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Particle alignment effects on mechanical
properties of cellulose nanocrystal thin films†
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Cellulose nanocrystal (CNC) thin films are of increasing interest as sustainable materials due to their

anisotropic mechanical properties. Previous computational work has shown that the fracture

mechanisms of CNC films vary as a function of particle alignment with respect to the loading direction.

However, it is challenging to experimentally measure the mechanical anisotropy of extremely thin CNC

films due to their brittleness. Here, a new experimental approach was developed to identify the effect of

CNC alignment on modulus while simultaneously observing the fracture mechanisms. In this method,

uniaxial tensile strain is applied to a CNC film laminated on a silicone substrate with a mechanical stage

mounted over a microscope. The modulus calculated by measuring the wavelength of wrinkles that

formed perpendicular to the tensile strain direction at low strains during mechanical testing. The elastic

modulus of CNC films decayed exponentially as the misalignment of particles to the loading direction

increased. By carrying out coarse-grained modeling and comparing the misalignment angle with the

crack opening direction beyond the fracture strains, fracture mechanism dependence on misalignment

was observed.

Introduction

Recently, cellulose-based materials have gained attention as
sustainable materials for packaging and textile applications
due to their abundance, biodegradability, and renewability.1–4

Cellulose nanocrystals (CNCs) are cellulosic nanoparticles che-
mically extracted from various cellulose sources such as trees,
bacteria, and plants through sulphuric acid hydrolysis.1,5–7

Individual CNCs are rod-like particles with a high aspect ratio
and anisotropic mechanical properties,1,8,9 exhibiting a greater
mechanical strength in the axial direction than in the trans-
verse direction. Neat CNC materials, composed of only CNCs
with no polymer matrix, also exhibit an anisotropic mechanical
behavior when CNCs are aligned.10 For CNC films, the mechan-
ical properties are strongly dependent on factors such as
individual CNC strength, particle assembly,11–13 and the dis-
tribution of CNC orientations. Previous work has investigated
the dependence of CNC film modulus and fracture strength on
the order parameter of CNC alignments and casting
methods.10,14,15 Alexander et al.10 developed a shear casting

method and measured mechanical properties of CNC films
with respect to the degree of particle alignment as well as the
casting direction. Their work showed that when the ordering of
CNCs in the film is increased, the elastic modulus increases in
the axial direction and decreases in the transverse direction.10

To identify the fracture mechanisms of CNC films with respect
to the angle of alignment, Shishehbor et al.16 investigated the
effect of CNC alignment on mechanical properties by develop-
ing a coarse-grained (CG) molecular model. In that work, three
different fracture mechanisms were predicted through both
simulations and analytical solutions. The fracture mechanisms
varied with degree of misalignment (defined here and throughout
as the angle between the principal orientation direction of the
CNCs and the applied tensile loading direction, y). It was shown
that a sliding mode occurs from 01o yr 81, a mixed mode from
81 o y r 701, and a normal mode from 701 o y r 901. These
three fracture mechanisms were verified experimentally by mea-
suring the elastic modulus via tensile testing and visualizing the
subsequent fracture morphology. Although the trend of measured
modulus with alignment angle corresponded well with the simu-
lation results in that study, the measured modulus values were
much smaller than the simulations moduli due to experimental
limitations such as uncertain CNC film thickness and cracks in
the film before testing. Thus, in this study we suggest a new
experimental approach to identify the effects of misalignment on
the mechanical properties and the fracture mechanisms of
CNC films.

a School of Materials Engineering, Purdue University, West Lafayette, Indiana,

47906, USA. E-mail: chelsea@purdue.edu
b Department of Civil, Construction and Environmental Engineering, North Dakota

State University, Fargo, North Dakota, 58108, USA

† Electronic supplementary information (ESI) available: Videos of variously
oriented CNC films upon deformation, 3 Videos. See DOI: https://doi.org/10.

