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Unlocking high photosensitivity direct laser
writing and observing atomic clustering
in glass

Wenyan Zheng1, Zhuo Wang2, Weilin Chen1, Mengchao Zhang3, Hui Li3,
Guang Yang3, Qiang Xu4, Xvsheng Qiao 1 , Dezhi Tan 1,5 , Junjie Zhang 6,
Jianrong Qiu 2, Guodong Qian1 & Xianping Fan1

The direct laser writing (DLW) of photoluminescent metal clusters is inspiring
intensive research in functional glasses. However, understanding the influence
of the host structure on cluster formation and visualizing DLW-induced clus-
ters at the atomic scale remains challenging. In this work, we develop a highly
photosensitive fluorophosphate glass through fluorine incorporation. The
addition of fluorine establishes a conducive environment for Ag+ ions before
DLW and enhances the availability of reducing agents and diffusion pathways
during DLW. These advantages facilitate the formation of Ag clusters under
low-energy single-pulsed DLW. Increasing laser energy results in a combina-
tion of Ag clusters and glasses defect, forming a dot + ring photoluminescent
pattern. Atom probe tomography (APT), a technique capable of mapping the
elemental spatial distribution and identifying clustering, is employed to gain
more information on laser-induced clusters. Comparison of APT results
between samples without and with DLW reveals the formation of Ag clusters
after laser writing. The design concept and characterization enrich the
understanding of Ag cluster behavior in glasses. This knowledge opens the
possibility of rational design of clusters confined in glasses and inspires their
synthesis for various applications.

Direct Laser Writing (DLW) enables precise modifications of trans-
parentmaterials such aspolymer1, sapphire2, and glass3. This capability
allows for the creation of customized 3Dmicrostructures with tailored
properties, providing a versatile platform formaterial engineering and
optical device fabrication. Among applications, there is a growing
interest in fabricating silver nanoclusters (AgNCs) inside glass for high-
capacity optical data storage (ODS). Consisting of several to tens of
atoms, Ag NCs exhibit bright photoluminescence (PL) due to the
quantum confinement effect4,5. In ODS, DLW is applied to inscribe Ag
NCs, with each inscribed PL dot serving as an information recording

unit6. By tailoring the DLW parameters such as laser energy, duration,
and pulse count, tunable PL intensity and multiple grayscales storage
can be achieved7.

Along with laser parameters, the choice of glass matrix also
influences ODS performance. An ideal glass for storage application is
expected to facilitate the generation of AgNCs at low energy to reduce
writing energy consumption and should be compatible with single-
pulse laser processing to enhance the data writing efficiency8. The
earliest literature on this topic can be traced back to the year 20109,
subsequent research has mainly focused on refining the DLW
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parameter using oxide-based glasses, such as silicate, phosphate, and
borosilicate10–12. Few attempts have been made to explore alternative
glass systems and understand the glass's influence on Ag clustering.
Recently, fluorophosphate (PF) glass has emerged as a promising host
for Ag clusters, showing potential for high-density storage with
enhanced writability13. Leveraging the low polarizability of F- ions, PF
glasses could inhibit silver ion reduction and consequent cluster for-
mation. This ensures a uniformdistribution of silver ions. During DLW,
their large band gap and low refractive indexmitigate the self-focusing
effect and improve laser resistivity14. PF glasses also offer a lower
phonon energy environment compared to their oxide counterpart,
which reduces the probability of nonradiative transitions of Ag NCs
and enhances their PL efficiency15–17. These combined properties make
PF glass a suitable choice for studying the photochemistry of Ag under
laser irradiation and potentially accessing enhanced photosensitivity
and PL properties.

Besides understanding glass matrixes, characterizing small clus-
ters poses an additional challenge. Traditional techniques, such as
transmission electronmicroscopy, face limitations due to the electron-
beam-induced cluster growth18. And scattering methods often require
specialized beamlines, making them less accessible19. To obtain both
spatial and chemical information, a combination of techniques is
usually employed, including fluorescence, X-ray absorption fine struc-
ture spectroscopy, mass spectrometry, and single-crystal X-ray
diffraction20,21. Recently, atomprobe tomography (APT) has emerged as
a powerful high-resolution 3Dmapping technique with sub-nanometer
precision, offering valuable insights into the distribution of clusters22–25.
APT offers quantitative information on cluster size and density, thus
enhancing our understanding of their structural characteristics.

In this study, we beganwith a facile approach to enhance the glass
photosensitivity by incorporating fluorine into the glass matrix. The
addition of fluorine brought two benefits. Firstly, the high electro-
negativity offluorine created a less reductant environment, preventing
the reduction of Ag+ ions prior to DLW. This ensured a high

concentration of Ag+ ions available for cluster formation during laser
irradiation. Secondly, fluorine disrupted the glass network, increasing
the diffusion channels and the availability of reducing agents under
DLW (Fig. 1a, b). As the laser energy increased, the PL pattern changed
fromdotsmadeof Ag clusters to apattern by a combination of clusters
and defects, resulting in a dot + ring arrangement (Fig. 1c). For char-
acterizing the laser-induced clusters, APT was used to capture the
formation of Ag clusters following laser writing (Fig. 1d).

Results and discussion
Glass preparation and structural analysis
PFxglasseswithfluorine concentrations ranging fromPF5 toPF25were
synthesized (Supplementary Fig. 1). The difference between Tg (glass
transition temperature) and Tc (crystallization temperature), ΔT, is
used to estimate their thermal stability. The increased ΔT from PF5 to
PF25 implies enhanced glass thermal stability26, which is favorable for
achieving highly durable storage media (Supplementary Fig. 2). The
homogeneous dispersion of Ag+ ions was confirmed through absorp-
tion, PL, and decay measurement (Supplementary Figs. 3–5 and Sup-
plementary Note. 1 and 2).

Analysis of 31P NMR spectra revealed the PF glasses network fra-
mework comprises metaphosphate chains by PO4 tetrahedra, Q2,
where the superscripts indicate the number of bridging oxygens
(BOs)27.With increasingfluorine content, theQ2 peak transferred into a
smaller chemical shift, and a Q1 signal emerged (Fig. 2a). This trans-
formation suggested that fluorine depolymerized the metaphosphate
structure by replacing bridging P-O-P bonds with terminal P-F and P -
nonbridging oxygens (P-NBOs) bonds28.

The substitution of Q2 by Q1 indicated a reduction in the con-
nectivity of the phosphate network, which was further supported by
observations in Raman spectra (Supplementary Note. 3, Supplemen-
tary Fig. 6, and Supplementary Table. 1). This structural change was
expected to bring more diffusion pathways for Ag+ ions during DLW.
Moreover, the incorporation of F− ions along with O2− ions created a

(d) Characterization of Ag clusters

(a) Large Ag+ ions reservoir

Single-pulsed

DLW

(b) Favorable diffusion channels

(c) New insight of
Laser-glass interaction

Glass Ag+ Glass Ag clusters

APT
Ag+

PO2
+

O+

Fig. 1 | Designing glass structures. a largeAg+ ions reservoir and (b) favorablediffusion channels ready forDLW. c Single-pulsedDLWtransformsAg+ ions into Agclusters,
offering insights into laser-glass interactions, and (d) enabling APT for cluster observation.
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mixed-anion environment that exerts asymmetric forces on Ag species
and enhances their mobility29.

Compared to oxygen, the high electronegativity of fluorine
resulted in aweak reductant environment, which slowed the reduction
of Ag+ ions and prevented cluster formation before laser irradiation30.
This was substantiated by the PL enhancement of Ag+ ions from PF5 to
PF25 (Supplementary Fig. 7). In terms of Al element, in PF5, most of Al
modified the network interspace in the form of AlO5 (Al5) and AlO6

(Al6), with a minor fraction participating in glass backbone in the form
of AlO4 (Al4) (Fig. 2b)31. Upon increasing fluorine, the Al6 gradually
converts into Al4, indicating a growing portion of Al entering the
phosphate network via P-O-Al bond linkage. The transformation from
Al6 to Al4, along with the generation ofmore chemically durable P-O-Al
bonds, counteracted the fluorine-induced depolymerization, con-
tributing to the enhanced glass chemical stability (Supplementary
Note. 4 and Supplementary Fig. 8)32.

To gain deeper insight into the structural change, ab initio
molecular dynamics (AIMD) simulations were conducted. Upon
fluorine introduction, the glass transformed from a tight-bound
phosphate network featuring Q2 units to an open structure with Q1

units andP-F bonds (Fig. 2c). At the same time, a growingproportionof
Al4 units emerged, enhancing its role as a glass former. Moreover, in

fluorine-modified glasses (right of Fig. 2c), Ag+ ions were found to be
homogenously dispersed throughout the matrix.

Combining experimental and simulated results, the fluorine in PF
glass brought two benefits. Firstly, it established a weak reductant
environment thatprevents premature reduction and ensures sufficient
Ag reservoir for subsequent cluster formation. Secondly, the presence
of fluorine disrupted the connectivity of metaphosphate chains,
introducingmore diffusion channels. These channels, in turn, facilitate
the aggregation of silver species during laser irradiation and enhance
laser responsiveness. These synergistic effects make PF glass a com-
pelling candidate matrix for the fabrication of Ag clusters under low-
energy DLW.

Creation and mechanism of Ag nanoclusters under DLW
Drawing on the structural analysis, it was hypothesized that PF25 (with
the highest fluorine loading) would present the most favorable pho-
tosensitivity. To validate this, a series of single-pulsed femtosecond
experiments were conducted (Fig. 3a and Supplementary Fig. 9). The
PL of inscribed dots gradually gained its intensity with higher laser
energy (Fig. 3b). The minimal energy threshold required to induce PL
signal (Emin) decreased from 1.0μJ (PF5) to 0.1μJ (PF25), indicating
enhanced photosensitivity with increasing fluorine.

Fig. 2 | Structural analysis of PFx glass. a 31P and (b) 27Al NMR spectra and deconvolution of PF5, PF15, and PF25 glasses. c Structures of phosphate (oxide-based, left) and
fluorophosphate glass (fluorine-modified, right) by AIMD simulation.
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Micro PL spectra revealed a broad band centered at 640nmwith a
smaller shoulder at 520nm (Fig. 3c and Supplementary Fig. 10). After
thermal treatment at 400 °C for 12 h, the primary peak at 640nm per-
sisted, while the intensity of 520nm decreased (Supplementary Fig. 11).
This indicates that Ag clusters are responsible for the 640nm emission,
while thermally unstable defects contribute to the 520nm emission33.
Furthermore, the emission at 640nm displayed a lifetime of 3.68ns,
consistent with the nanosecond decay characteristic of Ag clusters
(Fig. 3d)9. These emission features of Ag clusters resemble those of
clusters produced by both multi-pulsed femtosecond laser writing and
electron/gamma radiation in glasses34–37. Moreover, with increasing
laser energy, the PL spectrum showed a gradual increase in intensity,
indicating a growing number of Ag clusters (Supplementary Fig. 12).

As the writing energy reached 1.0μJ, peripheral PL rings emerged
in PF15 to PF25 (Fig. 3a). With increasing laser energy, the diameter of
PL ring (D) presented progressive expansion, while the central dot (d)
remained constant (Fig. 3e). This difference suggested that the dot +
ring pattern likely originates from two different PL centers. A com-
parison of electron probe microanalysis (EPMA) revealed that under
1.0μJ, the Ag enrichment in the outer ring (Fig. 3f, g), while the center
exhibits depletion of all elements.

The contrast in element distribution suggested that the PL rings
are associated with the migration of Ag species. Conversely, the
central dots are likely attributed to intrinsic properties of the glass,
possibly arising from laser-induced defects. These defects stem
from laser-induced perturbations known as phosphorus oxygen
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hole centers (POHCs). They are characterized by an unpaired elec-
tron shared between two non-bridging oxygens bound to a phos-
phorus atom. In addition, they can be resonated at an electron
paramagnetic resonance scan (EPR in Fig. 4a and Supplementary
Note. 5)38. Furthermore, these centers are known to be thermally
unstable and can be easily erased by heat treatment at 400 °C for 12 h
(Supplementary Fig. 13)39.

To understand the mechanism behind the dot + ring pattern, a
closer examination of the interaction between the laser and the glass
becomes necessary. During DLW, the energy deposition begins with a
multiphoton absorption process (approximately four-photon), excit-
ing electrons from the valence band into the conduction band40. These
excited electrons then work as reductants, reducing Ag+ ions into Ag0

atoms. Simultaneously, a hole-capturing process takes place by the
reaction PO +hole → POHC41. In this context, the PO refers to
phosphorus-oxygen defect precursors that are considered pre-
existing faults in the glass network. Such faults can be oxygen vacan-
cies, nonbridging oxygens, and strained bonds42.

Recalling PF glass structure, the incorporation of fluorine brings
the P-O-P bond breakage, increasing the number of P-NBOs
(phosphorus to non-bridging oxygens bonds) and terminal P-F
bonds. These NBOs serve as the phosphorus-oxygen defect pre-
cursor for POHC formation, capable of capturing holes and inhibiting
the recombination of electron-hole43. As a result, the retained electrons
effectively facilitate the reduction of the Ag+ ions, leading to the for-
mation of Ag clusters even under low-energy laser irradiation.

When exposed to high-energy DLW, however, the intense laser
beam would induce a localized temperature surge, accompanied by a
strong shock wave and electron rearrangement at the focal point. This
heightened temperature gradient and shock wave facilitate the diffu-
sion of Ag species, leading to the formation of ring-shaped Ag clusters,
while the electron rearrangements contribute to the central glass
defect44,45. Consequently, ring-shaped Ag clusters emerge at the per-
iphery, and thermally erasable defects (POHC) appear in the center.

Further insights into the laser-induced structural changes were
obtained from micro-Raman spectra. In Fig. 4b, consistent with the
Raman trend upon increasing fluorine, DLW reduced the intensity of
both the νs (Q

2) peak and νs (P-O-P) with a negative Raman shift. The 2D
mapping of νs(Q

2) displayed a comparable intensity decrease in the
regions subjected to DLW for both PF5 and PF25 samples (Supple-
mentary Fig. 14). But for νs (P-O-P) — the indicator of phosphate con-
nectivity (Q2), its reduction in PF25 covered amuch smaller area (inset
of Fig. 4b). This suggested that the fluorine exerts a pre-break impact,
similar to that caused by DLW.

This pre-break effect generates both diffusion pathways and
precursors for POHCs: the former prepares the channels for Ag clus-
ters accumulation ready for laser irradiation, and the latter aids in hole
scavenging and defect formation (Fig. 4c). It should be noted that our
observation differs from previous reports, where the formation of Ag
clusters required a thermally assisted process under multiple pulse
irradiation46. However, during single-pulsed laser irradiation, thermal
accumulation was absent, as evidenced by the lack of obvious melted
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structures (Supplementary Fig. S9). The formation of clusters is
expected to be limited. In this context, the significance of the glass
material becomes evident. The generated Ag clusters evidence the
beneficial impact of glass photosensitization, which was facilitated by
the introduction of fluorine anions. This reaffirms the effectiveness of
the design strategy for PF glasses.

Atom probe tomography of Ag clusters under DLW
To characterize the laser-induced Ag clusters, APT was performed
(Fig. 5a). Using a dual-beam focused ion beam, two needle-shaped

specimens of the sample without DLW (w/o-DLW) and with
direct laser writing (w-DLW) were prepared (Fig. 5b, Supplementary
Note. 6and Supplementary Figs. 15–18). Upon laser pulsing, ions
in the tip were evaporated from the surface. These ions were
directed into a position-sensitive detector with their mass-to-
charge ratio recorded by time-of-flight mass spectrometry. Here,
the potential for overheating of the specimen tip was deemed
minimal, as indicated by the absence of thermal tails in mass spec-
tra (Fig. 5c and Supplementary Fig. 19), suggesting rapid
cooling47,48. Subsequently, the recorded ion positions on the
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detector were utilized to reconstruct the spatial distribution (Sup-
plementary Figs. 20–21).

Visual examination of the 3D reconstructions of Ag revealed no
signs of aggregation (Fig. 5d, g). To assess the Ag distribution, fre-
quency distribution (FD) analysis was applied49. This analysis begins
with a comparison between the FD of Ag experimental data and the
theoretical randomized distribution, the latter characterized by bino-
mial probability. As shown in Fig. 5e, the experimental and binomial
curves forw/o-DLWwere almost overlapped, suggesting a randomized
distribution of Ag. However, in w-DLW, the experimental curve pre-
sented a broadened peak (Fig. 5h). Given the conservation of the total
number of atoms, this broadening indicated that some blocks contain
fewer Ag atoms while others contain more than expected. The long
tails indicate blocks with high concentrations of Ag atoms, suggesting
Ag aggregation50.

Moreover, the FD analysis incorporates χ2 statistics to quantify the
degree of randomness, assessed by the p-value51,52. In w/o-DLW, the Ag
experimental curve matched with the theoretical binomial distribution,
with ap-valueof 0.7, larger than the confidence level typically set at 0.01,
suggesting the randomdistribution of experimental Ag. However, in the
w-DLW, a p-value of <0.001 indicated the aggregation of Ag. Following
this, the Pearson coefficient (μ) was used to remove the sample size
dependence and give a more accurate estimation, where μ= 1 suggests
complete non-randomness and μ=0 suggests complete randomness.
Comparing μ values of w/o-DLW (0.7225) and w-DLW (0.2201) reveals a
greater deviation from randomness in w-DLW after laser writing.

Beyond the FD analysis and χ2 statistics, the Ag aggregation was
also reflected in the nearest neighbor distribution (NND) analysis53.
The Ag NND for w/o-DLW presented a minimal deviation from the
randomized distribution (Supplementary Figs. 22, 23). However, in w-
DLW, there was a gradual deviation that suggests Ag aggregation. This
was further examined using the maximum separation method (Sup-
plementary Note. 7 and Supplementary Figs. 24–26), whereAg clusters
with radii larger than 1 nm in w-DLWwere found, while clusters in w/o-
DLW were smaller than 1 nm (Supplementary Fig. 27). In addition, the
Ag-Ag pair correlation functions, gðrÞ, in w-DLW showed a more posi-
tive Ag correlation, reflecting the Ag clustering tendency (Fig. 5f, i)54,55.
Moreover, the Ag-Ag correlation distance (distance at which the cor-
relation approaches unity) was longer in w-DLW than in w/o-DLW,
indicating a higher proportion of Ag atoms participating in clusters.
For a sphere of radius (R), the normalized correlation function gnðrÞ
can be fitted to determine the R-value, according to Eq. (1) and (2)56:

gnðrÞ=
1� 3r

4R
� r3

16R30 if r ≤ 2RÞ ð1Þ
0, if r >2RÞ ð2Þ

8
<

:

In the w-DLW region, the radius (R) was determined to be
0.673 nm. These findings collectively confirmed the presence of Ag
clusters and offer valuable insights into the aggregation and distribu-
tion of Ag clusters in the DLW region.

Optical data storage demonstration
Considering the bright PL and low energy consumption, PF25 and
single-pulse laser energy with 0.5μJ were selected for ODS demon-
stration (Fig. 6a). A 7 × 7 dot array (Fig. 6b) and the logo of Zhejiang
University (Fig. 6c) were written. Figure 6d shows the PL intensity in
the array plotted against the horizontal axis. A distinct emissive peak
was observed at the inscribed regions, enabling the representation of
binary information as emissive dots denoting 1, interspersed with non-
emissive intervals representing 0. Each dot occupied a volume of
2 × 10−11 cm−3, corresponding to a storage capacity of 5.82 GB cm−3 (or
197 GB per glass disk in 120 × 3mm3 form). This capacity exceeds that
of traditional DVDs, which typically range from 5 to 25GB57. Notably,
there is potential for achieving even higher storage densities by using a

more tightly focused laser beam or implementing multilevel encoding
within a single data unit58. The spatial processing capability of DLW,
combined with the homogeneous matrix, enabled the patterning of
information at various depths without crosstalk. Three letters, Z, J, and
U, were written with a layer interval of 5 μm, demonstrating the
potential for high signal-to-noise and multilayer storage (Fig. 6e).

In conclusion, we demonstrated the simultaneous design of
photosensitive glass and atomic characterization of DLW-induced Ag
clusters by APT. The fluorine-modified fluorophosphate glass facili-
tated the efficient creation of photoluminescent Ag clustersunder low-
energy single-pulsed DLW. The introduction of fluorine played a dual
role by disrupting the glass network, creating conducive channels for
Ag species clustering, and introducing defect precursors that trapped
holes, thereby enhancing electron availability for Ag+ ion reduction.
High laser energy resulted in a dot + ring PL pattern, where the central
dot was glass defect, and the peripheral ring was Ag clusters. More-
over, the use of APT supported the formation of DLW-induced Ag
clusters. These findings, along with the optimization of glass structure
and the use of advanced characterization techniques, enhance our
understanding of DLW-induced Ag clusters in glass and offer promis-
ing prospects for developing photo-functional materials.

Methods
Materials and reagents
Glass samples with the composition of (95-x)Al(PO3)3-xMF2−5Ag2O
(M=Mg, Ca, Sr; x = 5–30mol%) were prepared using the melt-
quenching method with Al(PO3)3, MgF2, CaF2, SrF2, and AgNO3 as
rawmaterials. These are denoted as PFx, where x represents the mol%
of MF2. PF0 refers to glass with the composition 70Al(PO3)3−25MO-
5Ag2O, with MO being alkaline earth metal oxides (M=Mg, Ca, Sr).
Al(PO3)3 (Analytical reagent) were purchased from Thermo Scientific
Reagent Co. MgF2, CaF2, SrF2, MgO, CaO, and SrO (Analytical reagent)
were purchased from Aladdin Reagent Co. AgNO3 (Analytical reagent)
was purchased from SinopharmChemical Reagent Co. A 30 g batch of
each glass composition was weighed and mixed homogenously in the
agate mortar. Then, the mixture was melted in alumina crucibles with
closed lips to minimize fluorine loss at 1450 °C for 60min. The melt
was then poured onto a cold stainless-steel plate, annealed, and then
immediately pressed with another plate to increase the cooling rate
and promote glass formation. The obtained glasses were then cut,
ground, and polished for subsequent measurements.

Direct laser writing in glasses
Single-pulsed direct laser writing was conducted on a regeneratively
amplified Yb: KGW laser (PHAROS, Light Conversion) with a central
wavelength of 1030nm, pulse duration of 220 fs, and repetition rate of
1 kHz. The laser was focused 100μm below the glass surface using a
50 × (NA =0.8) objective lens. The diameter of the laser spot was
about 2μm.

Materials characterizations
X-ray powder diffraction (XRD) was performed using an X-ray dif-
fractometer (Shimadzu XRD-6000) with a 5 °Cmin^−1 scanning speed.
The UV-Vis absorption spectra were recorded in a UV-Vis spectro-
photometer (Hitachi U-4100). The glass transition temperature (Tg)
and crystallization temperature (Tc) were collected from the differ-
ential scanning calorimeter (DSC,Q100TA). The heating ratewas 10 °C
min^−1. Photoluminescence (PL), Photoluminescence excitation (PLE),
and lifetime decay spectra were recorded by Edinburgh Instruments
FLSP920 spectrophotometer. The pH of the glass leachate solutions
was measured using a pH meter (FiveEasy PlusTM, FB28). Optical
images of the laser-modified regions were captured by a CCD camera
attached to a Nikon microscope (Eclipse 80i). PL spectra of the laser-
modified regionwere taken froma confocalmicroscope (λex = 405 nm,
LSM780, Zeiss). The PL of Ag clusters after DLW was carried out on a
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homemade confocal microscope. Raman spectra and mapping were
collected by Raman spectrometer (LabRAM HR Evolution) with a
532 nm laser excitation. The 27Al nuclear magnetic resonance
(NMR) spectra were recorded on an Agilent 600
DD2 spectrometer at a frequency of 156.25 MHz (14.1 T), with
3.6 μs pulses and 10 s recycle time in a 4 mm double-resonance
probe. 31P NMR spectra were collected at a frequency of
242.76 MHz (14.1 T) using 3.0 μs pulses and 5 s recycle delays. The
AlCl3 and H3PO3 were chosen as the chemical shift reference. SEM
images and EMPA were carried out on EMPA-1720 (SHIMADZU) at
an accelerating voltage of 15 kV and a current of 10 nA. Electron
paramagnetic resonance (EPR) spectra were recorded on a Bruker
A300 ESR spectrometer in X-ban. The samples were loaded into a
quartz tube and cooled to 120 K. A dual-beam SEM/FIB (FEI Helios
Nanolab 600i) was used to prepare lift-out samples.

APT experiments were conducted on a CAMECA LEAP 4000H XR
operated in laser pulse mode using 355 nm Nd:YVO4 ultraviolet (UV)
laser. The detection efficiency was 37%. Data were acquired in laser
pulsing mode at a specimen temperature of 50K, with a target eva-
poration rate of 0.5 ions per 100 pulses, pulse duration of 10 ps, pul-
sing rate of 200 kHz, and laser pulse energy of 60pJ. The rawdatawere
processed by the commercial IVAS 3.4.4 software to map the position
and mass-to-charge ratio of each species.

ab initio Molecular dynamics simulations
ab initio molecular dynamics simulations were carried out on a cubic
samplemade upof ~ 1000 atomswith randomcoordinates by Packmol
(v20.14.1)59. Two compositions, the 70Al(PO3)3−5Ag2O-25CaO (without
fluorine) and 70Al(PO3)3−5Ag2O-25CaF2 (with fluorine) were studied.
Notably, Ca was chosen to represent the alkaline earthmetals (Mg, Ca,
Sr), as they all exert as the glass modifier. These two systems were
subjected to structural optimization using the Density Functional
Theory method based on DZVP-MOLOPT-SR-GTH. Starting from the
initial configurations, Born-Oppenheimer Molecular Dynamics
(BOMD) was applied60. The high-temperature melt at 2000K was
quenched to 300K over a period of 300 ps in the NPT ensemble
(constant number of atoms, constant pressure, and constant tem-
perature). The glass was relaxed at 300K under atmospheric pressure
for 5 ps. Periodic boundary conditions were applied in all directions.
The visualization of local atomic structure was facilitated by VESTA
(Ver 3.4.5)61.

Data availability
The data represented in Figs. 2a, b, 3b–e, 4a, b, 5c, e, f, h, i, and 6d are
provided asSourceDatafile. All data in Supplementary Information are
available from the corresponding author on request. Source data are
provided in this paper.
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3D Imprinting of Voxel-Level Structural Colors in Lithium
Niobate Crystal

Zhuo Wang, Bo Zhang,* Ziquan Wang, Jie Zhang, Peter G Kazansky, Dezhi Tan,*
and Jianrong Qiu*

Advanced coloration methods are of pivotal importance in science,
technology, and engineering. However, 3D structural colors that are critical for
emerging multidimensional information representation and recording are
rarely achievable. Here, a facile voxel-level programmable 3D structural
coloration in the bulk lithium niobate (LiNbO3) crystal is reported. This is
achieved by engineering wavelength-selective interference between ordinary
(O) and extraordinary (E) light in the crystal matrix. To induce effective phase
contrast between O and E light for establishing the highly localized
interference across the visible band, the presence of a pulse-internal-coupling
effect is revealed in the single-pulse ultrafast laser–crystal interaction and an
ultrafast-laser-induced micro-amorphization (MA) strategy is thus developed
to manipulate local matrix structure. Consequently, micro–nanoscale colorful
voxels can be fast inscribed into any spatial position of the crystal matrix in
one step. It is demonstrated that the colors can be flexibly manipulated and
quickly extracted in 3D space. Multidimensional MA-color data storage with
large capacity, high writing and readout speed, long lifetime, and excellent
stability under harsh conditions is achieved. The present principle enables
multifunctional 3D structural coloration devices inside high-refractive-index
transparent dielectrics and can serve as a general platform to innovate
next-generation information optics.

1. Introduction

Structural colors originated from the interaction between the
polychromatic light and micro–nano photonic structures have
been created for various applications in high-resolution opti-
cal display, sensing, anti-counterfeiting, information encryption,
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and recording.[1–6] However, the current
structural colors are generally displayed in
2D substrates.[7–9] Although complex bulk
photonic crystals have recently been de-
signed to generate quasi 3D colors,[10–12]

the color voxels are largely interconnected
rather than independent and the spa-
tial extent of coloration is limited to
a small scale close to surfaces. Freely
imprinting voxel-level controllable struc-
tural colors in 3D space enables im-
planting additional degrees of freedom
in light modulation and device function-
alization, such as 3D display and high-
density data storage. However, due to the
lack of a suitable carrier, this vision re-
mains highly challenging and even impos-
sible via traditional coloration approaches.

One way to solve this problem is to de-
velop a principle that can print color vox-
els in 3D transparent media. Recently, ul-
trafast laser direct writing (ULDW) in trans-
parent dielectrics has been established as an
excellent platform for creating 3D micro–
nano functional structures,[13–20] which en-
dows matrix materials with unprecedented
functionalities. Representatively, domain

engineering at micro–nano scales using ULDW in lithium nio-
bate (LiNbO3) crystals has been used to produce 3D nonlin-
ear photonic crystals.[21–23] However, structural coloration is ex-
tremely difficult to generate inside such media, because the high
refractive index of the matrix severely impairs the phase mod-
ulation capability of photonic structures. Generally, transparent
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Figure 1. Working principle of MA coloration. A) Schematic illustration showing 3D imprinting of voxel-level structural colors using MA coloration. B)
Schematic illustration showing the mechanism of pulse-internal-coupling-assisted ULDW. C) Microscopy image color voxels written in the crystal matrix
(left) and high-resolution transmission electron microscopy (HRTEM) image of the crystal-glass phase transition interface (right). Insets: fast Fourier
transform (FFT) images of the dotted areas. Selected-area electron diffraction experimental results see Figure S5 (Supporting Information). D) Schematic
illustration showing the light propagation behavior at MA zone. E) High SNR structural colors generated by MA voxels (top) and corresponding signal
intensity mapping (bottom).

uniaxial crystals possess intrinsic structural anisotropy that al-
lows for splitting one light beam into ordinary (O) and extraor-
dinary (E) light. Using this, it is possible to generate 3D struc-
tural colors in high-refractive-index transparent uniaxial crys-
tals by locally modulating the spatial interference of O and E
light.

Taking LiNbO3 as an example, we proposed an unprece-
dentedly facile 3D structural coloration strategy that uses ul-
trafast laser-induced local amorphization to significantly tune
the phase difference of O and E light in the crystal ma-
trix and thus create highly controllable voxelized interfer-
ence colors in 3D space, which we call micro-amorphization
(MA) coloration (Figure 1A). In the color imprinting, one
color voxel can be fast created by a single ultrafast laser
pulse and possesses a considerably high resolution. The
color gamut covers the whole visible waveband and can be
flexibly manipulated by multiple approaches, enabling pro-
grammable 3D full-color patterning. The excellent readabil-
ity, manufacturability, and stability of MA colors make them
fully compatible with current mature data reading and writ-
ing technologies and suitable for mass standardized pro-
duction. Thus, it is highly anticipated to boost the prac-
tical applications of 3D structural colors in high-density
data storage, encryption, anti-counterfeiting, and 3D display
devices.

2. Results and Discussion

2.1. Working Principle of MA Coloration

To fast induce MA structures, we demonstrated a technique of
pulse-internal-coupling-assisted ULDW in the LiNbO3 crystal
(Figure 1B), where the processing light is incident perpendicular
to the optical axis and the intrinsic birefringence of LiNbO3
is used to split the incident single ultrafast laser pulse into
spatially coaxial but temporally separated E and O light pulses.
As E light pulse transports faster than O light pulse in the
LiNbO3 crystal, E light pulse preliminarily modifies the raw
material matrix and induces active defects to greatly promote
the nonlinear optical absorption (Figures S2 and S3, Supporting
Information). Then, O light pulse further irradiates the defective
zone, enabling crystal-to-glass phase transition, and creating
micro-amorphous structures in the crystal matrix (Figure 1C).
Our experiments confirm that the coupling between the E and
O light pulses is essential for activating the pulse-internal-
coupling-assisted ULDW process (Figure S4, Supporting
Information).

The MA color generation is essentially achieved by locally en-
gineering the birefringence property of the crystal matrix. Specif-
ically, when a polychromatic illuminating light beam propagates
through MA domains, E light is partially eliminated in the glass
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phase (Figure 1D), which will create a giant phase difference
jump of O and E light at MA zone (Figure S6A, Supporting Infor-
mation). By applying the chromatic polarization method to make
O and E light possess polarization components in the same direc-
tion, constructive interference of specific wavebands and destruc-
tive interference of the background signal can be simultaneously
achieved,[24] enabling high signal-to-noise ratio (SNR) structural
colors (Figure 1E).

2.2. Manipulation of MA Colors

MA colors can be flexibly manipulated by multiple approaches.
When probe polychromatic light is incident perpendicular to the
optical axis, as there is no E light in the amorphous region,
the phase difference of the O and E light beams that propagate
through the MA zone can be expressed as:

Δ𝜑 =
2𝜋 (d − l)

𝜆
no +

2𝜋l
𝜆

ng −
2𝜋 (d − l)

𝜆
ne (1)

where Δ𝜑 is the phase difference, 𝜆 is the probe light wavelength,
d is the sample thickness, l is the length of MA zone, no, ne, and
ng are the refractive indexes of O light, E light, and the light prop-
agating in the glass phase of MA zone, respectively. As refractive
index is a dispersion function of wavelength (Figure S6B, Sup-
porting Information), the light wavelength for establishing the
constructive interference is essentially dependent on length of
MA zone, where the mathematical relationship can be expressed
as:

l = k𝜆2

2𝜋
(
ng + ne − no

) − d

(
no − ne

)

(
ng + ne − no

) = k
2𝜋

f1 (𝜆) − df2 (𝜆)(2)

where k is the interference order, f1(𝜆) = 𝜆2∕(ng + ne − no), and
f2(𝜆) = (no − ne)∕(ng + ne − no).

