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1. INTRODUCTION
When light interacts with a metal nanoparticle (NP), its
conduction electrons can be driven by the incident electric ﬁeld
in collective oscillations known as localized surface plasmon
resonances (LSPRs). These give rise to a drastic alteration of
the incident radiation pattern and to striking eﬀects such as
the subwavelength localization of electromagnetic (EM) energy, the formation of high intensity hot spots at the NP
surface, or the directional scattering of light out of the structure. LSPRs can also couple to the EM ﬁelds emitted by
molecules, atoms, or quantum dots placed in the vicinity of the
NP, leading in turn to a strong modiﬁcation of the radiative
and nonradiative properties of the emitter. Since LSPRs
enable an eﬃcient transfer of EM energy from the near to
the far-ﬁeld of metal NPs and vice versa, we can consider
r 2011 American Chemical Society

plasmonic nanostructures as nanoantennas, because they operate in
a similar way to radio antennas but at higher frequencies. Typically,
plasmonic nanoantennas at optical frequencies are made of gold
and silver due to their good metallic properties and low absorption.
Controlling and guiding light has been one of science’s most
inﬂuential achievements. It aﬀects everyday life in many ways,
such as the development of telescopes, microscopes, spectrometers, and optical ﬁbers, to name but a few. These examples
exploit the wave nature of light and are based on the reﬂection,
refraction and diﬀraction of light by optical elements such as
mirrors, lenses or gratings. However, the wave nature of light
limits the resolution to which an object can be imaged, as well
as the size of the transverse cross section of eﬃcient guiding
structures to the wavelength dimension. Plasmonic resonances in
nanoantennas overcome these constraints, allowing unprecedented control of light-matter interactions within subwavelength volumes (i.e., within the nanoscale at optical frequencies).
Such properties have attracted much interest lately, due to the
implications they have both in fundamental research and in
technological applications.1-8
Metal NPs have been used since antiquity. Due to their strong
scattering properties in the visible range, they show attractive
colors. One of their ﬁrst applications, dating back to the Roman
Empire more than 2000 years ago, was as a colorant for clothing.
In art, they were used to stain window glass and ceramics.
Obviously, it was not known then that the colorants being used
contained metal NPs or that the spectacular colors were due to
the excitation of LSPRs. The ﬁrst reported intentional production of metal NPs dates from 1857, when Faraday synthesized
gold colloids.9 However, at the time there was not much interest
in understanding the physics behind the optical properties
of colloids due to the impossibility of synthesizing NPs with
well-controlled shapes and sizes, as well as the lack of accurate
detection techniques.
The ﬁrst theoretical work on the scattering of light by particles
smaller than the incident wavelength was carried out by Lord
Rayleigh at the end of the 19th century.10,11 He analyzed the
diﬀusion of light by diluted gases, and his theory explained
physical phenomena such as the blueness of the sky, the redness
of the sunset, or the yellow color of the sun. Mie took the next
step forward by deriving an analytical solution to Maxwell’s
equations to describe the interaction of light with spheres of
arbitrary radius and composition.12 Subsequently, based on the
results of Rayleigh and Mie, Gans considered elliptical geometries. He demonstrated that the optical response of metal NPs is
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strongly shape dependent13 and explained the origin of the diﬀerent
colors produced when white light is incident on colloidal solutions
of elliptically shaped nanoparticles with diﬀerent aspect ratios.
After Gans’ work, the discovery of the surface-enhanced Raman
scattering (SERS) eﬀect in 197414-16 renewed interest in metal
NPs due to the possibility of enhancing the Raman emission of
molecules adsorbed onto a metal surface. A large number of
publications on the physics taking place when molecules are in
close proximity to metal structures followed. Eventually, this
research has led to the development of nanoplasmonics, a multidisciplinary ﬁeld devoted to the exploration of the unprecedented control of light and light-matter interactions that the
strong localized EM ﬁelds associated with plasmonic resonances
provide.
Concentrating light into small volumes leads to fascinating
phenomena. LSPRs supported by pairs of nanoantennas with a
small gap between them or by nanoantennas with particular
shapes, such as nanostars,17,18 are able to greatly amplify local EM
ﬁelds, making these structures ideal for use in surface-enhanced
ﬂuorescence19-29 (SEF) and SERS.18,30-42 The small mode
volume of LSPRs also increases the photonic local density of
states (LDOS)43,44 close to the NP, enabling the modiﬁcation of
the optical properties (decay rate and quantum eﬃciency) of
emitters placed in its vicinity. Controlling local ﬁeld enhancements and modifying of the LDOS in plasmonic nanoantennas
has made single-molecule detection possible.28,45,46 Nanoantennas
are also extremely suitable for biological applications because
they enable the tracking of emission from markers in cells with
subdiﬀraction limit resolution, as well as the destruction of cancer
cells using the resistive heating of resonant NPs.33,39,47-55
In this review, we describe the main theoretical concepts
behind the interaction of light with nanoantennas and the emitter
decay rate modiﬁcation due to plasmonic cavity eﬀects. We
provide a brief overview of the fabrication and characterization
methods available and discuss some nanoantenna applications,
such as SEF, SERS, photovoltaics, and nanomedicine. The article
is organized as follows: In section 2, we introduce the excitation
of LSPRs in metal NPs and present concepts such as dark modes
and Fano resonances. Section 3 includes a brief overview of
fabrication and characterization techniques available in nanoplasmonics. In section 4, we show that LSPRs can inﬂuence the
radiative and nonradiative properties of nanoemitters and show
how nanoantennas can be used to control their optical properties. Finally, we outline some promising applications of plasmonic nanoantennas in section 5, such as nanomedicine and
plasmonic solar cells.

2. SCATTERING OF LIGHT BY METAL NANOPARTICLES
2.1. Nanoparticle Cross Section and Optical Theorem

Figure 1 shows the general problem considered in this section:
the interaction of light with a particle of arbitrary geometry
and dielectric properties.56,57 Given the incident EM ﬁeld and
the shape, size, and relative dielectric function (or relative
permittivity), ε, of the scatterer, the objective is to determine
the electric, E, and magnetic, H, ﬁelds at all points in space. In
both the scatterer and the embedding medium of lossless dielectric constant εd, the EM ﬁelds must satisfy the macroscopic
Maxwell’s equations. At the particle boundary, continuity conditions must be imposed on the diﬀerent components of the
ﬁelds.58 In general, this is a complex problem that must be solved
numerically, although analytical expressions can be obtained for
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Figure 1. (a) Sketch of the scattering of p-polarized light by a metal
particle with translational symmetry along the z-axis (out of the page),
showing the decomposition of the EM ﬁelds into incident and scattered
contributions. (b-d) Incident, scattered, and total magnetic ﬁeld for the
case of a metallic NP of permittivity ε = -10 þ i. The color scale is the
same for these three panels and ranges from Hz = -1 (blue) to Hz = 1
(red), in normalized units.

simple geometries or certain approximations.59-61 Note that
although all the expressions and deﬁnitions presented below have
a general character, we will assume that the particle size is of the
order or much smaller than the wavelength, λ, of the incoming
ﬁeld. In order to gain physical insight into the problem, it is
convenient to write the total ﬁelds as a superposition of incident
and scattered ﬁelds
Etot ¼ Einc þ Esca
Htot ¼ Hinc þ Hsca

ð1Þ

The incident ﬁeld is the light illuminating the particle, while the
scattered ﬁeld accounts for the EM waves that are reirradiated by
the particle when interacting with the incoming radiation (see
panel a of Figure 1). We can express the conservation of energy
for the problem as
Stot ¼ Sinc þ Ssca þ Sext

ð2Þ

where Sinc = /2Re{Einc  H*inc} and Ssca = /2Re{Esca  H*sca}
are the time-averaged Poynting vectors (EM power ﬂow)
corresponding to the incoming and scattered waves. The term
Stot = 1/2Re{Etot  H*tot} denotes the total energy traveling in the
system, while Sext = 1/2Re{Einc  H*sca þ Esca  H*inc} describes
the EM power arising due to the interference of the incident and
scattered ﬁelds.
By integrating eq 2 through any closed surface, Γ, containing
the particle [see Figure 1a], we ﬁnd a simple relation for the
diﬀerent energy channels present in the system. We can assume
withoutRloss of generality that the incoming light is a plane wave,
scattered and absorbed
by
having ΓSinc ds = 0. Thus, the energy
R
R
the particle are given by Wsca = ΓSsca ds and Wabs = - ΓStot ds,
respectively. Notice that the link between the total ﬁeld and
the absorbed energy resides in the fact that the embedding
medium is lossless, whereas Im{ε} > 0 for the metallic particle.
The minus sign indicates the inward orientation of the surface,
which leads to Wabs > 0. The interference termR gives the energy
extinct in the scattering process, Wext = - ΓSext ds, whose
physical meaning can be understood through the energy relation,
1
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Wext = Wabs þ Wsca, which follows from eq 2. Thus, Wext corresponds to the total energy removed from the incident ﬁeld by
both scattering and absorption.
We introduce now the concept of an EM cross section.
As we have seen, absorption and scattering remove energy
from the incoming EM ﬁeld when light interacts with particles.
Thus, we can associate an eﬀective cross section to each of these
mechanisms,
σabs ¼ Wabs =jSinc j
σsca ¼ Wsca =jSinc j

ð3Þ

2.2. Optical Properties of Metals

The optical response of noble metals are described by a
frequency-dependent complex dielectric function, ε(ω), which
relates the value of electric, E, and displacement ﬁeld, D, within
them. Experimental measurements of the optical properties of a
range of solids, including gold and silver, can be found in the
literature.62,65-69 Qualitatively, we can identify two diﬀerent
mechanisms that contribute to ε(ω) in metals:59
• The fast response of conduction electrons, which can move
quasi-freely in the bulk material when experiencing an
external EM excitation, yields a Drude-Sommerfeld contribution to ε(ω)

where |Sinc| = 1/2cε0(εd)1/2|E0|2 is the power ﬂow per unit area
carried1/2by the incident linearly polarized plane wave, Einc =
E0 ei(εd k0rn0 e0. n0 and e0 are unit vectors along the direction of
illumination and polarization, respectively, and k0 = ω/c = 2π/λ
is the modulus of the wavevector in vacuum. Energy conservation
enables us to deﬁne the extinction cross section as
σ ext ¼ Wext =jSinc j ¼ σabs þ σ sca

where f(n,n0) gives the amplitude and polarization of the
scattered electric ﬁeld along the arbitrary direction n. By introducing eq 5 and the expression for Hsca into Sext, we can write the
extinction cross section as
4π
Imfe0 3 f ðn0 , n0 Þg
εd k0 2

ð6Þ

This is a very powerful relation, which indicates that the total
power removed from the incoming EM ﬁeld by the particle only
depends on the scattering amplitude along the forward direction,
f(n0,n0). Note that this is a striking result, because extinction
combines both absorption and scattering by the particle in all
directions. Equation 6 is usually known as the Optical Theorem63
and is valid not only in electromagnetism but also in acoustics
and quantum mechanics.64

ωp 2
ωðω þ iγÞ

ð7Þ

where ωp (metal plasma frequency) corresponds to the
eigenfrequency of the electronic oscillations, γ (collision
frequency) reﬂects the damping experienced by the electrons when moving within the material, and ε¥ accounts for
the residual polarization due to the positive background of
the ion cores.
• The electronic interband transitions occur when the energy
of the incoming photon is large enough to overcome the
band gap and promote valence (bound) electrons to the
conduction band of the material. This eﬀect can be taken
into account in ε(ω) by means of a Lorentz-like term

