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Excitonic Coupling in GaAs/GaAlAs Quantum Wells in an Electric Field

L. Vina, ' R. T. Collins, E. E. Mendez, and W. I. Wang
IBM Thomas J. Watson Research Center, Yorktown Heights, 1Ve~ York 10598

(Received 10 November 1986)

We have observed coupling between excited and ground states of excitons in GaAs quantum wells un-

der an electric field. Low-temperature photoluminescence excitation spectra show peaks corresponding
to excited states of the heavy-hole exciton and to the ground state of the light-hole exciton. With in-

creasing field, the peaks converge and then they show anticrossing and share their oscillator strengths.
As a result of this interaction, fine structure attributed to the 2p state of the heavy-hole exciton is

resol ved.

PACS numbers: 71.35.+z, 71.70.Ej, 73.60.Br, 78.55.Cr

The optical spectra of GaAs/Ga~ „Al„As quantum
wells are dominated by sharp excitonic structure. ' Im-

provement in the quality of the samples allows routine
observation of excitonic transitions between the diferent
subbands in the conduction and valence bands of the
GaAs wells. Parity-allowed as well as parity-forbidden
excitonic transitions are easily observed in absorption
and absorption-related measurements, but the excited
states of excitons are much more elusive. Their presence
in optical spectra of GaAs/Ga~-„Al„As quantum wells

was first reported by Miller et al. , yielding a measure-
ment of the heavy- and light-hole excitonic term value
B~,

—82, [B~, tz, &
represents the two-dimensional exci-

ton ls-ground-state (2s-excited-state) binding energy].
More recently, Dawson et al. have observed well-

resolved excited-state peaks in photoluminescence excita-
tion (PLE) spectra, as well as structure on the high-

energy side of the heavy-hole line in photoluminescence
(PL) spectra. Polarization measurements and compar-
ison with PLE spectra led them to assign this new struc-
ture to the 25 excited state of the heavy-hole exciton,
whose binding energy was in reasonable agreement with

variational calculations.
In this Letter we report the observation of coupling

between excited states of the heavy-hole (h~) and the
ground state of the light-hole (l~) excitons in the PLE
spectra of GaAs/Ga~ —„Al„As quantum wells. As a re-

sult of the coupling, the hydrogenic 2s and 2p states of
h& are resolved for the first time. The energy separation
between the excited states of h

~
(hereafter called h I ",

where x stands for both the s and p state) and l~ was
tuned by application of an external electric field perpen-
dicular to the layers. Because of the larger heavy-hole
eA'ective mass, the heavy-hole excitons are predicted to
show a stronger Stark shift than the light-hole exci-
tons, "' as has been confirmed experimentally. '
When the thickness of the quantum wells is such that
h j~ lies at a slightly higher energy than li, the peaks
converge with increasing electric field, and eventually,
when they become sufficiently close, repel each other,
leading to an anticrossing. Coupling between ground

and excited excitonic states in bulk GaAs was reported
before, ' achieved by application of an external uniaxial
stress. In contrast, we realized the interaction in a quan-
tum well by a moderate electric field without significant-

ly altering the bond structure. Until now, this field eA'ect

had been limited to atomic physics, where Stark maps of
Rydberg atoms show strong repulsions between closely
lying levels. ' Our observation of separate 2s and 2p
states, similar to the fine structure of the hydrogen atom,
should stimulate theoretical eAort for a better under-
standing of the excitonic spectra in solid-state systems.

The sample used in our experiments was a p-i-n het-
erostructure grown by molecular beam epitaxy. A n+-
GaAs buAer layer, followed by 800-A GapssAlp35As,
was deposited on a Si-doped GaAs (100) substrate. A
series of five GaAs quantum wells (160 A), with 250-A-
thick Gap 65Alp 35As barriers, were capped by 800-A
Ga065A1035As and 1.5-pm p+-GaAs. The region be-
tween the n+- and p+-GaAs was nominally undoped,
except the first 400 A of the Gap 65Alp 35As adjacent to
the buA'er layer, which were slightly Si doped. The elec-
tric field, perpendicular to the layers, was applied by
biasing of the structure between the p+- and n+-GaAs
regions. The magnitude of the electric field, estimated
from growth parameters and from the bias corresponding
to flat-band condition ( —1.7-1.75 V), is believed to be
accurate to about 10%. Excitation spectra were recorded
at 4.8 K with a resolution of 0.2 meV. An LD700 dye,
pumped by a Kr+-ion laser, was used to excite the sam-
ple with power densities below 0.5 W/cm .