1039/d2ma00870j

Received 18th August 2022,
Accepted 26th January 2023

DOI: 10.1039/d2ma00870j

rsc.li/materials-advances

Materials
Advances

PAPER

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 2

6 
Io

na
w

r 
20

23
. D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 1
1/

11
/2

02
5 

14
:1

3:
34

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online
View Journal  | View Issue

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7868-413X
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7870-0128
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0383-7717
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/d2ma00870j&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-02-03
https://doi.org/10.1039/d2ma00870j
https://doi.org/10.1039/d2ma00870j
https://rsc.li/materials-advances
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d2ma00870j
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/MA
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/MA?issueid=MA004004


1054 |  Mater. Adv., 2023, 4, 1053–1061 © 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

To quantify the anisotropic moduli of aligned CNC films,
observations of surface buckles were utilized. Surface buckling
instabilities such as wrinkling have been used as a measure-
ment tool to quantify the elastic modulus of a thin, rigid film
adhered to a compliant substrate.17–23 When a uniaxial in-plane
strain is applied to the bilayer, a sinusoidal surface buckling
instability (wrinkling) is formed on the film due to the modulus
mismatch between film and substrate. In the past few decades,
this surface buckling phenomenon has been well demonstrated
both theoretically and experimentally.24–27 The wrinkling
wavelength depends on the film thickness and the plane strain
moduli of the film and the substrate. Stafford et al. incorpo-
rated this well-defined relationship given in eqn (1) into a
new technique that measures a thin film’s modulus, called
SIEBIMM (strain-induced elastic buckling instability for mechan-
ical measurements).19

Ef

1� n2f
� � ¼ 3Es

1� n2s
� � l

2pt

� �3

(1)

Here, Ef and Es are the elastic moduli of the film and substrate, vf

and vs are the Poisson’s ratios of the film and substrate, l is the
wrinkle wavelength, and t is the film thickness. More recently,

SIEBIMM has been applied to quantify the modulus of bio-derived
materials.28–30

In the present study, a new experimental approach was
developed to identify the effects of the CNC alignment direction
on the mechanical properties by in situ observation of the onset
of these surface buckling instabilities and the subsequent
fracture behavior. By applying a uniaxial tensile strain in
varying directions relative to the CNC alignment direction,
the fracture behavior of CNC films was observed. The moduli
were obtained through eqn (1) by measuring the wavelength of
wrinkles that formed perpendicular to the tensile loading
direction due to Poisson effects. By analyzing how crack angles
and the modulus changed with respect to the CNC particle
alignment relative to the applied loading direction, the effects
of particle orientation on mechanical properties of CNC films
were determined.

Materials and methods
CNC film preparation

In this study, CNC films were supported on silicone substrates to
enable observation of the film fracture mechanisms while tensile
testing. Fig. 1(a) shows the sample fabrication of the CNC/silicone

