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ABSTRACT: Volatiles can form novel compounds and exhibit
extraordinary properties under high pressure. The recently
developed nanostructured diamond capsules (NDCs) enable the
preservation of otherwise typically unquenchable high-pressure
volatiles for fundamental research and practical applications in
ambient environments. A critical process in NDC synthesis is the
pressure-driven diffusion of volatiles into the enclosed nanopores of
glassy carbon, the precursor material. However, the structural
pathways that allow such diffusion remain unclear, as glassy carbon
is typically considered to be extremely impermeable. Here, we
combined in situ high-pressure synchrotron X-ray diffraction and
small-angle X-ray scattering, complemented by transmission
electron microscopy, to investigate the pressure-induced diffusion
of two model gases, helium and argon, into glassy carbon and amorphous carbon. Our findings reveal that gas penetration occurs
through disordered structural defects in glassy carbon rather than via the usually expected interlayer spacing between its weakly
bonded graphene-like layers. Based on this mechanism, we further demonstrate that moderate pressures can also drive gas diffusion
into various amorphous carbon nanospheres, identifying them as viable alternative precursors for NDCs. These findings close a
critical gap in understanding gas permeability in disordered carbon under pressure and provide essential guidance for tailoring
carbon precursors to optimize NDCs for applications with high-pressure volatiles.

■ INTRODUCTION
Volatiles form exotic compounds and exhibit remarkable
properties under high pressure, such as Xe−H2, N2−H2, He−F
compounds, near-room-temperature superconductivity in
hydrogen sulfide, metallic hydrogen, and high-energy-density
polymeric nitrogen.1−8 However, these phenomena typically
require sustained high-pressure conditions and are otherwise
reversible upon decompression. Traditional high-pressure
devices, such as large volume presses or diamond anvil cells
(DACs), can generate and maintain a stable high-pressure
environment for various materials, including volatiles. Un-
fortunately, these devices are incompatible with powerful but
low-penetrating diagnostic probes like electron beams used in
electron microscopy.9 Additionally, their bulky nature restricts
the practical applications of high-pressure volatiles at ambient
conditions.10 Recently, nanostructured diamond capsules
(NDCs) have been developed as a solution,11,12 enabling
free-standing high-pressure volatile samples without relying on
conventional high-pressure devices.

To synthesize NDCs, type 1 glassy carbon (GC) was used as
a precursor (in the following text, GC refers to type 1 GC
unless otherwise stated). GC is a bulk noncrystalline carbon
with mostly sp2 bonds and a layered structure consisting of

randomly distributed curved graphene-like fragments.13−15 Its
structure and properties under high pressure have been
extensively studied.16−21 GC is synthesized through the
pyrolysis of organic polymers at high temperatures; therefore,
it contains numerous enclosed nanopores.22 In the NDC
synthesis process, a volatile substance, such as argon (Ar), is
loaded into the sample chamber of a DAC along with GC.
Upon compression, Ar diffuses into and fills the nanopores of
the GC. Subsequent high-pressure, high-temperature treatment
converts GC into diamond, forming NDCs containing high-
pressure volatiles inside nanopores.11 A key step in this process
is pressurizing Ar into the nanopores of the GC, which act as
high-pressure capsules. While GC is well-known for its
excellent impermeability to gases (∼109 cm2/s) at ambient
conditions, interestingly, high pressure is found to be able to
significantly increase its permeability.11 This allows volatiles
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such as Ar and neon (Ne) to diffuse into the enclosed
nanopores of GC, enabling the successful synthesis of NDCs
containing high-pressure Ar and Ne.