I=igure 1 shows a low-field PLE spectrum covering the
spectral region from the ground to the excited states of
the light-hole exciton. Also depicted is the heavy-hole
PL, which shows a rising background from the p +-GaAs
PL on its low-energy side, and does not have any observ-
able Stokes shift relative to the PLE. The low electric
field has already shifted all the structures by —0. 1 meV
with respect to the Hat-band condition. The peak labeled
hi2, is associated with the n =2 heavy-hole and N =1
conduction subbands. ' We assign the shaded structures
to the excited states of the heavy-hole and light-hole ex-

832 1987 The American Physical Society



VOLUME 58, NUMBER 8 PHYSICAL REVIEW LETTERS 23 FEBRUARY 1987

ENERGY (eV)
1.545 1.540 1.535 1.530 1.540 1.556

1.540
I

1.532
I

ENERGY (eV)
1.558

I

T=4.8K

1.50

1.
U

1.55

V)
K
IJJI—
K

8000 8040 8080
WAVELENGTH (A)

8120

I—
V)

LLJI— SV

33V

I I I I

8054 8060 8066
WAVELENGTH (A)

T=4.8K

1601 QW

FIG. 1. Low-temperature excitation spectrum oof a 160-A
quantum well at 7. 1 kV/cm. h~ and l~ denote the ground
states of the heavy and light excitons, respectively. The shaded
structures, I, an correspond to excited states of the
heavy- and light-hole excitons, respectively. h iz, is an exciton
related to the n= 1 conduction and n=2 heavy-hole valence
band. Also shown is the photolurninescence (PL) spectrum of
the heavy-hole exciton. The arrow indicates the setting of the
spectrometer for the excitation spectrum.

citons, h and I, respectively. The assignment is
based on a comparison with previous data, and on the
agreement between the excitonic term values 8,"—BJ," ' with calculated ones. (For the thickness
of our sample, the theories also predict a small splitting,
0.4 meV, between the 2s and the 2p states. ) Experi-7,9

mentally we obtain term values of 8.2 ~0.2 meV and
8.0+ 0.2 meV for the heavy- and light-hole excitons, re-
spectively. Extrapolation of the data from Ref. 6 to 160
4 yields a value for the heavy-hole exciton between 7
and 8 meV, while theoretical calculations obtain lower
limits of —6.5 and -7.5 meV for the heavy- and light-
hole excitons, respectively. The ratios of the oscillator
strengths of the excited to the ground states of the

1heavy- and light-hole excitons have an experimenta
value of 0.07, in reasonable agreement with the theoreti-
cal value of 0.11. '

The peaks in the spectrum of Fig. 1 are extreme y1

sharp, with a full width at half maximum (FWHM) of
0.5 meV, which is comparable to the 0.4-meV thermal
broadening. This indicates the exceptional quality of the
sample, which enabled us to resolve all the structures in
the spectrum as clearly defined peaks. In other samples,
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FIG. 2. Excitation spectra for several biases, ranging from
flat band (1.75 V) to 22.8 kV/cm (0.95 V), in the spectral
range of the ground light-hole exciton (l~) and the excited
states of the heavy-hole exciton (h&t~ '). Inset: Spectra corre-
sponding to the excited states for different voltages where fine
structure is resolved. The dashed lines are a visual aid to help
in following the structures.

with well thicknesses ranging from 100 to 250 A, which
also showed relatively sharp h~ and l~ peaks (FWHM
=1.2 meV), the excited states of heavy and light excitons

dcould only be seen as shoulders similar to those reporte
previously.

In the following we will focus on the spectral range
covering the l I and h I excitons. PLE spectra for
diflerent bias are shown in Fig. 2. At flat band (1.75 V)
h lies 1.5 meV higher than II, and the ratio of their

cillator strengths is —0.25. As the electric field is in-osci a or
(2x)creased, i.e. , the voltage decreased, h I
" moves closer to

l'I and the intensities of the two structures become com-
parable (see, for example, the spectrum at 1.33 V, which
corresponds to —12 kV/cm). This fact demonstrates the

1coupling between the two excitons, as they increasing y
share their oscillator strengths when they become ener-
getically closer. For even higher electric fields the exci-
tons separate; h& moves to the low-energy side of I&
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(reversing the original order) and its strength decreases
steadily. Eventually, the structure becomes a shoulder,
partially because of electric-field —induced broadening.