Fig. 1 (a) Schematics detailing with the fabrication of CNC/PDMS bilayer tensile specimens. (i) PDMS substrate deposition, (ii) CNC film shear casting on
oxidized PDMS, and (iii) attachment of PET frame to CNC/PDMS bilayer surface. (iv) Top view schematic of CNC/PDMS bilayer supported on PET frame.
(b) Side view secondary electron microscopy image of CNC/PDMS bilayer indicating thickness of CNC film on PDMS. The white arrows indicate the CNC
film. (c) The mechanical testing setup in situ with optical microscope shown as a (i) photograph and (ii) schematic.
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bilayer. The silicone substrate was poly(dimethylsiloxane) (PDMS,
Dow Corning Sylgard 184). Oligomer (base) and cross-linker
(curing agent) were mixed in a 10 to 1 ratio by weight. A glass
slide was coated with poly(acrylic acid) (PAA, MW = 1.8 kg mol�1,
Sigma Aldrich) spin cast from solution (2 wt% in isopropyl
alcohol). Then, PDMS was spin cast as shown in Fig. 1(a(i)). The
bilayer was cured at 70 1C for 4 h. Here, the PAA was used as a
sacrificial layer to facilitate removal of the CNC/silicone bilayer
from the glass slide for testing. The cured PDMS substrate was
treated with oxygen plasma (GLOW Research GLOW Plasma
System) for 300 s. Selective oxidation of targeted areas of the
PDMS was achieved with a silicone mask placed on top of the
PDMS. Unoxidized areas were used to measure the thickness
and modulus of the PDMS substrate. An aqueous CNC suspen-
sion (University of Maine Forest Product Labs, 11.9 wt% CNC,
0.99 wt% sulfur) was diluted with ethanol to form an 8 wt%
CNC suspension. The suspensions were shear cast onto the
oxidized PDMS surface as shown in Fig. 1(a(ii)) with a flexible
doctor blade on a motorized stage using a previously reported
protocol.31,32 Dilution of the aqueous suspensions with ethanol
enabled control of the vapor pressure of the suspensions to
optimize the solvent evaporation rate. The resulting films were
dried for 48 h in a custom-built humidity chamber (25 1C,
80%RH). Thermoplastic (poly(ethylene terephthalate), PET, 3M)
frames were laser cut to control the CNC alignment with respect to
the loading direction. Orientation of the major axis of the rectan-
gular windows within the frame ranged from 01 to 901 in incre-
ments of 151. The frames also prevented bending of the film while
detaching the film from the glass slide before tensile testing. The
frame was attached to the CNC/PDMS composite using the same
10 to 1 base to curing agent weight ratio PDMS, then cured at 70 1C
for 2 h (Fig. 1(a(iii))). Fig. 1(a(iv)) shows the location of a few
windows within a frame, which allows multiple alignment angles
and a blank PDMS region without CNC on the same glass slide.
This uncoated PDMS section was utilized for thickness and
modulus measurements. The CNC/PDMS bilayer specimens were
cut out with a small portion of the frame as shown in Fig. 1(a(iv))
to mechanically stabilize the composite and reduce premature
cracking due to handling. Sections were detached from the glass
slide by dissolving the PAA layer with water.

Film characterization

The thickness of the PDMS layer was measured with an optical
microscope (DMi8, Leica) by observing the PDMS cross section.
The PDMS thickness ranged from 150 mm to 200 mm. The
thickness of the CNC layer was measured in cross section on a
field emission scanning electron microscope (FE-SEM S-4800,
Hitachi). Fig. 1(b) shows a representative cross section of the
CNC/PDMS bilayer with the thickness indicated by white
arrows. The measured thickness of the CNC film layer was
0.49 � 0.09 mm over 10 measurements.

Measurement of CNC modulus and observation of CNC
fracture surface

Mechanical testing of CNC/PDMS bilayer samples was per-
formed with a miniature uniaxial tensile tester (mTS, Psylotech)

as shown in Fig. 1(c). After removing a CNC/PDMS sample from
the glass slide, handling it only by the PET frame, it was
carefully clamped within the mechanical stage (Fig. 1(c(i))).
Once secured in the tensile tester, the sides of the frame were
cut to separate the frame from the bilayer sample (Fig. 1(c(ii))).
The dark lines in Fig. 1(c(ii)) indicate where the cuts were made.
The mechanical stage was placed over the objective of an
inverted optical microscope (DMi8, Leica Microsystems) to
observe the deformation of the CNC films supported on the
PDMS substrate. A uniaxial tensile strain was applied at a rate
of 0.001 s�1. Images were acquired every 250 ms.

Coarse-grained modelling of CNC films

Coarse-grained molecular dynamic (CG-MD) simulations were
carried out to systematically investigate the mechanical
response of CNC films. In the mesoscopic ‘bead-spring’ CG
model of CNC informed from an atomistic counterpart, each
CG bead with a radius of 17 Å represents three repeat units of a
36-chain structured (110) cross-section of Ib crystalline CNCs.
The CG force field components were defined based on the
contributions of bonds and angular bending along the fiber
axial direction, which were captured via harmonic spring
potentials and pairwise nonbonded interactions represented
by the Morse potential. More detailed information on the CG
model development and application can be found in previous
studies.33–35

