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Abstract: High-pressure Raman and infrared spectra of a natural sample of prehnite, with a chemical
composition of Ca2(Al0.74,Fe0.26)2Si3O10(OH)2, are presented. Analyses of the spectra indicate that
prehnite undergoes a reversible structural change between 6 and 8 GPa that is most likely associated
with a subtle alteration in the orientation and/or deformation of the polyhedra comprising the
framework of the structure. At pressures in excess of ~11 GPa, the high-pressure spectra indicate that
prehnite undergoes a reversible phase transition involving the collapse of the framework structure.
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1. Introduction

Prehnite is a hydrous calcium aluminosilicate mineral and a member of the prehnite-pumpellyite
metamorphic facies, and is commonly associated with oceanic plate subduction zones, where hydrogen
incorporation into mineral structures occurs [1]. The presence of prehnite is indicative of environmental
conditions of 0.2–0.6 GPa and 473–623 K [2–4]. Prehnite and its associated minerals therefore provide
valuable information pertaining to important geological processes, such as rock formation and water
transportation, and for this reason, the evaluation of their physical and structural properties as a
function of pressure and temperature is of importance.

The crystal structure of prehnite has been extensively investigated, including the location of
the hydrogen positions with neutron diffraction [5–9]. The structure is comprised of corner-sharing
(Si,Al)O4 tetrahedra and AlO6 octahedra, with any Fe3+ present substituting for Al3+. When viewed
along the [010] direction, the prehnite framework appears to consist of layers of octahedra, connected
by three layers of tetrahedra (Figure 1). These (Si,Al)O4 tetrahedra form a corkscrew arrangement that
extends parallel to [010]. The tetrahedra that are directly bound to the octahedra are all SiO4 units,
however the intermediate layer of double tetrahedra is composed of both AlO4 and SiO4. The exact
arrangement of these double tetrahedra is dependent on the space group to which the structure is
assigned. If the structure is described in orthorhombic space group Pncm, then the average structure
that is obtained is disordered, and the central atoms of the tetrahedra comprising the intermediate
layer must be modelled as Si and Al in a 1:1 ratio (Figure 1). However, if the structure is refined in the
acentric monoclinc space group, P2cm, then an ordered arrangement is obtained, in which half of these
tetrahedra are AlO4 and the remaining half are SiO4 units. The apices of the octahedra are protonated,
leading to possible hydrogen bonding between octahedral units that lie adjacent to each other in the
[010] direction, as shown in Figure 1 where the bifurcated environment of the H and its next nearest
oxygen atoms is indicated by dashed lines. The anionic charge on the framework is compensated for
by Ca2+ ions, located within the channels of the framework that run parallel to [010].
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Figure 1. (A) The average structure of prehnite (Pncm), as viewed along [010] with (Al,Fe)O6 (purple);
SiO4 (dark blue); (Si0.5,Al0.5)O4 (light blue); Ca2+ (green spheres). (B) Hydrogen positions viewed
down [010]. Both figures were generated from crystallographic data reported in [9].

In a high-pressure single-crystal X-ray diffraction study (HP-XRD) of prehnite, Detrie et al. [10]
completed structure refinements up 9.8 GPa, that shed light on the compression mechanisms of prehnite.
Above 8.7 GPa, they observed a change in the structure involving softening of the volume and b unit
cell parameter, although the average structure was maintained across the transition. The driving force
for the structural change in prehnite above 9 GPa was attributed to the reduction of the shear of the T2
tetrahedron, while the Si tetrahedron, the Al octahedron and the remainder of the Ca environment all
remained essentially the same. The aim of this study was to elucidate the nature of this transition, by
completing a high-pressure infrared and Raman study of prehnite. As described below, these data
provide new insights into the phase transition and high-pressure behavior of prehnite.

