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Above-Threshold Laser Amplifier
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We have measured gain profiles by light-beating techniques for an argon-ion laser operated above
threshold. The observed behavior is interpreted by developing a theory which incorporates four-wave
mixing of signal and image frequencies. The gain shows the typical characteristics of a second-order
phase transition. We also discuss the implications for fundamental laser noise, and predict strong corre-
lations between the noise contributions from either side of the laser frequency.

pACS numbers: 42.60.—v

There is much current interest in the wide variety of
phenomena that occur when light is injected into a laser.
In appropriate conditions the injected light is amplified,
and we refer to the system as an above-threshold laser
amplifier. We show that study of the amplification
characteristics provides substantial insight into the phys-
ics of the laser, including the nature of its fundamental
noise: It is well known that the noise of a linear amplifier
is intimately related to its gain [ll. Although the theory
of laser noise has been extensively studied using a variety
of theoretical techniques [2], there has, however, been
surprisingly little work on the details of the above-
threshold laser gain process, except in connection with
studies of the injection-locking mechanism [3].

We report here heterodyne measurements of gain
profiles for an argon-ion (Ar+) laser operated as an
above-threshold amplifier over a wide range of pumping
rates. The measurements are made with injected signals
that are sufficiently weak to ensure linearity of their
arnplification and to avoid injection locking or the insta-
bilities that may be induced by stronger signals [4,5].
The data are interpreted in terms of a theory of the laser
perturbed by an injected signal; a major conclusion of the
work is the importance of interference between signal and
image contributions in producing the observed heterodyne
gain. Four-wave mixing of signal and image frequencies
associated with modulation of the population inversion
has been considered before [6], with applications to
squeezed-light generation [7] and semiconductor lasers
[8]. However, the latter show complicated gain charac-
teristics which are difficult to interpret in terms of the
basic physics of the laser. In comparison, the Ar+ laser
has several advantages that facilitate straightforward in-
terpretation of the measurements. Rapid atomic relaxa-
tion rates ensure that the laser conforms to the well-
understood adiabatic approximation. Spatial inhomo-
geneities, or hole-burning eA'ects, are insignificant at
moderate power levels. Furthermore, we use a novel
technique for deriving the injected signal from the laser
output, which eliminates the eff'ects of slow jitter and al-
lows measurements of high accuracy. The results clarify
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FIG. 1. The experimental arrangement.

the underlying physics of the laser gain and noise mecha-
nisms, and they provide clear evidence for the second-
order nature of the laser phase transition at threshold [9].

Figure 1 shows the experimental arrangement, with a
single mode of the double-ended argon-ion laser at 488
nm selected by means of an intracavity etalon. The laser
cavity has a mode spacing of 156.1 MHz, and both mir-
rors have approximately 95% reflectivity. The laser out-
put power can be varied over 2 orders of magnitude by
adjustment of the discharge current. One output beam is
routed through two acousto-optic modulators (AOM),
which respectively produce a fixed shift of —80 MHz and
a variable shift of (80+6/4tr) MHz in the beam frequen-
cy, where 8/4tr can be varied over the range 0 to ~5
MHz. The beam passes again through the modulators
after reflection from a mirror, thus acquiring a total fre-
quency shift 8/2tr before it reenters the laser. The return-
ing beam is attenuated by a factor of at least 10 to satis-
fy the small-signal requirements for linear amplification.
The experiment is equivalent to one where the signal is
produced by an independent source, but with the problem
of jitter significantly reduced. The beams transmitted
through and reflected from the cavity are examined by
detectors 8 and 8, with suitable attenuators to reduce the
incident power level to —1.5 mW. Each detector is thus
exposed to a strong laser field at angular frequency coL,
serving as a local oscillator, plus the weak transmitted or
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reflected beam as modified by the above-threshold
amplifier. The spectral response of the detectors, and the
optical efficiency of the modulators, are uniform over the
range 0-10 MHz.

Figure 2 shows gain profiles for the heterodyne beat
signal in transmission. This gain is defined as the ratio of
the measured beat signal power to that derived for the
same input signal mixed, before reentering the laser, with

an identical strength local oscillator. For each data set
the laser discharge was well stabilized and its output
power measured immediately before the beam splitter in

Fig. 1. The gain was measured as a function of detuning
6/2tr by spectral analysis of the detector output. Identi-
cal profiles were observed for positive and negative 6.
The transmission gain profiles are Lorentzians whose
widely diff'ering bandwidths and peak gains are. shown as
functions of the laser pumping rate in Fig. 3. The profile
narrows dramatically and the peak gain increases rapidly
as threshold is approached from above. At the highest
laser powers the width tends to twice the passive Fabry-
Perot cavity FWHM bandwidth I o and the gain ap-
proaches one-quarter. This behavior conflicts with the
expectation from injection-locking studies [3] of a gain
that always becomes very large at small detuning. The
theory presented below resolves this paradox.

The corresponding gain profiles in reffection have the
form of const~ Lorentzian. The constant is taken to be
unity, appropriate to 100% reflection at large detuning,
thus allowing accurate calibration of absolute gain. A
flat frequency response at the output power P =1.67 mW
and zero gain for 6 0 at a 3 times greater power
P =4.92 mW are particularly noteworthy features.

All of the above observations can be accurately de-

scribed in terms of a theory [9,10] of the single-mode
laser with an injected signal. The laser cavity is assumed
to be symmetric with a mode of frequency col in reso-
nance with the atomic transition. The empty-cavity
bandwidth I o equals 2yt-, where yt-/2 is the internal field

decay rate through each mirror. Then if y& and y~~ are
the atomic dipole and population inversion decay rates, g
is the atom-field coupling, and Dp is the equilibrium pop-
ulation inversion in the absence of any cavity field, the
laser equations in the presence of an injected signal are

a+ (yr +irot )a =gd+ yr'/ p;„,

d+ (y&+irut )d =gaD,

D+ yiiD = yiiDp g(a—*d+ad*) .

(2)

(3)

where 6=co~. —coI is the signal detuning. The collective
atomic transition dipole moment d is represented by a
similar expression, and there are also three contributions
to the population inversion,

D =Do+D~ exp( —i6t)+D~ e'xp(i6t) .
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Here P;„ is the injected signal field of frequency rus. We
solve the laser equations correct to first order in p;„, and it
is necessary to include free-running, signal, and image
contributions to the cavity field e,

a = at exp( —i rut t ) + as exp [ —i (rut +6) t l

+ at exp[ i (ru( —6)t], —
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FIG. 2. Experimental profiles for heterodyne (beat) gain in

transmission, GT, at diAerent laser powers P.

FIG. 3. Above-threshold amplifier gain and bandwidth as
functions of laser pumping rate. &, gain measurement, 0,
bandwidth measurement. Continuous curves below threshold:
theory (Ref. [l 2]). Curves above threshold: theory (this work).
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and image correlations in determining the measured gain,
established in the present work, suggest that strong corre-
lations must exist between the noise contributions from
either side of the laser frequency.

For lasers in which y~~ & y~, for example CO2, where
the more general expression (8) must be used, the calcu-
lated gain shows a symmetrical double-peaked profile.
This behavior is confirmed by observations with a CO2 li-

dar system [14]. The amplifier noise [15] again has a
similar spectral form to that of the gain.

In summary, we have demonstrated the importance of
interference between signal and image contributions in

the gain and noise properties of above-threshold laser

amplifiers, with excellent agreement between experiment
and theory. The technique for frequency shifting and

reinjecting part of the laser output provides a powerful
tool for laser diagnostics and it also has potential practi-
cal application to self-aligning lidar systems [16].
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