From this principle, the color of each MA voxel, controlled by
the phase difference of O and E light, can be regulated across the
whole visible band by adjusting the length of MA zones (Figure
S6C, Supporting Information). Theoretically, a larger MA length
corresponds to a redshift of the structural color and a smaller MA
length corresponds to a blueshift of the structural color (Figure
2A), which is confirmed by experimental results (Figure 2B).
Here, we obtained a wide-gamut color manipulation from pur-
ple to red across the whole visible band with the corresponding
wavelength ranging from 450 to 680 nm (Figure 2C,D) by finely
regulating the processing parameters for each color voxel (Figure
S8, Supporting Information). Notably, the relative angle of laser
polarization to the optical axis of the crystal affects the energy dis-
tribution of O and E light (Figure 2E), which can be used to adjust
the nonlinear optical absorption of the pulse-internal-coupling-
based laser modification process. Specifically, when the energy
of O light and E light is balanced, the nonlinear absorption is the
strongest, while the nonlinear absorption is weakest when there
is only O or E light energy (Figure. S9, Supporting Information).
Here, we demonstrated that this energy redistribution process
allows for quantitatively manipulating the intensity of the struc-
tural color by tuning the laser polarization (Figure 2F), which
can provide an additional multiplexing channel for information
recording.[25,26]

In addition to processing parameters, the already patterned
MA colors can also be dynamically adjusted by introducing ex-
ternal stimuli. For example, the electro-optic effect of LiNbO3 al-
lows for tuning the refractive index contrast between glass phase
and crystal matrix, which can be applied to tune the phase shift of
the light passing through MA color voxels. Based on this, we fur-
ther demonstrate the dynamic control of MA colors by electrically
modulating the refractive index contrast between amorphous and
crystal phases (Figure S10, Supporting Information).

2.3. Cross-Dimension Imprinting of Exquisite Images by Using
MA Coloration

As ULDW is a voxel-level programmable patterning technique,
each MA-color voxel can be independently decoded into its cor-
responding imprinting parameters, and thus MA coloration al-
lows for freely imprinting voxels with various colors to form on-
demand complex colorful patterns in 3D space. Here, multiple
types of MA-color patterning and readout are demonstrated. For
example, different monochromatic images of Maxwell’s portrait
(Figure 3A) and the chromatic image of the “Starry Night over
the Rhone” are imprinted in LiNbO3 (Figure 3B). By finely reg-
ulating the color of each voxel, we can further achieve complex
adjustments to the tone style of the chromatic image of “The
Starry Night”, which is valid for both transmission and reflection
viewing modes (Figure 3C). The image resolution can generally
exceed 2540 dpi, and the highest resolution can reach ≈50 800
dpi (Figure S11, Supporting Information). Besides planar pat-
terning, 3D color imprinting in the crystal matrix is also demon-
strated, including basic (Figure 3D) and customized geometries
(Figure 3E), curves, and characters (Figure S12, Supporting In-
formation), whose color voxels are completely independent and
their color features can be well controlled at any position in 3D
space.

Owing to the wavelength selectivity of the chromatic
polarization-based coloration principle, the color of voxels
can only be identified by their corresponding illumination wave-
bands (Figure S13, Supporting Information). Thus, confidential
information can be hidden by superimposing different color
voxels together. The hidden information (Newton’s portrait) is
completely unrecognizable under white light illumination or
using birefringence imaging (Figure 3F,i,ii) and can only be
extracted by illuminating the sample with a specific waveband
in a chromatic polarization microscopic system (Figure 3Fiii).
Illuminating by a wrong waveband will lead to fake information
(Maxwell’s portrait) (Figure 3Fiv). By designing more complex
color combos, MA colors can be employed for information
encryption and anti-counterfeiting with multiple layers of
security.

2.4. Comprehensive Performance Characterization of MA Colors

As a recording technique, robust multichannel information
recognition is a highly valuable capability and represents the de-
velopmental trend of structural colors.[27] The 3D writability of
MA coloration and the transparency of LiNbO3 crystal confer at
least four readout modes on MA colors (Figure S14A, Supporting
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Figure 2. Manipulation of MA colors. A) The length of MA zones as functions of interference wavelengths and interference orders. B) Color regulation
by tuning the length of MA zones. C) Multicolor voxels covering the visible band (top) and corresponding spectral features (bottom). Scale bar: 20 μm.
D) Gamut of MA coloration in CIE chromaticity coordinates. Original spectral data of the chromaticity points see Figure S7 (Supporting Information).
E) Polarization-driven energy distribution control of O and E light. F) Polarization-driven intensity manipulation of the color signal.

Information), including front and back readout using transmis-
sion and reflection illumination respectively. Importantly, the
color signals extracted under different readout modes are the
same because the phase difference of O and E light is essentially
generated by the MA region and remains unchanged in both
transmission and reflection readout modes (Figure S14B, Sup-

porting Information). As a proof of concept, we demonstrated
that the inscribed monochromatic image of Sir Newton’s por-
trait (Figure 4A) can be read out from front and back sides
in both transmission and reflection modes with good consis-
tency (Figure 4Ai–iv). The reflection mode allows for using epi-
illumination to read MA color patterns, which minifies the size of

Adv. Mater. 2023, 2303256 © 2023 Wiley-VCH GmbH2303256 (4 of 9)
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Figure 3. Cross-dimension imprinting of exquisite MA-color images. A) The designed grayscale and experimental monochromatic images of a portrait
of Maxwell. B) Complicated chromatic picture patterning. Designed model (top) and experimental result (bottom). C) Voxel-level color tone tuning of a
chromatic picture in both transmission mode (i, iii) and reflection mode (ii,iv). Designed model (left) and experimental results (right). Scale bars: (A)
to (C), 200 μm. D,E) 3D chromatic patterning of MA colors, including basic geometry (D) and customized geometry (E). F) Optical information encryp-
tion where voxels with different color responses are superimposed together and indistinguishable by using white light illumination (i) or birefringence
imaging (ii). Extraction of true information by illuminating the sample with specific monochromatic light centered at 445 nm (iii) while a wrong illumi-
nation (532 nm) will lead to fake information readout (iv). Scale bars: 100 μm. A,F) "James-Clerk-Maxwell" by Faded Times, Flickr: Public Domain Mark
(https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/mark/1.0). B) Gogh, Vincent van (1853–1890): Starry night. Arles (Starry Night on the Rhone), 1888. Oil
on canvas, 72.5×92 cm. 2023©Photo Scala, Florence. Musee d’Orsay, Paris, France. Reproduced with permission. C) Gogh, Vincent van (1853–1890):
The Starry Night, 1889. Oil on canvas, 29×36 ¼ (73.7×92.1 cm). Acquired through the Lillie P. Bliss Bequest. Acc. n.: 472.1941. 2023©Photo Scala,
Florence. Digital image, The Museum of Modern Art, New York/Scala, Florence. Reproduced with permission.

the MA color reading devices and makes MA colors highly adapt-
able in mainstream data reading systems. And the transmission
mode can provide higher readout accuracy by eliminating the dis-
turbance from the scattering light caused by the reflection illumi-
nation. Furthermore, the localized interference-based coloration
mechanism makes the identification of MA colors highly inde-

pendent of the viewing angle (Figure S15, Supporting Informa-
tion), showing the high robustness of MA color reading. These
properties of MA coloration are of great significance for accurate,
facile, flexible, and stable information extraction.

In addition to excellent readability, the pulse-internal-coupling
assistance endows several appealing advantages for the present
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Figure 4. Readability, manufacturability, and stability of MA colors. A) Portrait of Newton (left) and experimental results of four different color readout
modes (right), i) Including front reading using transmission illumination, ii) Back reading using transmission illumination, iii) Front reading using
reflection illumination, and iv) Back reading using reflection illumination. B) Resolution characterization of MA color voxels. C) Pulse energy limit test for
achieving coloration (up) and color patterning by using a pulse energy of 30 nJ (bottom). D) Stability characterization of MA color signal in different harsh
conditions, including ultra-intense magnetic field, high temperature, strong acid, and X-ray radiation. Scale bars: 100 μm. A) Sir Isaac Newton. Mezzotint
by T. O. Barlow, 1868, after Sir G. Kneller, 1689. Wellcome Collection. Public Domain Mark (https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/mark/1.0).

MA coloration with high resolution and fabrication efficiency.
First, the feature size of MA color voxels can generally reach
≈500 nm (Figure 4B), enabling high display resolution and infor-
mation density. Second, a single pulse with a strikingly low pulse
energy of ≈30 nJ is enough to write one color voxel (Figure 4C),
comparable with that for processing organic materials,[28] al-
lowing for splitting a single high-energy pulse into multiple
pulses to create color voxel arrays with one shot. Accordingly, the
printing efficiency of MA coloration is much higher than tradi-
tional approaches that rely on multipulse material modification.
Third, the pulse-internal-coupling is spontaneously activated by
the structural anisotropy of the crystal matrix rather than relying
on external beam control setups, which greatly simplifies the op-
tical system for imprinting color voxels and thus enhances the
manufacturability of MA colors.

As the created color voxels are embedded in the stable all-
inorganic dielectrics, we can expect high stability of MA colors
that inherits the intrinsic stable physicochemical characteristics
of LiNbO3 crystals. We tested the produced samples under var-
ious harsh conditions (Figure 4D), including ultra-strong mag-

netic field (42 T), high temperature (700 °C), strong acid corro-
sion (60% HNO3), X-ray irradiation (50 kGy), pollution, and me-
chanical damage (Figure S16, Supporting Information). All the
recorded information well survived after these treatments, which
was impossible for previous structural colors. We estimated the
lifetime of the structural colors to be as long as 1013 years by using
the accelerating aging experiments at high temperatures (Figure
S17, Supporting Information), which is of great value for perma-
nent energy-saving big data storage.[29]

2.5. Demonstration for Multidimensional Data Storage Based on
MA Coloration

We demonstrated the great potential of MA coloration in both
2D and 3D data storage by writing the masterpiece “Pride and
Prejudice” into binary ASCII data in a 10 × 10 mm LiNbO3 crys-
tal plate (Figure 5A–C). The readout of recorded data arrays is
easily achieved by photo-reading with a commercial white light-
emitting diode (LED) illumination source. Owing to the intrinsic
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Figure 5. Cross-dimension data storage by MA coloration. A) A LiNbO3 disk full of imprinted color voxels. B) 2D binary color voxels imaging (top) and
data readout (bottom). C) 3D color voxels imaging. D) 3D data extraction by image recognition. E) High-efficiency information recording based on SLM
technology. For instance, splitting a single pulse into multiple pulses in a single layer (left), splitting a single pulse into multiple pulses in multiple layers
(middle), and customized patterning by using pulse train incidence (right). F) 5D data storage by encoding the structural colors and their intensity levels
into a hexadecimal system.

high SNR of MA colors, the data arrays in the same layer can
be captured in batches by a camera as a whole and the color in-
formation can be quickly identified (Figure 5D), without using
any complex optical measurements or point-by-point mechan-
ical scanning that is usually used in the traditional data read-
ing process (Figure S18, Supporting Information). Here, intelli-
gent image recognition was adopted to extract the written data
with high speed (≈1.2 Gb s−1) and accuracy (up to ≈99.7%),
which enables an extremely high readout efficiency for optical
data storage (Figures S19 and S20, Supporting Information). Be-
sides the single beam writing, by applying beam shaping tools,
such as spatial light modulator (SLM), we can split a single in-
cident pulse into multiple pulses to create color voxel arrays in
both 2D layer and 3D space (Figure 5E), which further improve
the recording speed by tens of times. Combining high repetition
rate laser and galvanometer scanning technology, a 1 Gb s−1 level
data recording speed can be easily achieved. According to the cur-

rent extreme resolution of MA coloration, the data capacity of a
127 × 127 × 3 mm LiNbO3 optical disk can theoretically reach
≈24 TB (Equation S7, Supporting Information).

Notably, the highly controllable colors and their signal inten-
sity provide more information multiplexing channels for higher
dimensional data storage.[30,31] Here, we preliminarily demon-
strate the feasibility of MA-color-based 5D information integra-
tion. At the current stage, besides initial 3D coordinates, the sig-
nals of a single MA voxel can be further encoded into eight hue
states and two intensity levels, corresponding to 4 bits of infor-
mation per voxel (Figure 5F, up), enabling 5D data storage. By
using the hexadecimal ASCII where every two voxels correspond
to a character and each voxel represents the number from 0 to f
in the hexadecimal system, the text “Pride and Prejudice” can be
recorded within a space of 40 voxels in size (Figure 5F, down).
Compared with the traditional binary system, the 5D hexadeci-
mal data storage can reduce the number of color voxels needed
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to be imprinted, which is expected to further improve the MA-
color-based data storage capacity. These results represent an im-
portant milestone in achieving optical data storage beyond three
dimensions via voxel-level structural colors.

3. Conclusion

The pulse-internal-coupling mechanism makes imprinting MA
voxels in the LiNbO3 crystal a conceptually new platform for pro-
grammable 3D structural coloration with multiple advantages,
including but not limited to fast manufacturability, wide gamut,
multichannel recognition, high resolution, energy saving, and
excellent stability (Table S1, Supporting Information), which en-
dows new potential with the structural coloration in 3D informa-
tion display. Especially, MA coloration-based information record-
ing method brings an all-round improvement in optical data stor-
age performances and takes a qualitative leap forward with re-
spect to current technologies (Table S2, Supporting Information),
making the writing and readout speed as well as the data density
of optical storage comparable to that of magnetic and semicon-
ductor storage. Protected by the all-inorganic crystal matrix, MA
coloration can serve as an efficient, green, and perpetual big data
storage approach. Importantly, due to the nonlinear processing
capability of ultrafast lasers, the principles of this work can be
extended to more crystal materials (Figure S21, Supporting In-
formation). Thus, it is expected to develop a general approach to
enable a variety of micro–nano phase modulation elements in
high-refractive-index media, opening up more advanced micro–
nano photonic applications.

For high-dimensional data storage, our experiments have
shown that MA colors contain at least 10 color states and 8 in-
tensity states. Thus, more bits of information integration in a
MA voxel can be achieved by introducing more states of hue and
intensity of MA voxels, which means the full potential of MA-
color-based multidimensional information integration is still far
from being completely exploited. Notably, with the redshift of
MA colors, the length and diameter of MA voxels will also in-
crease, which limits the data capacity improvement brought by
multidimensional storage. This problem is expected to be re-
solved by technologies that can further reduce the length and di-
ameters of MA color voxels and improve the color readout accu-
racy, such as interference order manipulation (Figure S22, Sup-
porting Information), beam shaping, super-resolution process-
ing, and imaging, which may excite more research works in the
future.

In summary, we propose and demonstrate that a single ultra-
fast laser pulse can create highly localized crystal-to-glass phase
transition structures with a micrometer-scaled feature size in all-
inorganic uniaxial crystals. The difference in optical properties
of the amorphous region and the crystal matrix enables a sig-
nificant phase difference shift between O and E light, enabling a
voxel-level structural coloration with multidimensional controlla-
bility in 3D space. The generated colors are revealed to possess a
series of excellent performances and hold great potential for mul-
tiple applications, including 3D display, information encryption,
anti-counterfeit, fast data recording and readout, and low-power
long-term multidimensional data storage. It would be exciting
to fuse the MA-based coloration with advanced light modulation
technologies, novel photoelectric materials, and intelligent image

recognition algorithms to develop a versatile 3D color rendering
strategy, empowering the development of next-generation infor-
mation optics.

4. Experimental Section
Materials: Commercially available 10× 10× 10 mm Z-cut bulk LiNbO3

crystal was used as the matrix for inducing MA structures. For data stor-
age, the crystal was cut into 10 × 10 × 0.5 mm thin plates along the direc-
tion perpendicular to the optical axis. All the crystals were polished on all
sides.

MA-Color Sample Preparation: In the pulse-internal-coupling-based
MA processing, the optical axis of the LiNbO3 sample was set to be per-
pendicular to the laser propagation direction where the pulse splitting
was spontaneously activated by the intrinsic structural anisotropy (bire-
fringence effect) of the LiNbO3 crystal. Thus, no complex external beam-
shaping device was needed. Here, MA color voxels were created by using a
standard ultrafast laser direct writing system (Figure S1A, Supporting In-
formation), where the polarization was controlled by a half-wave plate and
the 3D position shift of the sample was controlled by using a translation
stage. Laser parameters such as pulse energy, pulse duration, and repeti-
tion rate were controlled by a computer. The imprinting process of color
voxels could be detected in real time by a complementary metal–oxide–
semiconductor (CMOS) camera connected to a computer. For high-speed
data recording, a spatial light modulator (SLM, X13138 Hamamatsu) and
a 4f system were added to the optical circuit to further split a single pulse
into multiple pulses and the fixed dichroic could be replaced by a gal-
vanometer for high-speed focal spot movements.

The light source for imprinting MA color voxels in the LiNbO3 crystal
was a mode-locked regeneratively amplified Yb: KGW-based ultrafast laser
(PHAROS, Light Conversion Ltd.) with a wavelength of 1030 or 515 nm,
a pulse duration ranging from 230 fs to 6 ps, and a pulse repetition rate
ranging from 1 to 200 kHz. Generally, the laser was focused ≈50 μm below
the surface of the sample via a 50× objective lens (NA = 0.8). The MA-
based coloration can be achieved by a single laser pulse, the pulse dura-
tion, laser polarization, and pulse energy were set according to the desired
chrominance and intensity of MA-based coloration (Figure S8, Supporting
Information).

Optical Characterization of MA Colors: The color generation and obser-
vation were achieved by using a standard chromatic polarization system.
As shown in Figure S1B (Supporting Information), the first polarizer (P1)
was used to make the probe polychromatic light polarized to split into or-
dinary (O) light and extraordinary (E) light in crystal. The second polarizer
(P2) was used to make the O and E light share a common polarization
component in the same direction to establish interference. As the phase
difference of O and E light after passing through the crystal was dependent
on light frequency, the interference established by chromatic polarization
method possessed wavelength selectivity.[24] A filter could be added before
the light source to tune the transmission waveband when monochromatic
illumination is required. Microscopy images of 3D colorful patterns were
obtained by using confocal microscopy where two polarizers were added
to the front and back sides of the sample respectively for generating chro-
matic polarization effect. The spectral characteristics of the color voxels
were obtained by a micro-spectroscopy system.

Structural Characterization of MA Voxels: The optical observation of
MA color voxels was performed using a microscope (BX53 Olympus). The
inner structure of MA region was found and examined by scanning elec-
tron microscopy (SEM), using backscattering mode (Gemini300 Zeiss).
For the SEM observation, samples were polished so as to expose the
single pulse-modified area to air and the polished surface was etched
with hydrofluoric acid (5%) to improve the contrast of SEM images. Fur-
ther phase transition characterization of the crystal-glass heterogeneous
interface was performed by focused ion beam (FIB) slice and high-
resolution transmission electron microscopy (HRTEM). Electron param-
agnetic resonance (EPR) spectroscopy (Bruker, ESRA-300) was applied to
examine the defects of the pre-modified area.

Adv. Mater. 2023, 2303256 © 2023 Wiley-VCH GmbH2303256 (8 of 9)
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[31] J. Zhang, M. Gecevičius, M. Beresna, P. G. Kazansky, Phys. Rev. Lett.

2014, 112, 033901.

Adv. Mater. 2023, 2303256 © 2023 Wiley-VCH GmbH2303256 (9 of 9)

 15214095, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/adm

a.202303256 by Z
hejiang U

niversity, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [15/11/2023]. S

ee the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense





DOI: 10.29026/oea.2023.220008

Ostensibly perpetual optical data storage in
glass with ultra-high stability and tailored
photoluminescence
Zhuo Wang1†, Bo Zhang1†, Dezhi Tan2* and Jianrong Qiu1,3*

Long-term optical data storage (ODS) technology is essential to break the bottleneck of high energy consumption for in-
formation storage in the current era of big data. Here, ODS with an ultralong lifetime of 2×107 years is attained with single
ultrafast laser pulse induced reduction of Eu3+ ions and tailoring of optical properties inside the Eu-doped aluminosilicate
glasses. We demonstrate that the induced local modifications in the glass can stand against the temperature of up to 970
K and strong ultraviolet light irradiation with the power density of 100 kW/cm2. Furthermore, the active ions of Eu2+ exhib-
it strong and broadband emission with the full width at half maximum reaching 190 nm, and the photoluminescence (PL)
is flexibly tunable in the whole visible region by regulating the alkaline earth metal  ions in the glasses.  The developed
technology and materials will be of great significance in photonic applications such as long-term ODS.

Keywords: ultrafast laser; photoluminescence tailoring; ultralong lifetime; optical data storage
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 Introduction
In the development history of human society,  data stor-
age plays  an indispensable  and pivotal  role,  it  has  signi-
ficantly boosted spacious domains from social science to
industrial production. With the advent of the Internet of
Things  and  artificial  intelligence,  the  long  lifetime  and
large capacity  of  information storage are  in  increasingly
high  demand.  Accordingly,  optical  data  storage  (ODS)
technique  provides  a  highly  fascinating  alternative  to
conventional storage techniques (semiconductor or mag-
netic-based storage) with lower energy consumption, lar-
ger  capacity,  higher  efficiency,  and  longer  lifetime1−5.
However,  accounting  for  80%  of  the  total  stored  data

generated by the government, data disaster recovery cen-
ters,  and  archives  are  not  frequently  accessed  but  still
need  to  be  available  over  long  periods  in  an  easy  access
method. The typical lifetime of mature ODS is hundreds
of years that is still far from meeting the requirements of
next-generation  information  storage6−8.  Although  the
ODS  based  on  ultrafast  laser  induced  volume  periodic
structures has  an  ultralong  lifetime,  multipulse  irradi-
ation with  the  pulse  energy  up  to  micro-joule  is  neces-
sary for writing, which will slow down the writing speed
and increase the power consumption9.  Developing long-
term  stable  ODS  based  on  single  pulse  writing  process
can  not  only  notably  reduce  the  energy  dissipation 
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associated with  frequent  data  migration  but  also  in-
crease the efficiency of data writing.

Tailoring  of  optical  properties  of  active  centers  or
dopants in  solid  matrix  has  extensively  boosted  the  ap-
plications of  glasses  and  crystals  in  optical  communica-
tion,  information  storage,  photonic  device,  and
display2,10−13.  Typically,  the  spectroscopic  features  of  the
active  centers  or  dopants  are  highly  dependent  on  the
local  structures  of  amorphous  glass  or  crystal  field  and
generally tuned via chemical component modulation and
homogeneous heat treatment of the matrix14−17. Recently,
ultrafast laser has also been established to be an effective
tool  for tailoring optical  properties  of  transparent solids
and hence implementing new functionalities with three-
dimensional  (3D)  structuring  capability18−23. For  ex-
ample, modifying the local structures and valence of act-
ive ions  in  transparent  matrix  endows  writing  informa-
tion  in  the  local  volume  by  distinct  photoluminescence
(PL) emission properties that enable large capacity ODS
with a high signal-to-noise ratio24−27.  However, the PL is
generally  induced by  multipulse  laser  irradiation,  which
limits the writing speed of ODS. Besides, an obvious de-
crease in the PL intensity of active ions is usually observ-
able at high temperatures, which is detrimental for long-
term  device  operation28−30.  Hence,  the  lifetime  of  ODS
based on the distinct PL is limited to only a few hundred
years or even several decades1,31. It is a challenge to real-
ize ODS that not only possesses a facile method and fast
writing speed but also possesses an ultralong lifetime and
excellent stability.

In  this  work,  we  report  long-term  and  high  writing
speed ODS by tailoring the valence state of Eu3+ ions in-
side  glass  with  single  laser  pulse.  We  demonstrate  that
the  lifetime  of  stored  information  is  as  long  as  2×107

years  and  the  written  local  modifications  can  stand
against the temperature of up to 970 K and intense ultra-
violet  irradiation  (100  kW/cm2). Furthermore,  broad-
band  emission  of  the  active  Eu2+ ions  is  observed  with
the  full  width  at  half  maximum  (FWHM)  reaching  190
nm and the PL can be tuned in the whole visible region.

 Results and discussion
Ordinarily, luminescent  materials,  a  kind  of  widely  em-
ployed  ODS  medium,  are  composed  of  a  reasonable
combination of certain active dopants with an inert mat-
rix. Divalent europium cation (Eu2+) is one of the extens-
ively applied  activators  due  to  unequaled  4f-5d  trans-
ition32−34.  The  emission  spectrum  of  Eu2+ is largely  de-

pendent on the chemical compositions and structures of
hosts as the 5d orbital is sensitive to the surrounding en-
vironment. Besides, aluminosilicate glass is considered as
an outstanding category of host matrix due to the excel-
lent stability and accessible synthesis method with relat-
ively  low  cost  of  raw  materials.  Eu-doped  earth-abund-
ant aluminosilicate glass represents preeminent lumines-
cence characteristics that can meet distinct optoelectron-
ic applications. Therefore, Eu2O3 doped calcium-silicon-
aluminum (Eu: CSA) glass is  employed to serve as ODS
matrix,  among  which  intermediate  elements  including
silicium and aluminum act  as  glass  former,  whereas  the
alkaline  earth  metal  element  (calcium)  serves  as  glass
modifier. Ultrafast laser is used to tailor PL properties of
Eu:  CSA glass  to  enable  data  writing.  During laser-mat-
ter  interaction,  three-photon  absorption  occurs  in  the
laser modified area, and active electrons and holes can be
created in  glass  through  multi-photon  ionization  pro-
cess. When the electrons are trapped by Eu3+, permanent
photoreduction of Eu3+ will be achieved to generate Eu2+,
and different luminescence characters will be attained.

5D0 − 7FJ(J = 0, 1, 2, 3, 4)

Figure 1(a) shows  the  PL  spectra  from  Eu3+ in  initial
Eu: CSA  glass  before  tailoring  luminescence  by  femto-
second (fs) laser. A series of characteristic emission lines
between  570  and  750  nm  attributed  to  the

 transition  appear8,35. The  tar-
get  glass  without  doping  (CSA  glass)  does  not  emit  PL
after  ultrafast  laser  irradiation  as  illustrated  in Fig. 1(b).
Typical  broadband  PL  of  Eu2+ ions  arises  in  Eu:  CSA
glass  after  tailoring  luminescence  with  fs  laser.  The
FWHM of the emission spectrum reaches 190 nm, which
is much larger than that of the reported value of ~90 nm
in the previous reports30 (such as in the Eu-doped borate
(Eu:  BAN)  glass  (Fig. 1(c))).  The  anomalous  spectra
broadening  can  be  attributed  to  the  coexistence  of  Eu2+

ions and Eu3+ ions in glass (Fig. S4(a)). Besides, the ran-
dom distribution of Si and Al will enhance the structural
disorder and asymmetry thus leading to a broad spectral
band. Furthermore, the PL can be stimulated both by 375
nm and 405 nm resulting  from the  big  centroid  shift  as
well  as  the  energy  level  splitting.  The  Eu-doped  glasses
usually have less absorption after 400 nm, the PL of Eu2+

excited  by  405  nm  laser  is  barely  detectable  in  borate
glass as shown in Fig. 1(c). However, by tailoring the op-
tical property of Eu: CSA glass, the absorption in ultravi-
olet  region  of  Eu2+ doped  glass  becomes  higher  (Fig.
1(d)),  and  the  PL  emission  can  be  excited  by  405  nm
laser, which provides a new choice of excitation for data
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reading. Besides, the bandgap of Eu: CSA glass is approx-
imately  3.65 eV according to Fig. 1(d),  indicating three-
photon absorption during laser-matter interaction. Con-
sequently,  reduction  of  Eu3+ and  tailoring  of  optical
properties  inside  glass  are  achieved  simultaneously  and
allow for tuning the PL of the active ions. The distinct PL
in  Eu:  CSA  glass  resulting  from  Eu3+ and  Eu2+ exhibits
the possibility to serve as an ODS medium. Besides,  po-
tential multi-application of rare earth ions-doped glasses
has  been  proposed,  and  ODS  technology  is  one  of  the
most important demonstrations.

To  further  demonstrate  the  performance  of  ODS  in
the devised  glass,  we  systematically  investigated  the  im-
pact  of  used  laser  parameters  including  duration,  pulse
energy, repetition rate,  and pulse number.  As illustrated
in Fig. 2(a),  groups  of  dots  are  directly  written  into  Eu:
CSA  glass  by  single  pulse  fs  laser  with  controlled  pulse

durations and pulse energies. Reading out of dot-array is
exhibited in Fig. 2(b) and the result indicates even single
pulse  can  induce  local  material  modifications  with  PL
strong  enough  to  be  used  for  data  storage. Figure 2(c)
shows  that  the  diameter  of  the  written  dots  increases
with the increase in the pulse energy. The size of written
dots can be reduced to 600 nm when the pulse energy is
reduced to 96 nJ (Fig.  S5(b)),  and the density of ODS is
approximately  1.4  Tbit  cm–3. Figure 2(d) demonstrates
the PL intensity of dots written with different pulse ener-
gies and pulse durations. The PL intensity increases with
the increment in the writing pulse energy. A decrease in
pulse duration leads to an increase in the PL intensity of
Eu2+ and  a  decrease  in  the  pulse  energy  threshold  for
writing  emissive  dots. Figure 2(e) demonstrates  the  PL
intensity as a function of repetition rate and pulse num-
ber, which indicates the presence of a broad grayscale of
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Fig. 1 | (a) PL spectra of initial Eu: CSA glass. (b) PL spectra of Eu: CSA and CSA glasses after irradiation. (c) PL spectra of Eu: BAN glass after

ultrafast  laser  irradiation.  The  inset  is  the  enlarged  PL  spectrum  excited  by  405  nm  laser.  (d)  Absorption  spectra  of  Eu:  CSA  and  Eu:  BAN

glasses. Inset is an enlargement of absorbance from 350 to 430 nm.
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PL intensity that can serve as another degree of freedom
in ODS. Figure 2(f) demonstrates up to 16 levels of gray-
scales and in this case each written dot can be coded in a
4-bit-format  (from  0000  to  1111),  which  allows  further
expansion of storage capacity. Dots in a 4-bit format can
also be achieved by controlling pulse energy, as shown in
Fig.  S6.  It  is  worth  to  note  the  diameter  of  writing  dots
increases  with  the  increase  of  pulse  number  and  pulse
energy. Too small  or  large  bit  spacing  will  lead  to  a  de-
crease in  bit  contrast  or  storage  density,  as  a  result,  ap-
propriate  bit  spacing  is  very  crucial  to  keep  the  balance
between low cross-talk and high storage capacity.

As demonstrated in Fig. 3(a–c),  Chinese characters of
“zhe  jiang  da  xue ”  are  translated  into  a  binary  symbol
and  recorded  in  various  layers  of  the  transparent  Eu:
CSA glass. The dots in layer 1 and layer 2 are written by
single  pulse  of  fs  laser  with  pulse  energy  of  200  nJ,  and
dots in layer 3 and layer 4 are written by 250 nJ and 300
nJ fs  laser,  respectively.  The first  layer  of  dots  is  written
at the depth of 50 μm, and the spacing between adjacent
layers in the z-direction is 10 μm. Reading out of the re-
corded information can be achieved by collecting the PL
from  the  dots  without  and  with  fs  laser  writing,  which
corresponds to the “0” and “1” states in the binary sys-
tem,  respectively.  No  signal  crosstalk  is  observed
between  different  adjoining  layers  by  controlling  the

writing pulse number and pulse energy (Fig. 3(b)) and it
is also essential for 3D ODS. As the information writing
is realized by single pulse incidence, the amount of data
written per unit time can be considerably large, which is
determined  by  the  laser  repetition  rate  and  scanning
speed  of  the  stage.  Therefore,  high  repetition  frequency
in the megahertz range is  more favorable for improving
information  storage  efficiency.  Besides,  a  complicated
logo pattern  is  also  successfully  recorded in  glass  by  se-
lectively tailoring the luminescence with continuous line
scanning with  0.5  μJ  pulse  energy  fs  laser  and the  scan-
ning speed is 80 μm/s. The recorded pattern can be read
by 405 nm laser stimulation as demonstrated in Fig. 3(d)
and it can also be stored in different layers. The non-uni-
formity  of  PL  intensity,  such  as  the  low  PL  intensity  in
the  bottom  right,  is  due  to  the  non-uniformity  of  glass
thickness,  which  can  be  optimized  by  better  polishing.
The successful demonstration of 3D information record-
ing  and  reading  demonstrates  the  feasibility  of  ODS
technology in the Eu2O3 doped aluminosilicate glass.

A  long-term  ODS  technology  with  lifetime  longer
than a  few  hundred  years  can  not  only  significantly  re-
duce the energy dissipation associated with frequent data
migration  but  also  increase  the  savings  in  expenditures,
including electricity  and  costs  of  storage  devices.  Con-
sequently,  it  is  necessary  to  examine  the  lifetime  of
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recorded information  in  the  devised  material.  As  illus-
trated  in Fig. 4(a),  the  stored  information  in  Eu:  CSA
glass can survive under the temperature of  up to 970 K.
According  to  Arrhenius  law  (Eq.  S7),  the  lifetime  (Fig.
4(b))  of  the  PL  signal  that  can  sustain  the  stability  and
readability  of  recorded  information  is  evaluated  up  to
2×107 years which is several orders of magnitude higher
than current PL-based ODS approaches (Fig. 4(c))6,8. The
temperature  tolerance  of  other  Eu2O3 doped alumino-
silicate  glasses  (Eu:  DSA,  D represents  MgO,  CaO,  SrO,
BaO) is demonstrated in Fig. 4(d), after two-hours heat-
ing at 770 K, the PL intensity decreased by only 17%, in-
dicating  a  generally  excellent  storage  lifetime  in  similar
glass  systems.  This  is  because that  in Eu:  DSA glass,  the
tetrahedral symmetry around Eu2+ will decrease with the
incorporation of  Al3+ and Si4+ sites,  and the energy level
splitting of  5d band increases.  Consequently,  the activa-
tion energy for thermal  quenching becomes higher,  res-
ulting in a more stable PL. Notably, the recorded inform-
ation in  Eu:  CSA  glass  can  withstand  highly  intense  ul-
traviolet  irradiation  (~100  kW/cm2)  and  be  accurately
read  with  an  excitation  power  as  low  as  6  nW  (corres-
ponding  to  2  W/cm2 in Fig. 4(e)).  The  decay  rate  of  PL
intensity  is  reduced  significantly  in  Eu:  CSA  glass  as
compared  with  the  tolerability  of  ultraviolet  irradiation
in Ag-doped silicate (Ag: CSA) glass and Eu: BAN glass
(Fig. 4(f)). These results  firmly confirm the great  poten-
tial of the Eu: CSA glass-mediated ODS in highly robust

long-term information storage.