2. Materials and Methods

The data were collected on a sample of prehnite from Mali, Africa, with a formula of
Ca2(Al0.74,Fe0.26)2Si3O10(OH)2. All infrared (IR) spectra were recorded at the National Synchrotron
Light Source (NSLS), Brookhaven National Laboratory, on beamline U2A. Mid-IR spectra were
collected with a Bruker IFS 66v/S vacuum Fourier transform interferometer (Bruker Optics, Karlsruhe,
Germany). The instrument was equipped with a KBr beamsplitter (Bruker Optics, Karlsruhe, Germany),
globular source, and a N2 cooled mercury cadmium telluride (MCT) detector (Infrared Laboratories
Inc., Tucson, AZ, USA). Far-IR measurements were performed with a modified Bruker IRscope II
microscope (Bruker Optics, Karlsruhe, Germany), fitted with a mylar beamsplitter and SiB/Si bolometer
(Infrared Laboratories Inc., Tucson, AZ, USA). Infrared spectra were first collected in air under ambient
conditions and then the sample was loaded in a standard symmetric type diamond anvil cell (DAC), and
compressed into a thin film of powder. A KBr or petroleum jelly was used as the pressure-transmitting
medium during the high-pressure mid- or far-infrared experiment separately. These pressure media
were used because it is transparent in the mid- or far-infrared region accordingly. The exact hydrostatic
limit for this particular pressure medium is unknown, but it is assumed to be low based on studies
of similar media, such as silicon oil (0.9 GPa) and glycerol (1.4 GPa) [11]. A fragment of ruby was
included in the DAC as a pressure calibrant [12]. High pressure Raman spectra were also collected at
the NSLS at beamline U2A. Ambient condition spectra were collected from a single crystal in air. For
the high-pressure data collections, the crystal was loaded into a standard symmetric type DAC with
the dominant (001) crystal face parallel to the diamond culets. Two ruby spheres were included in the
DAC for pressure calibration [12]. The DAC was filled with a 4:1 methanol:ethanol solvent mixture,
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that acted as the pressure-transmitting medium; this mixture was chosen as it is known to remain
hydrostatic up to 10 GPa [11].

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. IR and Raman Spectra of Prehnite Measured under Ambient Conditions

Table 1 summarizes the peaks derived from the ambient infrared spectra obtained by smoothing
the spectra with a Savitsky–Golay function and then deconvoluting and fitting peaks with multiple
Gaussian functions (using PeakFit [13]). There is acontinuous band of modes extending from 128 to
574 cm−1, followed by a gap, then a band of peaks between 755 to 1150 cm−1, followed by another
gap before peaks between 3450 to 3500 cm−1 (O-H strecthing modes). The peak at 475(1) cm−1 is
largely associated with the internal vibrational modes of the MO6 octahedra, and the bands between
3453–3490 cm−1 are associated with O–H stretching vibrations. The peaks within the 976–1152 cm−1

range of the spectra reflect the internal vibrational modes of the SiO4 tetrahedra. These assignments are
based on the analyses of the infrared and Raman spectra of relevant silicate minerals [14–18]. However,
the remainder of the vibrational bands in the spectra are complex and is comprised of multiple peaks
that cannot be assigned unambiguously without a full lattice dynamical study, which is beyond the
scope of the current contribution.

Table 1. Central energy values and frequency half width maximum (FHWM) values for principle
Gaussian functions, comprising the fitted infrared and Raman data.

Infrared Peaks
(cm−1)

Peak FHWM
(cm−1)

Raman Peaks
(cm−1)

Peak FHWM
(cm−1)

128 (3) 27 112 (1) 21
146 (2) 21 138 (1) 27
213 (1) 26 161 (1) 16
243 (1) 16 216 (1) 17
296 (1) 27 317 (1) 18
343 (1) 33 350 (1) 27
377 (1) 21 381 (1) 25
423 (2) 55 464 (1) 21
475 (1) 35 492 (1) 22
505 (1) 36 518 (1) 20
542 (1) 38 541 (1) 14
574 (5) 44 606 (1) 26
755 (2) 47
812 (1) 36
876 (1) 33
931 (9) 44
976 (9) 40 940 (1) 30

998 (25) 62 985 (1) 16
1033 (19) 33
1080 (13) 52 1074 (1) 28
1118 (16) 48
1152 (24) 47

3453 (1) 41
3456 (1) 26
3475 (6) 18

3490 (1) 35
3419 (1) 13
3494 (1) 13

Table 1 also includes the peaks obtained from fitting the Raman spectra. There is a continuous
band of modes extending from 112 to 605 cm−1, then a gap before modes between 940 to 1100 cm−1

(Si–O stretching modes), and then another gap before the modes between 3450 to 3500 cm−1 (O–H
stretching modes).
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3.2. High Pressure Infrared Spectra of Prehnite