To generate a representative thin film system with ordered
CNCs, aligned CNCs were assembled into a fixed simulation
cell with the size of 150 nm by 150 nm by 45 nm, forming an
anisotropic system comprised of 435 CNCs with 32 CG beads
per CNC (length approximately 100 nm) as illustrated in
Fig. 5(a(i)). To mimic the thin film systems, periodic boundary
conditions (PBCs) were applied in the xy-plane while non-PBCs
was applied in the z-direction (i.e., the thickness direction); two
completely smooth implicit repulsive walls using a 9-3 Lennard-
Jones (LJ) potential were implemented below and above the
film for better control of density and geometry of films. During
the equilibrium process, the total potential energy was first
minimized by the iterative conjugate gradient algorithm.36 The
simulated CNC film was then equilibrated by two annealing
cycles for 20 ns under a canonical ensemble (NVT), where the
temperature was elevated from 300 K to 1000 K and then cooled
down to 300 K. An integration timestep, Dt = 5 fs, was adopted
for all CG-MD simulations. Prior to mechanical response,
equilibration and structural stability were confirmed by ensur-
ing the total potential energy convergence was achieved. To
characterize the mechanical response, the strain-controlled
uniaxial tensile deformation was performed with a constant
strain rate of 0.05 ns�1, which is consistent with previous
simulation studies.35,37 Three independent initial configura-
tions were used to obtain the average value of tensile strength
and corresponding standard deviation. All CG-MD simulations
were carried out using the Large-scale Atomic/Molecular
Massively Parallel Simulator (LAMMPS)38 and the visualization
of simulation snapshots was performed by Visual Molecular
Dynamics (VMD).39
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Results and discussion
Degree of CNC alignment

The extent of ordering of each CNC film supported on PDMS was
measured using birefringence (DMi8, Leica Microsystems) based
on a previously reported technique.5,40 In this method, images
are obtained twice of each sample placed between crossed
polarizers. First, the principal alignment direction of the CNC
film was oriented at 01 and then rotated to 451 with respect to the
polarizer. Fig. 2(a) shows the birefringence measurement
configuration. Image pairs were obtained in the same location
on each sample. Fig. 2(b(i) and c(i)) show bright field images of a
sample at 01 and 451 to the polarizer, respectively, where no real
difference in contrast is observed. Fig. 2(b(ii) and c(ii)) are the
birefringence images for the same locations at 01 and 451. Here,
a horizontal line scan across the midplane of each birefringence
image, shown in Fig. 2(b(iii) and c(iii)), indicates the change in
transmitted light. The ratio of these two intensities is used to
calculate the extent of ordering (Herman’s order parameter).

Using the transmitted light intensity from the birefringence
images, Herman’s order parameter (S) was calculated with
eqn (2).5,40

I45

I 0

90

¼ D� ¼ D � g ¼ 2S þ 1

1� S (2)

where I 0

90

, I45, D, and g represent the transmitted light intensity

of 0/901 and 451 configurations, dichroic ratio, and correction
factor, respectively. Herman’s order parameter is defined such
that CNCs are randomly distributed when S = 0, and perfectly
aligned when S = 1. The S value of the films in this study was
calculated to be 0.5 � 0.1.

Observation of CNC film fracture surface

Deformation of each CNC film was observed microscopically
while a uniaxial tensile strain was applied at a strain rate of
0.001 s�1. Fig. 3(a) shows a representative CNC film prior to the
start of the test, at the onset of fracture (appearance of the first
crack), and maximum strain prior to catastrophic failure of the
CNC/PDMS bilayer sample for 01, 451, and 901 CNC misalign-
ment to the loading direction. The images in the left column of
Fig. 3 show undeformed CNC films. The CNC suspension
contracts as the solvent evaporates during the drying process.
This shrinkage causes residual in-plane tensile stresses in the
CNC films that lead to cracking. The cracks propagate in the CNC
alignment direction because the interparticle bonds between
adjacent CNCs are much weaker than the covalent bonds within
each particle.10,16 In the images of the undeformed specimens, a
few pre-existing cracks that result from the CNC deposition and
subsequent drying process are observed. The alignment of the

