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We report the crystal structure and magnetic behavior of the 4d3 spin-3/2 silicophosphate MoP3SiO11

studied by high-resolution synchrotron x-ray diffraction, neutron diffraction, thermodynamic measurements, and
ab initio band-structure calculations. Our data revise the crystallographic symmetry of this compound and
establish its rhombohedral space group (R3̄c) along with the geometrically perfect honeycomb lattice of the Mo3+

ions residing in disconnected MoO6 octahedra. Long-range antiferromagnetic order with the propagation vector
k = 0 observed below TN = 6.8 K is a combined effect of the nearest-neighbor in-plane exchange coupling
J � 2.6 K, easy-plane single-ion anisotropy D � 2.2 K, and a weak interlayer coupling Jc � 0.8 K. The 12%
reduction in the ordered magnetic moment of the Mo3+ ions and the magnon gap of � � 7 K induced by
the single-ion anisotropy further illustrate the impact of spin-orbit coupling on the magnetism. Our analysis
puts forward single-ion anisotropy as an important ingredient of 4d3 honeycomb antiferromagnets despite their
nominally quenched orbital moment.

DOI: 10.1103/PhysRevB.104.094428

I. INTRODUCTION

The honeycomb interaction geometry takes a special place
in the physics of magnetic insulators. The bipartite nature
of the honeycomb lattice excludes geometrical frustration
for nearest-neighbor interactions [1,2], but allows interesting
cases of exchange frustration in the presence of strong spin-
orbit coupling when Kitaev and off-diagonal anisotropic terms
become dominant interactions [3,4]. Experimental observa-
tions of Kitaev magnetism in 4d5 and 5d5 compounds with
the effective spin 1/2 [5], such as α-RuCl3 [6] and different
polymorphs of Li2IrO3 [7], have triggered a broader interest in
honeycomb magnets. On the theory side, proposals of Kitaev
physics beyond the effective spin 1/2 have been put forward
[8], with implications for spin-orbit-coupled d4 magnetic ions
represented by Ru4+ [9,10].

Compared to d5 and d4, the 4d3 case of Ru5+ may seem
less exotic, because the half-filling of the t2g shell quenches
the orbital moment. Nevertheless, the Affleck-Kennedy-Lieb-
Tasaki (AKLT) phase, a model entangled state for quantum
computation [12], was predicted to appear in d3 systems in
the limit of weak Hund’s coupling JH [13,14]. On increasing
JH , this AKLT phase transforms into a Néel-ordered state
that has been observed experimentally in SrRu2O6 [15] and

*altsirlin@gmail.com

caused significant attention because of its very high Néel
temperature of 565 K and an unusually low ordered moment
of only 1.3–1.4 μB [16,17] compared to 3 μB expected for
a spin-3/2 ion. These observations could not be explained
on the level of a simple nearest-neighbor Heisenberg Hamil-
tonian. An unusual electronic state with hexagon molecular
orbitals was proposed [18] and subsequently investigated
theoretically and experimentally [19–22], although a more
conventional description on the level of a Heisenberg Hamil-
tonian with an additional single-ion anisotropy term [23]
proved sufficient for explaining magnetic excitations of this
material [24]. The isoelectronic compound AgRuO3 shows a
similar phenomenology, albeit with a somewhat lower TN of
342 K [25,26].

Beyond ruthenates, several recent studies discussed the
possibility of Kitaev interactions and other anisotropic ex-
change interactions in spin-3/2 honeycomb ferromagnets,
such as CrI3 [27–31]. This raises the question whether the
on-site (single-ion) anisotropy or different inter-site effects
(Kitaev anisotropy, hexagon molecular orbitals) should be
used to describe magnetism of the d3 honeycomb systems.
To address this question, we consider MoP3SiO11 silicophos-
phate [32], the 4d3 honeycomb antiferromagnet with discon-
nected transition-metal octahedra (Fig. 1). Increased separa-
tions between the magnetic ions suppress intersite effects and
expose single-ion anisotropy as the dominant anisotropy term
despite the nominally quenched orbital moment.
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FIG. 1. Rhombohedral crystal structure of MoP3SiO11:
(a) honeycomb planes of the MoO6 octahedra separated by the
PO4 tetrahedra; the Si2O7 units center the hexagons; (b) ABCABC
stacking of the honeycomb planes and the interlayer couplings Jc

through the shortest Mo–Mo contacts between the planes. VESTA

software was used for crystal structure visualization [11].