The far- and mid-IR spectra of prehnite recorded over the 1 bar to 20 GPa range are shown in
Figure 2. These plots show the evolution with pressure of the Ca and lattice vibrational modes, as
well as modes associated with the translational motions of the octahedral and tetrahedra [14–16].
Examination of the spectra reveals a red-shift of the peak at ca. 540 cm−1, accompanied by suppression
of the peak intensity. The changes in this peak are gradual, but appear to commence at ca. 6.0 GPa and
be completed by 8.2 GPa. A comparison of the high pressure far-IR spectra of prehnite with those of
layered silicates, such as chrysotile, antigorite, talc, clinochlore, and montmorillonite [14–16] suggest
that the peaks within the 400–700 cm−1 range are associated with the translational motions of the
polyhedra, the bending/stretching of the P–O–P (P = polyhedron) links, and the M–OH vibrations.
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Figure 2. (A) Evolution with pressure of the far-IR spectra of prehnite over the 0–700 cm–1 range;
(B) Over the 700–1300 cm–1 range; (C) Over the 3000–4000 cm–1 range. (D) Central position of the
primary O–H vibrational peak, plotted as a function of pressure. Closed circles: data points measured
during pressure increase; open circles: data points recorded during decompression.

Consequently, the changes observed between 6.0 and 8.2 GPa in the far-IR spectra, as evidenced
by the red-shift of the 540 cm–1 peak, are likely to involve a subtle change in the relative orientations of
the polyhedra that is insufficient to break the average crystal symmetry (Pncm) of the structure [9].
However, the mid-IR region of the high-pressure spectra associated with the O–H stretching modes
(Figure 2C) do not exhibit any significant changes in the 6–8 GPa pressure range. This is further
emphasized in Figure 2D, where the positions of the primary O–H vibration peaks are plotted as a
function of pressure. No deviation of the curve is observable within this pressure range. Above 16 GPa,
however, there is sudden red-shift, which is discussed below. In contrast to the IR data, examination of
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the corresponding peaks in the high-pressure Raman spectra between 6–8 GPa (Section 3.3) indicate that
there is a change in the chemical environment of the O–H group associated with this phase transition.

The far-IR results are consistent with the HP-XRD results, that indicate the prehnite structure
begins to soften above 8.7 GPa, in which subtle but significant structural changes occur [10]. The broad
pressure range, and shift to lower pressure, reflected in the IR data relative to the HP-XRD data, may be
due to the non-hydrostatic conditions under which these spectroscopic data were collected (e.g., [11]).
Furthermore, the HP-XRD experiments indicated that the transition involves movement/distortion of
the tetrahedra, as evidenced by alterations in the O–T–O and T–O–T (T = Si or Al) angles. The far-IR
data concur with this finding.

The infrared spectra of prehnite over the 700–1300 cm−1 energy range are displayed in Figure 2B.
These spectra contain information pertaining to the internal vibrational modes of both the octahedra
and the tetrahedra, as well as complex interactive polyhedral modes. It is immediately apparent that
the evolution of these spectra with pressure is more intricate than observed for the spectra recorded
below 700 cm−1 (Figure 2A). This may be indicative of the internal vibrational modes of the polyhedra,
and the complex coupled motions of these units, being more sensitive to pressure than the lattice
modes and Ca–O vibrations. No abrupt changes are observed in the peaks from 900–1300 cm−1 over
the 6–8 GPa pressure range. This may further suggest that the structural transition that occurs within
this pressure range does not necessitate a change in the lengths, and hence strength, of the bonds
within the polyhedra, a finding that is also consistent with the HP-XRD study [10].

A more dramatic change in the far-IR spectra is observed above 11 GPa (Figure 2A). The peaks in
the high-pressure far-IR spectra display a dramatic change in shape (predominately broadening) and
reduction in the intensity between 11.5 and 12.4 GPa. As these bands are principally associated with
the lattice modes and polyhedral motions, these significant changes in the spectra are believed to be
associated with the onset of the collapse of the prehnite framework. This framework collapse is fully
reversible. Similar effects are seen in the IR spectra, shown in Figure 2B. At ca. 11 GPa, the bands begin
to lose structure, broaden and weaken in intensity, coinciding with the onset of the framework collapse.
In contrast, the O–H vibrational modes seem insensitive to the initial stages of this major structural
change, as the peaks associated with these modes do not exhibit any notable changes until ca. 16 GPa,
at which point there is a noticeable red-shift of the principle peak associated with the O–H vibrations
(Figure 2D).