Despite the successful synthesis of NDCs containing high-
pressure Ar and Ne, the mechanism of volatile diffusion in GC
under high pressures remains unclear. Similar pressure-induced
diffusion of helium (He) has been observed in silica glass,23,24

which, like GC, is highly impermeable to gases or liquids under
ambient conditions. It has been suggested that He might enter
6- and larger (7- and 8-)-membered rings in silica due to its
kinetic diameter (0.26 nm) being smaller than the size of
interstitial sites in 6-membered rings (0.30 nm).24 Given that
graphene-like layers of GC also contain a significant number of
6-membered rings, along with some 7-membered rings, these
structures may play a role in volatile diffusion. However,
studies on graphene indicate that defect-free, single-layer
graphene is nearly impermeable to all gases and liquids,
including helium, neon, nitrogen, oxygen, and argon, up to 3
bar.25,26 This suggests that volatiles likely cannot diffuse
through 6-membered carbon rings in GC. On the other hand,
unlike the network structure of silica glass, GC features a
layered structure with a relatively large interlayer spacing of
about 0.37 nm with weak van der Waals bonding,27 which may
serve as a diffusion pathway. A deeper understanding of the
volatile diffusion mechanism and pathways in GC could guide
the synthesis of NDCs containing other target high-pressure
volatiles. Although GC has proven to be an effective precursor
for NDC synthesis, identifying alternative carbon precursors
with different atomic and microstructural characteristics is
essential for broadening the synthesis and applications of
NDCs. Understanding the mechanism of gas permeability in
carbon could enable rational selection and design of new
carbon precursors for NDC synthesis. However, no exper-
imental studies have been conducted to date.

In this study, we combined in situ high-pressure synchrotron
X-ray diffraction (XRD), high-pressure small-angle X-ray
scattering (SAXS), and transmission electron microscopy
(TEM) to investigate the diffusion of gas into GC and
amorphous carbon under pressure. Our findings indicate that
He does not diffuse into GC through the interlayer spacing
between the graphene-like layers but rather through structural
defects. As a consequence, pressure-induced permeability
could be a general phenomenon in sp2-bonded disordered
carbon structures, not limited to GC. These results enhance
our fundamental understanding of the permeability of
disordered carbon under pressure and provide essential
guidance for synthesizing various NDCs.

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Figure 1a compares the SAXS data of a GC sample at 0 GPa
(without He) and those collected at 1.3 and 3.2 GPa with He.
SAXS is an effective method for probing nanoscale density
variations within materials. At 0 GPa, the SAXS profile shows a
broad scattering peak at approximately 0.1−0.2 Å−1, consistent
with the presence of numerous nanopores in the GC, as
previously reported.11 A comparison of the experimental data
and the modeling results using Irena software is shown in
Figure S1.28 The modeling decomposes the total signal into
scattering from nanopores in GC and Porod-type background
from large-scale structures (e.g., diamond anvils, beamline
optics, and large domains in the sample). The irregular
scattering peak at ∼0.02 Å−1 originates from the scattering
signal (Kossel line) from single-crystalline diamond anvils of

DAC.29,30 Because the position and intensity of these Kossel
line features vary with even subtle pressure-induced changes in
the anvil orientation and strain, their appearance is pressure-
dependent. At 1.3 GPa, the Kossel lines overlap with the
sample-scattering region and could not be fully masked
without significantly degrading the signal-to-noise ratio. At
1.3 GPa, with He present, the scattering peak (0.1−0.2 Å−1)
becomes obviously weaker. This change could be partly
attributed to the diffusion of He into the nanopores, which
reduces the density contrast between the GC matrix and the
pores, and partly to the decreased pore volume due to
compression.

A further increase in pressure to 3.2 GPa (a pressure
increase of 1.9 GPa) results in only a subtle decrease in the
intensity of the SAXS peak, suggesting a minor change in the
pore volume. In contrast, previous studies suggest the volume
of a GC sample decreases almost linearly during compression
up to ∼11.2 GPa.31 Therefore, the SAXS results imply that He

Figure 1. (a). SAXS curves of a GC sample in a DAC at 1.3 (blue),
3.2 (red), and 0 GPa (black curve) with He as the pressure-
transmitting medium. The o GPa data was collected after
decompression. Inset: the microscope image of the GC sample in
the DAC for an in situ high-pressure SAXS experiment. (b) High-
resolution TEM image of a GC sample showing the curved layer
structure. The scale bar is 5 nm. Inset: the fast Fourier transform of
the HRTEM image.
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is present in the nanopores, making them less compressible
than empty pores. The ability of He to diffuse into GC aligns
with previous experimental observations that inert gases Ne
and Ar, which have larger kinetic diameters than He, can
diffuse into GC under pressure.11

