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1.1
Introduction

Since its invention and demonstration in 1960, several types of laser have been
developed, such as solid-state, semiconductor, gas, excimer, and dye lasers [1]. Today,
lasers are used in a wide range of important applications, particularly in optical fiber
communication, optical digital recording (CD, DVD, and Blu-ray), laser materials
processing, biology and medicine, spectroscopy, imaging, entertainment, and many
others. A number of properties enable the application of lasers in these diverse areas,
each application requiring a particular combination of these properties. Some of the
most important laser properties are laser emission wavelength; output optical power;
method of laser excitation, whether by optical pumping or electrical current injection;
laser power consumption and efficiency; high-speed modulation or short pulse
generation ability; wavelength tunability; output beam quality; device size; and so
on. Thus, optical fiber communication [2], a major application that enables modern
Internet, commonly requires lasers with emission wavelengths in the 1.55mm low-
loss band of glass fibers and with single-transverse mode output beams for coupling
into single-mode optical fibers. Typically, a given laser type excels in some of these
properties, while exhibiting shortcomings in others. For example, by using different
material compositions and structures, the most widely used semiconductor diode
laser [3–12] can cover a wide range of wavelengths from the ultraviolet (UV) to the
mid-IR, can be advantageously driven by diode current injection, and is very compact
and efficient. However, the good beam quality, that is, single-transverse mode near-
circular beam operation, can be typically achieved in semiconductor lasers only for
output powers below 1W. Much higher power levels are achievable from semicon-
ductor lasers only with large aspect ratio highly multimoded poor quality optical
beams. On the other hand, the solid-state lasers [13, 14], including fiber lasers [15],
can emit hundreds of watts of output power with excellent beam quality, however,
their emission wavelengths are restricted to discrete values of electronic transitions
in ions, such as the classic 1064 nm wavelength of the Nd:YAG laser, making them

Semiconductor Disk Lasers. Physics and Technology. Edited by Oleg G. Okhotnikov
Copyright � 2010 WILEY-VCH Verlag GmbH & Co. KGaA, Weinheim
ISBN: 978-3-527-40933-4

j1



inapplicable for applications requiring specific inaccessible wavelengths. For exam-
ple, the 488 nm excitation wavelength required for many fluorescent labels in
biomedical applications [16], such as the green fluorescent protein (GFP), is not
accessible by direct solid-state laser transitions. Therefore, the 488 nm wavelength
biomedical applications have required in the past the use of large and inefficient
Ar gas lasers, which serendipitously have the required emission wavelength. This
explains the large variety of laser types used today, where one or another type fits a
given application with its beneficial properties, while carrying the baggage of its
undesirable properties.

It is therefore useful and important to develop a laser that exhibits simultaneously
the application required and desired laser properties, such as emission wavelength,
optical power, beam quality, efficiency, compact size, and so on. Vertical-external-
cavity surface-emitting laser (VECSEL) [17–24], also called optically pumped semi-
conductor laser (OPSL) or semiconductor disk laser (SDL), is a relatively new laser
family that uniquely combines many of these desirable laser properties simulta-
neously, and because of this, it is becoming the laser of choice for awide range of laser
applications. This chapter describes VECSEL lasers and their history; discusses how
they aremade and characterized; explains how VECSEL structure enables their basic
properties; and indicates key applications enabled by this unique combination of
properties. Other chapters in this book address in more detail the various aspects
and applications of this remarkable new class of lasers.

1.2
What Are VECSEL Semiconductor Lasers

1.2.1
History of VECSELs: Semiconductor Lasers, Optical Pumping, and External Cavity

Vertical-external-cavity surface-emitting lasers were developed in the mid-1990s
[17, 18] to overcome a key problem with conventional semiconductor lasers: how to
generate watt-level and higher optical powers with fundamental transverse mode
circular optical beam quality. The versatile semiconductor diode lasers are very
widely used because of their numerous advantageous properties, such as size,
efficiency, electrical current laser excitation and modulation, and wide wavelength
coverage. Using GaN, GaAs, InP, and GaSb semiconductor material systems,
for example, these lasers can access 0.4, 0.8, 1.5, and 2.0 mm emission wavelength
regions. However, obtaining lasers with both high optical power and good
beam quality simultaneously has always been a difficult task, although it is key
for many important scientific and commercial laser applications. Such combina-
tion is required, for example, for efficient nonlinear optical second harmonic
generation [14, 25].

The conventional semiconductor lasers have two major configurations: edge-
emitting [3–6] and surface-emitting lasers [9–11] (see Figure 1.1). The edge-emitting
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lasers use a waveguide to confine light to the plane of the semiconductor chip and
emit light from the edge of the chip (Figure 1.1a). Output beam cross section is
typically about one by several microns, with the wider dimension in the plane of the
chip. Such small waveguide dimensions are required for single-transverse mode
operation, but result in the asymmetric and strong angular divergence of the laser
beam. Laser output power is typically limited by the required excess heat dissipation
from the chip active region or catastrophic optical damage at the semiconductor
surface [9, 12]. Scaling up laser output power requires wider waveguides with larger
area beams: this improves heat dissipation by reducing active stripe thermal
impedance and avoids catastrophic optical damage by decreasing beam optical
intensity. In this way, up to several hundred milliwatts of output power is achievable
in a single-transverse mode waveguide configuration [9, 12]. For still wider wave-
guides, of the order of a 100 mm, single-stripe edge-emitting lasers can emit tens of
watts of output power, but the waveguide is then highly multimoded in the plane of
the chip, and output beam is very elongated with a very large, 100: 1, aspect ratio.
Multiple stripe semiconductor laser bars can emit hundreds of watts, but againwith a
highly multimoded output beam [9, 12].

