm aperture and a working distance of 

approximately 4.0 mm was used with an in-lens detection system. 
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UV-Vis Spectroscopy. Spectral measurements were carried out using an in-house setup. The 

system consisted of an inverted microscope (Zeiss Axiovert 100M) and a spectrometer (Andor 

Kymera 328i) integrated with an electron-multiplying CCD camera (Newton 970, Andor). A 40× 

objective (0.65 NA) collected light transmitted through the sample. The generated image was 

aligned to pass through the slit of the spectrometer. The setup configuration can be found in figure 

S3. A transmitted spectrum was then collected using integrated software (Andor SOLIS) with a 

500-nm blazed grating at 150 l/mm. To acquire extinction spectra, Beer-Lambert law was applied. 

Raman Spectroscopy. Laser exposure was carried out using a green laser (532 nm) in two 

different Raman microscope systems. To study the plasmon-assisted chemical changes in PMMA, 

we used a 532-nm CW laser in a Raman microscope (WITec alpha300 R), the beam was focused 

on the sample using a 100× (0.95 NA) objective to produce a spot with a nominal diameter of 

300 nm and a laser power of 4.75 mW. A 5µm × 5µm Raman map was produced with an exposure 

time per step of 1 s, and step size of 500 nm. For the study of multiphoton absorption, we used a 

Horiba Raman spectroscopy system with a 100× (0.90 NA) objective and a varying laser power, 

while the remaining parameters were set similar to those in the aforementioned system.   

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Optical Analysis. In this work, we used a CW laser with a wavelength of 532 nm to excite Al 

nanoantennas. FDTD simulations were used to design plasmonic nanoantennas having an LSPR 

near 532 nm and to calculate the electric field enhancement of nanoantennas when excited by 

linearly polarized 532-nm light, which is incident normal to the substrate surface.  Figures 1a-b 

show simulation results indicating the polarization-dependent electric field enhancement for Al 

bowtie nanoantennas having a dipole resonance along the x-axis close to 𝜆 = 532 nm. Figure 1a 
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shows the electric field distribution around an Al bowtie nanoantenna for polarization along the x-

axis. The electric field is enhanced with a maximum field intensity |E|2 ≈	102, in the gap of the 

bowtie. When the incident light is polarized along the y-axis, as in figure 1b, an enhancement of 

the field intensity of nearly 20 times at the outer corners of the bowtie was observed. Figures 1c-d 

show the extinction (blue curve), absorption (grey curve) and scattering (red curve) spectra of an 

individual Al bowtie nanoantenna with the dimensions shown in figures 1a-b. The absorption and 

scattering cross-sections were calculated by FDTD simulation using incident light in the 

wavelength range from 350 nm to 700 nm. It is evident that when the nanoantenna was excited by 

x-polarized light the peak in the extinction spectrum was close to 532 nm, whereas when excited 

by y-polarized light, the absorption, scattering and extinction peaks were at a shorter wavelength. 

Extinction, absorption and scattering spectra were also calculated for bowtie nanoantennas having 

side lengths of 65 nm and 105 nm for comparison to those shown in figures 1c-d. These spectra 

are included in figure S1 and show that the antennas with a side length of 85 nm produce a dipole 

resonance whose wavelength most closely matches that of the laser used here. 
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Figure 1. (a, b) Electric field distribution maps of an isolated bowtie nanoantenna calculated using 

FDTD method with x- and y-polarizations. The direction of polarization of incident light is 

indicated by 𝐸*⃑ , whereas the colour bars indicate the levels of field enhancement normal to the 

sample surface. (c, d) absorption (grey curve), scattering (red curve) and extinction (blue curve) 

spectra of the related antenna with x- and y-polarizations, respectively. The vertical dashed lines 

at 532 nm indicate the wavelength of the laser used in this experiment.  

The field enhancement shown in figures 1a and 1b was calculated for an Al bowtie antenna 

consisting of two equilateral triangles with an edge length of 85 nm and a central gap of 15 nm. 