D (A)
εc εs (A)

In addition, the tailoring of luminescence can be uni-
versally attained in more glasses, such as employing oth-
er alkaline earth metal ions (including Mg, Sr, and Ba) to
serve  as  glass  modifiers.  Similar  broadband PL  emitting
by  Eu2+ and several  characteristic  sharp  PL  peaks  emit-
ting by Eu3+ are collected, as shown in Fig. 5(a) and 5(b).
It  is  worth noting that  the  emission of  Eu2+ depends  on
surrounding environment.  Hence  by  regulating  the  al-
kaline earth metal ions in aluminosilicate glasses, the PL
emitted by Eu2+ ions can be tailored and it is flexibly tun-
able  among  the  whole  visible  region.  The  Commission
International de L’Eclairage (CIE) chromaticity coordin-
ates  of  PL  spectra  in  these  aluminosilicate  glasses
changed  gradually  from  (0.29,  0.35)  to  (0.43,  0.42)  with
an increase  in  the  ratio  of  alkaline  earth  metal  ion  (Fig.
5(c)). As shown in Fig. 5(d), the energy gap between the
4f ground state and the lowest 5d excited level (Efd (free))
is  approximately  4.216 eV (equal  to  34000 cm–1)  for  the
free Eu2+ ion36,37. However, the actual 4f–5d energy posi-
tion  (Efd (A))  is  generally  smaller  than  that  of  the  free
4f–5d energy gap when Eu2+ ions are doped into the host
due to the influence of the surrounding environment on
the 5d energy level. Generally, the emission of europium
doped luminescence materials is determined by the spec-
troscopic  redshift  of  the  5d  energy  position  compared
with that of free Eu2+ ion  consisting of the centroid
shift  ( )  and  the  energy  level  splitting 37.  The
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emission spectrum is influenced by the lowest 5d energy
level and Stokes shift (∆S (A)). The Stokes shift is related
to equilibrium position offset and phonon energy. In Eu:
DSA glasses, a larger cation ratio results in a bigger spec-
troscopic  redshift,  which  originates  from the  synergistic
contribution of  a  large  centroid  shift,  energy  level  split-
ting and Stokes shift as illustrated in Fig. 5(e). Typically,
when  the  radius  of  alkaline  earth  metal  ions  increases,
the  spectral  polarizability  of  the  closest  anion neighbors
increases,  the  typical  coordination  number  of  cations
also  exhibits  an  increasing  trend,  and  the  distance
between Eu2+ and O2– also  decreases,  hence  leading to  a
bigger  centroid  shift.  Thus,  the  luminescence  properties
of dopants in solid matrix can be manipulated in a wide
range, which  can  greatly  expand  the  potential  applica-
tions  of  aluminosilicate  glasses  in  storage,  imaging,  and
display.

 Conclusions
Here,  a  stable  ODS technique with an ultralong lifetime
of  2×107 years  is  proposed  by  ultrafast  laser  selectively
regulating the valence state of doped active ions and tail-
oring optical properties of Eu2+ ions inside the Eu-doped
aluminosilicate glasses. It is demonstrated that the stored
information exhibits  excellent  tolerability  to  temperat-
ure  (970  K)  and  ultraviolet  irradiation  (100  kW/cm2).
Furthermore,  the  active  Eu2+ ions  emit  a  broadband  PL
with FWHM of 190 nm, and the PL can be flexibly tuned
in  the  entire  visible  range  by  adjusting  the  modifiers  in
glasses. The proposed ODS technique with ultralong life-
time  is  of  great  significance  for  breaking  the  bottleneck
of large energy consumption in practical applications.
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Single-Pulse-Driven Frame Printing of Chromatic Pixels in
Lithium Niobate Crystal

Jie Zhang, Zhuo Wang, Bo Zhang,* and Jianrong Qiu*

Highly efficient and programmable writing of multidimensional optical data is
of great value for next-generation high-throughput information technologies
but has been rarely achieved. Here, a one-step frame printing of chromatic
pixels in lithium niobate crystal by using a single ultrafast laser pulse is
reported. In this strategy, a phase superposition-based spatial light
modulation strategy is applied to split a single ultrafast laser pulse into
multiple son pulses with designated optical properties and spatial distribution
patterns. It is demonstrated that these son pulses allow for massively creating
micro-amorphous phase transition zones with on-demand structural features
that can modulate the intrinsic birefringence of the crystal matrix and
generate wavelength-selective interference in the visible band to form
pixel-level chromatic patterns, namely, single-pulse-driven frame color
printing. The created chromatic pixels can be encoded into
computer-recognizable data arrays to play a role in high-efficiency
multidimensional information recording. The presented approach enables fast
and programmable information batch writing in 3D space and can serve as a
versatile tool boosting next-generation information optics.

1. Introduction

The vast majority of information that human beings get from
the outside world is transmitted through light where the opti-
cal frequency, which can be identified as color by eyes or de-
tectors, is an important information dimension.[1–5] Recently,
structural colors that arise from the interference, diffraction, and
scattering behaviors of light when interacting with micro-nano
structures,[6–11] have been fast-developing and attracted tremen-
dous attention as they lie at the fundamental position in boost-
ing the development of advanced optical display,[12] information
recording,[13] sensing,[14] detecting,[15] encryption,[16] and anti-
counterfeiting.[17] In principle, the generation of structural col-
ors relies on the optical modulation of illumination polychro-
matic light by wavelength-scale photonic structures, with each
color corresponding to a specific structural feature.[18–21] The
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generation of pixel-level structural col-
ors that are especially valuable in infor-
mation optics therefore requires the pro-
duction of various photonic structural
modules,[22–24] where a set of processing
parameters generally enables the fabri-
cation of only one structural feature, re-
sulting in the presentation of only one
kind of color (Figure 1a). Such a one-
to-one coloration mode greatly limits the
information writing efficiency, as it gen-
erally requires frequent adjustment of
laser and writing parameters, which will
overload the laser and mechanical servo
systems. Besides, the spatial scope of
pixel-level color printing is largely lim-
ited to a 2D plane or near surfaces. 3D
embedded micro-nano structures allow
for effectively utilizing the vertical spa-
tial dimension and favorable properties
of substrates, implanting additional de-
grees of freedom in light modulation and

photonic device functionalization.[25–28] However, a highly effi-
cient structural coloration that enables massively printing mul-
tiple chromatic pixels at designated 3D spatial locations with one
set of processing parameters has not been achieved.

The key to breaking through this bottleneck lies in the de-
velopment of a novel one-to-many coloration approach that en-
ables parallel fabricating light modulation structures in 3D space.
At present, it is extremely difficult to achieve this goal by rely-
ing on conventional micro-nano machining technologies, as they
generally require cumbersome processes. Recently, the ultrafast
laser has shown great superiority in creating embedded micro-
nano photonic structures in various transparent media because
of its highly efficient and versatile nonlinear material modifica-
tion capacity.[29–35] In theory, it is possible to engineer ultrafast
laser pulses and manipulate them to fast inscribe desired light
modulation structures in a transparent medium, achieving the
efficient generation of 3D colors.

Here, we report on a single ultrafast laser pulse-driven frame
coloration strategy that enables fast one-to-many production of
multiple chromatic pixels in 3D space (Figure 1b). This proposal
is built upon two of our pivotal research foundations.[36] First,
single-pulse ultrafast laser-induced micro-amorphous phase
transition (MAPT) in lithium niobate (LiNbO3) can locally mod-
ulate the phase difference of O and E light beams that propagate
in the crystal matrix and establish wavelength-selective interfer-
ence in 3D space by using chromatic polarization effect, namely,
pixel-level structural colors. Second, the interference colors can
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Figure 1. Concept and principle of single-pulse-driven frame printing of chromatic pixels. a) Schematic of conventional one-to-one structural col-
oration. b) Our fast one-to-many structural coloration based on frame printing. c) Creation principle of a CGH for frame printing. d) Schematic
showing a single ultrafast laser pulse is programmed into multiple son pulses that can drive the frame printing of multiple chromatic pixels in 3D
space.

be tuned by adjusting the length of the MAPT domain. In our
design, a spatial light modulation strategy is applied to add a well-
designed multi-focus phase to the original phase of the incident
ultrafast laser to create a multi-focal array with designated spa-
tial arrangement, focal-volume length, and energy distribution.
Specifically, a single-focus phase (SFP) and Fresnel-zone plate
phase (FZP) are added to ensure the 3D spatial positioning of
multi-focal arrays. The customization of the structural color is
performed by actively introducing an aberration phase (AP) and
weighting factor (WF) to adjust focal-volume lengths and energy
distributions of multi-focal arrays, respectively (Figure 1c). The
grating phase (GP) is introduced to eliminate the influence of
the zero-order light.[37,38] In this way, by simply loading a sheet
of computer-generated hologram (CGH) to a spatial light mod-
ulator (SLM), a single ultrafast laser pulse (parent pulse) can be
programmed into multiple designated son pulses that can pro-
duce MAPT zones with desired structural features, realizing the
frame printing of multiple chromatic pixels in the crystal matrix
(Figure 1d). This one-to-many processing mode will endow struc-
tural coloration in 3D space with unprecedented efficiency and
flexibility.

2. Design and Principle

Generally, the number of pixels that can be printed at a time in
frame printing is limited by ultrafast laser output power, objective

field of view, and damage threshold of the SLM.[38,39] When print-
ing images with a large number of pixels, it is necessary to per-
form partition processing, with one partition corresponding to
one frame. Here, a three-step algorithm is proposed to obtain the
CGH for the generation of a volumetric multi-focal array with re-
quired optical properties in 3D space (Figure 2): i) Designing the
target pattern composed of chromatic pixels, dividing the pattern
into a series of frames, and extracting the color and position in-
formation of pixels in each frame, where one frame corresponds
to one parent pulse and each pixel in a frame corresponds to one
son pulse. ii) According to the extracted information, the phase
modulation of each frame is programmed to induce the chro-
matic pixels within it. Specifically, we regard each pixel in one
frame as a single focus and further divide a frame into a num-
ber of single-focus images. Then, the inverse Fourier transform
is applied to calculate these single-focus images into a series of
SFPs with lateral position (X/Y coordinates) information. For Z-
axis positioning, the SFPs with different vertical depths (Z coordi-
nate) were achieved by introducing FZPs, which are necessary for
generating 3D volumetric multi-focal arrays.[40,41] For color ma-
nipulation, APs are accordingly superimposed on SFPs, thereby
adjusting the focal-volume lengths of son pulses in each frame,
and the corresponding son-pulse energy is individually adjusted
by multiplying the complex amplitudes of SFPs by WFs. iii) Sub-
jecting these SFPs with FZPs, APs, and WFs to complex ampli-
tude superposition, and thus constructing a complex amplitude
hologram that can generate multi-focal arrays with designated
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Figure 2. The three-step algorithm for calculating CGHs enables the generation of a volumetric multi-focal array with designated color and position
characteristics. IFT: inverse Fourier transform.

parameters, including spatial position, focal-volume length, and
energy distribution. Setting this complex amplitude hologram as
the initial input and the CGH of a frame can be obtained through
an iterative calculation process (Detailed mathematical operation
see Text S2, Supporting Information). Therefore, by sequentially
loading CGHs into the SLM that drives the laser direct writing
system, the single-pulse-driven frame printing of chromatic pix-
els can be achieved.

This one-to-many coloration mode converts the tedious pa-
rameter adjustments of traditional one-to-one coloration into the
loading of CGHs. In this way, the laser is tasked solely with emit-
ting single-parameter parent pulses, while the customization of
son-pulse parameters is massively handled via the SLM. The 3D
writing of multiple color pixels can be achieved by simply loading
CGHs and coordinating with simple movements of the transla-
tion stage, thereby largely excluding the response time of hard-
ware from the pixel writing process. This method is anticipated to
greatly reduce the none-principle limitations on optical informa-
tion writing efficiency posed by hardware systems, positioning it
as a comprehensive platform to propel the advancement of next-
generation information optics.

3. Results and Discussion

We demonstrated the effectiveness of the spatial light modula-
tion strategy in generating multi-focal arrays with designated pa-
rameters and practically inducing chromatic pixels. Here, we first
set a 3 × 3 squared multi-focal array with homogeneous pulse
energy distribution in the XY plane as a frame and superposed
three APs (denoted as “1”, “2”, and “3”. The detailed generation
and optimization of APs see Text S3, Supporting Information) in
different rows of this multi-focus image, respectively (Figure 3a).
The CGH for generating the multi-focal array with desired focal-
volume lengths was then calculated by using our algorithm. Sim-
ulated spatial light intensity distribution of the multi-focal ar-
ray shows a significant difference in the focal-volume lengths
(Figure 3b). In experimental verification, the obtained CGH was
loaded into an SLM to split a parent pulse into designated mul-
tiple son pulses that could drive the frame printing of chromatic
pixels in a LiNbO3 crystal. The side section image of experimen-
tally induced chromatic pixels is in perfect agreement with the
theoretical simulations (Figure 3c), which confirms the feasibility
of our approach in generating multi-focal arrays with manageable
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Figure 3. Manipulation of chromatic pixels in frame printing. a) CGH (left) calculated from a designed multi-focus image with three APs superposed
on each row (right). b) The 3D simulation of the multi-focal array generated by the calculated CGH. The color bar illustrates light intensity. c) The side
section image and d) the top view of experimentally printed chromatic pixels. The energy of each son pulse is 0.42 μJ. e) The designed multi-focal array
(left) and experimentally printed chromatic pixels (right) using different son-pulse energies accompanied with a fixed AP. f) The designed multi-focal
array (left) and experimentally printed chromatic pixels (right) by engineering the combination of APs and son-pulse energies. g) The results of the frame
printing cancel the introduction of APs and only manipulate son-pulse energies. Scale bars: 30 μm.

focal-volume lengths. In theory, a larger focal-volume length can
promote the stretching of chromatic pixels in the Z-axis, corre-
sponding to the redshift of the interference signal. However, the
experimentally printed pixel array presented the opposite blue
shift color variation (Figure 3d), which we call abnormal color
manipulation. This is attributed to the absence of corresponding
pulse energy adjustment during the focal-volume length manip-
ulation. In this condition, the focal-volume length elongation de-
creases the energy density in the focal volume, which will instead
suppress the extension of the actually induced crystal-to-glass
phase transition zone. Then, we fixed AP and arranged the son-
pulse energies of three rows in the 3 × 3 multi-focal array as 0.6,
0.45, and 0.3 μJ. Experimental results indicated an obvious red
shift in the multi-focal array with pulse energy increased (called
normal color manipulation), which confirms the effectiveness of
pulse energy-driven color control in frame printing (Figure 3e).

From these results, we realized that the color obtained by indi-
vidually adjusting AP or pulse energy may not be the optimized
result and it is necessary to integrate these two kinds of ma-
nipulation modes, namely, simultaneously regulating both the
AP and energy distribution, to further enhance color manipu-
lation. Here, we superposed various APs to multi-focus images
with different son-pulse energies and conducted a series of pro-

cess experiments to determine their correspondences, and thus
achieve high-quality coloration (Figure S7, Supporting Informa-
tion). As shown in Figure 3f, by properly engineering the com-
bination of APs and son-pulse energies, we eventually achieve a
great improvement in coloration quality, including color satura-
tion, contrast, as well as the distinction between different pixels.
As a comparison, we further demonstrated the frame printing
that cancels the introduction of APs and only relies on pulse en-
ergy control (Figure 3g). Experimental results indicate that color
manipulation of chromatic pixels cannot be effectively achieved
in frame printing without the introduction of APs, confirming
the pivotal role of AP-pulse energy combined control. These re-
sults firmly substantiate the capacity of our method in realizing
one-step frame printing of designated chromatic pixel arrays in
LiNbO3 crystals. In principle, our strategy is universally effective
in different single crystals rather than an isolated scheme.

Generally, the physical size of the printed pixels can reach
≈300 nm and the imaged pixel size can reach ≈500 nm (Figure
S8, Supporting Information). Since the chromatic pixels are op-
tically read out, their imaged size is limited by the diffraction
limit. The further reduction in pixel size will drastically increase
the difficulty of data reading, for example, immersion objective
and long exposure, which will seriously reduce reading speed
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Figure 4. Spectral characteristics and recognizability of chromatic pixels produced by frame printing. a) QR code patterns composed of five colored
subareas (top), and the corresponding experimentally printed colorful QR codes (bottom), whose spectra are measured and shown on their right side.
b) QR code pattern composed of multiple irregular monochromatic subareas (top), and experimentally printed one with its recognition result (bottom).
c) Frame printing of a computer-recognizable data array encoded in quaternary, where yellow equals to “3”, green equals to “2”, blue equals to “1”, and
black equals to “0”. Scale bars: 50 μm.

and improve application costs. The presented pixel size is the re-
sult of a balance among multiple factors at this stage. Protected
by the surrounding all-inorganic crystal matrix, these chromatic
pixels possess ultra-high stability, making them immune to var-
ious harsh environments, such as high temperatures, pollution,
and mechanical damage (Figure S9, Supporting Information).
These properties make our approach valuable for micro-nano
photonic applications that require high robustness, such as next-
generation perpetual data storage.

The combination of spectral and positional information forms
the essential basis for computer recognition of printed chromatic
pixels. In this study, we demonstrated the frame printing of a
series of colorful QR codes and investigated the spectral char-
acteristics of printed chromatic pixels. As depicted in Figure 4a,

several representative spectra centered from 440 to 600 nm are
identified in the transmission signals from different colored
subareas of the QR codes. This indicates a broad spectral tun-
ability of the chromatic pixels produced through frame printing
within the visible range. In addition, we also showcase that the
relative positions of different chromatic pixels can be precisely
tailored in the single-step fabrication process. As exemplified by
a specifically designed colorful QR code composed of three dis-
tinct kinds of chromatic pixels, the monochromatic subareas are
uneven in shape, size, and pixel number. Even so, the accuracy
of the relative positioning of these chromatic pixels is effectively
maintained in frame printing, enabling quick recognition and
reading of the printed QR code by various intelligent devices
(Figure 4b).
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Figure 5. Different types of highly customized frame printing. a) Schematic showing the frame printing of sparse dot-line patterns (left). Designed a
sparse dot-line pattern (middle) and experimentally printed one (right). b) Schematic diagram showing the frame printing of complex filling patterns
(left). Designed butterfly pattern filled with plenty of irregular subareas (middle) and experimentally printed one (right). c) Schematic showing 3D frame
printing of complex 3D patterns without relying on vertical movement (left). Designed 3D flower pattern with multiple subareas (middle). The top view
and perspective view of experimentally printed 3D flower pattern (right). Inserted parameter lists indicating the applied APs and son-pulse energies of
corresponding subareas.

The spectral features and accurate positioning of chromatic
pixels make frame printing an ideal tool for producing computer-
recognizable data arrays. As a proof of concept, we demonstrate
multidimensional information recording by using the spectral
features (reflected in colors) of chromatic pixels as an additional
information multiplexing channel beyond traditional spatial di-
mensions (Figure 4c), where three different chromatic pixels
(blue, green, and yellow) were rapidly written by frame printing
to construct a quaternary encoded data array. By leveraging color
channels, the multidimensional optical data can be precisely de-
coded by a computer. Owing to the transparency of the crystal
matrix, the recorded data arrays can be accurately identified from
both the front and back sides of the sample using transmission
and reflection illumination modes, respectively (Figure S10, Sup-
porting Information), making our approach widely compatible
with different readout systems. These results show that the chro-
matic pixels written by our frame printing approach possess ex-
cellent readability.

Except for standardized patterns like QR codes and data ar-
rays, our method can also perform well in the fast printing of
highly customized chromatic patterns with arbitrary shapes. As
a proof of concept, we demonstrated three representative types of
customized patterning, including sparse dot-line patterning, 2D

complex filling patterning, and 3D spatial patterning (Figure 5).
First, benefiting from the combined color printing strategy of
multi-phase superposition and pulse energy distribution, both
the pixel positioning and coloration accuracy of irregular sparse
dot-line typed patterns can be well guaranteed, achieving pixel-
level color control (Figure 5a). Notably, during the frame print-
ing process, the overall energy of the incident parent pulse can
be efficiently adjusted according to the pixel numbers and son-
pulse energies of each frame, ensuring the color consistency and
coherence of different frames, instead of performing frequent pa-
rameter regulation like traditional one-to-one coloration modes.
We demonstrate that even though the filling pattern with plenty
of non-uniform subareas is partitioned into various frames, the
target color distribution can be achieved with a considerably high
consistency with the original design (Figure 5b), which is ad-
vantageous in massive and complex color printing. Importantly,
owing to the transparency of LiNbO3 and laser direct writing
properties, our methods inherently support the patterning of
the chromatic pixels distributed in 3D space, extending the con-
cept of frame printing from 2D to 3D. In 3D frame printing
mode, Z-axis positions of chromatic pixels need to be consid-
ered. Therefore, FZPs are added in CGHs to adjust the focusing
depth of son pulses, thus tuning the Z-axis position of chromatic

Laser Photonics Rev. 2024, 2400054 © 2024 Wiley-VCH GmbH2400054 (6 of 8)
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pixels. Here, a 3D flower-shaped pattern with pixels distributed
in depths ranging from 20 to 180 μm below the crystal surface
can be fast printed by simply moving the translation stage in the
XY-plane (Figure 5c), which is essentially a volume-by-volume
printing process. Unlike traditional layer-by-layer 3D patterning,
our 3D frame printing strategy does not require frequent vertical
movements or point-by-point processing, which can significantly
simplify and speed up the printing process of chromatic pixels in
transparent media (Figure S11, Supporting Information). Com-
pared with recently reported multi-pulse and single-pulse-based
one-to-one data writing approaches,[42,43] the one-to-many nature
of frame printing can significantly improve the writing speed by
tens to hundreds of times. These results represent a substantial
advance in the efficient writing of 3D visibly chromatic informa-
tion, which is empowered by our conceptually new color printing
strategy. Notably, our strategy aims to improve chromatic infor-
mation writing and reading efficiency while ensuring computer
recognition. Therefore, the printed chromatic pixels may not be
optimal for human observation. If necessary, they can be visually
improved by optimizing the processing and imaging parameters.

4. Conclusion

In summary, we established a one-step strategy to achieve 3D pro-
grammable frame printing of tunable chromatic pixels inside the
LiNbO3 crystal matrix. In this strategy, one ultrafast laser pulse
corresponds to a frame, and an SLM was applied to split the
single incident pulse into multiple son pulses to drive the one-
to-many printing process of multiple chromatic pixels in each
frame. The crucial of our approach lies in the introduction of var-
ious functional phase superposition and pulse energy regulation
in spatial light modulation, which enables the generation of volu-
metric chromatic pixel arrays with designated structural features
and spatial distribution. Essentially, the proposed strategy con-
verts the traditional one-to-one coloration process into a fast one-
to-many coloration mode, greatly improving the efficiency and
flexibility of color patterning in 3D space. The printed chromatic
pixels can be encoded into computer-recognizable arrays to play
a role in 3D display, encryption, anti-counterfeiting, and multi-
dimensional data storage. It would be exciting to fuse the color
frame printing approach with various advanced micro-nano ma-
chining technologies to achieve quick and programmable infor-
mation batch writing in 3D space and can serve as a versatile plat-
form to boost next-generation information optics.
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Femtosecond laser-induced modification in the glass has
drawn considerable interest due to its widespread supe-
riority in the applications of three-dimensional optical
storage. In this Letter, we report that a single pulse could
be used in optical memory with super-high writing speed.
The photoluminescence image and spectrum indicate that
one pulse-induced permanent photoreduction of Sm3+

to Sm2+ in Sm3+-doped sodium aluminoborate glass can
be achieved. Consequently, strong emission contrast is
obtained, which is used for optical storage. By regulating
the fabrication conditions, the fluorescent diameter could
be controlled to approximately 800 nm, which demon-
strates the feasibility in super-high density optical storage.
Besides, multi-layer information is successfully inscribed.
The proposed technique of single-pulse writing holds great
potential for optical memory with high speed and huge
capacity. © 2020 Optical Society of America

https://doi.org/10.1364/OL.409171

The capacity and the writing speed of optical information
recording are in increasingly high demand with the develop-
ment of big data technology [1]. Fs laser-induced localized
modifications, such as changes in refractive index [2,3], selective
precipitation of crystals [4,5], regulation of ion valence [6–9],
ablation of nanorods [10,11], and formation of nanogratings
[12–14], are widely accepted as effective media for optical data
storage. However, great efforts have been made to increase the
capacity of optical memory [15–19], but the importance of
writing speed has been neglected. All the achievements for the
optical storage are based on multi-pulse fs laser writing, which
inevitably results in slow recording speed. Generally, thousands
of or even more pulses are necessary to write a single spot. Thus,
the primary challenge is the lack of a technique of single-pulse
writing with the advantages of both high writing speed and
tremendous capacity in optical data storage.

Multi-photon absorption induced by the ultra-high irra-
diance of an fs laser with low repetition rate pulses can lead
to the structural modifications, which shows the promise to

realize optical recording with a single pulse. Fs laser-induced-ion
valence modulation with multiple pulses has engaged high
interest due to its great potential in the application of optical
storage with excellent characteristics, such as a high signal-to-
noise ratio, high stability, and easy reading [20]. In essence, the
electronic excitation of ions and transfer between the different
excited species can be triggered by a single pulse. However, up
to now, control of ion valence using a single pulse has not been
reported.

This Letter is devoted to realizing single-shot photon record-
ing with ultra-fast writing speed, which is extremely necessary
for three-dimensional optical memory. To achieve this goal,
a single pulse with diverse energy is employed to explore the
threshold which could exactly induce the valence conversion
of rare-earth ions. This not only fills the gap in single-shot
photon recording on optical memory, but also becomes the
key to increasing the storage density and writing speed. Our
experimental study indicates that a single pulse can induce the
permanent stable photoreduction of Sm3+ into Sm2+ in sodium
aluminoborate glass. Single-pulse processing tremendously
increases the writing speed in optical data storage, as well as
greatly reducing the unit size and increasing the storage density.
Finally, three-dimensional optical storage is presented with
super-high writing speed and low writing energy threshold. In
addition, the photoluminescence (PL) difference in the infrared
range between Sm3+ and Sm2+ ions also may be present, which
also would be interesting for applications [21–23].

The Sm3+-doped sodium aluminoborate glass used in
this Letter was prepared with a chemical composition of
85B2O3−5Al2O3−10Na2O−0.1Sm2O3 using a conventional
melting–quenching technique [6]. Powers of reagent grade were
mixed together and melted at 1250◦C for 30 min in ambient
atmosphere. The melted glass was cast on a stainless steel plate
and formed a glass block with a thickness of about 1 mm.

Data recording experiments were performed with a fs laser
system (PHAROS, Light Conversion Ltd.) that delivers
1030 nm. Typically, the laser beam was focused by a 0.8 NA
objective lens at a depth of 100 µm from a surface for writing.
The information encoded in glass was detected by a scanning
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confocal fluorescence microscope. It consists of a fiber-coupled
light source emitting at 405 nm, an XYZ nanopositioning stage
with a 1.3 NA oil objective, and a single-photon counter. A
bandpass filter (10 nm bandpass at around 680 nm) was used
to eliminate background photoluminescence and improve the
signal-to-noise ratio. In our case, the read speed is determined
and limited by the moving speed of the nanopositioning stage,
which can be improved by using a better detecting system with
higher moving speed.

The size of the fs laser written spot and the PL intensity could
directly affect the capacity and signal-to-noise ratio of optical
storage respectively. Therefore, we systematically explored the
effects of laser duration, pulse energy, repetition rate on the
size and PL intensity of the irradiated area. Then an optimal
parameter that could achieve the smallest memory cell size was
determined for single-shot photon recording.

Figure 1(a) shows the optical image of dots written by a single
pulse, and this clearly illustrates that optical recording can be
realized with irradiation of a single fs laser pulse. Previous reports
indicate that the valence of doped ions could be tuned by fs laser
pulses [8,9]. Here we mapped PL of the written dots, which
is shown in Fig. 1(b), and bright red emission is observable at
the dots excited by a 405 nm laser. With the reduction of pulse
duration, the single-pulse energy to induce microstructures is
in a decreasing tendency, and the PL intensity increases dra-
matically. It is worth noting that the dots written by a single
pulse with energy as low as 0.25 µJ still emit red PL, showing
obvious contrast with the nonirradiated area. Figure 1(c) shows
the PL spectrum before and after laser irradiation, and this
indicates that partial Sm3+ ions were photoreducted into Sm2+

ions. A new peak attributed to the 4 f− 4 f transition of Sm2+

ions appears at around 680 nm [8,9]. Consequently, a novel
technique of single-shot writing for optical recording with high
speed is established, and the actual speed is only determined by
the pulse repetition and stage moving speed. In addition, the
reduction efficiency induced by a single fs laser pulse depends on
many parameters, such as the nonlinear absorption coefficient
of glass matrix, interaction volume, and the number of active
electrons trapped by Sm3+; uncovering the intrinsic character-
istic of the reduction process will be helpful to determine the
reduced percentage of Sm3+ [6].

We further analyze the size of the dots with a PL peak at
680 nm. Figure 2(a) compared the PL intensity as a function of
pulse energy and duration. Generally, the PL intensity increases
with the decrease of pulse duration, which can be assigned to
the enhancement of peak power density with shorter pulse
duration. Consequently, more Sm3+ ions could be reduced to
be Sm2+ ions, resulting in stronger PL emission. Figure 2(b)
revealed that the diameter of the storage unit could be effectively
reduced by decreasing the single-pulse energy. When the pulse
energy is decreased to 0.25 µJ, the induced structure cannot be
distinguished under the optical microscope. However, its emis-
sion could still be detected with a diameter of about 800 nm. All
the above information demonstrated that the writing speed of
optical storage could be greatly improved through single-pulse
processing. A low threshold of pulse energy for writing is favor-
able for huge capacity recording. By using the photoreduction
of Sm3+ to Sm2+, information not only can be recorded stably
in the form of sub-micron size bits inside transparent glass in
a three-dimensional manner, but also can be decoded easily by
reading out the characteristic PL with a high signal-to-noise

Fig. 1. (a) Optical image and (b) emission image of the dots written
by a fs laser with a single pulse. (c) PL spectra before and after fs laser
irradiation excited at 405 nm. Inset: PL spectra without a bandpass
filter.

Fig. 2. (a) PL intensity and (b) diameter of emissive dots as a func-
tion of pulse duration and energy.

ratio. Furthermore, we suggest that the present technique
would be general to induce reduction of Sm3+ efficiently in
this model glass system with varied doping concentration, and
tuning the concentration of Sm3+ in the initial glass may adjust
the PL intensity and then improve the signal-to-noise ratio.
Single-pulse-induced reduction of Sm3+ also may be available
in the some other systems, such as BaFCl: Sm crystal [24,25]. In
addition, we found that the written dots in the glass disappears
after annealing the glass sample at about 400 ◦C for 2 h, and
the modified regions finally transform to the initial glass state,
which indicates that the written dots are still amorphous.

To reveal the advantage of single-pulse optical recording
along with conforming optical properties, we also investigate
the features of writing data by varying writing parameters. As
illustrated in Fig. 3(a), groups of dots were directly written
with diverse repetition rates and a number of pulses. The size
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Fig. 3. (a) Optical image, (b) PL image, (c) PL intensity and diam-
eter of the emissive dots written by a fs laser with a diverse number of
pulses and various repetition rates. Average fs laser power: 0.5 mw.

of dots was reduced with the decrease of the number of pulses
at the same repetition frequency. To read out the information,
Fig. 3(b) shows the PL emission of the written dots at about
680 nm, confirming the presence of Sm2+ ions. The increment
in the number of pulses leads to higher PL intensity [Fig. 3(c)],
along with larger luminescent dots [Fig. 3(d)]. At higher rep-
etition frequency, the diameter of the PL region increases in
an approximately linear relationship with the exponential
growth of the number of pulses. Furthermore, a laser with a
higher repetition rate could induce larger microstructure while
the number of pulses is the same, which is due to the stronger
thermal accumulation effect at a higher repetition rate. An
increase of PL intensity as a function of the pulse number or
repetition rate originates from larger number of Sm2+ gener-
ated by photoreaction. It should be noted that although the PL
intensity of the memory cell processed by multi pulses is higher,
the diameter becomes larger, and the writing time increases at
the same time, leading to a limitation in the capacity and writing
speed of optical memory. Thus, single-shot photon recording is
extremely critical for high-capacity three-dimensional memory
storage while ensuring the signal-to-noise ratio.

Figure 4 has provided a proof-of-concept towards single-shot
photon recording in three dimensions. Here three layers of bit
arrays, consisting of the letter ‘Z’, ‘J’, and ‘U’ on top of each
other, were written inside the sodium aluminoborate glass.
Each dot was produced by one pulse. In the x or y direction,
the distance between the two adjacent points in the same plane
is 6 µm. The spacing between layers in the z direction is 8 µm.
(z of the middle layer is 100 µm, where z refers to the depth
from the upper surface.) From the fluorescent image, it can be
found that there is no signal crosstalk between two adjoining
layers processed by single-shot photon recording in this system,
which is essential for optical memory in three dimensions. More
layers of information can be written and stored inside various
glasses using this method, and single-shot writing provides the
possibility for multi-layer recording optical storage with super
capacity.

Fig. 4. Demonstration of three-dimensional optical memory
recorded by a single pulse.

We report single-shot photon recording for three-
dimensional optical memory. Single-pulse-induced
photoreduction of Sm3+ ions to Sm2+ has been achieved,
and the written dots exhibit an emissive diameter of 800 nm and
distinct PL characteristic compared with the glass, which can
be applied in optical storage with a high signal-to-noise ratio.
We find that single-pulse processing not only can tremendously
increase the writing rate of optical memory, but also can reduce
the size of written dots, thus expanding storage capacity. Finally,
multi-layer photon recording was demonstrated to illustrate the
data-storage possibility in three dimensions. Successful imple-
mentation of writing and readout of information categorically
reveals the viability of single-shot photon recording in glass as an
ultra-fast writing speed, humongous capacity three-dimensional
optical memory technique.
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23. P. Němec, J. Jedelský, and M. Frumar, J. Non-Cryst. Solids 326, 325
(2003).

