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Nanocrystalline Mg was sputter deposited onto an Ar ion etched Si {100} substrate. Despite an ∼6 nm

amorphous layer found at the interface, the Mg thin film exhibits a sharp basal-plane texture enabled by

surface energy minimization. The columnar grains have abundant 〈0001〉 tilt grain boundaries in between,

most of which are symmetric with various misorientation angles. Up to ∼20° tilt angle, they are composed

of arrays of equally-spaced edge dislocations. Ga atoms were introduced from focused ion beam milling

and found to segregate at grain boundaries and preferentially decorate the dislocation cores. Most sym-

metric grain boundaries are type-1, whose boundary planes have smaller dihedral angles with {21̄1̄0}

rather than {101̄0}. Atomistic simulations further demonstrate that type-2 grain boundaries, having bound-

ary planes at smaller dihedral angles with {101̄0}, are composed of denser dislocation arrays and hence

have higher formation energy than their type-1 counterparts. The finding correlates well with the domi-

nance of type-1 grain boundaries observed in the Mg thin film.

1. Introduction

Most engineering materials are polycrystalline, containing
countless grain boundaries (GBs) that separate single-crystal-
line domains of different orientations. GBs are fundamental to
the mechanical and functional properties of many materials,
from the Hall–Petch strengthening1 to the transport of charge
carriers.2 The effects of GBs have been shown to depend on
their geometric characters (GB planes, misorientation angle
and axis),3 and in more general terms, the atomistic structure
of the GB complexions.4,5 Thus far, most studies and theory
on GBs focus on high symmetry cubic structures.6,7 In com-
parison, there are fewer studies on GBs in another common
crystal structure, hexagonal close-packed (HCP), including Mg,
Ti,8 and ZnO.9

Mg is among the metallic elements with the lowest density
(1.74 g cm−3) and Mg-based alloys have found increasing appli-

cations in lightweight structural systems, shielding for elec-
tronics, implants, and energy storage.10 Due to the HCP crystal
structure, Mg has a limited number of slip and twin systems for
plastic deformation. To enhance the strength and ductility of Mg
alloys, their microstructure needs to be engineered towards
refined grain size and away from special grain orientations, e.g.
the basal plane texture.11 In both cases, GBs play a major role in
the plasticity of Mg alloys. Thus far, twin boundaries in Mg alloys
have been well characterized experimentally, along with the seg-
regation of alloying elements.12–14 Atomistic simulations have
also been employed to study the structure and energetics of GBs
in Mg, including symmetric tilt GBs along the tilt axes
〈101̄0〉,15–17 〈21̄1̄0〉,18,19 and 〈0001〉.20–24 Thus far, there are con-
troversial reports on the configurations of simulated Mg 〈0001〉
tilt GBs,23,24 but a lack of experimental confirmation.

To understand the structure and properties of GBs, various
ways have been explored to synthesize them for experimental
studies. Deformation of Mg alloys can introduce large number
of GBs, mostly twin boundaries.25 Bulk bicrystals of Mg can be
grown to study single GBs over large areas.26,27 Thin film syn-
thesis far from thermodynamic equilibrium provides a unique
opportunity to study GBs that are not commonly produced by
bulk materials processing. For example, textured ZnO films
have been grown by pulsed laser deposition onto a quartz
glass substrate.28 Bicrystalline Ti thin films were synthesized
by pulsed magnetron sputtering on SrTiO3 {001}.8 Mg thin
films have been already grown by thermal evaporation,29 ion
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beam sputtering,30 as well as direct-current and high power
pulsed magnetron sputtering.31 It should be noticed that the
growth temperature of Mg is limited as thermal desorption
has been observed during the synthesis of Mg2Ca Laves phase
thin films at temperatures above 150 °C.32 Mg–Ca solid solu-
tions with 0.3 at% Ca were recently synthesized at a substrate
temperature of 100 °C, which induced enough adatom mobi-
lity to form dense films with low impurity contents (<0.3 at%
oxygen).33 In this article, we report the formation of 〈0001〉 tilt
GBs in a sputtered Mg thin film, which enables a systematic
survey of their structure with respect to misorientation angles.

