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ergy and surface anchoring
mechanism in gold nanorod–nematic liquid crystal
dispersions†

Qi Wang, a Liying Liu*a and Lei Xu*ab

The self-organizing properties of nematic liquid crystals (NLC) have been widely used to align anisotropic

nanorods (NR) dispersed in them. The coupling interaction of the NR–NLC is an important parameter to

determine the surface anchoring strength of GNRs in NLC. Herein, we have taken gold nanorods (GNRs)

as a typical example to develop a method to measure the coupling free energy between the NRs and

NLCs. By probing the magnetic Fréedericksz transition (MFT) thresholds of the doped-LC cells, the

extraordinary increasing trend of MFT thresholds in the GNR–LC system can be explained by theory of

the Landau–de Gennes free energy. The coupling coefficient g of the binary composition and the

anchoring energy W of the GNR surface were obtained by choosing proper limitations. Similarly, the MFT

thresholds of gold nanospheres (GNSs) and other surfactant-capped GNR were measured for reference

and comparison. In addition, response time measurements of the LC cells were carried out to prove the

accuracy of the MFT thresholds. These results provide insight into the GNR–LC binary systems, and the

technique can be extended to more NR–LC compositions.
I. Introduction

Realization of self-assembly for well-organized nanoparticles is
always the core target in nanoscience.1–4 As anisotropic mate-
rials, nanorods need a specic and suitable medium to main-
tain their order and orientation.5,6 Liquid crystals (LCs), owing
to their large anisotropy, shape-proximity to nanorods, and
extreme sensitivity to small external perturbations, are a good
surrounding to align the nanorods.7–10

In the past few years, the gold nanorod (GNR)–liquid crystal
(LC) composition as a typical case of NR–LC binary system has
been studied from different perspectives.11,12 GNR can well-
disperse and can be long-range ordered in nematic LC with
no aggregation.13 The mixture can be realigned, just like pure
LCs, under shearing and electric elds. Moreover, by choosing
different aspect ratios of GNR or surfactants around the rods,
NLC can be anchored in a parallel or homeotropic fashion on
the surface of the nanorods;14,15 thus, the eld-assisted align-
ment of GNR can be induced in selected NLCs. By utilizing the
surface plasmon resonance of GNR, whose longitudinal SPR can
be tuned in both the visible and infrared spectral range,
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of Information Science and Engineering,

a. E-mail: lyliu@fudan.edu.cn; leixu@

hanghai 200433, China
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electrically tunable plasmonic lters and polarizers can be
fabricated.16,17 However, the mechanism for the alignment of
GNR in NLC has not been examined from a free energy
perspective, and the interaction between the GNR and NLC has
not been studied.

In this study, we further explored the GNR–NLC system and
focused on the free energy of the system and the coupling effect
between the GNR and NLC.18 The interaction theory for ordered
dispersion of an anisotropic rod-like nano-material in nematic
hosts is applied in our case by giving Landau–de Gennes
description of free energy.19 It is found that for higher concen-
trations of GNRs, the main change in free energy of the system
is dominated by the coupling free energy term fGNR/NLC. Owing
to this additional free energy, an extraordinary increase in the
MFT threshold of the LC cell was observed as expected. By
combining the GNR–NLC free energy model and the experi-
mental result of the MFT threshold, both the coupling coeffi-
cient g and the interface anchoring energy W were obtained.20

Gold nanospheres or GNRs with different surfactants were
doped into a 5CB LC cell for comparison and reference.21 Time-
resolved measurements of the GNR–NLC were carried out to
verify the MFT threshold.
II. Theoretical background
A. Anchoring effect for a single GNR

On the border of a single NR surface, the director of the LC will
tend to be aligned along a certain direction due to the
anchoring effect. Upon highly doping GNRs into NLCs, it is
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2018
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necessary to take the anchoring energy of the NLCmolecules on
the GNR surface into account. In this case, the anchoring effect
will obey a Rapini–Papoular type of expression for the surface
energy.22,23 By distinguishing the polar anchoring from the
azimuthal anchoring, the surface energyW per unit area can be
written as follows:

W ¼ Wiso + Wpolar + Wazi ¼ Wiso + Wa (~p$~n) + Wb (~q$~n) (1)

where Wiso, Wpolar, and Wazi are the isotropic, polar, and
azimuthal anchoring energies, respectively, and~p,~q, and~n stand
for the GNR main axis, GNR side surface normal, and director of
the NLC, respectively. If Wpolar > Wazi, the NLC favors an align-
ment along the GNR main axis; for Wpolar < Wazi, the NLC
preferentially aligns perpendicular to the surface of the rods.
Both the perpendicular alignment to the surface of the rods
or along the GNR main axis can be realized by surface modi-
cation with DMOAP (N,N-dimethyl-N-octadecyl-3-aminopropyl
trimethoxysilyl-chloride) or PEG-SH (thiol-terminated methoxy-
poly(ethylene glycol)),13,14 and the anchoring energies are
enslaved by different surface modiers (Fig. 1).
B. Pure LC cell with limited boundary under an external
magnetic eld

In all the experiments hereinaer, the LC cell is subjected to an
external magnetic eld H, which is parallel to the substrate, to
induce the MFT into the LC. Thus, the total free energy function
of pure LC cells under an external magnetic eld per area on the
substrate can be written as follows:3,22

f ¼
ðd
0

"�
K11 sin

2
qþ K33 cos

2 q
��dq

dz

�2

� caH
2 sin2

q

#
dz

þ 1

2
½dðzÞ þ dðdzÞ�

XN
n¼1

W2n sin
2n
q (2)

K11 and K33 are the splay and bend elastic constants, respectively,
ca is the magnetic anisotropy of the NLC, the LC cell is conned
between z ¼ 0 and d, q is the angle between the LC director and
the z-axis, andW2n with a positive integer n describes the surface
anchoring energy of the LC on the substrates. We can assume
that W2n ¼ 0 for n > 2 for simplicity.

Using the variational method, we can obtain the Euler
equation for the system in an equilibrium state:
Fig. 1 Schematic of the nematic LCs perpendicularly aligned to the
surface of the rod.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2018
�
K11 sin

2
qþ K33 cos

2 q
� d2

q

dz2
� ðK33 � K11Þcos q sin q

�
dq

dz

�2

�2caH
2 sin q cos q ¼ 0 (3)

Under boundary conditions,

�
K11 sin

2
qþ K33 cos

2 q
� dq
dz

|
z¼0;d

¼ �2W2 sin q0 cos q0 (4)

q0 is the orientation of the director of the LC as the substrates
deviates from the easy direction, which provides resistance to
hold back the tendency of the LC to align in the magnetic eld
direction. Herein, q ¼ q(z) implies that under a magnetic eld,
LC at different z-axis positions will orient with different angles,
and q ¼ 0 and q ¼ p/2 are the limitation solutions for these
equations. q ¼ 0 and q ¼ p/2 imply that the system will expe-
rience three types of LC equilibrium states. When the magnetic
eld does not reach the MFT threshold point of the LC cell, the
uniform solution (q¼ 0) shows that the LC molecules remain in
the original alignment, in which the total free energy is zero. As
the magnetic eld increases to the threshold point, the LC cell
undergoes a second-order structural phase transition, known as
the Magnetic Fréedericksz Transition (MFT), and

Hth ¼ (p/d)(k33/ca)
1/2 (5)

is the MFT threshold. As the magnetic eld goes over the
threshold point, the distortion solution (q ¼ q(z)) of the free
energy of the system can be written as follows:

fq ¼ 1

2
caH

2 sin2
qm � 2caH

2

ðd
0

sin2
qdzþW2 sin

2
q0 (6)

herein, we dene q¼ qm at z ¼ d
2
, and qm z

"�
H
H0

�2

� 1

#,
2B,

B ¼ (1 � k � 9u/4)/4, u ¼ 1� ct

ck
, H0 ¼

�
p

d

��
K33

ca

�1
2
.