II. METHODS

Polycrystalline samples of MoP3SiO11 were prepared by
a two-step solid-state reaction. First, a mixture of MoO3,
SiO2, and (NH4)2HPO4 taken in the 0.5:1:3 molar ratio was
annealed in air at 600 ◦C for 24 hours. The reaction produced
a dark-green melted product that was re-ground, mixed with
Mo powder (Alfa Aesar, 2–4 micron particle size) according
to the MoP3SiO11 stoichiometry, and annealed at 870 ◦C
for 100 hours. This second annealing was performed in a
sealed quartz tube filled with 300 mbar of argon to prevent
oxidation of Mo3+. The brownish-green product was phase-
pure MoP3SiO11 when smaller samples with the total mass of
0.1–0.2 g were prepared. For larger samples, minor amounts
of the MoP2O7 impurity were observed.

High-resolution x-ray diffraction (XRD) data [33] were
collected at room temperature at the ID22 beamline of the
European Synchrotron Radiation Facility (ESRF), Grenoble
using the wavelength of 0.35424 Å. The sample was loaded
into a thin borosilicate glass capillary and spun during the
measurement. The diffracted signal was measured by 9 scintil-
lation detectors, each preceded by a Si (111) analyzer crystal.

Neutron diffraction data [34] were collected at the D2B
(λ = 1.594 Å) and D20 (λ = 2.41 Å) instruments at the In-
stitut Laue-Langevin (ILL), Grenoble. The powder sample
of MoP3SiO11 was loaded into a vanadium container and
cooled down to 1.5 K with the standard Orange cryostat.
Rietveld refinements were performed in JANA2006 [35] and
FULLPROF [36].

Temperature-dependent magnetic susceptibility was mea-
sured with MPMS3 SQUID magnetometer from Quantum
Design in the temperature range of 1.8–300 K in applied
fields up to 7 T. Magnetization measurements up to 56 T were
performed in Dresden High Magnetic Field Laboratory at
1.4 K on a powder sample loaded into a thin kapton tube. Heat
capacity was measured in the temperature range of 1.8–300 K
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FIG. 2. Rietveld refinement for the room-temperature high-
resolution XRD data collected on the phase-pure sample of
MoP3SiO11. The refined model included two R3̄c phases with the
slightly different c lattice parameters [c1 = 39.9085(5) Å, c2 =
39.812(2) Å]. The inset shows the asymmetric peak broadening,
which is more pronounced in the hkl reflections with large l . The
refinement residuals are RI = 0.045 and Rp = 0.072.

in magnetic fields up to 14 T on a pressed pellet by the
relaxation method using Quantum Design PPMS.

Electronic structure calculations were performed on the
level of density-functional theory (DFT) utilizing the gen-
eralized gradient approximation (GGA) [37]. To this end,
QUANTUM ESPRESSO [38] and Vienna ab initio simulation
package (VASP) [39,40] codes with the plane-wave basis set
were used. The energy cutoff was set at 700 eV and the en-
ergy convergence criteria was 10−6 eV. For the Brillouin-zone
integration, a 4×4×4 Monkhorst-Pack mesh was used.

Thermodynamic properties of the magnetic model param-
eterized by DFT were obtained from quantum Monte-Carlo
(QMC) simulations performed using the LOOP [41] and DIR-
LOOP_SSE [42] algorithms of the ALPS simulation package
[43]. We performed simulations on L×L×L/2 finite lattices
with L � 20, where the unit cell contains eight magnetic sites
with spin S = 3/2.

III. EXPERIMENTAL RESULTS

A. Crystal structure

The crystal structure of MoP3SiO11 (Fig. 1) features hon-
eycomb layers of the MoO6 octahedra, which are separated
by the PO4 tetrahedra. This type of structural geometry is
very different from the dense layers of transition-metal oc-
tahedra typically encountered in hexagonal magnets, such as
α-Li2IrO3 and SrRu2O6. The increased nearest-neighbor Mo–
Mo distance of 4.9 Å allows the hexagons to accommodate
large Si2O7 pyrosilicate units in the center, whereas the PO4

tetrahedra located above and below these hexagons condense
into P2O7 units that connect adjacent layers stacked along the
c axis.