2. Materials and methods

The Mg thin film was synthesized in a laboratory-scale high
vacuum chamber applying direct-current magnetron sputter-
ing. A circular elemental Mg target (Φ 50 mm) with a purity of
99.95% was positioned at a distance of 100 mm to the Si {100}
substrate. The chamber was evacuated to a base pressure of 4
× 10–7 mbar and the substrate was heated to a temperature of
∼100 °C to ensure growth of dense films33 and avoid Mg de-
sorption during synthesis.32 Prior to the deposition, a Si {100}
substrate was plasma cleaned for 10 min applying an average
power of 50 W in pulsed (frequency: 250 kHz) direct-current
mode at an Ar partial pressure of 7.5 × 10–3 mbar.
Subsequently, the Mg film was deposited for 30 min at a con-
stant target power of 100 W onto the rotating Si substrate.

X-ray diffraction (XRD) multi-axis symmetrical scan and in-
plane scan were performed on the thin film using a Rigaku
Smartlab diffractometer with the Cu-Kα source operated at 45 kV
and 200 mA. A parallel beam was formed by the incident slits of
0.5 × 0.5 mm2 and 0.1 × 10 mm2 for the symmetrical and in-
plane scans, respectively. For the in-plane pole figure measure-
ment, both incident and receiving slits were chosen to be 1 mm.

Electron back-scattered diffraction (EBSD) was performed on a
Sigma (Zeiss) scanning electron microscope (SEM). The sample
was polished with Ar+ ion beam using the precision etching and
coating system PECS II (Gatan). The specimen for transmission
electron microscopy (TEM) was prepared on a Scios2 (Thermo
Fisher) focused ion beam (FIB) system starting with Ga+ polish-
ing at 30 kV and ending with a cleaning step at 5 kV.

Precession electron diffraction (PED) mapping was per-
formed on a JEM2200 microscope (JEOL) operated at 200 kV.
The beam size was ∼2 nm and a precession angle of 1° was
used. High resolution scanning transmission electron
microscopy (STEM) was performed on a Titan Themis micro-
scope (Thermo Fisher) operated at 300 kV. The aberration-cor-
rected STEM probe had a size less than 0.1 nm and a conver-
gence semi-angle of 23.8 mrad. Annular bright field (ABF), low
angle annular dark field (LAADF), and high angle annular
dark field (HAADF) detectors for STEM image formation
covered collection semi-angles of 8–16, 17–72, and
73–200 mrad, respectively. Energy dispersive X-ray spec-
troscopy (EDS) was performed using SuperX detectors covering
∼0.7 sr. Multivariate statistical analysis was applied to denoise

the spectrum imaging dataset,34 and elemental quantification
was performed using the Cliff-Lorimer method.

Atomistic simulations were performed using the open
source molecular dynamics package LAMMPS.35 The intera-
tomic interactions were modeled using the embedded atom
method potential for Mg reported by Liu et al.,36 which has
been widely used in studying Mg symmetric tilt GBs in the
literature.15,23,24 To construct the atomic GB configurations, a
Mg unit cell oriented in x-[21̄1̄0], y-[011̄0], and z-[0001] was
rotated along the z-axis with half of the tilt angles + θ

2

� �
using

Atomsk.37 The periodicity of the supercell was restored in all
directions after the rotation. Two symmetric crystals with
rotation angles + θ

2 were superimposed along x, and semi-
fixed boundary conditions were applied at two ends of the
sample with a thickness of two times the potential cutoff (2 ×
0.6 nm). The distance from the GB plane to the ends is
∼20 nm to eliminate the interaction between the GB and the
semi-fixed boundaries. Periodic boundary conditions were
applied along y and z. The microscopic degrees of freedom of
the GB structures were explored by applying rigid body trans-
lations in all directions and atom deletion with different criti-
cal distances from 0 to 0.2 nm for the atoms at GBs.38 The
dimensions of the simulation cells and the total number of
atoms are listed in Table S1 (ESI†). Relaxation along the GB
plane normal was performed after each translation step using
the FIRE algorithm.39 Full relaxation was performed on the
minimum energy configurations using the conjugate gradient
and FIRE algorithms with a force tolerance of 10–7 eV nm−1.
The GB energy EGB was calculated using eqn (1),

EGB ¼ E Nð Þ � NEcoh
LyLz

ð1Þ

where E(N) is the total energy of N Mg atoms within a distance
of 0.3Lx (>11 nm) to the GB, Ecoh = −1.51 eV is the cohesive
energy for the EAM potential of Mg, and Ly and Lz are the
simulation box dimensions that multiplies to be the GB area.
Atomic stress was calculated on-the-fly and the open visualiza-
tion tool OVITO40 was used for visualization. The dislocation
extraction algorithm DXA41 was used to obtain the dislocation
lines and the corresponding Burgers vectors.

