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Positron annihilation lifetime spectroscopy is employed to measure the size of the interstitial void spaces
characterizing the structure of a set of permanently densified SiO2 glasses. The average volume of the voids
is markedly affected by the densification process and linearly shrinks by almost an order of magnitude after
a relative density variation of 22%. In addition, x-ray diffraction shows that this change of density does not
modify appreciably the short range order, which remains organized in SiO4 tetrahedra. These results
strongly suggest a porous medium description for v-SiO2 glasses where the compressibility and the
medium range order are dominated by the density variation of the voids volume up to densities close to that
of α-quartz.
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Despite the absence of translational periodicity, the
glassy structure is characterized by the presence of some
degree of order on the short (SRO) and medium ranges
(MRO) [1]. SRO is associated with well-defined first
neighbors arrangements, which can be characterized in
terms of bond lengths and bond angle distributions. The
basic structural units composing the network of covalent
glasses are coordination polyhedra packed in a nonrandom
way to form a second level of organization, which typically
extends over a length of a few interatomic distances [2,3].
The presence of MRO is revealed by the appearance of a
first sharp diffraction peak (FSDP) in the static structure
factor SðQÞ. The FSDP has been observed in a wide range
of glasses, supercooled liquids, and even in melts at high
temperature, displaying a universal dependence on temper-
ature and pressure [4]. This suggests a common structural
origin, associated to the atomic arrangement at the nano-
meter scale. Several interpretation schemes have been
proposed to explain this feature. The layered structure of
many glass-forming chalcogenide glasses has suggested the
identification of the FSDP with a Bragg-like peak originated
by pseudocrystalline arrangements [5]. On the other hand,
the FSDP has been connected to the occurrence of character-
istic low density regions [6,7]. These void structures are
surrounded by chemically ordered clusters leading to corre-
lation distances typical of the MRO [4]. Thus, the FSDP
arises from a prepeak in the concentration-concentration
structure factor in the Bhatia-Thornton formalism [8].
The importance of the nanoscale structure in the glass

transition phenomenology has been pointed out in recent
numerical works highlighting some connection between
heterogeneous dynamics [9] and the structural order

[10,11]. The nanometer length scale is also relevant in
the glassy state below the glass transition temperature,
where it marks the transition from a macroscopic elastic
regime to a microscopic one where the dynamics of the
glass and that of the corresponding density polycrystal
become very similar [12]. However, the knowledge of the
real-space arrangement at the MRO scale is still elusive and
practically accessible only in computer simulations. In fact,
Fourier transform of the SðQÞ only produces subtle MRO
correlations, whereas the effectiveness of imaging tech-
niques at the nanometer scale is still currently limited.
In this Letter, we present a study of the density evolution

of the structure of vitreous silica v-SiO2, archetype of
covalent network-forming glasses and one of the most
investigated case studies, e.g., [13]. The structural building
blocks are rather well defined SiO4 tetrahedra arranged in
an open network similar to that of the high-temperature
crystalline SiO2 polymorph β-cristobalite [14]. A high-
pressure high-temperature permanent densification pro-
cedure was exploited to produce samples up to a ∼22% of
densification, close to the α-quartz density [15]. The
evolution with density of the structural voids has been
probed by means of positron annihilation lifetime spec-
troscopy (PALS), and the SRO has been characterized by
means of x-ray diffraction (XRD). We find that, up to the
density of α-quartz, the v-SiO2 structure can be described
in terms of that of a porous medium, with an incompress-
ible and a compressible component. The former one
corresponds to the SiO4 tetrahedra whereas the latter one
is related to the interstitial voids, whose volume shrinks on
increasing density and is reduced to ∼3% of its ambient
pressure value at densities close to the α-quartz one. The
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observed density variation of the interstitial voids dominates
the correlations originating the MRO and well accounts
for the observed density dependence of the FSDP, consistent
with the void-cluster picture for the glassy network [6,7].
Permanently densified silica samples were prepared