As the magnetic eld continues to increase to a saturation
point (q ¼ p/2), the LC molecules will re-orient to the magnetic
eld director with the following free energy:

fs ¼ �1

2
caH

2 þW2 sin
2
qsat: (7)

In our experiment, we focused on the moment when the
magnetic eld was around the threshold point of the system.
Then, fq is only determined by H. Thus, we can plot a function
curve for the change in the distortion free energy fq of the LC cell
with H based on rst two parts of eqn (6). The third part of the
anchoring energy can be obtained from the MFT experiment of
the pure LCs.
C. Free energy for anisotropic GNR dispersions in NLC

For free energy theory of anisotropic GNR dispersions in NLC,
the free energy per unit volume f ¼ F/V of the binary composi-
tions has three contributions:

f ¼ fNLC + fGNR + fGNR/NLC (8)
RSC Adv., 2018, 8, 4104–4111 | 4105
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fNLC is the free energy density of the NLC, fGNR originates from
the GNR dispersed in a uid, and fNLC/GNR is obtained from the
coupling effect of the two components.

Considering the coupling interaction between the GNR and
the NLC host and inspired by Paul van der Schoot and
coworker's method for carbon nanotubes dispersed in LC, the
coupling free energy per unit volume is in the form of a Boltz-
mann description:23

fGNR=NLC ¼ �4W

3D
fSGNR ¼ �gfSNLCSGNR (9)

f is the volume fraction, g is the coupling parameter, and the
anchoring energy of LCs for different surfactants isWz 10�5 to
10�7 N m�2. D is the average cross section diameter of the
GNRs. SNLC and SGNR are the NLC and GNR order parameters.
Different types of NLC and GNR with alternative surfactants
decide the order parameter. In our experimental setups here-
inaer, SNLCz 0.6, which is a typical order parameter for 5CB at
25 �C,24 and SGNR z �0.2, which is estimated using the peak
absorbance values of the longitudinal surface plasmon reso-
nance (SPR) of the GNR when the probe light polarization is
parallel or perpendicular to the LC director.

According to eqn (9), the coupling parameter has the
following relation with SNLC, W, and D:23

g ¼ 4SNLC
�1W/3D (10)

Then, by substituting all three terms for free energy into the
GNR–LC condition and with quantitative value calculation, we
can derive that

dfGNR=NLC

df
[

dfNLC

df
;
dfGNR

df
(11)

This means that as the doping concentration increases, the
change in the coupling free energy takes the main role in the
free energy change of the GNR–NLC mixture.

For doped-GNRs in the limited LC cells, the macroscopic
distortion solution of the free energy will add an additional term
that involves the coupling effect between the GNRs and LC mole-
cules. We have already dened eqn (9) as the expression for the
coupling term for GNR/LCper unit. Then, herein, for per area at the
substrate, this term can be written as fGNR/NLC¼ sgfd, in which s¼
�SNLCSGNR, g is the coupling coefficient, f is the volume fraction,
and d is the thickness of the LC cell. Therefore, the distortion free
energy of the doped-GNR LC cell can be written as follows:

ftotal ¼ felasticþmagneticðH; dÞ þWanchoring þ fCNT=NLC

¼ 1

2
caH

2 sin2
qm � 2caH

2

ðd
0

sin2
qdzþW2 sin

2
q0 þ sgfd

(12)

Eqn (12) indicates that the extra term for the coupling inter-
action is similar to an additional anchoring effect for the doped
GNR LC cell, and more doped GNR will require a higher magnetic
eld to reach the MFT threshold of the LC cell. It is also worth
noting that we only take into account the elastic free energy of the
4106 | RSC Adv., 2018, 8, 4104–4111
LC, andwe speculate that the LC temperature is constant; thus, the
change in the LC thermotropic free energy density can be ignored.