3. Results and discussion

As shown in Fig. 1, the Mg thin film exhibits a sharp fiber
texture with the growth direction parallel to 〈0001〉. From the
multi-axis XRD scan (Fig. 1a), only the reflections parallel to
the c-axis, {0002} and {0004}, show intensity. Likewise, reflec-
tions that appear in the in-plane XRD scan are all perpendicu-
lar to the c-axis. Furthermore, there is no preferential in-plane
grain orientation with respect to the c-axis, as evident from the
pole figures (Fig. 1b) showing isotropic diffraction intensity
along the azimuth, both χ = 90° circumference for {101̄0} and χ

= 62° circle for {101̄1}.
As there is no preferred in-plane orientation at the scale of

the wafer, we further investigate the grain distribution on the
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micrometer scale. As shown in Fig. 2a and b, most grains are
equiaxed in-plane and aligned with the normal direction along
〈0001〉. The in-plane orientation ranges along the arc between
〈101̄0〉 (blue) and 〈21̄1̄0〉 (green). With the c-plane fiber
texture, the biggest misorientation between two grains is 30°

between 〈101̄0〉 and 〈21̄1̄0〉, and the GBs with misorientations
above 5° are highlighted in Fig. 2b. As shown in Fig. 2c, the
grain size follows a log–normal distribution, with the median
value at ∼0.6 μm. The misorientation angles between grains
are uniform between 3° and 30° (Fig. 2d), indicating that the
grains were nucleated randomly in the in-plane direction.

While a strong fiber texture has been observed for the thin
film growth onto the plasma cleaned Si {100} substrate, large
globular grains were found for a film grown onto the as-deli-
vered Si {100} substrate (not shown). Thus, the plasma clean-
ing of the substrate has a vital role in the fiber texture obtained
here. To study the origin of the fiber texture, the interface
between Mg and Si is characterized down to the atomic scale.
As shown in Fig. 3a, the columnar grains have straight bound-
aries along the entire film thickness of 2 μm. The orientation
relationship Mg (0002)//Si (100) is observed in all grains, in
agreement with the observed basal-plane fiber texture. As
shown by the plan view EBSD characterization (Fig. 2b), there
is a degree of freedom in the in-plane rotation, with Si [011]
being parallel to all possible directions within the Mg basal
plane, e.g. Mg [21̄1̄0] (Fig. 3b).

Despite the sharp texture, the interface between Mg and Si
was found to be amorphous. As shown in Fig. 3c, there is an
∼6 nm amorphous layer between crystalline Mg and Si. As shown
by the EDS characterization (Fig. 3d), Ar and O are enriched at
the interface between Mg and the amorphous layer. After the Ar
plasma was applied to etch the Si surface, the deposition of crys-

Fig. 1 (a) Multi-axis XRD 2θ scan overlapped with in-plane XRD 2θ scan
with labelled Mg reflections (Mg is not specified in the label) and Si
{400}; (b) pole figures of {101̄0}, {0002}, and {101̄1} reflections.

Fig. 2 Plan view EBSD of Mg: (a) orientation map along the growth
direction, (b) orientation map along the horizontal in-plane direction
with GBs highlighted in black (inset: color scale for (a) and (b)), (c) grain
size distribution, (d) distribution of GB misorientation.

Fig. 3 Cross-sectional (a) ABF-STEM micrograph of columnar Mg
grains, (b) atomically-resolved HAADF-STEM micrograph of the Si sub-
strate and the selected Mg grain along [21̄1̄0], and (c) high resolution
ABF-STEM micrograph of the interface between Mg and Si; (d) EDS
elemental maps of the area imaged in (c) and the integrated line profile
of the molar composition.
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talline Mg was initiated. The ∼1 nm thickness of Ar enrichment
agrees well with the surface roughness of Si {100} after Ar plasma
etching.42 In the same report, Ar plasma etching was shown to
cause the formation of a 5.5 nm amorphous layer at the Si {100}
surface, which is in line with the thickness of the amorphous
layer observed here. During the growth process, it is likely that
Mg atoms diffused into the amorphous Si layer leading to the
observed composition, while further Mg diffusion into the crys-
talline Si lattice did not occur.

