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ABSTRACT   

The chirped multilayer quantum-dot (QD) gain media are arranged in Fourier-transform external-cavity laser (FT-ECL) 
configuration. Novel slit designs select 2, 3, and 4 different wavelengths that are diffracted from the grating for optical 
feedback. Therefore, the dual-, triple- and quadruple-wavelength ECLs are demonstrated in this study. The resulted 
multi-wavelength lasing emissions are achieved under injected current of 100 mA (or 1.33 kA/cm2) with signal to 
amplified spontaneous emission (ASE) ratio over 20 dB. Around peak-gain wavelength of 12xx-nm range, the adjacent 
wavelength separation is over 50 nm for dual-wavelength lasing, up to 13 nm for triple-wavelength lasing, and about 4-5 
nm for quadruple-wavelength lasing emissions. To further extend the wavelength separation for dual-wavelength lasing 
emissions, another modified scheme with two separate external mirrors are adopted and the achieved maximum value is 
about 126 nm in wavelength separation or over 25 THz in frequency difference. The terahertz (THz) generation by 
photomixing of dual-wavelength ECLs is also discussed in this study. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

External-cavity lasers (ECLs) incorporated with semiconductor gain media are promising for novel light sources. The 
widely tunable and multi-wavelength feature of ECLs has great potentials for coarse wavelength-division multiplexing 
(CWDM) in fiber-optic communications. Moreover, photomixng of multi-wavelength ECLs [1] has made possible the 
compact, cost-effective, and tunable THz generation in many applications such as spectroscopy, medical imaging, and 
security. To achieve simultaneously multi-wavelength lasing with semiconductor lasers, the common approaches are   
utilizing single laser with physically separated gain media for each wavelength [2] or multiple lasers in the external 
cavity [3]. However, these approaches require elaborate fabrication and packaging procedures which lead to larger 
dimension of the external cavity system. 

The largest wavelength separation of dual-wavelength operation with quantum-well (QW) gain medium has been 
achieved by Huang et al. in grating-coupled external cavity [4]. Nevertheless, ECLs with QW gain medium require very 
high injection current density (typically more than 10kA/cm2) to populate carriers to higher energy state for broadband 
tuning. Consequently, QD gain medium is a better choice since it can fulfill both low injection current density and broad 
spectral-tuning requirements [5-8]. Furthermore, low injection current density is also beneficial for cost and power 
consumption issues. 

In this work, chirped multilayer QD structure of 1.3m wavelength range [9] is incorporated in two modified schemes of 
Littman ECL configuration. In the first configuration, dual-, triple-, and quadruple-wavelength lasing emissions as well 
as their continuous tuning are demonstrated at record low injection current density of 1.33 kA/cm2. Then in the second 
configuration, the maximum wavelength separation of 126 nm is achieved for dual-wavelength ECL by independent 
control of the optical feedback. Finally, we discuss the laser characteristics of dual-wavelength ECLs as well as their 
terahertz (THz) generation by photomixing. 

2. EXPERIMENTAL DETAILS 

The QD laser structure is grown by molecular beam epitaxy on Si-doped GaAs substrate. The active region consists of 
10 layers of self-assembled InAs QDs which are capped by In0.15Ga0.85As layers of varying thickness and spaced by 
GaAs of 33 nm. Three chirped wavelengths of longer, medium, and shorter wavelength range, with stacking numbers of 
4, 3 and 3 layers, are designed with InGaAs layer thickness of 4, 3 and 1.5 nm, respectively. The detailed layer structure 
can be found in [9]. The wafer is processed into ridge waveguides of 5-m width. As-cleaved laser bars are then 
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passivated with broadband anti-reflection coating (R < 1%) in the front facets as well as high-reflection distributed Bragg 
reflector coating (R > 99%) in the rear facets.  

Figure 1 shows the light-current-voltage (L-I-V) characteristics of solitary AR/HR coated QD laser with 1.5 mm in cavity 
length. The lasing wavelength of as-cleaved QD lasers is 1260 nm; however, it moves to shorter wavelength 1180 nm 
after AR/HR coating due to the increased mirror loss. In addition, the threshold current dramatically increases from 
20mA to 100mA. 