In contrast, vertical-cavity surface-emitting lasers [10, 11] have laser cavity axis and
emit light perpendicular to the plane of the laser chip (Figure 1.1b). Such lasers can
emit circular fundamental transverse mode beam with powers up to several milli-
watts and beam diameter of several microns. With circular cross section and larger
beam size, the laser output beam is also symmetrical and has much smaller
divergence than for edge-emitting lasers. Again, the required heat dissipation limits
the output power and the scaling to higher powers demands larger active areas. But
for output beam diameters greater than about 10 mm, laser output beam quickly
becomesmultimoded, anduniform current injection over such large areas is difficult
with edge injection through transparent contact layers. Arrays of semiconductor
lasers have been a typical path to high output power [12, 25]. In short, surface-
emitting lasers have good fundamental mode circular beams, but at powers of
only a few milliwatts, while edge-emitting lasers can emit up to several hundred
milliwatts but with elliptical beam profile. For still higher powers, both laser types

Figure 1.1 (a) Semiconductor edge-emitting laser. (b) Semiconductor vertical-cavity surface-
emitting laser (VCSEL).
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emit highly transverse multimoded output beams. In short, high power and good
beam quality cannot be achieved simultaneously with conventional edge- or surface-
emitting semiconductor lasers.

Two things become clear from the above description of semiconductor lasers.
First, scaling up optical power to watt and higher levels with circular output beams
requires beam diameters of tens and possibly hundreds of microns, which can be
satisfied only by surface-emitting laser geometry. Second, good beam quality with
fundamental transverse mode operation requires strong transverse mode control
of the laser cavity. Such transverse mode control can be provided by optical cavity
elements external to the laser chip, which assure that fundamental transverse mode
of the laser cavity, the desired operating laser mode, has diameter approximately
equal to the gain region diameter. In this way we arrive to the concept of vertical-
external-cavity surface-emitting laser.

When the beamdiameter of a surface-emitting laser becomes tens ofmicrons large
and the laser cavity is extended by an external optical element, the issue of laser
excitation acquires additional importance. Injecting carriers uniformly across a wide
area is difficult in the traditional diode current injection [10]; this requires a thick
doped semiconductor current spreading layer. Such a doped layer has strong free
carrier absorption inside the extended laser cavity, which can degrade laser threshold
and efficiency. One possible solution to this problem is the use of optical pumping,
which can inject excitation carriers uniformly across a wide area without using
intracavity lossy doped regions. Simple and efficient semiconductor diode pump
lasers with multimode beams and very high powers have been developed and are
available for pumping solid-state and fiber lasers. VECSEL lasers have been made
with both types of excitation, optical pumping and diode current injection.
To emphasize their distinction from the common semiconductor diode lasers that
use electrical pumping, optically pumped VECSELs are frequently referred to as
OPSLs or optically pumped semiconductor lasers.

External optical cavity elements had been used previously with semiconductor
lasers. For edge-emitting lasers, external reflectors provide a longer laser cavity for
pulse repetition rate control in mode locking [27] and for inserting intracavity optical
elements, such as spectral-filtering gratings [27]. There had also been attempts to
stabilize transverse modes of surface-emitting lasers using external spherical
mirrors [28].

Optical pumping of semiconductor lasers has a long history, where optical
pumping had been used not only for characterization of novel semiconductor laser
structures but also for generation of higher output powers or for short pulse
generation. As early as in 1973, pulsed operation was demonstrated with optically
pumped edge-emitting GaAs semiconductor lasers [29]. Later, surface-emitting thin-
film InGaAsP lasers [30] were used to generate gain-switched picosecond pulses in
the 0.83–1.59 mm wavelength range using dye laser pumping. Using an external
optical cavity for pulse repetition rate and transversemode control, optically pumped
mode locking was demonstrated with a CdS platelet laser [31]. High peak power was
observed in an external-cavity GaAs platelet laser pumped by a Ti:sapphire laser [32].
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Using diode laser pumping, low-power 10mW CW operation was demonstrated
with GaAs VCSEL lasers [33]; in external cavity, however, such lasers emitted only
20 mW [34]. A diode-laser-pumped surface-emitting optical amplifier was demon-
strated at 1.5mmusing InGaAs–InGaAlAsmultiquantumwell structures [35]. Using
77K low temperature operation and a Nd:YAG pump laser, 190mW continuous
output power was obtained from an external-cavity InGaAs–InP surface emitting
laser [36]. In a similar configuration, an external-cavity GaAs VCSEL laser at 77 K has
demonstrated CW output power of 700mW using a 1.8W krypton–ion pump
laser [37]. To obtain high power from a diode-laser-pumped semiconductor laser,
specially designed edge-emitting InGaAs–GaAs laser structures were used to gen-
erate as much as 4W average power [38, 39], however the beams were strongly
elongated with aspect ratios between 10 and 50 to 1. These works had demonstrated
the potential capabilities of the optically pumped semiconductor lasers; however, the
goal of a high-power compact and efficient diode-pumped room-temperature laser
with circular diffraction-limited beam profile had remained elusive prior to OPS-
VECSEL demonstration in 1997 [17]. What enabled the appearance of the modern
VECSEL lasers is the availability of sophisticated custom-designed multilayered
bandgap-engineered semiconductor structures, modern high-power multimode
semiconductor pump lasers, and thermal designs for efficient heat dissipation from
the active semiconductor chip.

