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ABSTRACT: A novel, versatile pen-type lithography-based
methodology was developed to control the growth of
HKUST-1 crystals on surfaces by direct delivery of femtoliter droplets containing both inorganic and organic building
block precursors. This approach shows that through the use
of surfaces with low wettability it is possible to control the
crystallization of a single submicrometer metal-organic
framework crystal at a desired location on a surface.

M

etal-organic frameworks (MOFs) represent an emerging
class of crystalline inorganic-organic hybrid materials that
are receiving considerable attention because they oﬀer a wide
range of potential applications, such as gas storage, catalysis,
separation, sensing, and drug delivery.1 Depending upon the
intended application, one wants to be able to fabricate such frameworks as bulk crystalline solids, miniaturize them at the micro- or
nanometer scale,2 or control their deposition on surfaces.3 In the last
case, the control of their growth, orientation, and/or positioning
on the surface will be crucial in starting to conceive the integration
of these MOFs on supports for the fabrication of complex surface
sensors, separation membranes, drug-delivery platforms, and catalysts.4 In fact, the patterning of other functional materials, such as
nanoparticles, organic polymers, biological entities, etc., has expanded their applications in a wide range of areas from microelectronics to optics, microanalysis to sensors, and magnetic systems
to cell biology.5
Previous studies have shown that MOFs such as MOF-5,6
HKUST-1,7 MOF-508,8 and ZIF-79 can be grown as crystalline
thin ﬁlms on surfaces by ﬁrst functionalizing them with selfassembled monolayers (SAMs) or using presynthesized seeds.
With the use of SAMs, Fischer and co-workers further demonstrated that MOF-5 crystals could be selectively grown on 40 μm
 40 μm COOH-terminated SAM features fabricated by microoll and co-workers10 used
contact printing.6 More recently, W€
these COOH-terminated SAM templates to grow layer-by-layer
HKUST-1 crystals, whereas De Vos and co-workers11 controlled
their growth on speciﬁc locations of a surface using the lithographically controlled wetting technique. In this communication,
we report a novel on-surface MOF growth strategy that uses a
wet lithographic technique for direct delivery of femtoliter droplets containing both inorganic and organic building block precursors, which after their reaction and droplet evaporation allows
the fabrication of arrays of submicrometer HKUST-1 crystals on
alkanethiol-modiﬁed gold surfaces.
Pen-type lithography techniques, such as ﬂuidic-enhanced molecular transfer operation (FEMTO),12 dip-pen nanolithography
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Scheme 1. Schematic Illustration of the Fabrication of SingleCrystal MOF Arrays by Using Direct-Write FEMTO