Fig. 2 (a) Schematic of birefringence measurement configuration. (b and c) Optical microscope images of (i) brightfield, (ii) birefringence, and a
representative line scan of transmitted light intensity from the birefringence image shown in (ii). (b) column shows 01 CNC alignment and (c) column
shows 451 CNC alignment with respect to the polarizer. The circles in (b(i)) and (c(i)) show a microstructural landmark used to ensure the line scans were
taken at the same location. The scale bar in (b(ii)) is 250 mm and applies to all images.
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particles is evident in the orientation of the pre-cracking on each
sample.

The images in the second column of Fig. 3(a) show the onset
of CNC fracture resulting from tensile loading. For CNC films
with the CNCs aligned in the same direction as the tensile
loading direction (01), cracks formed in the CNC films
perpendicular to the loading direction. These cracks were fairly
wide with diffuse edges. For the films with CNCs aligned at 451
relative to the loading direction, the cracks propagated at a
slightly higher angle than the alignment direction, bridging
pre-existing cracks that formed in the films during the drying
process. For the films aligned at 901 relative to the loading
direction, the film also fractured perpendicular to the loading
direction. However, these cracks were much narrower, with
smoother edges. The crack width at the onset of fracture varied
as a function of the CNC misalignment angle. A wide, rough
crack was generated for the 01 samples, while thin and linear
fracture lines were observed for the 901 specimens.

At the maximum strain prior to substrate fracture, the fracture
morphology of each oriented CNC film is given in the right
column of Fig. 3(a). The fracture morphology of each testing
orientation is in good agreement with previous computational
work that predicted the fracture mechanisms and failure modes
of CNC films with respect to the CNC misalignment with the
loading direction.16 The CNC films failed in a ‘‘sliding mode’’ with
shear dominated fracture, when the CNC alignment was parallel
to the loading direction (difference of 01). On the other hand, the
901 oriented CNC film failed in the ‘‘normal mode’’, dominated by
particle separation. The 451 aligned CNC film failed in a ‘‘mixed
mode’’, consisting of combined sliding and normal modes.
Fig. 3(b) shows representative stress–strain responses of the
CNC/PDMS composites for film alignments of 01, 451 and 901 to

the loading direction during uniaxial tensile experiments. The
modulus of PDMS was the same, approximately 1 MPa, while the
apparent stiffness of the CNC/PDMS composite varied signifi-
cantly with respect to the orientation of the CNC films. As the
angle between CNC misalignment and the loading direction
increased, the modulus of the CNC/PDMS composite decreased.
Since the film contained cracks before the tensile test, it is
difficult to quantitatively determine the modulus and strength
of CNC films from these results. Videos of the deformation of
representative bilayers during tensile testing are provided in
the ESI.†

The SIEBIMM technique was used to determine the elastic
modulus of the CNC films with regard to the angle between
CNC alignment and loading direction.19 During the mechanical
test, a compressive strain was generated perpendicular to the
tensile direction due to Poisson effects in the incompressible
PDMS substrate (uE 0.5). Periodic buckling instabilities (wrinkles)
appear due to the combined Poisson effects and the modulus
mismatch between the rigid CNC film and the softer PDMS
substrate. Fig. 4(a(i and ii)) show the CNC film surface of 301
misaligned CNC at the maximum strain. Regardless of the
crack direction and density, the wrinkles are distributed evenly
in the undamaged regions of the film as shown in Fig. 4(a(ii)).
Fig. 4(a(iii)) shows the wrinkling profile obtained from the
image in Fig. 4(a(ii)). When the CNC alignment was 301 relative
to the tensile loading direction, the compressive stress generated
is perpendicular at 601 to the loading direction, and thus the
modulus calculated is for a CNC misalignment of 601. Fig. 4(a(iii))
shows the wrinkling profiles obtained along with the vertical
dashed line in Fig. 4(a(ii)). A line scan of a brightfield microscopy
image of wrinkles, like the one taken at the dashed line in the
figure, can be used to determine the wavelength of wrinkles. The