As a first test structure to demonstrate the potential of our approach, we fabricated our 

nanostructures with shapes and dimensions obtained from FDTD simulations using EBL on an 

ITO-coated glass substrate. The sample consisted of Al bowtie nanoantenna arrays having a 
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constant separation while the central gap was set to either 10 or 15 nm. The fabricated 

nanostructures had a period of 308 and 313 nm in the x-direction corresponding to central gaps of 

10 nm and 15 nm, respectively, while the period in the y-direction for both arrays was 235 nm (see 

figure S4). SEM images in figure 2 show examples of Al bowtie nanoantennas fabricated using 

EBL. In this case, Al bowtie nanoantennas had a physical edge length of 85 ± 1 nm and a central 

gap of 15 ± 1 nm. Samples having a central gap of 15 nm are defined as g15 in this paper and 

samples with a central gap of 10 nm are defined as g10.  

Al is considered an active metal i.e. it reacts rapidly with oxygen in air to form a surface layer 

of aluminium oxide (Al2O3). This surface layer grows spontaneously to a thickness of 

approximately 3 nm and thereafter acts as a protective layer to prevent further reaction.10 As a 

consequence, the physical dimensions of the nanoantennas measured after nanofabrication have 

already included the thickness of aluminium oxide layer.  

 

 

Figure 2. Scanning electron micrographs at low (a) and high (b) magnifications of Al bowtie 

nanoantenna array prepared on an ITO-coated glass substrate. The fabricated bowtie antennas have 

physical gaps measuring 15 ± 1 nm and corner radii of 10 ± 1 nm. 
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Figure 3. (a, b) Experimental extinction spectra of Al bowtie nanoantenna arrays with (a) x- and 

(b) y-polarizations. The data were collected from the bowties with a gap of 10 nm (g10 in blue) 

and 15 nm (g15 in red). The grey dashed lines indicate the 532-nm laser wavelength.  

Figures 3a and 3b, show the experimentally measured extinction spectra of the sample with x- 

and y-polarizations, respectively. It should be noted that the experimental extinction spectra were 

collected from Al bowtie nanoantenna arrays and not from single nanoantennas, hence giving 

spectra that are distinct from those calculated using the FDTD simulations for an isolated antenna. 

The intriguing peak splitting displayed in figure 3 is likely due to coupling between the LSPRs 

and surface lattice resonances (SLRs), which may occur when the incident light is diffracted and 

scattered by periodic arrays of metallic nanostructures.35 In figure 3a, although the peak splitting 

occurred for bowties with gaps of 10 and 15 nm the LSPRs still remain close to the laser 

wavelength of 532 nm, especially for the case of x-polarized light. Previous literature reports 

suggest that coupling between LSPRs and SLRs will not significantly modify the spatial 

distribution of the near field.36 
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Decomposition and Graphitization of PMMA in the Near-Field. A 42-nm-thick PMMA film 

was spin-coated on the nanoantenna arrays to act as a photosensitive molecular probe to study 

energy transfer in the near-field of the bowtie nanoantennas. Illumination was provided by a 532-

nm CW laser in a Raman microscope (WITec alpha300 R) as described in the experimental section 

above. In the first test, a minimum incident power of 4.75 mW was used per exposure for 1 s. The 

sample was then immersed in a developer solution (MIBK:IPA 1:3 v/v) for 40 s at room 

temperature to remove the exposed areas of PMMA revealing regions where PMMA decomposed 

in the near-field of the bowtie nanoantennas. Figures 4a and 4b show SEM micrographs of the 

areas of decomposed PMMA around a bowtie after development. SEM micrographs showing the 

clear contrast between exposed and unexposed nanoantennas can be found in figure S5.  

Moreover, we have investigated the effect of laser polarization on PMMA decomposition in the 

near-field of Al nanoantennas. Figure S6 shows SEM images of bowtie nanoantennas after laser 

exposure and removal of decomposed PMMA. The study suggests that polarization along the x-

axis leads to greater PMMA decomposition, which correlates well with the simulation results 

provided in figure 1 and supports an exposure mechanism involving LSPRs in the nanoantennas.    

In addition to imaging PMMA decomposition in the near-field of the nanoantennas by electron 

microscopy, we also observed chemical changes in PMMA through Raman fingerprints. Figures 

4c and 4d show the Raman spectra of PMMA-coated Al bowtie nanoantenna arrays with gaps of 

10 nm and 15 nm, respectively. The two peaks at approximately 1350 cm,-	and 1587 cm,- 

correlate well with D- and G-bands expected for graphitic carbon and represent sp2 hybridized 

carbon20-22. In order to investigate whether Al nanoantennas play an important role in contributing 

to the chemical changes in PMMA, we also collected Raman spectra of pure PMMA from regions 

on the substrate where Al nanoantennas were not present. Figure 4e shows an average result of 
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Raman spectra obtained from pure PMMA films. The Raman peak at 1087 cm,- is intrinsic to 

PMMA37 and appeared on both spectra where Al bowties were and were not present. Similar 

results were observed for both PMMA-coated Al bowtie nanoantennas with gaps of 10 nm and 

15 nm suggesting that PMMA conversion into graphitic material is driven by surface plasmons in 

Al nanostructures.  