A necessary requirement for epitaxial growth of thin films
is the presence of crystalline interfaces. For example, the inter-
face between the molecular beam epitaxy-grown GaN thin film
and the Ge {111} substrate is crystalline, and a reconstruction at
the interface was found to be favorable for the low energy growth
of GaN along 〈0001〉.43 However, in a similar system, metalor-
ganic vapor phase epitaxy-grown AlN on a Si {111} substrate, a
nanometer-thick amorphous layer was found at the interface.44

Nevertheless, the film exhibited an epitaxial relationship with the
substrate, AlN along 〈0001〉, so that the interface was believed to
have been crystalline in the beginning. The amorphous SiNx layer
in between AlN and Si was hence reasoned to have formed by the
diffusion of N into Si during the subsequent AlN growth at high
temperatures.44 Unlike the epitaxial growth of the aforemen-
tioned nitride films on Si and Ge, the deposition of Mg on Si
{100} exhibits a fiber texture, which has also been observed in
the growth of Ti8 and many other thin films.45,46 The basal plane
{0002} has the smallest surface energy among all Mg surface ter-
minations,47 which provides the driving force for the evolution of
the strong basal-plane texture in the as-deposited Mg thin film.

The sharp basal-plane texture provides opportunities to
study the structure of 〈0001〉 tilt GBs based on significant stat-
istics for the whole range of misorientation angles. A plan view
TEM lamella was taken from the middle part along the film
thickness to avoid the amorphous layer at the interface or the
native oxide on the surface, and thinned down to ∼100 nm by
focused Ga+ ion milling. The orientation maps (Fig. 4a)
obtained from PED (Fig. 4b) confirm the basal plane texture as
shown in Fig. 2. Most GBs appear as straight lines that extend
their second dimension into the film thickness.

A triple junction from the highlighted area in Fig. 4a is
shown in Fig. 4c. The bright contrast is obvious at each GB,
some of which is interrupted with periodicity. The bright
HAADF contrast indicates more strongly scattering elements
(higher atomic number). Indeed it is confirmed from the EDS
maps (Fig. 4d and e) that the GB area is enriched in Ga, with a
corresponding depletion of Mg. The only source of Ga was Ga+

ion milling during the FIB preparation. The ions were
implanted homogeneously throughout the sample surface, but
later found to segregate at the GBs. Segregation of Ga to GBs
in Al is a well-documented phenomenon, causing the
embrittlement of Al alloys.48 It was also shown that with Ga+

FIB preparation, Ga atoms preferentially segregate to the GBs
of Al samples.49 Segregation of Ga to Mg GBs has also been
recently revealed by atom probe tomography.31

We make use of segregated Ga atoms as tracers to investi-
gate 〈0001〉 tilt GBs with various misorientations. As shown in

the high resolution micrographs in Fig. 5, the GBs with
smaller misorientation angles (<20°) are composed of arrays of
dislocations (a–c). Like the interrupted bright contrast in
Fig. 4c, here the dislocation cores are decorated by Ga atoms.
By the Burgers circuit analysis, their Burgers vector (red arrows

in Fig. 5a–c) is determined as
1
3
h21̄1̄0i. Their line direction is

along the tilt axis 〈0001〉, which is perpendicular to the glissile
edge dislocation lines responsible for the basal plane slip. It is
also noteworthy that the dislocations are very well aligned along
a straight GB plane, with nearly identical spacing between them,
at 1.95 nm (9°), 1.51 nm (12°), and 1.07 nm (17°). The observed
misorientation angle θ and the spacing between dislocations D
agree very well with Frank’s formula, eqn (2),

2 sin
θ

2
¼ bj j

D
ð2Þ

where the magnitude of the Burgers vector b ¼ 1
3
h21̄1̄0i in Mg

is |b| = 0.32 nm.
At higher tilt angles, the dislocation cores start to overlap

and the entire length of GBs is decorated by Ga, as shown in
Fig. 5d. High angle GBs are commonly referred to as coinci-
dence site lattice (CSL)50 GBs with the closest misorientation
angle. A list of CSL 〈0001〉 symmetric tilt GBs with low index Σ
are tabulated in Table 1. For each Σ value, there is a pair of tilt