24. H. Riesen, K. Badek, T. M. Monro, and N. Riesen, Opt. Mater. Express
6, 3097 (2016).

25. N. Riesen, A. François, K. Badek, T. M. Monro, and H. Riesen, J. Phys.
Chem. A 119, 6252 (2015).

https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.112.033901
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.112.033901
https://doi.org/10.1002/adma.201000921
https://doi.org/10.1002/adom.201900593
https://doi.org/10.1002/adom.201900593
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-018-03589-y
https://doi.org/10.1364/OE.26.012266
https://doi.org/10.1038/nphoton.2015.182
https://doi.org/10.1364/OPTICA.2.000567
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scib.2020.07.016
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pmatsci.2015.09.002
https://doi.org/10.1364/OE.383033
https://doi.org/10.1364/OE.26.026462
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0022-3093(03)00423-X
https://doi.org/10.1364/OME.6.003097
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.jpca.5b03404
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.jpca.5b03404


Letter Vol. 46, No. 16 / 15 August 2021 /Optics Letters 3937

Long-term optical information storage in glass
with ultraviolet-light-preprocessing-induced
enhancement of the signal-to-noise ratio
Zhuo Wang,1 Bo Zhang,1 Dezhi Tan,2,* AND Jianrong Qiu1,3,4

1State Key Laboratory ofModernOptical Instrumentation, College of Optical Science and Engineering, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou 310027,
China
2Zhejiang Lab, Hangzhou 311100, China
3CASCenter for Excellence in Ultra-intense Laser Science, Chinese Academy of Sciences, Shanghai, 201800, China
4e-mail: qjr@zju.edu.cn
*Corresponding author: wctdz@zju.edu.cn

Received 8 June 2021; revised 14 July 2021; accepted 14 July 2021; posted 14 July 2021 (Doc. ID 433674); published 9 August 2021

This Letter describes the realization of long-term optical
information storage in glass using an enhanced signal-to-
noise ratio (SNR). We show that the photo-oxidation of
Eu2+ ions in the glass matrix induced by ultraviolet light
suppresses background signals, thereby enhancing by ten-
fold the SNR of Eu2+ ions photoluminescence (PL) of the
dots written by a femtosecond (fs) laser. Thus, smaller dots
exhibiting weak PL emission can be detected. In addition,
the stored information shows excellent stability under the
light irradiation with the power density up to 240 W/cm2.
Accelerated-aging experiments indicate that the stored
data can retain stability for more than 115 years at room
temperature. The optical storage capacity is approximately
270 Gbit cm−3. This technique enables long-term, high-
capacity data storage in glass media. © 2021 Optical Society
of America

https://doi.org/10.1364/OL.433674

Over the past two decades, there has been an increasing demand
for secure and stable storage of large amounts of information
for a long period of time (typically longer than 100 years) [1–6].
Optical storage provides a fascinating alternative to conven-
tional semiconductor- or magnetic-based storage owing to
its advantages, including long lifetime [7,8], superb stability
[2,9], high storage density [4,8,10], fast speed [11], and low
cost [1]. For the traditional non-optical information storage
techniques, the stability term is usually shorter than 50 years
[12]. Recently, femtosecond (fs) laser-induced modifications in
transparent solids, such as refractive index change [13,14], selec-
tive precipitation of nanocrystals [9,15–17], regulation of ion
valence [18–20], and formation of nanogratings [7,21,22] have
been proposed to be useful for three-dimensional or even five-
dimensional optical storage with high performance. Generally,
glass provides an ideal matrix to stabilize the embedded struc-
tural modifications, as well as the stored optical information.
For example, the lifetime of nanogratings in silica glass spans
seemingly over 3× 1020 years [7]. However, the lifetime of
other structural changes induced by fs laser in glass has not been

determined, which is critical for realizing applications of fs laser
writing in long-term optical storage.

Three-dimensional optical memory applications always
require a high signal-to-noise ratio (SNR), referring to the ratio
of photoluminescence (PL) intensity of the written dots to the
noise intensity of the storage media (e.g., glass), to decrease
the bit error rate (BER) when reading the stored data. In fact, a
low SNR could be one of the main issues that limit the record-
ing capacity, reading accuracy, and reading speed of optical
memory. Typically, the SNR worsens after long-term storage.
Furthermore, there may be a noise signal from the matrix, which
would lead to a reduction in SNR and an increase in BER.
For example, modifying the valence of active ions, such as the
reduction of Eu3+ ions in glass by using fs laser irradiation is
established as an effective strategy to record optical information
[23,24]. However, partially active Eu3+ ions doped in glass
could also be changed to Eu2+ ions during the high-temperature
glass preparation process [25–28], which is detrimental to the
SNR in ion valence modulation-mediated optical storage. As
a result, reducing the noise signal from Eu2+ ions in the area
without fs laser irradiation is of great importance, not only
for improving the SNR and decreasing the BER, but also for
reading smaller dots in high-capacity storage.

Here, we propose enhancing the SNR by tenfold in Eu3+-
doped sodium aluminoborate glass for long-term optical
storage. Information can be written in the glass by a single fs
laser pulse that induces the reduction of Eu3+ to Eu2+, while
ultraviolet (UV)-light pre-irradiation has been demonstrated to
significantly suppress the background signal from Eu2+ around
the written dots in the glass matrix. Furthermore, accelerated
aging demonstrated that the stored data remain stable for more
than 115 years at room temperature. The optical storage capac-
ity is approximately 270 Gbit cm−3. Thus, the combination of
UV-light preprocessing and fs laser writting allows for long-term
stable optical information storage with a high SNR.

The Eu3+-doped sodium aluminoborate glass used in this
study was fabricated with a stoichiometric composition (in
mol %) of 85 B2O3 − 5 Al2O3 − 10 Na2O− 0.1 Eu2O3 via
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a conventional melt-quenching route. Reagent grade powders
were mixed and melted at 1250◦C for 30 min in ambient atmos-
phere. The melted glass was then removed from the furnace,
cast on a stainless steel plate, and formed into a block with a
thickness of approximately 1 mm, thereby yielding colorless and
transparent glass.

The preprocessing experiments were performed with a
375 nm CW laser, with the laser beam focused by a 1.3 NA oil
objective lens. For data recording, a fs laser (PHAROS, Light
Conversion Ltd.) with a wavelength of 1030 nm and pulse dura-
tion of 220 fs was used. The fs laser beam was focused by a 0.8
NA objective lens for writing data at a depth of 100µm from the
glass surface. The PL of Eu2+ ions is recorded using a homemade
confocal fluorescence microscope system mainly composed of
an excitation light source emitting at 375 nm, an XYZ nanopo-
sitioning stage (Physik Instrument), a 1.3 NA oil objective
lens (Olympus), and an avalanche photodiode (Excelitas). The
typical reading time was 80 ms. In fact, the detector still can
collect enough signals for identifying the writing dots when
the reading time is shortened to 50 ms, and the reading speed is
mainly limited by the moving speed of the stage.

Photo-oxidation induced by a higher-power CW laser was
explored for erasable optical recording in active ions-doped glass
[29], which presents a facile technique to suppress noise from
the glass. Based on this, UV-light irradiation with the power
density of 600 W/cm2 was adopted to induce oxidation of Eu2+

and weaken the noise signal from Eu2+ in the initial glass before
recording data. Figure 1(a) shows the optical image of dots
written by a single fs laser pulse of 600 nJ with a reduction of
Eu3+ to Eu2+. The UV-light preprocessing was only performed
in area II. Comparing the two areas, no apparent changes were
observed under an optical microscope. We mapped the PL
images in both areas, as shown in Fig. 1(b). The characteristic
PL of Eu2+ ions can be collected in the dots written by the fs
laser. We can observe that the background noise signal in area
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Fig. 1. Optical image (a) and PL mapping (b) of the areas with (area
II) and without (area I) preprocessing before recording data. PL spectra
of written dots (c) and glass (d) in areas I and II. The color bar shows
the intensity of PL: the brighter color represents bigger photon counts
and stronger PL intensity. The inset shows enlarged spectra in the range
from 350 to 550 nm.

I is much stronger than that in area II, which indicates that the
background noise signal is suppressed in the UV-light irradi-
ated area. PL spectra of the written dots and glass matrices are
illustrated in Figs. 1(c) and 1(d), respectively. The broadband
PL of Eu2+ ions, attributed to the 5d–4f transition, appears
at around 435 nm, and several sharp peaks between 570 and
750 nm resulting from the 5 D0 −

7 F J (J = 0, 1, 2, 3, 4) tran-
sitions of Eu3+ ions emerge [Fig. 1(c)] [30]. It is worth noting
that there was nearly no change in the PL intensity and peak
position of the written dots in both areas. By contrast, Fig. 1(d)
demonstrates that the PL peak at around 435 nm is significantly
inhibited after the UV-light preprocessing, which is evident
in the enlarged PL spectra. This indicates that the Eu2+ ions
formed in the glass preparation process could be converted to
Eu3+ ions with UV-light irradiation, in line with the PL map-
ping images. Consequently, a higher SNR is obtained, and the
BER is decreased, both of which are important to read data in
optical storage accurately.

As revealed in Fig. 2(a), the average PL intensity of back-
ground noise is 10.97 and 1.07 counts without and with
UV-light preprocessing, respectively. The SNR was determined
to be 14 (higher than 140) for the case (without/with) UV-
light preprocessing, indicating a tenfold enhancement in the
SNR, which not only leads to a lower BER, but also implies
the feasibility to read smaller dots. Figure 2(b) shows the SNR
with different excitation powers in areas I and II, the PL inten-
sities of signal and background noise are revealed in the inset of
Fig. 2(b). For all excitation powers, the preprocessing can sig-
nificantly decrease the background noise and achieve a tenfold
enhancement of SNR compared with non-preprocessing.

Because photo-reduction dots are erased when the excitation
power exceeds the threshold for Eu2+ photo-oxidation, it is of
great importance to explore the stability of PL intensity of the
written dots at various excitation powers, as shown in Fig. 3(a).
The excitation light source was employed to irradiate dots for
10 min. Considering that in a real-world data-reading process
these dots would not be constantly exposed to the excitation
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Fig. 3. (a) PL stability of written dots under various excitation
power densities. (b) Arrhenius plot of the decay rate.

light, the PL intensity was measured just within 10 min to avoid
strong thermal effects. There is no obvious PL change with
an excitation power density <240 W/cm2. It is worth noting
that the PL can still be detected accurately with an excitation
power as low as 20 nW (corresponding to a power density
of 30 W/cm2). In addition, the intensity of UV light under
the indoor conditions and even the outdoor condition (up to
∼ 6.3× 10−3 W/cm2) is much smaller than that in the current
reading process. As a result, the written information is expected
to exhibit excellent stability in the preservation environment.

The lifetime of stored data is a crucial factor in optical storage
and needs to be further explored. The above discussions indicate
that the recorded information remains stable during the normal
reading process with the excitation power density below the
threshold for UV-light-induced oxidation of Eu2+ ions. Here,
accelerated aging measurements at different temperatures are
adopted to calculate the lifetime through the decay time, which
can be estimated by the Arrhenius law:

1

τ
= k = A exp

(
−

Ea

kB T

)
,

where τ is the lifetime, k is the decay rate, A is the frequency
factor, Ea is the activation energy, kB is the Boltzmann constant,
and T is the temperature. This has been proved to be an effective
method to predict the storage life [7]. The decay rate can be
evaluated by detecting the decrease in PL intensity versus the
annealing time at different annealing temperatures [inset of
Fig. 3(b)]. As Fig. 3(b) revealed, the lifetime of stored infor-
mation is determined to be approximately 115 years at room
temperature, indicating sufficiently high stability of optical data
storage. Even at 373◦K, the information can be stored stably for
more than 200 days. As a result, the optical information written
by a single fs laser pulse in the glass was revealed to show superior

stability over conventional semiconductor- or magnetic-based
storage. Furthermore, as the recorded information was embed-
ded in the glass matrix, strong protection against the influence
of environment such as humidity could be expected, and no
obvious change is observed after storing for more than 5 months
under room conditions. Data can be steadily stored under room
conditions without packing. However, packing is necessary
for the protection in the traditional information storage. In
addition, it will be interesting to evaluate whether the optical
storage system developed here can resist the influence of other
harsh environments such as X- andγ -ray radiation [31,32].

To further verify that the preprocessing only inhibits the
background noise without changing the glass structure, we mea-
sured the Raman spectra of the glass, as shown in Fig. 4(a). No
significant changes are observed in the Raman peaks at 770 and
806 cm−1, which are attributed to the BO4 units and boroxol
ring, respectively [26,33]. This confirms that the preprocessing
does not destroy the glass structures. The results are also con-
sistent with X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy. Transmittance
spectra of glasses before and after writing data by fs laser are
depicted in Fig. 4(b). A characteristic absorption band of Eu3+

ions is observed at 393 nm assigned to the transition from the
ground state 7F0 to excited state 5L6, and it becomes weaker after
writing data in the glass, which confirms the reduction of Eu3+

ions to Eu2+ ions [inset of Fig. 4(b)].
As a further proof-of-concept experiment, a stack of lay-

ers with letters were encoded inside the glass. Figure 5 shows
how three letters, “Z,” “J,” and “U,” are written in three layers
stacked along the z-axis with a 10 µm layer spacing. The dis-
tance between adjacent points in the x and y directions is 8µm.
A single 120 nJ fs laser pulse is chosen for data recording, with
dot size of 650 nm. The maximum storage capacity is approx-
imately 270 Gbit cm−3, which could be increased by using a
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Fig. 4. (a) Raman spectra of the area with and without UV-light
preprocessing before writing data. (b) Transmittance spectra of glasses
before and after writing data.
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Fig. 5. Demonstration of recorded three-dimensional optical
memory.

shaped beam for writing a smaller dot. Furthermore, as all the
dots can be written by one fs laser pulse, the writing speed or
information storage efficiency can be extremely high, and this
is basically determined by the laser repetition rate and scanning
speed of the stage. For example, writing 1 million dots in 1 s is
achievable for the 1 MHz fs laser if the stage moves fast enough.
Considering the low threshold pulse energy (<60 nJ) for writ-
ing, it is also possible to write multiple dots with one pulse with
the assistance of a spatial light modulator. Furthermore, we have
proved that one pulse with the pulse duration in a wide range
(e.g., from 220 fs to 6 ps) can write a dot [34]. Consequently,
even a low-power fs fiber laser will be enough for optical stor-
age, and a commercial available expensive fs laser system is not
necessary. Similar to the glass case, we can also expect to induce
valance modification in the crystals using one fs laser pulse [20].
Furthermore, we have confirmed the Sm3+ is much more stable
than Eu2+ in the current glass system, and there is nearly no
reduction of Sm3+ to Sm2+ during the glass preparation process.
Consequently, the UV-light preprocessing does not enhance
the SNR significantly. However, as the stability of valence
state of the rare earth strongly depends on the matrix, it will be
meaningful to investigate the effect of matrix on the UV-light
preprocessing, such as by adjusting the glass and transparent
crystal systems [35]. In addition, super-resolution microscopy
is useful for reading smaller dots, and more work is required to
improve the reading process.

In conclusion, we propose a novel technique that can signifi-
cantly improve the SNR and decrease the BER in optical data
storage system using glass. To this end, UV-light preprocessing
is adopted to induce photo-oxidation of the extraneous Eu2+

ions in the glass and subsequently decrease the corresponding
emission of Eu2+ ions. Thus, the SNR of the PL intensity from
the written dots with desirable Eu2+ ions generated by a single
fs laser pulse can be improved 10 times. To further evaluate
the performance of optical storage, the lifetime of the stored
information is calculated to be longer than 115 years at room
temperature, and the capacity of optical storage is approximately
270 Gbit cm−3. Successful implementation of writing and
reading of information categorically reveals the viability of UV
light-induced enhancement of SNR for long-term and stable
optical information storage.

Funding. National Natural Science Foundation of China (U20A20211,
51902286, 61775192, 61905215, 51772270); State Key Laboratory of
High Field Laser Physics; Shanghai Institute of Optics and Fine Mechanics,
Chinese Academy of Sciences; Fundamental Research Funds for the Central
Universities.

Disclosures. The authors declare no conflicts of interest.

Data Availability. Data underlying the results presented in this paper are
not publicly available at this time but may be obtained from the authors upon
reasonable request.

REFERENCES
1. M. Gu, X. Li, and Y. Cao, Light Sci. Appl. 3, e177 (2014).
2. S. Lin, H. Lin, C. Ma, Y. Cheng, and Y. Wang, Light Sci. Appl. 9, 22

(2020).
3. J. Yu, M. Luo, Z. Lv, S. Huang, H. Hsu, C. Kuo, S. Han, and Y. Zhou,

Nanoscale 12, 23391 (2020).
4. M. Xian, Y. Xu, X. Ouyang, Y. Cao, S. Cao, and X. Li, Sci. Bull. 65(24),

2072 (2020).
5. N. Riesen, X. Pan, K. Badek, Y. Ruan, T. Monro, J. Zhao, H. Ebendorff-

Heidepriem, and H. Riesen, Opt. Express 26, 12266 (2018).
6. C. Rios, M. Stegmaier, P. Hosseini, D. Wang, T. Scherer, C. D. Wright,

H. Bhaskaran, andW. Pernice, Nat. Photonics 9, 725 (2015).
7. J. Zhang, M. Gecevicius, M. Beresna, and P. G. Kazansky, Phys. Rev.

Lett. 112, 033901 (2014).
8. Q. Zhang, Z. Xia, Y. B. Cheng, and M. Gu, Nat. Commun. 9, 1183

(2018).
9. T. Nikitin, L. Khriachtchev, M. Raesaenen, and S. Novikov, Appl.

Phys. Lett. 94, 173116 (2009).
10. P. Zijlstra, J. W. M. Chon, andM. Gu, Nature 459, 410 (2009).
11. X. Li, Y. Cao, N. Tian, L. Fu, andM. Gu, Optica 2, 567 (2015).
12. M. Gu, Q. Zhang, and S. Lamon, Nat. Rev. Mater. 1, 16070 (2016).
13. D. Tan, X. Sun, Q. Wang, P. Zhou, Y. Liao, and J. Qiu, Opt. Lett. 45,

3941 (2020).
14. J. Lapointe, J.-P. Bérubé, and Y. Ledemi, Light Sci. Appl. 9, 64 (2020).
15. Y. Hu, W. Zhang, Y. Ye, Z. Y. Zhao, and C. Liu, ACS Appl. Nano Mater.

3, 850 (2019).
16. D. Tan, B. Zhang, and J. Qiu, Laser Photon. Rev. 15, 202000455

(2021).
17. A. Royon, K. Bourhis, M. Bellec, G. Papon, B. Bousquet, Y. Deshayes,

T. Cardinal, and L. Canioni, Adv. Mater. 22, 5282 (2010).
18. Y. Zheng, Y. Yao, L. Deng, W. Cheng, J. Li, and T. Jia, Photon. Res. 6,

144 (2018).
19. D. Tan, Z. Wang, B. Xu, and J. Qiu, Adv. Photon. 3, 024002 (2021).
20. H. Riesen, K. Badek, T. M. Monro, and N. Riesen, Opt. Mater. Express

6, 3097 (2016).
21. C. Hnatovsky, V. Shvedov, W. Krolikowski, and R. Andrei, Phys. Rev.

Lett. 106, 123901 (2011).
22. B. Zhang, D. Tan, Z. Wang, X. Liu, B. Xu, M. Gu, L. Tong, and J. Qiu,

Light Sci. Appl. 10, 1 (2021).
23. E. Z. Cruzeiro, J. Etesse, A. Tiranov, P. Bourdel, H. Fröwis, P. Goldner,

N. Gisin, andM. Afzelius, Phys. Rev. B 97, 094416 (2018).
24. Z. Zhou, C. Wang, M. Deng, X. Xu, and Q. Liu, Opt. Mater. 111,

110617 (2021).
25. Q. Zhang, X. Liu, Y. Qiao, B. Qian, G. Dong, J. Ruan, Q. Zhou, J. Qiu,

and D. Chen, Opt. Mater. 32, 427 (2010).
26. Q. Jiao, X. Yu, X. Xu, and D. Zhou, J. Solid State Chem. 202, 65

(2013).
27. C. Zhu, Y. Yang, X. Liang, S. Yuan, and G. Chen, J. Am. Ceram. Soc.

90, 2984 (2010).
28. M. Peng, Z. Pei, G. Hong, and Q. Su, Chem. Phys. Lett. 371, 1 (2003).
29. K. Miura, J. Qiu, S. Fujiwara, S. Sakaguchi, and K. Hirao, Appl. Phys.

Lett. 80, 2263 (2002).
30. C.Wang, M. Peng, N. Jiang, X. Jiang, C. Zhao, and J. Qiu, Mater. Lett.

61, 3608 (2007).
31. S. Liu, S. Fu, X. Zhang, X. Wang, L. Kang, X. Han, X. Chen, J. Wu, and

Y. Liu, Opt. Mater. Express 8, 1143 (2018).
32. X. Wang, S. Fu, X. Zhang, X. Li, L. Kang, J. Wu, and Y. Liu, Opt.

Express 27, 11991 (2019).
33. B. P. Dwivedi, M. H. Rahman, Y. Kumar, and B. N. Khanna, J. Phys.

Chem. Solids 54, 621 (1993).
34. Z. Wang, D. Tan, and J. Qiu, Opt. Lett. 45, 6274 (2020).
35. N. Riesen, A. François, K. Badek, T.M.Monro, andH. Riesen, J. Phys.

Chem. A 119, 6252 (2015).

https://doi.org/10.1038/lsa.2014.58
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41377-020-0258-3
https://doi.org/10.1039/D0NR06719A
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scib.2020.07.016
https://doi.org/10.1364/OE.26.012266
https://doi.org/10.1038/nphoton.2015.182
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.112.033901
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.112.033901
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-018-03589-y
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.3127228
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.3127228
https://doi.org/10.1038/nature08053
https://doi.org/10.1364/OPTICA.2.000567
https://doi.org/10.1038/natrevmats.2016.70
https://doi.org/10.1364/OL.396861
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41377-020-0298-8
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsanm.9b02362
https://doi.org/10.1002/lpor.202000455
https://doi.org/10.1002/adma.201002413
https://doi.org/10.1364/PRJ.6.000144
https://doi.org/10.1117/1.AP.3.2.024002
https://doi.org/10.1364/OME.6.003097
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.106.123901
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.106.123901
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41377-020-00435-z
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevB.97.094416
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.optmat.2020.110617
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.optmat.2009.10.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jssc.2013.03.005
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1551-2916.2007.01775.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0009-2614(03)00044-7
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.1459769
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.1459769
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.matlet.2006.11.133
https://doi.org/10.1364/OME.8.001143
https://doi.org/10.1364/OE.27.011991
https://doi.org/10.1364/OE.27.011991
https://doi.org/10.1016/0022-3697(93)90242-J
https://doi.org/10.1016/0022-3697(93)90242-J
https://doi.org/10.1364/OL.409171
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.jpca.5b03404
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.jpca.5b03404
小卓呀
高亮



International Journal of Extreme Manufacturing

PAPER • OPEN ACCESS

Focal volume optics for composite structuring in
transparent solids
To cite this article: Bo Zhang et al 2025 Int. J. Extrem. Manuf. 7 015002

 

View the article online for updates and enhancements.

You may also like
Heterogeneous interfaces of aluminum
bronze/Inconel 718 dissimilar alloys under
different wire arc directed energy
deposition sequences
Tianxing Chang, Xuewei Fang, You Zhou
et al.

-

Self-adjusting voxelated electrochemical
three-dimensional printing of metallic
microstructures
Xianghe Meng, Xiaomo Wu, Xingjian Shen
et al.

-

Towards atomic-scale smooth surface
manufacturing of -Ga2O3 via highly
efficient atmospheric plasma etching
Yongjie Zhang, Yuxi Xiao, Jianwen Liang
et al.

-

This content was downloaded from IP address 45.146.202.36 on 24/12/2024 at 12:29

https://doi.org/10.1088/2631-7990/ad8712
/article/10.1088/2631-7990/ad870f
/article/10.1088/2631-7990/ad870f
/article/10.1088/2631-7990/ad870f
/article/10.1088/2631-7990/ad870f
/article/10.1088/2631-7990/ad8733
/article/10.1088/2631-7990/ad8733
/article/10.1088/2631-7990/ad8733
/article/10.1088/2631-7990/ad8711
/article/10.1088/2631-7990/ad8711
/article/10.1088/2631-7990/ad8711
/article/10.1088/2631-7990/ad8711
/article/10.1088/2631-7990/ad8711
/article/10.1088/2631-7990/ad8711
/article/10.1088/2631-7990/ad8711
/article/10.1088/2631-7990/ad8711


IMMT International Journal of Extreme Manufacturing

Int. J. Extrem. Manuf. 7 (2025) 015002 (10pp) https://doi.org/10.1088/2631-7990/ad8712

Focal volume optics for composite
structuring in transparent solids

Bo Zhang1,7, Zhuo Wang1,7, Dezhi Tan2,3,∗, Min Gu4,5, Yuanzheng Yue6

and Jianrong Qiu1,∗

1 State Key Laboratory of Modern Optical Instrumentation, College of Optical Science and Engineering,
Zhejiang University, Hangzhou 310027, People’s Republic of China
2 Zhejiang Lab, Hangzhou 311100, People’s Republic of China
3 School of Materials Science and Engineering, Zhejiang University, Hangzhou 310027, People’s
Republic of China
4 Institute of Photonic Chips, University of Shanghai for Science and Technology, Shanghai, People’s
Republic of China
5 Centre for Artificial-Intelligence Nanophotonics, School of Optical-Electrical and Computer
Engineering, University of Shanghai for Science and Technology, Shanghai, People’s Republic of China
6 Department of Chemistry and Bioscience, Aalborg University, 9220 Aalborg, Denmark

E-mail: wctdz@zju.edu.cn and qjr@zju.edu.cn

Received 12 March 2024, revised 17 June 2024
Accepted for publication 15 October 2024
Published 5 November 2024

Abstract
Achieving high-level integration of composite micro-nano structures with different structural
characteristics through a minimalist and universal process has long been the goal pursued by
advanced manufacturing research but is rarely explored due to the absence of instructive
mechanisms. Here, we revealed a controllable ultrafast laser-induced focal volume light field
and experimentally succeeded in highly efficient one-step composite structuring in multiple
transparent solids. A pair of spatially coupled twin periodic structures reflecting light
distribution in the focal volume are simultaneously created and independently tuned by
engineering ultrafast laser-matter interaction. We demonstrated that the generated composite
micro-nano structures are applicable to multi-dimensional information integration, nonlinear
diffractive elements, and multi-functional optical modulation. This work presents the
experimental verification of highly universal all-optical fabrication of composite micro-nano
structures with independent controllability in multiple degrees of freedom, expands the current
cognition of ultrafast laser-based material modification in transparent solids, and establishes a
new scientific aspect of strong-field optics, namely, focal volume optics for composite
structuring transparent solids.
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1. Introduction

Micro-nano structures lay at the heart of optical components
for light manipulation in different dimensions [1–6]. In partic-
ular, composite micro-nano structures constructed in 3D have
been revealed to enable novel photonic devices with unpre-
cedented control degrees of freedom over the state of electro-
magnetic waves and have emerged as a new research frontier
in nanophotonic science and engineering [7–10]. For example,
multi-layer composite micro-nano structures allow for modu-
lating light waves that have wave vectors in 3D space, enabling
innovation in stereoscopic display, light manipulation, and
data storage [11–15]. Currently, the generation of composite
micro-nano structures largely relies on complicated multi-step
micro-nano machining processes where the integration of dif-
ferent structural characteristics remains limited. Fast construc-
tion of composite micro-nano structures with a higher level of
integration in 3D space has long been a bottleneck due to the
lack of effective fabrication approaches.

Ultrafast laser-matter interaction has become an excel-
lent platform for preparing functional elements in transparent
media [16–22]. For example, ultrafast laser-induced embed-
ded micro-nano structures have been widely studied and util-
ized in the welding of all-inorganic hard and brittle transpar-
ent materials [23, 24]. In particular, 3D material modification
capability has become one of the most important attributes
inherent in ultrafast laser direct writing (ULDW) technology
[25–29]. However, creating different types of micro-nano
structures in one step with a single-beam ultrafast laser is
traditionally very difficult and even generally not within the
scope of ULDW, which is essentially restricted by assuming
the typical light distribution as the Gaussian type in the focal
volume. Generally, achieving composite structuring with mul-
tiple degrees of freedom requires a higher-level manipulation
of micro-scale spatial light fields. Up to now, it remains a great
challenge to determine and control the microscopic optical
behaviors of highly intense light-matter interaction in the focal
volume at themicro-nano scale, owing to themultiple complex
optical responses and fast ionization process [30–33].

Here, we realize the generation, visualization, and manipu-
lation of the focal volume light fields induced during the ultra-
fast laser-matter interaction. Combined with ULDW, we pro-
posed that such light fields can be applied for highly integrated
and controllable single-step composite structuring within the
focus of a single-beam ultrafast laser. Our principles are con-
firmed to be highly universal andwidely applicable in different
types of transparent dielectrics. Finally, multiple applications
are demonstrated using the fabricated composite structures.

2. Results and discussion

2.1. Working principle of composite structuring

In ultrafast laser-matter interaction, a tightly focused ultrafast
laser can inducemulti-photon ionization in various transparent
dielectrics. This process is highly dependent on the intensity

of the laser beam and thus occurs exclusively within the focal
volume [34, 35]. During multi-photon ionization, a signific-
ant number of free electrons can be quickly excited (figure
S2 in the supplementary material), causing the ionized mater-
ial within the focal volume to exhibit a quasi-metallic state
with metal-like optoelectronic properties [36, 37]. Such an
ionized zone will disturb the subsequent incident light wave.
Here, we proposed that the ionized zone can serve as a tun-
able scatterer to the incident light and lead to the genera-
tion of a tunable scattering light field in the focal volume
(figure 1(a)). Generally, a smaller and rounder scatterer leads
to an intense forward light field, while a larger and longer scat-
ter leads to a sideward light field in the focal volume (figures
S3 and S4 in the supplementary material). The interference
between the incident light and the scattered light occurs in
the focal volume, resulting in an intense 3D volumetric light
field (figures 1(b)–(i)). Both the well-defined intensity dis-
tribution and the extremely confined interaction scope make
this volumetric light field an ideal secondary driving source
to trigger structured spatial nonlinear absorption and select-
ively modify local material, thereby producing wavelength-
scaled periodic interference patterns (PIPs) with a period of
∼1 µm (figure 1(b)–(ii)). During the generation process of
PIPs, nano-plasmas could be simultaneously excited by ultra-
fast laser irradiation and their anisotropic growth induced by
local field enhancement leads to nano-scale periodic material
modification within the volumetric light field-irradiated area,
whose orientation depends on the light polarization [38–40].
Therefore, this well-structured volumetric light field can be
adopted to further induce subwavelength-scaled nano-gratings
(NGs) with a period of ∼200 nm, which are embedded inside
the PIPs (figure 1(b)–(iii)). This process allows for two parallel
material modifications within the extremely compact space of
a laser focus and constructing two different yet coupled peri-
odic structures at the same 3D spatial location, namely, single-
step composite structuring (figure 1(b)). As a result, we estab-
lished a fundamentally new principle to achieve highly integ-
rated composite structures relying on the intrinsic light field
distribution in the focal volume based on the ultrafast laser-
matter interaction.

2.2. Manipulation of composite structuring

Although the PIPs and NGs are spatially coupled together,
forming composite structures, they can be manipulated con-
tinually and independently (figures 2(a) and (d)), as the ori-
entation of PIPs and NGs depends on the laser scanning dir-
ection and polarization, respectively, which is due to the dif-
ferent physical origins (figure S5 and equations (S2)–(S6)
in the supplementary material). We identified the formation
and orientation of NGs by birefringence intensity mapping
(figures 2(b) and (e)) and slow-axis azimuth imaging of the
birefringence area (figures 2(c) and (f)), which confirms the
optical phase-modulation ability and structural variation of
NGs. In addition, we demonstrated that the PIPs and the NGs
can be synergistically tuned by simultaneously adjusting the
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Figure 1. Conceptual model for the principle of composite structuring. (a) Schematic of the light field creation and evolution in the focal
volume of a gaussian ultrafast laser beam irradiating in transparent dielectrics. Radiating symbols indicate light scattering. (b) Composite
structuring with focal volume light field. Insets: theoretical volume light field in the XZ plane (i), experimentally observed periodic
interference patterns (PIPs) in the XZ plane (ii), and experimentally observed nano-gratings (NGs) inscribed inside the PIPs. (iii) k indicates
the laser propagation direction.

scanning direction and laser polarization (figures 2(g) and (i)).
Notably, the existence and variation of PIPs do not disturb the
birefringence-related optical signals created by NGs, which
indicates that both the manipulation and identification of these
two structures are completely decoupled. These findings indic-
ate that focal volume light fields enable composite structuring
(3D writing, PIPs creation, and NGs creation) with independ-
ent controllability in multiple degrees of freedom (3D spatial
coordinates, scanning direction, and polarization direction).
In contrast to conventional micro-nano machining principles
that rely on special materials and multi-step processes to real-
ize the fabrication of different types of micro-nano structures,
the composite structuring capacity proposed here is inherent
to ultrafast laser processing.

According to our interferencemodel (equations (S2)–(S5)),
the spatial distribution of the constructive interference field in
the focal volume is theoretically a series of hyperboloids, each
of which corresponds to the interference field under a specific
interference order. As the focal volume light field is essentially
the 3D constructive interference established at the focus, the
created PIPs inherit the structural characteristics of the volume
light field, which can be verified by their intersecting patterns
in the XZ, YZ, and XY planes (figures S6(a)–(c) in the supple-
mentary material). Based on this, the experimentally observed
PIPs can be quantitatively described by the projection of these
hyperboloids in observation planes, denoted as constructive
interference stripes (CISs). For instance, the CISs in the XY
plane are a series of circular arcs and the CISs in the YZ plane
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Figure 2. Composite structuring control and corresponding optical characterization in the XY plane. (a), (d), and (g) scanning electron
microscopy (SEM) images of the composite structures in fused silica. Inset: partially enlarged image. Red dotted arrows indicate the
scanning path. White dotted arrows indicate the orientation of the PIPs. Gray dotted arrows indicate the orientation of the NGs. Yellow
dotted curves help to visualize the PIPs. E indicates laser polarization. (b), (e), and (h) birefringence imaging, and (c), (f), and (i) imaged
azimuth angles of the slow axis of the birefringence area. Color bars illustrate the birefringence intensity. Pseudocolor indicates the
orientation of the slow axis. (a), (b), and (c) the scanning direction is continuously changed and the laser polarization is fixed. (d), (e), and
(f) the laser polarization is continuously changed and the scanning direction is fixed. (g), (h), and (i) both the laser polarization and the
scanning direction are continuously changed.

are a series of symmetrical hyperbolic curves. Notably, the
existence of the inclination factor θ (caused by the conver-
gence angle of laser focusing) breaks the symmetry of the CISs
in the XZ plane (equation (s6)), dividing the CISs into three
main categories, namely, positive, negative, and zero-order
CISs (figures S6(d)–(f) in the supplementary material). Under
the restriction of interference orders, the creation of PIPs must
follow specific patterns, which lays the foundation for achiev-
ing more complex manipulation of composite structuring.