The next question is how He diffuses into GC under
pressure. As shown in Figure 1b, GC consists of curved
graphene-like layers with an average interlayer distance of
∼0.37 nm, which is much larger than the kinetic diameter of
He (0.26 nm). In previous studies on He diffusion in silica
glass, the He atoms that diffused into the voids of silica glass
make the glass significantly less compressible at high
pressures.23,24 This substantial change in the compressibility
was revealed by the nearly unchanged first sharp diffraction
peak (FSDP) position of SiO2 glass in a He medium under
pressures up to 18.6 GPa. By analogy, if He diffused into GC
through the spaces between the graphene-like layers, it would
make the interlayer spacing seemingly incompressible. To
investigate this, we conducted in situ high-pressure XRD
experiments on GC using He as a pressure medium.

Figure 2a shows the XRD patterns of GC at representative
different pressures in the presence of He. The FSDP, whose
position corresponds to the interlayer distance of the
graphene-like layers, shows a clear shift toward higher two-
theta angles with increasing pressure. The position of the
FSDP as a function of pressure was determined by fitting the
peak to a Gaussian function (see Figure 2b). For comparison,
we included results from previous studies that used Ne as a
pressure medium and from experiments conducted without
any pressure medium.16,27 The consistent results from all three
independent experiments suggest that the compression
behavior of GC has not been affected by the presence of
pressure mediums He or Ne. The minor differences among
different studies primarily arise from experimental uncertainties
in determining the peak positions, given the weak and broad
nature of the FSDP. If He were intercalating between the
graphene-like layers of GC, it would make the interlayer
spacing highly incompressible and result in a stable FSDP
position, similar to what is observed in silica.23,24 Therefore,
these XRD results indicate that He does not likely diffuse into
GC through the interlayer spaces, despite the interlayer
distance of 0.37 nm being larger than the kinetic diameter of
He (0.26 nm). Moreover, since He has the smallest kinetic
diameter among all volatiles, these results further suggest that
other volatiles are also unlikely to diffuse into GC through the
interlayer spaces under similar conditions.

As previously mentioned, six-membered carbon rings in
graphene are nearly impermeable to all gases and liquids,
including He.25 Thus, it is unlikely for He to diffuse through
the six-membered rings in GC. On the other hand, previous
studies on graphene have shown that gas transport can occur
through angstrom-sized pores in graphene when the pore size
is comparable to the kinetic diameter of the gas.32,33 Therefore,
it is plausible that gases diffuse through defects or voids within
the graphene-like fragments of GC, or along the edges of these
fragments, where the atomic structure is more disordered and
exhibits lower atomic density, conditions that favor gas
diffusion. In crystalline materials, defects such as grain
boundaries and dislocations often serve as fast diffusion
pathways, with diffusivities at defect cores several orders of
magnitude higher than in the perfect lattice.34,35 Our results
suggest that the diffusivity in amorphous materials is also not
uniform and that substantial short-circuit diffusion may also

occur in amorphous materials, which is consistent with
structural and dynamic heterogeneity in amorphous materials
revealed by other techniques.36,37

Since gas diffusion in GC does not rely on its unique
graphene-like layered structure but instead most likely
proceeds via a defect-mediated mechanism, pressure-induced
permeability may be a universal feature of disordered carbon.
To test this hypothesis, we need to conduct high-pressure
experiments on other forms of sp2-bonded carbon with
disordered atomic structures and abundant enclosed pores or
voids. To this end, amorphous hollow carbon nanospheres,
combined with Ar as the pressure medium, serve as an ideal
model system due to their well-defined pore structures and
strong SAXS contrast. Figure 3a shows the TEM image of the
carbon nanospheres used in the experiments, revealing their
hollow structure with an average size of approximately 60 nm.
The highly diffused diffraction rings in the electron diffraction
image (Figure 3b) indicate that these nanospheres are