Fig. 3 (a) CNC film fracture morphology as the strain increased for CNC orientations of 01 (top), 451 (middle), and 901 (bottom) relative to the loading
direction (stretching direction is horizontal for all images). The undeformed film, onset of fracture, and the fractured film at the maximum observable
strain prior to sample rupture are shown in the first, second, and third columns, respectively. Scale bars are 150 mm and apply to all images. (b)
Representative tensile stress–strain behavior of CNC/PDMS bilayers at various particle alignment directions with respect to the loading direction.
Composite tensile modulus for each is shown on right y-axis.
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peak-to-peak distance is used to calculate the wavelength over an
average of 10 peaks. Fig. 4(b) shows the calculated modulus with
respect to the CNC misalignment from 01 to 901 in 151 increments
based on eqn (1). The film thickness (t) was measured to be
0.5 mm, and the modulus of PDMS without CNC as shown in
Fig. 1(a(iv)) was measured with the same strain rate as the
composites.

The Poisson’s ratio of the CNC film is taken to be 0.3 based
on previously reported literature values.41 The moduli of CNC
films decreased exponentially as a result of increasing the
misalignment between the loading direction and the tensile
direction from 01 to 301, then the modulus slightly increased
from 601 to 901 because of the constrained lateral deformation
by stiff CNCs. The modulus trend was in good agreement
with the simulation results of Shishehbor et al.,16 in which
the moduli of the CNC films decreased exponentially as the
misalignment increased until 451, then the moduli of CNC
films slightly increased to a misalignment of 901. Though the
measured moduli agreed in trend, the recorded modulus values
were slightly lower than those reported in the simulated work
since in simulations, both the degree of alignment and CNC
width and length distribution could be controlled.

We further carried out CG modeling of CNC films Fig. 5(a) to
gain deeper insights into the morphology of the films upon
fracturing at the nanoscale. Specifically, a tensile loading was
applied at 01, 451, and 901 of CNC alignment relative to the
loading direction. From the simulations, the results displayed a
sudden drop in tensile strength from approximately 250 MPa at
01 to around 100 MPa at 451, and then the strength decreased

further to 20 MPa at 901 as shown in Fig. 5(a(ii)). This mono-
tonic decrease in strength verifies the direct influence of the
local directionality of CNC orientation on the mechanical
response of CNC films. Fig. 5(a(iii)) shows a comparison of
different failure morphologies of CNC films with respect to the
orientation angles (i.e., 01, 451, and 901). It is observed that
when CNCs are aligned in the same direction as the loading
direction (01), the fracture happens with wide and rough cracks
having diffuse edges due to the sliding of CNC fibers. However,
for the 901 case where CNC separation dominates, the film
fractured perpendicular to the tensile direction with a congregate
crack having a relatively smooth edge. Moreover, for the film with
CNCs aligned at 451 relative to the loading direction, fractures
formed when CNC fibers slide and separate at the same time,
resulting in the crack propagation at a higher angle. This observa-
tion provides direct visual evidence for different fracture morphol-
ogy, yielding a reasonable agreement with the experimental
results shown in Fig. 5(b). Additionally, the maximum strain prior
to CNC film rupture at 01 was greater than that at 451, which was
slightly larger than that at 901, corroborating the finding that the
mechanical response varies significantly with respect to direction-
ality of CNCs in thin film systems.

