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Electronic, magnetic, and structural properties of graphene ﬂakes depend sensitively upon the type of
edge atoms. We present a simple software tool for determining the type of edge atoms in a honeycomb
lattice. The algorithm is based on nearest neighbor counting. Whether an edge atom is of armchair or
zigzag type is decided by the unique pattern of its nearest neighbors. Particular attention is paid to the
practical aspects of using the tool, as additional features such as extracting out the edges from the lattice
could help in analyzing images from transmission microscopy or other experimental probes. Ultimately,
the tool in combination with density-functional theory or tight-binding method can also be helpful in
correlating the properties of graphene ﬂakes with the different armchair-to-zigzag ratios.
Program summary
Program title: edgecount
Catalogue identiﬁer: AEIA_v1_0
Program summary URL: http://cpc.cs.qub.ac.uk/summaries/AEIA_v1_0.html
Program obtainable from: CPC Program Library, Queen’s University, Belfast, N. Ireland
Licensing provisions: Standard CPC licence, http://cpc.cs.qub.ac.uk/licence/licence.html
No. of lines in distributed program, including test data, etc.: 66 685
No. of bytes in distributed program, including test data, etc.: 485 381
Distribution format: tar.gz
Programming language: Fortran 90/95
Computer: Most UNIX-based platforms
Operating system: Linux, Mac OS
Classiﬁcation: 16.1, 7.8
Nature of problem: Detection and classiﬁcation of edge atoms in a ﬁnite patch of honeycomb lattice.
Solution method: Build nearest neighbor (NN) list; assign types to edge atoms on the basis of their NN
pattern.
Running time: Typically ∼second(s) for all examples.
© 2010 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction
The current research activity [1–6] on characterizing ﬁnite graphene structures, such as nanoribbons and ﬂakes, and especially their edge
morphology is so intense that perhaps even Pauli would have added “God made graphene; its edges were invented by the devil” [7]. The
diabolic nature of edges in reduced dimensionality becomes more acute and for small enough systems is an ultimate factor determining
the overall system properties. Structural, mechanical, electronic and magnetic properties of ﬁnite size graphene is solely determined
by the edge atoms. Indeed, theoretically, the effect of edge morphology of graphene nanoribbons, nanoroads, quantum dots etc. on its
properties has been well quantiﬁed [8–10], and recently experimentally veriﬁed [3]. Further experimental probes have revealed intriguing
preference of a particular edge type (zigzag vs. armchair) [4,5]. Clearly, any discussion of graphene structure requires a reliable scheme
for classiﬁcation of edge atoms. The existence of pure zigzag and armchair directions belongs to the trivia about honeycomb lattice.
✩
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Algorithm 1 Edge detection and characterization.
 Parse command-line; allocate containers
 simple O ( N 2 ) counting

1: initialize run
2: build nearest neighbor list nn
3: ﬁnd edge lattice points
4: for i ← 1, nedge do
5:
if one has 2 && other has 3 neighbors then
6:
etypi ←
7:
else if both neighbors have 3 neighbors each then
8:
etypi ←
9:
else if both neighbors have 2 neighbors each then
10:
cannot assign type
11:
etypi ←
12:
end if
13:
if requested then
14:
output nn(i ) nearest neighbors of i
15:
end if
16: end for
17: ﬁnalize simulation

 Assign edge types

 Graphical illustration of type assignment:

Often, however, one needs to characterize dynamically evolving edge/interface morphology or irregularly shaped ﬂakes which may not be
a straightforward task. The type of graphene edge is of generic interest and relates to problems in lattice theory [11] and statistics of
random walks on honeycomb lattice [12].
In Section 2 we describe a simple algorithm for assigning types to graphene edge atoms and then, in Section 3, introduce the edgecount software tool that implements it. Finally, in Section 4, some examples and practical issues related to the code usage are discussed.
2. Detection and classiﬁcation of edge atoms in a truncated honeycomb lattice
The algorithm for assigning types to edge atoms is based on nearest-neighbor counting and is given in Algorithm 1. In brief, an edge
atom with two nearest neighbor atoms, (i) which themselves have three nearest neighbors, is assigned a type zigzag, or (ii) one of them
has two and another has three nearest atoms, is assigned a type armchair, or (iii) which themselves have two neighbors, are considered
“unassigned” atoms. The computational burden of such an algorithm is almost exclusively localized in the nearest-neighbor list building
step: counting the number of all atoms nn(i ) within some distance cutoff rcut from atom i. Here this is implemented in a straightforward
way as the expected application of the code is to analyze non-periodic systems, as is any ﬁnite patch of a hexagonal lattice. Therefore,
the overall scaling of the algorithm is O ( N 2 ) for a system of N atoms. A minor optimization is attempted by introducing a cap nnmax
on the nearest neighbor atom count in the inner loop over the atoms, thus skipping the rest of the loop for given atom i if the newly
incremented nn(i ) leads to nn(i ) = nnmax .
3. Program description
edgecount is written in Fortran 90/95 and implements Algorithm 1. It operates as a typical command-line tool and its general
synopsis for usage is

edgecount [OPTIONS] [FILE]
The present version of the tool assumes that the FILE contains the input geometry in the standard single-frame xyz ﬁle format:
input.xyz

<number_of_atoms>
comment_line
atom_symbol_1 x-coord_1 y-coord_1 z-coord_1
atom_symbol_2 x-coord_2 y-coord_2 z-coord_2
...
atom_symbol_N x-coord_N y-coord_N z-coord_N

Command-line options are provided for requesting more detailed help (-h), including in the output also nearest neighbors of the edge
atoms (-n), and a verbose mode of operation (-v).
All output generated by edgecount is stored in three ﬁles in the current working directory: output.log, output.xyz, and edge.xyz.
3.1. output.log
This ﬁle contains indices of all edge atoms identiﬁed by the tool along with the assigned type. Basic statistics including the total
number of armchair, zigzag, unassigned edge atoms, and the ratio of armchair to the total number of edge atoms with assigned type, is
appended at the end of the ﬁle. In verbose mode this simple statistics is also duplicated to the standard output (display).
3.2. output.xyz
This output ﬁle is an extended version of the input .xyz geometry. Every coordinate record is extended to include the number of nearest
neighbors of atom i, nni , followed by nni ﬁelds giving the atomic indices of the nearest neighbor atoms in the input geometry.
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Fig. 1. Test system: a Texas-shaped graphene ﬂake; input geometry texagon.xyz. (a) Edge atoms as identiﬁed by edgecount and output in edge.xyz; atomic types are color
coded (cf. Algorithm 1) and image is over imposed on the initial geometry. (b) Edge “contour” consisting of edge atoms and their nearest neighbors. (c) Same as (a), but for
a nonplanar geometry (“wrinkled texagon”). All images are generated with the VMD software [13]. (For interpretation of the references to color in this ﬁgure legend, the
reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

output.xyz

<number_of_atoms>
comment_line
atom_symbol_1 x-coord_1 y-coord_1 z-coord_1 nn_1 index_1 ... index_nn_1
atom_symbol_2 x-coord_2 y-coord_2 z-coord_2 nn_2 index_1 ... index_nn_2
...
atom_symbol_N x-coord_N y-coord_N z-coord_N nn_N index_1 ... index_nn_N

3.3. edge.xyz
This output ﬁle contains all identiﬁed edge atoms in an extended .xyz format, similar to output.xyz. The input atomic symbol is replaced
with a two-character generic identiﬁer which is AC for an edge armchair atom, ZZ for an edge zigzag atom, and XX otherwise (unassigned
atoms).
In the code distribution we have also provided a few simple utilities as Mathematica notebooks [14] which, given a source geometry,
can be used to construct random ﬂakes [15] as well as hexagonal patches with edges of a speciﬁed orientation, as those discussed in the
examples below.
4. Examples
Consider the patch of a honeycomb lattice, shown in Fig. 1(a), consisting of N = 3383 atoms, and available as texagon.xyz. To analyze
the edge structure of such a Texas-shaped graphene ﬂake one can simply execute on the command line