Figure 2. (a) XRD patterns of GC at different pressures during
compression with He as the pressure-transmitting medium in a DAC.
Due to the weak X-ray scattering ability of GC, the sample XRD
patterns are obtained after subtracting the background scattering. The
symbol * denotes the peaks from the gasket Re in the background
XRD patterns. (b) Position of FSDP as a function of pressure (red
circle). The peak position was converted to 2π/q for easier
comparison with previous results. The position of FSDP derived
from previous experiments using Ne as a pressure medium (diamond)
and without pressure medium (square) are also included for
comparison.16,27
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amorphous. Given their hollow structure, if Ar diffuses into the
carbon nanospheres under pressure, then it would fill the
empty cores of the nanospheres, altering their compression
behavior. Figure 3c,d shows the TEM images of the carbon
nanosphere sample after decompression from ∼20 GPa
without a pressure medium or with an Ar pressure medium,
respectively. In Figure 3c, most hollow structures appear to be
destroyed by compression, which is expected, as the empty
core structure of nanospheres would collapse under high
pressure, similar to the squashing observed in carbon
nanotubes.38 In contrast, the hollow structures remain largely
intact in Figure 3d, which can be attributed only to the
diffusion of Ar into the cores of the nanospheres, supporting
their shells during compression and preventing their collapse.

To further quantitatively verify Ar diffusion and assess its
generality in hollow amorphous carbon nanospheres under
pressure, we performed in situ high-pressure SAXS experi-
ments on an additional batch of amorphous carbon nano-
spheres with different sizes. Figures 4a, b and S2 and S3 display
the TEM and high-resolution TEM images of these nano-
spheres, indicating an average outer diameter of ∼200 nm and
a disordered atomic structure quite different from GC. High-
pressure SAXS was used to investigate the permeability of the
nanospheres to Ar. As shown in Figure 4c, the SAXS pattern at
ambient pressure shows a distinct hump at 0.02−0.03 Å−1 and
a weaker one at ∼0.05 Å−1 (indicated by vertical arrows),
which can be attributed to the density contrast between the
amorphous carbon shell and the empty cores. After loading Ar
to 0.3 GPa, the hump at 0.02 to 0.03 Å−1 becomes significantly
weaker, and the one at ∼0.05 Å−1 nearly disappears.

The experimental data were fitted using Irena software to
interpret the SAXS results (see Figures 4d and S4).28 A core−
shell form factor was employed to model the scattering signal
from the hollow carbon nanospheres (see the Supporting
Information for detailed fitting information). To fit the SAXS
profiles at 0 and 0.3 GPa, a similar size distribution for the
carbon nanospheres was used, while the contrast (scattering
length density difference Δρ) between the shell and core/
surrounding medium was adjusted. The fitting results indicate
that Δρ between the shell and the core decreases by ∼70% at
0.3 GPa. This dramatic change suggests that Ar has diffused
into the empty cores of the carbon nanospheres, reducing the
core−shell scattering contrast (Δρ2) by over 90%. Therefore,
the SAXS results suggest that Ar can effectively diffuse into the
amorphous carbon nanospheres, even at relatively low
pressures, such as 0.3 GPa. It should be noted that the size
of nanospheres only slightly decreases when compressed to 0.3
GPa, which is minimal and can be neglected for data fitting.
For instance, previous studies suggest the volumes of type I
and type II GC decrease by ∼5% (corresponding to a size
decrease of 1.7%) when compressed to 0.5−1 GPa.31

It should be noted that the 0 GPa SAXS data for both GC
and amorphous hollow carbon nanospheres were collected
after decompression rather than before gas loading. Due to the
impermeability of both GC and amorphous carbon under
ambient conditions, a small amount of residual gases should
remain trapped in their nanopores after decompression. The
influence of this residual gas has been evaluated in our previous
study, in which SAXS data of a GC sample were collected
before compression, compressed to 0.3 GPa (with Ar as the

Figure 3. TEM characterization of initial and high-pressure recovered hollow carbon nanosphere samples. (a) TEM image of hollow carbon
nanospheres with an average outer diameter of ∼60 nm. (b) Electron diffraction image of the carbon nanospheres showing highly diffused
diffraction rings. (c) TEM image of hollow carbon nanospheres after compression to ∼20 GPa without a pressure medium, followed by
decompression. (d) TEM image of hollow carbon nanospheres recovered from ∼20 GPa with Ar as the pressure medium.