Figure 1.2 shows basic configuration of an optically pumpedVECSEL. A thin active
semiconductor chip, containing gain region and multilayer high-reflectivity mirror,
is placed on a heat sink and is excited by an incident optical pump beam. Laser cavity
consists of the on-chip mirror and an external spherical mirror, which defines the
laser transverse mode and also serves as the output coupler. Typical laser beam
diameters on the gain chip range between 50 and 500 mm; VECSELs have beenmade

Figure 1.2 Optically pumped semiconductor vertical-external-cavity surface-emitting laser
(VECSEL).
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with output powers ranging from 20mW to 20W and higher. Optically pumped
VECSEL can be thought of as a brightness or mode converter, converting a high-
power low-qualitymultimode pump beamwith poor spatial and spectral brightness
into a high-power high-quality fundamental transverse mode laser output beam
with the desired spatial and spectral properties. In this way an optically pumped
VECSEL is similar to solid-state and fiber lasers [13–15], which similarly act as
brightness or mode converters. Indeed, an optically pumped VECSEL can be
thought of as a solid-state laser, where the gain medium, instead of the traditional
active ions in a transparent hostmaterial, uses bandgap-engineered semiconductor
structures to achieve the desired laser absorption and emission properties. Just as
evolution of semiconductor lasers to high power and good beam operation has
arrived at the VECSEL laser configuration, diode pumped solid-state DPSS lasers
have arrived at the very similar solid-state disk laser configuration [40, 41], which
has demonstrated kilowatt-level output powers. In such a solid-state disk laser, with
a geometry similar to that in Figure 1.2, a thin solid-state gain medium, such as a
Yb:YAG crystal, with a thin-filmhigh-reflectivitymirror coating is placed directly on
a heat sinkwith external sphericalmirror stabilizing the cavity transversemode and
diode optical pumping providing laser excitation. An important benefit of using
semiconductors, in contrast to other solid-state gain media, is that the on-chip
multilayermirror can bemade of alternating different composition semiconductor
layers and can be grown in the same epitaxial growth step as the gain region itself.
Externally deposited mirror on the semiconductor laser chip can also be used.
Because of their similarity to the solid-state disk lasers, VECSELs have also been
referred to as semiconductor disk lasers or SDLs. Optically pumpedVECSELs form
a hybrid between traditional semiconductor and solid-state lasers, hence the
interest in these lasers has come from both of these laser communities. For
high-power good beam quality operation with wavelength versatility, such optically
pumped VECSEL lasers have many significant advantages compared to both the
traditional semiconductor diode lasers and the traditional solid-state lasers, in-
cluding disk lasers.

1.2.2
Basic Principles of Operation: VECSEL Structure and Function

Basic operating principles of VECSEL lasers are illustrated in Figure 1.3. The key
element of the laser is the semiconductor chip, which contains both a multilayer
laser mirror and a gain region; Figure 1.3 shows the conduction and valence band
energy levels across the semiconductor layers and explains the functions of the
various layers. For optically pumped operation, incident pumpphotons with higher
photon energy are absorbed in separate pump-absorbing layers that also serve as
the quantumwell barriers. The excited carriers, electrons and holes, then diffuse to
the smaller bandgap quantum wells that provide gain to the optical wave, emitting
lasing photons with lower photon energy. These separate pump absorption and
quantum well laser emission layers allow independent optimization of the pump
absorption and laser gain properties. For optically pumped VECSEL operation,
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semiconductor layers are typically undoped, thus significantly simplifying
semiconductor wafer growth and eliminating free carrier absorption of the doped
regions. For electrically pumped operation, p- and n-doped regions are used to form
a p–n junction for diode current carrier injection, but this also results in optical
losses inside the laser cavity. A higher bandgap surface barrier window layer on the
chip prevents carriers from diffusing to the semiconductor–air interface, where
they could recombine nonradiatively and thus deplete laser gain. Optical wave of
the laser mode back-reflecting from the on-chip laser cavity mirror sets up an
intracavity standing wave inside the chip. Quantum wells have to be placed near
the antinodes of this standing wave in order to provide efficient gain to the laser.
This is the so-called resonant periodic gain (RPG) arrangement [42]; one or
more closely spaced wells can be placed near a given standing wave antinode.
Typically, gain region thickness covers several periods of this laser mode standing
wave.