III. Experimental
A. Synthesis of the gold NRs

Seeded growth of colloidal GNR utilizing binary surfactant
mixtures of cetyltrimethylammonium bromide (CTAB) and
sodium oleate (NaOL) can improve the dimensional tunability
and size uniformity of the GNRs.25 At rst, for the preparation of
the seed solution, 5 mL of 0.5 mMHAuCl4 was mixed with 5 mL
of 0.2 M CTAB solution in a 20 mL scintillation vial. Fresh
0.01 M NaBH4 was diluted in 1 mL ice water and then injected
into the Au(III)–CTAB solution. The solution changed from
yellow to brownish yellow. For the growth solution, 7.0 g of
CTAB and 1.2 g of NaOL were dissolved in 250mL of warmwater
(50 �C). Aer the solution cooled down to 30 �C, 4 mM AgNO3

solution was added. The mixture was kept undisturbed at 30 �C
for 15 min aer 250 mL of 1 mM HAuCl4 solution was added.
The solution became colorless aer 90 min of stirring (700
rpm), and 1.5 mL of HCl (37 wt% in water) was then introduced
to adjust the pH. Aer another 15 min of slow stirring at
400 rpm, 1.25 mL of 0.064 M ascorbic acid (AA) was added, and
the solution was vigorously stirred for 30 s. Finally, 0.8 mL of
seed solution was injected into the growth solution. The resul-
tant mixture was stirred for 30 s and le undisturbed at 30 �C
for 12 h for NR growth. The nal products were isolated by
centrifugation at 7000 rpm twice for 10 min to remove the
supernatant.

B. Synthesis of DMOAP-capped GNRs and doping of GNRs
into 5CB LC

To realize the surface coating of DMOAP (N,N-dimethyl-N-
octadecyl-3-aminopropyltrimethoxysilyl chloride), the GNRs
needed a two-step method for their prior coating with silica.26

First, 0.1 M NaOH was added (under vigorous stirring) to 1 mL
aqueous dispersion of GNRs with a longitudinal mode optical
density (O.D.) of 10. Then, 50 mL of 2.5 vol% tetraethyl ortho-
silicate (TEOS) in ethanol was added under rapid stirring for
0.5 h, and the mixture was kept undisturbed for 24 h. Aer
washing and centrifuging twice at 6000 rpm for 10 minutes, the
GNR solution was diluted to 4 mL, and then, 400 mL of DMOAP
was injected under stirring. The solution was kept stirring for
20 min, washed by centrifugation at 5000 rpm for 8 minutes
twice to eliminate the excess DMOAP, and transferred into
methanol. Capped-DMOAP GNRs were redispersed in methanol
and mixed with 200 mL of nematic 4-cyano-40-pentylbiphenyl
(5CB), followed by full evaporation of the solvent within 1 h at
90 �C. By mixing and sonicating for 5 min at 40 �C to put LC in
an isotropic state and then vigorously stirring the mixture while
cooling down, an excellent dispersion of GNR in the LC phase
was achieved.

C. LC cell fabrication

K9 glass slides modied with DMOAP as the alignment
surfactant were used as substrates for perpendicularly aligned
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2018

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/c7ra09378k


Paper RSC Advances

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 2

3 
Ja

nu
ar

y 
20

18
. D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 6
/1

3/
20

26
 1

2:
39

:1
5 

A
M

. 
 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 

3.
0 

U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online
LC cell. K9 glass slides with the dimensions of 32 � 25 �
0.5 mm were sonicated for 5 min by acetone, ethanol, and
deionized water. The clean K9 glass slides were dipped in the
DMOAP (wt 1% in water) aqueous solution for 30 min to
assure a homeotropic LC alignment. Aer washing with
deionized water to remove the redundant surfactant, the
deposited-DMOAP slides were separated by a 100 mm thick
mylar spacer and sealed with epoxy glue. Then, the GNR–LC
composite was injected into the cell by capillary forces. We
fabricated the LC cells with the doped weight ratios of 0.5%,
1%, 1.5%, 2%, and 5%. Formation of the nematic liquid
crystal phase was conrmed by observing birefringence
between crossed polarizers. The room temperature was
maintained at 25(�2) �C to keep the 5CB in the nematic
phase.