ð4Þ

σext is a measure of the total eﬀective area that the EM ﬁelds
perceive when interacting with the particle. An eﬃciency factor,
Q, associated with each cross section is deﬁned in the literature by
normalizing the cross section, σ, to the physical cross-sectional
area of the particle projected onto a plane perpendicular to the
direction of illumination.
Panels b-d of Figure 1 show the incident, scattered, and total
magnetic ﬁeld components for the particle geometry shown
in Figure 1a, illuminated from the left by a transverse magnetic
plane wave (magnetic ﬁeld points out of the plane). The
permittivity considered in the calculation is ε = -10 þ i, which
corresponds to Au at λ = 620 nm.62 For simplicity, translational
symmetry has been imposed along the direction normal to the
page. These panels illustrate the decomposition of the EM ﬁelds,
which give rise to the various EM cross sections we have
deﬁned above.
We can get a deeper understanding of the phenomenon of
light scattering by metal NPs by considering the expression for
the scattered ﬁelds in the far-ﬁeld (r . λ). It can be demonstrated58 that, for any particle geometry and dielectric properties,
the scattered electric ﬁeld far from the particle has the form
pﬃﬃﬃ
ei εd k0 r
f ðn, n0 Þ
ð5Þ
Esca ¼ E0 pﬃﬃﬃﬃ
εd k0 r

σ ext ¼

εDrude ðωÞ ¼ ε¥ -

εLorentz ðωÞ ¼

ΔεΩp 2
Ωp - ω2 - iΓω
2

ð8Þ

where, in analogy to the Drude formula (eq 7), Ωp and Γ are
the plasma and damping frequencies for the bound electrons, and the parameter Δε weights the contribution of the
given interband transition to the dielectric function. In
general, several Lorentzian terms can be added to ε(ω) to
describe the eﬀect of diﬀerent interband transitions and
enable a better ﬁt to experimental data. The integrated eﬀect
of high-energy electronic transitions also modiﬁes ε¥ in
eq 7, because it governs the metal response in the highfrequency limit.
In panels a and b of Figure 2, we plot the real and imaginary
parts of the permittivity of gold in the visible and near-infrared
parts of the EM spectrum. The dielectric function, calculated
using data measured by Johnson and Christy,62 is plotted as black
dots, while the red and blue lines correspond to Drude and
Drude-Lorentz ﬁts to the experimental values. At long wavelengths (λ g 600 nm), ε(ω) is governed by its large negative real
part. This is a consequence of the fast response of conduction
electrons compared with the frequency of the incident EM ﬁeld.
Their quasi-free behavior allows them to screen the external EM
excitation, preventing considerable penetration of EM ﬁelds
within the metal. Note that the refractive index, n = ε1/2, is
almost purely imaginary in this wavelength range. It is remarkable
that even the simple Drude formula reproduces the trend of ε(ω)
in the near-infrared. At shorter wavelengths (λ e 600 nm),
Re{ε} decreases and Im{ε}, which describes the dissipation of
EM energy within the metal, grows due to the presence of
interband transitions. The Drude model does not reproduce this
increase in metal absorption losses. Including a single Lorentzian
correction increases the range of agreement with the experimental data to λ = 400 nm. Although neither of the two models
3890
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)

versus parallel wavevector) for the plasmonic modes sustained
by this geometry
sﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
εðωÞεd
ð11Þ
k ¼ k0
εðωÞ þ εd

)2

)

where k0 = ω/c and ε(ω) and εd are the metal and dielectric permittivities, respectively. For simplicity, and without loss of generality,
we consider εd ≈ 1 in our discussion. Using eq 11 and the metal permittivity shown in Figure 2, we can extract the most relevant physical
properties of SPPs. At near-infrared wavelengths, Re{ε(ω)} , -εd
and k = εd1/2k0. This makes the normal component of the SPP
wavevector, k^ = (εdk02 - k )1/2, vanish, and the ﬁeld amplitude
varies very slowly along the direction normal to the metal surface.
At visible wavelengths, the permittivity of noble metals
decreases and approaches -εd. This causes the real part of the
denominator in eq 11 to vanish, yielding Im{k^} . εd1/2k0. EM
ﬁelds then experience a fast decay along the normal direction into
the dielectric material (note that Im{k^} is inversely proportional to the SPP normal decay length). This leads to the
concentration of EM energy into subwavelength volumes at the
surface of the metal and overcomes one of the main constrains of
classical optics, the diﬀraction limit.63 The striking ability of SPPs
to guide and conﬁne light into the subwavelength scale has been
the focus of much attention during the past decade in the context
of nanophotonics research.82-86
Flat surfaces are not the only geometry where plasmonic
modes arise. The ﬁngerprint of these peculiar EM modes can
easily be recognized in the polarizability, Rp, of a spherical
metallic NP. Rp is deﬁned as the ratio between the dipole moment
induced in the NP by an incoming wave and the amplitude of the
incident displacement ﬁeld (Rp = μ/(ε0εdE0)). For a NP with
radius, R, much smaller than the eﬀective wavelength, λ/εd1/2,
retardation eﬀects can be neglected. The electrostatic (Rayleigh10)
approximation yields an accurate expression for the polarizability87

reproduces accurately the permittivity of gold at shorter wavelengths, a good comparison with experimental data can be
recovered by introducing more than one Lorentzian term in
the ﬁtting expression for ε(ω).69-72
The local approximation of the permittivity of metals fails as
the size of the NPs approaches ∼1 nm. This means that a more
general nonlocal constitutive relation for the electric ﬁelds of the
form73,74
Z
Dðr, ωÞ ¼ ε0 εðjr - r0 j, ωÞEðr0 , ωÞ dV 0
ð9Þ
must be considered in order to accurately describe the optical
properties of small metal structures. Although we restrict our
discussion to the local description of ε(ω), nonlocal eﬀects in the
dielectric response of metal NPs have been analyzed theoretically
using diﬀerent models for ε(|r - r0 |,ω).75-77
The failure of the bulk description of the dielectric properties
of metals occurs for NP sizes comparable to the mean free path of
conduction electrons. This leads to a spectral broadening of the
plasmonic resonances caused by the damping experienced by
charge oscillations when scattering with the NP boundaries.78,79
Finite size eﬀects can be then taken into account through an
eﬀective increase of the collision frequency, γ, in the Drude
permittivity. For spherical particles, this can be expressed as
γ ¼ γbulk þ

vF
Leff

ð10Þ

where vF is the Fermi velocity and Leﬀ is the particle diameter.
2.3. Localized Surface Plasmon Resonances

Surface plasmon polaritons (SPPs) are transverse magnetic
waves propagating along a metal-dielectric interface and evanescently decaying in the direction perpendicular to it.80,81 SPPs
have mixed EM wave and surface-charge nature due to the interaction between light and the collective oscillation of conduction
electrons within the metal. The simplest system supporting these
conﬁned EM modes is an inﬁnite ﬂat metallic surface. Maxwell’s
equations provide us with the dispersion relation (frequency

εðωÞ - εd
ð12Þ
εðωÞ þ 2εd
In a similar way to what happens for k in the ﬂat geometry, Rp
grows for smaller metal permittivities, diverging for frequencies
satisfying ε(ω) = -2εd. By comparison with the ﬂat geometry,
this result can be interpreted as the appearance of resonances in
the NP dielectric response at incident wavelengths matching
those of the plasmonic modes supported by the NP. For this
reason, plasmonic eﬀects in metal NPs are usually termed
localized surface plasmon resonances (LSPRs). Although the
validity of eq 12 is restricted to spherical geometries in the
electrostatic regime, the formation of LSPRs in metal particles of
arbitrary shape and size is revealed by full electrodynamic
calculations based on analytical12,13 or numerical approaches.88-99
The link between Rp and the NP extinction cross section is
provided through the Optical Theorem. It can be demonstrated57
that for small spherical particles, f(n,n0) = [(εd1/2k0)3/(4π)]n 
(n  Rpe0). Equation 6 then yields
pﬃﬃﬃﬃ
σext ¼ εd k0 ImfRp g
ð13Þ
Rp ¼ 4πR 3

)

Figure 2. (a, b) Real and imaginary parts of the permittivity of gold in
the optical regime. Black dots correspond to the experimental data taken
from ref 62. The red and blue lines are ﬁts to the Drude and DrudeLorentz formulas. (c) Extinction cross section for a 25 nm radius gold
sphere in water (εd = 1.77). Black line corresponds to theoretical
calculations taking the experimental ε(ω), and red and blue lines to
the Drude and Drude-Lorentz ﬁts, respectively. Green dotted line
shows the experimental absorbance spectrum for 25 nm radius colloidal
Au nanoparticles in water. (d) Theoretical electric ﬁeld proﬁle at λ =
535 nm for the NP considered in panel c.

for particles whose radius is much smaller than the incoming
wavelength. All the EM energy removed by the incoming
radiation in the scattering process is lost in the form of work
performed by the incident electric ﬁeld on the dipole moment
induced in the NP.
3891

dx.doi.org/10.1021/cr1002672 |Chem. Rev. 2011, 111, 3888–3912

Chemical Reviews

REVIEW

Figure 2c shows the extinction cross sections normalized to
the physical cross section (Qext = σext/A) for a 25 nm radius gold
NP. The spectra, plotted in black, red, and blue, were calculated
using Mie theory and dielectric data for gold from Johnson and
Christy,62 and the Drude and Drude-Lorentz models shown in
panels a and b. For comparison, the normalized experimental
absorbance spectrum measured using 50 nm spherical gold
colloids is plotted as the green dotted line in Figure 2c. In both
experiment and simulations, the gold particles are embedded in
water (εd = 1.77). There is an excellent agreement between the
position of the spectral features obtained in the experiment and
calculations for the Johnson and Christy and Drude-Lorentz
permittivities. However, the Drude model leads to a blue shift,
narrowing, and increase of the cross section. These eﬀects are
related to the failure of the Drude model at short wavelengths,
where it underestimates both the real and imaginary parts of ε(ω).
The nature of the LSPR responsible for the cross section peak
observed at λ = 535 nm in Figure 2c is revealed by the scattered
electric ﬁeld, Esca, shown in panel d. The color contour plot
shows the time averaged ﬁeld amplitude, and the arrows indicate
the instantaneous orientation of Esca at resonance. This ﬁeld proﬁle
resembles that of an oscillating electric dipole.58 This enables us
to identify the dipolar character of the plasmonic mode causing the
extinction maximum. At resonance, the charges induced by Einc
oscillate coherently within the NP along the direction of polarization in a similar way to an oscillating electric dipole. This eﬀective charge oscillation gives rise to the dipole-like electric ﬁeld
map shown in Figure 2d. It is remarkable that Qext = 4 at
resonance, and σext for the NP is four times larger than its
physical cross section. This means that the interception area that
the spherical particle presents to the incident radiation is much
larger than its actual size. As we will see in the following section,
this enlargement of the eﬀective cross section of metal NPs
caused by LSPRs allows us to consider them as optical antennas (or nanoantennas), due to their strong interaction with
incoming light.
2.4. Optical Nanoantennas