starting from the same commercial-grade Spectrosil block
purchased from SILO (Florence, Italy). The material was
drilled in cylindrical pieces of about 4 mm diameter and
4 mm length and then loaded into a 6=8-type multianvil
apparatus (Rockland Research Corporation). The pressure
was first increased at a rate of 1 GPa=hour up to the final
value, and the temperature was then raised to 770 K with a
heating rate of 50 K=min and kept there for 10 minutes.
The sample was finally quenched and the pressure was
released at a rate of 0.3 GPa=hour. The final products are
homogeneous and densified glasses. The density of the
obtained samples has been found to be stable over at least a
few years, i.e., over a time scale much longer than the one
corresponding to the investigations discussed here. The
applied pressures and the corresponding densities and
densification ratios are reported in Table I. In the following,
we refer to the samples using their densification pressures.
PALS experiments were performed at the pulsed low

energy positron system (PLEPS) [16], which is coupled to
the neutron induced positron source Munich (NEPOMUC)
[17], located at the research reactor FRMII (Garching,
Germany). In a PALS experiment, the main observable is
the time elapsing between the positron eþ implantation and
its annihilation. Spectra were acquired at two implantation
energies Ei of 16 and 18 keV by accumulating several
million annihilation events. The average implantation depth
z̄ðEi; ρÞ ranges between 1 and 2 μm [18]; however, the
measured spectra do not show any Ei dependence, thus,
confirming the sample homogeneity. Figure 1(a) shows
PALS spectra measured at Ei ¼ 16 keV as a function of the
increasing density. The spectral shape is given by the
convolution between the sum of N exponential decays ziðtÞ
and the experimental time resolution function RðtÞ [19]
superimposed onto a constant background bkg, namely:

ZðtÞ ¼ RðtÞ ⊗
XN
i¼1

Ii
τi
expð−t=τiÞ þ bkg; (1)

where τi and Ii are the lifetime and intensity of the different
annihilation contributions, respectively. In insulators with

open volumes, i.e., a region with low electron density, eþ
can also form positronium (Ps), an eþ-e− bound state. This
process is very effective in v-SiO2 where up to 80% of the
implanted eþ forms positronium [20]. Ps exists in two spin
states: the singlet state parapositronium (pPs, lifetime in
vacuum τp ¼ 125 ps) and the long living triplet state
orthopositronium (oPs, lifetime in vacuum τo ¼ 142 ns).
In condensed matter, the latter lifetime is reduced via
pickoff annihilation with the electron cloud limiting the
void volume. However, the pickoff lifetime is still longer
than that of the other annihilation processes and it conveys
information on the void dimensions.
The measured spectra were analyzed by means of

the PATFIT package [21]. An example of spectral decon-
volution is shown in Fig. 1(b). The analysis points out the
presence of three lifetime components: (i) a short lifetime
τ1 which comes from pPs and free positron annihilation in
bulk silica; (ii) an intermediate lifetime τ2 ranging from
733 ps, corresponding to the oPs pickoff annihilation in
small voids, to 359 ps, close to the characteristic time
(∼300 ps) of positron annihilation in Si or O vacant sites
in crystalline SiO2 [22]; (iii) a long lifetime τ3 that is related
to oPs pickoff in the intrinsic voids of the amorphous
structure. The decrease of this longest decaying lifetime
going from normal silica to the 8 GPa sample is evident
from Fig. 1(a) and represents the main outcome of the
present PALS experiment. In the most densified sample, it
is necessary to add a further long-living component with a
lifetime τ4 ∼ 3 ns to accurately describe the spectrum.
The intensity I4, possibly related to oPs pickoff in small
cracks, is less than 1.5% of the total intensity and,
thus, marginal. The Ei-averaged values of the lifetimes
and their corresponding intensities are reported in
Table I.
On increasing the density, both the lifetime τ3 and the

corresponding intensity I3 decrease, see the inset in Fig. 2.
The decrease of τ3 is related to the shrinking of the intrinsic
voids in the silica samples, while I3 indicates a reduction of
the oPs formation and, consequently, of the number of
intrinsic voids. At the same time the lifetime τ2 also
decreases while the corresponding intensity I2 increases,
see inset in Fig. 2. It is worth noting that the strong decrease
in the Ps formation on increasing the sample density leads
also to the decrease in the fraction of pPs self annihilating

TABLE I. Applied pressure, density, and densification value for the probed samples. The density was measured by the Archimedes
method using ethanol as immersion fluid. Ei-averaged lifetimes τi and intensities Ii are also reported.