D. Characterization

Steady-state ultraviolet-visible (UV-vis) absorption spectra of
GNRs were obtained using a spectrophotometer (Shimadzu
UV-3100). Both the spectra of DMOAP-capped GNR in water
and those of the doped-GNR LC cells with different doping
weight ratios were obtained. From the absorption spectrum,
we can ensure that the orientation of the nanorods was
orthogonal to the nematic LC director; thus, a strong longi-
tudinal surface plasmon resonance (LSPR) at 810 nm was
triggered by the probe light. Experiment shows that the LSPR
redshis when the GNRs are in the LC; this indicates that the
GNRs experience a higher surrounding refractive index in LC
than that in water. When the weight ratio reached 5%, the
spectra showed a broad saturation absorbance around
810 nm, and the FWHM of the LSPR peak broadened; this
meant that a high number of the GNRs in LC had broken the
ordered alignment, and scattering was strongly enhanced.
Transmission electron microscopy (TEM) was performed
using a JEOL 2000FXmicroscope to determine the morphology
of the GNRs, as shown in Fig. 2(b). GNRs with an average
length of 69.9 nm and diameter of 23.4 nm have an LSPR
wavelength around 810 nm.

E. Magnetic Kerr Effect (MKE) experimental setup

The MFT of an LC cell is probed by optical birefringence, as
shown in Fig. 3(a). A linearly polarized 632.8 nm He–Ne laser
was used as the probe light, with an intensity of 0.05 mW and
spot diameter of 26 mm that caused almost no effect on the LC
molecules. The LC cell is set between orthogonal polarizers.
When the MFT occurs in the LC cell, the dielectric anisotropy of
the LC will lead to LC cell birefringence, and residual light
passes through. The transmitted probe beam is collected by
a photon detector (silicon photodiode) connected to an oscil-
loscope (TechtronixTDS3012).

IV. Result and discussion

The experimental measurement of the MFT threshold from the
oscilloscope is shown by dots in Fig. 4(a). When the magnetic
eld increases to the MFT threshold of the LC cell, the LC
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2018
molecules will try to rotate in response to the external stimulus,
and the LC birefringence will cause a signicant increase in the
transmitted light; hence, the MFT threshold can be obtained.
We notice that as the doping ratio increases, the MFT threshold
value increases dramatically. When the doping weight ratio
reaches 2%, the MFT threshold is almost 3.5 times that of the
pure LC cell; this signicant increase is mainly due to the
coupling interaction between the GNRs and the LC molecules.

As abovementioned, before H reaches the MFT threshold,
the system is under uniform conditions, and its uniform free
energy ftotal ¼ 0. In addition, based on eqn (12), we know the
rst two part of the distortion free energy exactly, and the third
part of anchoring and fourth part of coupling do not depend on
H. Hence, in Fig. 4(a), we can conrm the curves of distortion
free energy ftotal with the general shapes predicted by eqn (12) by
crossing these curves through the MFT threshold points
(signicant signal rise positions); this indicates that the LC cell
starts to undergo the magnetic Fréedericksz transition at this
point. Moreover, from eqn (12), the distortion free energy ftotal at
H ¼ 0 refers to only the anchoring term and coupling term.
Therefore, we used Fig. 4(b) to plot ftotal (H ¼ 0) versus doping
concentration. Since the anchoring term is independent of the
doping ratios, we can t the anchoring and coupling terms with
the doping ratios as

fH¼0 ¼ Wsubstrate anchoring + sgfd (13)

With the increasing doping ratios, the coupling of the GNR
to the LC host uid also increases, and the free energy of the
system undergoes a linear growth before reaching a saturated
doping ratio (in our experiment 5% weight ratio is over-
saturation). By linearly tting the points, the slope of the line
comes out as sgd. The thickness of the LC cell is maintained at
100 mm such that the coupling coefficient g ¼ 1.50 � 103 J m�3.
According to eqn (10) (g ¼ 4SNLC

