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Atomic Fingerprinting
Microscope discerns an atom's chemical identity
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Deciding whether a substance is, say, steel, brick, wood or plastic is easy--but not on the atomic scale, which lacks information about such everyday characteristics. Using an atomic-force microscope (AFM), however, an international team of physicists has developed a method of atomic "fingerprinting" that can determine the chemical identity of individual atoms on a surface mixed with all of them.
"Until now, there was not any technique that would allow us to identify atom by atom and see them at the same time," says Rub?n Per?z of the Autonomous University in Madrid. Using their AFM approach, Óscar Custance and his collaborators at Osaka University, along with Peréz and his colleagues and others, could discern tin, silicon and lead, which are all chemically similar. The resulting image of the atoms resembles a granulated painting, where the "grains"--the individual atoms--are distinguishable in false color.

Rights & Permissions


Luis Miguel Ariza is a science writer based in Barcelona, Spain.

More by Luis Miguel Ariza

This article was originally published with the title “Atomic Fingerprinting” in Scientific American Magazine Vol. 296 No. 6 (June 2007), p. 0View This Issue





Expand Your World with Science

Learn and share the most exciting discoveries, innovations and ideas shaping our world today.
SubscribeSign up for our newslettersSee the latest storiesRead the latest issueFollow Us:



	Return & Refund Policy
	About
	Press Room


	FAQs
	Contact Us
	International Editions


	Advertise
	SA Custom Media
	Terms of Use


	Privacy Policy
	California Consumer Privacy Statement
	Use of cookies/Do not sell my data



Scientific American is part of Springer Nature, which owns or has commercial relations with thousands of scientific publications (many of them can be found at www.springernature.com/us). Scientific American maintains a strict policy of editorial independence in reporting developments in science to our readers.
© 2024 SCIENTIFIC AMERICAN, A DIVISION OF SPRINGER NATURE AMERICA, INC.
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.



    
    
  