Although monoclinic C2/c symmetry has been reported
for MoP3SiO11 earlier [32], several structural parameters
indicate that this crystal structure can be described as rhombo-
hedral. Indeed, the b/a ratio of 1.7329(4) is very close to

√
3,
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TABLE I. Atomic positions and atomic displacement parameters (Uiso, in 10−2 Å2) for MoP3SiO11 refined against the D2B data at 1.5 and
295 K. The lattice parameters are a = 8.3952(3) Å, c = 39.869(2) Å at 1.5 K and a = 8.4015(3) Å, c = 39.847(2) Å at 295 K. The space
group is R3̄c. The refinement residuals are RI = 0.025, Rp = 0.023 at 1.5 K and RI = 0.033, Rp = 0.025 at 295 K. The Uiso for oxygen atoms
have been constrained. The cif-files are available as Ref. [45].

Site x/a y/b z/c Uiso

Mo 12c 1.5 K 0 0 0.1592(1) 0.05(9)
295 K 0 0 0.1593(1) 0.33(11)

P 36 f 1.5 K 0.3712(4) 0.0331(4) 0.1193(1) 0.21(8)
295 K 0.3702(5) 0.0323(5) 0.1190(1) 0.64(9)

Si 12c 1.5 K 0 0 0.4602(2) 0.9(2)
295 K 0 0 0.4607(2) 0.9(2)

O1 36 f 1.5 K 0.2868(4) 0.8178(4) 0.1132(1) 0.23(3)
295 K 0.2879(5) 0.8180(5) 0.1134(1) 0.89(5)

O2 36 f 1.5 K 0.2225(5) 0.0751(5) 0.1270(1) 0.23(5)
295 K 0.2237(6) 0.0750(6) 0.1271(1) 0.89(5)

O3 36 f 1.5 K 0.5279(4) 0.1025(4) 0.1435(1) 0.23(5)
295 K 0.5282(5) 0.1048(5) 0.1434(1) 0.89(5)

O4 18e 1.5 K 0.7867(5) 0 1
4 0.23(5)

295 K 0.7858(6) 0 1
4 0.89(5)

O5 6a 1.5 K 0 0 0 0.23(5)
295 K 0 0 0 0.89(5)

whereas MoO6 octahedra are three-fold symmetric. Moreover,
the trigonal R3̄c symmetry was reported for a sister compound
RuP3SiO11 [44].

We used high-resolution XRD to verify the rhombohe-
dral symmetry of MoP3SiO11. No peak splitting could be
observed, and the data were successfully refined in the rhom-
bohedral structure (R3̄c). A closer inspection of the XRD
pattern reveals that some of the peaks are asymmetrically
broadened (Fig. 2), but this broadening is incompatible with
the monoclinic distortion. For example, the broadening is
observed for the 006 reflection that would not be split in C2/c.
The asymmetry is most pronounced in the hkl reflections
with large l and can be described by a second phase with
the reduced lattice parameter c. This rather subtle broadening
effect is not detectable using laboratory XRD and may be
related to the stacking disorder. It does not affect any of the
magnetic properties shown below.

Crystal structure refinements of the neutron diffraction data
(Table I) were also performed in R3̄c, but with only one
phase because the asymmetric broadening was beyond the
resolution of the D2B diffractometer. The refinement confirms
the regular hexagonal arrangement of the Mo3+ ions located in
trigonally distorted MoO6 octahedra with the Mo–O distances
of 2.074(5) and 2.096(7) Å, respectively. The stacking of
the honeycomb planes follows the ABCABC sequence with
six layers per unit cell [Fig. 1(b)]. No significant structural
changes are observed upon cooling from room temperature to
1.5 K. The shortest interlayer Mo–Mo separation of 7.264 Å
is much longer than that in other honeycomb magnets, such as
SrRu2O6 (5.23 Å [15]) and CrI3 (6.59 Å [46]).