(DPN),13 and fountain-pen lithography (FPL),14 allow the transfer
of desired substances onto surfaces at the micro- and nanometer
length scale through a scanning probe microscopy (SPM) probe
or cantilever that dispenses femtoliter droplets of a solution
containing these species. Thus, one could imagine their use to
deliver droplets of a solution containing the organic and inorganic building blocks needed to build up a desired MOF onto
speciﬁc regions of a surface. Once these droplets were positioned
on the surface, the formation and crystallization of MOFs could
be conﬁned within each deposited droplet by controlling its
evaporation and/or using external conditions such as microwave radiation or high temperature (Scheme 1). Following this
strategy, we show herein that the controlled delivery of droplets
containing a solution of Cu(II) ions and trimesic acid (H3btc)
onto surface-modiﬁed gold substrates leads to the fabrication of
arrays of HKUST-115 single crystals. This versatile strategy allows
us to control the miniaturization and positioning of HKUST-1
crystals even at the single-crystal level on supports, enabling the
creation of any desired pattern in a given experiment without the
need for prefabricated stamps.
In a typical experiment, the inking solution was obtained by
mixing Cu(NO3)2 3 2.5H2O (1.170 g) and H3btc (0.580 g) in
pure dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO, 5 g). Next, a commercially
available surface patterning tool (SPT, BioForce USA) that had
been cleaned with plasma for 15 min (UV/Ozone Procleaner,
BioForce, USA) was directly charged with this solution by the
addition of a microdroplet of the ﬁltered solution into the
reservoir of the SPT with a micropipet. The tip was brought
into contact with surfaces functionalized with SAMs made of
11-mercapto-1-undecanol (MUOL), 16-mercaptohexadecanoic acid
(MHA), 1-aminoundecanethiol (AUT), 1-octadecanethiol (ODT),
or 1H,1H,2H,2H-perﬂuorodecanethiol (PFDT) to fabricate
arrays of droplets of this solution over the substrate. All of the
patterning was done with an Enabler Bioforce System (BioForce
USA) at room temperature using a minimum dwell time of
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0.001 s. The fabricated arrays were then placed into ambient
conditions for 24 h until the DMSO was completely evaporated
to form HKUST-1 crystals, as conﬁrmed by energy-dispersive
X-ray spectroscopy (EDX; Figure S2 in the Supporting Information), X-ray diﬀraction (XRD), and scanning electron
microscopy (SEM).
A series of SAM surfaces bearing diﬀerent functionalities that
vary the contact angle between the DMSO precursor solution and the surface (functionalities and measured contact
angles: -OH, <10°; -COOH, 17.6 ( 2.35°; -NH2, 28.9 (
2.40°; -CH3, 83 ( 0.33°; -CF3, 100.7 ( 0.29°) were systematically studied ﬁrst to determine the behavior of the droplets
placed on these surfaces. Under the conditions studied, CH3- and
CF3-terminated SAMs proved to be ideal for the fabrication of
well-deﬁned droplet arrays, whereas these arrays could not be
fabricated on the OH- and COOH-terminated SAMs. When a
droplet was placed on a OH- or COOH-terminated SAM, it
spread completely. In contrast, the same droplet left on a CH3- or
CF3-terminated SAM remained stuck in its place. The contact
angle was then critical for droplet array formation. At low contact
angles, the droplets tended to spread out completely once they
were placed on the surface because the aﬃnity and wettability of
the solution on the surface was very high, thus preventing the
formation of droplet arrays. This behavior was observed for both
MUOL and MHA SAMs. However, as the contact angle between
the solution and the surface increased, the aﬃnity and spread
diameter of the droplets decreased. This tendency could be
observed for the AUT SAM, in which the patterned droplets also
tended to spread out partially but not completely, thus allowing
their structuration with a spread diameter larger than for the
ODT and PFDT SAMs.
The tendency of the droplets to remain more stuck on surfaces
with low wettability was further proven by fabricating a droplet
array on a surface modiﬁed with NH2- and CF3-terminated
SAMs (Figure 1a). Initially, we used FEMTO to generate
patterns of AUT consisting of nine dots with diameters of 10 μm
spaced 40 μm apart on a gold substrate. The exposed gold
regions of the substrate were passivated with PFDT. FEMTO
was then used to fabricate a 9  9 array of droplets of the DMSO
precursor solution spaced 10 μm apart onto the AUT dot array
area. As shown in Figure 1b, the resulting array contained 81
droplets, of which nine matched up the NH2-terminated dots (as
marked by the dashed circles in Figure 1b) and the others were
directly patterned on the CF3-terminated SAM. The diameters
of the droplets were estimated to be around 5 and 3 μm for
the ones placed on the NH2- and CF3-terminated SAMs,
respectively. The above results conﬁrm that DMSO precursor
droplets spread out more on the NH2-terminated SAMs than
on the nonpolar CF3-terminated SAMs when patterned using
identical conditions (dwell time = 0.001 s, humidity = 35%, room
temperature).
HKUST-1 arrays were fabricated by exposure of the patterned
droplet arrays on the SAM-modiﬁed gold substrates at room
temperature for 24 h. Figure 1c shows ﬁeld-emission SEM
(FESEM) images of the HKUST-1 array resulting from the
evaporation of the 9  9 DMSO precursor droplet array. Interestingly, well-shaped octahedral crystals of HKUST-1 were
grown in the contact areas between all of the FEMTO-delivered
droplets and the SAMs. However, all nine droplets placed on the
NH2-terminated dots yielded multiple crystals with edge dimensions ranging from 300 to 750 nm, whereas the remaining
droplets placed on the CF3-terminated SAM yielded single

COMMUNICATION

Figure 1. (a) Schematic illustration of the process followed for fabricating the 9  9 droplet array on a gold substrate previously patterned with
a 3  3 AUT dot array and passivated with PFDT. (b) Optical microscopy image of the 9  9 droplet array, in which the droplets were spaced
apart by 10 μm. Dashed circles mark the nine droplets placed on AUT
dots. (c) FESEM image of the resulting HKUST-1 array. The inset
shows a magniﬁed area of this array in which the central dot corresponds
to multiple HKUST-1 crystals grown in a droplet placed on the AUT
SAM and the other eight correspond to single HKUST-1 crystals grown
in droplets placed on the PFDT SAM.