We have seen how the excitation of LSPRs eﬀectively increases
the size of Au nanospheres interacting with free space radiation.
This plasmonic eﬀect is not restricted to gold spheres but takes
place in any metallic NP. Figure 3a shows the absorption (solid
lines) and scattering (dashed lines) eﬃciencies (Q = σ/A) of two
diﬀerent silver NPs of similar dimensions, a cube and a ring. Each
side of the cube is 50 nm, the outer and inner diameters of the
ring are 50 and 30 nm, respectively, and its height is 20 nm. The
structures are illuminated from the top by a linearly polarized
plane wave. In both cases, the normalized cross sections present a
maximum within the visible range, which is linked to the excitation of dipolar LSPRs. For the two NPs considered, only a small
part of the incident energy is scattered and absorption dominates
the cross section. This is the case for metal particles much smaller
than the wavelength (sizes ∼50 nm or less for gold and silver),
whereas for larger sizes, it is the scattering contribution that
dominates the cross section.
Figure 3a demonstrates that shape aﬀects the properties of
LSPRs supported by metal NPs, including the height and width
of the cross section maxima. The cubic NP presents a broad peak
around λ = 430 nm (violet part of the EM spectrum), whereas in
the ring, the peak is narrower and shifted to ∼568 nm (in the
green-yellow part of the spectrum). At resonance, NPs not only
absorb but also scatter light much more eﬃciently than at any

Figure 3. (a) Calculated absorption (solid lines) and scattering (dashed
lines) eﬃciencies for a cubic (blue) and a ring (green) shaped silver NP.
The particles have similar dimensions, both the side of the cube and the
diameter of the ring are 50 nm. (b) Experimentally measured scattering
spectra of silver nanobars of length 100-200 nm. The height and width
of the particles, shown in the insets of the panel, are 55 and 50 nm,
respectively. Adapted with permission.103 (c) Electric ﬁeld intensity
enhancement corresponding to the three lowest longitudinal LSPRs
supported by 400 nm long Ag NPs of 50  100 nm2 cross section. Color
code: the ﬁeld amplitude on a logarithmic scale from 0.1 (blue) to 100
(red). The bottom sketches show the instantaneous charge distributions
for the three plasmonic resonances.

other wavelength. Therefore, the cubic (ring) NP considered in
Figure 3a scatters eﬃciently in the violet (green) when illuminated
by white light. Remarkably, in both cases, the extinction cross
section of the NP becomes several times larger than its actual size at
resonance. This, together with their spectrally narrow response,
makes metal NPs good candidates for nanoantennas.
3892
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Elongated NPs oﬀer a new degree of freedom in tailoring the
optical properties of metallic structures.47,100 The anisotropic
shape of such particles enables them to support resonant plasmonic modes at diﬀerent spectral positions,101,102 associated
with induced charge oscillations along their diﬀerent symmetry
axes. This eﬀect is illustrated in Figure 3b, which shows normalized scattering spectra for chemically synthesized single Ag
nanobars placed on top of a glass substrate. The height and
width of the particles is ﬁxed at 50 and 55 nm, respectively, and
their length is varied from 100 to 200 nm. The insets show
scanning electron microscope (SEM) images of the four NPs
considered. The measured spectra were obtained for unpolarized
incident light. They show two peaks, one ﬁxed at λ = 430 nm and
another whose position changes from the visible (∼620 nm) to
the near-infrared (∼850 nm) depending on the NP aspect ratio.
The former is linked to the excitation of LSPRs in which induced
charges move back and forth along the short axis (width) of the
particle, which remains ﬁxed for all samples. The latter is due to
plasmonic modes leading to charge oscillations along the long
axis (length) of the particle, and therefore, its position red shifts
with increasing NP length. As expected, the scattering peaks
associated with longitudinal LSPRs are larger than those for
transversal resonances, as they lead to a larger eﬀective cross
section of the metal NP. Figure 3b demonstrates how elongated
metallic NPs are able to scatter light eﬃciently at various wavelength ranges (visible and near-infrared) and how the position
and height of the cross section maximum can be modiﬁed by
changing the NP aspect ratio.
An eﬃcient antenna must not only have a large and spectrally
tunable cross section but also give rise to a large local ﬁeld enhancement.44 In the following, we show that elongated NPs, like
those considered in Figure 3b, are potentially good nanoantennas.103 As we have seen, the optical response of metal nanobars is mainly controlled by the length (L) of their axis parallel to
the incident electric ﬁeld. In a phenomenological picture, we can
describe the NP as a Fabry-Perot cavity, whose resonances will
be given by sin(keﬀL) = 0, where keﬀ = 2π/λeﬀ is the mode
wavevector along the direction of polarization. This approximate
relation can be rewritten as
n
ð14Þ
L ¼ λeff
2
where n is any integer number. Equation 14 forces the eﬀective
wavelength of the LSPR to ﬁt exactly a half-integer number of
times into the NP length. The validity of this simple rule is
veriﬁed in Figure 3c, which shows the calculated ﬁeld enhancement, |E|2/|E0|2, surrounding a gold nanobar with dimensions
400  100  50 nm3 for its three lowest LSPRs. The NP is placed
on top of a glass substrate and is illuminated from the top by a
plane wave tilted 20 with respect the vertical direction and
polarized along its long axis. The color code for the enhancement
is from 0.1 (blue) to 100 (red). The free space resonant
wavelengths for the three LSPRs are, from left to right, λ =
1375, 770, and 630 nm. The three bottom sketches show how
eq 14 is satisﬁed in the system and indicate the value of n for each
plasmonic resonance.
The lowest and most intense LSPR (n = 1) supported by metal
nanobars fulﬁlls L = λeﬀ/2 (half-wave resonance). The corresponding electric ﬁeld, shown in the left panel of Figure 3c, has a
maximum at the ends of the bar outside the metallic NP. The
induced charges, given by the divergence of the electric ﬁeld,
follows the dipolar distribution we have already predicted. These
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simple arguments hold for higher order resonances, such as those
corresponding to n = 2 and 3 in Figure 3c. It is remarkable that
the excitation of LSPRs in simple nanoantenna geometries such
as the nanobar leads to ﬁeld enhancements of around 100 close
to the metal particle.
We have not yet established a link between the free space
wavelength of the incoming light, λ, and the eﬀective wavelength
of the plasmonic mode, λeﬀ, supported by the NP. As mentioned
above at radio and telecom frequencies, the high permittivity of
metals prevents the penetration of external EM signals into them.
This means that the relation between λ and λeﬀ is completely
governed by geometry in conventional antennas. However, at
higher frequencies, the dielectric function of metals is lower (in
absolute value) and EM ﬁelds can penetrate deeper into the
metal. This leads to the excitation of plasmonic modes by the
incident light and translates into an increase of the eﬀective
wavevector of the incoming photons, as demonstrated for a ﬂat
surface by eq 11. Therefore, at visible frequencies, the relation
between λ and λeﬀ is controlled not only by the shape of the
nanoantenna but also by intrinsic plasmonic eﬀects related to the
dielectric properties of the metal structure and its surroundings.
Using a simple model based on a metal cylindrical waveguide,
Novotny104 demonstrated that the scaling law for the eﬀective
wavelength in optical antennas can be expressed as
λeff ¼ n1 þ n2

λ
λp

ð15Þ

where λp = 2πc/ωp is the plasma wavelength, and n1 and n2 are
parameters that depend on both the geometry and the dielectric
properties of the system. This expression accounts for the
increase in momentum experienced by incident photons as a
result of their interaction with a metal NP for an incoming
wavelength approaching λp.44 Note that eq 15 has the same form
as eq 11 for the particular case of planar metal-dielectric
interfaces.
As we have already stated, a good nanoantenna is characterized by a large cross section and a large near-ﬁeld enhancement.
The former enables it to collect EM energy from the incident
radiation with high eﬃciency. The latter allows the transfer of
most of that energy into small volumes in the vicinity of the
nanoantenna. A successful strategy to increase the performance
of a nanobar optical antenna consists of cutting it at its middle,
thereby opening a gap along its long axis. This improves the ﬁeld
enhancement capability of the structure without a considerable
reduction of its eﬀective cross section. The eﬀect of opening a gap
in elongated nanoantennas has been studied by Ghenuche
et al.,107 who measured the two-photon luminescence (TPL, see
section 3), see section 3 maps for three diﬀerent gold nanoantennas on top of a glass substrate at λ = 730 nm (see Figure 4). Note
that TPL is proportional to the local electric ﬁeld intensity, |E|2.
The SEM images of the three structures, whose height and width
are ﬁxed at 50 and 100 nm, respectively, are also shown. Panel a
shows the ﬁeld distribution for a single 500 nm long nanobar,
which has a maximum at the ends of the structure similarly to the
left panel of Figure 3c. This indicates that a half wavelength LSPR
is excited in the system. Panel b corresponds to a composite antenna
comprising two 500 nm long nanobars separated by a 40 nm gap. The
plasmonic resonance leads to a much larger ﬁeld enhancement
concentrated at the gap of the antenna. This is illustrated by
considering the TPL map measured for a 1 μm nanobar and
plotted in Figure 4c. The system is out of resonance, and the
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antenna gap,105 rather than by the plasmonic modes of a gapless
antenna with the same overall length. This result anticipates the
plasmon hybridization concept,106 which will be discussed in the
following section.
We can gain insight into the electric ﬁeld concentration that
takes place in composite nanoantennas by thinking of the gap as a
capacitor. The electric ﬁeld amplitude between the internal walls
of the arms of the antenna is mainly governed by its longitudinal
component and must be uniform.58 The continuity condition on
the normal components of the displacement ﬁeld at the gap walls
then provides us with the relation between the ﬁeld amplitude in
the gap, |Egap|, and inside the antenna arm, |Earm|,
jEgap j
εðωÞ
¼
εd
jEarm j

ð16Þ

ε(ω) and εd are the permittivity of the metallic nanoantenna and
the dielectric medium ﬁlling the gap, respectively. Note that
eq 16 is a crude description of the ﬁeld concentration taking place
at nanoantenna gaps, because it does not take into account the
coupling of the ﬁelds in each arm of the antenna through the
gap. These eﬀects lead to intensity enhancements larger than 103
in metal composite nanoantennas operating at visible frequencies
with gaps of a few tens of nanometers in size. Therefore, tailoring
of the gap geometry and ﬁlling it with dielectric materials provide
new strategies to tune the EM response of nanoantennas, as
recently demonstrated experimentally.108,109
Although, for simplicity, we have focused our discussion on
bar-shaped NPs, many other nanoantenna geometries have been
analyzed both experimentally and theoretically. The range of
nanoantenna conﬁgurations explored in the literature covers complex shaped individual NPs such as discs,110 triangles,111 prisms,112
rings,113 stars,114 or ﬂowers,41 as well as composite antenna geometries such as dimers,42,115 bowties,116 trimers,42,117 dolmens,35 or
quadrumers.118
2.5. Dark Modes and Fano Resonances

Figure 4. TPL scans for three diﬀerent gold nanoantennas and their
respective SEM images: (A) a single 500 nm long bar, (B) two coupled
500 nm long bars separated by a 40 nm gap, and (C) a 1 μm long bar.
The height and width of the antennas is ﬁxed to 50 and 100 nm,
respectively. The superimposed black lines plot the TPL signal along the
symmetry axis of the antennas. The incident polarization is parallel to the
long antenna axis, and all the measurements were performed at λ =
730 nm, for which the gap antenna (B) is at resonance. Adapted with
permission.107 Copyright 2008, American Physical Society.

enhancement is drastically reduced in comparison with the two
previous structures. This shows that the resonant properties of
the composite antenna in Figure 4b are controlled by the LSPRs
supported by each of the arms and their coupling through the