Incident pump photons have higher energy than the emitted laser photons, the
difference of the two photon energies is the quantum defect. This quantum defect is
one of themajor contributors to the overall laser operating efficiency; this pump–laser
photon energy difference, together with contributions from other lasing inefficien-
cies, has to be dissipated as heat from the device active region. Heat dissipation from
the VECSEL active semiconductor chip is provided by heat spreaders connected to
heat sinks: either a soldered heat spreader below themirror structure or a transparent
heat spreader above the surface window of the chip, or possibly both (Chapter 2).

Figure 1.3 Operating principles of optically pumped VECSELs.
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Good heat dissipation and heat sinking are critical for high-power operation of all
semiconductor lasers.Without these, temperature of the active regionwould rise and
excited carriers would escape thermally from the quantum wells into the barrier
region, thus depleting laser gain and turning the laser off in a thermal rollover
process. Such thermal rollover is typically the dominant mechanism that limits
output power in VECSEL lasers [43]. Smaller quantum defect produces less excess
heat, but typically also implies smaller energy difference, or confinement energy,
between electron and hole states in the wells and the barriers, making it easier for
electrons to escape thermally from the wells into the barriers, and thusmaking lasers
more sensitive to the temperature rise. Optimization of the quantum defect and
electron confinement energy is required for high-power room temperature device
operation.

Optical absorption in semiconductors is very strong for pump photon energies
above the bandgap, of the order of 104 cm�1¼ 1 mm�1. This means that �63% of
pump light is absorbed on a single pass through 1 mm thick semiconductor
absorbing layer, 86% is absorbed in 2 mm. In most cases, single-pass pump
absorption is sufficient; a pump-reflecting mirror can be included on the chip if
double-pass absorption is desired. A very simple pump-focusing optics can be used,
since multimode pump light does not have a chance to diverge in a few microns
before it is absorbed; no depth of focus is required for pump optics and high
brightness is not required of the multimode pump sources. Compare this with
�7 cm�1 absorption in Yb:YAG, a typical active medium in solid-state disk lasers.
Such a thousand times weaker absorption requires a much thicker absorbing
region, 100–300 mm, and, in addition, multiple pump beam passes for efficient
pump absorption, with correspondingly complex pump optics to handle divergent
multimode pump beams on multiple absorption passes [40, 41]. In an attempt to
reduce quantum defect and improve efficiency in VECSEL lasers, in-well, rather
than barrier, optical pumping has also been used for these devices [44–48]. Another
important advantage of optically pumped semiconductor gain medium is its
spectrally broad absorption and hence tolerance of broad pump wavelength
variation. Essentially, any pump wavelength is useful that is shorter than the
absorber region bandgap wavelength. Therefore, tight wavelength selection and
temperature control of pumpdiode lasers are not required, unlike the case for solid-
state and fiber lasers. Diode laser pumping of VECSELs also offers fast direct
VECSEL modulation capability via pump laser current modulation, since VECSEL
semiconductor gain medium has short, sub-nanosecond, carrier lifetimes, as
compared with microseconds to milliseconds lifetimes of typical solid-state gain
media.

Since laser optical axis is perpendicular to the surface of the gain chip and
quantum well gain layers are very thin, the single-pass optical gain is at most only a
few percent. This means that external output coupling mirror transmission should
also be of the order of a few percent and the on-chip mirror reflectivity should be as
high as possible, say greater than 99.9%. Intracavity losses should also be kept very
low, less than a percent, in order to maintain efficient laser operation.
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1.2.3
Basic Properties of VECSEL Lasers: Power Scaling, Beam Quality, and Intracavity
Optical Elements

Basic configuration of VECSEL lasers enables their many key advantageous prop-
erties, such as power scaling, beam quality, and laser functional versatility; in this
section, we describe these connections between VECSEL laser structure and device
functionality.

