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We extend our local dielectric model of surface properties to encompass the calculation of the (nonretarded)
Van der Waals interaction between two dissimilar media separated by a third. As established earlier, the
computation of this energy reduces to the evaluation of the classical electrostatic fields associated with a point
charge in the three-medium geometry. Explicit results are given for three media separated by parallel planar
boundaries, in which case the requisite electrostatic fields may be evaluated simply by the method of images.
These results reduce to those obtained earlier for two identical media separated by a vacuum.

The Van der Waals force between two identical
half-spaces separated by a vacuum gap initially
was calculated by Lifshitz! using a phenomeno-
logical treatment of the electromagnetic field
fluctuations. Assuming sharp boundaries and a
local behavior of the dielectric function within the
half-spaces, Lifshitz obtained the Van der Waals
force as a functional of the frequency-dependent
dielectric function of the (identical) media. Later,
under the same assumptions, Dzyaloshinskii,
Lifshiftz, and Pitaevski®elaborated a microscopic
quantum-field theory of the Van der Waals inter-
action between two planar interfaces with three
adjoining media. For the case of two identical
media separated by vacuum their results coincide
with those of Lifshitz. Since the microscopic ap-
proach is rather complicated, however, there has
been a continuing interest in simpler formula-
tions®~'* which in turn have enabled the extension
of results obtained for a planar geometry to other
fields of physics!*™° and biology.**~% There also
have been efforts®*~** to include spatial dispersion
into the Van der Waals problem of planar inter-
faces through the use of nonlocal dielectric functions.
Barash and Ginzburg!® have considered the case
of absorptive media as well.

In this paper we report an extension of our pre-
vious work® on the electronic structure of solid

interfaces to the calculation of the nonretarded
Van der Waals interaction between local dielectric
media. Specifically we show that the evaluation

of the Van der Waals force can be reduced to an
electrostatic calculation of the surface charge
density induced at the boundaries by a point
charge. As an illustration of the method we cal-
culate the Van der Waals interaction energy of two
planar interfaces with three adjoining media
through the method of images. In addition to il-
lustrating the simplicity and power of our model,
these results extend earlier ones'™!* by virtue of
describing three media with completely arbitrary
local dielectric functions.

The Van der Waals interaction energy between
macroscopic bodies is derived from a general ex-
pression for the correlation energy of an inhomo-
geneous electron gas.*®*~* For bodies with sharp
boundaries the bulk contribution to the interaction
energy is, to a good approximation,:7+%5:%® jnde-
pendent of the separation and therefore does not
contribute to the Van der Waals interaction. Thus,
the Van der Waals interaction energy is defined
as

the change in the surface energy y(l) of the sys-
tem when the bodies are a distance ! apart with
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respect to the surface energy of the system at
infinite separation.

Now we write the surface energy of the system
as45-48

_y [tdg (Tdw [ s =z =
'y—h’j; gfo 2ﬂfd r Ima (T, T; w), (2)

where the integration over g=¢? (e is the electron-
ic charge) is the coupling constant integral, and

a, is the surface density-density response function
defined by

00,(F, @) = [ @ (F, B w)op @, w)d% . (3)

Here 6p, is the induced surface electron density

at T due to the presence of external electron-den-
sity at ¥/ oscillating with frequency w. Setting
6p,, (T, w) =6(Ff —T,) in Eq. (3) one sees immediate-
ly that o (F,T,; w) is simply the surface electron
density induced by an external point charge at T,
oscillating with frequency w. If we further assume
a local response of the system, the calculation of
a, becomes a well-defined electrostatic problem.
Taking then @, in the limit ¥, - T and integrating
Eq. (2) one obtains the Van der Waals interaction
energy. The calculation is valid even in the case
when dissipative media are present.** As an ex-
ample of this approach we calculate the Van der
Waals interaction energy for a system with planar
interfaces by computing o, through the method of

J
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images.

We consider an inhomogeneous system with
planar interfaces perpendicular to the z axis char-
acterized by the sequence of local dielectric func-
tions:

€ (w); z<-a,
6(w); —-a<z<a, (4)
&(w); z>a.

With this geometry it is convenient to take a two-
dimensional Fourier transform parallel to the
various surfaces so that Eq. (2) becomes

S ”dwf‘ =
y’ﬁj; P f (217)2,]; o . dZImas(z,z,q’w)’

(5)

where § is a two-dimensional vector parallel to
the surface.

