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A lotus-inspired janus hybrid film enabled by
interfacial self-assembly and in situ asymmetric
modification†

Yun Liang,ab Jiangwei Shi,a Peng Xiao, *ab Jiang He,ab Feng Ni,ab

Jiawei Zhang, ab Youju Huang, *ab Chih-Feng Huang c and Tao Chen *ab

A lotus leaf inspired Janus hybrid film was exquisitely fabricated

through a self-assembly process at the air/water interface with

subsequent in situ asymmetric modification at the oil/water inter-

face. The interfacial asymmetric decoration strategy thus provides a

novel pathway for achieving a 2D Janus hybrid film with asymmetric

wettability and functionality.

Janus materials that integrate asymmetric chemistry or morphology
into one surface have attracted tremendous attention due to
their significant and fascinating performances in the academic
and industrial fields.1–5 Such specifically anisotropic structures
can emerge as different forms, such as zero dimensional (0D)
particles,6–9 one dimensional (1D) cylinders or fibres10–13 and
two-dimensional (2D) sheets, discs or films.2,14–18 In particular,
owing to the unique physical, chemical and electrical properties,
2D Janus films have blossomed in recent years. Although mas-
sive efforts have been dedicated to constructing Janus films, a
cost-effective, efficient and scalable approach is eagerly sought.
One recent example is the direct multilevel self-assembly of
azopyridine derivatives and poly(acrylic acid) for Janus ultrathin
films decorated with superhydrophobic and hydrophilic sur-
faces.19 The self-assembly strategy at the air–water interface is
considered to be an effective and robust way to fabricate a Janus
film.20–24 However, in spite of the self-assembled Janus films
being successfully acquired, their designability, controllability
and expansibility are still challenging.

Since an interface such as the air–liquid interface and the
liquid–liquid interface can further behave as an active platform
for asymmetric physical or chemical reactions, a series of Janus

materials are exquisitely designed to realize multi-functionality
for various applications.25–30 Recently, Zhang et al. creatively
introduced the concept of supramolecular interfacial polymeri-
zation for fabricating functional polymeric materials at the water–
oil interface.31 More recently, Wang et al. reported a one step
interfacial copolymerization strategy to achieve a monolithic
hydro/organo macro copolymer using hydrophobic and hydro-
philic monomers.32 The novel interfacial asymmetric modifica-
tion method provides a powerful pathway for designing Janus
films with well-controlled functionality.

As a typical and marvellous interfacial Janus material, the
lotus leaf exhibits superhydrophobic and superhydrophilic pro-
perties at the upper and lower surfaces, respectively.29,33 Inspired
by the integrated system of the lotus leaf, herein, we describe an
interfacial self-assembly and in situ asymmetric modification
strategy for designing well-controlled Janus hybrid films. Through
a Marangoni induced self-assembly and a subsequent aging
process, a hydrophilic group modified carbon nanotube (CNT)
film with asymmetric wettability could be readily achieved at
the air–water interface.34 In contrast, some strategies including
filtration,35 doctor blading,36 spray-coating,37 etc.38 usually attached
onto the rigid targets without desirable transferability. More
importantly, when exposed to an interface with differentiated
features, these achieved films with symmetric wettability or
functionality cannot maintain a stable state for further asym-
metric decoration. Since the anisotropic film can exist stably at
the air–water interface, it can further be employed as a functional
platform for further asymmetric modification. In our system,
oil-soluble and water-soluble molecules were applied to the air
and water side of the CNT film to conduct an in situ asymmetric
reaction for a Janus hybrid film, demonstrating potential appli-
cations in chemical sensors,34 oil/water separation,2,15 and
solar distillation,39 etc.2,3

The strategy for fabricating the Janus hybrid film starting
from the self-assembly of carbon nanotubes (CNTs) at the
air/water interface is schematically illustrated in Fig. 1. When
the CNT (with hydrophilic groups) dispersion was dropped
onto the water surface, the CNTs were rapidly pushed outward
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from ethanol-rich regions with low surface tension to water-rich
regions with high surface tension owing to the strong Marangoni
force (Fig. 1A).34 Subsequently, a homogenously pre-assembled
CNT layer was formed on the water surface. When a porous
sponge was put on one side of the film surface, it experienced a
rapid compression process from a loosely compacted state to a
closely packed one (Fig. 1B). After a specific aging procedure,
the CNT film with asymmetric wettability was self-assembled.
Note that there were more hydrophilic groups (such as –COOH,
NH2 and –OH) on the water side than on the air side (Fig. 1C).
Furthermore, contributing to the Janus wettability of the film, it
could be employed as a functional platform for an asymmetric
interfacial reaction. As displayed in Fig. 1D, hydrophobic and
hydrophilic substances were simultaneously added to the top
and bottom layer of the CNT film. As a result, a Janus hybrid
film was finally achieved, in which hydrophobic and hydro-
philic groups were modified on the air side and the water side
of the CNT film, respectively (Fig. 1E and F).

