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Abstract: When a brittle material fractures due to an applied stress, cracks propagate through the
material causing mechanical failure. Atomically sharp crack tips at the frontier of crack
propagation are predicted but have not been captured experimentally before, which requires both,
atomic resolution and crack tracking at much larger length scales. Here, we combine both in-situ
aberration-corrected transmission electron microscopy and large-scale molecular dynamics
simulations based on a reactive force field to investigate the crack propagation in the monolayer
MoS2 with atomic resolution. We find that brittle fracture in 2D monolayer MoS2 leads to crack
tips with atomic sharpness through the preferential Mo-S bond cleavage along the zigzag lattice
direction with least energy release. We show that vacancy defects cause crack deflections, while
increasing defect density shifts the fracture mechanism from brittle to ductile by the migration of
vacancies in the strain fields and forming a defect network. We demonstrate that adding
vacancies to MoS2 can enhance the fracture toughness of the material by forming defect lines,
rendering its crack propagation different from, and leading to even higher fracture toughness,
than defected graphene. We show that this mechanism explains the reduced crack propagation
speed by adding vacancies as seen in experiments.

One Sentence Summary: In-situ transmission electron microscopy and large-scale atomistic-
scale computational simulations with a reactive force field reveal how the interactions between
atomically sharp crack tips and defects causes the markedly enhanced fracture toughness by
adding vacancies in monolayer MoS2, along with a comparison to graphene.

Main Text:

Understanding fracture mechanics is critical to avoid mechanical failure in materials and to
increase their strength (1–6). The basis of fracture in a material is often centered around cracks
and their tip fronts as they propagate through the crystal, in a brittle or ductile manner (7–11).
Brittle fracture is often associated with clean sharp cleavage of bonds that occurs rapidly with
fast crack propagation speeds, whilst ductile fracture generally involves some plastic
deformation around the tip front that slows down the crack propagation (12–14). Preventing a
crack from forming brittle propagations can delay mechanical failure and effectively increase the
material’s fracture toughness. Gaining a deep understanding of this process requires investigation
at the atomic level, due to the nature of bond breakage in crack propagation, the nanoscale size
of crack tips, interactions with defects and the plasticity generated in ductile materials under



stress. While these atomic behaviors have been theoretically predicted (15–17), they have not
been revealed before with in-situ experiments with such a detailed description.

Several different imaging techniques have been used to observe cracks in materials, ranging from
optical microscopy (microscale) (18, 19), atomic force microscopy (nanoscale) (20–22) to
transmission electron microscopy (TEM) (atomic scale) (7, 10, 23). TEM can provide single
atom imaging, but in thick bulk materials it is difficult to determine the exact atomic structure of
crack tips due to the 2D projection of their 3D structure. This limitation is eliminated in 2D
materials, such as graphene, monolayer transition metal dichalcogenides (TMDs) and hexagonal
boron nitride (BN) where the atomic positions can be truly interpreted from the 2D projection
(24–26).

2D materials of different chemistry have very different molecular structures and mechanical
properties and it is intriguing how they link to different crack propagation. While fracture in
graphene has been heavily investigated (27–31), fracture of other 2D materials, such as MoS2

and BN, is less understood, preventing comparison of their different fracture behavior to
understand the essential connection between molecular structure and its fracture mechanism for
2D materials. Classical molecular dynamics (MD) simulation represents a suitable tool to
investigate the crack propagation in different 2D materials. It is predicted in MD simulations that
defects in graphene can form dislocations and grain boundaries to interact with the crack
propagation (32, 33) but there is also evidence that their existence does not strongly alter the
crack propagation speed (34). However, it is not clear if such mechanism is the same for MoS2

fracture and how its fracture toughness gets affected by defects.

Here, we examine the structure and dynamics of cracks in suspended single crystals of
monolayer MoS2 and their interaction with vacancy defects at the atomic level using aberration-
corrected TEM (AC-TEM). We fully compare our MD simulation based on first-principles based
reactive force fields (see its details in SI) against the experimental observations and Density
Functional Theory (DFT) calculations and thereafter use simulations to systematically
investigate the fracture toughness as a function of vacancy density of MoS2 and compare to that
of graphene. The MoS2 was grown by chemical vapor deposition and transferred to Si3N4 TEM
grids with 2 µm holes (figure 1a). Cracks were introduced into MoS2 in a similar way to prior
work on graphene by bombarding the strained 2D membrane with a focused electron beam (e-
beam) at 80kV (31), figure 1b (video S1). Cracks formed rapidly, preventing their real time
imaging, but were stable enough to be captured as a series of quasi-static snapshots. Our MD
simulation with the same length scale as experiments, figures 1g and h, shows that mechanically
loading an elliptical hole in MoS2 forms a crack that propagates at the same length scale and with
similar geometric features as in those observed in the experiments (figure S1).