HKUST-1 crystals with edge dimensions between 800 nm
and 1.2 μm. The terminal group on the top of the SAMs, and
therefore, the contact angle between the precursor droplet and
the surface were again critical in determining the number and
dimensions of the HKUST-1 crystals grown within each droplet,
opening up the possibility of creating single-crystal HKUST-1
arrays on surfaces with low wettability. For example, CH3- and
CF3-terminated SAMs, where the droplets remain stuck, turned
out to be ideal for single-crystal growth within each droplet
(Figure 2c-f). The average edge dimensions of the single
crystals grown within the droplets placed on the ODT and
PDFT SAMs were 1.4 ( 0.3 and 0.9 ( 0.2 μm, respectively. As
previously observed, identical droplets placed on NH2-terminated SAMs tended to spread out, resulting in a higher nucleation
density and the formation of multiple smaller crystals (edge
dimensions 100-400 nm) within each droplet (Figure 2a,b).
To provide further evidence of the formation of HKUST-1
crystals on surfaces using this direct-write pen-type lithographic
approach, we ﬁrst fabricated a 150  150 HKUST-1 array
consisting of dots spaced 8 μm apart (total area = 1.2 mm2)
on NH2- and CF3-terminated SAM-modiﬁed gold substrates
(Figure 3a and Figures S4 and S5) and characterized the dots
using XRD. The XRD data shown in Figure 3b clearly demonstrate not only the formation of HKUST-1 crystals but also a
crystal growth orientation preference along the [111] direction
for both the NH2- and CF3-terminated SAMs. It is interesting to
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Figure 4. FESEM images of HKUST-1 arrays fabricated on CH3terminated SAMs on gold substrates. (a) The word “MOFs” fabricated
with HKUST-1 single crystals and (b) a magniﬁcation image of the letter
“M”. (c, d) Single-crystal HKUST-1 array composed of crystals with
edge dimensions of 550 ( 100 nm. Scale bars represent (a) 100 μm,
(inset of b) 2 μm, (c) 40 μm, (d) 5 μm, and (inset of d) 500 nm.

Figure 2. FESEM images of the HKUST-1 arrays fabricated on (a, b)
NH2-, (c, d) CH3-, and (e, f) CF3-terminated SAMs on gold substrates.
Scale bars represent (a, c, e) 40 μm, (b, d, f) 10 μm, and (insets) 2 μm.

Figure 3. (a) SEM images of a large HKUST-1 array (1.2 mm2)
fabricated on CF3-terminated SAMs on gold substrates. Scale bars
represent 10 and 4 μm for the main and inset images, respectively.
(b) XRD patterns (background-corrected) for the HKUST-1 arrays
fabricated on the CF3- and NH2-terminated SAMs, compared with a
simulated XRD pattern for HKUST-1.

note that W€oll and co-workers7 and Bein and co-workers16 also
observed an identical orientation preference in their crystallization methodologies on OH- and COOH-terminated SAMs,
respectively. However, the same authors did not observe crystal
growth orientation on hydrophobic SAMs,14 which was in fact
achieved in the HKUST-1 arrays fabricated by the pen-type
lithographic technique, as further conﬁrmed by the SEM images
(Figure 3a inset).

Miniaturization of the delivered droplets was also essential
for the formation of pure HKUST-1 crystals. Consistent with
this conclusion, in control experiments, a mixture of H3btc,
Cu(NO3)2 3 2.5H2O, and nonoriented HKUST-1 crystals was obtained from the evaporation of large DMSO precursor droplets
(droplet diameter ≈ 1 mm) on CF3-terminated SAMs, as conﬁrmed by optical microscopy, FESEM, and powder XRD (see
Figure S6).
This fabrication methodology can also be used to precisely
control the location at which a single MOF crystal is grown.
For example, 400 single crystals of HKUST-1 were grown on a
CH3-terminated SAM in such a way that the word “MOFs” was
formed (Figure 4a,b). In addition, for a certain dwell time, it is
well-known that the time plasma treatment of the SPT strongly
inﬂuences the volume of the droplet placed on a surface. For
longer treatments, the surface of the SPT turns more polar,
allowing polar liquids to ﬂow better through the microchannels
and consequently resulting in the deposition of larger volumes of
liquid. On the contrary, when this time treatment is shorter, the
volume of the droplet deposited can be reduced. Following this
strategy, we fabricated a 20  20 single-crystal HKUST-1 array
on an ODT SAM using an SPT treated with plasma for 30 s
instead of 15 min. As Figure 4c,d shows, the single HKUST-1
crystals grown within each droplet were smaller, showing an
average edge dimension of 550 ( 100 nm.
In summary, we have reported a novel, versatile pen-type
lithography-based approach for growing HKUST-1 crystals on
supports and shown that through the use of surfaces with low
wettability it is possible to control the growth of a submicrometer
single crystal at a desired location on a surface. Since many
functional MOFs have been synthesized, it is likely that this
approach can be generalized for controlling the growth of many
MOFs at the single-crystal level on several surfaces (see Figure
S7). Such capabilities will expand the scope of application for
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MOFs in sensors, magnetic and electronic devices, etc., where
such control opens new opportunities to integrate them in
speciﬁc locations of devices. In addition, with our results, one
can start to conceive of the generation of combinatorial MOF
arrays through delivery of droplets that diﬀer in composition, pH,
etc. Once achieved, such parallel fabrication would provide the
advantages, for example, of larger libraries for screening the
synthesis of novel MOFs.
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