Although metal NPs sustain plasmonic resonances with
diﬀerent symmetry properties, the strong radiative character of
dipolar charge oscillations means that the interaction of nanoantennas with free space radiation is mainly controlled by dipole
LSPRs. For this reason, these plasmonic modes, which are the
lowest in energy, are also termed bright modes.59 Note that this is
a well-known fact that we have already exploited in eq 13, where
we described the scattering properties of deeply subwavelength
metal particles through their electrostatic dipolar polarizability.
However, larger metal structures support higher multipole resonances, which couple very weakly to radiation. These higher
order LSPRs are labeled as dark modes. Importantly, the only
mechanism that permits the optical excitation of multipole resonances is retardation eﬀects within the nanoantenna. These are
related to the slow response (in comparison to the incoming
frequency) of the metal’s conduction electrons to the external
EM excitation and lead to a phase mismatch between the
incident ﬁelds and the eﬀective charge oscillations within the
nanoantenna.
The normalized scattering intensity measured from a single
200 nm side Ag triangular nanoprism using white light dark ﬁeld
microscopy is plotted in Figure 5a.119 The insets show the SEM
images of the NPs considered in the experiments, and the scale
bar corresponds to 200 nm. The spectrum is dominated by a
broad maximum around 670 nm, the origin of which is the bright
dipole resonance that the NP supports at low frequencies.
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Figure 6. (a) Confocal extinction spectra for the dolmen nanoantenna
shown in the inset of the panel. The structure (200 nm side) is
illuminated by light with diﬀerent polarizations (red and blue arrows).
(b) Theoretical extinction cross sections of the nanoantenna computed
by ﬁnite-diﬀerence time-domain (FDTD) simulations. (c, d) Induced
charge distribution in the dolmen under the two polarizations at the
wavelengths indicated by yellow and blue dots in panel b. (e) Hybridization diagram for the two plasmonic resonances shown in panels c and d.
Adapted with permission.123

Figure 5. (a) Normalized scattering spectra of an isolated silver nanoprism. Inset: SEM images of the structures under consideration (scale
bar, 200 nm). (b, c) Theoretical and experimental electric ﬁeld distributions, respectively, for nanoprisms supporting a dipole LSPR. Panels d
and e are identical to panels b and c but for a larger NP under quadrupole
excitation. Arrows indicate the polarization of the incident light (λ =
632 nm). Adapted with permission.119

However, at larger photon energies (λ = 430 nm), the scattering
intensity shows a bump, which can be associated with the
excitation of a dark quadrupole LSPR in the structure. The use
of a scanning near-ﬁeld optical tip enables the probing of the
various components of the resonant evanescent ﬁelds at the NP.
The near-ﬁeld pattern obtained for a 120 nm nanoprism exhibiting a dipole plasmonic resonance is shown in Figure 5b. The
proﬁle plotted in Figure 5d corresponds to a larger NP, whose
optical response at the same frequency as panel b is dominated by
the excitation of a quadrupole LSPR. The experimental identiﬁcation of the nanoprism plasmonic modes is supported by
calculations. Panels c and e show theoretical ﬁeld distributions for the dipole and quadrupole resonances measured in
the experiment and signs indicate the relative phase of the
resonant ﬁelds. For all the ﬁeld plots in Figure 5, λ = 632 nm,
and arrows indicate the polarization of the incident light.

A deeper understanding of bright and dark plasmonic modes
can be achieved by analyzing the optical properties of composite
nanoantennas in which a NP sustaining a quadrupole mode is
placed in the near-ﬁeld of another exhibiting a dipole resonance.
The dark nature of the former makes it spectrally narrow, as its
width is only controlled by absorption eﬀects within the metal.
On the other hand, the latter presents a broad spectral character,
as it suﬀers from strong radiative damping. In the time domain,
this means that resonant ﬁelds corresponding to bright (dark)
modes spend a little (long) time before being reradiated
(absorbed) by the metallic NP. When these diﬀerent plasmonic
resonances interact, asymmetric spectral proﬁles arise. In analogy
to the features observed in atomic autoionization spectra, they
are termed Fano resonances.120-122 These consist of spectral
peaks and dips, very close in frequency, that originate from the
constructive and destructive interference of narrow (dark) and
broad (bright) NP resonances.
Figure 6 shows the experimental (a) and theoretical (b)
extinction spectra for a dolmen-shaped nanoantenna. It is
composed of three gold nanobars of similar dimensions (100200 nm, see inset) and supports a Fano resonance in the infrared
regime.123 We consider ﬁrst the response of the structure when it
is illuminated from the top with light polarized along the long axis
of the dimer formed by the two parallel nanobars (red arrow). In
this conﬁguration, the extinction spectrum (in red in both
panels) shows a broad maximum around 780 nm (yellow circle).
This peak can be attributed to the constructive superposition of
the longitudinal dipole resonance excited in the dimer with the
transverse dipole mode in the perpendicular monomer. This is
clariﬁed in panel c, which shows the induced charge distributions
calculated at λ = 780 nm for this case. When the incident
polarization is rotated 90 degrees (blue arrow), measured and
calculated spectra (in blue) develop a narrow dip at the same
wavelength (blue circle). This yields an asymmetric spectral proﬁle,
ﬁngerprint of the formation of a Fano resonance in the system.
The physical origin of this Fano resonance is revealed by the
charge distribution plotted in panel d. It demonstrates that the
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extinction minimum results from the destructive interaction
between the bright longitudinal dipole mode of the monomer
and the dark quadrupole resonance excited in the dimer. It is
important to notice that this quadrupole mode could never be
excited by normally incident light and that it is the presence of the
monomer that allows its near-ﬁeld excitation.
An ingredient needed for the appearance of Fano resonances
in composite nanoantennas is structural asymmetries. This
allows the coupling between bright and dark plasmonic modes
supported by its closely spaced constituents. Fano resonances
have been recently explored as a means to tune the spectral
response of nanoantennas.124-127 Remarkably, it has been
demonstrated that the tailoring of Fano resonances can lead to
sharp and deep extinction minima. This makes the supporting
nanostructure transparent to incoming radiation within a narrow
frequency range. In analogy to its atomic version,128 this eﬀect is
known as plasmonic-induced optical transparency and has been
recently predicted theoretically35 and veriﬁed experimentally.129
The hybridization model106 is an elegant theoretical approach
that provides physical insight into the interaction of LSPRs
supported by closely spaced NPs. Although the model was ﬁrst
developed for dimers of spherical particles, the underlying ideas
can be transferred to any geometry.130 The model establishes the
analogy between bound plasmonic modes in metal NPs and
electronic orbitals in covalent molecules. Molecular orbitals emerge
from the overlapping of the atomic orbitals. In a similar way,
LSPRs of composite metal structures result from the evanescent
EM coupling between the modes supported by their isolated
components. In the case of spherical NP dimers, the model
enables us to write the following electrostatic Lagrangian for the
dynamics of the surface charge deformations at each particle:131
L¼

∑i, j

("

dSi
dt

#

2
- ωi Si
2

2

)
δij - Vij ðdÞSi Sj

ð17Þ

Si are the deformation amplitudes of the NP surface charge,
σ(Ω,t) = ∑iSi(t)Yi(Ω), expressed in terms of spherical harmonics, Yi(Ω)132 (where Ω is the solid angle measured from the NP
center). The diagonal terms in eq 17 describe the charge oscillations for each NP, and ωi denote the eigenfrequencies of the
various LSPRs supported by them when isolated from the rest of
the system. The nondiagonal part of the Lagrangian takes into
account the electrostatic interaction between the NPs, and Vij(d)
(where d is the interparticle distance) is the projection of the
Coulomb interaction onto a spherical harmonics basis.
Panel e of Figure 6 shows a schematic diagram based on the
plasmon hybridization model for the two plasmonic resonances
excited in the dolmen nanoantenna. It shows how the coupling of
the diﬀerent LSPRs, supported by the isolated monomer and
dimer components, leads to the formation of a bright and a dark
mode in the overall system at the same energy. Thus, depending
on the incident polarization, which selects the excited plasmonic
resonance in the structure, the extinction cross section of the
dolmen-shaped antenna can develop a maximum (yellow circle)
or a minimum (blue circle) at the same wavelength.
Recently, theoretical studies on nanoantenna conﬁgurations
containing geometric singularities, such as crescents or cylindrical
and spherical particles touching at a single point, have demonstrated a large absorption cross section (on the order of the
physical size) over a large spectral window. Moreover, remarkable ﬁeld enhancements have been predicted in these

nanoparticle geometries, where EM ﬁelds accumulate as they
propagate toward the structure singularity.133-137
2.6. Nanoparticle Arrays

We have studied above the LSPRs sustained by individual
NPs, and we have analyzed how they interact when a number of
NPs are placed in close proximity, leading to the formation of
hybrid plasmonic modes supported by the resulting structure as a
whole. We previously restricted our discussion to nanoantennas
comprising a small number of elements but did not explore the
optical properties of arrays of NPs.
When light is incident on a two-dimensional array of metal
particles, it is scattered by diﬀerent elements in the structure. The
presence of order in the system enables the appearance of coherent
eﬀects among the various scattered waves. Bloch’s theorem138
provides us with the relation between the in-plane wavevector for
the various diﬀraction orders, {m,n}, and the geometry of the
structure
k mn ¼ kinc þ m

2π
2π
u1 þ n u2
d1
d2

ð18Þ

where kinc is the in-plane wavevector for the incident plane
wave and d1 (d2) is the array pitch along the direction of the unit
vector u1 (u2).
At normal incidence (kinc = 0), the lowest order coherent
superposition of the incoming and scattered ﬁelds occurs when
the wavelength of the incident light is similar to the pitch of the
array. This gives rise to collective EM resonances of the metallic
NPs, which are spectrally very narrow due to their extended
spatial character. The associated EM ﬁelds can travel many
wavelengths within the structure before being scattered. These
phenomena are similar to the Rayleigh’s and Wood’s anomalies
observed when light is diﬀracted by metallic gratings.139,140 The
condition for the occurrence of Rayleigh’s anomaly under an
arbitrary angle of incidence can be written as
jknm j ¼ k0

ð19Þ

which implies that all the momentum of the scattered radiation is
parallel to the plane of the array (note that the normal wavevector
vanishes if eq 19 is satisﬁed). This transforms the scattered ﬁelds
into grazing waves, which travel along the structure for many
periods without being radiated back into the free space. The
hybridization of these grazing waves with LSPRs gives rise to
collective NP resonances. This enables us to drastically modify
the optical properties of metal NPs by designing arrays
in which geometric eﬀects take place near the spectral position
of LSPRs. This phenomenon was predicted theoretically a
long time ago,141-144 and it has recently been demonstrated
experimentally.145-149
The coupled dipole approximation150 enables us to describe
how array resonances aﬀect the optical properties of individual
NPs. This is done by calculating151 the eﬀective polarizability of
spherical NPs in the array, obtaining
0

Rp ¼

Rp
1 - Rp S

ð20Þ

where Rp is the polarizability of the isolated NP, given by eq 12
for small spherical particles. The factor S reﬂects the contribution
to the dipole induced in the NP by EM ﬁelds scattered by the rest
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Figure 7. Measured extinction spectra (per particle) for several gold NP
arrays. The average particle size is 123  85  35 nm3. Inset: Measured
extinction spectra for particles of size 120  90  35 nm3. Adapted with
permission.145 Copyright 2008, American Physical Society.

of the array. For inﬁnitely periodic arrays, this parameter can be
written as
"
pﬃﬃﬃﬃ
ð1 - i εd k0 rij - 1Þð3 cos2 θij - 1Þ
S¼
rij3
i6¼ j