�1W/3D), the anchoring energy
at the GNR surfaceW depends on the coupling coefficient g and
the diameter of GNR. Thus, we can calculate the GNR surface
anchoring energy to be W ¼ 1.35 � 10�5 J m�2, indicating that
DMOAP provides strong anchoring conditions for the GNR–LC
interface. On the other hand, the intercept of the tting line
gives Wsubstrate anchoring ¼ 1.05 � 10�5 J m�2, which agrees with
our independent measurement of Wsubstrate anchoring ¼ 1.02 �
10�5 J m�2 based on

Hth

H0

tan

�
p

2

�
Hth

H0

��
¼ d W

pK33

(14)

in which H0 ¼ (p/d)(K33/ca)
1/2 ¼ 836 Oe. This implies that GNRs

with a silica coating and DMOAP capping layer have a similar
surface anchoring strength as LC anchored on the DMOAP-K9
glass.

The LC response time measurements can provide an inde-
pendent measure value of the MFT threshold. The response
time of an LC cell depends on the external applied eld and can
be obtained from the dynamic time response of transmitted
light from crossed polarizers.27 Under the conditions of our
experiments, the nematic LCs are vertically aligned (VA) on the
surface, and zero pretilt angles are set up at the surface
RSC Adv., 2018, 8, 4104–4111 | 4107
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Fig. 2 (a) Absorption spectra of GNR in water or doped at various concentrations in a 5CB LC cell. (b) The TEM image of GNR deposited on
a copper net.

Fig. 3 (a) Setup for the Magnetic Kerr Effect (MKE) experiment. (b) Schematic of an LC cell under a magnetic field.

Fig. 4 (a) Dependence of both the induced optical birefringence signals and the simulated free energy ftotal with the pump intensity H (dotted
lines mean that the LC is not under distortion conditions). (b) Free energy (when H ¼ 0) as a function of the doping volume ratio f.
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boundaries. Supposing that a VA cell is initially biased with
a magnetic eld (H) that is not too far above Hth and according
to the Erickson–Leslie equation, the transmittance I(t) is

IðtÞ ¼ sin2

d0

2

1þ
�
fN

2

f0
2
� 1

�
exp

�
�2t

sr

�
2
6664

3
7775 (15)
4108 | RSC Adv., 2018, 8, 4104–4111
Upon removing the magnetic eld (H), the transmittance
during the LC cell decay process is

IðtÞ ¼ sin2

d0 exp

�
�2t

s0

�
2

2
4

3
5

(16)

In these equations, s0 is the LC director reorientation decay
time and has the form s0 ¼ g1d

2/p2K33, where g1 is the rota-
tional viscosity, and sr is the LC director reorientation rise time:
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2018
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Table 1 Overall response time measurement result compared with
previous Hth

LC cell/weight
ratio s0/s

Estimated threshold
Hth/Oe

Previous threshold
Hth in Fig. 4(a)/Oe

Pure 11.8 852 831
0.5% 12.7 1297 1265
1% 14.6 1892 1825
2% 17.9 3015 2910
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sr ¼ s0

,"�
H

Hth

�2

� 1

#
(17)

d0 is the net phase change, ØN is the steady-state tilt angle of
the LC directors in response to the applied H, and Ø0 is the
initial director uctuation. Eqn (16) can be re-written asffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

s0
sr
þ 1

r
¼ 1

Hth

H (18)

During the measurements, the LC cell is optically pumped
when a specic H is applied. The response times are obtained
using a digital multi-meter connected to the photodiode. The
rise and decay process is measured by applying and removing
the magnetic eld. sr and s0 can be obtained by tting the
measured time t into eqn (15) and (16) for either the rise or the
decay process. In Fig. 5(a), the rise and decay process of a 0.5%
doped LC cell is given as an example. In each doped sample, s0
does not change with H, whereas sr depends on H. As an
example, Fig. 5(b) plots the relation of (s0/sr + 1)1/2 with H for
a 0.5% doped LC cell; other LC cells will have similar linear
dependences with a higher magnetic eld H. Therefore, an
estimated MFT threshold is deduced for every LC cell. The
outcomes are listed in Table 1. We can see that the estimated
threshold Hth agrees well with the previous direct measurement
results shown in Fig. 4(a). It is also noteworthy that higher
doping ratios of GNR in LC show a longer decay time s0, which
can be attributed to the LC order parameter reduction and
higher rotational viscosity g1.