Journal of the American Chemical Society pubs.acs.org/JACS Article

https://doi.org/10.1021/jacs.5c17051
J. Am. Chem. Soc. XXXX, XXX, XXX−XXX

D

https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/jacs.5c17051/suppl_file/ja5c17051_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/jacs.5c17051/suppl_file/ja5c17051_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/jacs.5c17051?fig=fig3&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/jacs.5c17051?fig=fig3&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/jacs.5c17051?fig=fig3&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/jacs.5c17051?fig=fig3&ref=pdf
pubs.acs.org/JACS?ref=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1021/jacs.5c17051?urlappend=%3Fref%3DPDF&jav=VoR&rel=cite-as


pressure medium), and again after full decompression.11 As
shown in Figure S5, the pressure of residual Ar trapped in the
nanopores after decompression to 0 GPa is much lower than
the pressure needed to significantly modify the SAXS contrast
and does not measurably affect the signal from the pore

structure. Therefore, the 0 GPa data collected after
decompression could still represent the initial pore structure,
which justifies the simplified experimental protocol adopted in
the present work.

The observation that Ar penetrates these nanospheres at
modest pressures supports the generality of pressure-induced
defect-mediated diffusion in disordered sp2-bonded carbon.
Since Ar has a relatively large kinetic diameter (0.35 nm), our
results imply that other gases with smaller kinetic diameters
(e.g., Ne: 0.28 nm, He: 0.26 nm) could also effectively diffuse
into these amorphous carbon nanospheres under pressure.
With good gas permeability under pressure, these nanospheres
and various other amorphous carbon with similar structures
could serve as promising candidates for synthesizing NDCs.
From a microstructural perspective, the amorphous carbon
with numerous enclosed pores would be particularly suitable
for this purpose, as these pores can act as high-pressure sample
chambers. Amorphous carbon materials can be synthesized
using various methods, and their microstructures are highly
tunable, ranging from hollow nanospheres investigated in this
study to monolayers, nanoporous, mesoporous structures,
etc.39,40 These versatile characteristics make these amorphous
carbon materials good candidates for NDC synthesis
precursors.

■ CONCLUSIONS
In this study, the pressure-induced diffusion of He and Ar into
GC and amorphous carbon nanospheres was systematically
investigated by multiple techniques, including in situ high-
pressure XRD, high-pressure SAXS, and TEM. It is revealed
that He does not diffuse into GC through the interlayer
spacing between the graphene-like layers but rather through
disordered structural defects. Further experiments indicate
that, in addition to GC, amorphous carbon hollow nano-
spheres can also efficiently take up gases under moderate
pressures (<0.3 GPa), suggesting that they can serve as viable
precursors for NDC synthesis as well (preliminary tests and
finite-element modeling indicate that the ratio between the
shell thickness and hollow size is a key parameter governing
their ability to retain high internal pressures). These results
suggest that pressure-induced permeability is a general
phenomenon in disordered carbon structures, not limited to
GC, and highlight a promising route for designing tunable
carbon precursors for future NDC synthesis. Overall, this work
deepens our fundamental understanding of volatile diffusion in
carbon materials in general and provides essential insights into
the development of synthesizing strategies of NDCs, thereby
promoting preservation of high-pressure volatiles for diverse
applications, including the potential development of ambient
condition solid deuterium−tritium fuel target capsules (with a
hollow carbon structure) for inertial confinement fusion.
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Figure 4. In situ high-pressure SAXS of hollow carbon nanospheres
(a). TEM image of hollow carbon nanospheres with an average outer
diameter of ∼200 nm. (b). High-resolution TEM image of a hollow
carbon nanosphere showing the disordered atomic structure. (c).
SAXS curves of hollow carbon nanospheres in a DAC at 0.3 GPa with
Ar as the pressure-transmitting medium (red curve) and at 0 GPa
(blue curve) after decompression. The peak at ∼0.4 Å−1 originates
from the Kapton foil used as the window material for the vacuum tube
in which the SAXS detector is placed. (d) Comparison of
experimental data (circles and squares) and the fitting results (solid
lines).
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