εd k0 2 sin2 θij ipﬃﬃﬃ
þ
ð21Þ
e εd k0 rij
rij

∑

where rij is the distance between NP i and j and θij is the angle
between rij and the polarization direction.
A clear experimental demonstration of the excitation of
collective modes was shown by Auguie et al.145 They measured
the extinction spectra from gold NPs arranged in a 35 μm square
periodic array; the results are plotted in Figure 7. The nominal
dimensions of the particles are 123  85  35 nm3 and 120 
90  35 nm3 (inset), and the pitch of the arrays ranges from 420
to 560 nm. The vertical dashed lines in Figure 7 indicate the
position of the edges given by eq 19 for the ﬁrst diﬀraction orders,
{1,0} and {1,1}.
In the extinction spectra of the main panel of Figure 7, we
observe a broad feature at λ = 710 nm, which is due to the
excitation of a dipolar LSPR in the NPs. A set of narrow peaks,
which shifts to longer wavelengths as the period of the structure is
increased, is also shown. These features are related to the
excitation of collective resonances in the system and are given
by the zeros of the real part of the denominator in eq 20, that is,
R(1 - RpS) = 0. From the dependence of σext on the array
period shown in Figure 7, two diﬀerent regimes can be identiﬁed.
When the lowest diﬀraction edge lies at a shorter wavelength
than the individual LSPR (inset), the spectra develop sharp dips.
These originate from the reduction in the radiative coupling
of the plasmonic resonances supported by the NPs. In this
regime, all diﬀraction orders are evanescent at 710 nm. When
the diﬀraction edge is at a longer wavelength than the individual
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Figure 8. The top row shows metal nanoparticles made by bottom-up
approaches, while those in the bottom row are fabricated by top-down
methods: scanning electron microscope image of (A) a colloidal gold
nanostar, adapted with permission,17 (B) a hexagonally arranged array of
Au nanoshuttlecocks obtained by colloidal lithography, adapted with
permission,159 (C) a dolmen-type resonator fabricated via electron
beam lithography and ion milling, adapted with permission,123 and
(D) a silver grating fabricated using thermal nanoimprint lithography
and shadow evaporation, adapted with permission.160 Copyright
2008, IEEE.

LSPR (main panel), very sharp and intense peaks appear in the
long wavelength tail of the individual resonances. The intensity
and width of these peaks decrease as they shift to longer wavelengths. In this case, the array resonances increase the radiative
character of the plasmonic resonances of the individual NPs.
Thus, by arranging metallic NPs in a periodic fashion, we can
modify their far-ﬁeld properties and tune their optical responses.
Importantly, and although it is outside of the scope of this discussion, NP arrays can also enable the concentration and guiding of
light at subwavelength scales.152-154 Recently, the emission enhancement of dye molecules (see section 4) assisted by collective
dipolar or multipolar resonances in arrays of NPs has been also
reported.148,155

3. FABRICATION AND CHARACTERIZATION
Over the last number of decades there have been huge developments in the fabrication of metallic nanostructures. Such
structures can be on the order of 100 nm or less and can be
fabricated in a bottom-up or top-down approach.158
Bottom-up fabrication processes include the chemical synthesis of NPs, which enables the production of large numbers of
NPs in a range of sizes and shapes, including spheres, cubes, rods,
octahedrons, triangular prisms, boxes, and stars.17,49,103,161-165
The synthesis involves the reduction of metal salts by a chemical
agent162 or by photochemical processes.165-167 Once the reduction is complete, further chemistry can be carried out including
galvanic replacement reaction.49 Synthesized NPs can remain as
colloids or be deposited on a substrate,168 as can be seen in the
top left panel of Figure 8.17 There are also reports of metal NP
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Figure 9. Four types of measurement techniques (A-D) used to study plasmons:185 In the top row, plasmons are excited by photons (A, B), while in
the bottom row, (C, D) plasmons are excited by the electromagnetic ﬁeld associated with an electron beam: (a) Confocal microscopy extinction spectra
for a disk, a ring, and a concentric disk and a ring. Adapted with permission.127 (b) Comparison between theoretical and experimental phase and
amplitude SNOM images supported by a metal disk. Adapted with permission.186 Copyright 2004, F. Keilmann. (c) Extinction spectra for a square array
of disk-shaped Au particles with a diameter range between 120 and 180 nm. Adapted with permission.223 Copyright 2007, American Institute of Physics.
(d) Top panel, SEM image of a 4 μm long nanowire; bottom panel, photoemission electron microscopy near-ﬁeld mapping. Adapted with permission.187
(e) Cathodoluminescence spectra taken at two diﬀerent positions (X and Y) along a 725 nm long Au nanowire. Adapted with permission.188 (f) Top
panel, SEM image of the nanowire on a Si substrate; bottom panel, cathodoluminescence images of the Au nanowire as a function of excitation
wavelength. Adapted with permission.188 (g) Electron energy-loss spectroscopy spectra measured from a 97 nm edge silver nanoprism, shown in the
inset. Adapted with permission.189 (h) High-angle annular dark ﬁeld image obtained from the nanoprism of panel g.

synthesis in porous media.167,169 Using synthesized NPs, periodic arrays and clusters of speciﬁc shapes can be produced by
self-assembly on a substrate7,170 or using DNA linking.171-177
Another bottom-up approach involves the thermal evaporation
of metal onto a substrate leading to the formation of NPs or
nanoclusters.178,179 However there is little control over the
position, size, and shape of the particles.
Colloidal lithography156,180 is a bottom-up process, which
enables the fabrication of periodic arrays of metal NPs over a
large area, such as the one shown in the top right panel of
Figure 8. In this fabrication technique, polystyrene nanospheres
deposited on a substrate self-assemble into an ordered array
creating a mask. The mask can be made up of one or more layers
of particles. Metal is then evaporated onto the mask, ﬁlling the
holes between the spheres, and when it is removed, an array of
metallic NPs remains on the substrate.

Top-down approaches diﬀer from bottom-up methods because they do not involve chemical synthesis or self-assembly,
and can be seen as an extension of microfabrication techniques.
Deep ultraviolet projection lithography is a top-down approach
that has been used to fabricate plasmonic waveguides.181 However in order to obtain metallic structures with dimensions on
the order of 80 nm or less, processes that are not diﬀractionlimited are necessary. Focused ion beam and electron beam
lithography157,182 are maskless sequential techniques that are
widely used to fabricate nanostructures of diﬀerent sizes or
shapes very accurately on a substrate.123,183 The bottom left
panel of Figure 8 shows a dolmen-shaped NP obtained using this
method. Due to the high cost and low throughput of these two
methods, other processes such as soft184 and nanoinprint157
lithography have been developed. In these techniques, large
numbers of complex nanostructures can be fabricated on a
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substrate at low cost with high accuracy157,182 using a mold
made by electron beam lithography. The bottom right
panel of Figure 8 shows an example of a silver grating fabricated using thermal nanoimprint lithography and shadow
evaporation.160
There are many techniques available to study metallic nanostructures and their properties. We will focus on plasmon
characterization methods, which can be divided into four categories according to the type of excitation and detection used,185
as shown schematically in the center of Figure 9. In this ﬁgure, the
rows relate to the excitation type and the columns to the type of
detection.
LSPRs can be excited optically without the need for careful
matching of the wavevector as in SPPs.59 We consider ﬁrst all
optical characterization, which encompasses a wide range of
diﬀerent techniques, including the methods used to measure the
data plotted in panel A of Figure 9. The position of the LSPR of
an ensemble of NPs particles in solution,190 in a matrix,191,192 or
on a planar substrate can easily be determined from a transmission spectrum assuming negligible inhomogeneous broadening
due to size variation in the ensemble. Coupling optical spectroscopy and confocal microscopy enables the measurement of farﬁeld spectra from single nanostructures on a substrate, as seen in
the graph labeled a in Figure 9.127 Using a dark ﬁeld objective158,193
on a confocal microscope or using the evanescent ﬁeld created
by total internal reﬂection from a prism158,168,194 enables the
measurement of the scattering spectrum from a single NP.
Due to the intrinsic ultrafast electronic dephasing, details
about the local electric ﬁeld distribution around metallic NPs
cannot be extracted from the LSPR measured in the far-ﬁeld.79
The plasmon modes of metal nanostructures can be mapped by
near-ﬁeld optical processes such as leakage and ﬂuorescent
imaging59,183,195,196 using a confocal microscope. Confocal microscopy can also be coupled with nonlinear optical processes,
which have a higher power dependence on the electric ﬁeld. This
leads to improved sensitivity when probing the near-ﬁeld of the
particles. One such process is TPL,107,197 where the luminescence is due to the interband transitions of gold. TPL therefore
provides an all-optical probe-free approach for the study of the
near-ﬁeld around gold nanostructures. However methods based
on a confocal microscope are diﬀraction-limited.
The amplitude and phase of the near-ﬁeld around metallic
nanostructures can be accurately studied using a near-ﬁeld
optical microscope (SNOM) and heterodyne detection technique. A range of probes have been used with SNOM including
subwavelength apertures198-201 and scatterers, such as atomic
force microscope (AFM) tips,119,186,202-206 carbon nanotubes,207
and ﬂuorescent molecules.208 SNOM oﬀers subdiﬀraction limit
resolution209 with the size of the aperture or tip of the scatterer
limiting the lateral resolution.210 However a SNOM probe can
distort the results of the measurement due to its interaction with
the sample.204,210,211 Setting orthogonal polarizations for excitation and detection has been demonstrated as a means of decoupling the eﬀects of the tip and sample as well as leading to
background signal suppression.210 This technique can be used
in conjunction with optical spectroscopy and time-dependent
measurements212 as well as with nonlinear processes such as TPL
and second and third harmonic generation.158,202,213
SEM can be used to image NPs as well as manipulate them,
while TEM is another imaging tool available in plasmonics.214
However, electron microscopes can also be used to excite and
detect plasmon resonances in metal nanostructures.215 The
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plasmons are excited by the focused electron probe due to the
EM ﬁelds associated with fast moving charges. This means that
electrons can also act as plasmon probes as a beam of charges
passing close to or through an object yields information about its
optical properties.
We consider now characterization techniques where both the
excitation and detection of plasmons are due to electrons and not
photons. Such methods yielded the data plotted in panel D of
Figure 9. In scanning transmission electron microscope electron
energy-loss spectroscopy (STEM-EELS) the LSPR spectrum can
be measured, and the amplitude and spatial variation of surface
plasmon resonances can be mapped.111 However, the low-energy
part of an EELS spectrum can be masked by the so-called zeroloss peak (ZLP), caused by electrons that are elastically scattered
or have encountered too little loss. Electron energy ﬁltering
transmission electron microscopy (EEFTEM)216 enables the
suppression of the ZLP and faster spectral sampling but at the
expense of the resolution. Plasmons have been mapped on single
and coupled metallic NPs with high spatial and energy resolution using STEM-EELS and EEFTEM,111,214,216-220 but
the interpretation of a STEM-EELS spectrum is still open to
debate.221,222
Having considered photon (Figure 9, panel A) and electron
(Figure 9, panel D) excitation and detection in turn, there exist
mixed methods, labeled B and C in Figure 9, where optically
excited plasmons are detected via electrons and vice versa.
In photoemission electron microscopy (PEEM), a light
source, such as a laser, is used to excite plasmons leading to
the photoemission of electrons by metal nanoobjects, which are
collected and analyzed. A PEEM experiment can be used to
measure the LSPR spectrum as well as to image the near-ﬁeld
around metallic nanostructures, as shown in panel B of Figure 9.
This experiment has subdiﬀraction limit resolution and does not
require a probe to be placed in the near-ﬁeld of the particle.187,223
The dynamics of the plasmonic modes can also be temporally
and spatially studied by coupling time-resolved TPL with a timeresolved PEEM detection system.224,225 Photon-induced nearﬁeld electron microscopy (PINEM)226 also has potential application in plasmonics, because it enables the near-ﬁeld around
NPs to be studied on a femtosecond time scale.
Lastly, the electron beam from a TEM used for excitation can
be coupled with a light detection system. This technique, known
as cathodoluminescence, oﬀers the high excitation resolution of
the electron beam as well as higher energy resolution in the
optical regime than EELS.227 Cathodoluminescence has been
used for spectral measurements of LSPRs as well as to map
plasmon modes in diﬀerent geometries,188,227,228 as illustrated in
panel C of Figure 9.