Both the experiments and MD simulations show the cracks narrow to an apex tip with atomic
sharpness, figures 1c-d and g-i, when containing several atomic step terraces. Long single step
terraces show reconstruction at the apex, figures 1e, and f and figures 1i and j (figure S2). The
crack propagates by skipping a single Mo-S bond and leaving a flexible chain behind (figure S3).
This process is associated with crack deflection, creating step terraces or taking a different
propagation direction, which increase the crack path length. Different from graphene, for which
cracks occur along both armchair and zigzag lattice directions (30), in monolayer MoS2 cracks
predominantly occur along the zigzag lattice direction, associated with cleaving the Mo-S bond,
figure 1d.



Figure 1. Cracks in a suspended monolayer MoS2 membrane. (a) Schematic illustration showing
transferred CVD-grown triangular-shaped monolayer MoS2 domains with the size of ~15 µm distributed
on the central holey window of the Si3N4 TEM grid. Each domain can completely cover several holes.
The zoom-in circular window shows the crack generation process by the focused e-beam on the
suspended monolayer MoS2 membrane covered on one TEM hole. (b) TEM image showing the crack
microstructure. The crack was developed from a hole created by continuous focused e-beam irradiation,
marked by the yellow box. A typical crack propagated along a certain lattice direction can be seen,
leaving long and straight teared edges, highlighted by the red arrow. The white dashed box shows the
crack morphology in its final propagation stage including the crack tip with a higher magnification image
below as an inset. (c-e) High-magnification AC-TEM images showing the atomic structures of different
types of cracks around the tip region (panel c and e), with atomic models overlaid (panel d and f)
highlighting the detailed configurations of crack tips, labeled by white dashed boxes in panel c and e,
respectively. The blue, yellow and orange spheres represent the single Mo atom, double S atoms and the
single S atom, respectively. White arrows in (d) and (e) show the direction of further crack propagation.
(g-h) A snapshot of MD simulation of the crack propagates from the end of an elliptical hole in a piece of
MoS2 model of 200 by 200 nm2 under mechanical stretching force. The crack tip shows an atomic
sharpness feature. (i-j) A MD simulation snapshot of a different crack propagation by creating a smooth
crack edge before creating a step and breaking bonds in front of an intact Mo-S bond, leaving a residue
chain behind the crack tip.

Crack propagations in MoS2 are straight for up to 1µm, forming atomically smooth edges of over
nanoscale distances, figures S4a-d. Very tiny (sub-nm) crack deflections are observed across one
or two rows of lattice, figure S4a. The cracks have complementary atomic edge terminations,
indicative of cleaving the Mo-S bond along the zigzag direction, as shown in figures S4b-d



(figures S5-S7). Occasional 60o direction changes of the cracks following zigzag orientations are
observed, figure S4e, and the near-perfect unzipping along all directions demonstrates brittle
fracture. Fracture tests simulations, figure S4f, show that the crack pathway in pristine MoS2 is
sensitive to the initial crack tip orientation, with cracks heading in the zigzag direction having
smooth propagation with tiny deflections, figure S4g. A crack heading in the armchair direction
propagates with more deflections of 60o (figures S4e and h), following the zigzag lattice along
the initial crack direction. The single layer of Mo and S atoms at the upper right edge are
mismatched and lose their connection with the rest of the lattice (figure S8). The computed
energy release from sample rupture along the zigzag direction is 2.09±0.13 eV/Ǻ, lower than the 
armchair direction of 2.48±0.16 eV/Ǻ, agreeing with previous DFT calculations of 2.21 eV/Ǻ for 
zigzag directions (by considering pair of Mo-S bonds with energy of 7.2 eV and bond distance of
3.25 Ǻ) (figures S4f-i). This explains why cracks predominantly occur along the zigzag 
direction. The ratio of the energy release is very close to the ratio of the total crack length
(cos(30o)), suggesting that the increment in the crack path length mainly contributes to the
delayed crack propagation along the armchair direction.