The example of the CNT film with –COOH groups strongly
shows the difference of the wettability between the air side and
the water side (Fig. 2A), in which each side of the aged film was
transferred to the same glass substrate. To investigate the self-
assembly process, water contact angle (WCA) measurements were
conducted to explore the WCA change during the aging procedure.
As shown in Fig. 2B, with the increase of aging time, the WCA of the
air side of the CNT film exhibited a gradual increase ranging from
B1151 to B1301. Nevertheless, the WCA of the water side demon-
strated a remarkable decrease from B1101 to B801. It is noted that
the self-assembly behaviour is time-dependent and can happen to
some hydrophilic groups. When the –NH2 and –OH functionalized
CNTs were adopted to fabricate the film at the air/water interface, it
can be observed that the WCA can present a similar trend (Fig. 2C).

Note that surface morphology and chemical groups can both
affect the wettability of the surface. To further explore the

potential self-assembly mechanism which dominates the sur-
face wettability, pure CNTs were introduced into this system.
As displayed in Fig. 2C, both sides of the pure CNT film demon-
strated similar WCAs with the increase of aging time. This result
indirectly evidences that the chemical groups dominate the
self-assembly process. In addition, the pure graphene film also
exhibits the same phenomenon. Moreover, energy dispersive
spectroscopy (EDS) was used to investigate the group content of
both sides of the film. Fig. 2D indicates that the oxygen content of
the CNT film with –COOH groups at the water side experiences a
gradual increase with the increase of aging time. Owing to the
limited depth of penetration of electrons, the content on the
air side just has a slight decrease, which can also verify
the above-mentioned self-assembly mechanism. Furthermore,
the morphology information of the CNT film was characterized
by SEM measurements. As shown in Fig. 2E and F, there was no
prominent structural difference observed in the morphology of
the CNT film on each side.

To further investigate the asymmetric wettability of different
sides of the film, the CNT–OH film was taken as an example for
further experiments. As shown in Fig. S1A (ESI†), a hydrophobic
substrate (WCA of B1401) was employed to transfer the CNT
film at the air–water interface from the air and water side,
respectively. Compared with the apparent breakage of the film
transferred from the water side, the film acquired from the air
side represented an integrated morphology. On the contrary,
the superhydrophilic substrate (WCA of B61) allows the film to
have an intact transfer from the water side and results in failed
transfer from the air side (Fig. S1B, ESI†). Upon increasing the
WCA value of the substrate up to B601, it can be observed that

Fig. 1 Schematic illustration of the interfacial self-assembly of the CNT
film and interfacial asymmetry modification of the Janus hybrid film.
(A) Dropping ethanol dispersions onto the surface of water. (B) A closely
packed film was achieved using a capillary force driven compression
strategy. (C) The resulting CNT film demonstrated asymmetric wettability
via a controlled aging procedure. (D) Hydrophobic and hydrophilic mono-
mers were individually added to the air side and the water side of the CNT
film for asymmetric modification. (E and F) A Janus hybrid was acquired
through an interfacial asymmetric reaction.

Fig. 2 (A) Photograph of the water drops at the different sides of the CNT
film with –COOH groups. (B) Water contact angle (WCA) for both sides
of CNT films with –COOH and NH2 groups with different aging times.
(C) WCA for both sides of a series of carbon-based films with 72 h of aging
time. (D) Oxygen content measurements for both sides of the CNT film
with –COOH groups at different aging times. SEM images of the CNT film
of the air side (E) and the water side (F).
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the air side of the film still cannot maintain a stable state
(Fig. S1C, ESI†). Significantly, the substrate with an appropriate
wettability (such as the WCA of B1081) enabled successful
transfer no matter whether from the air side or the water side,
ensuring the specific application in further characterization and
modification (Fig. S1D and Movie 1, ESI†). The results strongly
evidenced the asymmetric wettability of the as-prepared CNT
film assembled at the air–water interface.

In addition to the air–liquid interface, the stability of the
CNT film at the liquid–liquid interface, especially the oil–water
interface, was also explored in our system before aging and
after 72 h of aging time. Fig. S2 (ESI†) demonstrated that a series
of organic solvents that were lighter than water (N-heptane,
toluene, liquid paraffin, petroleum ether, ethyl acetate) were
added onto the air side of the aged CNT–OH film floating on the
water surface. The result shows that the CNT film can maintain a
stable state after 16 hours or even longer. Nevertheless, when
octanol, N-hexanol and cyclohexanone were added to the system,
the CNT film experienced an irreversible breakage. In order to
illustrate the possible mechanism, the physical properties of
these organic solvents were investigated. From Table S1 (ESI†),
it could be observed that organic solvents that dissolve more
water would severely affect the stability of the film at the oil–
water interface. In comparison, there is no prominent relation
with the surface tension or the solubility in water of organic
solvents. It is noted that detailed experiments will be conducted
to have a better understanding of the mechanism in further
work. Furthermore, ethyl acetate was selected to investigate the
stability of the CNT film at the oil/water interface before and
after the aging procedure. As shown in Fig. S3 (ESI†), compared
with the CNT film without an aging procedure, the aged one
maintains a more stable state, indicating that the aging process
can remarkably enhance the stability of the resulting film.