4. EMITTERS CLOSE TO METAL NANOPARTICLES:
INTERACTION WITH LOCALIZED SURFACE PLASMONS
Spontaneous emission occurs when an electron in an excited
state of an atom, molecule, quantum dot, etc. decays to another
state with lower energy. The frequency of the emitted light is
given by
pω ¼ E2 - E1

ð22Þ

where E2 is the energy of the upper level and E1 is the energy of
the lower level (see Figure 10). It is a well-known physical
phenomenon studied in disciplines such as chemistry, physics,
3899
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as the vacuum ﬁeld. This can interact with an isolated emitter in
an excited state and can make it decay to a lower energy level. We
can calculate the corresponding radiative transition rate using
Fermi’s golden rule229
γ¼

Figure 10. Sketch of the electronic transitions between two levels (of
energies E1 and E2) of an emitter leading to absorption (a) and
spontaneous emission (b) of photons.

and biology, with applications ranging from light-emitting diodes
to ﬂuorescent dyes, colorants, clinical assays, etc.
Spontaneous emission is a very intriguing physical process
because it is one of the few macroscopic eﬀects in nature that can
only be described by means of a full quantum electrodynamic
treatment. Note that quantum mechanics (in the ﬁrst quantization framework) explicitly forbids spontaneous transitions. In
fact, for an isolated atom in an excited state, that is, in an
eigenstate of the Hamiltonian, there is no mechanism leading
to electron decay, except for external perturbations acting on the
system. This is because the two eigenstates (excited and ground
levels) are orthogonal. We will later see that it is only possible to
address the phenomenon of spontaneous emission in the context
of a full quantum electrodynamic theory (second quantization).
Surprisingly, the ﬁrst quantitative description of spontaneous
emission was proposed before the birth of quantum electrodynamics.229,230 Einstein developed a phenomenological description of photon absorption and emission by atoms based
on blackbody radiation, in which he distinguished spontaneous
and stimulated emission channels and introduced transition
rate coeﬃcients.229,230 In determining the Einstein coeﬃcients, the only interaction of the emitter with the “external
world” is through blackbody radiation. This led to the erroneous
assumption that the emission properties are only determined by
the emitter itself.

2π
^ jiæj2 FðωÞ
jÆf j^
μ 3E
vac
p2

where γ is the transition decay rate from the initial (excited) state
^ vac are the electric dipole and
|iæ to the ﬁnal state |f æ, μ̂ and E
vacuum-ﬁeld operators evaluated at the emitter position, respectively, and F(ω) is the ﬁnal photonic density of states.
Equation 23 enables us to consider the spontaneous emission
of an excited state as the stimulated emission due to the zeropoint ﬂuctuations of the EM ﬁeld. The density of ﬁnal photonic
states F(ω) is deﬁned so that F(E)dE gives the number of ﬁnal
states which fall into the energy range E to EþdE, where E=hω9.
One can calculate F(ω) in vacuum by considering the EM modes
within a cube of volume V,229 having
FðωÞ ¼ V F0 ¼ V

ω2
π 2 c3

ð24Þ

Note that the arbitrary volume V serves as a computational tool
and that it will disappear in the ﬁnal result. The magnitude F0 is
the local density of states (LDOS) for vacuum, that is, the
number of ﬁnal states (modes) per unit volume with frequency
ω. On the other hand, the transition matrix element in eq 23,
averaged over all the possible directions, yields
1
^ jiæj2 ¼ μif 2 Evac 2
jÆf j^
μ3E
vac
3

ð25Þ

μif2 being the square modulus of the electric dipole moment of
the transition
μif ¼ - eÆijrjf æ

ð26Þ

where e is the electron charge and r is the position operator. The
vacuum electric ﬁeld can be obtained by equating the EM energy
in a volume V with the zero point energy
Z
pω
ð27Þ
ε0 Evac 2 dV ¼
2
which implies

4.1. Spontaneous Emission Engineering: Purcell Effect

In 1946, Purcell231 discovered that spontaneous emission not
only is related to the emitter, but also depends on its environment. A very persuasive example is the case of an atom in a cavity
with perfectly reﬂecting walls. If the dimensions of the cavity are
smaller than half the wavelength of the atomic emission, no EM
modes are supported by the system at a frequency, ω, given by
eq 22, and the atom will not decay. This means that we cannot
consider an emitter and its environment as two separate entities
because they interact and modify each other. We therefore need
to consider the system comprising both emitter and environment
as a whole.
As we mentioned above, the spontaneous emission of an
isolated atom is due to an external perturbation and is forbidden
in the ﬁrst quantization picture. The situation is completely
diﬀerent if the EM ﬁeld is also quantized (second quantization).
In this case, the ground state, i.e., the absence of photons in the
system, has an energy Evac = 1/2pω, that is diﬀerent from zero.
Usually, this state is known as the zero-point energy and
originates from random ﬂuctuations of the electric ﬁeld known

ð23Þ

Evac

sﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
pω
¼
2ε0 V

ð28Þ

Hence using eqs 23-25 and 28, we obtain the decay rate of an
isolated emitter
γfree ¼

1
τfree

¼

μif 2 ω3
3πε0 pc3

ð29Þ

where τfree is the radiative lifetime. Remarkably eq 29 has exactly
the same form of the classical expression for the radiative
damping of an electric dipole in vacuum.44,58,59,232-234
4.2. Weak Coupling

The contribution of emitter and environment to the
decay rate, γ, split into two terms in eq 23. The matrix element
takes into account the quantum mechanical properties of the
emitter, while the density of states, F(ω), reﬂects the inﬂuence
of the environment. A similar situation occurs when the emitter is
placed in a cavity and their interaction is said to be weak43,232,235,236
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Figure 11. Schematic comparison between the density of photonic states in a plasmonic cavity (red solid line) and free-space (blue
dashed line).

(we will give a formal deﬁnition of the weak interaction in section
4.3). Depending on the characteristics of the cavity, such as its
dimensions, shape, and composition, only speciﬁc EM modes will be
supported. This means that the cavity will only allow certain ﬁnal
states into which photons can decay. If, for instance, an emitter is
placed close to a metal NP, the ﬁnal density of states will have a
peaked maximum at the plasmon resonance wavelength, as it provides a new and strong decay channel for the emitter (see Figure 11).
If we consider a cavity that supports only one mode of
frequency, ωc, the density of states, F(ω), can be described by
the Lorentzian function
FðωÞ ¼

2
Δω
π 4ðω - ωc Þ2 þ Δω2

ð30Þ

characterized by the quality factor, Q = ωc/Δω, of the cavity,
where Δω is the width of the LDOS maximum at ω = ωc.237
If an emitter located in the cavity has an electronic transition at
ω0 = ωc, the cavity is said to be tuned to the emission frequency,
and the density of states at ω = ω0 is
Fðω0 Þ ¼

2Q
πω0

ð31Þ

The fact that cavity and emitter are only weakly coupled enables
us to relate the transition matrix elements of the system to those
of the free emitter. Using eqs 25 and 28, we have
^ jiæj2 ¼ β2
jÆf j^
μ3E

μif 2 pω
2ε0 V

ð32Þ

where V is the cavity volume and β is a factor that takes into
account the dipole moment orientation
β¼

jμ 3 Ej
jμjjEj

ð33Þ

Note that when it is randomly oriented, β2 = 1/3.
Using eqs 25 and 31, we can also calculate the decay rate of an
emitter placed within a plasmonic cavity:
γcav ¼ β2

2μif 2 Q
ε0 p V

ð34Þ

It is interesting to compare the decay rate of the emitter in the
cavity to that in free space. For an emitter parallel to the ﬁeld
direction (β2 = 1), we ﬁnd
!
γcav
τfree
3
λ3
¼
¼ 2 Q 3
FP ¼
ð35Þ
4π
γfree
τcav
nV

Figure 12. Normalized measurements of ﬂuorescence decay rate for a
dye near a resonant nanoantenna (black diamonds) and away from the
nanoantenna (red circles), together with exponential decay ﬁts (black
and blue lines). Inset: SEM image of the resonant gold nanoantenna.
Adapted with permission.183

where FP is known as the Purcell factor23,237-239 and we have
used c/ω = n(2π/λ), where n is the cavity refractive index. FP
describes how the decay rate of the emitter is modiﬁed by the
presence of the cavity. If FP > 1, the spontaneous decay rate is
enhanced; otherwise the cavity inhibits the emission.
Equation 35 shows that FP is proportional to the quality factor,
Q, of the plasmonic resonance and inversely proportional to the
mode volume. As plasmonic structures concentrate EM ﬁelds
into subwavelength volumes, they are suitable to manipulate the
decay rate of emitters despite the fact that such structures do not
have resonances with very high quality factors (Q ≈ 10-100
or 3/4π2Q ≈ 1-10). However, the highly reduced mode volume
of LSPRs enables a strong enhancement of the decay rate of
emitters, given by the factor λ3/(n3V) in eq 35.
An example of this eﬀect is shown in Figure 12, where the
radiative decay rate of dye molecules positioned close to gold
nanoantennas is measured.183 In this experiment, a pair of nanoantennas with dimensions of 90  60  20 nm3 are placed 20 nm
apart (see inset of Figure 12). The dye used has a ﬂuorescence
decay time of 3.3 ns. The red circles in Figure 12 represent the
ﬂuorescence intensity (plotted on a log scale) versus time at the
resonant frequency of the antennas at a position away from them.
The black diamonds are the resonant ﬂuorescence measurements taken just above the nanoantennas.
We can see that in the measurements without the nanoantennas (red circles), the intensity decay follows an exponential trend
from which the decay rate can be extracted, γ0 ≈ 0.3 ns-1. On the
other hand, the presence of the nanoantennas modiﬁes the
ﬂuorescence decay of the dye, leading to a multiexponential
behavior (black diamonds). Two channels, leading to diﬀerent
decay rates, can be distinguished in this case. The slow decay
channel corresponds to the molecules that are not coupled to the
LSPR of the antennas and show a decay rate that is very similar
to that observed in the absence of the metallic structures (γ1 ≈
0.3 ns-1). The fast decay rate is due to dye molecules located in
the vicinity of the antennas, which are strongly coupled to the
LSPRs excited in them. Remarkably the molecules aﬀected by the
presence of the nanoantennas decay ∼5 times faster than the
unperturbed ones (γ1 ≈ 1.7 ns-1).
We have seen how plasmonic cavities enable the enhancement
of the decay rate of an emitter placed in their vicinity. We have
seen that a metal NP also acts as an optical antenna and enhances
3901
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plasmonic resonance, to the lifetime of the LSPR. This provides
us with a strategy to quantify the strength of the interaction
between the cavity and the emitter. If the lifetime of the LSPR is
very short compared with the inverse of the spontaneous decay
rate of the isolated emitter, we are in the limit of weak coupling.
In this case, resonant photons are retained for a short time and
interact very little with the emitter. A diﬀerent scenario occurs
when the lifetime of the plasmonic resonance is signiﬁcantly
longer than the spontaneous emission lifetime in free space.
In order to describe the strong interaction between cavity and
emitter, we have to introduce their interaction probability.
Strong and weak regimes of interaction can be distinguished
on the basis of the atom-ﬁeld coupling constant, κ,59,237 which is
deﬁned as the interaction energy,
pk ¼ jμif 3 Evac j
Using eq 28, we obtain

sﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
pω
k¼
p 2ε0 V
μif

Figure 13. (a) SEM image of a ﬁve-element Yugi-Uda gold nanoantenna. A quantum dot is attached to one end of an arm, indicated with a
red square. (b) Measurement (black line) and calculation (red line) of
the radiation angular distribution for the structure. Adapted with
permission.244 Copyright 2010, American Association for the Advancement of Science.