Using the method of images we calculate the
surface electron density a,(z,2’;§, w) induced by
a unit point charge at z’ oscillating with frequency
w. The resulting surface contribution to
alz,z’;q, w) is given by

a,z,2';q, w)=a,lz,2";q, w; 123, a)

+a(-z,-2";4,w;321,qa), (6a)
where

>Ae'°""“‘ O(-a+2z2’)

+ —1-[<S’;€J>(1 +a)emale malp graagalerval ][e(a -2')+0(a+2')-1]

+< 2 )Ae““e'°(""*"”9(—(1—2')} (6b)
€, 1€,

is the surface electron density induced at z =a and

the second term in Eq. (6a) is the surface electron-

density induced at z =—a. Here

As[(iiﬁ)<ﬁﬁl>34aa_1]-l (6¢)
€—€;/\ €€
and
1; x>0,
o(x)=<3; x=0, (6d)
0; x<0

is the step function.
Inserting the limit z’ - z of Eq. (6) into Eq. (5)
yields

1 2 o _
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(7
The first two terms in the right-hand side of Eq.
(7) do not depend on the separation between the
two interfaces: they are simply the surface ener-
gies of the two isolated interfaces.*® Thus, the
Van der Waals interaction energy as defined in Eq.
(1) becomes
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where [ =2q is the separation between the two half-
spaces.

The g(=¢?) dependence of any model local di-
electric function which obeys the f sum rule is
given by*s

elw;g)-1=g[elw; g=1)-1]. &)

Thus, the integration over g from 0 to 1 in Eq. (8)
can be performed easily to give

va(z)=ﬁf(g—;‘7,f:f’2—‘;’r Inf(iw), (102)
where
f(w)=[1 -< Z{%)(—Z;—Z )a*ﬂ]'l . (10p)

Here €,(w) = ¢;,(w; g=1) and the analytic properties
of f(w) in the complex w plane were exploited in
order to convert the w integral along the real axis
into an integral along the imaginary axis.*®

A change of variable x =2¢/ and integration by
parts in the x variable in Eq. (10) yields directly

14
Eyy(l)=- 327272
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(11)

where ¢, = €,(iw). This expression coincides with
the corresponding expression of Ref. 2 in the non-
retarded limit.

Our approach follows the work of Craig™ with
respect to the calculation of surface density-density
response function. Unfortunately, however, an
attempt to include spatial dispersion into the prob-
lem led him to certain inconsistencies.***** Com-
parison of Eq. (11) with the results given in Refs.
1and 2 reveals that contrary to Craig’s assertion,’*
the dielectric continuum approach does reproduce
the Lifshitz result for local dielectric media. The

reason that this fact is not transparent from
Craig’s formulas [ Egs. (3.1) and (3.2) in Ref. 14]
is that they are analogs of Eq. (7) above. The
explicit performance of the coupling-constant
integration [ Eqs. (10)] and a subsequent integration
by parts in the momentum transfer variable [Eq.
(11)] are required to recover the functional form
of the Lifshitz result. Heinrichs also has shown*?
that in the local limit his general expression for
the Van der Waals interaction energy between two
half-spaces (in which spatial dispersion was con-
sidered through a hydrodynamic model dielectric
function) also reduces to Lifshitz’s expression.

There are additional ways of calculating the Van
der Waals interaction energy between macroscopic
bodies. For example, a fruitful and relatively
simple approach is the one developed by Van
Kampen et al.® They proved that for transparent
bodies in the local limit, the Van der Waals inter-
action energy is the change in the zero-point en-
ergies of the surface collective modes originated
when the bodies are displaced from infinity to
their actual separation. This method has been ex-
tended to other geometries,'® to dissipative
media®’ !° and to media with spatial dispersion.*' ™3
It produces results equivalent to those derived
above in the limit that damping is not included in the
local dielectric function.*> We already have
shown,*® however, that for dissipative media it is
important to use a proper retarded dielectric func-
tion rather than the zero-point-energy formulas
directly.

In summary, we have shown that our dielectric
continuum model permits an elementary, almost
trivial, derivation of Van der Waals energies in
terms of textbook classical electrostatics. While
prior limiting cases have been recovered, our re-
sults extend the earlier ones by virtue of being
applicable for any combination of three planar
media described by arbitrary local dielectric func-
tions. Moreover, our approach is particularly use-
ful when the method of images is applicable and in
the case of the solid-molecule Van der Waals in-
teraction as it will be shown elsewhere.
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