In the intermediate-field range a repulsion between
h~ and l~ becomes noticeable, as seen more clearly in

Fig. 3, where their energies are plotted as a function of
the electric field. The dashed and dotted lines depict cal-
culations, described elsewhere, ' of the Stark shifts of
uncoupled heavy- and light-hole excitons, respectively.
A 60%-40% distribution was chosen for the conduc-
tion-valence-band discontinuity and standard eflective-
mass values were used. ' The theoretical results for the
ground state of the heavy-hole exciton have been shifted
to higher energies by the excitonic term value, B~, —B2„
to match the experimental value of h~ at flat band. In
doing this, small changes of the binding energies of the
excitons with increasing electric field ' have been
neglected. As seen in Fig. 3, the agreement between
theory and experiment is very good, except in the region
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FIG. 3. Energy thresholds of the ground state of the light-
hole exciton (I&, open circles) and excited states of the heavy-
hole exciton (h~t2"~, triangles) as functions of electric field
strength. The data are shown as solid circles in the region of
strong coupling. The lines correspond to calculations of Stark
shifts with use of the eN'ective-mass approximation and neglect
of changes in binding energies and coupling among excitons.
Inset: The integrated intensity of the hI " structure normal-
ized to that of l I as a function of electric field. Error bars show
the uncertainties in field and intensities.

around 15 kV/cm, where the coupling, which is not in-

cluded in the theory, occurs.
For fields larger than —20 kV/cm the two peaks

diverge, an inversion in their energetic position has taken
place, and they again follow the theoretical results. The
inset in Fig. 3 shows the integrated intensity of h ~

" nor-
malized to that of I ~ as a function of the electric field. A
clear increase is observed up to —12 kV/cm as a result
of the interaction with the light-hole exciton. At this
field, which is close to the predicted crossing under
neglect of interaction between the excitons, the coupling
reaches its maximum. The subsequent decrease in the
normalized intensity shows a strong correlation with the
increasing energy separation between the excitonic struc-
tures. The minimum separation between l~ and h~

amounts to 0.7 ~ 0.2 meV. This value is larger than 0.3
meV, which was found in uniaxial stress experiments in

bulk GaAs and attributed to exchange interaction be-
tween the ground state of the light-hole and excited
states of the heavy-hole excitons. ' lf the eAect of the
external electric field can be viewed mainly as a change
of the subband energies, which is not unreasonable con-
sidering the small eAect of the field on exciton binding
energies, ' our data indicate an enhancement of the in-

teraction, by a factor of 2, in quantum wells relative to
the bulk.

In the discussion given above we have labeled the ex-
cited states of the heavy-hole exciton as h

&
. Actually,

a closer examination of this peak reveals additional fine
structure. The inset in Fig. 2 shows spectra of h ~

from flat band up to -9.1 kV/cm (1.43 V). With in-

creasing field a shoulder appears on the low-energy side
of the structure. This shoulder becomes comparable in

amplitude to the original peak at 1.55 V and is the dom-
inant feature at higher fields. The energy separation be-
tween these two structures amounts to -0.45 meV, and
it is field independent. Because of the close agreement of
this value with the predicted difl'erence (0.4 meV) be-
tween the 2s and 2p states of excitons in a 160-A quan-
tum well, we tentatively assign the high- (low-) energy
counterpart of the doublet to the 2s (2p) excited state of
the h~ exciton [ht ' (hI )].

In a quantum well, the confinement reduces the sym-
metry of the GaAs layers from the Td to the D2d group,
lifting the degeneracy of the h~

' and h~ ~ excitons.
Their relative oscillator strengths cannot be predicted
from symmetry arguments, and calculations of the
strengths are not available. On the basis of our assign-
ment, the data at flat band indicate that the strength of
h& ~ is —0.25 of that of the 2s exciton. Group-theory
considerations show that both excited states, h~

' and
h ~, can couple with the ground state of the l~ exciton.
The data indicate that, as a result of the increasing elec-
tric field and the increasing coupling with I~, h& ~ grows
in strength and finally overwhelms h& . This enhance-
ment may be due to a smaller h

&

~ -I
&

separation relative
to A

&
-l ], but a diAerence in the strengths of the cou-
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plings cannot be ruled out. Observations of forbidden
transitions (e.g. , ht2) in the presence of an electric field
have been reported in the literature, ' and the efrects of
band mixing on the optical properties of quantum wells

have been studied theoretically. ' The present situation
is difterent from that of hi~, since the enhancement of
hi is due to excitonic coupling instead of breaking of
the inversion symmetry in the well. The theoretical
treatment is also more complicated in our case, because
it involves the whole excitonic problem including excited
states and coupling among them, as well as with the
ground state of a difierent exciton (l t). A comparison of
our data with calculations that include coupling should

help to clarify the mechanism and the strength of the in-

teraction.
In conclusion, we have observed coupling between ex-

cited states of the heavy-hole and the ground state of the
light-hole excitons in GaAs/Gat Al„As quantum wells

in the presence of an external electric field. An an-
ticrossing behavior as well as a sharing of oscillator
strength for fields of the order of 10 kV/cm has been
shown. Fine structure in the excited states of the heavy-
hole exciton has been resolved, and the two components
of the structure are assigned to the 2s and 2p states of
the hi exciton. The results reported here demonstrate
that optical spectroscopy in solid-state quantum systems
can approach systems can approach the level of resolu-
tion found in atomic physics.
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