 

Figure 1. L-I-V characteristics of solitary AR/HR coated QD laser with 5-m width and 1.5-mm length. 

 

The AR/HR coated QD lasers are investigated in the Fourier-transform external-cavity laser (FT-ECL) configuration, i.e. 
the first modified scheme of Littman configuration by insertion of Fourier lens and slit in the first-order diffracted path 
[3]. Figure 2 shows the experimental setup. A collimating lens is utilized to collect the divergent light from the front 
mirror facet. The optical feedback is provided by first-order diffraction light which is diffracted from an external grating 
and then collected by a lens focused onto an external mirror. To select the multi-wavelength lasing emissions, a V-like 
slit is designed and put between Fourier lens and external mirror. The external grating is with groove density of 1200 
lines/mm and blazed at wavelength of 1.0 m. To tune the center wavelength or change the wavelength separation, one 
can move the V-like slit vertically or horizontally. The zeroth-order diffracted light is coupled via a multimode optical 
fiber into an optical spectrum analyzer. 

 

Figure 2. Experimental setup of tunable FT-ECL configuration. 
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Concerned to two-color ECLs, several concept schemes are proposed in the literature [10]. In above modification scheme, 
increasing the adjacent wavelength separation means increased spatial separation of selected wavelengths, which is 
limited by the slit design. However, the two separate wavelengths may be too far away to make nonzero incidence to the 
end mirror, and results in poor optical feedback. Therefore, the second modification scheme of Littman configuration, 
termed double-Littman ECL, is adopted and shown in Figure 3. Only two separate end mirrors are utilized for 
independent control of optical feedback. Since neither Fourier lens nor slit aperture is introduced, it is hard to get small 
wavelength separation due to the large physical dimension of end mirrors. The maximum wavelength separation 
achieved in this work is demonstrated by this scheme. 

 

Figure 3. Experimental setup of double-Littman ECL configuration. 

 

3. RESULTS AND DISSICUSIONS 

3.1 Multi-wavelength FT-ECLs 

Figure 4 shows the dual-wavelength tuning spectra under injection current of 100 mA at heatsink temperature of 20 0C. 
The signal to ASE ratio is in the range of 20 to 40 dB. The wavelength separation over 86 nm or frequency difference of 
17 THz (not shown) can be achieved in FT-ECL configuration and it is limited by our design of slit separation. To 
further increase the wavelength separation may render the nonzero incidence of two selected wavelengths. Therefore, 
single end mirror should be replaced with two end mirrors or the second modification scheme of double-Littman ECL 
should be adopted.  

 

Figure 4. The dual-wavelength lasing spectrum in FT-ECL configuration. 
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Figure 5 shows the triple- and quadruple-wavelength lasing emissions. Continuously triple-wavelength tuning is obtained 
by utilizing the lower part of V-like slit as shown in Figure 2. The slit design can operate as a switch from two 
wavelengths to three wavelengths. The maximum adjacent wavelength separation is 13 nm and the signal to ASE ratio is 
also larger than 20 dB. With different slit design, the quadruple-wavelength lasing emissions is demonstrated and shown 
in Figure 5(b). The adjacent wavelength separation is about 4 nm; however, the intensities of four wavelengths vary in a 
large range. This phenomenon results from uneven optical feedbacks between these four wavelengths. 

 

Figure 5. The spectrum of (a) triple-wavelength lasing emission (b) quadruple-wavelength lasing emission in FT-ECL 
configuration. 

 

3.2 Double-Littman ECLs 

Since the wavelength separation in FT-ECL configuration is limited by the slit, the double-Littman ECL configuration is 
adopted to achieve dual-wavelength lasing emission. Figure 6 shows the dual-wavelength lasing spectrum measured in 
double-Littman ECL configuration. The maximum wavelength separation or frequency difference is about 126 nm or  
over 25 THz. This result is in reasonable agreement with our maximum tuning range of 132 nm (from 1148 nm to 1281 
nm) in conventional Littman configuration. The signal to ASE ratio is over 20 dB even at maximum wavelength 
separation as shown in Figure 6. 

