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Proposed Experiment to Realize and 
Detect the Three Dimensional Wigner Lattice 

Richard Dalven 
Department of Physics 

LBL-4131 

University of California, Berkeley, California 94720 

ABSTRACT 

This paper suggests and discusses possible experimental means 

of realizing and detecting the three dimensional Wigner electron 

. lattice. It is concluded that very pure germanium, doped with 

antimony, offers the possibility of obtaining extrinsic electron 

densities low enough to form the Wigner lattice. It is proposed 

that Brillouin scattering of photons by the LA and TA modes of 

vibration of the lattice offers a method of experimental detection. · 

This is because the Brillouin scattering spectrum of the electron 

lattice is anticipated to include structure not found in the spec-

trum of the.electron gas of the same density. 
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I •. Introduction 

The Wigner lattice C 1] is a body-centered cubic lattice of electrons 

whose formation in a solid is predicted to occur at a sufficiently low 

value of the electron density. With the present availability of very 

pure semiconductors with variable extrinsic electron densities, it is 

interesting to consider the possibility of experimentally realizing and 

detecting the three-dimensional [ 2] Wigner lattice. The aim of this 

paper is the suggestion and discussion of possible experiments for this 

purpose. To the best of the author's knowledge, this is the first paper 

discussing the possible experi~ental realization and detection of the 

three-dimensional Wigner lattice. 

Considering an assembly of electrons in the presence of a uniform 

background of fixed positive charge, Wigner [ 1] argued that, as their 

potential energy became large compared to their kinetic energy, the 

electrons would become localized in space. This would make the kinetic 

energy ineffectiv~ in opposing this spatial localization and lead to the 

formation of a lattice of electrons. If n is the electron density in a 

solid of dielectric constant £, then the potential energy V of inter-

action of the electrons is roughly 

where r is the average distance between electrons. Haking the \Vigner­
o 

Seitz approximation, (4nr 3 j3) ~ (1/n), the potential ene~gy may be 
0 
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expressed as 

The averagekinetic energy T of an electron: may be taken as equal to 

(3/5) of the Fermi energy EF, so 

T ~ ~ 
5 F ( 3h 2 /10m) (3rr

2
n) 213 ~ 

where m is the free electron mass. Then the ratio 

and (V/T) will become large at low values of the electron density n. 

Defining an effective Bohr radius [ 3] a* by the relation 
0 

a* = 
0 

2 * 2 (h £/m e ) , 

* where we are now considering electrons of effective mass m ,one obtains 

(V/T) C(r /a*) - Cr 
0 0 s 

(1) 

where the constant C = (10/9)(16/3rr
2

) 113 = D.905. The expression (1) 

shows that (V/T) increases as the dimensionless parameter r increases, 
s 
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leading to the crystallization of the electron gas at sufficiently 

large values of r , say larger than a critical value [ 4] of r r 
s s c 

The ground state energy of the electron gas and lattice has been 

the subject of a number of theoretical calculations [ 4-8] . The values 

of r obtained are generally between 14 and 20, leading to the expecta-c .. 

tion that the Higner lattice will be stable at electron densities 

corresponding to values of r greater than about 15. Large values of 
s 

r s are favored by the low values of the electron density which can be 

achieved in extrinsic semiconductors at low temperatures. It is thus 

natural to consider such semiconductors as potential "hosts" in which 

to examine the possibility of achieving and detecting the Wigner 

electron lattice. 

•, 
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II. Possible Formation of the Lattice 

The semiconductor presently obtainable in the purest form is 

germanium, in which net carrier concentrations of 109 to 1011 cm- 3 

may be obtained[9]. The existence of germanium of such high purity 

suggests that extrinsic electron concentrations low enough to produce 

the Wignet lattice may be achievable. U~ing an effective mass value[lO] 

m* == 0.12m for electrons and a dielectric constant £ = 16, equation (1) 

may be used to calculate values of r as a function of the electron 
s 

density n in germanium. If a typical theoretical value of r = 15 is 
c 

chosen, it is found that r is larger than 15 if the electron density n 
s 

14 -3 is less than 8.7 x 10 em . Considering antimony as a donor in ger-

manium (with an ionization energy Ed== 0.0096 eV[ll]), one may calculate 

[12] the electron concentration n as a function of temperature for a 

given value [13] of the donor atom concentration Nd. If Nd = 10
16 

atoms 

3 . 14 
of antimony per em , the electron density n is less than 3.5 x 10 

-3 em for temperatures below 16K. Such conditions are readily achievable 

in the very .pure germanium available today. It thus appears that values 

of r larger than the calculated values of the critical value r . s c 

may be obtained for the extrinsic electron gas in antimony doped 

germanium [ 14] . 