B. Thermodynamic properties

Magnetic susceptibility of MoP3SiO11 reveals the Curie-
Weiss behavior at high temperatures, followed by a peak
around 7 K (Fig. 3). Above 50 K, the fit with the

modified Curie-Weiss law, χ (T ) = χ0 + C/(T − �), re-
turns the temperature-independent contribution χ0 = (3.0 ±
0.1)×10−5 emu/mol, Curie constant C = 1.56 ± 0.06 emu
K/mol, and Curie-Weiss temperature � = −10.7 ± 0.4 K.
The Curie constant corresponds to the paramagnetic effec-
tive moment of 3.53 μB and g = 1.82 according to μeff =
g
√

S(S + 1) for S = 3
2 of Mo3+. The deviation from the

free-electron value of g � 2.0 gauges the effect of spin-orbit
coupling on the single-ion physics. This effect is more pro-
nounced than in Mo(PO3)3 with g � 1.93 [47] (C = 1.71 emu
K/mol) and especially in the Cr3+ compounds with g � 2.0
[48,49]. On the other hand, an even larger reduction in the
g-value has been reported for Mo4+ with g = 1.6–1.7 [50,51],
because its 4d2 electronic configuration usually does not lead
to quenching of the orbital moment.

The negative value of � indicates predominant antifer-
romagnetic couplings that are independently gauged by the

FIG. 3. Magnetic susceptibility (χ ) of MoP3SiO11 measured in
the applied field of 0.01 T (circles) and the fit with the model of
spin-3/2 honeycomb planes, J = 2.6 K (solid line). The inset shows
inverse susceptibility and the Curie-Weiss fit.

094428-3
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FIG. 4. Magnetization curve measured at 1.4 K in pulsed fields,
with absolute values of M scaled to the saturated value Ms. The
solid line is the fit with the model of spin-3/2 honeycomb planes,
J = 2.6 K. The inset shows field-temperature phase diagram, with
diamonds depicting the TN values extracted from the specific-heat
data (Fig. 5).

saturation field of about 18 T observed in the pulsed-field
measurement (Fig. 4). The susceptibility peak at TN = 6.8 K
reflects long-range antiferromagnetic ordering. This transi-
tion also manifests itself by the sharp λ-type anomaly in
the specific heat. The ratio �/TN ∼ 1.6 indicates a slight
suppression of the long-range order that can be caused by a
weak frustration or reduced dimensionality of the spin lattice.
Our microscopic analysis (Sec. IV) reveals the latter as the
main cause. The entropy S(TN ) released at TN corroborates
the slight suppression of the long-range order. Indeed, by
extrapolating Cp(T ) to T → 0 and integrating Cp/T , we find
S(TN ) � 5.0 J mol−1 K−1, which is only 43% of the total
magnetic entropy R ln 4 expected for S = 3

2 .
Below TN , the specific heat deviates from the T 3

behavior, which would be expected in an isotropic
antiferromagnet. The data below 3 K follow the
activated behavior, Cp ∼ e−�/T , with the magnon gap
� � 7 K (Fig. 5, inset). This exponential behavior of
Cp(T ) indicates deviations from the simple Heisenberg model
and a sizable magnetic anisotropy in MoP3SiO11.

FIG. 5. Specific heat (Cp) of MoP3SiO11 measured in magnetic
fields up to 14 T. The inset shows activated behavior of the zero-field
specific heat, with the dotted line used to determine the magnon gap
� � 7 K.

FIG. 6. Rietveld refinement for the magnetic neutron scattering
obtained by subtracting the 12 K data (above TN ) from the 1.5 K data
(below TN ). The orange line is the fit with the covalent magnetic form
factor displayed in Fig. 7. The inset shows temperature dependence
of the ordered magnetic moment and its empirical fit explained in the
text. The error bars are smaller than the symbol size.

Specific heat measurements also reveal a gradual suppres-
sion of TN upon applying magnetic field (Fig. 5). The resulting
monotonic phase boundary in the T -H phase diagram (Fig. 4,
inset) distinguishes MoP3SiO11 from the low-dimensional
spin-1/2 antiferromagnets where TN first increases in low
fields and then gets suppressed upon increasing the field fur-
ther [52–55]. Such a nonmonotonic behavior is rooted in the
competition between quantum fluctuations of a Heisenberg
antiferromagnet and uniaxial anisotropy introduced by the
magnetic field [56]. The monotonic phase boundary observed
in MoP3SiO11 excludes this scenario and suggests the pres-
ence of magnetic anisotropy already in zero field.