Since the as-prepared CNT film demonstrates asymmetric
wettability and excellent stability at a specific oil–water inter-
face, it could further be employed as a functional platform for a
specific reaction (Fig. 3A). As a proof of concept, 1H,1H,2H,2H-
perfluorodecyltriethoxysilane (PFDTS) in heptane and dopamine
in Tris solution were added onto the air and water side of the
CNT (–OH group) film, which results in a stable state at the oil–
water interface without any breakage (Fig. 3B). Through a typical
dehydration reaction, PFDTS could be chemically modified
on the CNT surface.35,40 Whereas, the self-polymerized poly-
dopamine (PDA) can form a strong p–p stacking interaction and
multi-hydrogen bonding with CNTs.41,42 After an appropriate
reaction time, an integrated and stable Janus hybrid film was
achieved in Fig. 3C. Furthermore, SEM measurements were
conducted to characterize the surface morphology of the asym-
metrically modified CNT film. As displayed in Fig. 3D, the
hydrophobic PFDTS modified CNT layer demonstrates that
the nanotubes were covered by thin layers with remarkable
network structures. The result shows that the rough structure of
the CNT film was commendably maintained. In comparison,
the PDA modified layer was thicker than that of the PFDTS,
resulting in a thickened tubular structure (Fig. 3E). Fig. 3F–I
illustrate the cross-sectional information of the resulting 2D

Janus hybrid film and represent a remarkable sandwiched micro-
structure. The successful modification strongly evidenced the
feasibility of the interfacial asymmetric modification strategy.

Moreover, the chemical component of the resulting Janus
hybrid film was also explored through X-ray photo-electron
spectroscopy (XPS) analysis. As shown in Fig. 4A, after 72 h
of aging time, there were three signals at 284.4 eV (graphite),
284.8 eV (sp3), and 286.6 eV (C–O) in the spectra of both sides of
the CNT (–OH group) films, which is consistent with the reports
in the literature.43 It was observed that the oxygen content on the
water side (atomic concentration, 7.38%) is higher than that on
the air side (atomic concentration, 5.96%), which was consistent
with the EDS measurements. After an interfacial asymmetric
reaction, the PDA and PFDTS modified layers present prominent
N 1s and F 1s peaks, respectively. There were six signals at
284.4 eV (C–C), 285.6 eV (C–N), 286.6 eV (C–O), 288.0 eV (CQO),
291.8 eV (–CF2–) and 294.0 eV (–CF3) for PDA and PFDTS
modified CNT films. Attributed to the porous network of the
resulting Janus hybrid film (Fig. S3, ESI†), the PDA side and the
PFDTS side also demonstrate weak F 1s and N 1s peaks, respec-
tively. However, compared with the strong N 1s or F 1s peak, the
corresponding content is extremely low, which will not impact the
wettability of each side of the film (Table S2, ESI†).

For adjusting the reaction time of dopamine, the self-
polymerized PDA can remarkably enhance the strength of the
resulting CNT hybrid film. As displayed in Fig. 4B, a self-supported
Janus hybrid film was successfully acquired and presented
different surface morphologies on each side of the film. Compared
with the smooth layer of the PDA side, the PFDTS modified one

Fig. 3 (A) Schematic illustration of the interfacial asymmetric modification
of the CNT film. (B) Photo of the PFDTS-heptane solution and dopamine
Tris solution added to the air side and water side of the CNT film for
asymmetric modification. (C) The resulting 2D Janus hybrid film after 12 h
of reaction. (D) SEM images of the PFDTS modified CNT film on the air side
and (E) PDA modified CNT film at the water side. (F–I) Cross-sectional
images of the 2D Janus hybrid film.
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represented a relatively rough surface due to the thinner encapsula-
tion of PFDTS, which was consistent with the SEM images (Fig. 4C).
Attributed to the successful and efficient modification of the
hydrophobic and hydrophilic groups, the as-prepared Janus hybrid
film demonstrates asymmetric wettability on the air and water side,
resulting in B146 � 0.461 and B01, respectively (Fig. 4D).

In conclusion, we develop an interfacial self-assembly and
asymmetric modification strategy for constructing a 2D Janus hybrid
film at the air/water and oil/water interface. Through a Marangoni
induced self-assembly with a subsequent aging procedure, a CNT
film with asymmetric wettability could be readily achieved. Further-
more, as a functional reaction platform, the resulting CNT film can
be simultaneously modified with hydrophobic and hydrophilic
groups at the air and water side, respectively. The achieved 2D Janus
hybrid film shows asymmetric structure and wettability properties,
which provides an alternative approach to construct a Janus film and
demonstrates significant potential in sensors, oil/water separation
and solar distillation, etc.
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