We next calculate some parameters of the electron gas at a low 

'" density. Using a representative value of the electron density 

n == 1014 cm-.3, corresponding tor =19 in germanium, the lattice 
s 

. . 3 
stant a of the bee electron lattice ~s given by n =='(2/a ), or 

con-

. -5 . 
a= 2.7 x 10 em. It is well known [15] tllat the electron gas in a 

semiconductor of simple band structure [16] has a plasma oscillation 
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p p 
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2 (4Tine /rn*£). For germanium with 

0.12m, and £ = 16, a value of 

11 -1 w = 4.1 x 10 sec is obtained, corresponding to a f(k=O) plasmon 
p 

-3 energy hw = 0.269 x 10 eV = 0.27 meV. 
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III. Possible Light Scattering Experiment to Detect the Lattice 

·Assuming that the Wigner lattice does fonri under the conditions 

suggested, how might it be detected experimentally? It·is well-known 

[17] that plasmons in the conduttion electron gas in semiconductors have 

been detect~d by light (Brillouin) sc•ttering experiments. In such 

experiments, an incident photon of freq~enty w is inelastically 
0 

scattered with the creation of a plasmon of frequency w and a 
I p 

scattered photon of frequency w . The result is a frequency shift 
s 

~w = (w - w ) = w for pure plasmon scattering without plasmon-phonon 
0 s p 

interactions [17]. For example, such Brillouin scattering has been 

observed [18] in n-type GaAs. In this case, the observed plasma 

frequency w ~ 100 cm-1 , corresponding to a plasmon energy hw 
p p 

17 -3 at an electron concent~atibn of about 1.16 x 10 em . 

1. 2 meV, 

If the conduction electron ~ in a semiconductor does crystallize 

into an electron lattice, it would be expected that transverse acoustic 

[19] vibrations would be possible in addition to a longitudinal acoustic 

branch. This expectation is borne out in the calculation by Clark [20] 

of the vibrational spectrum· of an electron lattice in the presence of a 

uniform batkground of positive charge [21]. Clark calculates the 

frequencies of both longitudinal (LA) and transverse (TA) acoustic 

modes as a function of wave vector for several directions of prop-

agation in the bee electron lattice. The LA mode is unusual in that 

its frequenty i~ not ~ero at the zone tenter; this is due to the long 

range of ·the Coulomb potentiai. (This behavior of the vibrational 

spectrum is the same as that observed for plasma oscillations in the 

electron gas [22].) The electron lattice thus has ~ibrational modes 
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whose phonon aspects may be thought of approximately as longitudinal 

and transverse "plasmons". The former are the analog of longitudinal 

plasma oscillations in the electron gas, but the latter should be 

something new. 

Clark's result is that the frequencies w£ and wt of the LA and 

TA modes are given by 

w = (1/ V21f)A w , 
t t p 

where w2 = (4nne2 /m*£) is the plasma frequency of the electron gas 
p 

of density n, etc. The quantities A£ and At are reduced frequencies 

whose calculated values [20] at various special points [23] of the 

Brillouin Zone are given in Table I. While the frequency of the zone 

center LA mode is the same as the plasma frequency of the electron gas 

of the same density, the zone edge (points H and P) LA and TA modes of 

the electron lattice are calculated to have frequencies of about 0.6 w 
p 

Table I. Vibrational Frequencies of the bee Electron Lattice. 

Special 'Point f(OOO) H(lOO) P(lll) 

A£ 2.50 1.45 1.45 

A 0.0 1.45 1.45 t 

(w£/wp) 1.00 0.58 0.58 

(wt/wp) 0.0 0.58 0.58 



Q 0 ~ t {J t;i 4 0 0 0 0 7 ~··l' 
·"j 

-9- LBL-4131 

One may contrast the expected features of the Brillouin scatter~ 

ing [24] spectrum of the electron lattice with those observed in 

Brillouin scattering by plasmons in the elctron gas. In the latter 

case, the central feature of the spectrum is [18] a peak at the photon 

frequency shift ~w = w due to scattering by the plasmons which are 
p 

the LA vibrational mode of the electron gas. For the electron crystal, 

one would also expe~t to observe Brillouin scattering at a photon Ere-

quency shift 6 uJ = tu due to the zone center LA vibrational mode \vhose 
p 

calculated frequency is w 
r 

However, it is also to be expected that 

the additiorial vibrational modes possible due to the formation of . 

the electron lattice would result in new and additional features in the 

Brillouin scattering spectrum, and that these features \vould not be 

present in the equivalent spectrum for the electron gas. Of special 

interest are the transverse vibrations of the electron lattice; these 

would be expected to couple strongly to incident photons. However, 

for these TA modes, the zone-center frequency is zero, so it is of 

particular interest and importance that, for the electron lattice, 

one would expect Brillouin scattering by LA and TA modes whose '\vave 

vectors are significantly different from zero. 