1.2.3.1 Power Scaling
One of the key important properties of VECSEL lasers is their output power
scalability: efficient research and commercial optically pumped devices have been
demonstrated with power levels between 10mW and 60W, a range of almost four
orders of magnitude, while maintaining good beam quality. Such efficient power
scalability is enabled by the laser mode and pump spot-size scalability on the
VECSEL semiconductor laser chip. Since output power of semiconductor lasers is
typically limited by heat dissipation and optical intensity-induced damage, increas-
ing beam diameter in a VECSEL helps on both accounts, distributing heat and
optical power over larger beam area. For well-designed heat sinking with thin
semiconductor chips, heat flow from the laser active region into heat sink is
essentially one-dimensional. Therefore, increasing beam area is essentially equiv-
alent to operatingmultiple lasing elements in parallel, without changing thermal or
optical intensity regime of the individual lasing elements. In this scenario, both
output laser power and pump power scale linearly with the active area. VECSELs
have been operated with on-chip beam diameters between 30 and 900 mm, which
scale the beam area and potentially output power by a factor of 900. For such power
scaling, the same semiconductor wafer and chip structure can be used, adjusting
only the laser cavity optics and pump laser arrangement. Optical pumping
allows simple uniform excitation of such widely scalable mode areas. In contrast,
with electrical pumping, uniform carrier injection over hundreds of microns wide
area is extremely difficult, typically leaving a weakly pumped region in the center of
the active area and making power scaling of electrically pumped devices very
challenging. Direct optical coupling of pump diode chips into the VECSEL chip
is possible with relatively simple pump lens arrangements; alternatively, multi-
mode fiber-coupled pump diode sources can also be used. If pump power available
from a single pump diode is limited, multiple pump diodes can be used with
multiple pump beams incident on a single VECSEL chip from different angles.
When heat dissipation from a single semiconductor chip becomes the limiting
factor, further scaling of optical power is possible by arranging multiple semicon-
ductor gain chips within a single VECSEL laser cavity and reflecting the laser beam
sequentially from these reflecting vertical amplifier chips [22, 49–52]. All of
these factors combined make it possible to scale optically pumped VECSEL
power by the demonstrated four orders of magnitude, and potentially more in
the future.
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1.2.3.2 Beam Quality
Another critically important property of VECSEL lasers is their beam quality:
VECSELs operate with a circular beam, fundamental transverse TEM00 mode, and
essentially diffraction-limited low beam divergence with M2� 1.0–1.3. Here, beam
spatial quality parameter M2 [9] indicates how much faster a laser beam diverges
angularly in the two transverse directions as comparedwith a single-transversemode
diffraction-limited beam, which has M2¼ 1. Several factors contribute to this beam
quality in VECSELs.Most important, VECSEL laser external-cavity optics defines and
stabilizes the circular fundamental laser transverse mode; such optical elements and
their stabilization effect are not available with the more conventional edge-
and surface-emitting semiconductor lasers. Using pump and laser cavity optics,
VECSELs have independent control allowingmatching of the pump spot size and the
laser fundamental transverse mode size. If the pump spot is too small, compared to
the fundamental mode size, laser threshold will be high because of the lossy
unpumped regions encountered by the laser mode. If the pump spot is too large,
higher order transverse laser modes with a larger transverse extent will be excited,
causing multimode laser operation and thus degraded beam quality. Optimally
adjusted pump spot size gives preferentially higher gain to the fundamental laser
mode, while giving excess loss from the unpumped regions to the spatially wider
higher order transverse modes; this stabilizes the fundamental transverse mode
operation. Large VECSEL laser beam and pump spot sizes on the chip, tens to
hundreds of microns, as compared with just a few microns for edge-emitting
semiconductor lasers, contribute to the ease of alignment and thus to themechanical
stability of the VECSEL laser cavity, and thus also to the stability of its fundamental
transverse mode operation. Such a large VECSEL beam diameter also conveniently
has very low divergence angles, as compared with extremely fast divergence of
micron-sized beams of the edge-emitting, and even surface-emitting, lasers.

The second important factor contributing to spatial beam quality and stability of
VECSEL lasers is the negligible thermal lensing in the thin, 2–8 mm, VECSEL
semiconductor chip [22] when proper heat spreading/heat sinking is used. Thermal
lensing and other beam phase profile distortions are caused by thermally induced
refractive index gradients in the laser gainmaterial. InVECSELs, thin semiconductor
active region with good heat sinking implies that optical path length thermal
distortions and hence beam profile changes and distortions are negligible. In
contrast, such thermal lensing is much stronger in solid-state lasers that require
much longer, hundreds of microns, gain path length. As a result, thermal lensing
typically forces optimal solid-state laser operation only within a narrow range of
pump and output powers where the thermal gradients and the resulting thermal
intracavity lens produce laser mode size consistent with the pumping profile.
VECSEL semiconductor lasers operate efficiently and with excellent beam quality
across a wide range of operating power regimes from near to high above threshold.
There is some trade-off between output power and beam quality in VECSELs: a
multimode laser beam can better overlap the pump spot and thus produce somewhat
higher output power. Thus, when a few transverse modes can be tolerated with a
somewhat degraded M2� 3–4 beam parameter, VECSELs have been operated in
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such regime with higher efficiency and higher output power than for single-
transverse mode regime [22].

1.2.3.3 Laser Functional Versatility Through Intracavity Optical Elements
The external optical cavity of semiconductor VECSELs, which controls the laser
transverse modes, can be viewed as mechanically cumbersome, making these lasers
more complex and requiring assembly and alignment as compared with the simple
integrated edge-emitting and surface-emitting semiconductor lasers. On the other
hand, such an external cavity gives tremendous versatility to VECSEL device
configurations and functions. Flexible VECSEL laser cavities, such as linear two-
mirror cavity, three-mirror V-shaped cavity, and four-mirror Z-shaped cavity
[18, 20, 49–54], allow flexible insertion of intracavity optical elements. Such in-
tracavity functional elements are very difficult or impossible to use with integrated
semiconductor devices. We have already discussed one example of such extended
cavity versatility – inserting multiple gain elements in the cavity in series for power
scaling of VECSELs.

One important option allowed by the external cavity is the insertion of intracavity
spectralfilters, suchasetalons [55,56],Brewster�s anglebirefringentfilters [54,57,58],
volume gratings (Chapter 7) [59], or high-reflectivity gratings [60], to control longi-
tudinal spectral modes of the laser and possibly to select a single longitudinal lasing
mode. Tuning a birefringent filter by rotation then achieves tunable VECSEL
operation; greater than 20 nm tuning range withmultiwatt output was demonstrated
with this approach [61].