ð36Þ

ð37Þ

Weak coupling satisﬁes the condition κ , γcav. In this limit
regime, the eﬀect of the vacuum ﬁeld on the emitter can be
considered as a perturbation, and as we have seen previously, the
cavity and emitter can be treated as two separate entities.
Strong coupling satisﬁes the condition κ . γcav. In this
regime, photons remain in the cavity for a long time and are
absorbed and re-emitted multiple times before being radiated out
of the structure. This leads to a strong coupling between cavity and
emitter, which must be considered as a unique system instead of
two separate entities. Importantly, an accurate description of
such a system can only be obtained through a full quantum
electrodynamics treatment.
Equation 37 shows the beneﬁt of using the small volumes of
LSPR in the strong coupling regime. The strong coupling
between single emitters and the LSPRs of metallic nanostructures represents an exciting frontier in plasmonics, in particular
when considering its exploitation for quantum optics applications. Although it has been demonstrated that subwavelength
conﬁnement of guided plasmon modes in nanowires leads to a
strong coupling between these EM modes and nearby emitters
in the optical domain,245-247 similar eﬀects for LSPRs in metal
NPs have not yet been shown.

the interaction between a dye molecule and the far-ﬁeld in two
ways. On the one hand, light can be concentrated from the farﬁeld into the small subdiﬀraction regions,8,44 where the emitter is
positioned. On the other hand, plasmonic nanoantennas can
enhance the outcoupling of radiation into the far-ﬁeld.8,44,87
When an emitter is excited, its emission is not directional,
meaning that its experimental detection involves large solid
angles. Controlling and modifying the far-ﬁeld of an emitter is
an important issue in plasmonics, and it is particularly interesting
to obtain directional beaming eﬀects. The alteration of the angular
pattern by means of nanoantennas has been demonstrated,240
and Yagi-Uda antennas have been proposed to achieve high
directionality through plasmonics.241-243 These antennas are
very common in the microwave regime and consist of arrays of
coupled dipoles that drive the emission in a particular direction.
A quantum dot carefully positioned near a Yagi-Uda nanoantenna emits in the direction where the geometry leads to constructive
interference. Only recently, Yagi-Uda nanoantennas have been used
to verify this experimentally.244 In this experiment, a quantum dot
was positioned close to an arm of the antenna (see Figure 13a). By
near-ﬁeld coupling, the quantum dot excites the nanoantenna and
the interference of the emission from each arm causes a directional
angular radiation pattern, as shown in Figure 13b.

5. NANOPARTICLE APPLICATIONS
Thus far, we have described how metal NPs can strongly
interact with light and have shown that they can behave as
receiving antennas by absorbing and concentrating incident light
into a subdiﬀraction limited volume. NPs can also eﬃciently
couple out stored energy, acting now as emitting antennas. These
characteristics could lead to their use in the enhancement and
manipulation of light interaction with emitters, with applications
in various ﬁelds, such as SEF,19-29,148,248,249 SERS,18,30-42,248,250-252
plasmonic solar cells,5,6,253-261 nanomedicine,33,39,47-55 and
sensing.18,25,33,50,262 In this section, we very brieﬂy outline
some of the applications that are currently attracting much
attention.

4.3. Strong Coupling

5.1. Surface-Enhanced Fluorescence

The quality factor, Q, of a cavity mode is linked to the time,
τcav = 1/γcav, that a photon spends in the cavity or, in the case of a

We have seen that the ability of metal nanostructures to
concentrate light into small volumes enables the enhancement of
3902

dx.doi.org/10.1021/cr1002672 |Chem. Rev. 2011, 111, 3888–3912

Chemical Reviews

REVIEW

Figure 14. (a) Schematic representation of molecules randomly placed
around a gold bowtie antenna on a transparent substrate. (b) SEM image
of a gold bowtie antenna. Scale bar = 100 nm. (c) Calculation of the local
electric ﬁeld intensity enhancement. (d) Enhancement factor, fF, from
several nanoantennas as function of the gap size. Adapted with permission.28 Copyright 2009, Nature Publishing Group.

the LDOS and thereby the decay rate of an emitter. However,
when light is concentrated into subdiﬀraction volumes, another
eﬀect becomes relevant as well. The electric ﬁeld in these small
volumes becomes very intense, leading to the formation of
hot spots59,87 where the intensity of the incident ﬁeld can
easily be enhanced by a factor of 103. Thus, placing a molecule
in a hot spot also improves the eﬃciency of the optical excitation
process.
For example, if we consider a dye molecule, the ﬂuorescence
enhancement, fF, of the detected signal
fF ¼

2
η jμif 3 Eloc j
η0 jμif 3 E0 j2

ð38Þ

depends on both the incident, E0, and local electric ﬁeld at the
molecule position, Eloc, as well as on the quantum eﬃciency of
the molecule21,20 close to, η, and far from, η0, the nanostructure.
The quantum eﬃciency is deﬁned as the ratio between the
radiative decay rate, γr, and the total decay rate of the molecule,
γ, given by the sum of the radiative and nonradiative decay rates,
η¼

γr
γr
¼
γ
γr þ γnr

ð39Þ

The nonradiative decay rate, γnr, reﬂects the absorption in the
metal nanostructure and other intrinsic losses.
In a hot spot, the local ﬁeld, E1oc, is very large compared with
the incident ﬁeld, and from eq 38, we can anticipate that the
ﬂuorescence will be strongly enhanced. However, the highest fF is
obtained only (see eq 38) when both the quantum eﬃciency
(η/η0) and the local EM ﬁeld are ampliﬁed.
A clear example of this eﬀect has been recently shown by
Kinkhabwala et al.28 They have measured fF (see Figure 14d), for
molecules placed in the gap of a gold bowtie antenna (see
Figure 14a-c), obtaining a 1340-fold intensiﬁcation of the
emission. The dimensions of the gold triangles forming the
antenna are about 100 nm, with a gap that is varied from 15 to
80 nm. The antennas were covered with a relatively ineﬃcient
dye (η0 ≈ 2.5%), and the enhancement was high enough to

Figure 15. (a) Representation of an array of gold NPs covered with a
ultrathin layer of silica or alumina. (b) Shell-isolated NP-enhanced
Raman spectra obtained from diﬀerent hot spots (curves I, II, and III) on
the wall of a yeast cell incubated with Au/SiO2 NPs. Curve IV is the
spectrum obtained for bare NPs and curve V is a normal Raman
spectrum for yeast cells. The peaks marked with red asterisks are closely
related to mannoprotein. Adapted with permission.267 Copyright 2010,
Nature Publishing Group.

detect the contribution of single molecules. This was achieved by
examining the time dependence of the ﬂuorescence signal. By
detection of a reduction of the signal due to irreversible photobleaching, it was possible to measure single-molecule contribution to the total ﬂuorescence. The results shown in Figure 14d
were obtained as a function of the bowtie gap size, showing a
stronger enhancement for narrower gaps.
Fluorescence experiments usually suﬀer from two limitations.
The ﬁrst is diﬀraction-limited spatial resolution, constrained to
about half the wavelength of the incident light. The second is
limited brightness because there are only a small number of
molecules close to the area being probed. Both these drawbacks
can be overcome by making use of the excitation of localized
surface plasmons in metal NPs.28
Importantly, the quantum eﬃciency and the near-ﬁeld enhancement, which contribute to the ﬂuorescence ampliﬁcation,
are evaluated at two diﬀerent frequencies in eq 38. The electric
ﬁeld factor, (|μif 3 E1oc|2/|μif 3 E0|2), is calculated at the incident
frequency that excites the LSPR (the absorption wavelength
of the emitter), while the quantum eﬃciency enhancement,
(η/η0), is calculated at the emission frequency. In order to maximize the ﬂuorescence enhancement, it is important to design
nanostructures that have plasmonic resonances whose frequencies
3903
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Figure 16. Schematic representation of diﬀerent approaches to solar cells by means of plasmonic NP excitation: (a) light is trapped due to NP
scattering; (b) light excites local surface plasmon polaritons, which enhance the absorption; (c) light is coupled to a guided mode. Adapted with
permission.6 Copyright 2010, Nature Publishing Group.

coincide with the absorption and emission spectral windows of
the emitter, leading to a 2-fold eﬀect.117
5.2. Surface-Enhanced Raman Scattering

A ﬁeld that beneﬁts greatly from the excitation of plasmons in
metals is SERS spectroscopy. The SERS eﬀect results from the
enhancement of the Raman emission of molecules adsorbed onto
rough metal surfaces, metal colloids, or metal NPs263-265 and is
due to two main eﬀects, known as the chemical and the EM
mechanisms. The chemical mechanism is linked to the formation
of charge-transfer complexes, and the EM mechanism relates to
the excitation of surface plasmons.263,264 In the case of the EM
mechanism, the SERS enhancement factor
GSERS ¼ σðωÞσðωR Þ

ð40Þ

depends on the local electric ﬁeld enhancement, σ = |E1oc|2/
|Einc|2, at the pump frequency, ω, and at the Raman-shifted
frequency, ωR.
When the Raman shift is small compared with ω, the SERS
enhancement factor of eq 40 has a fourth power dependence on the
local electric ﬁeld, that is, GSERS ≈ |Eloc|4/|Einc|4. For this reason,
typical enhancement factors obtained are ∼106, and at best, it is
possible to obtain factors as large as ∼1010-1012. Such enhancement enables the detection of single molecules,45,46,266 despite the
fact that the Raman emission from isolated molecules is very low. In
fact, SERS may be the most sensitive analytical technique.265 Due
to the high sensitivity of SERS, small diﬀerences in metal surface
roughness or molecule position between samples limit the reproducibility of experimental results. Therefore, there is now an
interest in using metal NP arrays, which can be accurately be
fabricated, as SERS substrates.
A very interesting application of SERS has recently been
reported by Li et al.267 They propose a new spectroscopy technique
in which the Raman signal ampliﬁcation is provided by gold NPs
with an ultrathin silica or alumina shell (see Figure 15a). Such NPs
can be spread as a monolayer over the surface to be probed. The
ultrathin layer covering the metal NPs keeps them from agglomerating and separates the NPs from direct contact with the material
to be probed. It is the very small gap (∼2 nm) between the NPs
that leads to the strong electric ﬁeld enhancements and associated
high-quality Raman spectra. The authors call this new technique
shell-isolated NP-enhanced Raman spectroscopy (SHINERS).
The Raman spectra of yeast cells (curves I-III) plotted in
Figure 15b were measured at diﬀerent locations of the same
sample using SHINERS. These spectra are very diﬀerent from
the normal Raman spectra (curve V) of yeast cells, but similar to
the SERS spectra of mannoprotein,268 which is considered to be
the main component of the yeast cell wall. The yeast cell walls are

Figure 17. Photocurrent enhancement from a SOI solar cell improved
with silver NPs with diﬀerent dimensions. Adapted with permission.253
Copyright 2007, American Institute of Physics.

