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Transient response of an optically pumped short-cavity semiconductor laser
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We study the dynamics of a single-mode short-cavity laser consisting of a 1-pm-thick layer of bulk
semiconductor sandwiched between dielectric mirrors and excited by optical femtosecond pulses. The
emission is time resolved by an up-conversion technique with time resolution of 250 fs. The experimen-
tal evidence for low and high excitation is compared with model calculations and is discussed in the
framework of recent microscopic theories. From this comparison we conclude that the heating of the
carrier distributions due to stimulated emission has a dramatic inhuence on the temporal dynamics of
the emission.

I. INTRODUCTION

The coupled electron-phonon and electron-photon dy-
namics in semiconductor lasers are of great interest; how-
ever, neither is well understood. The small cavity length
of short-cavity semiconductor lasers (SCSL's) offers the
unique opportunity to study laser dynamics in a system in
which the medium can couple exclusively to one longitu-
dinal mode of the light field. This can be realized by, for
example, a slice of semiconductor in a cavity, comparable
in thickness to the wavelength of light. Such a well-
defined and physically transparent situation is attractive
in order to obtain a detailed microscopic understanding.
This has encouraged recent theoretical approaches. '

Moreover, potential applications of semiconductor mi-
crocavity lasers have recently attracted considerable at-
tention. '

Previous experimental studies on more complex,
device-oriented semiconductor microlasers had limited
temporal resolution ' and contained no simultaneous
spectral information. In the experiments presented here
we focus on the dynamics of an optically pumped SCSL,
employing simultaneous spectral and 250-fs time resolu-
tion. The data reveal valuable insights into the coupled
electron-photon dynamics in semiconductor lasers.

mode is situated 100 meV above the fundamental gap
[Eg =0.73 eV; see Fig. 1(a)]. The adjacent longitudinal
modes are outside the high reflectivity band of the mir-
rors, as expected from the design of the samples and
verified experimentally (the mode spacing is 116 meV,
corresponding to an effective cavity length of 1.55 pm).

For the optical excitation we use transform-limited
Gaussian pulses with a duration of 250 fs at a 1-kHz re-
petition rate from an amplified passively mode-locked
color-center laser, frequency doubled to a photon energy
of 1.56 eV in a 1-mm-thick crystal of P-barium borate
(BBO). In this spectral range the dielectric mirrors of the
SCSL's are transparent. Pulse energies up to 1 pJ are
available. The laser beam is focused on a spot diameter
of about 30 pm. Because we were concerned about possi-
ble transverse multimode behavior of the SCSL emission
at this rather large spot size, we have repeated the experi-
ments using much smaller (5-pm diameter) spots deliver-
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II. EXPERIMENT

A set of samples particularly well suited for optical ex-
citation has been prepared. A 1-pm-thick layer of bulk

In„Ga& As, lattice matched to the InP substrate, is

grown by low-pressure metal-organic vapor-phase epi-
taxy. A corresponding absorption spectrum is depicted
in Fig. 1(a). We remove the Inp in an area of = 1 mm by
selective etching with concentrated HC1, in order to
evaporate dielectric mirrors on both sides. Each mirror
consists of eight pairs of A. /4 layers (A, = 1.55 pm) of Si02
(n = 1.46) and Ta205 (n =2.10), yielding a refiectivity of
R =0.99 at 1.55-pm wavelength. A corresponding mea-
sured transmission spectrum can be seen in Fig. 1(b).
Somewhat similar samples have been described previous-
ly. The samples discussed here exhibit only one lasing
mode around 1.49-pm wavelength [see Fig. 1(c)]. This
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FIG. 1. Experiment: (a) absorption spectrum of the 1-pm
layer of In Ga& „As on the InP substrate; (b) transmission
spectrum of the isolated layer sandwiched between dielectric
mirrors; and (c) emission spectrum slightly above the lasing
threshold.
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ing similar results. Moreover, the SCSL emission is in-
spected with an infrared camera system and exhibits a
Gaussian profile for both excitation spot sizes and all ex-
citation levels, indicating transverse single-mode opera-
tion, i.e., the behavior of the emission does not depend on
the transverse coordinate. To further check this impor-
tant point we also performed the measurements described
below with an aperture (in an intermediate image plane),
revealing no dependence of the behavior as a function of
the transverse coordinate.