 

Figure 4. (a, b)  Decomposed PMMA around Al bowtie antennas in the near-field. (c, d) Raman 

spectra of PMMA-coated Al nanoantenna arrays with central gaps of 10 nm and 15 nm, 

respectively and (e) Raman spectrum of pure PMMA films. The grey solid line at 1087 cm,- is 

characteristic of PMMA, while the grey dashed lines at 1350 cm,- and 1587 cm,-  correspond to 

D- and G- bands present in graphitic carbon. 
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Multiphoton Absorption Analysis. Many works have been reported in the literature that 

investigate the mechanisms by which plasmonic nanoantennas enhance photocatalytic processes. 

The roles of hot electrons and holes, localized heating as well as surface electric fields have been 

investigated regularly.3,6,38 Volpe et al.9 previously reported that PMMA exposure on Au 

nanoantennas excited by a near-infrared femtosecond laser could be explained by a multiphoton 

absorption mechanism by measuring the volume of exposed PMMA in the near-field of nanorod 

antennas as a function of laser intensity. Here, we take a similar approach to investigate PMMA 

exposure on Al nanodisk antennas excited by a CW laser. We fabricated a sample consisting of Al 

nanodisk arrays on an ITO-coated substrate. Al nanodisks had diameters of 100 nm and were 

separated by 350 nm in a square array (see figure S4). An experimental extinction spectrum of Al 

nanodisk array correlating with the excitation wavelength is shown in figure S8 in the Supporting 

Information. The sample was inspected using an SEM as shown in figure 5a. The symmetry of the 

nanodisks simplifies calculation of the decomposed volume of PMMA in the near-field of the 

nanodisks after laser exposure (see figure S7). Calculations of the volume of decomposed PMMA 

are presented in the Supporting Information (tables S1-S3). The standard deviation of at least 10 

measurements for each volume is provided.  

In figure 5c, the volume of decomposed PMMA was observed to vary with the laser power in 

the power range from 9.6 to 17.1 mW. Additional SEM images showing decomposed PMMA 

around Al nanodisks can be found in figure S9. The volume of decomposed PMMA surrounding 

Al nanodisks increased with increasing laser power as shown in figure 5b. The volume of exposed 

PMMA was observed to scale with laser power according to a second-order power function (red 

dashed curve figure 5b).  
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To further analyze our experimental data, we used the Beer-Lambert law as a model to better 

understand the exposure mechanism in PMMA. From the Beer-Lambert law, ./
.0
= −∝4 𝐼4, the 

decay in the intensity of light, 𝐼, at a depth, 𝑥, in a material is proportional to a coefficient, ∝4 

where 𝑛 is the number of photons absorbed. In the case of our experiment, we have studied the 

volume of exposed PMMA,	𝑉, as a function of the laser power, 𝑃, which is directly proportional 

to the laser intensity at the sample. From the Beer-Lambert law, we can then relate the exposed 

volume to the laser power by, 𝑉 ∝ 𝑃4. A second-order power function was found to best fit the 

data in the graph in figure 5b, which suggested that a two-photon absorption process was involved 

in the polymer-chain scission leading to chemical transformations of PMMA into graphitic 

materials.  

PMMA is reported to have an optical band gap in the 4-5 eV range.39–42 A photon with a free-

space wavelength of 532 nm carries 2.33 eV and consequently, two such photons may possess 

sufficient energy to excite PMMA via this optical band gap. We tentatively suggest that the 

exposure of PMMA observed in this work is related to 2-photon absorption across this optical band 

gap, although further work is required to develop a mechanism for the observed PMMA exposure. 
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Figure 5. (a) Scanning electron micrograph of Al nanodisk array. (b) and (c) Power dependence 

of the decomposed PMMA volume around Al nanodisks. (b) The black squares in the graph 

represent the decomposed volume (V) of PMMA (with corresponding standard deviations in 

vertical black lines) as a function of incident laser power (P). The red dashed line in the graph 

represents the best fit to the data of a second-order power function (R-squared value of 0.92), 

which indicates a two-photon absorption mechanism. (c) SEM images of the respective 

decomposed volume of PMMA around Al nanodisks as a function of incident power. The 

minimum incident laser power used to achieve the polymer chain scission in PMMA for this 

particular structure was 9.6 mW.   