The reason for this is the fact that the lattice constant a of the 

electron lattice is very large compared to the values of the lattice 

constant found in most crystals. This results in the electron lattice 

• having a much smaller Brillouin Zone than those usually encountered. 

F 1 d . 1014 -) h 1 or an e ectron ens1ty n = em , t e attice constant a is 
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-5 approximately 2.7 x 10 em, so the Brillouin Zone boundary (n/a) 

5 -1 
is at a wave vector about equal to 10 em , a value about three 

orders of magnitude smaller than those found for the zone boundary of 

a typical crystal. The conservation of wave vect6r in scattering by 

lattice .phonons requires that 

= k + q -s 

for phonori creation, where k , k , and q are the wave vectors of the 
-o --s 

incident photon, the scattered photon, and the emitted phonon, res-

pectively. Since, on assuming little dispersion of the refractive in-

dex of the medium, jk I is approximately equal to ik I, conservatitin of -o . --s 

wave vector leads to the result [24] that 

q = l1l 2k sin e, 
0 

(2) 

where k 
0 

ik I and e is the angle between k and k . The physical o -o -s 

importance of equation (2) for the present discussion is the fact that 

2k is the approximate magnitude of the maximum phonon \vave vector 
o. 

allowed in Brillouin scattering: Since, for usual crystal lattices, 

(n/a) is much larger than the wave vector k of the incident photon, 
0 

Brillouin scattering involves only phonons with small values of q ~ 0 

near the zone center. However, for the electron lattice, (n/a) is 

roughly equal to k for visible and near infrared photons, so it is to be 
0 

.. 
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expected that LA and TA vibrational modes with'wave vectors q of 

magnitude equal to the zone edge values would take part in the 

Brillouin scattering process. 

It appears reasonable, then, to conclude that the Brillouin 

scattering spectrum (i.e., intensity as a function of photon frequency 

shift 6w for· a given scattering direction 6) of the electron lattice 

should show new features in addition to scattering by the LA (k ; 0) mode 

at 6w ; w found for the electron ~· Since both the LA and TA 
p 

vibrations with wave vectors covering, approximately, the whole 

Brillouin Zone would be expected to take part, spectral structure at 

values of 6w smaller than w is to be anticipat·ed. The relative 
p 

intensities will depend, among other things, on the occupation numbers 

of the various phonon modes of the electron lattice and, hence, on 

the temperature. It is also to be expected that w~ and wt would, 

through their proportionality to w , be directly proportional to the 
' ' p 

square root of the electron density n. This behavior, which has been 

observed [25] for Brillouin scattering by plasmons in the electron gas, 

would serve .to identify observed scattering peaks as due to scattering 

by vibrations of the electron lattice. In any event, it appears, 

based on the ideas presented above, reasonable to expect significant 

qualitative differences between the Brillouin scattering spectrum due to 

plasmons in the electron gas and the features anticipated for the spec-

trum of the electron lattice. 

A calculation of the Fermi-Thomas screening length 
I 

2 -1/2 
- (6nne /t.EF) , where EF is the Fermi energy, for an electron 
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14 -3 . 
density n = 10 em ~n germanium yields a value of AFT = 200A. Further, 

one would expect to use an incident photon frequency w for scattering 
0 

experiments such that 

w < w < (EG/h) p 0 

where EG is the energy gap of the semiconductor in question. For 

' 11 -1 
the germanium described above wp = 4.1 x 10 sec and (EG/h) 