Here, we propose that this structural manipulation essen-
tially manifests as the shift of CISs that work in compos-
ite structuring, which can be demonstrated by examining
the PIPs formed in different media. Theoretically, owing

to the difference in nonlinear optical response proper-
ties between different media, the creation of PIPs should
be induced by different types of CISs. Here, we present
three representative experimental results of PIPs induced
in different media, including positive CISs-induced PIPs
in La2O3–Nb2O5 glass that tilt in the direction oppos-
ite to the scanning direction (figure 3(a), left), negat-
ive CISs-induced PIPs in La2O3–Al2O3 glass that tilt
along the scanning direction (figure 3(b), left), and zero-
order CISs-induced PIPs in fused silica (figure 3(c), left).
These experimentally induced PIPs are in good agree-
ment with the simulated CISs in the red-marked regions
(figures 3(a)–(c), right).
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Figure 3. Interference-based composite structuring manipulation. (a) PIPs created in the La2O3–Nb2O5 glass (left) and simulated positive
CISs (right). (b) PIPs created in the La2O3–Al2O3 glass (left) and simulated negative CISs (right). (c) PIPs created in the fused silica (left)
and simulated zero-order constructive interference field (right). The regions marked in red indicate effective CISs that dominate the PIPs
formation. Color bars: light intensity. Scale bars in simulation: 1 µm. (d) Parameter-driven structural manipulation of PIPs in fused silica
realized by varying laser scanning speed and writing depth. Red arrows: laser scanning direction. Yellow curves help visualize the gradual
transition from positive CISs (bottom left) to negative CISs (top right).

Even in the same medium, the CISs that work in the
composite structuring can also be effectively controlled by
tuning the processing parameters. These parameters generally
enable the scatterer deformation by controlling the incident
pulse number per unit length or inducing a self-focusing effect,
leading to the shift of CISs. From this, more diverse and fine-
grained structural manipulation of the composite structures
can be realized. For example, by tuning the scanning speed
(pulse density), writing depth, and laser power, the inclination
direction of PIPs in fused silica can be gradually shifted from
opposite to along the laser scanning direction (figures 3(d) and
S7 in the supplementary material), indicating the transition
from positive CISs to negative CISs. The PIPs can also be
manipulated by adjusting the laser polarization state and the
numeric aperture of the objective lens (figure S8 in the sup-
plementary material), implying the highly flexible processing
capability of composite structuring.

Generally, the processing parameters (high irradiance, large
writing depth, pulse number/density, and focal depth) that con-
tribute to the elongation of the focus tend to activate positive
CISs-dominated structuring, while the processing parameters
(low irradiance, small writing depth, pulse number/density,
and focal depth) that restrain the distortion of the focus tend
to activate negative CISs-dominated structuring, which agrees
with the model we established (section S2) in the supplement-
ary material.

2.3. Universality of composite structuring

We confirmed that composite structuring can serve as a highly
universal composite structuring method that enables the cre-
ation of composite structures in multiple transparent dielec-
trics, including but not limited to sapphire, quartz, lithium
niobate, lithium tantalite, and silicon carbide (figure S9 in
the supplementary material). Notably, the composite struc-
tures exhibit designated structural features by utilizing the
phase transition properties of target media, resulting in various
advanced functional heterostructures that are not achievable
with traditional techniques. Generally, the created composite
structures can be categorized into four types by characterizing
the inner structures and interfaces (figure 4). The first type of
PIPs is characterized by alternately arranged glass arrays with
and without defects (type I, figures 4(a) and (e)). The type I
PIPs are mainly formed in the media that have low crystalliz-
ation tendency, such as fused silica. An increase in the crys-
tallization tendency of the media leads to the selective crystal-
lization of the original amorphous matrix, thereby producing
periodically arranged crystalline structures. The crystallites
can be dispersed (type II, figure 4(b)), for example in La2O3–
ZrO2–Nb2O5 glass, or fully connected (type III, figures 4(c)
and (f)), for example in La2O3–Ta2O5–Nb2O5 glass, depend-
ing on the crystallization tendency of different glass matrices.
Furthermore, similar phase separations can also be induced
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Figure 4. The universality of composite structuring. (a)–(d) SEM images showing the PIPs made of glass-defects (a), glass-crystallites (b),
glass-polycrystal (c), and glass-single crystal (d). (e) Mapping of the distribution of O element in the PIPs. The inserted curve indicates O
content along the yellow arrow determined by energy dispersive spectroscopy (EDS). (f) High-resolution transmission electron microscopy
(HRTEM) image of the heterointerface between glass matrix and polycrystal. (g) HRTEM image of the heterointerface between glass matrix
and single crystal. Insets represent the fast Fourier transform (FFT) images of the dotted areas. (h) Cross-section view (right), side view
(middle), and top view (left) of the composite structures written with different polarizations. P1, P2, and P3 indicate the periods of PIPs and
NGs in different views. E indicates laser polarization direction.

in single crystals (such as quartz and lithium niobate) to pro-
duce single crystal-glass PIPs (type IV, figures 4(d) and (g)).
Importantly, the structural coupling of PIPs and NGs is also
verified to be widely valid in multiple transparent dielectrics,
ranging from important glasses to crystals (figure S10 in the

supplementary material), and makes the composite structure
exhibit multiple periods in 3D space (figure 4(h)), which not
only substantiates the universal effectiveness of our principle
but also provides a unified mechanism for a series of obscure
multi-periodicity phenomena reported before [41–44].
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2.4. Potential applications of composite structuring

We presented the potential of the composite structures within
multiple aspects of photonics. As the manipulation of PIPs
and NGs is completely decoupled, the optical properties of
PIPs and NGs can be combined to achieve multi-dimensional
information multiplexing. Figures 5(a)–(c) shows that multi-
dimensional information integration can be achieved by mul-
tiplexing the five dimensions provided by NGs (three spa-
tial dimensions, the azimuth of NGs, and optical retardance)
[45, 46], and the sixth dimension, namely the directionality
of PIPs, which grants the composite structure with the poten-
tial in multi-dimensional information anti-counterfeiting and
encryption (figure S11 in the supplementary material). The
high universality of composite structuring makes it possible
to directly write artificial photonic structures in matrix mater-
ials and thus fully utilize the excellent performances of vari-
ous optical media (figures 5(d) and S12 in the supplement-
ary material), which opens up an avenue to novel optical ele-
ments. For example, we demonstrated the fabrication of a
planar nonlinear axicon lens with a diameter of about 6 mm
in bulk lithium niobate crystal (figure 5(e)). The integration
of the nonlinear crystal and the regularly arranged compos-
ite structures with sub-wavelength periodicity offers a bin-
ary optical manipulation capacity, which allows the element
to simultaneously achieve frequency conversion and beam
shaping (figure 5(f)). For micro-scale optical modulation, as
the period of NGs is sub-wavelength-scaled while that of
PIPs is wavelength-scaled, the optical responses of NGs and
PIPs can be combined to form a multi-functionally integrated
optical modulator that simultaneously possesses polarization
and wavelength selectivity (figures 5(g) and (h)).

Compared with the photonic elements that are fabricated by
conventional lithography approaches, the created all-inorganic
photonic elements embedded in transparent dielectrics gener-
ally possess high stability, ultralong service life, and the capa-
city to work in various extreme environments [47–49]. These
photonic elements can potentially be used for the modulation
of high-power lasers and effectively work under high tem-
perature, corrosion, and radiation conditions. Predictably, the
methodology of focal volume light field-empowered material
modification offers an excellent platform for multiple frontier
applications, such as optical measurement, information pro-
cessing, on-chip photonic integration, and space exploration.

3. Discussion and conclusions

For a long time, an ultrafast laser has been applied as a point-
typed energy source to trigger various material modifications
[50–52], and the profile of light intensity is mainly considered
a Gaussian type. Therefore, the actual morphology and evolu-
tion of the light field in the focal volume have been overlooked.
Our work indicates that the 3D spatial distribution of the light
field at the focus can possess finer structures and is tunable,
which offers a novel strategy for highly controllable micro-
nano fabrication with more degrees of freedom beyond con-
ventional point-by-point optical modification. Furthermore,

revealing the actual light field in the focal volume helps under-
stand the ultrafast light-matter interaction physics and may
provide the principles for more potential advanced manufac-
turing technologies.

The proposed models and experimental results may change
the traditional cognition of spot-driven laser processing. On
the one hand, the focal volume light field can serve as a ver-
satile tool to create various advanced functional composite
structures that are not achievable with traditional techniques.
On the other hand, the focal volume light field may also
become a potentially unfavorable factor in achieving continu-
ous and homogeneous material modification. Therefore, re-
examining the current ultrafast laser-based micro-nano man-
ufacturing principle in transparent media would be necessary,
and some conventional concepts about behaviors of light in the
focal volume need to be improved. This will arouse a series of
brand-new research topics about how to activate, manipulate,
or eliminate the focal volume light field according to specific
application scenarios, which may trigger plenty of research
work in the future.

In summary, we proposed and experimentally demon-
strated composite material modification in a single step, where
the light field in the focal volume can serve as an optical
mold for imprinting composite structures and enabling the
visualization of the actual energy distribution. The ultrafast
laser-excited focal volume light field in transparent dielectrics
is revealed to possess a fine distribution rather than being a
Gaussian type. The fabricated composite structures are shown
to hold great potential for multiple applications, such as multi-
dimensional anti-counterfeit, information encryption, nonlin-
ear planar lenses, and multi-functionally integrated photonic
crystals. It would be exciting to combine our approach with
spatial light modulation technologies, novel photoelectric
materials, and intelligent path planning methods to develop
a highly generalized strategy to achieve functional photonic
elements at the on-demand position in various transparent
dielectrics, empowering the construction of next-generation
all-inorganic integrated optical systems.

4. Material and methods

4.1. Material preparing

In this study, the unconventional glasses, including La2O3–
Nb2O5 glass, La2O3–Al2O3 glass, La2O3–Ta2O5–Nb2O5

glass, and La2O3–ZrO2–Nb2O5 are prepared using a contain-
erless process where two CO2 lasers were used to melt the
mixture of raw materials levitated by the O2 airflow. The silica
glass and all of the crystals used in this study are commercially
available materials.

4.2. Ultrafast laser processing

A ULDW system is used to achieve composite structuring
(figure S1 in the supplementary material), where a mode-
locked regeneratively amplified Yb: KGW-based ultrafast
laser system (PHAROS, Light Conversion Ltd) operating at
a wavelength of 1 030 nm was employed as the light source.
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Figure 5. Potential applications of composite structuring. (a) Schematic diagram of multi-dimensional information integration. (b) Optical
retardance (left) and azimuth angle (right) of the NGs in fused silica. The color bar illustrates the retardance value (0–250 nm). Pseudocolor
indicates the direction of the slow axis. (c) Directional features of the PIPs in fused silica. White arrows indicate the scanning direction. (d)
Schematic diagram of the nonlinear diffractive element made of the composite structure. (e) Optical image of a nonlinear planar axicon lens
with a diameter of about 6 mm inscribed in lithium niobate crystal. (f) A second harmonic Bessel beam (testing light wavelength: 1 030 nm)
was generated by the nonlinear planar axicon lens. (g) Schematic diagram of the polarization selectivity of NGs (left) and corresponding
experimental certification (right). E represents the polarization direction. k indicates the wave vector. Probe light wavelength: 980 nm. (h)
The wavelength selectivity of PIPs. Insets are schematic diagrams of the selective transmission (upper) and SEM images of PIPs in
La2O3–Ta2O5–Nb2O5 glass (lower). Red arrows indicate the incidence of the probe light. Scale bar: 1 µm.
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Generally, the laser was focused 10–500 µm below the sur-
face of the sample via a 50 × objective lens (NA = 0.8). For
fused silica, the pulse energy is 0.3–2 µJ, the pulse duration is
0.2–4 ps, the repetition rate is 25–200 kHz, and the scanning
speed is 10–2000 µm s−1. For unconventional glasses, the
pulse energy is 0.5–1.5 µJ, the pulse duration is 0.8–3 ps, the
repetition rate is 100–200 kHz, and the scanning speed is 100–
2 000 µm s−1 (La2O3–Nb2O5 glass, La2O3–ZrO2–Nb2O5

glass, and La2O3–Ta2O5–Nb2O5 glass) and 50–150 µm s−1

(La2O3–Al2O3 glass). For crystals, the pulse energy is 0.5–
1 µJ, the pulse duration is 0.5–1 ps, the repetition rate is 50–
200 kHz, and the scanning speed is 20–1 600 µm s−1.

4.3. Structural characterization of composite structures

The optical observation of PIPs was performed using a
polarizing microscope (BX53 Olympus Ltd). The structural
properties of the PIPs and NGs were examined by scan-
ning electron microscopy (SEM), using backscattering mode.
For the SEM observation, samples were polished so as to
expose the composite structures to air, and the polished sur-
face was etched with hydrofluoric acid to improve the con-
trast of SEM images. Further phase transition characteriz-
ation of the crystal-glass heterogeneous interface was per-
formed by focused ion beam slice and transmission electron
microscopy.

4.4. Theoretical modelling and simulation

Numerical simulation of the focal light field was performed
using a finite-element method mode-solver tool. In the mod-
elling, fused silica is set as the target transparent medium for
demonstrating the establishment of the focal-volume interfer-
ence, and a focused Gaussian beam is set as the original light
source. The distance between the light radiation source and
the focal plane is determined by the refractive index of the
target medium and the numerical aperture of the objective
lens.

Data and materials availability

All data needed to evaluate the conclusions in the paper are
available in the main text or the supplementary materials.
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Abstract. Integrated photonics is attracting considerable attention and has found many applications in both
classical and quantum optics, fulfilling the requirements for the ever-growing complexity in modern optical
experiments and big data communication. Femtosecond (fs) laser direct writing (FLDW) is an acknowledged
technique for producing waveguides (WGs) in transparent glass that have been used to construct complex
integrated photonic devices. FLDW possesses unique features, such as three-dimensional fabrication geometry,
rapid prototyping, and single step fabrication, which are important for integrated communication devices and
quantum photonic and astrophotonic technologies. To fully take advantage of FLDW, considerable efforts
have been made to produce WGs over a large depth with low propagation loss, coupling loss, bend loss, and
highly symmetrical mode field. We summarize the improved techniques as well as the mechanisms for writing
high-performanceWGs with controllable morphology of cross-section, highly symmetrical mode field, low loss,
and high processing uniformity and efficiency, and discuss the recent progress of WGs in photonic integrated
devices for communication, topological physics, quantum information processing, and astrophotonics.
Prospective challenges and future research directions in this field are also pointed out.
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1 Introduction
Photonic integrated circuits have shown the potential to allow
integrating passive and active optical components on one chip
in a scalable manner and have been identified to support a
plethora of applications, such as data communication, sensing,
astrophotonics, quantum information processing, and national
security.1–4 Photonic circuits are indispensable components in
modern optical communication networks and lie at the heart
of integrated photonic devices. Currently, to this end, one of
the biggest challenges in integrated photonics is establishing
a general and flexible method to produce photonic circuits
with low loss, high integration density, and high tunability.
The unique feature of 3D fabrication geometry promises

femtosecond laser direct writing (FLDW) as an on-demand
solution to these requirements.

Femtosecond (fs) laser-induced multiphoton absorption
enables tailoring the material structures and properties inside
transparent bulk materials with high processing precision and
triggers a great deal of activity in the field of photonics.5–13

In particular, the fs laser can induce a permanent refractive index
change in glass, which indicates a promising tool to fabricate
photonic circuits, waveguides (WGs), and basic elements in in-
tegrated optics.5,14,15 FLDW has been identified to be an effective
technique for constructing WGs in a 3D fashion over a large
depth from the micrometer to millimeter scale.5,16–18 WG-based
2D and 3D optical devices have also been demonstrated in
various glasses. Compared with the 2D fabrication of silicon
photonic circuits by planar lithography, FLDW is a rapid pro-
totyping technique to produce WGs in 3D without needing com-
plex procedures. Thus, up to now, FLDW has been exploited to
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be a highly potential solution to quickly create optical compo-
nents and integrated photonic devices three-dimensionally in
transparent glasses. The intrinsic characteristic of being em-
bedded in bulk makes these devices highly tolerant to variations
of the working environment, which is significant for optical
network applications.19,20

However, although significant advances have been made in
writing and applications of WGs, there are still practical chal-
lenges that need to be addressed before fully exploiting 3D
fabrication capabilities of FLDW and constructing complex
WG-based photonic integrated devices. For example, low inser-
tion loss, including low coupling loss and propagation loss, and
symmetrical mode field are usually necessary. Unfortunately,
propagation effects, such as nonlinear filamentation and refo-
cusing, would influence energy-deposition behavior and the
resultant microstructures.21,22 In general, when a tightly focused
fs laser irradiates into glass, a refractive-index mismatch be-
tween the air and glass causes spherical aberration (SA), which
would distort the energy distribution in the focus and the shape
of modified volumes.23–25 SA increases with increments of
numerical aperture (NA), focusing depth, and refractive index
of the glass.26 Other effects such as the self-focusing effect
and nonlinear absorption effect can also induce focus distortion.
As a result, although the transverse writing geometry with the
writing direction perpendicular to the laser propagation axis can
realize maximum degrees of processing flexibility, these effects
intrinsically lead to an elliptical cross-section in WGs and usu-
ally also cause high asymmetry in the mode field of the written
WGs along with high coupling loss and propagation loss.15,27,28

It is a great challenge to maintain the WG circularity, symmetry,
and mode-field profiles, which would limit the coupling loss,
propagation loss, and 3D capability of the FLDW technique.
Furthermore, these issues will be more serious for the deep
WGs in glass. However, writing deep WGs is of importance
for constructing complex reconfigurable photonic circuits,
which is essential for highly integrated on-chip devices with
multifunctionality. Furthermore, to push the development and
wide-scale implementation of integrated photonic devices be-
yond the laboratory, the importance of fabricating WGs with
high uniformity and efficiency is continuing to grow, which
raises concerns over controlling the highly nonlinear process
in the WG writing and the stability of the setups. In addition,
since the refractive index change induced by fs laser irradiation

is generally small (usually smaller than 1%), decreasing the loss,
especially the bend loss in the curved WGs, is a tough task. To
address these issues, great efforts have been devoted to devel-
oping improved strategies to reduce the coupling loss, propaga-
tion loss, and bend loss, improve the symmetry of cross-section
and that of the mode field, and enhance the processing uniform-
ity and efficiency.

Here, we provide a comprehensive review of the improved
techniques along with the mechanisms for controlling the
symmetry of the WG cross-section and mode field profile
and reducing the loss (including coupling loss, propagation loss,
and bend loss), as outlined in Fig. 1. Furthermore, with the ever-
increasing data demand, photonic WGs have achieved explosive
growth in applications, especially in optical communication
devices, topology and quantum science, and astrophotonics.
We will also review the state-of-the-art progress of photonic
applications in these fields with WGs written by fs lasers.

2 Improved Technologies and Mechanisms
for Waveguide Writing by Femtosecond
Lasers

2.1 Beam Shaping

The shape of the focal volume affects the energy distribution
and the generated cross-section of the WGs, which would de-
termine the morphology of the mode field, the coupling loss,
and propagation loss.15,28 In general, manipulating the beam
shape has been proved to be a facile method to control the
morphology of the mode field and reduce the coupling loss and
propagation loss. For this purpose, several beam shaping tech-
niques were introduced, including slit beam shaping, astigmatic
beam shaping, simultaneous spatiotemporal focusing (SSTF),
and spatial light modulator (SLM) beam shaping.23–26,29–32

2.1.1 Slit beam shaping

In general, as mentioned, WGs written by fs lasers in glass using
conventional spherical focusing optics exhibit significant loss
and strong core asymmetry with an elongated shape along
the fs laser propagation direction with a large aspect ratio.
Cheng et al. reported that the aspect ratio in the cross-section
of the microchannels could be greatly reduced by inserting a

Fig. 1 WGs written by fs lasers in glass: improved fabrication techniques and photonic device
applications.
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slit before the focusing lens with the slit oriented parallel to the
laser scanning direction, which is attributed to the diffraction
effect at the slit aperture.23 This slit beam shaping technique
was also adopted to produce low loss, circular WGs in glass
with a long working-distance objective lens.25,33,34

For a circular Gaussian beam and an elliptical Gaussian
beam, the energy distribution near the focal point is described
as23

Ic ¼
1

ð1þ z2∕z20Þ
exp

�
−2 x2 þ y2

w2
0ð1þ z2∕z20Þ

�
; (1)

Ie ¼
1

ð1þ z2∕z20Þ1∕2
1

ð1þ z2∕z020 Þ1∕2
exp

�
−2 x2

w2
0ð1þ z2∕z20Þ

�

× exp

�
−2 y2

w02
0 ð1þ z2∕z020 Þ

�
; (2)

where w0 ¼ λ∕ðNA · πÞ is the beam waist at the focus with λ as
the laser wavelength, z0 ¼ kw2

0∕2 is the Rayleigh length with k
as the wave vector, and w0

0 ¼ ðRx∕RyÞw2
0 and z00 ¼ kw02

0 ∕2 with
Rx and Ry as the radii along the x and y axes of the elliptical
beam, respectively. Equation (2) indicates that a beam waist can
be expanded Rx∕Ry times in the y direction, and the beam in the
x direction is tightly focused, leading to small Rayleigh length.
As a result, for an elliptical Gaussian beam, there is a significant
reduction in the aspect ratio that is determined by the ratio of the
Rayleigh length to the beam waist at the focal point, which is
achievable by inserting a slit.23,26

To estimate the optimal slit width (Wy) for generating highly
symmetrical cross-section of WGs, the aspect ratio of the slit,
Wy∕Wx, can be expressed as the following:

Wy

Wx
¼ NA

n

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ln 2

3

r
for Wx > 3Wy; (3)

where Wx is the unapertured beam waist, NA is the numerical
aperture of the objective lens, and n is the refractive index of
glass.

Compared to the case without a slit, as shown in Fig. 2(a),
Fig. 2(d) shows that the transverse width in the y direction has
become significantly larger by placing a slit before the focusing
lens, which results in much higher symmetry for the energy
distribution [Fig. 2(e)]. Figure 2(c) shows that the shape of
a WG written without a slit has an elliptical-shaped core with
the aspect ratio of about 4:1. A circular WG is fabricated by
introducing a slit with width of about 500 μm, as shown in
Fig. 2(f). The symmetry of the refractive index distribution
and mode field of the guiding light also becomes higher after
inserting a slit. Consequently, this slit beam shaping would
be favorable for improving the loss performance.

Combining low NA (0.1 − 0.2) focusing optics and the slit
beam shaping technique, the fs laser could write deep surface
WGs with a circular cross-section and low loss over a large
depth range (e.g., from 0.7 to 7 mm), and the aspect ratio
reaches nearly 1.26 Due to the highly symmetrical morphology,
Fig. 2(h) shows that the propagation loss is as low as 0.2 dB∕cm
at the depth of 0.72 mm and remains smaller than 1 dB∕cm at
the depth beyond 7 mm. The slit beam shaping technique also
works in the transverse regime with the laser beam moving

along the propagation direction.35 All of these results reveal that
slit beam shaping is a powerful technique to improve the per-
formance of WGs written by fs lasers in glass. In addition, the
slit beam shaping technique is also adopted to fabricate WG
Bragg gratings with a circular cross-section.36,37

2.1.2 Astigmatic beam shaping

Although the slit beam shaping technique is simple, it is not
efficient, and most of the laser energy is attenuated by the
slit.32,38 To shape the laser beam, astigmatic shaping is also
adopted to reshape the beam with an astigmatic cylindrical tele-
scope before focusing, which allows for writing WGs with a
circular cross-section and arbitrary size.29,31,39–44 The basic prin-
ciple for the astigmatic beam shaping is that the WG size does
not depend on the focal size along the sample translation direc-
tion in the transverse writing regime. Focusing very tightly in
the x direction will decrease the Rayleigh range zRx; the in-
creased divergence in the xz plane can significantly reduce
the intensity to that below the threshold for nonlinear absorp-
tion, and this decreases the focus depth. Consequently, the trans-
verse WG size can be optimized by independently tuning the
focal size in the y direction. The intensity profile of a focused
astigmatic Gaussian beam can be expressed as

I0ðx; y; xÞ ¼ I00
wox

wxðzÞ
woy

wyðzÞ
exp

�
−2

�
x2

wxðzÞ2
þ x2

wyðzÞ2
��

;

(4)

wxðzÞ ¼ wox

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1þ

�
z
zRx

�
2

s
; wyðzÞ ¼ woy

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1þ

�
z − z0
zRy

�
2

;

s

(5)

where zRx;y ¼ πðw2
0x;y∕λÞ denotes the Rayleigh ranges of the

Gaussian beam for the x and y directions, wox is the astigmatic
beam waist at z ¼ 0, and z0 is the offset distance between
the beam waists, named the astigmatic difference, which is
shown in Fig. 3(a). Increasing the beam size (wy) in the y di-
rection, with respect to w0y, is achieved by controlling z0 at
the plane with respect to the beam waist in the x direction.
Figures 3(a)–3(d) show that the symmetry and size of the
electron density profile are highly tunable by modifying the as-
tigmatic difference. Consequently, the WG size perpendicular
to the beam propagation direction can be adjusted continu-
ously, and the highly symmetrical WG profile is achievable.
Furthermore, manipulating the astigmatic difference allows
for not only improving the symmetry of the WG profile but also
for varying the WG size. As a result, the coupling loss can reach
as low as 0.1 dB∕facet to the single mode optical fiber at
1550 nm, and the propagation loss is lower than 0.4 dB∕cm.45

This beam shaping method is also of significance for mass pro-
duction of identical WGs, which provide a stable and reliable
quantum light source.39,40

When the microstructure is not purely one-dimensional (1D),
slit beam shaping and astigmatic beam shaping require modify-
ing the orientation of the slit or the cylindrical lens pair during
laser beam scanning, and an additional complexity is produced.
As a result, they are not suitable for writing bending WGs and
related devices that restrict their further applications.
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2.1.3 Simultaneous spatiotemporal focusing

SSTF offers another solution to control the cross-section.30,46–49

This technique relies on separating the spectral components of
the fs laser pulse in space before focusing using a grating pair,
which induces spatial chirping in the incident pulse and gener-
ates an array of beamlets at various frequencies. As different
frequency components overlap spatially only around the focus,
temporal focusing happens, and this results in the shortest pulse
duration with the highest peak intensity. In such a manner, the
spatiotemporally focused pulses are transform-limited in time,
diffraction-limited in space, and strongly localized near the geo-
metric focus, and the pulse duration broadens obviously when
moving away from the focus, which leads to a rapid decrease
in the peak intensity. As a result, this transform-limited SSTF
method allows for a significant improvement in the axial

resolution of the fs laser writing. The schematic illustration of
fs laser SSTF is shown in Fig. 4(a).

In general, the field of a spatially chirped pulse can be written
as

A1ðx;y;ωÞ ¼ A0 exp

�
− ðω−ω0Þ2

Ω2

�
exp

�
− ½x−ΔxðωÞ�2þ y2

2W2
0

�
;

(6)

where A0 is a field amplitude,
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
2 ln 2

p
Ω is the full width at

half maximum of the frequency spectrum, ω0 is the carrier fre-
quency, W0 is the incident beam waist before the grating pair,
and ΔxðωÞ ¼ αðω − ω0Þ is the displacement of each spectral
component (α is the groove density of the grating).

Fig. 2 Beam evolution near focus (a) without and (d) with a slit, energy distribution in the YZ plane
(b) without and (e) with a slit, optical images of fabricated WGs in phosphate glass (c) without and
(d) with a slit (Wy ¼ 500 μm). X corresponds to the fs laser beam translation direction. Figures
reproduced from Ref. 25. (g) Aspect ratio of the WGs produced in the fused silica with a slitWy of
350 μm. Dotted line: aspect ratio of 1. (h) Propagation loss at 1550 nm as a function of depth
(Wy ¼ 250 μm). Figures reproduced from Ref. 26.
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The field after the objective lens and near the focus can be
expressed as

A2ðx; y;ωÞ ¼ A1ðx; y;ωÞ exp
�
−ik x

2 þ y2

2f

�
; (7)

A3ðx; y;ωÞ ¼
expðikzÞ

iλz

ZZ
∞

−∞
A2ðξ; η;ωÞ

× exp

�
ik
ðx − ξÞ2 þ ðy − ηÞ2

2z

�
dξ dη; (8)

where k is equal to 2πc∕ω0, c is the velocity of light in vacuum,
and f is the focal length of the objective lens.

Iðx; y; z; tÞ ¼ jA3ðx; y; z; tÞj2

¼
				
Z

∞

−∞
A3ðx; y; z; tÞ expð−iωtÞdω

				2: (9)

Figures 4(c) and 4(d) show the intensity distributions of the
SSTF beam in the XZ and YZ planes calculated by combining
Eqs. (6)–(9), and a nearly spherical intensity distribution has
been obtained. Furthermore, the axial resolution of fs laser
writing is continuously tunable simply either by adjusting the

incident beam size or the spatial chirp of the laser pulse via
changing the distance between the two gratings. In addition,
an objective lens with a relatively high NA (i.e., NA ¼ 0.46)
is necessary for generating a nearly spherical distribution of
the laser field in the focal volume. However, a low NA objective
lens cannot result in a circular lateral cross section.50

The aspect ratios of cross-sectional shapes of a focal spot
can be manipulated independently in both axial and lateral
directions by combining a slit beam shaping technique and
an SSTF technique, which enables isotropic resolution in
3D space even for an objective lens with low NA.51 To suppress
the strong aberration in the fabrication at large depth, another
double-pass grating compressor (DGC) can be adopted, as
shown in Fig. 4(e). The total group delay dispersion of the
pulse before the objective lens could be controlled by simul-
taneously modifying the DGC and the single-pass grating
compressor. The longitudinal resolution is improved dramati-
cally, and a nearly perfect circular cross-section is obtained. In
this case, a low NA lens also works. The focal lens with low
NA allows for writing circular WGs at a large depth (∼9 mm),
owing to its long working distance.50 In addition, besides con-
trolling the aspect ratio, SSTF also offers several additional
levels of control over the ultrafast laser focus such as an adjust-
able pulse front tilt (PFT).52,53 Neighboring foci can be over-
lapped by exploiting the inherent PFT with an appropriately
designed diffractive holographic pattern from SLM irradiated

Fig. 3 (a) Schematic of the WG writing setup with astigmatic beam shaping. Figure reproduced
from Ref. 31. Simulated electron density profiles (b) without and with astigmatic beam shaping for
different focusing parameters (c) w0x ¼ 1 μm, w0y ¼ 3 μm, z0 ¼ 0, (d) w0x ¼ 1 μm, w0y ¼ 3 μm,
z0 ¼ 100 μm, and (e) w0x ¼ 1.4 μm, w0y ¼ 4.2 μm, z0 ¼ 260 μm. Figures reproduced from
Ref. 29.
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by a spatially chirped beam, and overlapping of multiple spots
from a single pulse could have occurred in space but separated
in time.47 This technique not only provides a high level of axial
confinement but also enables parallel writing for improving
the processing efficiency. Temporally chirped SSTF is demon-
strated via focusing the light with an off-axis parabola after
the grating pairs, which is useful for rapid prototyping to
produce high aspect ratio channels in glass and also for bio-
medical applications (e.g., deep tissue ablation and optical
histology).54 Combining a grating with an SLM or a cylindrical
lens, temporally chirped SSTF is also achievable with en-
hanced axial resolution for accurately tailoring the laser–
material interaction.49,55,56

In summary, the SSTF of the fs laser pulse strongly reduces
nonlinear side effects and offers unique possibilities for fabri-
cation with isotropic 3D resolution.57 Furthermore, the addition
of an initial temporal chirp on the SSTF is favorable for keeping
the fabrication resolution nearly unchanged against the SA.

2.1.4 Spatial light modulator beam shaping

An SLM beam shaping technique gives rise to a versatile and
energy efficient option for modifying the energy distribution in
the focus, allowing not only for the improvement of the aspect-
ratio of the focal volume as well as the symmetry of the mode
field pattern of WGs but also the dynamic manipulation of it

Fig. 4 (a) Schematic illustration of fs laser SSTF. Calculated laser intensity distributions at the
focus generated by an objective lens (b) without and (c), (d) with the SSTF technique in the
XZ and YZ planes, respectively. Figures reproduced from Ref. 30. (e) Schematic of the exper-
imental setup for adding an initial temporal chirp on the SSTF. AP, aperture; VF, variable neutral
density filter; GR1 and GR2, gratings; OBJ, objective lens; SA, sample. (f) Cross-sectional view
optical micrographs of the line written at 9 mm. Scale bar, 20 μm. Figures reproduced fromRef. 50.
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during fabrication.24,58–60 Aberration correction is achieved over
a large depth using SLM with higher accuracy and flexibility,
which enables writing deep WGs with a circular cross-section.
To realize the depth-dependent aberration correction, the change
in optical path length for the light refracted at the glass surface
should be considered, and the SA associated phase in the pupil
of the objective can be expressed as59

∅SAðρÞ ¼
−2πdnom

λ

� ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
n22 − ðNA · ρÞ2

q
−

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
n21 − ðNA · ρÞ2

q �
;

(10)

where dnom is the nominal depth in the glass [Fig. 5(a)], λ is the
wavelength of the fs laser, n1 (n2) is the refractive index of air
(glass), ρ is the normalized pupil radius, and NA is the NA of
the lens. Equation (10) indicates that the aberration strongly
depends on writing depth and the NA of the objective lens.
Figure 5(b) shows that the peak intensity (Ip) of the laser beam
decreases with increase of focusing depth, especially in the
higher NA regime. The full width at half maximum (Δz) of
the distribution along the beam propagation direction increases
with the depth, as revealed in Fig. 5(c), and this is in agreement
with the simulation of energy distribution for focusing at various
depths, which shows that the focus becomes distorted, and the

cross-section is no longer symmetric and substantially elongated
along the laser propagation direction. The distortion and asym-
metry become more serious with a depth increase. As a conse-
quence, the cross-section of the fabricated WGs is noncircular at
the large depth, as shown in Fig. 5(d). Figure 5(e) shows that
the morphology of the WG can be improved significantly
after appropriate aberration correction using SLM, and the
WG cross-section almost does not depend on the writing depth.
Furthermore, Fig. 5(f) shows that the near-field mode profile
exhibits high symmetry, and the mode ellipticity reaches nearly
1. In addition, there is also no obvious difference in light
transmission of the WGs at different depths after aberration
correction. These results indicate that the SLM beam shaping
technique allows for fabricating symmetrical WGs through
the entire depth of the working objective lens, which will be
crucial for fabricating complex WG lattices with high integra-
tion density and holds promise for a wide range of applications
with 3D photonic circuits.