Electron-Beam Irradiation and Graphitization in PMMA. Studies have shown that electron-

beam exposure of PMMA causes graphitization of the polymer at high electron-beam energy 

(200 kV)22 or low energy (10 kV) with post-exposure thermal annealing (800℃).43 PMMA cross-
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links under these exposure conditions and such cross-linking may be initiated by knock-on damage 

i.e. hydrogen and oxygen atoms displaced by energetic electrons and expelled as gases, leaving 

carbon atoms that can reassemble to form sp2 hybridized networks.  

To gain insight into how electron-beam irradiation affects the graphitization of PMMA with the 

existence of Al nanoantennas, we used electron-beam lithography to study electron-beam 

irradiation of PMMA-coated Al bowtie and nanodisk antennas with a relatively low operating 

voltage of 15 kV. By opting for a beam spot exposure instead of the usual raster scan, we can 

selectively expose small regions of interest. For the bowties, we allowed the central gaps to be 

exposed to the electron beam, while for the nanodisks, the exposure was performed at the edges of 

the nanodisks. These areas of interest correspond to the regions of maximum field enhancement 

when excited by the 532-nm laser. To be consistent, each electron beam exposure was for 15 s.  

This electron-beam irradiation was carried out prior to immersion of the sample into a chemical 

developer. The sample was then characterized by Raman spectroscopy.  
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Figure 6. Raman spectra of PMMA coated on (a) Al bowtie nanoantenna arrays and (b) Al 

nanodisk arrays with (black curves) and without (red curves) the treatment of electron-beam 

irradiation prior to the Raman experiment. The blue curves represent the Raman spectra of isolated 

PMMA deposited on the same substrate. The vertical grey solid lines at 1087 cm-1 indicate a 

characteristic of PMMA while the vertical grey dashed lines at 1350 cm-1 and 1587 cm-1 are 

correlated to the D- and G-bands, respectively.  

Raman spectra of PMMA-coated Al bowties and Al nanodisks are displayed in figures 6a and 

6b, respectively. It is evident that with the treatment of electron-beam irradiation prior to Raman 

characterization, the Raman signals (black curves) of PMMA on both bowties and nanodisks are 

greater than those (red curves) without electron-beam treatment. However, the increasing relative 

intensity of the spectra from samples treated by the electron beam is different for the bowties and 

nanodisks. That is, for the bowties there is a greater enhancement of the Raman signal than for the 
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nanodisks, suggesting that shape, size, and geometry of metallic nanoantennas can potentially 

determine the degree of graphitization as well as providing single-particle-level analysis by Raman 

spectroscopy. The spectra in figure 6 show that plasmonic Al nanoantennas can generate local 

graphitization of PMMA in plasmonic hotspots as was shown earlier in figure 4 and can also 

enhance Raman signals from carbon nanodots graphitized by electron-beam exposure.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

In conclusion, we have proposed and tested a method to map the near-field distribution of Al 

nanoantennas using a CW laser in a Raman spectroscopic system. The same method also allowed 

us to observe plasmon-driven chemical transformations in PMMA. Aluminium – a cheap, 

abundant and air-stable material – is shown to be a viable alternative to noble-metal plasmonic 

materials that can serve applications not only in the UV range, but also in the visible region (i.e. 

at 532 nm).  

Tunable localized surface plasmon resonances in Al nanostructures are capable of generating a 

strong optical near-field at the nanostructure surface when excited by resonant incident 

illumination. The strong optical enhancement can drive multiphoton absorption in a material 

surrounding the metal i.e. PMMA. We have shown that the absorbed energy was consistent with 

a two-photon absorption mechanism and resulted in local graphitization of PMMA. The 

graphitization can not only be generated by a CW laser, but also by electron-beam irradiation. The 

evidence in Raman spectra reveals that the synergy between electron-beam irradiation and Al 

plasmonic nanoantennas could contribute to more complete graphitization of the polymer, even 

using low-energy electron-beam irradiation and may provide a route to generate plasmon-

enhanced carbon nanodot structures for applications as sensors and photocatalysts. 
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