Fig. 4 Plan view (a) in-plane orientation map (color scale the same as
Fig. 2b) derived from PED, (b) an example PED pattern showing a grain
oriented very close to the Mg[0001] zone axis, (c) HAADF-STEM micro-
graphs of a triple junction, and the EDS map of integrated (d) Mg and (e)
Ga counts in the highlighted area.
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angles θ1 and θ2 (θ1 + θ2 = 60°) that correspond to different GB
planes, while they can be mapped to the same misorientation
angle in the range between 0° and 30° (see Fig. 4b). As intro-
duced by Inoue et al.,9 the extended range of tilt angles
(0°–60°) can be classified by whether both atoms in the HCP
lattice overlap with the CSL lattice ðΣ̃ ¼ ΣÞ or only one of the
two atoms overlaps ðΣ̃ ¼ 2ΣÞ. It is also noteworthy that a
Σ value can correspond to more than one pair of tilt angles,
e.g. Σ91 in Table 1, although it is rarely encountered in the lit-
erature, as the index is relatively high. To identify a GB without
ambiguity, referencing the GB plane (or in the case of asym-
metric GBs, the GB planes in the indices of both grains) along
with the tilt axis remains the recommendation.

Another way to classify the 〈0001〉 symmetric tilt GBs is by
the tilt angle, defined as twice the dihedral angle between the
GB plane and {21̄1̄0}. Note that a tilt ϕ from {21̄1̄0} towards
{101̄0} is equivalent to a tilt 30° − ϕ from {101̄0} towards
{21̄1̄0}. Therefore, twice the dihedral angle maps any sym-
metric tilt angle θ with respect to {21̄1̄0} onto 60° − θ with
reference to {101̄0}. The 〈0001〉 symmetric tilt GBs can be
hence classified by their GB planes closer to {21̄1̄0} (θ < 30°) or
{101̄0} (θ > 30°), which are respectively referred to as type-1 or
type-2 by Barrett et al.24 As an example, Fig. 6a shows a GB of
11° misorientation with different sections of GB planes,
including two symmetric sections. According to the analysis in
Fig. 6b, the normal direction of the symmetric GB plane in

Fig. 5 HAADF-STEM micrographs of GBs with misorientation angles of
(a) 9°, (b) 12°, (c) 17°, and (d) 30°. The Burgers circuits were completed

around dislocation cores to confirm their Burgers vector b ¼ 1

3
h2�1�10i.

Scale bars are 2 nm.

Table 1 Complete list of 〈0001〉 symmetric tilt GBs with Σ < 100. Σ is
introduced to consider both atoms in the HCP unit cell after rotation9

Σ Σ̄ Tilt angle (°) GB plane

1 1 0 {2, 1̄, 1̄, 0}
1 2 60 {1, 0, 1̄, 0}
7 7 38.21 {5, 1̄, 4̄, 0}
7 14 21.79 {3, 1̄, 2̄, 0}
13 13 27.80 {7, 2̄, 5̄, 0}
13 26 32.20 {4, 1̄, 3̄, 0}
19 19 46.83 {8, 1̄, 7̄, 0}
19 38 13.17 {5, 2̄, 3̄, 0}
31 31 17.90 {11, 4̄, 7̄, 0}
31 62 42.10 {6, 1̄, 5̄, 0}
37 37 50.57 {11, 1̄, 1̄0̄, 0}
37 74 9.43 {7, 3̄, 4̄, 0}
43 43 15.18 {13, 5̄, 8̄, 0}
43 86 44.82 {7, 1̄, 6̄, 0}
49 49 43.57 {13, 2̄, 1̄1̄, 0}
49 98 16.43 {8, 3̄, 5̄, 0}
61 61 52.66 {14, 1̄, 1̄3̄, 0}
61 122 7.34 {9, 4̄, 5̄, 0}
67 67 24.43 {16, 5̄, 1̄1̄, 0}
67 134 35.57 {9, 2̄, 7̄, 0}
73 73 11.64 {17, 7̄, 1̄0̄, 0}
73 146 48.36 {9, 1̄, 8̄, 0}
79 79 33.99 {17, 4̄, 1̄3̄, 0}
79 158 26.01 {10, 3̄, 7̄, 0}
91 91 10.42 {19, 8̄, 1̄1̄, 0}
91 182 49.58 {10, 1̄, 9̄, 0}
91 91 53.99 {17, 1̄, 1̄6̄, 0}
91 182 6.01 {11, 5̄, 6̄, 0}
97 97 30.59 {19, 5̄, 1̄4̄, 0}
97 194 29.41 {11, 3̄, 8̄, 0}

