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1 Direct ink writing

The gels are composed of cellulose nanocrystals (CNCs) and an epoxide oligomer
dispersed in an organic solvent, here dimethylformamide (Fig. S1a). This process
closely follows the gel formulation described in a previous study.1 The hydroxyl groups
on the CNCs crosslink with the epoxide monomers upon heating, which leads to
the formation of a gel.2 A stress sweep performed at frequency f = 1 Hz on a gel
of composition with 12.5% CNCs by mass relative to solvent, placed in a parallel-
plate geometry connected to a stress-controlled rheometer (AR-G2, TA Instrument)
is reported in Fig. S1b. Note that in the gel, epoxide monomer is dispersed in the
solvent in a ratio such that the final mass fraction of CNCs in the composite, is 63%
after the solvent is dried . The linear mechanical properties of the gel are dominantly
elastic (G′0 = 1000 Pa � G′′ =100 Pa), and the gel yields beyond a certain critical
stress of about σc ' 100 Pa.

A commercially available desktop 3D printer Hyrel Engine SR printer (Hyrel 3D,
Norcross GA) was modified for direct ink writing of crosslinked CNC composites
by replacing the standard syringe extruder with a Nordson HP3 pneumatic syringe
extruder (Fig. S1c). The extruded composite gel is pictured in Fig. S1d. The printed
bed is heated to 50◦C, and the gel is deposited in multiple layers through a nozzle of
diameter 0.3 mm. The gel expands slightly upon extrusion, and the thickness of each
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Figure S1: Formulation and direct-write printing of crosslinked CNC composites: a)
Chemical formulation of the gel, b) Photograph showing a sample of composite gel
with 12.5% wt. CNCs, and a rheological test (stress-sweep at f = 1 Hz) illustrating
the existence of a yield stress, c) Hyrel 3D printer with a pneumatic extruder and d)
Photograph showing an extruded layer during printing onto a glass slide.
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Figure S2: Visualization of grains and modulus map obtained by AMFM imaging

layer is approximately 0.5 mm. UV-curable gels are partially cured under a UV flood
lamp (Dymax 2000-EC) for 5 minutes. Following this, they still contain solvent, but
have higher mechanical integrity. Aside from this step, the curing process is identical
for both UV and thermally curable samples. The sample is then air-dried to remove
a majority of the solvent. A two-stage thermal cure - first at 80◦C for 6 hours and
130◦C for 4 hours is used to fully harden the samples. The printed samples are then
polished on a rotary polisher using a silicon carbide polishing paper of grit P4000
(Buehler) prior to any mechanical testing. The thickness of the cured samples was
around 1 mm, around 100 times the largest indentation depth.

2 Bimodal atomic force microscopy

In traditional atomic force microscopy (AFM) a cantilever is excited near its reso-
nant frequency, and the amplitude and phase of the cantilever are measured as the
tip scans across the sample surface. This information is used to map the topography
of the sample using Hertizan mechanics.3 In bimodal AFM, the tip is excited at two
separate eigenfrequencies. Amplitude feedback on the first eigenmode is adjusted to
maintain a pre-determined set point. This method is used to determine topography
information similar to conventional AFM. A frequency feedback loop operates on the
second eigenmode to keep it at resonance as the sample is scanned. The measured
changes in frequency are then used to calculate an interaction storage modulus and
an effective indentation depth.4 This method is known as AMFM imaging, and pro-
vides simultaneous structural and mechanical information at lengths scales smaller
than 100 nm, which are inaccessible by other techniques such as nanoindentation
and scanning electron microscopy. Fig. S2 shows an AMFM image of the printed
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CNC-epoxide composites. Here the modulus map is obtained by first scanning the
composite sample, obtaining the modulus with arbitrary units. Then the same tip
and cantilever gain and height settings are used to scan a bare silicon wafer. A cali-
bration factor is then calculated assuming a modulus of 130 GPa for silicon,5 and is
in turn used to determine the modulus values of the CNC composite.

3 Grain size measurement

Automated measurement of grain sizes from binary images is performed using the
linear intercept method, according to the ASTM E1382 standard.6,7 The measurement
process involves plotting evenly spaced lines across the image, and recording the
distances between the detected grain boundaries along each line. This measurement is
repeated in four directions, 0◦, 90◦, 45◦, 135◦. The measurements along each direction
are stored in separate variables and finally combined into a single histogram.