edgecount texagon.xyz
The identiﬁed edge atoms with the corresponding edge types can be easily visualized along with the initial geometry as shown in Fig. 1(a).
From the output protocol ﬁle output.log one can determine the assigned atomic types. It is straightforward to see, by inspecting the last
record in output.log, that along the edge of such a ﬂake the armchair atoms are slightly prevailing for the so constructed shape, with
nac = N ac /( N ac + N zz )  0.545. It should be noted, however, that this fraction depends sensitively on the orientation and size of the
underlying hexagonal lattice. Note also that the leftmost (“El Paso”) corner is not assigned a type as it is practically a single protruded
hexagon. Furthermore, all “bays” along the “Gulf of Mexico” contain fully coordinated atoms which result in gaps along the edge contour,
Fig. 1(b). The edgecount tool can in principle be applied also to the case of a nonplanar hexagonal lattice, as shown in Fig. 1(c).
As another example, we use the edgecount to characterize the edge of circular graphene ﬂakes as a function of their size which is also
suitable for testing the code robustness and benchmark its eﬃciency in terms of execution time. From simple geometry arguments one
can easily evaluate the densities of AC, nac (θ), and ZZ atoms, nzz (θ), along a given direction deﬁned by the angle θ relative to the zigzag
direction [16]:

4
nac (θ) = √ sin θ,
3

nzz (θ) = 2 sin(π /6 − θ).

(1)

For a random path on a honeycomb lattice, averaging the above expressions over the physically essential interval 0  θ  π /6, where
sin θ = sin(π /6 − θ), one ﬁnds

√

nac /nzz = 2/ 3
nac
nac + nzz

=

(2)

2
2+

√ ≡ 0.53589838 . . .
3

(3)

We have used edgecount to calculate the fraction of AC atoms for circular ﬂakes of up to 3 × 105√atoms and result is displayed in Fig. 2.
Indeed, as expected, for increasing ﬂake radius the actual fraction tends to the limit value 2/(2 + 3), Eq. (3).
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Fig. 2. √
(a) Fraction of armchair edge atoms nac for circular graphene ﬂakes (inset) as a function of their size N. The horizontal dashed line shows the average fraction
2/(2 + 3 ), Eq. (3); (b) Geometries of the smaller-size hexagons (N  2000). (c) Polar plot of nac for two sets of different size hexagons with edges converted from ZZ to AC
in step of 5◦ . Smaller symbols are for the smaller-size hexagons and the bigger symbols are for the larger-size set.

As a last example we consider the edge of a hexagonal ﬂake which represents an extreme and peculiar case: Changing the orientation
of the underlying hexagonal lattice relative to the edge lines from ZZ to AC direction the nac fraction can sweep almost the entire interval
[0, 1]. We have constructed a set of seven hexagons cut out from a circular graphene ﬂake of N = 104 atoms. The edge is transformed
from ZZ to AC in steps of 5◦ , Fig. 2(b). Two sets of different sizes were used, large (N  8200) and small (N  2000) hexagons, and nac
as obtained with edgecount is shown in the polar plot, Fig. 2(c). Since the corners of a ZZ hexagon are 12 AC atoms, therefore nac (0)
depends on the size of the hexagon. On the other hand, the corners of a purely AC hexagon are atoms of “unassigned” type and therefore
nac (30◦ ) = 1 for any size.
5. Summary
A tool to determine the edge type in a honeycomb lattice has been developed. An accurate determination of type of edge, in turn, enables the correct prediction of structural, electronic, and magnetic properties of such materials. The algorithm works on the pattern of the
nearest neighbors, which determines the type of the edges. The software can be helpful [17] in analyzing the edges of any material which
has a honeycomb lattice, such as graphene, h-BN, etc., with most straightforward usage for non-periodic simply-connected geometries. It
is expected, however, to be also applicable with some provisions to multiply connected systems (e.g., graphene “anti-dots” or rings) as
well as systems represented by supercells with applied periodic boundary conditions.
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