In addition, the SLM can also enable effective parallel
writing. Multiple foci with controlled power distribution and
dynamically variable distance can be produced in 3D by modu-
lating the spatial phase distribution of a fs laser beamwith a com-
puter-generated hologram, which allows for writing several WGs
or multiscan performance over one WG in a single pass.61–64

Furthermore, for fabricating 3DWG arrays and coupling devices

Fig. 5 (a) Schematic of the focusing geometry. (b) Simulated estimate of the focal peak intensity Ip
at various depths in glass. (c) Δz as a function of depth. WGs inscribed at different depths (d) with-
out and (e) with aberration correction in the nonthermal writing regime (pulse repetition rate of
1 kHz). Figures reproduced from Ref. 59. (f) Plot of the transmission throughput and mode ellip-
ticity as a function of depth for WGs inscribed with SLM beam shaping at the thermal writing regime
(pulse repetition rate of 1 MHz). Figure reproduced from Ref. 24.
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using the traditional fs laser writing technique, the substrate is
needed to be precisely positioned. With the help of the SLM, a
branched WG can be written simultaneously by one pass scan-
ning in glass. Consequently, an SLM not only significantly
enhances the fabrication uniformity and efficiency but also elim-
inates the need for precisely positioning the glass substrate.

2.2 Multiscan

Multiscan is a reliable technique to increase the refractive index
change and modify the shape and size of the WGs by scanning
the laser beam multiple times.5,65 In this regime, there is no po-
sition shift between consecutive scans. David et al. revealed that
the increase in refractive index is about 0.01 and 0.035 in the
Ge-doped silica glass generated by 1 and 10 writing passes,
which indicates the possibility of reducing insertion loss by
the multiscan.5,65 Bend loss could be also reduced by scanning
the WG track multiple times in all curved segments due to the
tighter confinement of the modes caused by multiscan-induced
large refractive index contrast.66 Recently, Tan et al. reported
that the WG size can be controlled by adjusting the scanning
passes [Figs. 6(a)–6(c)].67 Furthermore, a mechanism of a tem-
perature gradient-assisted process was proposed for the forma-
tion of WGs, which locates outside the focus. Consequently, the
unique position of WGs allows for abating the distortion of laser
energy in the focal volume and inscribing low-loss deep WGs.
Usually, a WG core with the largest density and RI locates near
the center of the modified zone, which is generated by the matter
melting and quenching in thermal writing with high repetition
rate pulses (e.g., >100 kHz) or local compression in the non-
thermal case with low repetition rate pulses. In temperature gra-
dient-assisted writing, a high temperature with a sharp gradient
is generated by ultrafast injection of enough energy in the focus,
which is accompanied by pressure wave propagation. As a re-
sult, rapid mechanical expansion with structural reorganization
is driven during the temperature evolution, and melted and
ionized matter would be ejected out from the hot pressurized
center to the surrounding zone, resulting in forming a densified
“cladding” ring and a rarefied center consisting of less dense
structures [Fig. 6(a)]. In addition, in the conical WG structure,
a quasidirectional hydrodynamic material flow can be induced
by the fast stress relaxation along the laser propagation axis, and
the axial densification at the top of the densified ring is gener-
ated [Fig. 6(b)]. Multiscan writing is suggested to repeat this
material flow process and increase the WG size. The absence
of separation between the parallel pass avoids the presence
of a nonhomogeneous interface structure between parallel scans.
As the guiding core of WGs is at the tips of the densified zone,
outside the focal volume, a lowest insertion loss of about 0.6 dB
[Fig. 6(c)] for the 1-cm-long WGs with the WG diameter size of
around 6 μm is obtained over a large depth range from 300 to
900 μm. Revealing strong dependence of insertion loss on the
WG size provides a unique way to improve WG performance in
various coupling cases.

The critical issue for the multiscan technique is the relatively
low fabrication yield. In addition, the scan speed in the multi-
scan case is usually the same as that in the single pass scan, and
there have been no systematic studies about the optimal speed in
the multiscan, uncovering what may enable improvement of the
fabrication efficiency with low propagation loss, coupling loss,
and bend loss. Our work indicates that monitoring the WG size
offers an effective way to optimize the multiscan process

efficiently.67 Furthermore, the optimal processing window for
low-loss WGs is usually small, and the fluctuation in the writing
process may be detrimental to the reproducibility and the
uniformity, especially when the number of the WGs is larger.
Multiscan as well as the aforementioned SLM-assisted parallel
writing should be helpful for improving the writing reproduc-
ibility and the uniformity.

Besides rescanning the laser along the whole path, tapering
the WGs close to the end facet was also demonstrated to be a
useful technique to increase the refractive index as well as to
enlarge the modification region.68,72 As shown in Fig. 6(d), a spa-
tial power ramp is used. Multiscan is performed at the last few
millimeters of a WG with increasing laser power, ranging from
just under the modification threshold up to a moderate power
level. Figure 6(g) shows that mode field size can be modified
by tapering of WGs with the multiscan. Furthermore, the cou-
pling efficiency to the standard single mode fiber is also en-
hanced.

In another case, the WG cross-section is tunable using the
multiscan technique, and an offset is adopted between consecu-
tive parallel scans with a small distance in the direction
perpendicular to the laser scanning direction, as shown in
Fig. 6(f).69,70,73–76 This technique does not depend on the intensity
distribution at the focal volume and enables WG fabrication
with desirable morphologies, such as square cross-sections
along with a step index refractive index profile [Fig. 6(g)].
The size of the WG cross-section and the change in refractive
index can be controlled independently by varying the scan
parameters and the translation speed, respectively, and this is
not achievable using beam shaping techniques. Furthermore,
integrated photonic lanterns constituted with an array of single
mode WGs can be produced using the multiscan technique,
which have found many applications in astrophotonics and re-
mote sensing.77–80

In addition, writing a pair of parallel structures with a desir-
able distance to sandwich the curved WG will control the stress
and birefringence effect in the WGs.81,82 The refractive index
change would increase from 1.85 × 10−3 to 3.45 × 10−3 in
the guiding core, as shown in Fig. 6(h).71 Consequently, the bend
loss is suppressed drastically from 2.7 to 0.3 dB for a bend
arc angle of 5 deg. A similar technique is adopted to fabricate
a mode field compressor and reduce the mode field size.83

Birefringence is demonstrated to be tunable in the range from
0 to 4.35 × 10−4, and this allows great flexibility in designing
polarization sensitive and insensitive components devices on
one single chip, which adds another degree of freedom in the
fabrication of integrated optical devices.81,82

2.3 Thermal Annealing

Stress can be induced during theWGwriting in glass, and aniso-
tropic and inhomogeneous distribution of the refractive index in
the modified region is generated through the photoelastic effect,
which would lead to a polarization shift and polarization depen-
dent losses as well as an asymmetrical mode field and large
propagation loss.84,85 The stress in the cladding zone surrounding
the WG core also reduces the refractive index contrast between
the WG core and the outer region, which can cause high propa-
gation loss and bend loss.86 Thermal annealing has been dem-
onstrated to be a useful method for stress relaxation and
complex material reorganization.82,85,86 In general, heat increases
the atom movement rate in the glass matrix by offering the
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Fig. 6 (a) Cross-sections of WGs written by scanning fs lasers 1, 2, 4, 6, and 10 times.
(b) Schematic view of temperature gradient assistant fs laser writing. Black arrow: matter expan-
sion and flow driven by temperature gradient and stress. White arrows: stress. (c) Insertion loss
and diameter (w ) of WGs fabricated by scanning various times at 300 μm. Inset: I, cross-section;
II, near-field mode profile. Figure reproduced from Ref. 67. (d) Left: illustration of the dependency
of the WG cross-section on the fs laser power. Right: cross section of WGs tapered by multiscan-
ning with a low power at the end of the WG. Figures reproduced from Ref. 68. (f) Schematic of the
multiscan WG fabrication with an offset perpendicular to the writing direction. Figure reproduced
from Ref. 69. (g) Size variation with an increase in the number of scans. Figure reproduced from
Ref. 70. (h) Schematic of the sandwiched WG. Insets: the cross sections of the WG and bend-
loss-suppression walls. Scale bar: 30 μm. (i) Top view of the sandwiched WG. (j) A 633-nm laser
beam propagating in the WG. Top view images of a WG bend (k) without and (l) with bend-loss-
suppression walls. Figures reproduced from Ref. 71.
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energy for breaking bonds and during annealing at temperatures
in the vicinity of the glass transition temperature, where the
formation of new bonds and structural rearrangement may
have occurred, which leads to a decrease in the structural
inhomogeneity.87–89 As a result, the reduction of the structural
deformation leads to stress relaxation. In addition, nonbridging
oxygen hole center (NBOHC) defects can also disappear at low
temperature (e.g., 300°C for silica glass).33,90 Consequently, the
size of the guiding core and the structure anisotropy are reduced,
the refractive index contrast in the core/cladding regions in-
creases, and these are accompanied by lower propagation loss
and bend loss along with higher mode symmetry.

A typical rate thermal annealing process is adopted for this
purpose. The key characteristic of this thermal treatment is
the slow cooling rate that enables removing the stress and
birefringence effectively. In general, to initiate an erasure and
stabilization process, the sample is initially heated above the
transformation temperature. Once reaching the maximum tem-
perature that is well below the softening temperature of the
glass, a very slow cooling rate is adopted until the glass temper-
ature is cooled down below the strain or transformation point
temperature.82,86 Figures 7(a) and 7(b) show the cross-section

of the WGs before and after annealing, respectively, and the re-
fractive index profile is displayed in Figs. 7(c) and 7(d), respec-
tively, which clearly indicate that the outer lower refractive
index zone is removed by thermal annealing. As a result, the
output power through the WGs increases, and the bend loss
decreases significantly, as revealed in Fig. 7(e). Symmetric
polarization-insensitive WGs are also available with ultralow bi-
refringence and low propagation loss of 0.3 dB∕cm. Babu et al.
also reported that insertion loss could be reduced effectively to
1.01 dB at 632.8 nm by an isochronal annealing treatment,
which is due to the bleaching of the NBOHC defects.91,92

2.4 Predefect Engineering

One of the big challenges for direct writing of WGs by fs lasers
is the increase in the refractive index of WGs, which would
foster better performances of the devices. As the presence of
defects makes great contributions to the refractive index in-
crease, predefect engineering of materials to induce an incipient
defect density has been explored to cause an increment in the
refractive index.34 The predefects can be generated by hard
(40 keV) X-ray irradiation with accumulated doses up to

Fig. 7 Cross sections of the WGs (a) before and (b) after thermal annealing. Refractive index
profiles of WG (c) before and (d) after annealing. (e) Normalized output through the WGs as a
function of bend radii. Figures reproduced from Ref. 86. (f) PL intensity versus depth in the glass
after X-ray exposure with various doses. (g) Change of refractive index (Δn) in the WGs as a
function of the scan speed at different X-rays doses. Figures reproduced from Ref. 34.
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6 MGy, which subsequently serve as precursors for further
defect generation induced by fs lasers, along with an overall
increase in photosensitivity. As a result, photoinscription effi-
ciency is enhanced, and a higher index change is obtained.
Figure 7(f) shows that the PL coming from NBOHC increases
with an increase in X-ray doses from 0.5 to 6 MGy, especially in
the depth smaller than 500 μm, and the unexposed sample does
not emit PL, which indicates the generation of NBOHC after
X-ray irradiation. The increase in refractive index is much larger
with 1 and 6 MGy doses of X-ray irradiation than that with
0–0.5 MGy doses of irradiation at all scan speed, as shown in
Fig. 7(g). In conclusion, predefect engineering is a promising
technique to increase the refractive index of WGs, which also
enables validating scenarios of defect-assistant densification for
the refractive index change. Furthermore, we suggest that UV
light or electron and ion beam preirradiation may also lead to
similar effects, and further experimental work is needed to
verify this proposal.93,94

2.5 Composition Engineering

As the optical properties and photoresponse to fs lasers depend
on the chemistry of glass, and the fs laser-induced refractive in-
dex change would be determined by the structural and elemental
reorganization, composition engineering is a simple and prom-
ising alternative route to improve the performance of written
WGs in glasses, especially in the thermal writing regime with
high repetition rate lasers.95–98 In the fs laser writing process, the
local temperature would be higher than that of the softening and
working point of glass.67,98 As a result, the breaking of bonds
linking the network modifiers or the network formers will occur
in this high-temperature field, and the ions, including O2−,
would diffuse and modify the local compositions of glass, which
usually leads to formation of two typical zones with positive and
negative refractive index change, respectively. Increasing the
concentration of the components such as Ca, La, and Al that
induce densification and disorder causes a larger increase in re-
fractive index, with Δn reaching 10−2, and reduces the coupling
loss and propagation loss significantly.96,97,99 For example, in
typical alkali-free borosilicate glasses, such as Corning Eagle
2000, Corning Eagle XG, and Schott AF32 glasses, the charac-
terizations based on the refractive index mapping, electron mi-
croprobe analysis, and Raman spectroscopy clearly suggest that
an increase in the concentration of the silicon element causes a
decrease in refractive index, and an increase in the concentration
of Ca and Al elements leads to an increment in the refractive
index.96 Similar phenomena are also found in other glass
systems.97 Germanium doping in silica glass is suggested to
increase the refractive index change.100 The increment in the
concentration of Al2O3 in the aluminosilicate glasses could
lead to breaking of the Si-O-Si network into four and three-
membered ring structures accompanied by structure densifica-
tion, which is confirmed by the increase of Raman intensity at
D1 (∼485 cm−1) and D2 (∼600 cm−1) peaks.91 The presence of
silver was reported to decrease the insertion loss of the WGs
in the binary tellurite-zinc glass, but the mechanism is still
unclear.101 However, although composition engineering is a use-
ful method to increase the refractive index change, there have
been not as many efforts to optimize the compositions and
controll the element migration in a desirable way for achieving
better performance, and more systematical studies are still
needed.

3 Applications in Optical Coupling and
Integrated Devices

WG writing by fs lasers in glass has found various applications
in a vast range from scientific researches to technological
devices.14,15,102–107 In this review, we focus the recent progress in
the WG applications for photonic integrated devices in commu-
nication, topological physics, quantum information processing,
and astrophotonics.

3.1 Optical Couplers and Network Devices

Optical couplers are one of the key building blocks for combin-
ing and splitting optical signals in photonic integrated
circuits.2,108 A compact, low-loss, broadband power coupler with
polarization sensitivity or insensitivity is highly required for
many applications, such as power splitters, optical switches,
multiplexers, directional couplers, birefringent retarders, and
rotated waveplates.43,68,82,102,105,108–110 The flexibility in photonic
circuit configuration and mass production with designability
in 3D helps WG writing by fs lasers to build couplers and
splitters with arbitrary shapes and tunable coupling ratios in
glass.104,105,111 Especially, achieving polarization transformation
is achievable and also desirable in integrated architecture with
WGs created by FLDW, and this is critical for quantum appli-
cations, as controll over polarization enables performing oper-
ations with polarization-encoded photonic qubits.43,111–113

For example, an on-chip rotated polarization directional cou-
pler (RPDC) operating at 780 nm with an arbitrary birefringent
optical axis can be constructed via writing a double-track, as
shown in Fig. 8(a), through which the distribution of the refrac-
tive index between adjacent tracks in the fused silica is tuned.43

In this case, a single-mode WG with an artificially birefringent
optical axis and high transmittance could be produced by
adjusting the relative radial and azimuthal positions of the
tracks. Figure 8(b) shows the polarization analysis of the 45-
deg rotated birefringent optical axis measured by two crossed
polarizers. The visibility of the input polarized light propagating
along the optical axis remains as high as 98% to 99%.
Characterization of the transmission power of the 45-deg
RPDC with adjusted coupling lengths indicates that coupling
lengths are the same for the 0-deg and 45-deg RPDCs, and
the parallel coupling length could be determined to be 23 mm.
Reconstruction of the Stokes vector was also performed, and
the average fidelities reach 98.1% and 96.0% for the 0-deg and
45-deg RPDCs, respectively, with the corresponding average
ratios up to 16 dB (0 deg) and 20 dB (45 deg).

Shortening the distance between the coupled WGs in the
couplers may induce strong anisotropic mechanical stress,
which was exploited to decrease the size of the polarizing direc-
tional couplers down to 3.7 mm with WG distance below
5 μm.116 Importantly, the WGs exhibit low birefringence out
of the coupled region. As a result, this approach allows for con-
structing complex polarization-sensitive integrated circuits with
high integration. The extinction ratios at the operation wave-
length of 808 nm are determined to be about 16 and 20 dB
for the horizontal and vertical polarizations, respectively.

Polarized and polarization insensitive directional couplers,
working in the telecom band of 1550 nm, were also fabricated
in aluminoborosilicate glass (EAGLE, Corning) just by control-
ling the interaction length (L) and the separation of two WGs
(d), as shown in Fig. 8(c).111 This paves the way to the integrated
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controll over polarization encoded photonic qubits and polari-
zation entanglement at the 1550 nm wavelength range. In gen-
eral, the WG birefringence causes a different periodicity for
different polarization states in the power oscillation between
the two WGs in the DCs, which can be described as

T ¼ sin2ðkLþ ∅0Þ; R ¼ cos2ðkLþ ∅0Þ; (11)

where T is the power transmission coefficient, R is the reflection
coefficient, k is the coupling coefficient between the optical
modes, and ∅0 is an offset for the coupling occurring in the
curved segments incoming and departing from the coupling
region.

Large phase difference could be present with large L. With
the appropriate coupler geometrical and coupling parameters,
the two oscillations can be in antiphase, which results in a

polarized DC. For example, Fig. 8(d) shows that the extinction
ratios between the two polarizations are higher than 25 dB at
1550 nm with extinction ratios higher than 15 dB, where L
is 33.2 mm, and d is 12.5 μm. While for shorter interaction
lengths, the DC exhibits polarization insensitivity. Figure 8(e)
shows the transmission for DCs with L of 0.4 to 1.3 mm
and d of 8 μm, and the absolute transmission difference for
the two polarizations is as low as 10−4, meaning polarization
insensitivity. The authors suggested that the alteration of the
optical properties caused by the inscription of the second
WG to that of the first one in the coupler is the origin of such
polarization-insensitive behavior. Techniques, such as birefrin-
gence compensation and thermal annealing, were used to
improve the symmetry of the WGs and the birefringence,
which lead to symmetric polarization-insensitive DCs.82 These
achievements imply that it is possible to integrate polarization

Fig. 8 (a) Illustration of the double-track approach for fabrication of WGs and RPDCs. θ is the
geometrically radial and azimuthal offset between two adjacent tracks (dark red) in each WG
(gray). (b) Polarization analysis of the 45-deg rotated parallel coupling region with different linear
input states [H, V, antidiagonal (135 deg, A Pol.) and diagonal (45 deg, D Pol.)]. Figures repro-
duced from Ref. 43. (c) Schematic of a DC. Two input (out) ports: IN1 and IN2 (OUT1 and OUT2).
(d) Transmission and reflection extinction ratios for a PDC with L of 33.2 mm and d of 12.5 μm
in the telecom band. (e) Transmission for polarization insensitive DCs with L of 0.4 to 1.3 mm
and d of 8 μm. Figures reproduced from Ref. 111. (f) Diagram of the 4-core few-mode coupler.
Figure reproduced from Ref. 114. (g) Schematic of the optical add-drop multiplexer configuration.
Figure reproduced from Ref. 115.
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dependent and independent devices in a single circuit by just
manipulating the geometrical parameters of the components,
which will be vital in future complex photonic devices.

To realize arbitrary photonic waveplate operations on chip,
a stress engineering technique via writing an additional modi-
fication track near the WG was adopted to create an artificial
stress field and rotate the optical axis of the birefringent
WG.108 Higher pulse energy and lower writing velocity were
used for writing the second defect track, in which no light prop-
agates. Consequently, Hadamard, Pauli-X, and rotation gates for
encoding photonic polarization qubits on chip were achieved
with high fidelity on both classical and quantum states of light.
In this case, the retardation between ordinary and extraordinary
field components was tuned, including half-wave plate and
quarter-wave plate operations through modifying the length
of the modified track parallel to the WG.

Furthermore, to support the ever-growing demand in trans-
mission bandwidth and capacity over a communication channel,
a number of technological features have been developed by the
telecommunication community in the past decades.117 3D multi-
plexers and demultiplexers based on WGs were produced and
could be integrated on a photonic chip.19,68,102,114,118,119 Ultrahigh
capacity space-division multiplexers systems were built in boro-
silicate glass.19 For example, 1.2 Pb∕s throughput transmission
was demonstrated using the few-mode multicore fiber (four-
core, three-mode) with a cladding diameter of 160 μm, as
shown in Fig. 8(f).114 In this case, 368 wavelength division mul-
tiplexed spatial super channels across the C and L bands were
used. Simultaneous multiplexing of the LP01, LP11a, and LP11b
modes of all cores is achievable in this three-mode, four-core
fiber with high mode extinction ratios and low insertion losses
over a large bandwidth across the S + C + L bands.111 In addi-
tion, optical add–drop multiplexers written in fused silica were
demonstrated operating at 1550 nm, as shown in Fig. 8(g).115 To
this end, two DCs with a symmetrical geographical layout were
used in a Mach–Zehnder interferometer configuration for the
signal routing, and the inserted Bragg grating WGs between
the DCs worked for wavelength selectivity. In principle, the in-
put signal is split equally into twoWGs by the first DC, which is
then guided to two identical Bragg grating WGs. The resonant
wavelength is reflected to the drop port and collected. The re-
maining transmitted signal will leave from the through port.
New information at the resonant wavelength can also be added

to the output signal through the add port. The versatility of the
fs writing technique promises the capability of scalable DM
fabrication with more modes and cores and mass production.
As a result, practical ultrahigh capacity dense space-division
DMs are expected.

Due to the intrinsic flexibility of 3D fabrication, WG-based
fan-out devices were also achieved, with one end consisting of a
1D WG array and another end consisting of a 2D WG array,
which can be used as multiplexers, demultiplexers (aforemen-
tioned), interposers to interconnect silicon photonic chips, as
shown in Fig. 9(a), and astrophotonic interferometer integrated
chips (discussed later).78,79,121 For example, WGs in a glass inter-
poser were reported to vertically couple light from an optical
fiber to the silicon photonic chip.122 An 84-channel interposer
is also realized for coupling a multicore optical fiber and silicon
photonics chips, as shown in Fig. 9(b).120 However, misalign-
ment causes significant loss in the packaging and stabilizing
process. Further improvement in the packaging step for edge
coupling of WGs to the silicon photonic chips is one of the
biggest challenges. For the future, the optimized 3D WG fan-
out devices may promise an attractive balancing of loss, mode
matching, high channel density, low crosstalk, and multifunc-
tional integration with other photonic components.

3.2 Topological Physics and Quantum Information
Processing

In the past decades, photonic structures consisting of arrays of
evanescently coupled WGs have emerged as a major represen-
tation of functionalized optical structures, in which the light
propagates along the topological states or the light evolution
exhibits intrinsic similarities with the quantum evolution of
particle wave-functions. As a result, WG arrays have been pro-
posed as a typical model system for researches and applications
in topological physics and quantum information processing,
such as formation of topological edge states, quantum mechan-
ics emulation, and quantum computing. FLDW has been estab-
lished as a standard method to construct 3D WGs into a variety
of optical bulk materials, which enables the achievement of vari-
ous innovative topological states, quantum physical concepts,
and quantum information applications that are not feasible with
other fabrication techniques.2,14,123,124

Fig. 9 (a) Schematic for an 84-channel interposer in glass, fanning out from a linear array (silica
photonic chip at back) to 12 socket positions for multicore fibers (MCFs) packaging. (b) Optical
image of the interposer in silica glass. Figures reproduced from Ref. 120.
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Recently, the rise of topology has been one of the most rec-
ognizable trends in physics.125,126 In the topological phases, pro-
tected travel is allowed along the edges of the structures in a
robust way, giving rise to immunity against backscattering by
defects. In particular, topological photonics have attained a burst
of interest, as light waves can work as a platform for revealing
the nontrivial bulk and edge topological states by carefully
structuring photonic crystals.125–127 WG photonic lattices are
frequently adopted to build photonic topological structures
for investigating the interplay of topology and interparticle
interactions.128–131 For example, the helicity of the evanescently
coupled helical WG array would break the z-reversal symmetry
in a honeycomb photonic lattice [Figs. 10(a) and 10(b)], which
leads to formation of Floquet topological insulators, and topo-
logically protected transport of visible light is observed on the
lattice edges.127 Photonic Floquet topological insulators in the
fractal lattices were proposed theoretically, and robust travel
along the outer and inner boundaries of the fractal lattices
without scattering was possible.133 Experimental realization of
topological fractal insulators is promising. Solitons were also
identified in an anomalous photonic Floquet topological insu-
lator, which exhibited different behavior in that they executed
cyclotron-like orbits.134 For this purpose, the WG lattice was
modulated periodically along the axis, and this resulted in a
nonzero winding number with the optical Kerr effect-induced
nonlinearity. The observation of topological solitons offers
new prospective directions for the topological nonlinear optics,
complementing other platforms. 2D honeycomb photonic
lattices with broken inversion symmetry were also reported to
exhibit photonic topological valley Hall edge states and four-

dimensional (4D) quantum Hall.132,135 Detuning the refractive in-
dex of the two honeycomb sublattices with varying average
writing pulse energy of the fs laser generates an armchair
[Fig. 10(c)] and zigzag edges [Fig. 10(d)] at their domains
and a boron nitride-like band structure.132 Consequently, the
edge states appear along the domain walls between regions with
opposite valley Chern numbers. The valley-Hall effect enables a
new mechanism for realizing time-reversal-invariant photonic
topological insulators. The fabricated time-reversal invariant
WG photonic lattice could possess a zero-dimensional topologi-
cal defect corner mode, which represents a new type of crystal-
line topological phase with a topologically protected energy
lying at mid-gap and insensitive to disorder.136

In addition, sufficiently strong disorder can lead to the close
of the topological bandgap, and the system becomes topologi-
cally trivial with all states being localized and all transport van-
ishing, complying with Anderson localization [Figs. 11(b) and
11(e)]; but, adding on-site disorders with random variations in
the refractive index of WGs could drive the system from a trivial
phase into a topological one, resulting in the emergence of topo-
logical Anderson insulators with protected edge states and quan-
tized transport, as revealed in Figs. 11(c) and 11(f). In this case,
the refractive index detuning was induced by adjusting the writ-
ing speed during the fabrication process, and a slower writing
speed leads to a larger refractive index in WGs. The topological
Anderson insulator was demonstrated experimentally with
sufficiently detuned honeycomb photonic structure of helical
WGs.137 The light propagates only along the edge in the
Floquet topological insulator [Fig. 11(d)]. When there is strong
disorder, the system becomes topologically trivial, and there is

Fig. 10 (a) Sketch of the helical WGs with honeycomb geometry. (b) Optical image of the input
facet of the photonic lattice. Figures reproduced from Ref. 127. Schematic diagram of honeycomb
lattices with (c) armchair and (d) zigzag edge domain walls. Red and greenWGs exhibit a different
refractive index, and blue is the excitation WGs. Red-shaded regions are domain walls. Figures
reproduced from Ref. 132.
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no light along the edge [Fig. 11(e)]. After introduction of
sufficiently strong on-site disorder, a photonic topological
Anderson insulator is generated, which is confirmed by the pres-
ence of the mid-gap excitation-induced coupling to a topologi-
cal edge state, as shown in Fig. 11(f). A photonic topological
insulator in a synthetic dimension with topological edge states
was demonstrated successfully.138 In this case, a 2D WG array
was produced with 1D in real space and one synthetic dimen-
sion in modal space. As a result, the propagation of the topo-
logically protected edge state was observed at the edge of the
synthetic space, but not at the spatial edges of the system.
Waveguiding by artificial gauge fields was demonstrated using
an array of evanescently coupled identical WGs. In this realiza-
tion, WGs in the core and cladding follow distinct trajectories
during propagation, and the artificial gauge field caused a shift
of the dispersion relations from one another in the core and in
the cladding in momentum-space.139

In contrast to the intricate set-ups with helical optical WGs
[Fig. 10(a)], Fig. 12(b) indicates the presence of kagome-based

corner states in the straight WGs, which exhibit a high degree of
flexibility and control, operating in the visible light range.140

Furthermore, topological boundary states in a single photon
level were established in the WG-based quasicrystal, with the
protected topological phases against the decoherence caused
by diffusion and the noise.141

Quantum computing and quantum communication offer high
efficiency in approaching problems of scientific and commercial
interests, where processing an extremely large amount of data
with fast speed is on-demand.142,143 Photonic WG lattices give
rise to an excellent model system allowing for simulating many
quantum statistics for quantum information processing.144,145

For example, boson sampling experiments against various
alternative hypotheses were achieved on larger WG photonic
chips fabricated by fs laser writing, which will be critical for
boson sampling devices to conform the supremacy of quantum
information processing over classical computers.124 Anderson
localization of a pair of noninteracting entangled photons
was observed in an integrated quantum walk by employing

Fig. 11 (a) Topological bandgap for the Floquet topological insulator in a helical honeycomb
lattice. (b) Breaking the parity structure symmetry by detuning the sublattices with formation of
a trivial bandgap. (c) Forming topological Anderson insulator phase by suppressing the effect of
the parity-symmetry breaking terms with sufficiently strong disorder. (d) Hybrid structure with a
1D straw and a 2D honeycomb helical WG lattice. The excited state was controlled by the
“straw”—through which the modes of the system were selectively excited. Excitation light along
the edge states in the (e) Floquet topological insulator, (f) trivial insulator, and (g) topological
Anderson insulator. The input positions were indicated by the white arrows. Figures reproduced
from Ref. 137.
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polarization entanglement of photons to simulate the quantum
statistics in the WG arrays.146 Genuine many-particle quantum
interference and high-visibility quantum interference of single-
photon topological states were observed with the fs laser written
integrated photonic circuit.145,147 Two topological edge states
were brought into proximity, interfering and undergoing a
beamsplitter operation, and the visibility of the Hong–Ou–
Mandel interference is as high as 93.1%� 2.8%.147 By integrat-
ing a quantum dot-based multiphoton source and a WG
photonic chip in glass, scalable platforms exhibiting high-rate
many-particle quantum interference were attained.148 Jin and
coauthors reported a 2D continuous-time quantum walk with
a single photon on the 2D WG array and quantum fast hitting
on hexagonal WG photonic structures with up to 160 nodes and
a depth of 16 layers [Figs. 13(a)–13(c)].149,151,152 They showed
that the time for optimal quantum hitting increases linearly with
network depth, as shown in Fig. 13(d). In comparison,
Fig. 13(d) indicated that classical random walk was character-
ized by a quadratic relation. As a consequence, quantum speed-
up to improve information processing is highly promising,
which would initiate breakthroughs into real-life applications.
Recently, a scalable photonic computer was developed to solve
the subset sum problem. Photons were found to dissipate into
the photonic circuits and search for solutions in parallel that re-
sult in an exponential superiority over even supercomputers in
time consumption, as shown in Fig. 13(e).150 Furthermore, quan-
tum polarization entangled states could be well topologically
protected on a photonic chip, and the linking of photonic top-
ology and quantum information opens the door to topological
enhancement in the quantum regime.153

Many other applications in the photonic topology and quan-
tum information processing were also reported. For example,
using the fs laser written 3D helical WG lattices, type-II Weyl
points of light at optical frequencies were observed experimen-
tally, confirmed by the presence of conical diffraction with the
frequency corresponding to the Weyl point, and Fermi arc-like
surface states.154 AWeyl exceptional ring was also realized with
the upper and lower bands of the topological transitions meeting
at a ring, rather than a point, by observing the lack of conical
diffraction at the topological transition when the system is non-
Hermitian with quantized Berry charge.155 A scalable approach
for the operation of the fast Fourier transform algorithm was

developed using 3D WG photonic integrated interferometers.156

Unique complex photonic quantum structures, such as the frac-
tal network, can be built with 3D fs laser writing, which pro-
vides platforms for the investigations about the properties of
these structures.20

3.3 Astrophotonics

Application of fs laser writing WGs for astrophotonics was pro-
posed in 2009 by Thamson et al., which relies on the capability
of 3D designability with high WG density and precision posi-
tion control.77 Implementing various optical functions on a
single integrated chip enables the reduction of the complexity
of traditional astronomical instruments significantly. The typical
glass systems for astrophotonics include silica glass, borosili-
cate glass, chalcogenide glass, and fluoride glass.78,80,157–164 For
the demonstration, integrated photonic lanterns were fabricated,
which can couple multimode light to an array of single-
mode WGs.78 These integrated devices [named photonic dicers,
as shown in Fig. 14(a)] are also developed as a diffraction
limited pseudoslit and used to reformat multimode light into
a 1D array for high-resolution diffraction limited spectros-
copy.158–160,165 In this case, multimode light collated from the
telescope (I in Fig. 14) is spatially overlapped, and the input
modal noise is converted into amplitude and phase changes
along the slit, which minimizes the slit length as well as the
number of detector pixels for light analysis in the spectrograph.
However, during on-sky testing, wavelength-dependent loss was
discovered, which manifests as modal noise and makes it diffi-
cult to extract and calibrate spectra properly.160 By integrating
WG S-bends, Y-splitters, and directional couplers on one chip,
as shown in Fig. 14(b), nulling interferometers were written
in gallium lanthanum sulfur (GLS) glass via multiscans of
5.1 MHz fs laser.162 In this two-port interferometer, the Y-split-
ters direct half of the light into the outer photometric channels,
with another half directed into the two inner channels for inter-
ferometric interaction. The starlight is nulled by destructive
interference in the coupling region. The remaining light at the
output of the coupler may originate from a possible exoplanet
near the star. On-sky demonstration was also realized with
the nulling interferometer integrated in the borosilicate glass
[Fig. 14(c)].80 In this chip, each WG encountered a Y-splitter
with 33% of the light split off that was sent to separate

Fig. 12 (a) Triangular photonic lattices with a defect in a straight WG array. (b) Observation of
the “fractionalized” corner states. Red circle: injection of 720-nm coherent light into the WG at
the corner indicated. Green circle: missing WGs. Figures reproduced from Ref. 140.
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Fig. 13 Schematic diagrams of (a) a photonic-chip-based glued binary tree, (b) the proposed
hexagonal WG photonic chips, and (c) the quantum fast hitting experiment on the WG photonic
chips. (d) Optimal hitting efficiency for hexagonal photonic chips at different layer depths. Figure
reproduced from Ref. 149. (e) The estimated computing time for the photonic computer and other
competitors. Figure reproduced from Ref. 150.