C. Magnetic structure

Neutron diffraction data give further insight into the
magnetic transition in MoP3SiO11. No additional magnetic
reflections were observed below TN , but several low-angle
reflections became more intense, suggesting k = 0 as the
propagation vector. Symmetry analysis based on the R3̄c
space group returns four irreps that are compatible with the
fully compensated antiferromagnetic order, three of them
are one-dimensional with the spins along c, whereas the
fourth one is more complex and features spins in the
ab plane of the structure. Only this irrep led to a successful
refinement (Fig. 6). It comprises four basis vectors listed in
Table II. The magnetic structure is fully described by BV3 that
represents collinear spins pinned to the [120] crystallographic

TABLE II. Basis vectors of the irrep (R3̄c, k = 0) that allows a
fully compensated antiferromagnetic order with spins in the ab plane.

Mo atom BV1 BV2 BV3 BV4

(x, y, z) 1 0 0 0 1 0 0.5 1 0 1̄ 0.5 0
(x − y, ȳ, z̄ + 1

2 ) 1̄ 0 0 1 1 0 0.5 1̄ 0 0.5 0.5 0
(x̄, ȳ, z̄) 1̄ 0 0 0 1̄ 0 0.5 1̄ 0 1 0.5 0
(−x + y, y, z + 1

2 ) 1 0 0 1̄ 1̄ 0 0.5 1 0 0.5 0.5 0
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FIG. 7. Powder-averaged momentum dependence of the mag-
netic form factor, |F (q)|2, for Mo3+. The standard parametrization
[57] of F (q) is given by A = 0.130, a = 295.027, B = 0.150, b =
2.140, C = 0.698, c = 37.935, and D = 0.022 for the covalent form
factor obtained in this work, and A = 0.505, a = 43.558, B = 0.253,
b = 28.016, C = 0.243, c = 28.804, and D = −0.001 for the ionic
form factor (fit to the data from Ref. [58] shown as symbols). The in-
set shows the |F (q)|2 = 0.05 isosurface for the covalent form factor.

direction (Fig. 9) or one of the equivalent directions, [210] and
[11̄0], obtained by a 60◦ rotation. The corresponding magnetic
space group is C2/c′.

Different approximations for the magnetic form factor of
Mo3+ were tested in the refinement. The ionic approximation
was taken from Ref. [58] that reported the magnetic scattering
from MoF3. Alternatively, we compute the “covalent” form
factor F (q) by Fourier-transforming Wannier orbitals of t2g

symmetry, F (q) = ∫ |W (r)|2e−iqrdr [59]. The orbitals are
calculated for MoP3SiO11 and thus take all peculiarities of
this compound into account. The resulting nonspherical shape
of F (q) parallels the real-space arrangement of the three t2g

orbitals (Fig. 7). Such a custom magnetic form factor shows
a somewhat different q dependence because the hybridization
between the Mo 4d and O 2p orbitals (Mo–O covalency) is
included. This leads to a slight improvement of the refinement.
Using the 1.5 K data, we find μ = 2.461(8) μB/Mo3+ and
R = 0.042 with the ionic form factor, to be compared with
μ = 2.634(8) μB/Mo3+ and R = 0.035 when the covalent
form factor is used. The 7% difference in the refined magnetic
moment indicates a marginal role of covalency in MoP3SiO11,
to be compared with the Mo4+-containing BaMoP2O8 where
the 20% difference has been reported, and a significant
improvement in the quality of the refinement could be
achieved [51].

The temperature dependence of the ordered magnetic mo-
ment (Fig. 6, inset) was fitted with the empirical function μ =
μ0[1 − (T/TN )α]β that can be used across a broad temperature
range and should not be confused with the critical behavior
(hence neither α nor β are the true critical exponents). The fit
returns TN = 6.78 K, α = 2.5, β = 0.29, and μ0 = 2.65 μB

as the zero-temperature value of the ordered magnetic mo-

FIG. 8. (Top) GGA+U+SO total and (bottom) GGA+U partial
density of states (DOS) calculated for the ferromagnetic spin config-
uration of MoP3SiO11. The corresponding atomic contributions are
shown. The Fermi level is at zero energy.

ment. With g = 1.82 from the Curie-Weiss fit, one expects
μ0 = gS = 2.73 μB. The reduction from the spin-only value
of 3 μB is, thus, mostly caused by the spin-orbit coupling,
while the reduction due to quantum fluctuations is minor.