Density Densification τ1 τ2 τ3 τ4 I1 I2 I3 I4
Sample (g=cm3) (%) (ps) (ps) (ps) (ps) (%) (%) (%) (%)

0 GPa 2.198(5) 0 145� 3 730� 30 1623� 6 25.5� 0.5 18.7� 0.5 55.8� 0.6
4 GPa 2.255(5) 2.6 165� 3 571� 10 1540� 20 26.4� 0.3 28.9� 1.5 47.7� 1.7
6 GPa 2.406(5) 9.5 195� 12 570� 50 1250� 20 29.3� 0.3 40.9� 0.7 29.8� 2.0
8 GPa 2.67(1) 22 169� 6 359� 5 781� 14 3590� 80 39.7� 4.0 45.3� 4.0 13.9� 0.2 1.1� 0.1
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with the characteristic 125 ps lifetime, and then the increase
of the lifetime τ1.
The lifetime τ3, measuring the oPs pickoff annihilation,

can be related to the interstitial voids dimension by the Tao-
Eldrup model [23,24]. The model assumes a spherical void
with an effective radius R described by an infinite potential
well in which Ps is trapped in the ground state and
annihilates with the electrons only when its wave function
penetrates into the bulk. These annihilations are taken into
account by an empirical parameterΔR: orthopositronium is
assumed to have an infinite lifetime inside the potential
well of radius R, whereas the spin-averaged Ps lifetime
within the penetration distance ΔR from the walls of the
potential well is 0.5 ns. The model is adequate for
R < 12:5 Å. The penetration distance ΔR in silica was
calibrated to be 1.68 Å [25]. The density evolution of the

volume of the voids is reported in Fig. 2; increasing the
density by 22% the voids volume linearly shrinks to 12% of
its initial value.
Additional information on the evolution of the short

range structure as well as of the FSDP was obtained by
means of x-ray diffraction. The measurements were per-
formed on a two axis diffractometer using the Ag Kα

radiation (λ ¼ 0.5608 Å) monochromatized by a graphite
crystal. Figure 3(a) shows the static structure factor SðQÞ
for normal v-SiO2 and the permanently densified silica
samples. The high-Q part of SðQÞ is almost unchanged,
showing that the short range structure, i.e., the SiO4

tetrahedra, are scarcely affected by densification, as already
shown in Refs. [26,27]. This is also clearly visible by
computing the number density function NðrÞ [28]. This
quantity is reported in Fig. 3(b) and gives information on
the average number of atoms at a given distance r. At
distances smaller than the oxygen-oxygen distance rOO
NðrÞ is almost unchanged, whereas it increases at the
intertetrahedra length scale. On the contrary, the densifi-
cation process induces a modification in the MRO range as
indicated by the FSDP, see Fig. 3(c). In fact, on increasing
density the FSDP positionQ1 shifts upwards by about 20%
while its width ΔQ1 remains constant. It is worth noting
that the position Q1 of the FSDP at 4 GPa basically
corresponds to that of the most intense Bragg peak of α-
cristobalite and that of the 8 GPa sample to that of α-quartz,
see Fig. 3(c).

FIG. 1 (color online). (a) Lifetime spectra measured at 16 keV
positron implantation energy in v-SiO2 samples with increasing
density (from top to bottom). Spectra are normalized to the peak
height. The instrumental time resolution function RðtÞ is also
reported (solid black line), FWHM ¼ 261.9 ps. (b) Example of
spectral deconvolution for the 6 GPa sample signal. The thick red
line is the best fit to the data whereas black lines represent the
three lifetime components.