To identify the relationship between fracture behavior and
modulus of CNC films, the crack angle was measured with
respect to the CNC alignment direction. Fig. 5(b) shows the
fracture morphology, obtained at the maximum strain, with the
corresponding CNC misalignment to the loading direction (y1)
labeled in each image. The schematic image (bottom right) in
Fig. 5(b) explains the directions of the crack, CNC alignment,

Fig. 4 (a) (i) The optical microscopy image of CNC film fracture morphology for the film aligned 301 from the loading direction at approximately 25%
strain. (ii) The magnified image of (i) where the blue square in (i) indicates the location. The scale bars are 100 mm in both images. (iii) Wrinkling profiles
measured in a line scan shown by the vertical dashed line in (ii). The wavelength of wrinkles was measured across 10 peaks in the profiles. (b) The modulus
of CNC films with respect to alignment as calculated using the wrinkle wavelength and independent measurements of CNC film thickness and PDMS
modulus.
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and loading. All cracks displayed a relationship with and were
affected by the CNC alignment. Fig. 5(c) shows the difference in
angle between the cracking and the loading directions (y2),
which were measured from the optical micrographs of the CNC/
PDMS composites at maximum strain. The difference in angle
between the crack propagation direction and the CNC misa-
lignment direction is y2 � y1. The crack angle decreased from
901 to 601 as the angle between CNC alignment and loading
direction increased from 01 to 301. Then the crack angle

increased from 601 to 901 again as the CNC misalignment
increased from 451 to 901. The difference between the crack
angle and CNC alignment exponentially decreased as the CNC
misalignment increased. The difference in angles (y2 � y1)
between the crack and CNC alignment corresponded with the
observed moduli in Fig. 4(b). It is hypothesized that the angle
difference represents the degree of shearing between CNC
particles when films failed. The shearing between CNC parti-
cles is a dominant factor in the fracture behavior of 01

Fig. 5 (a) (i) Snapshots of the coarse-grained (CG) model of CNC films having ordered alignment (3D view). (ii) The effect of loading direction on the
tensile strength of CNC thin films from CG modelling. (iii) Snapshots of the morphology of CNC thin films after fracturing from the CG-MD simulations.
(b) The optical microscope images of CNC film fracture morphology with respect to the CNC alignment to loading direction from 01 to 901 in 151
increments. The labels in the images represent the CNC alignment to loading direction. The inserted schematic image explains the loading, CNC
alignment (y1), and the crack (y2) directions, respectively. (c) The crack angle to loading direction (y2) and the angle difference between crack and
alignment(y2 � y1) direction with respect to the CNC alignment to loading direction.
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misalignments.16 For angles between 151 and 701, the film failed
with a mixed mode, which combines shear and fiber separation.
For example, as the crack angle approaches the alignment angle,
the normal fracture mode increasingly dominates, while the
shearing of CNC particles dominates as the difference in crack
angle and CNC alignment angle approaches 901.

Conclusions

The mechanics of anisotropic CNC thin films were explored in
this study. The impact of this anisotropy has been studied
computationally in prior work but was measured experimentally
here. It is challenging to experimentally measure the modulus,
fracture toughness, and fracture mechanisms with respect to the
CNC alignment direction in a single experiment due to the
brittleness of neat thin films. In this work, a new approach was
developed by observing in situ deformation to measure the
modulus of CNC films and determine the fracture mechanisms
with respect to the CNC misalignment. To observe the fracture
morphology and the mechanical properties, CNC/PDMS bilayers
were fabricated. To vary the angle mismatch between CNC align-
ment and loading direction, a laser-cut PET frame was fabricated.
The surface deformation was observed by applying a tensile strain
with the mechanical stage positioned over an inverted optical
microscope. By analyzing the wavelength of wrinkles generated
under tension which appeared parallel to the applied loading
direction, the anisotropy of the modulus of aligned CNC films was
determined. The modulus of CNC films exponentially decreased
as the angle between CNC alignment and loading direction
increased. Fracture mechanisms were observed which change
with respect to misalignment angle, in good agreement with
computational work. The relationship between the modulus and
the dominant factors causing film fracture was determined by
analyzing the crack orientation and morphology with respect to
the CNC alignment. Shearing or sliding between CNC particles
dominated as the mismatch in the crack and CNC alignment
angle approached 901, while clean interparticle separation
between CNCs dominated as the angular mismatch approached
01. Utilizing this new measurement approach, the modulus of
brittle and thin CNC films can be measured while simultaneously
investigating their fracture mechanisms.
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