Grain size distributions are computed from the AMFM images. Conventionally,
a threshold is used to convert the greyscale image into a binary (black and white)
image. The grains and grain boundaries have opposite binary values, and can easily
be detected. A Gaussian blur is first applied to the raw indentation image, serving
as a low-pass filter to reduce noise. However, the grain boundaries in the indentation
images, while visible to the eye, have varying greyscale values. A fixed threshold,
therefore, would not accurately detect the grain boundaries across the entire image.
Rather than using a fixed threshold, the grain boundaries are identified as the local
minima of the greyscale values along a given measurement trace. Fig. S3 shows lines
along which grain sizes are measured in the 0◦ and 90◦ directions. The normalized
greyscale values along the blue highlighted trace are plotted in Fig. S3a, showing
the local minima (red stars) corresponding to the grain boundaries. This process is
repeated for diagonal traces along the 45◦ and 135◦ directions. The local minimum
method is adaptive to account for variations in the greyscale value of the grain bound-
aries within a single image. Furthermore, this method does not require any inputs
that could cause inconsistencies across multiple images.

Following the ASTM E1382 protocol, the grain boundaries measured along each
direction are stored in separate variables and finally combined into a single histogram.
Figure S4 shows a probability distribution of the combined dataset for three regions,
denoted (a), (b) and (c) of the same sample alongside the corresponding indentation
maps. The three regions are distant by about 1 mm from each other. The probability
distributions of the grain sizes are well described by a lognormal probability distri-
bution. The fit parameters corresponding to the three regions are given in Table S1.
While the mean and median grain sizes are similar in all three regions, we observe
that there are a few grains larger than 200 nm in each region.
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Figure S3: Grain boundary detection along a) horizontal and b) vertical directions.
For each data set, the right image correspond to the AMFM data, while the left
greyscale profile corresponds to the blue line in the image.
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Figure S4: AMFM image (left) and grain size probability distribution (right) at three
different locations labelled a, b and c of a CNC-polymer composite sample, with 63%
wt. CNCs. The red curves on the probability distribution graphs correspond to the
best fit of the data by a lognormal function of parameters listed in Table S1
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Figure S5: a) Raw data load-displacement (P-H) curves obtained for 81 indents
distant by 10 µm performed at a maximum force 1 mN on a composite with
78% wt. CNCs, b) Histogram of the contact depth hc showing outliers in red, c)
Same P-H curves as in a) where the outliers are highlighted in red, d) Histograms of
the indentation modulus Er and the hardness H without the outliers.
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Region µ σ x̄ (nm) M (nm)

a 4.08 0.5 66.81 58.97
b 3.83 0.52 52.69 46.03
c 3.94 0.54 59.48 51.46

Table S1: Lognormal distribution fit parameters for the grain sizes distribution dis-
played in Figure S4. Data include the scale parameters, µ and σ as well as the mean,
x̄ and median, M .

4 Detection of outliers in the nanoindentation data

Statistical nanoindentation tests were conducted on a Hysitron Triboindenter equipped
with a three-sided pyramid diamond Berkovich indenter. A 3-step trapezoidal load
profile is imposed with loading and unloading steps 10 s each, separated by a 5 s hold
at peak load. The vertical position of the indenter is recorded simultaneously. Each
indent results in a load-displacement (P-H) curve, which is analyzed following the
method of Oliver and Pharr to deduce the indentation modulus Er and the hardness
H at the locus of the indent, over a volume with corresponds to 3 to 5 times the
maximum indentation depth.8 Both systematic and non-systematic errors affect the
load-displacement (P-H) curves obtained from a typical nanoindentation experiment.
On the one hand, systematic errors are most often attributed to the detection of the
contact point between the indenter and the sample surface.9 On the other hand, non-
systematic errors are due to measurement noise, temperature fluctuations, external
disturbances, and material variations.10

To detect and remove the outliers due to systematic errors, we have devised a
simple algorithm. Figure S5a, shows a set of P-H curves obtained from 81 force-
controlled indents on a CNC-polymer composite with 72% wt. CNCs. The indents
were spaced 10 µm apart, to ensure sufficient separation of the plastic zones, such that
each indent can be treated as a separate statistical event. The resulting distribution of
contact depth is shown in Figure S5b. The histogram is divided into 25 nm bins, and
considering that our samples are relatively homogeneous at the nanoscale, bins with
less than two points are considered to be outliers. Using this method, three P-H curves
corresponding to the outliers are detected (see red curves in Figure S5c). Finally, the
remaining data points are used to calculate the histogram of the indentation modulus
and the hardness (Fig. S5d).
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Figure S6: Variation in a) elastic modulus Er and b) hardness H of printed CNC-
epoxide composites with respect to CNC mass fraction.

5 Additional nanoindentation data

Figure S6 shows the elastic modulus and hardness of printed CNC composites with
different CNC mass fractions, measured at a peak load of 10 mN. There is no im-
provement in modulus between a CNC mass fraction of 70% and 63%. Hence the
CNC fraction of 63% wt. is chosen as the optimum for further testing.