IV. MICROSCOPIC MODELING

A. Electronic structure

The electronic density of states (DOS) for MoP3SiO11

is shown in Fig. 8. One clearly identifies t2g as the mag-
netic orbitals, whereas the eg orbitals are empty, as expected
for Mo3+. The t2g states in the GGA band structure are
parametrized via maximally localized Wannier functions [60]
using the local coordinate frame, where the axes x′y′z′ are
directed toward oxygen atoms of the MoO6 octahedron. The
resulting Wannier functions perfectly describe the GGA bands
and yield nearest-neighbor hopping parameters within the
honeycomb layer (Table III).

The hopping matrices t
↔

1, t
↔

2, and t
↔

3 are transformed into
each other by a 60◦ rotation about the z axis, as expected
for the regular, undistorted hexagonal lattice. Additionally, we
find sizable hoppings along the shortest interlayer bond with
the Mo–Mo distance of 7.264 Å,

t
↔

c =
⎛
⎝

−8 −17 17
17 −8 17
17 17 −8

⎞
⎠ (1)

where the values are given in meV. Similar to the in-plane
couplings, all three t2g orbitals contribute to the hoppings.
Other interlayer interactions are weak because they feature
hopping matrices with a significant contribution from one
orbital only. The selection of Jc as the dominant interlayer
coupling is probably caused by the triple P2O7 bridges that
are present for this coupling but absent for any other inter-
layer Mo–Mo contact [Fig. 1(b)]. The experimental magnetic
structure (Fig. 10) reveals antiparallel spin arrangement along

094428-5
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TABLE III. Nearest-neighbor intralayer hopping parameters between the Mo3+ ions (in meV). Magnetic sites are connected by the vectors
rt1 = (−4.21, −2.43, −0.60) Å, rt2 = (4.21, −2.43, −0.60) Å, and rt3 = (0.00, 4.86, −0.60) Å given relative to the magnetic unit cell with
the C2/c′ symmetry.

t
↔

1 t
↔

2 t
↔

3

⎛
⎝

−16 −18 43
43 −35 25
18 −5 35

⎞
⎠

⎛
⎝

5 −35 −18
−18 43 −16
35 −25 43

⎞
⎠

⎛
⎝

25 43 −35
−35 −18 5
−43 16 18

⎞
⎠

the Jc pathway and confirms Jc as the leading interlayer cou-
pling.

B. Exchange interactions

We will now compute relevant magnetic interactions in
MoP3SiO11. To this end, we define the spin Hamiltonian

Ĥ = J
nn∑

i> j

ŜiŜ j + Jc

nnn∑
i> j

ŜiŜ j + D
∑

i

Ŝ2
iz (2)

with isotropic couplings within (J) and between (Jc) the
honeycomb planes. Magnetic anisotropy is introduced by the
single-ion term D, which is defined relative to the three-fold
axis of the crystal structure. In Sec. IV C, we show that mag-
netic anisotropy energy of MoP3SiO11 is dominated by this
term, whereas contributions of intersite terms are negligible.

The respective spin lattice is visualized in Fig. 9. In con-
trast to other hexagonal magnets, each lattice site features only
one interlayer coupling, either to the layer above or to the layer
below. This unusual coupling scheme is a corollary of the
ABCABC stacking sequence that allows only one Jc contact
per Mo3+ ion [Fig. 1(b)].

Exchange interactions are calculated by a mapping proce-
dure [61] using total energies of collinear spin configurations,

Ji j = 1

4zS2
(E↑↑ + E↓↓ − E↑↓ − E↓↑), (3)

where z is the number of neighbors, which have the same
interaction Ji j . E↑↓ represents the total energy of the spin state
with opposite directions of the magnetic moments on the sites
i and j. Total energies are calculated on the DFT+U+SO
level with the Hund’s coupling JH = 0.8 eV and on-site
Coulomb repulsion U = 4 − 5 eV, which is higher than the

FIG. 9. Experimental magnetic structure of MoP3SiO11 superim-
posed on the spin lattice with the in-plane coupling J and interplane
coupling Jc.

optimal U = 3 eV for Mo4+ in BaMoP2O8 [51] because the
lower oxidation state of Mo in MoP3SiO11 reduces covalency
and screening. The double-counting correction in the atomic
limit was used [62].