Exposing the crack tip region to the e-beam causes propagation within a fixed location (figure
S9). A fracture speed of ~ 0.2 nm/s, figure 2a to c, is slow enough to capture the dynamics with
atomic resolution in AC-TEM. The e-beam introduces S vacancies into the MoS2 lattice, causing
crack path deflections, figures 2d to f. Fast crack propagation in figure S4 occurs in pristine
regions of the MoS2 that are not exposed to the e-beam and have minimal defect density.
Simulations with 1% S vacancies under the same loading condition, figures S4f, show different
crack propagation compared to pristine MoS2, figures 2j to m, in agreement with the
experimental results. The crack tip can be deflected by defects during propagation and creates
step terraces. Deflection occurs at a region between the two S vacancies, and once the crack front
passes through the two S vacancies disappear, figure 2e, due to vacancy migration induced by
stress concentration around the crack tip. Because of the mobility of vacancies in the stress field,
the location of the crack deflection point is not simply determined by the position of static
defects, but instead is an evolving dynamic process of vacancy migration and crack propagation
by bond unzipping. S vacancies situated away from the crack path, where the stress fields are
reduced, remain fixed in their locations as the crack propagates (figures 2d and e), which
supports that vacancy migration is induced by stress concentration at the crack tip.

In addition, stress concentrated at the crack tip induces lattice distortions, causing the regularly
stacked double S atoms in the (001) crystal orientation to split, figures 2g and h, as well as
figures 2j and k (figure S10). However, there is no obvious lattice reconstruction in the tip
region. The crack typically propagates by directly unzipping the Mo-S bond (marked by A and B
in figure 3h) perpendicular to the tearing path along the zigzag direction. Once the crack tip
passes, the distortion in the bonding is reduced, but with some of the S atoms on the S-
terminated edge lost or reconstructed to out-of-plane positions. Again, these atomic scale
mechanisms are shown in our simulations, inserts of figures 2k-m.



Figure 2. Time series of AC-TEM images showing in-situ dynamics of MoS2 crack propagation in a
mildly defective region. (a-c) A time series of AC-TEM images showing crack movement through a
mildly-defective region, having a low concentration of S vacancies. (d-f) AC-TEM images showing the
detailed propagation of the crack tip, marked in the region of the white dashed boxes in panel a, b and c,
respectively. The white circles in panel d indicate two S vacancies close to the crack path. However, these
two vacancies disappeared after the crack tip passing through, as two locations where sitting S vacancies
were replaced by regular double stacked S atoms, marked by two white circles in panel e. The yellow
dashed line in panel d represents the tearing path of the crack front with a white arrow indicating the path
deflection point, situating between two S vacancies. The green circles numbered from 1 to 4 are used to
show four S vacancy defects located farther away from the tearing path, compared to those two vacancies
marked by white circles. Their locations in panel e are labeled by green circles with corresponding
numbers from 1’ to 4’, respectively. (g-i) AC-TEM images of the crack tip region marked in white boxes
in panels d, e and f, respectively, with atomic models overlaid. The blue, yellow and orange circles
represent the single Mo atom, double S atoms and the single S atom, respectively. All scale bars are 1 nm.
(j-m) Simulation snapshots of the crack propagation in a MoS2 model with 1% S atom missing, showing
the crack pathway is deflected by the defects near the crack tip.

Increasing the vacancy defect concentration in front of a crack tip results in distinctly different
crack propagation behavior, with some of the single S vacancies agglomerating into line defects
followed by the formation of dislocations and micro-cracks ahead of the tip and small regions of
dislocation-free lattice trapped between, figures 3a to e. Simulations show similar dislocation
formation when increasing S vacancy density up to 20%, figures 3j to n. The Burgers vector of
the dislocation region shows two types, (1,0) dislocation and (1,0) + (0,1) dislocation,



constructed from two |b(1,0)| = 3.1 Å dislocations of (1,0) and (0,1), figures 3f-i (35). All these
dislocation forms can be identified in the simulation snapshots at the crack tip as shown in
figures 3o to r but are not found for fracture test on samples with lower amount of defects. They
appear only after the simulation starts, suggesting that they correspond to a more favorable
energy state. The dislocations cause blunting of the crack tip, compared to the atomic sharpness
found for cracks in regions with low defect density, figures 1 and 2. The continuous creation of
dislocations ahead of the crack front decreases the vacancy density in this region (comparing
figure 3a with figure 3d and 3e), indicating that the dislocations are partly generated by the
aggregation of vacancy defects. Furthermore, large-area dislocation pools are formed by the
coalescence of small dislocation cores with dislocation-free micro-crack, figures 3h and 3i. The
application of a similar e-beam dose to a MoS2 region with no cracks only results in vacancies
aggregating to form line defects rather than dislocations (figure S11). A fracture velocity of
~0.07 nm/s, in this moderately defective region is the lowest speed measured, compared to the
pristine and mildly defective regions. This low value is due to the generation of dislocations and
micro-cracks ahead of the crack tips, which might stem from the interaction between the crack
front and the increased concentration of point and line defects, disrupting the uniformity of the
zigzag lattice plane along which the rapid brittle fracture occurs. This hinders the rapid
unzipping of bonds that creates the atomically sharp tips and long-range atomic smoothness of
crack edges. This is correlated by increased crack deflection in regions with high defect density,
slowing the crack propagation speed (video S2).