3.3. High Pressure Raman Spectra of Prehnite

The high-pressure Raman spectra for prehnite are presented in Figure 3. Many of the features that
are apparent in the spectra measured under ambient conditions (Table 1) are obscured by the high
background in the high-pressure spectra. Nonetheless, valuable information can still be gleaned, in
particular from the evolution of the peak at ca. 520 cm−1 with pressure. This peak either arises from
the internal vibrations of the MO6 polyhedra, or from the T–O–T bending modes. As the pressure
is increased from 6.73 GPa to 12.68 GPa, the splitting of this peak is amplified, yet as the pressure is
decreased, the degree of splitting reduces, and below ca. 8.6 GPa, the peak becomes a single entity.
This is strongly suggestive of an alteration of the prehnite structure with pressure. Furthermore, the
merging of the split peak into a single peak below ca. 8.6 GPa coincides with the phase transition that
is known to occur in prehnite at this pressure, as evidenced by the high-pressure IR spectra described
above and the HP-XRD study [6]. As discussed above, the HP-XRD study of prehnite indicated that
the structural phase transition at ca. 8.7 GPa is related to a distortion of the tetrahedra. Consequently,
it is probable that the peak at ca. 520 cm–1 is due to T–O–T bending motions, and that in the prehnite
phase that exists above 8.6 GPa, there is an increase in the number of tetrahedra in symmetrically
distinct environments, that results in the splitting of this peak in the high pressure spectra. The peaks
in the 850–950 cm−1 range of the spectra (Figure 3A) involve the internal vibrations, predominately
T–O–T stretching, of the SiO4 and AlO4 tetrahedra. Unfortunately, the low resolution of the data and
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the interference of the methanol/ethanol solvent peak at ca. 1050 cm−1 prevent a conclusive evaluation
of the peaks in this energy range.

Figure 3B,C show the evolution of the O–H vibration band with pressure and the position of
the principle peak of this band, respectively. As the pressure increases, the position of the O–H
vibration peak is, as expected, blue-shifted. However, at ca. 8.6 GPa, there is a noticeable red-shift,
as evidenced by the sudden downturn in the data plotted in Figure 3C (closed circles); this provides
further verification of a phase change occurring in the prehnite structure at ca. 8.6 GPa. Moreover,
this phase transition is clearly accompanied by an alteration in the environment and weakening of
the O–H bond. Such a change was not observed in the high-pressure mid-IR spectra of the sample
(Figure 2), and this is presumably due to the different selection rules associated with the two techniques.
The shift to lower energy of the O–H bond vibration is indicative of the weakening of this bond,
which may suggest that the hydrogen bonding in which this bond participates is strengthened by the
structural alterations that occur during the phase transition. This is not altogether surprising, as this
electrostatic interaction is between the –OH group situated at the apex of the MO6 octahedra and the
T–O–M bridging oxygen located on the opposite side of the cavity [2,3]. Therefore, it is feasible that
the deformation of the tetratahedra that is believed to drive the phase transition results in the distance
between the bridging oxygen atom and the hydrogen atom being shortened, and consequently the
O–H··O hydrogen bond is strengthened. The phase transition at observed 8.6 GPa is reversible. This is
indicated by the return of the O–H peak to its low-pressure position, as the pressure on the structure is
alleviated (Figure 3C, open circles), and by the recombination below 8.6 GPa of the split peak at ca.
520 cm–1 (Figure 3B).
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Figure 3. (A) Evolution with pressure of the Raman spectra of prehnite between 150–1250 cm−1;
(B) between 3400–3550 cm−1; (C) central position of the primary O–H vibrational peak as a function
of pressure. Closed circles: data points measured during pressure increase; open circles: data points
recorded during decompression. All spectra have been corrected for background and smoothed by
application of the Savitzty–Golay algorithm, to enable the spectral features to be observed.

4. Conclusions

The infrared and Raman spectra of prehnite, collected under ambient and high-pressure conditions,
have allowed for an in-depth assessment of the evolution of the prehnite structure as a function of
pressure. The vibrational data, combined with the previous HP-XRD study [10], indicate that the
polyhedra comprising the prehnite framework undergo deformation/reorientation in response to
pressure. Prehnite exhibits a reversible phase transition between 6–8 GPa, and the prehnite framework
undergoes reversible collapse at pressures in excess of 11 GPa. It is expected that subtle reversible
structural changes occur in other complex silicates, that are important as they will affect the elastic
and thermodynamic properties of the material. The study also shows how high-pressure vibrational
spectroscopic experiments complement HP-XRD studies, as they show details about changes in the
local atomic environments and in the bonding of the structure with pressure.
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