VECSEL external cavity also allows the insertion of intracavity saturable absorber
elements to achieve laser passive mode locking with picosecond and subpicosecond
pulse generation (Chapter 6) [20]. In this case, the length of the external cavity also
allows control of the pulse repetition rates, with rates as high as 50GHz demon-
strated with short cavities [62]. External cavity optics also allows different beam spot
sizes on the gain and absorber elements, which controls optical intensity of the beam
spots and is typically required to achieve mode locking [20, 63, 64].

The open cavity of VECSELs allows placement of transparent intracavity heat
spreaders in direct contact with the laser gain element without thermally resistive
laser mirrors in the path of heat dissipation (Chapter 2) [53, 65–68]. Since thermal
management is critical for high-power VECSEL operation, the possibility of using
such heat spreaders tremendously broadens laser design options with chip gain,
mirror, and substrate materials that do not allow effective heat removal through the
on-chip mirror. Another option for VECSELs allowed by the external cavity is the
microchip laser regime [69–72]. Here, an imperfectly heat-sunk semiconductor
VECSEL chip produces an intracavity thermal lens that stabilizes laser transverse
modes in a short external plane–plane laser cavity.

Low intracavity loss of VECSELs, combinedwith their wide gain bandwidth, allows
insertion of intracavity absorption cells, such as gas cells, for intracavity laser
absorption spectroscopy (ICLAS) [73, 74]. Laser output spectrum then reflects the
absorption spectrum of the intracavity absorption cell. With intracavity real absorp-
tion length of the order of 1m, equivalent laser intracavity absorption path length

1.2 What Are VECSEL Semiconductor Lasers j11



as long as 130 km has been produced [75], allowing sensitive measurements of
extremely weak absorption lines.

VECSEL output power coupling with only a few percent of transmission implies
that its intracavity laser power is 20–100 times higher than the output power.
Availability of such high intracavity power, together with high beam quality, allows
very efficient nonlinear optical operation, such as second harmonic generation,
by inserting nonlinear optical crystals inside the external laser cavity (Chapter 3)
[14, 22, 24, 53, 54, 58, 76]. Using intracavity second harmonic generation, VECSELs
have provided efficient laser output at wavelengths not accessible by other laser
materials and techniques (Chapter 3).

Several examples discussed here show the tremendous versatility of VECSELs
allowed by its external cavity and the various intracavity functional elements; these
allow VECSELs to operate in a wide variety of operating regimes with a correspond-
ingly large variety of laser applications.

To summarize this section, some of the key properties of VECSELs that make
them so useful, namely, output power scaling, beam quality, and functional device
versatility, follow from the unique structure of these devices, including semicon-
ductor chip, external laser cavity, and optical pumping configuration.

1.2.4
VECSEL Wavelength Versatility Through Materials and Nonlinear Optics

Oneof themost important properties ofVECSEL lasers is theirwavelength versatility:
VECSELs have been made with output wavelengths ranging from 244 nm [77] and
338 nm [24, 78] in the UV; through the 460–675 nm range of blue, green, yellow,
orange, and red in the visible (Chapter 3) [22, 24, 52–54, 58, 79]; through the
0.9–2.4 mm in the near-infrared (NIR) (Chapter 4) [18, 23, 67, 68, 80, 81]; to the 5mm
in the mid-IR [82–85]. In principle, any wavelength in this range is accessible by
design. This is simply not possiblewith any other laser type, not with the power, beam
quality, and efficiency available from VECSELs. In this section, we discuss how such
wavelength versatility of VECSELs is made possible by using different semiconduc-
tor materials and structures, in combination with the use of efficient nonlinear
optical conversion.

1.2.4.1 Wavelength Versatility Through Semiconductor Materials and Structures
Compound semiconductor materials have different bandgap energies, and thus
different photon emission wavelengths, for different material compositions. Con-
trolling bandgaps of multiple layers of semiconductor structures, including the
quantum well photon-emitting layers, allows control of laser emission wavelength
by design. Such bandgap control of semiconductor heterostructures is required
for VECSEL structures as in Figure 1.3, which also includes mirror layers, pump
absorbing layers, and so on. Over more than 40 years of compound semiconductor
technology, several semiconductor material systems have been developed that allow
reliable growth of such bandgap-engineered multilayer structures. Starting sub-
strates for VECSEL structures are binary semiconductor wafers; lattice constants of
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themultiple layers of an epitaxially grown structure have to be closely matched to the
substrate to avoid large strain and the resulting growth of crystalline defects that
destroy laser operation. Epitaxial growth of ternary, quaternary, and even quinary
semiconductor alloys has been developed, which allows independent control of
semiconductor layer bandgap energy while maintaining lattice match to the sub-
strate. Using group III–V semiconductor GaAs substrate material system with its
ternary (e.g., InGaP, AlGaAs, InGaAs, GaAsP, GaAsSb), quaternary (e.g., InGaNAs,
InAlGaAs), and quinary (e.g., InAlGaAsP) alloys, VECSEL lasers have been dem-
onstrated with emission wavelengths in the 660–1300 nm wavelength range
[18, 23, 68, 79, 86–88]. InP-based material system using quaternary alloys (e.g.,
InGaAsP, InGaAlAs) allows VECSEL lasers to access the 1500–1600 nm optical fiber
communication wavelength regions [23, 80, 89–93]. Starting with GaSb substrate
with ternary (e.g., GaInSb, AlAsSb) and quaternary (e.g., GaInAsSb, GaAlAsSb)
alloys, VECSELs with emission wavelengths in the 2.0–2.3mm range have been
demonstrated (Chapter 4) [23, 48, 81, 94]. Recently, group IV–VI semiconductor
PbTe/PbEuTe and PbSe/PbEuTe-based material systems have been used to demon-
strate VECSELs in the 4.5–5 mmwavelength range [82–85]. VECSELs have also been
fabricated in the GaN/InGaN material system [95, 96], which opens the 400 nm
wavelength region for direct VECSEL operation.