 

Figure 6. The dual-wavelength lasing spectrum in double-Littman ECL configuration. 
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The optical intensity distribution between the two wavelengths is an interesting issue in dual-wavelength lasing 
emissions. Matus et al. have theoretically analyzed the dynamics of various two-color ECL configurations by studying 
their time dependence of optical intensity distribution [11]. Here we present the static L-I-V characteristics of dual-
wavelength lasing emissions in double-Littman ECL configuration. We first generate dual-wavelength lasing emissions 
of equal intensities with wavelength separation of 46 nm (1169nm and 1215nm) and then collect the total optical power 
of zeroth-order diffracted light. As shown in Figure 7, the current dependence of optical power seems to exhibit certain 
oscillating periodicity which needs further investigation. 

 

Figure 7. The L-I-V characteristics of dual-wavelength in double-Littman ECL configuration. 

 

3.3 THz generation 

Multi-wavelength ECLs are promising for THz generation by photomixing of multi-wavelength lasing emissions. Matus 
et al. have identified and characterized five two-color lasing regimes of coherent, semicoherent, multimode, chaotic, and 
multimode chaotic operation by numerical simulation of several two-color ECL configurations [11]. They have 
concluded that the two-color coherent laser regime should be the most attractive one for THz signal generation [11] and 
later demonstrated experimentally in FT-ECL configuration [14]. Moreover, direct THz emission out of dual-wavelength 
ECLs is investigated by Wang et al. [13] and Hoffmann et al. [14]. Figure 8 shows our photomixing setup for THz 
generation. The dual-wavelength lasing emissions is monitored by OSA and focused onto a biased photoconductive 
antenna (PCA). An aspheric focusing Si lens is mounted on the back side to collect wide-angel emission THz wave 
radiating from the PCA. The focused THz wave is then detected by the bolometer. Since the bolometer cannot 
discriminate the emitted THz signal from any other far infrared radiation (e.g. heat radiation) from the laser diode [12], 
we are going to confirm it by Fourier Transform Infrared Spectrometer (FTIR) of Bruker IFS 66v/S. 
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Figure 8. The photomixing setup for generating THz radiation with FT-ECL. 

 

4. SUMMARY 

Tunable multi-wavelength light emitters based on InAs/InGaAs/GaAs QDs are demonstrated in this study. The chirped 
multilayer QD gain media are arranged in FT-ECL configuration, i.e. the first modified scheme with Fourier lens and slit 
introduced in the first-order diffracted path. Novel slit designs with 2, 3, and 4 slit apertures select different wavelengths 
that are diffracted from the grating for optical feedback. Therefore, the dual-, triple- and quadruple-wavelength ECLs are 
implemented for promising applications, such as wavelength-division multiplexing (WDM) in fiber-optic 
communications and THz light sources generation by difference-frequency generation (DFG) mechanism. 

The resulted multi-wavelength lasing emissions are achieved under injected current of 100 mA (or 1.33 kA/cm2). 
Around peak-gain wavelength of 12xx-nm range, the adjacent wavelength separation is over 50 nm for dual-wavelength 
lasing, up to 13 nm for triple-wavelength lasing, and about 4-5 nm for quadruple-wavelength lasing emissions. The 
maximum wavelength separation is limited by our slit design while the minimum wavelength separation is determined 
by the slit width. Moreover, the signal to ASE ratio is over 20 dB. Application of coarse-WDM or even dense-WDM can 
be benefited from further optimization. 

To further extend the wavelength separation for dual-wavelength lasing emissions, the second modified scheme of 
double-Litman ECL configuration with two separate external mirrors are adopted and the maximum achieved value is 
about 126 nm in wavelength separation or over 25 THz in frequency difference. The terahertz (THz) generation by 
photomixing of dual-wavelength ECLs is also discussed in this study. 
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