Tan et al.: Photonic circuits written by femtosecond laser in glass: improved fabrication…

Advanced Photonics 024002-17 Mar∕Apr 2021 • Vol. 3(2)
Downloaded From: https://www.spiedigitallibrary.org/journals/Advanced-Photonics on 20 Mar 2021
Terms of Use: https://www.spiedigitallibrary.org/terms-of-use



photometric outputs, as shown in Fig. 14(d). An evanescent
directional coupler was created by bringing two input WGs
together, and it produced a 50:50 splitting ratio at its two
output ports. At the output face, the four WGs were butt-coupled
and bonded to a fiber V-groove using UV curing adhesive
and sent via single-mode fibers to the photodetectors. A periodic
3D array of WGs is also an excellent platform for light coupling

and performing interferometry of the light that comes from
telescopes.157,161,166

Though laboratory testing and on-sky testing have indicated
that the integrated WGs written by fs lasers hold great potential
in astrophotonics, there are still some issues hindering their
wide application. For example, chalcogenide and fluoride
glasses are fascinating alternatives for mid-infrared optic

Fig. 14 (a) Schematic of a photonic dicer consisting of the 3D WG lattices combining photonic
lantern and reformatting functions. I: multicode input end with 6 × 6 array WGs in 2D; II: pseudoslit
output end with 36 array WGs in 1D. Figures reproduced from Ref. 159. (b) Schematic of an
on-chip two-port nulling interferometer chip in GLS glass. Figure reproduced from Ref. 162.
(c) The photonic assembly includes the nulling chip, the microlens array (MLA), and fiber
V-groove. (d) The WG arrangement in the photonic chip. Figure reproduced from Ref. 80.
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detecting in the range from 2 to 5 μm, which are in high demand
for high angular resolution astrophotonics. Unfortunately,
the loss performance of WGs in these mid-infrared glasses
(e.g., propagation loss >0.2 dB∕cm in chalcogenide glass
and >0.3 dB∕cm in fluoride glass) is worse than that in silica
and borosilicate glasses (that <0.2 dB∕cm).162–164 In fact,
the propagation loss will increase in the 3D WG lattices.
Second, it is also still difficult to fabricate 3D WG arrays with
identical waveguiding performance in each one, especially
when the WG number and depth variation are large. As a result,
there is a difference between the outputs from different WGs.
Beam shaping techniques as discussed above with critical
controlling over the writing parameters should be important
for writing identical WGs for reliable results and high
reproductivity.40 Third, an oil immersion objective with 1.25
NA is usually necessary for writing loss WGs in mid-infrared
glass. As a result, special care should be taken to prevent oil
boiling, and the writing depth is also limited. In addition, multi-
scan is usually adopted for the astrophotonic WG writing with a
tunable size of cross-section. Modified alternative techniques
(e.g., temperature gradient-assisted fs laser writing) may be
helpful to fabricate optimal WGs under more mild conditions
for astrophotonics. Fourth, although the laboratory testing im-
plies that WGs in the mid-infrared glass will be a better choice
than that in borosilicate glass for the astrophotonic interferom-
eter, the on-sky demonstration has only been achieved in the
latter glass until now. Further work is needed to reduce the loss
(including propagation loss, coupling loss, and bend loss) of
WGs in the mid-infrared glass for the astrophotonic interfer-
ometry.

4 Conclusions and Prospects
The far-reaching goal of on-chip multifunctional photonic
circuits is to perform complex tasks within a single chip.
Though great progress has been made in developing improved
techniques and achieving device applications, besides the afore-
mentioned issue, there exist some potential challenges for the
practical applications of fs laser writing WGs. For example,
the mechanism of RI change induced by fs lasers is still not
fully understood. As a result, optimizing the loss performance
usually relies on the experimental experience, and the reported
optimized laser parameters are varied from different groups.
Uncovering the process of fs laser–matter interaction and mech-
anisms of refractive index change is urgent and also essential
to enhance reproductivity of high-performance WGs. Second,
although writing low propagation loss (∼0.2 dB∕cm) WGs in
borosilicate glass is realized with the high speed of 1 to
10 cm∕s, the optimized scanning speed for achieving typically
low propagation loss of ∼0.3 dB∕cm in silica glass is usually 50
to 200 μm∕s, and the effective speed is even much smaller in the
multiscan case. Considering that silica glass may be the most
important substrate compatible with the modern semiconductor
industry, enhancing the writing efficiency of WGs in silica glass
will be significant. Third, due to the relatively small refractive
index change induced by fs lasers, reducing the bend loss is still
a great challenge, and the effective working radius with reason-
able performance is generally greater than 20 mm. More work is
expected to decrease the bend loss for fabricating 3D complex
photonic circuits with high density and purchasing the full
fabrication capability of FLDW. Next, combining writing struc-
tures (e.g., WGs and nanogratings) with chemical etching and
metal deposition will be an important step to construct photonic

integrated devices, which also provides the possibility of
realizing thermo-optic or electro-optical control over device
functionality.4,167,168 Furthermore, for the photonic integrated cir-
cuit devices, reducing the coupling loss between the WGs and
other optical components, such as optical fibers, is also impor-
tant, which can be achieved by modulating the refractive index
and size of WGs. For example, temperature gradient-assisted fs
laser writing offers a promising technique to tune the size of
WGs and reduce the coupling loss significantly.67 Packaging
techniques for integrating various optical components and a
large number of WGs are in demand.169 In addition, WGs also
provide a new platform for applications not yet achieved. For
example, WGs are fascinating alternatives for programmable
photonic circuits. Typically, the 3D designability gives WGs
written by fs lasers superiority compared with the traditional
2D planar dielectric WGs.4 Recently, integrated WGs with
low power reconfigurability and reduced crosstalk have been
produced by FLDW, and thermal phase shifting has been dem-
onstrated, which indicates a very simple method for dynamic
reconfiguration of the WGs.168,170 These pave the way toward
programmable photonic circuits, thus opening exciting perspec-
tives in integrated photonics. WGs supporting orbital angular
momentum modes possess an additional degree of freedom for
modern optics and allow for the fabrication of a photonic chip
for high-capacity communication and high-dimensional quan-
tum information processing.171,172 Integrated quantum memory
may be also achievable by writing WGs in the rare-earth-ion-
doped glass.44

In conclusion, this review reveals the rapidly growing pho-
tonic circuits written by fs lasers in glass. With important
achievements and progress including improved technologies,
such as beam shaping, multiscan, thermal annealing, predefect
engineering, and composition engineering, the mechanisms and
the recent photonic device applications, such as optical couplers,
network devices, topological physics, quantum information
processing, and astrophotonics, have been reviewed in detail.
Future challenges and research directions have also been pro-
posed. It is reasonable to expect further progress and additional
applications of WGs and FLDW for the benefit of all-photonics
networks in the future.
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Abstract 

Inscribing functional micro-nano-structures in transparent dielectrics enables con-
structing all-inorganic photonic devices with excellent integration, robustness, 
and durability, but remains a great challenge for conventional fabrication techniques. 
Recently, ultrafast laser-induced self-organization engineering has emerged as a prom-
ising rapid prototyping platform that opens up facile and universal approaches for con-
structing various advanced nanophotonic elements and attracted tremendous atten-
tion all over the world. This paper summarizes the history and important milestones 
in the development of ultrafast laser-induced self-organized nanostructuring (ULSN) 
in transparent dielectrics and reviews recent research progresses by introducing newly 
reported physical phenomena, theoretical mechanisms/models, regulation techniques, 
and engineering applications, where representative works related to next-generation 
light manipulation, data storage, optical detecting are discussed in detail. This paper 
also presents an outlook on the challenges and future trends of ULSN, and important 
issues merit further exploration.

Keywords:  Ultrafast laser, Self-organization, Nanostructuring, Transparent dielectrics

Introduction
As Moore’s law going close to its limit, integrated photonics aiming for on-chip func-
tionalization is fast-rising and has brought up a boom in searching for next-generation 
optoelectronic substrate materials. Especially, all-inorganic transparent dielectrics such 
as various glasses and crystals have been established as excellent modular platforms for 
light emission [1–5], transmission [6–9], and modulation [10–15]. Predictably, next-
generation integrated photonic elements and systems will largely rely on various three-
dimensional (3D) micro-nano structures inscribed in transparent dielectrics [16–22], 
such as optical waveguides [23–26], optical couplers [27–29], photonic crystals [30–32], 
and optical storage voxels [33–35], which has arisen an ever-growing demand for the 
fabrication of highly integrated all-inorganic optical devices and systems. Currently, it 
remains difficult and a major challenge to build complex 3D micro-nano structures in 
multiple all-inorganic transparent dielectrics by using conventional lithography fab-
rication technologies, owing to the extremely low linear optical absorption and high 
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modification threshold of these materials. Therefore, novel approaches for tailoring 
transparent dielectrics to efficiently construct complicated functional micro-nano struc-
tures are urgently needed.

Ultrafast laser is among the greatest scientific breakthroughs in the twentieth century. 
Benefiting from its extremely high peak power (up to the PW level [36]), an ultrafast 
laser can easily excite a strong non-linear light absorption, enabling various intriguing 
strong field material modifications [37–43], which greatly expands human’s understand-
ing of light-matter interaction under extreme physical conditions. As a consequence, a 
large number of new phenomena induced by ultrafast laser have been observed one after 
another since entering the twenty-first century, giving birth to many advanced process-
ing technologies, such as nanomaterial synthesis [44–48], two-photon  polymerization 
[49–51], laser ablation [52–55], selective crystallization [56–58], ion valence manipula-
tion [59–61], and etching assisted laser modification [62–64], etc. Among them, ultra-
fast laser-induced self-organized nanostructuring (ULSN) is especially fascinating and 
has established itself to be a fertile ground for exploring novel optical fabrication meth-
odologies because of its high efficiency, super-resolution, and controllability in creating 
functional surface nanostructures [65–70]. After nearly 30 years of development, ULSN 
optics is currently developing into a systematic research topic that covers new phenom-
enon observation, fundamental theory establishment, regulation technique exploration, 
and engineering applications. Especially in recent years, boosted by multidisciplinary 
fields such as big data, artificial intelligence, integrated optics, advanced sensing and 
detecting, 3D spatial ULSN in transparent dielectrics has become a rising new hotspot 
and attracted extensive attention.

In this paper, we review the developmental path of ULSN in transparent dielectrics 
and focus on important phenomena, hypotheses, theories, and applications. The mile-
stone research works in recent ten years made by major research groups all over the 
world are introduced in detail and the existing issues as well as research gaps are dis-
cussed. Finally, the future development trend of ULSN methodology and ULSN-related 
technologies is prospected.

Ultrafast laser‑induced self‑organization phenomena in transparent dielectrics
Although photo-induced periodic self-organization has been extensively discussed on 
the surfaces of different materials ( including transparent dielectrics) since the laser was 
invented in 1960 [71], it was not until 2003 that the first report on ULSN in transparent 
dielectrics appeared [72]. Up to now, a universal physical picture of ULSN in various 
transparent dielectrics remains far from being achieved, which is attributed to the par-
ticularity of ULSN in transparent dielectrics. For ULSN on surfaces, the inherent sub-
strate-air interface and its initial nanoroughness provide suitable conditions for plasma 
excitation and local field enhancement where the optical field evolution study can be 
well set on a 2D plane [73–76]. However, no naturally existing interface is available in 
transparent dielectrics, and physical models for describing ULSN processes are gener-
ally needed to be considered in 3D space [77–79]. The observation, manipulation, and 
characterization of the structures induced in transparent dielectrics are also much more 
difficult than those on surfaces. For ULSN in transparent dielectrics, more factors will 
participate in the laser-matter interaction process and usually cannot be ignored [80, 81], 



Page 3 of 32Zhang et al. PhotoniX            (2023) 4:24 	

for example, intrinsic structural properties of the matrix (defects and inhomogeneities 
in lattices or glass networks) [82], light propagation behaviors in the media (refraction, 
scattering, and self-focusing, etc.) [83], and state changes of materials (metallization, 
phase transition, and refractive index change, etc.) in 3D space [84, 85], which makes 
ULSN phenomena in transparent dielectrics widely divergent. Therefore, it is necessary 
to conduct a targeted review and discussion on the phenomena, mechanisms, and appli-
cations of ULSN in different transparent media.

With the substantial development of ultrafast laser processing and material charac-
terization technologies over the last 20 years, a large number of ultrafast laser-induced 
self-organization phenomena that involve new light-matter interaction mechanisms 
have been successively uncovered in various transparent dielectrics, serving as the origin 
of novel ULSN technologies. Representative examples include periodic crystallization, 
periodic micro-nano voids/pores, and nanogratings in glasses and crystals. These phe-
nomena lead to the birth of multiple ULSN technical routes of near-field enhancement 
patterning, self-organized lithography, and laser-assisted etching, which is followed by 
a series of unique ULSN-based applications, such as micro-nano photonic elements, 
multi-dimensional optical data storage, and micro-nano fluidic devices (Fig. 1).

Nanogratings

The discovery of nanograting structure can be traced back to the year 1999 when 
L. Sudrie et  al. [86] reported an extraordinary anisotropic light scattering induced 

Fig. 1  Schemes for ULSN-induced phenomena, corresponding mechanisms and applications of the created 
structures
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by femtosecond laser irradiation in fused silica. In the same year, Kazansky et  al. [87] 
observed a similar phenomenon inside germanium-doped silica glass. Qiu et  al. [88] 
then reported a polarization-dependent optical scattering in a fluoroaluminate  glass, 
and attributed this phenomenon to the creation of a permanent nanostructure in the 
laser-irradiated area. In 2003, Shimotsuma et al. [72] finally revealed an unprecedented 
polarization-dependent nanometer-sized grating structure in the plane perpendicular 
to the ultrafast laser propagation direction by using backscattering electron micros-
copy (Fig. 2(a)). Further characterization indicates that nanograting is formed in a car-
rot-shaped 3D region along the laser propagation direction (Fig.  2(b)) [89–91], which 
is considered caused by the self-focusing effect, spherical aberration effect, and other 
nonlinear effects of ultrafast laser-matter interaction [92–94]. In the following ten years, 
various physicochemical characteristics of nanograting were revealed one after another, 
including structural anisotropic periodicity [82, 95], polarization-dependent birefrin-
gence (Fig. 2(c)) [96], selective etching (Fig. 2(d)) [91, 97], erasing and rewriting capacity 
(Fig. 2(e)) [98], and heat resistance (Fig. 2(f )) [99, 100], which lays the foundation of the 
establishment of ULSN technology and ULSN-based applications.

As a symbolic feature of nanograting, periodicity is essentially reflected by periodic mate-
rial modulations. The most common example is periodic oxygen modulation [99, 101]. 
Auger electron spectroscopic analysis of the nanograting formed in fused silica shows that 
oxygen in the laser-irradiated area is periodically modulated [72]. The oxygen content in the 
dark regions of the periodic fringes is lower, while silicon remains almost unchanged. Shi-
motsuma et al. [102] subsequently confirmed that oxygen-deficient zones are periodically 
arranged nanoplates that are filled with nanopores with a feature size of about 10 nm. These 
oxygen-deficient nanoplates possess a much lower refractive index (RI) compared with the 

Fig. 2  a Nanogratings induced in fused silica [72]. Copyright 2003, American Physical Society. b Cross section 
view of nanogratings [91]. Copyright 2006, Springer Nature. c Polarization-dependent birefringence of 
nanogratings [96]. Copyright 2014, Optica Publishing Group. d Polarization-dependent selective etching of 
nanogratings [97]. Copyright 2005, Optica Publishing Group. e Erasing and rewriting capacity of nanogratings 
[98]. Copyright 2007, Optica Publishing Group. f Heat resistance of nanogratings [100]. Copyright 2012, Laser 
Institute of America
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surrounding glass matrix (RI change can be as high as 0.2 [103]) and are highly suscepti-
ble to hydrofluoric acid (Fig. 2(d)) [97]. These physicochemical anisotropies of nanograting 
make the originally isotropic glass matrix possess some crystalline properties.

In 2004, Bricchi et al. [104] investigated the birefringence of nanograting and attrib-
uted this phenomenon to the optical phase modulation caused by the subwavelength 
periodic refractive-index distribution. Numerous subsequent studies have confirmed 
that the appearance of polarization-dependent optical birefringence is a basic criterion 
for the formation of nanogratings [96, 105]. This artificial birefringence signal can not 
only be used to optimize the processing parameters of ULSN but also serve as an infor-
mation carrier, playing an important role in high-density optical storage. In 2008, Tay-
lor et al. [90] presented the erasing and overwriting process of nanogratings in fused 
silica. There, the rewritten structures emerge immediately within the first three ultra-
fast laser pulses and gradually grow along the direction perpendicular to the rewrite 
laser polarization with the increase of incident pulses (Fig.  2(e)). In this process, the 
origin nanograting is gradually erased and replaced by the rewritten one with a new 
orientation, which can also be characterized by the birefringence signal of the rewriting 
area. The rewritable property makes nanograting an ideal tool for ULSN-based optical 
data storage.

Heat resistance is a key performance of various all-inorganic functional elements. How-
ever, many ultrafast laser-produced structures are metastable state structures that are 
easily changed through thermal excitation, such as color centers and excitons [106, 107]. 
Therefore, investigating the heat resistance of nanograting is necessary. In 2012, Richter 
et  al. [100] studied the thermal stability of the nanograting induced in fused silica with 
different incident pulse numbers by detecting the birefringence intensity (Fig.  2(f)). 
Experiments indicate that heat treatment gradually weakens the birefringence signal of 
nanograting, indicating that nanograting is deteriorating. Notably, the birefringence signal 
does not disappear before the melting temperature of fused silica is reached and remains 
13% of the initial intensity after being treated with a temperature of 1150 ℃. In 2022, 
Wang et al. [108] systematically examined the thermal stability of nanogratings induced 
in silica-based glasses and confirmed that high levels of OH and Cl impurities will reduce 
the thermal stability, but the overall excellent heat resistance of nanograting still makes 
nanogratings a promising candidate in building highly robust elements.

As the most fundamental and widely reported structure induced by ULSN in transpar-
ent dielectrics, nanogratings possess plenty of representative features that can be univer-
sally extended to other ULSN-produced self-organization forms. With the development 
of characterization techniques and detecting methods, more work is needed to further 
generalize the theoretical framework of nanogratings, boosting the mechanism and 
application research on ultrafast laser-matter interaction physics.

Periodic crystallization

Since the discovery of nanograting in fused silica, researchers have been working on 
extending ULSN to more functional transparent dielectrics [109]. Studies have shown 
that most nanogratings consist of periodic defect phases, while, in some unconventional 
glasses, similar grating structures can appear in the form of periodic crystallization.
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In 2016, Cao et al. [110] first reported an extraordinary periodic crystallization phe-
nomenon in Li2O-Nb2O5-SiO2 glass and have done systematic works on this structure 
in the following years [111–113]. Crystallographic characterization indicates that this 
self-assembled nanostructure consists of periodically arranged nanocrystals embed-
ded in the glass matrix. These nanocrystal polar axes are aligned perpendicular to the 
laser polarization, which preliminarily indicates that the ultrafast laser-induced peri-
odic crystallization in the unconventional glass is polarization-dependent (Fig. 3(a)-
(c)). The research group believes that these layered crystalline nanostructures hold 
the potential to support tunable second-harmonic generation and serve as nonlinear 
photonic elements. However, limited by the poor regularity of this nanostructure, 
they have not demonstrated its practical application.

In 2018, Shimotsuma et al. [114] observed another polarization-dependent periodic 
crystallization structure in Al2O3-Dy2O3 glass (Fig.  3(d)), and found that by adjust-
ing the content of Dy2O3 in the glass, two types of crystallites can be precipitated. 
Raman spectroscopy indicates that for Al-30Dy glass (Dy2O3 content is 30  mol%), 
the precipitated crystal is Dy3Al5O12 garnet, while for Al-40Dy glass (Dy2O3 content 
is 40 mol%), the precipitated crystal can be Dy3Al5O12 garnet or DyAlO3 perovskite 
crystals according to the pulse energy. Structural characterization shows that the 
periodic crystallization induced in Al2O3-Dy2O3 glass possesses fairly high regularity 
and controllability, which confers its broader application prospects.

Fig. 3  a Periodic crystallization induced in lithium niobium silicate glass and b) corresponding 
high-resolution transmission electron microscopy (HRTEM) image of the crystal-glass interface. c Schematic 
of ULSN-produced periodic crystallization [110]. Copyright 2016, Optica Publishing Group. d Periodic 
crystallization induced in Al2O3-Dy2O3 glass [114]. Copyright 2018, Springer Nature. e Periodic crystallization 
induced in LTN glass and corresponding transmission electron microscopy (TEM) structural characterization 
[115]. Copyright 2019, Wiley–VCH
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In 2019, Zhang et  al. [115] reported a periodic crystalline structure in a 
La2O3-Ta2O5-Nb2O5 (LTN) glass system (Fig.  3(e)), and studied the effects of glass 
composition and laser parameters on the ultrafast laser-induced periodic crystalliza-
tion process. Experiments indicate that the birefringence signal of the induced periodic 
crystalline structure increases significantly with the increase of Ta2O5 content, while in 
La2O3-Nb2O5 glass without Ta2O5, it is extremely difficult to induce periodic crystalli-
zation. This is because the addition of Ta2O5 enhances the crystallization ability of the 
glass system and plays a role in promoting nucleation. Notably, this study also demon-
strated the polarization-dependent light attenuation performance of periodic crystalline 
structures in the near-infrared region, which is the first application demo based on this 
structure. In 2021, Zhang et al. [116] further demonstrated that the birefringence signal 
of periodic crystallization structures can be erased and rewritten by an ultrafast laser 
with a different polarization state, implying a considerable degree of similarity between 
periodic crystallization and nanogratings.

Ultrafast laser-induced periodic crystallization has just been revealed in recent years 
and is still in its infancy, but is rapidly developing to become a brand new research field 
where a large number of research gaps related to physical phenomena, theoretical mod-
els, and engineering applications are waiting to be addressed. In the future, by combining 
various frontier optical technologies like spatial light modulation (SLM), beam shaping, 
multi-beam interference, and super-resolution processing, ultrafast laser-induced peri-
odic crystallization is expected to serve as a highly efficient and universal method for 
in situ constructing functional phase transition structures in various mainstream optical 
media, empowering next-generation integrated optics research.

Other self‑organization forms

Owing to the complexity of ultrafast laser-matter interaction in transparent dielectrics, 
the material modifications induced by ultrafast laser vary widely depending on the irra-
diation conditions and the types of target materials. Since the discovery of nanograt-
ings, more and more ULSN-produced peculiar phenomena and micro-nano structures 
in transparent materials have been uncovered, such as periodic micro-nano voids, 
anomalous polarization-dependent structures, and periodic structures in crystals, which 
greatly expands ULSN-based material modification and deepens people’s understanding 
of strong field light-matter interaction physics.

In 2005, Kanehira et al. [117] first reported a periodically aligned nanovoid struc-
ture in conventional borosilicate glass via single femtosecond laser irradiation. The 
induced nanoscaled spherical voids were self-organized with a period along the laser 
propagation direction and can be manipulated by tuning laser parameters and focus-
ing position (Fig. 4(a)). Since then, ultrafast laser-induced periodic micro-nano voids 
have been observed in fused silica [118], SrTiO3 crystal [119], CaF2 crystal [120], 
Al2O3 crystal [121], and glasses [122] one after another, revealing the high universal-
ity of this process. For structural manipulation, Hu et al. [123] presented that by mov-
ing the laser focusing position close to the surface perpendicular to the horizontal 
surface (XY plane) of the sample, the one-step creation of two perpendicular strings 
of periodic voids can be achieved. Song et al. [124] reported that by employing dif-
ferent types of objective lens, inverted periodic voids with opposite directions can be 
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induced. In 2011, Luo et al. [125] presented that inverted periodic voids can also be 
achieved by tuning the objective’s immersion liquid, showing the flexible controllabil-
ity of this self-organized structure.

In 2016, Zhang et al. [129] observed an anomalous polarization-dependent dumb-
bell-shaped  structure by using ultrafast laser static irradiation in an aluminosilicate 
glass. This dumbbell-shaped  structure is formed at the top of the laser focal vol-
ume and can be erased by further irradiation. Interestingly, O2 bubbles are revealed 
to appear at the periphery of the incident laser beam and distribute along the laser 
polarization direction. In 2021, they further reported a V-shaped crack that forms at 
the bottom of the laser-modified volume and is oriented parallel to the laser polariza-
tion (Fig. 4(b)) [126]. These findings enrich the family of non-periodic self-organized 
structures. Sakakura et al. [127] recently presented brand new polarization-depend-
ent nanopores by ULSN in fused silica that share many optical properties of nanograt-
ings, such as structural anisotropy, birefringence, and polarization-dependence 
(Fig. 4(c)). The formation of this structure is considered attributed to the interstitial 
oxygen generation caused by ultrafast laser-induced multiphoton and avalanche ioni-
zation. Notably, these nanopores are superior to conventional nanogratings in terms 
of reducing incident pulse number, pulse energy, and optical loss, which make them 

Fig. 4  a Periodically aligned nanovoids induced in borosilicate glass [117]. Copyright 2005, American 
Chemical Society. b Polarization-dependent V-shaped structure (marked by dotted box) induced 
in aluminosilicate glass [126]. Copyright 2021, Optica Publishing Group. c SEM images of the 
polarization-dependent nanopores written with different pulse numbers [127]. Copyright 2020, Nature 
Springer. d SEM images of cross sections of the multiple periodic structures inscribed in quartz crystal [128]. 
Copyright 2019, Optica Publishing Group



Page 9 of 32Zhang et al. PhotoniX            (2023) 4:24 	

competitive in constructing ultralow-loss optical elements and high-speed optical 
data storage.

Except for glasses, ULSN has been demonstrated in more types of dielectrics. In 2016, 
Karpinski et al. [130] induced a self-organized periodic planar structure in MgO-doped 
LiNbO3 crystal by using ultrafast laser continuous writing. Scanning electron micros-
copy (SEM) images confirm that such a periodic structure is periodically assembled and 
aligned perpendicular to the laser polarization, which is highly similar to the nanograt-
ings formed in glasses. In 2019, Zhang et al. [128] reported another unique self-organ-
ization phenomenon in bulk quartz crystal (Fig.  4(d)). There, three types of periodic 
structures with different periods are simultaneously induced in the irradiation volume. 
The first one is similar to nanogratings and the second one is formed in the laser writ-
ing direction. The third one is formed in the laser propagation direction. In 2021, Xu 
et al. [131] and Zhai et al. [132] inscribed nanograting-like self-organized periodic struc-
tures in sapphire that possess optical phase modulation, erasing, and rewriting abili-
ties. Notably, a new class of ULSN mediating between the surface and the interior has 
also been rising in recent years. In these studies, metal nanoparticles (NPs) or clusters 
with nonlinear optical responses are introduced into transparent dielectrics to modulate 
incident light waves and establish a periodic field distribution, thereby activating ULSN 
[133–135]. The self-assembled periodic structures are usually produced in thin films or 
near-surface regions owing to the limitation of ion deposition or implantation depth 
[136]. These results expand ULSN methods to more functional materials like bulk crys-
tals, films, and composite materials, which helps to clarify the linkages of different ULSN 
phenomena and enriches the potentially available materials.

As important branches of ULSN, the discovery of these novel self-organization phe-
nomena is encouraging, as they greatly generalize ULSN approach in product categories, 
manipulation degrees of freedom, and available materials. By utilizing the optical modu-
lation abilities of the created structures, various novel tools for constructing photonic 
elements can be developed in the future. However, the research on these structures is 
still not thorough and limited to the interpretation of experimental observations, and 
their formation mechanisms remain largely unclear. As a result, these ULSN methods 
are currently far from mature whether in theory or technological practice. Therefore, 
more studies need to be carried out to fully clarify the physical processes behind them, 
improve the regularity of products, and explore structural manipulation methods.

Mechanisms of ultrafast laser‑induced self‑organization in transparent 
dielectrics
The ultrafast laser-matter interaction is a highly complex multi-physics coupling pro-
cess involving various nonlinear effects that are currently still far from fully clarified. As 
a typical instance of ultrafast laser-matter interaction, ULSN in transparent dielectrics 
remains largely enigmatic. In the last 20  years, researchers have invested tremendous 
efforts to uncover its physical mechanisms and a series of inspiring hypotheses, models, 
and concepts have been proposed, which greatly promotes the process of fully under-
standing and utilizing ULSN. Here, we mainly focus on the representative research pro-
gress and important milestones in recent years.



Page 10 of 32Zhang et al. PhotoniX            (2023) 4:24 

Interference‑based model

The theoretical frameworks for early discovered ULSN phenomena are relatively well 
established. With the first observation of the nanogratings in fused silica, Shimotsuma 
et al. [72, 137] preliminarily proposed an interference model similar to the formation 
mechanism of surface periodic structures [71]. In this model, the nonlinear ioniza-
tion process in the laser irradiation area releases plenty of free electrons, resulting in 
the creation of electron plasmas. This process will greatly promote light absorption 
and then lead to the excitation of plasma waves. The interference between this elec-
tron plasma wave and subsequent incident light wave finally induces the creation of 
nanogratings in transparent media. This model well explains the structural periodic-
ity (Fig. 5(a)) and has been considered the most important origin theory for nanograt-
ing phenomena. Since then, a series of studies have been carried out to improve the 
original interference theory [79, 138, 139]. These works revealed that the periodic 
field distribution can be established and modulated by various scattering centers orig-
inating from inhomogeneities, electronic defects, and laser-induced nanopores/voids 
in the media (Fig. 5(b)). In a simple view, the interference of the incident waves and 
the scattered waves from scattering results in the wavelength-scaled periodicity per-
pendicular to the laser polarization [138], and the coherent superposition of multiple 

Fig. 5  a Nanograting period evolution based on the plasma interference model [72]. Copyright 2003, 
American Physical Society. b Schematic of nanopore-mediated interference mechanisms for describing 
periodicity formation in bulk and on surfaces. c Secondary field modulation induced by the coherent 
superposition of the scattered waves from two adjacent nanoplanes [79]. Copyright 2017, Springer Nature. 
d-f Theoretically calculated 3D focal-area interference field presented by the equal-phase surfaces in d) XZ 
plane, e XY plane, and f YZ plane. g-i Corresponding SEM images of the actually produced structures by ULSN 
[78]. Copyright 2021, Springer Nature
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scattered waves from different scattering centers enables a further reduction of the 
initial period, leading to the subwavelength periodicity (Fig.  5(c)) [79]. These mod-
els reasonably explain the polarization-dependence and multi-pulse accumulation-
driven structure creation of nanogratings [110, 140], which promotes the maturity of 
interference-based models.

For new types of ULSN phenomena, the establishment and discussion of theo-
retical models are still rarely reported. In 2021, Zhang et  al. [78] presented an 
extraordinary periodic crystallization structure in the LTN glass system that is 
polarization-independent but direction-dependent. This nanograting tilts opposite 
to the laser scanning direction and possesses a curved spatial morphology, which 
subverts the conventional understanding of the nanograting formation mechanism 
based on the interference model discussed above. To clarify this puzzle, the group 
proposed a brand new interference model where a single scattering center is intro-
duced to replace the randomly distributed ionization centers or plasmas. According 
to this model, the interference is established by the scattered spherical waves from 
the scattering center and oblique incident waves that are distributed at the periph-
ery of the focused beam (Fig. 5(d)-(f )). This model can quantitatively describe the 
intensity distribution of the interference field and the theoretically calculated result 
is in good agreement with the experimentally generated structures (Fig.  5(g)-(i)). 
They further demonstrated that this model is highly universal and can explain a 
series of similar ULSN phenomena not only in glasses but also in crystals. This 
study further extended the conventional interference model and greatly expand the 
application scope of this theory, which lays the foundation for further manipulat-
ing and utilizing different types of self-organized periodic structures. Notably, the 
interference model proposed here is conceptually different from the previous ones 
for explaining polarization-dependent nanogratings, which is reflected in the inter-
ference excitation, the scattering source, and the spatial morphology of the inter-
ference. In this model, the interference field is actively excited by ultrafast laser 
irradiation without relying on intrinsic defects or inhomogeneities in the glass net-
work where the scattering field originates from the spherical light waves emitted 
by a single scattering center in the focal area rather than multiple inhomogeneous 
scattering centers or plasma waves. In addition, the spatial morphology of the inter-
ference field here is highly regular and strictly defined by the interference equa-
tions, rather than depending on ambiguous evolution processes.

With the deepening of research, the framework of the interference model for 
explaining early ULSN phenomena has become much clearer than before. However, 
with the discovery of new self-organized structures in multiple transparent media, 
plenty of disagreements and contradictions have been emerging in various branches 
of this theory. So far, different types of interference models are still largely isolated, 
and a highly general physical model that can offer a full understanding of ULSN has 
not yet been obtained. Therefore, more efforts need to be invested to disentangle the 
interrelationships and commonalities of different concepts to achieve a more refined 
and comprehensive theory.
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Plasma‑based model

Bhardwaj et  al. [141, 142] proposed a nanoplasmonic model to explain the ultrafast 
laser-induced periodic modifications in transparent dielectrics where the local field 
enhancement effect at the boundary of the initially sphere-shaped nanoplasmas causes 
an asymmetric growth in the orientation perpendicular to the laser polarization and 
form disk-shaped plasmas (Fig.  6(a)). During laser irradiation, these disk-shaped plas-
mas will become quasi-metallic and interact with subsequent incident light waves, which 
results in the periodic modulation of the plasmas and finally creates periodically assem-
bled nanoplanes (Fig. 6(b)). According to this model, the regularly arranged nanoplanes 
will first form at the top of the irradiation volume and eventually fill the whole laser-
modified area, and the period of these nanoplanes is estimated to be about λ/2n where λ 
is the ultrafast laser wavelength and n is the refractive index of the medium. This model 
provides a picture of the structural evolution process of ultrafast laser-induced periodic 
self-organization under multi-pulse interaction.