Exchange interactions obtained for several values of the
U parameter are listed in Table IV. Both J and Jc decrease
upon increasing U , as typical for the kinetic antiferromagnetic
superexchange arising from the electron hoppings.

The optimal value of U is chosen on the basis of the Curie-
Weiss temperature calculated as

� = −S(S + 1)

3
(3J + Jc) (4)

and compared to the experimental value of −10.7 ± 0.4 K that
returns U = 4.5 eV. In the following, we take the same value
of U to calculate the magnetic anisotropy of the Mo3+ ion.

C. Magnetic anisotropy

We first analyze changes in the total energy upon a uniform
rotation of all spins. Using a finite number of representative
spin directions [63], we extrapolate the energy dependence for
an arbitrary direction over a sphere surrounding the magnetic
ion [Fig. 10(a)]. The energy distribution gives a clear wit-
ness of the easy-plane anisotropy and identifies [001] as the
magnetic hard axis with the respective anisotropy energy of
Eanis � 5.0 K. Additionally, a weak anisotropy of about 0.1 K
is found in the ab plane beyond the anisotropy term included
in Eq. (2). The lowest energy is obtained for spins directed
along [120] in agreement with the magnetic moment direction
determined experimentally.

In the following, we focus on the leading easy-plane
anisotropy that distinguishes the ab plane from c as the mag-
netic hard axis. This magnetic anisotropy can arise from both
single-ion and intersite terms. They are distinguished in a
calculation where one spin is rotated in the plane spanned by
[120] (a direction within the easy plane) and [001] (hard axis),
while all neighboring spins are orthogonal to this plane. This

TABLE IV. Isotropic exchange interactions J and Jc, magnetic
moment μ of the Mo3+ ion, and the Curie-Weiss temperature �

depending on the on-site Coulomb repulsion parameter U within
DFT+U+SO.

U = 4 eV U = 4.5 eV U = 5 eV

J (K) 2.80 2.60 2.15
Jc (K) 0.90 0.80 0.70
μ (μB ) 2.70 2.72 2.75
� (K) −11.6 −10.8 −8.9
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FIG. 10. (a) Magnetic anisotropy energy Eanis/S2 obtained by
extrapolating a finite number of spin configurations. The red arrow
“ND” denotes the magnetic moment direction from the neutron
diffraction experiment, whereas the green arrow “min” stands for
the optimal direction in DFT+U+SO. This optimal direction is
stabilized by the tiny anisotropy within the easy plane. The black line
schematically represents the rotation plane for (b) and (c). (b) The
dependence of E/S2 on the rotation of a single spin in the plane
spanned by [120] (ϕ = 0◦, energy minimum) and [001] (ϕ = 90◦,
energy maximum). (c) Angular dependence of the orbital moment
upon the same rotation.

procedure eliminates the contribution of intersite anisotropy
and separates the single-ion term D � 2.2 K [Fig. 10(b)]. It
gives the major contribution to the anisotropy energy, DS2 �
4.95 K, and follows the angular dependence of the orbital
moment [64,65] [Fig. 10(c)]. The highest value of the orbital
moment is obtained for the direction within the easy plane.
This orbital moment is antiparallel to the spin moment, thus
supporting the reduction of the g value below 2.0. The total
moment of 3–0.09 � 2.9 μB is slightly higher than 2.73 μB

expected from g = 1.82 determined experimentally.

D. Model simulations

We will now compare these microscopic results with the
experimental data. We first use the simplest magnetic model
of decoupled honeycomb planes (Jc = 0, D = 0) that allows
a decent description of the high-field magnetization data
(Fig. 4), as well as of the magnetic susceptibility data down to
TN (Fig. 3). The fitted parameters of J = 2.6 K and g = 1.82
are in an excellent agreement with the results of our ab initio
calculations and Curie-Weiss analysis, respectively.