Figure 3. Time series of AC-TEM images showing the in-situ crack propagation within a moderately
defective MoS2 region containing an increased number of vacancy defect. (a-e) A time series of AC-TEM
images of crack propagation across an area with a medium concentration of S vacancies, showing the
creation of dislocations and micro-cracks ahead of the crack tip marked by white dashed rectangles. The
yellow ellipses in panels a and b show the aggregation of some S vacancies into line defects, which
subsequently evolve into dislocation pools in panel c as the crack tip approaches. (f-i) AC-TEM images of
regions marked in white dashed boxes in panels a to d, respectively. Dislocations with corresponding
Burgers’ vectors, labeled by green arrows, are shown by drawing Burgers’ circuits in white. Dislocation-



free micro-crack is marked by green dashed lines. All scale bars are 1 nm. (j-r) Simulation snapshots of
the crack propagation in a MoS2 model with 20% S atom missing, showing various types of dislocations
form at the crack tip. The dislocations interact with the crack propagation by deflecting the crack path and
making the crack tip less sharp than material samples with lower defect rates.

In figure 4a we schematically show how the randomly distributed defects aggregate to different
forms in MoS2 and graphene, as S vacancy defects in MoS2 aggregate to form line defects that
are distinctly different to the vacancy aggregates in graphene, for which increasing vacancy
density results in dislocation pairs and then finally small holes (figures S12-S17). This schematic
is supported by our computational simulations of MoS2 (figure 4b) and graphene (figure 4c) for
comparison, which show that the line defects in MoS2 helps to guide and deflect the crack in
propagation but there is no such mechanism for the small holes and dislocation in graphene. We
systematically compute the energy release rate (GC) and fracture toughness (KIC) of MoS2 and
graphene during mechanical fracture (figures 4d and e) as functions of vacancy density (tables
S1 and S2). It is noted that our calculations for graphene fracture agree with previous
experimental and simulation results (33, 36). Our results show that MoS2 has overall higher
energy release rate than graphene and initial vacancy increase in MoS2 causes an increase in
fracture toughness, while for graphene adding vacancies only reduces fracture toughness.
Surprisingly, the fracture toughness for mildly and moderately defective MoS2 can exceed that of
graphene, figure 4e. This is attributed to the way in which the atomically sharp crack tips interact
with the vacancies in MoS2 compared to graphene.

Figure 4. The enhanced fracture toughness of defected MoS2 and its molecular mechanism. (a) The
schematic shows that we apply tensile loading force to material samples on the left and right boundaries
until their total failure in our computational simulations. Fracture of defected MoS2 with different
vacancy density (V) is unique as is featured by the deflected crack pathway which is very different from



what is seen in graphene. The crack path associates with the conformation of defects at equilibrium as
vacancies in MoS2 can aggregate and form a defect network composed of lines to guide the crack
propagation. (b) The simulation snapshots of a defected MoS2 sample with initially randomly distributed
defects with V=20% before and after equilibration, which shows the merging of vacancies and forming of
a defect network. The defect network deflects the crack pathway during fracture. (c) The simulation
snapshots of a defected graphene sample with initially randomly distributed defects with V=10% before
and after equilibration, while two neighboring vacancies can be healed by forming a 57755775
dislocation, more vacancies form holes instead. The crack pathway in graphene is not significantly
deflected. (d-e) The comparison of the energy release rate (GC, panel d) as the energy release of unit
length of the 2D material during fracture and fracture toughness (KIC, panel e) as a function of vacancy
density for MoS2 and graphene, which shows MoS2 has a higher energy release rate and an superior
fracture toughness to graphene once mildly or moderately defected.

In summary, we provide conclusive evidence of the existence of atomically sharp crack tips in
2D materials. An atomically sharp tip means that stress forces are concentrated on the single
bond at the apex and therefore propagation can rapidly occur by breaking sequential single bonds
along the zig-zag direction. Defects were found to cause crack deflections to form step terraces
and redirection. Increasing the density of defects in MoS2 leads to enhanced fracture toughness,
not observed in graphene. Crack tips become blunt and the propagation speed reduces
dramatically. Slowing down the crack speed is associated with increased fracture toughness.
These results indicate that improved mechanical performance of 2D materials can be achieved by
utilizing mildly and moderately defective crystals. This has importance for utilizing 2D materials
for designing robust and resilient composites and electronic devices for harsh environments such
as space where radiation is extreme and will generate substantial vacancies.
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