The time-integrated SCSL emission is spectrally
resolved by a 0.25-m spectrometer connected to a liquid-
nitrogen-cooled germanium multichannel analyzer (1-
meV resolution). A typical time-integrated emission
spectrum is shown in Fig. 1(c). The energy incident onto
the sample, held at room temperature, is 2 nJ. If the
pump energy is reduced to 1.5 nJ, the emission drops by
more than three orders of magnitude, indicative of a
well-defined laser threshold. An increase of the incident
energy leads to the scenario depicted in Fig. 2. A consid-
erable asymmetric broadening, finally reaching a full
width at half maximum (FWHM) of more than 20 meV
at 30-nJ incident pump energy is observed. The incident
pump energies can only be correlated roughly with actual
carrier densities. Using a spot diameter of 30 pm and as-
suming that all photons are absorbed within the 1-pm-
thick 1ayer of In Ga& „As, we estimate a carrier density
of 10' cm at an excitation level of 2 nJ. The actual
densities, however, are somewhat lower because of Pauli
blocking at the pump photon energy. Pauli blocking be-
comes even more pronounced at higher excitation levels,
hence the relation between incident energy and carrier
density is no longer linear.

In order to study the temporal dynamics we up-convert
the SCSL emission with a fraction of the pump light in a
0.5-mm-thick crystal of LiIO3. The sum frequency
(around 2.39 eV photon energy) is fed into another 0.25-
m spectrometer connected to a liquid-nitrogen-cooled
charge-coupled device (CCD) camera (resulting in 2-meV
resolution). Spectra are recorded as a function of time
delay between emission and reference pulse in steps of 0.5
ps. A typical acquisition time for a set of 100 spectra is 3
min. Clearly, the overall spectral resolution is given by
the time-energy uncertainty, hence for 250-fs time resolu-
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tion by about 7-meV FWHM. The incident pump light
can be attenuated by means of calibrated neutral density
filters. The time delay introduced by these filters has been
measured independently, and the data are corrected cor-
respondingly (with an error smaller than 0.25 ps). The
zero time is determined by up-converting a fraction of the
fundamental of the femtosecond laser. The corresponding
experimental error due to the different refractive indices
(around 1.56- and 0.78-eV photon energy) of the glass in
the setup is estimated to be less than 1 ps.

Data for excitation slightly above [Fig. 3(a), where the
pump energy is 2.5 nJ] and well above the threshold [Fig.
3(b), where the pump energy is 15 nJ] are depicted in Fig.
3. For weak excitation the SCSL emission exhibits a
rather large time delay with respect to the pump pulse,
arriving at t =0. Both rise and decay extend over several
ps, exhibiting a small redshift of the laser line with time.
This scenario gradually changes toward higher excita-
tion. At very high excitation levels [Fig. 3(b)] the SCSL
emission exhibits a sharp (400-fs time constant) rise after
a time delay of several ps, a fast overshoot ( —1 ps),
another slower rise, and a long trailing edge. The emis-
sion exhibits a huge chirp (20 meV) from large to small
photon energies. Hence the spectral width seen in the
time-integrated data (see Fig. 2) is entirely caused by a
chirp of the single optical mode.
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FICi. 2. Experiment: Time-integrated emission spectra of the
short-cavity semiconductor laser for increasing pump energy (as
indicated) ~ For clarity, the spectra are displaced vertically.

CA

LUl—

+10
-+20

=+30

=+40

i .— - - -, . - - - i - - = = i - - - -
~

- - -+50
810 820 830 840 850 860 870

PHOTON ENERBY (meV)

UJ

M
I—

FICx. 3. Experiment: Time-resolved emission spectra of the
short-cavity semiconductor laser for (a) low and (b) high excita-
tion (see text). In each case, 100 spectra in steps of 0.5 ps are
displaced vertically.
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III. DISCUSSION AND SIMPLE MODEL

After the initial optical excitation, the excited carriers
lose their large excess energy by carrier-carrier and
carrier-phonon scattering. Carrier-carrier scattering is
known to lead to a considerable occupation of low-energy
states on a time scale well below 100 fs (Ref. 10} (also ex-
citing with a large excess energy). The cooling of the re-
sulting hot carrier distribution takes place on a time scale
on the order of 1 ps (Refs. 11 and 12) (measured under
comparable high-density conditions of a semiconductor
optical amplifier within the same material system). The
loss of photons out of the cavity is governed by the pho-
ton lifetime, which is directly related to the reAectivity R
of the mirrors by i. = Ln /[—coin(R)], with L being the
cavity length, eo the vacuum velocity of light, and
n =3.3 the refractive index. For the present mirrors
with R =0.99 and the efFective cavity length I. =1.55
pm we obtain ~ = 1.7 ps.