One aspect missing in this simplified description is the
formation of the long-range magnetic order that would be
forbidden at any finite temperature in the 2D Heisenberg anti-
ferromagnet with Jc = 0 and D = 0. Either of Jc and D leads
to a finite TN that we evaluated using scaling properties of the
spin stiffness [56,66] obtained from QMC. With D = 2.2 K
(D/J = 0.85), one expects TN = 5.2 K, which is slightly be-
low the experimental value of 6.8 K in zero field. By the same
token, the interlayer coupling Jc = 0.8 K alone (Jc/J = 0.3)
would yield the underestimated value of TN = 5.5 K. Using
both D/J = 0.85 and Jc/J = 0.3, we arrive at TN = 7.1 K in
an excellent agreement with the experiment, thus completing
the microscopic description of MoP3SiO11. Moreover, from
the spin-wave expression for the magnon gap � = 2DS =
3D [67], we estimate � = 6.6 K in a remarkable agreement
with the experimental value of about 7 K (Sec. III B). Note
that this gap is associated with the easy-plane anisotropy of
MoP3SiO11. The additional weak anisotropy within the easy
plane could not be resolved in our present experiments and
requires a further dedicated study.

It is also worth noting that our experimental value of the
ordered magnetic moment is only marginally reduced com-
pared to 3 μB expected for spin-3/2. This reduction is mostly
accounted for by the weak orbital moment inferred from g =
1.82. Therefore, quantum fluctuations are expected to play a
minor role in the ground state. Indeed, estimating the ordered
magnetic moment for the J − Jc model (D = 0) via the stan-
dard extrapolation procedure [68,69] results in 2.72 μB, about
10% reduction. This can be compared to the 45% reduction
in the honeycomb antiferromagnet with spin 1/2 [70]. Large
single-ion anisotropy should suppress quantum fluctuations
even further.

V. DISCUSSION AND SUMMARY

MoP3SiO11 is a 4d3 honeycomb antiferromagnet with the
disconnected MoO6 octahedra. It reveals a sizable spatial
anisotropy of exchange couplings (Jc/J = 0.35) but also a
substantial single-ion magnetic anisotropy D, which is sim-
ilar in magnitude to the leading exchange coupling J . This
anisotropy chooses the in-plane spin direction of the collinear
antiferromagnetic order established by J and Jc. It also en-
hances TN and keeps the ordered magnetic moment close to its
classical value. The size of the ordered moment in MoP3SiO11

can be accounted for by the weak orbital contribution without
invoking quantum effects. This indicates only a minor role
of quantum fluctuations in the ground state of this spin-3/2
antiferromagnet.

Other 4d3 honeycomb antiferromagnets show a very dif-
ferent balance between D and J . For example, SrRu2O6

features |D|/J = 0.028 [24] to be compared with D/J = 0.85
in MoP3SiO11. This leads to a significant difference in the
relative size of the magnon gap, �/J = 0.83 in SrRu2O6

vs. �/J = 2.7 in MoP3SiO11. Both differences can be traced
back to the reduction in J for MoP3SiO11 with its discon-
nected MoO6 octahedra. However, also the D value changes
drastically, from −14 K (easy-axis anisotropy) in SrRu2O6 to
+2.2 K (easy-plane anisotropy) in MoP3SiO11. This change
correlates with the local distortion of the transition-metal oc-
tahedra that show the compression along the threefold axis in
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SrRu2O6 (α = 93.2◦) versus elongation along the three-fold
axis in MoP3SiO11 (α = 88.8◦), see Fig. 1 for the definition
of the angle α. In both cases, single-ion anisotropy has a
strong impact on the magnetism, despite the quenched orbital
moment of the d3 ions. Unquenching the orbital moment
increases the anisotropy further. For example, one finds |D| �
70 K in BaMoP2O8 with Mo4+ [71].

In summary, we revised the crystallographic symmetry of
the MoP3SiO11 silicophosphate and showed that its space
group is R3̄c, resulting in the formation of perfect hon-
eycomb planes of the spin- 3

2 Mo3+ ions. Their magnetic
moments are quite robust as a result of the half-filled t2g

shell and Hund’s coupling. Magnetic couplings within the
honeycomb planes (J � 2.6 K) are three times stronger than
the interplane couplings (Jc � 0.8 K). Collinear antiferromag-
netic order caused by J and Jc is reinforced by the sizable
easy-plane anisotropy D � 2.2 K that opens the magnon gap
� � 7 K. Our data suggest single-ion anisotropy as a major
ingredient of 4d3 magnets despite their nominally quenched
orbital moment. Both sign and size of this anisotropy may
be controlled by local deformations of the transition-metal
octahedra.
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