6 Scratch test

The fracture toughness Kc of the composites are determined from scratch tests per-
formed with a Rockwell indenter connected to a Revetest tester (Anton Paar)11. The
vertical load on the indenter was increased linearly from 30 mN to 30 N over a scratch
length of 3 mm. Fig. S7 shows the normalized tangential force FT/ (2pA)1/2 vs. d/R,
where d denotes the depth of the indenter and R its radius (here R = 200 µm),
measured for a 3 mm long scratch test performed at a velocity of 6 mm/s, with
a vertical force that increases from 30 mN to 30 N. For large enough depths, the
ratio FT/ (2pA)1/2 converges towards a constant value, which is reported as the rate-
independent fracture toughness. Here, the CNC-epoxide composite with 63% wt.
CNCs has a fracture toughness Kc = (5.2±0.2) MPa.m1/2
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Figure S7: Force versus normalized depth for two scratch tests on 63%
wt. CNC/BADGE-ECH composite. Each scratch was performed at a velocity of
6 mm/min, with vertical force increasing from 30 mN to 30 N.

7 Viscoplastic finite element model

In materials with a time-dependent elastic or plastic response, the reduced modulus
and hardness obtained by the Oliver-Pharr method, may not sufficiently describe the
material.10 The CNC composites creep during the hold period of the nanoindentation
profile, suggesting that a closer investigation of the viscoplastic properties is necessary.
Furthermore, the force-displacement curves obtained from nanoindentation contain
information about the onset of plastic deformation, not captured by the Oliver-Pharr
model-based fit of the unloading curve.12 Here a finite element model is used to fit
the force-depth data obtained from nanoindentation, thereby providing an estimate
of the yield stress, Poisson’s ratio, strain hardening and viscoplastic flow parameters.

The model is based on an isothermal reduction of the Anand model for large-
deformation, isotropic viscoplasticity.13,14 The curve used for fitting is selected from
the grid to be the one with hc closest to the mean value of hc. The following flow
equation gives the equivalent plastic strain rate,

ε̇p = ε̇0

(
σ

S

)1/m

(1)

where ε0 is the reference strain rate, σ is the magnitude of the deviatoric stress and
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Figure S8: Viscoplastic model fits for the force-depth curves at peak loads of: a)
1 mN and b) 10 mN

m is the rate-sensitivity parameter. The strain-hardening behavior is given by

Ṡ = H0

(
1− S

S∗

)a

(2)

where S is the Piola stress, H0, S
∗ and a are strain-hardening parameters, and S∗

represents the saturation value of S.

Parameter Pmax = 1 mN Pmax = 10 mN

Loading rate 0.1 mN/s 1 mN/s
ε̇0 0.12 0.10
m 0.06 0.04

Table S2: Fit parameters describing rate-dependence for indents performed at peak
loads of 1 mN and 10 mN with loading rates 0.1 mN/s and 1 mN/s respectively.

The force-depth curve corresponding to the mean plastic deformation, hc, is se-
lected from each distribution for fitting. Fig. S8 shows the force-depth curves from
experiment and the finite element model. The model and experimental data show
good agreement for the loading segment and the upper 60% of the unloading segment.
The final plastic deformation is not accurately predicted due to difficulties in captur-
ing the contact between the indenter and the sample surface. The Young’s modulus
and Poisson’s ratio obtained from the fit are E = 8.5 GPa and ν = 0.2 respectively.
The yield strength from the fit, σy = 150 MPa. These fit parameters are used for
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Figure S9: Transmission optical microscopy performed between crossed polarizers
of cured printed traces with 63% wt. CNCs by mass: a) honeycomb pattern, b)
curvilinear patterns.

both values of Pmax. However, the loading rates for each dataset are different since
the indents were performed with the same loading profile, consisting of 10 s loading
and unloading segments, separated by a 5 s hold. Thus, small changes are observed
in the parameters that describe the rate-dependence of plastic deformation. Table S2
lists the reference strain rate, and rate-sensitivity parameters for each of the fits.

8 Polarized microscopy

Hardened composites display an anisotropic microstructure as a result of the printing
process. Images of 3D printed hardened composites (Fig. S9) were performed between
crossed polarizers with a stereo-microscope (Olympus SZX16). The photos reveal a
brighter inner section, with a duller outer section. The inner part corresponds to a
region of the gel that is not fluidized during the printing phase and thus retains its
alignment better. In the outer region, the hydrogen bonds are broken locally as the
shear stress is the highest at the walls. Defects due to voids in the extruder are also
visible.
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