Clearly, the observed dynamics (Fig. 3) is not directly
related to any of these time constants. In order to model
the experimental evidence we employ a largely simplified
version of the theory described in Ref. 3. We use a two-
band model within the effective-mass approximation. In-
terband Coulomb correlations and band-gap renormaliza-
tion are neglected. The excitation process is modeled by
I „~=5(t)XN(t =0). The following extended coupled
rate equations describe the dynamics of the total carrier
density N, the photon density p of the laser mode, and the
common temperature T of electrons and holes:

dX
~spont ~stim+ ~pump ~at

dp". =+Br".-+r"--r-"
dt

dT=
hest cooldt

with the rate for stimulated emission (SE)
I „; =coin(fico)Xg(fico, N, T)Xp, where fico is the pho-
ton energy of the laser mode. ' The gain coefticient g is
given by

g (fico, N, T}= g&AcoB(fico Eg —) i/fico Eg— —

X(1 f, fh)—
The Fermi-distribution functions f, (k, N, T) and

ft, (k, N, T) [depending on fico via the energetic dispersions
E, I, (k)] of electrons and holes, respectively, are comput-
ed via the chemical potentials using the Fade approxima-
tion' and the well-known effective masses of electrons
m, and holes m& of In Ga& As. The coupling
coefticient of the spontaneous emission into the laser
mode g comprises both a spectral weighting factor and a
geometrical coupling factor. The rates for spontaneous
emission I', ,„,=N /r& and losses of the cavity
I'&„,=p /r~ are assumed to be exponentials.

SE ejects carriers with a below average kinetic energy
from the system. After fast thermalization the carriers
acquire a higher temperature because carrier-carrier
scattering conserves the total energy of the carrier sys-

tern. This heating due to SE in SCSL's has been pointed
out and discussed in detail in Ref. 15 (within the frame-
work of a microscopic theory). Here we follow a much
simpler approach. We assume a constant total energy of
the combined system' of electrons (treated in the degen-
erate limit) and holes (using the Boltzmann approxima-
tion) after the emission process. For infinitely fast
carrier-carrier scattering we derive

r„=+I- —+-T 1 3
N 3 8m

' 2/3 L2fl ~ $/3

2 (fico —Eg)
3 k~X

The emission of phonons, modeled by I „,&= ( T —To )/i. T reduces the average kinetic energy of the
carriers, hence describing the cooling of the carrier tern-
perature T to the lattice temperature To with a time con-
stant ~T.

The photon energy of the laser mode A'co is given by the
condition for constructive interference in the cavity:
colcp X n (fico)L =m it, where m is an integer. The change
of the refractive index hn(fico, N, T), which is computed
via a Kramers-Kronig transformation of the gain spec-
trum, gives rise to an energetic shift of the laser mode.
For small shifts we can perform an expansion and obtain

b, n ( ftcoo }

n(%coo)

Finally, the 5-shaped SCSL emission (with amplitude p) is
convoluted with the spectrum of a 250-fs Gaussian pulse,
allowing for a direct comparison with the experimental
data obtained by up-conversion.

For the modeling we use the parameters ~ =1.7 ps,
TO=300 K, T(t =0)=1000 K, n (A'coo=0. 828 eV) =3.3,
m, =0.041 X mo, mI, =0.377 X mo (mo is the free-
electron mass), and E =0.73 eV. go=3. 81X10 cm
(eV) ~ is chosen such that the absorption coefficient at
0.83-eV photon energy [=—g(A'coo, N =0)=10 cm ']
corresponds directly to the experiment [see Fig. 1(a)].The
only adjustable parameter is ~~ =2 ps, which is chosen to
match the experiment. Note that this choice is slightly
longer than the literature values ( —1 ps) discussed
above. "' This can possibly be attributed to the effect of
hot phonons, ' which additionally delays the cooling of
the carriers. The parameters ~& = 1 ns and g= 10 are
not well known; however, they inAuence the results only
marginally even when varied by an order of magnitude.
The threshold density in the model is N(t =0)
=1.8X10' cm

In Fig. 4 the computed time-resolved emissions for low
(a) [N(t =0)=2.2X 10' cm ] and high (b)
[N(t =0)=6.0X10 cm ] initial carrier densities are
depicted. As in the experiment [compare Figs. 3(a) and
3(b) with Figs. 4(a) and 4(b)] the emission is strongly
chirped for high excitation levels. Even close to thresh-
old the chirp is considerable. The chirp is due to the car-
rier distribution functions changing in time leading to a
redshift of the laser emission via the increasing refractive
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