Liao et  al. [77] presented that the standing plasma waves excited at the interfaces 
between modified and unmodified zones play an important role in the formation of 

Fig. 6  a Evolution mechanism of nanoplasmas based on asymmetric field enhancement and b) scheme of 
evolution of nanoplasmas into nanoplanes [90]. Copyright 2008, Wiley–VCH. c-e Theoretical distribution of 
light-filed intensity in XZ plane near c) a spherical nanoplasma, d an elliptical nanoplasma, and e an elliptical 
nanoplasma with a larger ellipticity [77]. Copyright 2015, Optica Publishing Group. f Schematic of ULSN in 
fused silica with ion-implanted Ag NPs. g Simulated electric field distribution for 15 nm (left) and 1 nm (right) 
spaced NPs. h SEM image of the letter “S” formed by self-assembled grating structures [136]. Copyright 2023, 
Elsevier
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nanogratings by periodically modulating the electronic field intensity to excite nanoplas-
mas and induce periodic nanopores. According to this study, local field enhancement 
initially occurs at the equator of spherical nanoplasmas perpendicular to the polarization 
direction (Fig. 6(c)), which will induce an asymmetric ablation and thus lead to the for-
mation of elliptical nanoplasmas. They also presented that the field enhancement occurs 
at the tips of elliptical nanoplasmas with different ellipticities (Fig. 6(d) and (e)), which 
further promotes the anisotropic growth of nanoplasmas and drives the nanopores to 
evolve into nanogratings with the increase of incident laser pulses. This interface-medi-
ated mechanism is similar to that of ultrafast laser-induced surface ripples and explains 
many similarities between nanogratings and surface periodic structures. Notably, ultra-
fast laser-induced standing plasma waves are also used to interpret the formation of 
self-organized nanovoids in transparent dielectrics [143], which indicates the intercom-
munity of the formation mechanism of different ULSN-produced structures. In 2015, 
Liao et al. [144] further demonstrated that the coherent superposition of the scattering 
waves from early-formed nanogratings will create secondary optical intensity maxima. 
Such a local field enhancement is generally created between two nanoplanes and leads to 
the birth of new “son” nanoplanes, which explains the period reduction of nanogratings 
under the incidence of a large number of ultrafast pulses. Recently, Wu et al. [136] pro-
posed a plasmon-enhanced ULSN by using ion implantation techniques (Fig.  6(f )). In 
this study, Ag ions are injected 100 nm below the surface and formed into homogeneous 
NPs in fused silica. Assisted by the significant light-field enhancement and localization 
of the NPs, the incident pulses excite and form a standing wave that can interfere with 
the subsequent laser pulses (Fig. 6(g)). This process enables establishing a periodic field 
distribution that drives the creation of subwavelength grating structures (Fig. 6(h)).

Plasma-based models are widely applied to describe the emergence and anisotropic 
growth of ultrafast laser-induced polarization-dependent periodic structures, such as 
the polarization-dependent nanopores [145], nanogratings [141], and nanoslits [146]. 
However, the lifetime of the light-excited electron plasma is only ~ 150 fs [147, 148], 
much shorter than the pulse interval of ultrafast laser, which limits the effectiveness 
of these models in explaining the subsequent interaction between nanoplasmas and 
incident waves. Thus, more in-depth works are still needed to clarify the bridging 
process from plasma generation to the activation of ULSN and thus complete plasma-
based models.

Defect‑based model

To bridge the temporal gap between the previously excited state and subsequently inci-
dent pulses, Richter et al. [100, 149] proposed a defect-assisted nanostructuring model 
where the self-trapped excitons (STEs) and defects induced by an ultrafast laser play a 
critical role in the formation of nanogratings (Fig. 7(a)). They investigated the coupling 
mechanism between individual pulses by tuning the temporal pulse separation from 
500 fs to several ms. Experiments indicate that STEs are formed after the initial nonlin-
ear absorption of ultrafast laser pulses and decay to point defects in about 500 ps. For 
very short pulse separations, the STEs promote the absorption of the following incident 
pulses, increasing the coupling between laser pulses and the material. When the pulse 
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separation exceeds the lifetime of the STEs, the cumulative process of incident pulses is 
mediated by permanent defects.

Rudenko et al. [79, 138, 139] numerically investigated the formation mechanism of ultrafast 
laser-induced periodic structures in fused silica. According to their simulation, randomly dis-
tributed inhomogeneities in the material play an important role in forming scattering cent-
ers, creating different types of nanogratings, and tuning the nanograting period (Fig. 7(b)). 
Notably, these models are established mainly relying on the inherent defects or inhomoge-
neities in the fused silica and its universality in more other transparent dielectrics remains 
to be examined. In 2021, Zhang et al. [116] first reported a defect-assisted periodic crystal-
lization in unconventional glasses where an auxiliary effect originates from photo-induced 
defects plays a decisive role (Fig. 7(c)). It is shown that the pre-irradiation of the medium 
with an ultrafast laser can locally induce defective crystallite seeds that can provide a unique 
domino-like assisting effect to activate and maintain continuous periodic phase transitions 
(Fig. 7(d)). The working principle of this auxiliary effect is to greatly reduce the pulse number 
and energy threshold for triggering ULSN process. Especially, the pulse density threshold can 
be reduced to 21–150 pulse/μm, nearly 10,000 times lower than that for inducing local crys-
tallization by static laser irradiation. Electron paramagnetic resonance (EPR) measurement 
indicates that this auxiliary effect essentially originates from the laser-induced hole-trapped 
defect centers in the glass networks (Fig. 7(e)). Experiments also show that this mechanism 
is highly universal in multiple glass systems. This study sustains that ULSN process can be 
activated by the actively excited defects and changes the conventional concept that ULSN 
process relies on the intrinsic defects and heterogeneity of the matrix. The proposed model 
is especially suitable for explaining the continuous phase transition-typed ULSN phenomena 
in transparent dielectrics, which further extends the defect-based ULSN mechanisms.

Fig. 7  a Evolution process of STEs into point defects [100]. Copyright 2011, Laser Institute of America. b 
Evolution of electron density near a single inhomogeneity in glass [138]. Copyright 2016, American Physical 
Society. c Crystallite seeds assisted periodic crystallization test with different incident pulses and d) crystallite 
seed induction test with different incident pulses, and e EPR spectra of crystallite seeds and glass matrix [116]. 
Copyright 2021, Wiley–VCH
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Although many studies have confirmed the important role of various types of defects 
in mediating ULSN processes, the effectiveness of proposed models largely depends on 
the materials and experimental conditions. Consequently, there is still on consensus on 
the nature of these defects, specifically, where they come from, what they are, or how 
they work. In the next stage, more work is needed to clarify the spatiotemporal char-
acteristics of the defects-assisted energy deposition and explore the defect-mediated 
ULSN in more different transparent dielectrics other than fused silica, including various 
unconventional glasses and crystals, to further complete the theory.

Model improvements

Beam properties also play an important role in creating and manipulating structures 
during ULSN process. One important model is the pulse intensity forward tilt (PFT)-
based ULSN. In 2012, Dai et  al. [150] reported a controllable 3D-spatial rotation of 
the nanogratings in fused silica and proposed that this rotation depends on the angle 
between the PFT and the laser polarization direction (k). Specifically, PFT introduces 
an angle between the Poynting vector (p) and the wave vector, which decomposes the 
incident electric field into two electric field components perpendicular (E⊥) and paral-
lel (E∥) to the laser propagation direction. The electric field component E⊥ determines 
the orientation of nanogratings in the plane perpendicular to the laser propagation 
direction, while the electric field component E∥ makes nanogratings rotate in the plane 
parallel to the laser propagation direction (Fig. 8(a)). According to this mechanism, an 

Fig. 8  a Schematic of PFT-based 3D structural manipulation of nanogratings [150]. Copyright 2012, Optica 
Publishing Group. b Theoretically calculated fluence distribution at the focus [118]. Copyright 2008, AIP 
Publishing. c Birefringence images of imprinted nanopore-voxels. Pseudo colors show the orientation of the 
slow axis [151]. Copyright 2023, Springer Nature
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ultrafast laser beam with PFT can be applied to simultaneously rotate nanogratings on 
two orthogonal planes and thus manipulate ULSN in 3D space [150].

Another representative example is the creation of self-organized periodic nanovoids 
where Gauss–Bessel beam [152], truncated Gaussian beam [122], and tightly focused 
Gaussian beam [117] were widely applied to achieve this class of ULSN. In the mod-
eling, these beams are generally set as incident fields and combined with different light 
propagation and light-matter interaction models to obtain the theoretical fluence distri-
bution. For example, Gaizauskas et al. [152] applied a zero-order Gauss-Bessel beam as 
the incident field to calculate the fluence distribution by using the nonlinear Schrodinger 
equation neglecting the plasma defocusing effect. The periodicity of the calculated flu-
ence is similar to the experimentally induced structure. Mauclair et al. [122] applied a 
truncated Gaussian beam as the incident field and simulated the light field in the focal 
region by using the Fresnel linear propagation formalism. It was found that a series of 
fluence peaks appeared before the main focus, agreeing well with their experimental 
results. In 2008, Song et al. [118] took a tightly focused Gaussian beam as the incident 
field and proposed a composite model by combining the ultrafast laser nonlinear propa-
gation model with the spherical aberration effect caused by the interface of two media 
with different refractive indices. Specifically, they applied a spherical aberration theory 
to obtain the light field after passing through the interface and set this light field as a 
new incident field, and then the fluence distribution in the medium is solved by incorpo-
rating the nonlinear Schrodinger equation and the electron density evolution equation 
(Fig. 8(b)). Their model and corresponding experimental results demonstrated the inter-
face spherical aberration effect caused by the refractive index mismatch between air and 
the medium is the main reason for the ULSN creation of periodic nanovoids by a tightly 
focused ultrafast laser.

Recently, Lei et al. [151] observed that ULSN with an elliptically polarized beam in sil-
ica glass can create anisotropic nanopores whose birefringence signal intensity is about 
twice that induced by a linearly polarized beam, where the maximum birefringence 
is created by the elliptically polarized beam with an ellipticity of 0.6 (Fig. 8(c)). This is 
counterintuitive because the nonlinear absorption of an elliptically polarized ultrafast 
laser by fused silica is much weaker than that of a linearly polarized one. They attributed 
this abnormal phenomenon to the enhanced interaction of circularly polarized ultra-
fast laser with randomly oriented bonds and hole polarons in the glass network, and the 
high-efficiency ULSN creation of this birefringent structure can be interpreted as the 
result of a balance between the maximum concentration of nanopores at circular polari-
zation and their anisotropic shaping driven by the linear polarization component.

To sum up, these studies discussed above further expand and refine the important 
roles of beam properties, interference, plasmas, and defects in ULSN process, and 
also illustrate the complexity of ULSN in transparent dielectrics, because there are 
cooperative effects between different models and various external factors. For exam-
ple, the presence of nanostructures, optical aberration, and defects may affect the 
excitation and modulation of optical fields and also affect the role of beam polari-
zation states in ULSN, which requires greater efforts in the future to gain a deeper 
understanding of how these mechanisms work together to activate and manipulate 
ULSN processes in different types of media.
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Applications based on ultrafast laser‑induced self‑organization in transparent 
dielectrics
As a high-resolution volume optical processing tool, ULSN is highly effective in cre-
ating complex all-inorganic mico-nano structures in various transparent dielectrics, 
which greatly enhances people’s ability to construct integrated elements with ultra-
high stability, lifetime, and robustness. In recent years, more and more ULSN-based 
applications have been demonstrated in different functional materials. Here, we focus 
on representative research progress, including micro-nano optical elements, multi-
dimensional data storage, and super-resolution etching, and briefly introduce some 
emerging novel applications.

Micro‑nano optical elements

In 2002, Bricchi et  al. [153] demonstrated a birefringent Fresnel zone plate in silica 
fabricated by using ULSN (Fig.  9(a)), which is considered the earliest optical applica-
tion based on ULSN methods. Since then, various intriguing micro-nano optical ele-
ments have emerged by using ULSN approaches (Fig. 9(b) and (c)), such as wave plates 

Fig. 9  a Fresnel zone plate made of nanogratings in fused silica [153]. Copyright 2002, Optica Publishing 
Group. b Polarization diffraction gratings made of nanogratings in fused silica [157]. Copyright 2010, Optica 
Publishing Group. c Optical vortex converter made of nanogratings in GeO2 glass [166]. Copyright 2017, 
Wiley–VCH. d In-line polarizer made by inscribing nanogratings in a single mode fiber [169]. Copyright 
2019, Royal Society of Chemistry. e Near-infrared light attenuator made of periodic crystallization induced 
in LTN glass [115]. Copyright 2019, Wiley–VCH. f Tunable photonic crystal fabricated by ULSN-induced 
periodic crystallization [78]. Copyright 2021, Springer Nature. g Ultralow-loss polarization convertor made of 
self-organized nanopores in fused silica and h) corresponding beam conversion results [127]. Copyright 2020, 
Springer Nature
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[154–156], polarization diffraction gratings [157], polarization selective holograms 
[158], light attenuators [115, 159, 160], Bragg gratings [161–164], and polarization con-
verters [165–167]. Most of these applications are based on nanogratings in glasses due 
to a relatively complete understanding of the physicochemical characteristics and for-
mation mechanisms of this structure [168]. Recently, with the expansion of application 
scenarios and the discovery of different types of self-organization phenomena, more pio-
neering applications emerge and greatly accelerate the maturing of ULSN.

Fiber is among the greatest innovations of human beings and provides an excellent 
platform for next-generation high-performance communication, sensing, measure-
ment, and computing technologies [170]. Recently, ULSN-based fiber optics is fast 
developing to become a hot research field [171]. In 2019, Lu et  al. [169] combined 
ULSN with fiber optics and first induced self-organized fiber nanogratings (FNGs) by 
ultrafast laser direct writing in a single mode silica fiber (Fig. 9(d)). In this work, an in-
line polarizer is demonstrated based on FNGs, boosting the application of ULSN in all-
fiber polarization mode control and high-order vector mode selection. In 2021, Wang 
et  al. [172] demonstrated distributed fiber optical sensors by continuously inscribing 
FNGs in silica fiber core point by point. The insertion loss of single point sensor ele-
ment can be as low as 0.001 dB and due to the excellent heat resistance of nanogratings, 
the fabricated fiber sensors can sustain long-term stability in high temperatures up to 
1000 ℃. Notably, this study first demonstrated the application of FNGs based sensors 
in nuclear reactors, confirming the great potential of ULSN in fabricating robust optical 
devices for extreme environments.

In recent years, new types of ULSN-produced modifications have sprung up and 
remarkable progress has been made in practical applications. In 2019, Zhang et al. [115] 
presented a polarization-dependent light attenuation effect of the periodic crystalliza-
tion in LTN glass system and demonstrated that a broadband light attenuator made of 
the periodic crystallization can work in the near-infrared region (Fig. 9(e)). This is the 
first report on the periodic crystallization-based optical application. In 2021, they fur-
ther uncovered the dual optical modulation capability of periodic crystallization, includ-
ing polarization-dependent light attenuation and wavelength-dependent selective optical 
transmittance [78]. Based on this, they further inscribed a multi-functional all-inorganic 
photonic crystal in the glass (Fig. 9(f )). Notably, by engineering a reversible secondary-
phase transition of the crystal part in the periodic crystallization structure, the optical 
modulation performances of this photonic crystal can be broadly manipulated, which 
shows the excellent flexibility of ULSN-produced all-inorganic optical elements.

In 2020, Sakakura et al. [127] demonstrated geometrical phase optical elements based 
on ULSN-produced polarization-dependent nanopores in fused silica, such as geomet-
rical phase prism, lens, and polarization convertor (Fig. 9(g) and (h)). Compared with 
the nanograting-based optical elements, the nanopore-based optical elements have 
an extremely high optical transmittance of about 99% in the visible and near-infrared 
waveband and higher than 90% even in the ultraviolet range, which is attributed to the 
ultralow scattering loss of the nanopores. In 2021, Xu et  al. [131] inscribed periodic 
structures in sapphire and demonstrated the application of geometric phase elements, 
including geometric phase lens and Q-plate. These optical elements are demonstrated to 
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possess high imaging and focusing performances which may find applications in various 
harsh environments, such as high-power optics.

Although these newly presented ULSN technique routes are still in the early stage of 
investigation, they have already shown remarkable advantages in fabricating all-inor-
ganic optical elements with excellent integration, robustness, flexibility, and high trans-
mittance in 3D space. To give full play to these advantages, normalized and quantitative 
fabrication processes aiming for ULSN is needed to be established and completed to 
improve the regularity of the self-organized structures. And more potential application 
scenarios related to optical sensing, displaying, imaging, precision measurement, and 
signal processing are waiting for further exploration.

High‑density data storage

With the rapid development of big data and artificial intelligence technologies, the 
amount of data generated by human society has been fast exploding [173–175]. Faced 
with the long-term ultra-large-scale data storage, currently applied technologies inher-
ently have many drawbacks such as insufficient reliability, limited lifespan, and low 
storage density, resulting in considerably huge energy consumption [176–178]. If peo-
ple continue to rely on conventional technologies, it will further exacerbate the global 
energy shortage. Therefore, there is an ever-urgent demand to develop long-term, energy 
saving, and high-density data storage technologies.

The erasable and rewritable polarization-dependent birefringence properties of 
nanogratings make this structure highly favorable for high density data storage. In 2008, 
Taylor et al. [90] demonstrated the in situ information rewriting based on the nanograt-
ing structures in fused silica where data voxels are effectively rewritten by following 
pulses with new polarization angled 45° to the initial one. In 2010, Shimotsuma et  al. 
[179] demonstrated five-dimensional (5D) optical data storage by introducing the opti-
cal retardance and the azimuth angle of the slow axis of nanogratings as information 
multiplexing channels on the basis of XYZ spatial coordinates (Fig. 10(a)) whose stor-
age density can be as large as 300 Gbit/cm3, about 10 times as that of a 12 cm BlueRay 
disk. In 2015, Zhang et al. [180] characterized the lifetime of nanograting-based 5D opti-
cal data storage by thermally accelerated aging measurements. According to Arrhenius 
law, the room temperature decay time of nanogratings can be as long as ~ 3 × 1020 years 
(Fig. 10(b)), implying that the theoretical lifetime of the nanograting-based 5D optical 
data storage in fused silica is comparable to the age of the Universe, namely, an unlim-
ited data storage lifetime.

However, as the formation of nanogratings in transparent dielectrics generally requires 
multi-pulses incidence, the recording speed of the nanograting-based data storage is lim-
ited by the incident pulse number per unit time. Besides, the pulse energy for nanograt-
ing creation is considerably high and the readout accuracy remains not enough, which is 
unfavorable for developing low-power data storage. Recently, Yan et al. [181] proposed 
a quasi-single-pulse approach to generate anisotropic nanostructures with birefringence 
properties in fused silica that allow high-speed data recording. In their proposal, the ani-
sotropic nanostructure is induced by the spatiotemporal manipulation of a picosecond 
laser. The temporal manipulation is achieved by a beam splitter or a birefringence crystal 
that can split a single ultrafast pulse into two pulses. The spatial manipulation is achieved 



Page 20 of 32Zhang et al. PhotoniX            (2023) 4:24 

by an SLM device that can dynamically manipulate the relative location of the first pulse 
and second pulse. The first pulse is used to excite STEs to induce a temporary high 
absorption and positive refractive index change. Then the second pulse partly interacts 
with the pre-modified area, creating a tilted intensity distribution, which is the origin of 
the anisotropic nanostructure (Fig. 10(c)). The readout accuracy of the written informa-
tion can be up to 99.09% (Fig. 10(d)). Wang et al. [182] reported a high capacity multi-
layer 5D optical data storage based on ultrafast laser-induced polarization-dependent 

Fig. 10  a 5D optical data storage with nanogratings in fused silica, including XYZ coordinates (up), slow 
axis orientation (middle), and optical retardance (below) [179]. Copyright 2010, Wiley–VCH. b Theoretical 
nanograting decay times at certain temperatures [180]. Copyright 2015, American Physical Society. c 
Schematic of formation mechanism of tilted anisotropic nanostructure and d) corresponding decoded data 
[181]. Copyright 2021, Optica Publishing Group. e 100-layer optical data storage with nanopores in fused 
silica [182]. Copyright 2022, Wiley–VCH. f Energy-efficient data storage with nanovoids induced by near-field 
enhancement effect [145]. Copyright 2021, Optica Publishing Group



Page 21 of 32Zhang et al. PhotoniX            (2023) 4:24 	

nanopores that can greatly reduce the scattering loss of light. Benefitting from the high 
transmittance (99%), the readout accuracy of this multi-layer data storage can be con-
siderably high. As proof, they demonstrated the recording of “The Hitchhiker’s Guide to 
the Galaxy” into 100 layers of birefringent voxels in fused silica and the readout accuracy 
is examined as high as 100% (Fig. 10(e)). Lei et al. [145] demonstrated a fast and energy-
efficient data recording approach by near-field enhancement mediated energy deposi-
tion manipulation. There, an isotropic circular nanovoid (~ 130 nm) is first induced by 
seeding pulses with pulse energy higher than the micro-explosion threshold and an ani-
sotropic nano lamella-shaped structure (~ 460 nm) is then created by low-power writ-
ing pulses via the near-field enhancement effect (Fig. 10(f )). In the data recording, the 
incident pulse train consists of one seeding pulse (30 nJ) and seven (13.5 nJ) writing 
pulses for high retardance (~ 3 nm) or one seeding pulse (24 nJ) and four (13.5 nJ) writ-
ing pulses for low retardance (~ 1 nm). The information writing speed can be 225 Kb/s 
(6 × 105 voxels/s) and the readout accuracy is examined at 99.5% and 96.3% for the top 
layer and the bottom layer (50 layers).

In summary, multiple types of ULSN-produced structures have shown great poten-
tial in developing next-generation optical storage technologies with considerably high 
data density, readout accuracy, and storage lifetime. However, current ULSN-based 
multi-dimensional data recording largely relies on multi-pulse incidence or seed pulse 
pre-modification in fused silica, which greatly limits the data writing speed. Besides, the 
optical setups for multi-dimensional information readout are too complex and bulky to 
satisfy the requirements of commercial applications. Therefore, real single pulse data 
recording routes still need to be exploited, where new storage media, data writing/read-
out mechanisms, algorithms for fast data extraction, and especially the miniaturization 
of memory systems are waiting for further investigation.

Micro‑nano fluidic devices

The rapid development of ULSN greatly boosts the field of advanced manufacturing. 
Especially, ultrafast laser micromachining in transparent media produces various types 
of material modifications, such as defects, refractive index changes, cracks/voids, and so 
forth. By utilizing the unique physicochemical properties of the ULSN-modified area, 
on-demand subtractive nanostructuring with higher resolution and controllability can 
be further achieved. One representative example is ULSN-assisted 3D fluidic channel 
fabrication in transparent dielectrics.

In 2013, Liao et al. [183] proposed a sub-50 nm nanostructuring approach based on 
ULSN-induced nanogratings in a homemade high-silicate SiO2-B2O3-Na2O porous glass. 
There, the induced nanogratings are induced as polarization-dependent periodic hollow 
nanovoids in the porous glass. By fixing the laser polarization perpendicular to the scan-
ning direction and reducing the pulse energy to a certain value (~ 60 nJ), a single central 
nanovoid elongated in the writing path with a width of ~ 37 nm can be solely induced 
(Fig. 11(a) and (b)). The single nanovoid can be connected into a continuous nano-chan-
nel by using a low laser writing speed of 5–10 µm/s and a post-annealing treatment is 
applied to collapse the inherent nanopores in the glass matrix. The fluidic functionality is 
confirmed by filling the nano-channels with an observable fluorescent dye solution. They 
further fabricated integrated micro-nano fluidic systems by simultaneously inscribing 
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conventional micro-channels and ULSN-based nano-channels into 3D fluidic configura-
tions in the glass matrix [184]. The micro-nano fluidic systems are demonstrated as lab-
on-a-chip devices for deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA) analysis and the stretching behaviors 
of DNA molecules are clearly observed in the nano-channels (Fig. 11(c)-(e)), opening up 
new approaches for the investigation of single molecular behaviors.

Recently, ultrafast laser-assisted subtractive fabrication has developed to become an 
effective tool for structuring all-inorganic transparent dielectrics in 3D by utilizing the 
great etching rate difference in chemical etchants of the irradiated and unirradiated 
zones [186–189]. ULSN process has been confirmed to possess multi-dimensionally 
controllable super-resolution material modification abilities that are well suited for 
higher precision etching in transparent dielectrics, namely, ULSN-assisted etching. Hna-
tovsky et al. and Cheng et al. [91, 97, 190, 191] systematically studied the selective etch-
ing properties of nanogratings in glasses and revealed the highly differential etching rate 
inside nanogratings, which lays the foundation for ULSN-assisted microfluidic channel 
fabrication. Haque et  al. [185] further combined ULSN-assisted etching and ultrafast 
laser 3D structuring inside optical fibers to construct highly integrated lab-in-fiber (LIF) 
optofluidic systems that consist of various microfluidic channels and optical resonators 
(Fig. 11(f )). The fabricated LIF devices are demonstrated to possess broad prospects in 
in-line bend, strain, refractive index, and temperature sensing.

ULSN-assisted micro-nano fabrication provides a facile and powerful approach for 
constructing advanced micro-fluidic devices. However, current studies largely focus 
on structure minimizing and efficiency improvement. There are still research gaps in 

Fig. 11  a Cross section and b top view SEM image of a single nanochannel induced in SiO2-B2O3-Na2O 
porous glass by ULSN [183]. Copyright 2013, Optica Publishing Group. c Schematic and d) top-view optical 
image of 3D fluidic systems for DNA analysis, and e) fluorescent images of DNA stretching in nanochannels 
[184]. Copyright 2013, Royal Society of Chemistry. f Schematic of integrated LIF optofluidic systems [185]. 
Copyright 2014, Royal Society of Chemistry
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on-demand channel shape control, inner-surface engineering, and modular integration 
of micro-fluidic systems. With the advent of various new types of ULSN phenomena, 
mechanisms, and materials, more novel ULSN-assisted micro-nano fluidic technologies 
aiming for fields like personalized medicine, fast virus detection, and efficient microre-
actors, are expected to be new hotspots in this field.

Other applications

In addition to the classic applications, some intriguing ULSN-based applications have 
also begun to sprout in recent years, providing new insights into frontier fields like 
extreme fabrication, structural coloration, and chiral optics.

For example, Yan et al. [146] proposed a direct optical nanofabrication approach that 
enables 3D processing in fused silica with a considerably high spatial resolution down 
to 40 nm and a lateral spacing down to 200 nm. This technology is based on the crea-
tion of a polarization-dependent single nanoslit structure by using ULSN. Specifically, 
the laser polarization is set perpendicular to the scanning direction to activate the con-
tinuous growth of the structure along the writing path and thus form a high-aspect-ratio 
single nanoslit structure, where the near-field redistribution induced by the presence 
of the nanoslit allows for achieving a lateral spacing much smaller than the laser beam 
size. As a proof of concept, they demonstrated the fabrication of customized 3D nano-
structures formed by nanoslits (Fig.  12(a)). This ULSN process can serve as a general 

Fig. 12  a 3D nanofabrication based on the ULSN creation of self-organized nanosilts, including nanopatterns 
in four layers (left), SEM image of the nanopattern in the third layer (middle), and truncated pyramid 
structure (right) [146]. Pseudo colors show the orientation of the slow axis. Copyright 2021, Wiley–VCH. b 
Polarization-sensitive color generated by grating structures in nanocomposite films [133]. Copyright 2017, 
American Chemical Society. c ULSN creation of nanogratings possessing circular properties [192]. Copyright 
2023, Springer Nature



Page 24 of 32Zhang et al. PhotoniX            (2023) 4:24 

nanofabrication approach that is broadly applicable in constructing functional struc-
tures for nanophotonics, nanofluidics, nanomechanics, metamaterials, and information 
recording.

In 2017, Liu et al. [133] reported a novel coloration route based on ULSN-produced 
3D metallic nanostructures in a nanocomposite thin film (Ag NPs: TiO2). In this work, 
they presented that the irradiation of a linearly polarized ultrafast laser on the film 
can simultaneously excite two independent propagating optical modes (a surface 
mode and a guided mode) and both of these modes can interact with incident waves to 
establish periodic field distributions, leading to the creation of composite self-assem-
bled nanostructures with two periodicities. By utilizing the diffractive and polariza-
tion-sensitive properties of the induced nanostructures, they demonstrated the high 
potential of this ULSN strategy in structural coloration and multiplexed optical image 
encoding (Fig. 12(b)). This work also prospected the potential of such nanostructured 
composite films in applications like solar energy harvesting, photocatalysis, and pho-
tochromic devices.

Recently, Lu et  al. [192] reported the tailoring of chiral optical properties in 3D by 
ULSN in an initially achiral material (silica glass). In a simple view, they observed that 
there are two major contributions that ULSN-produced nanogratings own to its aggre-
gate birefringent response, namely, a form and a stress-related one (Fig. 12(c)), and then 
respectively investigated the polarization-dependence properties of these two contri-
butions and established a two-layer model based on Mueller formalism to describe the 
generation of chiral optical properties of the laser-modified area. Under the guidance of 
this model, they demonstrated two types of chiral optical elements, including nanograt-
ing-based waveplates and stress-based waveplates to achieve customized optical rota-
tion. Predictably, the presented principle allows for flexibly designing 3D structured light 
beams in terms of phase, amplitude, and polarization, providing a novel perspective on 
tailoring the optical properties of transparent dielectrics.

Although still in their infancy, these studies are impressive enough to represent an 
important milestone in shaping ULSN into a highly flexible and versatile tool for pro-
moting advanced material modification and light-matter interaction physics. However, 
many of the envisioned application scenarios in these reports are still to be implemented 
and a more exhaustive performance characterization of the corresponding devices or 
elements is required. Towards practical applications, more work is still required in the 
future to improve manufacturing efficiency, structural controllability, as well as the uni-
formity of mass production.

Conclusions and outlook
ULSN in transparent dielectrics has made remarkable progress in creating a versatile 
platform for ultrafast laser-matter interactions and extreme material processing, giv-
ing birth to a large number of new phenomena, theoretical models, and engineering 
applications, which offers competitive solutions to many challenging problems in vari-
ous multidisciplinary fields, including quantum technology, big data storage, advanced 
optical sensing, detecting, imaging, and communication. Predictably, ULSN will con-
tinue to be a hot research topic in strong-field physics in the future and bring us more 
fascinating discoveries.
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In this review, we comb recent progress and key milestones in ULSN and ULSN-
based technologies. Nanograting, as the most widely researched object, has estab-
lished itself as an important mother structure for predicting and exploiting more ULSN 
approaches due to its highly general physicochemical characteristics. Excitingly, we 
note that a rising number of unprecedented phenomena have emerged in recent years 
one after another, and gradually developed into important branches of ULSN. Inspired 
by the formation mechanism of nanogratings, novel theories and physical models have 
been proposed to explain newly discovered ULSN phenomena and direct the structural 
manipulation, which is followed by a burst of pioneering applications based on these 
ULSN-produced structures. We excitingly witness a giant improvement in the perfor-
mances of various elements and devices fabricated by ULSN, which benefits from the 
favorable properties of the created structures. However, the fast progress of ULSN is 
accompanied by plenty of conflicts and puzzles between new concepts and established 
theoretical frameworks. The specific roles of optical scattering, interference, and field 
enhancement effect in ULSN process are still controversial and the plasma and defect-
mediated structural evolution process remain largely unclear. As a result, it is still far 
away from achieving a consensus on the essence of ULSN. In the future, advanced 
ultrafast dynamics detection approaches like pump-probe spectroscopy [193], ultra-
fast photography [194], and ultrafast electro-optical imaging [195] would be useful to 
provide more intuitive experimental evidence for different models and unravel these 
mysteries. Moreover, we have recently witnessed the booming of various optical modu-
lation technologies, including super-resolution microscopy [196], adaptive aberration 
control [197], SLM [198], and optical parametric amplifier (OPA) [199], etc. We believe 
these technologies can serve as powerful tools during ULSN process to achieve much 
more flexible structural manipulation of the period, height, and uniformity of the self-
organized structures in the near future.

The rapid expansion of technologies like data mining, machine learning, and artifi-
cial intelligence, has brought human society into the era of information on explosion. 
Light, as a powerful information carrier, represents the future of information technolo-
gies where transparent dielectrics provide a versatile platform for light manipulation. 
ULSN in transparent dielectrics offers a tremendously attractive brand new idea for arti-
ficially tailoring natural materials to realize on-demand manipulation of light at micro-
nano scale. Therefore, the future orientation of ULSN would be the enabler for highly 
integrated optical information processing, transmission, and storage. Technically, the 
coupling between ULSN-produced micro-nano optical elements and commercial opto-
electronic devices is desired to be optimized. Multifunctional integrated optical sys-
tems across materials and elements have not been effectively demonstrated by ULSN. 
In addition, standardized, efficient, and mass ULSN fabrication is urgently needed to 
be achieved. For ULSN-based multi-dimensional data storage, there is still significant 
space to improve the information recording and readout speed. Higher density data 
storage with more information multiplexing channels, such as light frequency and pho-
ton orbital angular momentum (OAM) [200–202], remains to be further explored by 
ULSN in transparent dielectrics. In addition, the data writing and reading systems are 
not integrated and facile enough for commercial use. Thus, more efforts are needed to 
be invested in solving these problems.
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ULSN in transparent dielectrics has developed into a broad research field rather 
than a small subdivision. Therefore, future research should be systematic and intrinsi-
cally associated with physics, optics, material science, computer science, and mechani-
cal engineering. It is exciting to combine ULSN with diverse frontier cross-disciplinary 
technologies to establish a family of universal multifunctional material modification 
methods that can freely manipulate ULSN processes and construct arbitrary geometries 
and complicated systems in arbitrary materials.
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