It is important to note that a lattice-matched semiconductor material system for
VECSELs must allow not only the desired emission wavelength but also the creation
of very high reflectivity on-chip Bragg mirror. To achieve such high reflectivity, high
refractive index contrast is required between the high- and low-index mirror
materials. High index contrast is available in the GaAs material system. However,
such contrast is poor in the InP material system, requiring thicker mirrors with
more layers and correspondingly larger thermal impedance, which is detrimental to
laser operation. InP material system is important because of its access to the
1500–1600 nm telecom wavelength emission range. Improved VECSEL laser per-
formance at these wavelengths has been achieved by bonding or fusing InP-based
gain region wafers with high-reflectivity GaAs-based Bragg mirror wafers [97, 98].
No lattice matching is required for this wafer fusion approach, thus broadening the
choices available for laser emission wavelength materials and mirror materials.

Theuseofdimensionally, orquantum, confinedsemiconductor active regions [4, 8]
allows further control of the VECSEL emission wavelengths. By adjusting the
thickness of quantum wells (2D) or diameter of quantum wires (1D) and dots
(0D), as well as the composition of confining barrier layers, the quantum-confined
electron and hole energy levels are shifted and VECSEL designer acquires the
additional fine control of laser emission wavelength (Chapter 5) [4, 8, 18, 87, 99–
102]. Using a controlled amount of strain [4, 8, 18, 87] in the quantum-confined
light-emitting regions further expands the range of available material compositions
and thus emission wavelengths for a semiconductor material system. Thus, for
example, the strained InGaAs on GaAs material system is used very successfully for
light emission in the 950–1150 nm wavelength region [43, 68, 87].

Such diversity and flexibility of alloyed compound semiconductor material sys-
tems allows designing VECSELs with direct laser emission in the wide 0.6–5mm
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wavelength range [18, 23, 79];many of these emissionwavelengths have already been
demonstrated, both in research and in commercial devices.

Semiconductor gain media, especially with engineered quantum-confined quan-
tumwell and quantumdot structures, can have very large gain bandwidths, from tens
to more than a hundred nanometers in wavelength [4–9]. Using intracavity tunable
filters, tunable VECSELs have been demonstrated, for example, with 80 nm near
2.0mm [103], 30 nm near 1175 nm [58], 33 nm near 975 nm [51], 30 nm near 850 [66],
and 10 nm near 674 nm [79]. Such tunability is useful for such laser applications as
spectroscopy. At the same time, the use of intracavity tunable filters allows to set
VECSEL output wavelength to a specific precise stable value required for a given
application. This ability to set VECSEL output wavelengths has proven very valuable
in certain applications, such as exciting marker fluorescent proteins in biological
imaging applications, where specific excitation wavelengths, for example, 488 nm,
are most efficient for a given marker protein [16]. Using intracavity filters, VECSELs
have also been operated in the single longitudinal mode, or single-frequency
regime [104], important for some applications, such as spectroscopy. In this way,
VECSELs, by design, access not only a wide output wavelength range but also very
specific desired wavelengths at arbitrary locations within that range.

An optically pumped laser is not very useful if a suitable pump laser is not easily
available; this is frequently the case with solid-state lasers, which require pump lasers
with a very narrow, only several nanometerswide, range of pumpingwavelengths. An
important factor thatmakes the wideVECSEL emissionwavelength range possible is
the wide pump wavelength range, tens to hundreds of nanometers wide, allowed by
optically pumped VECSELs. In practice, this means that a desired emission wave-
length can be achieved inVECSELswhile usingwidely available efficient pumpdiode
lasers at commonly available pump wavelengths. For example, the 808 nm wave-
length pump lasers, the standard pumping wavelength for Nd:YAG solid-state lasers
and thus wavelength where pump diodes are easily available, have been used for
VECSEL lasers emitting in the 920–1300 nm wavelength range [18, 67, 68, 87]. The
common 980 nm pump lasers, the standard wavelength for pumping Er-doped fiber
amplifiers, have been used to pump 1550 nmVECSELs [97]. Pump lasers at 790, 808,
830, and 980 nm have been used to pump 2.0–2.3mm lasers [81, 94, 105, 106]. Pump
wavelength of 1.55 mmhas been used for pumping 5mm lasers [82–85]. Thus, pump
wavelength versatility is an important contributor to the emission wavelength
versatility in VECSELs.