Similar to the DMOAP-capped GNRs, gold nanomaterials of
other shapes or surfactants can self-assemble in 5CB LC at high
concentrations (herein, GNS is at most 0.5% wt and PEG-GNR at
2% wt). We prepared LC dispersions of gold nanospheres (GNS)
and PEG-capped gold nanorods (PEG-GNR) to further reveal the
nature of the coupling effect. The preparation of GNS in 5CB LC
is carried out according to S. Khatua's methodology,28 in which
6 nm gold nanospheres form highly stable solutions in 5CB LC
by functionalization with 4-sulfanylphenyl-4-[4(octyloxy)phenyl]
benzoate (SOPB). Moreover, ordered PEG-GNR dispersions in
LC with tangential boundaries have been realized by following
Fig. 5 (a) 0.5% doped LC cell rise and decay process with time-resolved
magnetic field H for a 0.5% doped LC cell.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2018
the Liu's work.29 The synthesis of GNRs is identical to that of
DMOAP-GNRs to maintain the same shapes and initial condi-
tions. By choosing the PEG-SH terminal groups, the main axis of
the gold nanorods will show the same orientation as the LC
director. We have provided the UV-vis absorption spectra for all
types of doped LC cells in Fig. 6(a). It is found that the GNSs
have a strong SPR at 550 nm, which is due to their 6 nm
spherical shape. The PEG-GNRs have a strong transverse SPR at
560 nm and a weak longitudinal SPR at 810 nm. This means
that in a vertical-aligned LC cell, the main axis of the GNR tends
to be perpendicular to the substrate and shows little longitu-
dinal SPR.

We used the same experimental setup for the MFT
measurements of the LC cell with both GNSs and PEG-GNRs.
The outcome is demonstrated in Fig. 6(b). The presence of
various nanoparticles in a liquid crystal has been shown to
alter the threshold magnetic eld in different ways. An
enhancement of the magnetic anisotropy due to 6 nm metallic
particles is responsible for the slight decrease trend for the
GNS samples. Their small size only causes nanometer-scale
defects, and the coupling effect can almost be neglected. The
magneto-optical properties of PEG-GNRs show the same
increase trend as DMOAP-GNRs. We can apply the same
process to obtain the PEG-GNR coupling coefficient g¼ 1.12 �
102 J m�3 and anchoring energy W ¼ 9.93 � 10�7 J m�2. The
signicant reduction in W for PEG-GNRs implies that silica
and DMOAP two step-capped GNRs provide strong anchoring
conditions, whereas PEG-SH, owing to its long carbon chain
and tangential boundary, only provides weak anchoring
conditions.
measurement. (b) Typical linear relation between (s0/sr + 1)1/2 and the

RSC Adv., 2018, 8, 4104–4111 | 4109
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Fig. 6 (a) Absorption spectra of gold nanomaterials doped in a 5CB LC cell. (b) Dependence of induced optical birefringence signals and
simulated free energy ftotal with the pump intensity H.
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V. Conclusion

In summary, we have successfully developed an approach to
measure the anisotropic anchoring strength of NRs in an LC
host. As a typical case, by utilizing perpendicular alignment of
GNR dispersed in a thermotropic LC and measuring the MFT
thresholds of the LC cell, the coupling coefficient of the GNR-
doped LC is deduced. Combining the Landau–de Gennes free
energy theory of the binary mixture of GNR and LC, an internal
view of LC and NR coupling interaction is obtained, and the
anchoring energy between the LC and NR can be derived. The
response time data of the doped LCs has been provided as
additional conrmation for the threshold measurement. This
method can be further extended to other nanorod–LC systems
(such as CdS30 or CNT) to derive their coupling coefficients. The
properties of binary GNR–LC mixtures can provide a great
potential for the design and realization of new devices28,29 for
guest–host optoelectronics and display applications.
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