Fig. 6 (a) HAADF-STEM micrograph of a 〈0001〉 tilt GB with 11° misor-
ientation angle including two symmetric sections of tilt angles 11° and
49°. (b) Fast Fourier transform of Fig. 6a shows {101̄0} (labelled with the
inner dotted arc) and {21̄1̄0} (outer dotted arc) reflections. Traces of
both symmetric planes are plotted (yellow: 11°, orange: 49°) with their
normal directions as arrows of corresponding colors. The pairs of {21̄1̄0}
reflections symmetric to the yellow and orange arrows have respective
tilt angles of 11° (type-1) and 49° (type-2). (c) The population of type-1
and type-2 GBs observed in experiments.
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yellow (or orange) opens up the same dihedral angles with
respect to the {21̄1̄0} planes of both grains that sum up to 11°
(or 49°) tilt angle.

It is noteworthy that we predominantly observed type-1 GBs
(θ < 30°) from the textured thin film, whose GB planes are
closer to {21̄1̄0}. The histogram in Fig. 6c highlights the prefer-
ence of type-1 GBs over their type-2 counterparts with 60° − θ

tilt angles. As discussed above, type-1 GBs with smaller tilt
angles (<20°) with respect to {21̄1̄0} are accommodated by

arrays of dislocations with b ¼ 1
3
h21̄1̄0i. Like in Fig. 5a–c, the

Ga segregation pattern of the 11° yellow symmetric section
(type-1) in Fig. 6a is a straight line with equal spacing. On the
other hand, the Ga segregation pattern of the 49° orange sym-
metric section (type-2) is more serrated.

Atomistic simulations were performed on four pairs of CSL
〈0001〉 symmetric tilt GBs, Σ61, Σ37, Σ73, and Σ31, including
both GB planes corresponding to type-1 and type-2. As shown
in Fig. 7a, all calculated type-2 GBs have higher formation
energies than their type-1 counterparts, which can explain the
dominant population of type-1 GBs observed in experiments
(Fig. 6c). Moreover, the GB energy fits nicely to the formula for
low angle GBs, eqn (3),51

EGBðθÞ ¼ E0θðA� lnðθÞÞ ð3Þ
where the fitting parameter E0 has the unit of GB energy
(mJ m−2), A is dimensionless, and θ is the misorientation
angle in radians. The good fit of both type-1 and type-2 GB
energy curves (Fig. 7a) indicates that the dislocation model is
applicable to both types of low angle GBs (θ < 20°). For both
curves of type-1 and type-2 GBs, the fitted A has a similar value
of ∼0.5. The E0 value of type-2 GBs is ∼1.13 times higher than
that of type-1 GBs. Indeed, the GB energies of all four calcu-
lated type-2 GBs are ∼1.13 times higher than those of their
type-1 counterparts (Table S1 in the ESI).†

To understand the origin of higher energy type-2 GBs, their
atomic arrangements are plotted in Fig. 7b, c and Fig. S1 in

the ESI.† From the simulations, the two Σ37 GBs correspond
closely to those observed in STEM (Fig. 6a), with {7, 3̄, 4̄, 0}
(9.43°, type-1) and {11, 1̄, 1̄0̄, 0} (50.57°, type-2) GB planes

(Table 1). As shown in Fig. 7b, the dislocation arrays with b ¼
1
3
h21̄1̄0i reproduce the experimental observations in type-1

GBs. In comparison, two sets of dislocation arrays with b1 ¼
1
3
h21̄1̄0i and b2 ¼ 1

3
h112̄0i are observed in the type-2 GB

shown in Fig. 7c, summing up to b1 + b2 = 〈101̄0〉. Such an
arrangement of dislocation arrays has been reported for type-2
GBs in ZnO, another crystal with a HCP structure.9 Like for
type-1 GBs, we can apply Frank’s formula to calculate the dis-
location spacing 2D between arrays of b1 + b2 dislocations (for