FIG. 3 (color online). (a) Static structure factor for normal
silica and permanently densified samples. (b) Density evolution
of the number distribution function NðrÞ; density increases from
bottom to top [colors are as in the legend of (a)]. The bond lengths
are marked by black arrows: rSiO ¼ 1.60 Å, rOO ¼ 2.5 Å, and
rSiSi ¼ 3.07 Å [13,26]. (c) Comparison between the low-Q
portion of the diffraction patterns of the permanently densified
-v-SiO2 samples [density increases from left to right; colors as in
the legend of (a)] and of the crystalline SiO2 polymorphs α-quartz
(orange solid line) and α-cristobalite (brown thick solid line).

FIG. 2 (color online). Interstitial void volume 4
3
πR3 as obtained

from PALS data. The dashed line is a linear fit to the data. The
density-evolution of the intensities I2 (blue squares) and I3 (red
circles) is reported in the inset; the dashed lines are guides for the
eyes. The oPs formation in normal vitreous silica is about 56% of
the implanted positrons, while another 18% forms pPs.
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The XRD and PALS results naturally suggest a descrip-
tion of the v-SiO2 structure using a porous medium model,
with an incompressible and a compressible part. The
compressible part can be estimated from the voids volume
fraction fv ¼ CI3v, where v is the average volume of a
single void, I3 is proportional to the concentration of voids
and C is a material-dependent constant [29,30]. Combining
the measured values of I3 and v (see Fig. 2), we obtain that
a 22% increase in density gives rise to a shrinking of
the compressible component to ∼3% of its initial value.
This implies that the compressible part of the structure of
ambient pressure v-SiO2, i.e., the interstitial voids,
occupy ∼18% of the total volume. The reduction of the
compressible part upon densification can be ascribed to an
almost rigid rotation of the tetrahedra which fill the
interstitial voids [31]. Only at pressures corresponding to
densities larger than that of α-quartz the short range
arrangement will be affected, and in fact, at that point,
the Si coordination starts to increase from fourfold to
sixfold [32].
Moreover, the FSDP variation with density can also be

explained in terms of reduction of the voids volume. The
glassy network can be imagined as an ensemble of voids
surrounded, at a distance D from their centers, by quasi-
spherical cation centered clusters. For vitreous silica, these
clusters are SiO4 tetrahedra separated by the Si-Si distance
d. The FSDP is, thus, due to the chemical ordering of the
clusters around the void and is related to a prepeak in the
concentration-concentration partial structure factor SCCðQÞ
in the Bhatia-Thornton formalism [8]. The peak position
Q1 turns out to be [7]

Qth
1 ¼ 3π

2d

�
3

2
− D
2d

�
; (2)

where d ¼ rSiSi ¼ 3.07 Å and D is estimated by the PALS
data in the following way. The Si-void center distance can
be obtained as D ¼ Rvoid þ reff , where reff is a screening
distance accounting for the exact location of the high
electron-density region which cannot be explored by
positrons. To estimate reff we can compare the value of
Rmeasured in v-SiO2 at ambient density to the geometrical
Si-void center distance calculated in a β-cristobalite ideal-
cell (density 2.20 g=cm2) [33] reported in Fig. 4(a). We
obtain that reff ∼ 0.59 Å. Using this value, we can calculate
the density dependence ofD as reported in Fig. 4(b). Using
these values, finally, we can compute via Eq. (2) the values
of Qth

1 shown in Fig. 4 together with the measured ones. It
is clear that the present PALS data allow us to describe with
great accuracy both the FSDP position and its density
dependence in absolute units within the void-cluster
model [7].
In conclusion, XRD measurements in permanently

densified v-SiO2 show that a density increase of up to
22% does not modify appreciably the short range structure,
which remains organized in rigid SiO4 tetrahedra. On the
contrary PALS results allow us to study the density
dependence of the interstitial voids size. The structure of
v-SiO2 comes up to be that of a porous medium, with pores
that in v-SiO2 at ambient conditions have a radius R ¼
2.5� 0.2 Å and occupy ∼18% of the total volume, and that
display linear decrease of their volume with increasing
density up to the density of α-quartz. The reduction of the
interstitial void space dominates the variation of the
medium range correlations and finally the v-SiO2 com-
pressibility; it also accurately describes the density depend-
ence of the FSDP position via the void-cluster model [6,7].
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