of considerable interest due to their sensitivity to the diﬀerent
biological functions of the cell.
Another remarkable example of an application based on the
SERS eﬀect was given by Ward et al.,269 who made electromigrated
nanoscale gaps for SERS. They showed a method for producing
planar electrodes with very small gaps of around 5 nm, where it
was possible to detect Raman emission coming from a small
number of molecules. The advantage of these nanojunctions is
that they can be mass produced, allowing large SERS enhancements over a broad band of illumination.
5.3. Plasmonic Solar Cells

Photovoltaic light conversion is an important green technology that can be a viable solution to the energy and pollution
problems worldwide. However, photovoltaics still cannot compete with fossil-fuel technologies. Current photovoltaic technology is mostly based on crystalline silicon wafers with thicknesses
around 100-300 μm.6 The production of such wafers represents
most of the cost of a solar cell,6 and the conversion eﬃciency
of such cells needs to be improved. This situation can only
change by reducing the amount of silicon being used, leading to a
decrease in the price of the solar cell, while at the same time
increasing their conversion eﬃciency.
Plasmonic photovoltaics is one of the most exciting ﬁelds in
nanophotonics at the moment.5,6,253-261 Standard solar cells are
combined with metallic nanostructures, which concentrate and
guide light at the nanoscale, leading to a reduction of the
semiconductor thickness required, as well as enhancing the
absorption of the incident light.6
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Figure 18. (A) Near-infrared ﬂuorescence tomographic images of normal and subcutaneous tumor-bearing mice after injection of a gold NP probe with
and without inhibitor (blue, low intensity; red, high intensity). (B) Near infrared ﬂuorescence images of excised gold NP-probe-treated tumors with and
without inhibitor. (C) Upper row, immunohistology results for tumors with diﬀerent inhibitors; lower row, near-infrared ﬂuorescence microscopy
images of tumors containing gold NP probes without and with inhibitor. (D) 2D slices of the image from panel A reconstructed in the z direction (blue,
low concentration; red, high concentration). (E) Quantitative image analysis performed by counting the total number of photons in the tumors as a
function of time. Adapted with permission.281 Copyright 2008, Wiley-VCH Verlag GmbH & Co. KGaA.

There are three main conﬁgurations being studied (Figure 16).
The ﬁrst approach makes use of the light scattering properties
of metal NPs. The idea is to create a situation where incident
sunlight is trapped in the semiconductor due to scattering
eﬀects (see Figure 16a). In the second strategy, incident light
excites localized surface plasmons, which concentrate it. This
leads to the creation of regions where the electric ﬁeld is very
intense (see Figure 16b). In this conﬁguration, the NPs are
close to the semiconductor, and because the absorption
in the semiconductor is proportional to the local electric ﬁeld
intensity, the absorption enhancement takes place where the
electric ﬁeld is ampliﬁed. In the third case, NPs couple the
incident light into a guided mode in the semiconductor, which
propagates until it is completely absorbed by the active
medium (see Figure 16c).
The idea of using plasmonic resonances to manipulate
light and improve the absorption in semiconductor materials
dates back to 1998, when Stuart and Hall270 showed that silver

nanoparticles deposited onto silicon leads to a 20-fold enhancement of photocurrent at 800 nm. More recently, it has been
demonstrated that plasmonic structures can amplify photoabsorption of the photocurrent generated in the cell in several
diﬀerent physical situations. There are interesting examples
reported on quantum well structures,271 c-Si and GaAs solar
cells,272,273 ultrathin-ﬁlm organic cells,274 organic bulk heterojunctions cells,275 and silicon-on-insulator (SOI) devices253
Figure 17 illustrates the occurrence of photocurrent enhancement in plasmonic solar cells. The system consists of silver NPs
deposited on a 1.25 μm thick SOI substrate, with a 30 nm height
intermediate oxide layer.253 In this experiment, metal NPs that
have LSPRs in the visible and near-infrared scatter light leading to
the formation of guided modes, which increase the amount of
light trapped in the silicon ﬁlm. The resulting photocurrent
generated was normalized to that generated by the bare SOI
structure and is shown in Figure 17. The photocurrent enhancement, which corresponds to a 33% increase in the total current of
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the device, is due to diﬀerent NP depositions and is particularly pronounced at longer wavelengths, where the silicon is less
absorbing.
In recent years, there have been experimental advances in
plasmonic photovoltaics. These have been accompanied by
increasing eﬀorts devoted to quantify theoretically the photoabsorption limit in plasmonic photovoltaics. Initial work was
carried out by Yablonovitch,276 who showed that the maximum absorption enhancement in an active medium (normalized to the incident EM energy) cannot exceed 2n2, where n is
the refractive index. This is the so-called ergodic limit,276
which was calculated in the framework of statistical ray optics
considering randomly textured surfaces. These assumptions
are no longer valid in plasmonic structures, which are subwavelength and are not randomly textured. This means that
the statistical approach based on ray optics is not suitable to
describe light scattering from a plasmonic solar cell.
Researchers are currently studying the absorption enhancement limit in these new structures, and recent works have shown
that the ergodic limit can be exceeded.277,278 However, more
accurate analyses are needed in order to ﬁnd the fundamental
absorption limit in nanophotonics.
5.4. Nanomedicine

Although gold NPs have been used in biomedical applications
for almost 40 years,279 the range of applications has increased
recently due to advances in biotechnology as well as NP synthesis
and conjugation. The use of nonspherical metal particles47,49,280
for biomedical applications allows the tuning of LSPR to the
medical window (650-900 nm), where light penetrates much
deeper into living tissue, and the scattering to absorption ratio
can be tuned.47
The imaging of biological samples and the detection of
diseases such as cancer require biomarkers and contrast
agents. Traditionally, these were based on photoabsorbing
and ﬂuorescent dyes, and more recently, quantum dots have
been also proposed. However, both are prone to photobleaching. Therefore, there is an interest in exploiting the large
scattering cross sections associated with LSPRs. Moreover,
unlike dyes or quantum dots, they do not photobleach and can
be nontoxic.281,282 An example of In Vivo gold NP imaging can
be seen in Figure 18.281 Gold particles are also being investigated for use in drug and gene delivery;282 application relies
on both their biostability and optical properties. Due to their
biostability, gold particles have also been proposed as contrast
agents for magnetic resonance imaging.283
The absorptive properties of metal NPs are also promising
for medical imaging. Small spherical NPs with diameter
e20 nm or optimized nonspherical geometries mostly absorb light. This leads to a local increase in the temperature of
the host as the NP cools, which can be used to image the
particle. Photothermal imaging relies on the change of the
refractive index of the host with increasing temperature,
while photoacoustic imaging monitors the thermal expansion of the host.
The main interest in the absorptive properties of metal NPs
lies in exploitation of their resistive heating for medical treatment. A laser can be used to ablate tumors in the presence of
photoabsorbers. Using gold particles as the photoabsorbers
maximizes the light absorption due to the large cross section
associated with their LSPR, which leads to a reduction of the
intensity of radiation required.52,284,285 The idea is to introduce

Figure 19. Calculated temperature variation for gold spherical nanoparticles in water as a function of the incident wavelength (a) and
incident power (b) for diﬀerent radii. Inset of panel a shows the time
dependence of the temperature increase within the nanoparticle. The
calculations in panel b are performed at the LSPR frequency. Adapted
with permission.286 Copyright 2006, Springer.

speciﬁcally designed metal NPs into tumor cells, with dimensions
allowing the excitation of LSPRs at wavelengths where the
human body is almost transparent. The excitation of plasmonic
resonances causes a temperature increase in the particles that can
be lethal for tumors. It is possible to show that the absorbed
power density in an arbitrary structure, as function of the vector
position r, is
Q ðrÞ ¼

ω
Im½εðr, ωÞjEðr, ωÞj2
2π

ð41Þ

which is proportional to the imaginary part of the dielectric
constant, ε(r,ω), and the local electric ﬁeld intensity, |E(r,ω)|2.
The absorbed energy, Q(r), represents the heat source due to
light dissipation in the metal particle and is obtained by solving
Maxwell’s equations. Once Q(r) is known, the temperature
distribution inside and outside the NP can be calculated using
the heat transfer equation
FðrÞcðrÞ

DTðr, tÞ
¼ rkðrÞrTðr, tÞ þ Q ðrÞ
Dt

ð42Þ

where F(r), c(r), and k(r) are the mass density, speciﬁc heat, and
thermal conductivity, respectively, and T(r,t) stands for the
time-dependent local temperature. The solution of eq 42 has a
transient state, and after a characteristic time, τ, it reaches its
steady state.54,286-288
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Thermal processes in metals are fast, which means that a
steady state is rapidly reached for typical powers and metal NP
dimensions used in nanomedicine.52,284,285 Therefore a simpliﬁed time-independent heat equation can be considered instead
of eq 42
r½kðrÞrðTðrÞÞ ¼ - Q ðrÞ

ð43Þ

Because heat ﬂow is fast in the metal, the nanostructure
temperature is nearly uniform for small particles.54,289,290 The
temperature distribution inside and outside spherical gold NPs
in water is shown in Figure 19 as a function of the wavelength
(panel a) and the incident power (panel b). The inset in
Figure 19a shows the temperature increase with time. Note that
the maximum temperature in panel a occurs at λ = 520 nm for a
gold sphere of 30 nm radius. This peak corresponds to the
excitation of a LSPR in the system. In Figure 19b, we can see that
larger temperature increases are obtained for bigger spheres,
as expected, because the absorbed energy is proportional to
the NP volume (assuming a constant energy distribution
within it).

6. CONCLUSIONS
In this paper, we have reviewed fundamental concepts, recent
advances, and applications concerning the interaction of nanoantennas with light and emitters, such as ﬂuorescent molecules and
quantum dots.
It has been shown that nanoantennas designed to interact
strongly with radiation in the optical regime can be used to
manipulate light on the nanoscale through the excitation of
plasmonic modes. Notions such as localized surface plasmon
resonances have been explained in a tutorial-like manner
introducing electromagnetic cross sections, plasmon hybridization, plasmonics dark modes, Fano resonances, and coherent coupling in nanoparticle arrays. We have also reviewed the
current state of the art in nanofabrication and characterization
techniques available for nanoplasmonics.
Nanoantennas can drastically modify the emission properties of quantum dots or ﬂuorescent molecules placed in their
vicinity. In this context, they act as plasmonic cavities, which
enable the control and enhancement of the radiative properties
of light emitters. We have described the fundamental physics
behind this intrinsically quantum eﬀect, and depending on the
intensity of the emitter-nanoantenna interaction, two diﬀerent regimes have been identiﬁed and discussed. We have
shown that metal nanoparticles do not only enable the eﬃcient
extraction of electromagnetic energy from poor emitters but
also allow the tailoring of the radiation pattern emerging
from them.
The remarkable electric ﬁeld enhancement and conﬁnement
that nanoantennas provide have relevant fundamental and technological implications in areas such as surface-enhanced ﬂuorescence, surface-enhanced Raman scattering spectroscopy, plasmonic solar cells, and nanomedicine. The implementation of
plasmonic concepts in these diﬀerent areas has been described,
and some of the prospects that nanoantenna capabilities open up
in research areas such as nonlinear optics and quantum photonics
have been also brieﬂy discussed.
In order to obtain plasmonic nanostructures with high
quality factor resonances and strong light concentration, small
gaps and carefully designed structures need to be fabricated
with nanometer scale resolution in a reproducible manner.

This remains a challenge when using current fabrication technologies. Once these constraints have been overcome, it will
be possible to take advantage of all the beneﬁts oﬀered by
nanoplasmonics.
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