Mg, b1 þ b2j j ¼ ffiffiffi
3

p
a ¼ 0:56 nm), replacing θ > 30° to the small

angles 60° − θ in eqn (4),

2 sin
60°� θ

2
¼ b1 þ b2j j

2D
ð4Þ

For type-2 Σ37 〈0001〉 symmetric tilt GB (θ = 50.57°), the dis-
location spacing is D = 1.69 nm. In comparison, the dis-
location spacing for its type-1 counterpart (θ = 9.43°), D =
1.95 nm, is wider (less dense) by a factor of 2=

ffiffiffi
3

p � 1:15. This
is because all dislocations constituting type-1 GBs (Fig. 7b)
have Burgers vectors aligned perpendicular to the GB plane
and hence fully contribute to the tilt angle. On the other hand,
the Burgers vectors b1 and b2 forming type-2 GBs have com-
ponents parallel to the GB plane that cancel each other out. As
a result, although b1 and b2 sum up to make symmetric tilt
boundaries, a higher density than that of the type-1 counter-
part is required to constitute the same misorientation.

Our combined experimental and simulation results have
shown that low angle type-1 (θ < 20°) and type-2 (40° < θ < 60°)
GBs are composed of their respective dislocation arrays. The
higher dislocation density of type-2 GBs than that of their type-
1 counterparts leads to their higher formation energy, and
hence rarer occurrences. We further note that similar atomic
configurations of type-1 and type-2 GBs have been characterized
for ZnO,9 so that our findings with regard to the energetics and
structure of type-1 and type-2 〈0001〉 symmetric tilt GBs should
be applicable to HCP crystals in general. Simulation reports on
〈0001〉 symmetric tilt GBs in HCP Ti have demonstrated a higher
energy of type-2 GBs.20,52 Nevertheless, there is a lack of simu-
lation for θ > 45°, where the dislocations become less dense as θ
approaches 60°. Some simulation studies on 〈0001〉 symmetric
tilt GBs in Mg show a similar GB energy in type-1 and type-2
GBs.23,24 It is noteworthy that the report from Liu and Wang23

uses a different definition of tilt angle θ′, which can be translated
to θ in this article (the same definition adopted from Barret
et al.24) as θ = 60° − 2θ′. As such, θ = 0° and 60° (θ′ = 30° and 0°,
respectively) should correspond to a perfect crystal misorienta-
tion. Liu and Wang nevertheless constructed a planar defect into
their θ′ = 30° GB, resulting in a non-zero GB energy,23 making it
impossible to draw a direct comparison between their type-1 and
type-2 GBs.

Fig. 7 (a) Formation energy of four pairs of type-1 and type-2 CSL GBs
evaluated from atomistic simulations. The energy curves are fitted with eqn
(3). Atomic configurations of simulated (b) Σ37 type-1 (9.43°) and (c) Σ37
type-2 (50.57°) GBs with color codes that highlight the stress field.
Dislocation lines parallel to the viewing direction are colored in green and

the overlaid Burgers vectors b ¼ 1

3
h2�1�10i are indicated using red arrows.
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4. Conclusions

We have demonstrated the growth of a sharply basal-plane tex-
tured Mg thin film, which was sputter deposited on an Ar ion
etched Si {100} substrate. Despite an ∼6 nm amorphous layer
present at the interface, the low surface energy of Mg {0002}
provided the driving force for the strong basal plane texture.
The columnar Mg grains are oriented along 〈0001〉 and form
many tilt GBs between them. With a uniform distribution of
misorientation angles, a variety of low to high angle GBs can
be studied. Ga atoms introduced by FIB preparation were
found to segregate at the GBs and facilitate the identification
of GBs. We observed predominantly symmetric tilt GBs with
GB planes closer to {21̄1̄0} (type-1) rather than to {101̄0}
(type-2). For smaller tilt angles of type-1 GBs (θ < 20°), they are
composed of arrays of equally-spaced edge dislocations

b ¼ 1
3
h21̄1̄0i, with Ga atoms segregated to the dislocation

cores. At larger misorientation angles, Ga segregation can
cover the entire GB. For type-2 GBs with small misorientation
(40° < θ < 60°), they are composed of two arrays of edge dis-

locations with b1 ¼ 1
3
h21̄1̄0i and b1 ¼ 1

3
h112̄0i, summing up to

〈101̄0〉. Dislocations constituting type-2 〈0001〉 symmetric tilt
GBs have higher density than their type-1 counterparts.
Consequently, the formation energy of type-2 GBs is also
higher, which explains the dominant population of type-1 GBs
observed in experiments. The preference of type-1 GB planes
may be applicable to other HCP crystals. The implications for
materials properties and microstructural evolution can be sub-
jects for future investigations.
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