. 15 -1 
1.14 x 10 sec . The corresponding wavelengths A = (2nc/w ) = 

p p 

0.463 em and AG = 2nc/(EG/h) = 1.654 x l0-4cm. The incident photon 

wavelength A used will then be such that it is less than A and greater 
0 . p 

than AG' so it will then be true that A
0 
~ AFT" This means that the 

electron gas st this density should exhibit colle~tive (i.e., plasmon) 

behavior, rather than single particle behavior, for an incident wave-

length A in the Brillouin scattering experiments suggested above. 
0 

It i~ therefore reasonable to suggest that an experimental study 

of Brillouin scattering in very pure germanium (doped with antimony) 

would be a reasonable method of searching for the Wigner lattice. A 

series of such samples with varying values of the donor atom density Nd 

could be studied at appropriate temperatures, yielding a series of 

Brillouin scattering spectra at varying values of the electron density n 

in a given temperature. A search for the spectral features described 

above would then probe the presence or absence of the electron lattice. 
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IV. Stability of the Lattice 

In order to investigate the potential stability of the Wigner 

lattice in the temperature range in question, the magnitude and sign 

of the cohesive energy may be calculated. The cohesive energy 6E, 

per electron, of the lattice is the difference between the energy E 
g 

of the electron gas per electron and the energy E of the crystal per 
' s 

electron: 

6E = (E - E ) • 
g s 

A positive value of 6E will imply the stability of the lattice relative 

to the gas for the value of the electron density n being considered. 

The energy E at T = 0 K, when the vibrations of the lattice have the 
s 

average phonon occupation number <n> 0, is given [4] bi 

2 
Es = [ (-3e /2r

0
) + (1/2)13 hwp], 

and the energy Egmay be taken as (3/5) EF, where EF is the Fermi 

energy at the electron density n. The expression for E may be 
s 

modified to 

E = [ (-3e2 /2r ) + (<n> + 1/2)/3 hw ] 
s 0 p 

to include the case of values of <n> not equal to zero. 

1. 38 
-3 and, for n If '"e consider T = 16K, kBT = X 10 eV, 

-3 hw 2.69 
-4 k T ·:~ hw leading the result em = X 10 eV, so p' to 

p B 

<n> -

1014 

th.:lt 
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Using <n> = 5 and r = (3/4n)l/Jn-l/J 
0 

1131-4131 

-5 1.34 x 10 em, one obtains 

-14 -16 E = -2.16 x 10 ergs per electron, E = 0.624 x 10 ergs per 
s g 

. -14 
electron, and 6E is found to be equal to 2.17 x 10 ergs per electron 

or 1.36 x 10-2 eV per electron. The cohesive energy is thus positive 

and its value may be compared to the cohesive energy of solid neon 

(melting point 24K) of 0.02 eV per atom given in Reference 11, page 99. 

We see also that (6E/hwp) ; 50 and (6E/kBT) ; 10, showing that the 

cohesive energy per electron of the Wigner lattice is large, in this 

temperature range, compared to both kBT and the largest quantum htJ.IP 

of the vibrational spectrum of the lattice. It is therefore reasonable 

to conclude that the electron lattice is, at least in principle, stable 

in this temperature range. 
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V. Other Possible Experiments 

There are, of course, other possible experiments to consider for 

the detection of the electron lattice. Among these is a study of the 

specific heat C as a function of electroti density. It appears, how­
v 

ever, that the Debye temperature [26] for the electron lattice is about 

3000K, while that of the host germanium is 374K. The lattice specific 

3 heat of the germanium would thus be a factor of about 10 larger than 

that of the electron crystal, making experimental detection of the 

latter difficult. One might consider observing the vanishing of 

the term in yT in the specific heat [27] as the electron gas crystallizes. 

Howver, a calculation (by the author) of y for an electron gas of 

14 -3 2 -2 density n = 10 em leads to a value of y = 9 x 10- erg-deg 

-1 
The electron gas specific heat yT is equal to 1.5 erg-deg at T = 16K, 

5 . 
compared to a lattice specific heat of 1.1 x 10 erg-deg for germanium, 

3 both values being for a volume of 1 em • It appears, therefore, that 

experimentally detecting the electron lattice using specific heat 

measurements would probably be difficult. Another type of possible 

experiment might involve the scattering [28] of phonons by the conduction 

electrons in a solid. One might anticipate that the ordered electron 

lattice would sc'atter phonons less than does the electron gas, and that 

this difference might be probed with thermal conductivity measurements, 

or perhaps with an experiment involving the scattering by electrons of 

monochromatic phonons generated by the methods used by Dynes and 

Narayanamurti [29]. 
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VI. Conclusion 

In summary, it is proposed that conditions under which the three 

dimensional Wigner electron lattice is predicted to form may be achieved 

in extrinsic germanium at low temperatures. Of several possible experi­

ments which might detect this lattice, it appears that the most 

feasible is the study of Brillouin scattering of photons by the LA and 

TA modes of vibration of the electron lattice. 

. 
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