1.2.4.2 Wavelength Versatility Through Nonlinear Optical Conversion
Perhaps the biggest contributor to thewavelength versatility ofVECSEL lasers, aswell
as to their commercial success so far, has been efficient nonlinear optical conversion
possible with VECSELs. Nonlinear optical conversion uses a nonlinear optical crystal
to generate light at harmonics, as well as sum or difference frequencies of the
incoming light beams (Chapter 3) [14, 24, 25]. The most common is the second
harmonic generation SHGprocess, where light is generated at twice the frequency or
half the wavelength of the fundamental laser emission. For example, a very useful
488 nmwavelength visible blue output can be produced as a second harmonic of the

14j 1 VECSEL Semiconductor Lasers: A Path to High-Power, Quality Beam and UV



fundamental 976 nm near-infrared laser emission. The nonlinear optical processes
can be further cascaded to generate third, fourth, and so on harmonics of the
fundamental input light frequency. Using this approach, fundamental wavelengths
in the near-infrared between 0.8 and 1.3 mm, which are more readily accessible
directly by semiconductor VCSELS, have been converted efficiently to the
0.24–0.65mm ultraviolet and visible, including blue, green, yellow, orange, and red,
wavelength range (Chapter 3) [22, 24, 53, 54, 57, 58, 78]. Nonlinear optical conversion
has tremendously broadened thewavelength range accessible byVECSELs andmade
efficient light sources available at wavelengths that previously had been accessible
only by inefficient gas lasers, such as Ar laser at 488 nm for fluorescent marker
applications, or where no effective light sources had been available at all, such as
577 nmyellowwavelength for photocoagulation treatment in ophthalmology [57, 58].

Efficient nonlinear optical conversion requires high optical intensity; this is
provided by high optical power and good beam quality, which allows focusing laser
beam to small diameters. High optical power and good beam quality are precisely the
fundamental properties of VECSEL lasers, which make them very efficient sources
for nonlinear optical conversion. The efficiency of nonlinear optical conversion
increases with the increase in optical intensity. Even though the fundamental output
power of VECSELs is high, their intracavity power is still much higher. With typical
output coupling mirror in VECSELs having a transmission of between 1 and 5%,
intracavity laser power is remarkably 20–100 times higher than the output power.
Thus, a 20Woutput power VECSEL with output coupling transmission of 0.7% has
an intracavity power of 2.8 kW [107], while beam quality M2� 1.1 is also very high.
Such high VECSEL intracavity powers allow the use of very efficient intracavity
nonlinear optical conversion (Chapter 3) [14, 24, 25], which because of the higher
intracavity power can be much more efficient than similar conversion done outside
the laser cavity. For intracavity SHG, for example, a nonlinear optical crystal is
inserted inside the laser cavity and a dichroic laser output mirror has 100%
reflectivity at the fundamental laser wavelength and 100% transmission at the
second harmonic frequency; laser cavity output is then emitted at the second
harmonic frequency (Chapter 3). Such nonlinear optical processes can be further
cascaded inside the laser cavity to produce third and fourth harmonic laser out-
put [108], producing, for example, 355 nm third harmonic UV radiation from the
fundamental 1065 nmnear-infrared laser emission. Alternatively, intracavity-doubled
laser output can then be further doubled in frequency outside the laser cavity; in this
way, 244 nm UV output has been produced from the 976 nm fundamental laser
wavelength [77].

Another approach to extend wavelengths accessible by VECSEL lasers is to operate
these lasers in a dual wavelength mode with intracavity nonlinear optical sum or
difference frequency generation [109–113]. Also possible is intracavity sum frequen-
cy generation in a VECSEL laser with externally injected solid-state laser beam [114].
Using such intracavity difference frequency generation, VECSEL laser becomes
a room temperature source of 4–20 mm wavelength mid- to far-infrared radiation.
Still longerwavelength terahertz radiation, 0.1–2.0 THz or 150–3000mmwavelength,
can be generated using short-pulse mode-locked VECSELs [115]. In this approach,
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very short 260–480 fs optical pulses incident on a photoconductive antenna produce
terahertz radiation with bandwidth inversely proportional to the pulse width. A
similar short pulse-driven photoconductive antenna is used for time domain
detection of the terahertz radiation [115].

In summary, VECSEL lasers can access an extraordinarily wide range of wave-
lengths from the UV, through the visible and near-infrared, to mid- and far-infrared,
and even to the terahertz frequency range. Two key factors are the source of such a
wide wavelength range: flexibility of semiconductor material systems and structures
in combination with nonlinear optical conversion techniques. More important, in
contrast with other laser systems, such as gas- and solid-state laser systems, which
emit only at discrete wavelengths of existing electronic transitions of active ions,
semiconductor VECSELs can generate light by design within this wide range at
essentially arbitrary specific target wavelengths required for different applications.

1.3
How Do You Make a VECSEL Laser

Now that we have described what VECSEL lasers are, their basic operating principles
and fundamental properties that make them so uniquely useful, in this section we
outline the key elements in designing and making VECSELs. First, we describe the
design of basic building blocks of VECSELs, see Figures 1.2 and 1.3: gain medium,
on-chip Braggmirror, laser optical cavity, and optical pumping arrangement. Finally,
we describe VECSEL laser characterization. Note that here we describe the design
principles of the more common optically pumped version of VECSELs; the electri-
cally pumped VECSEL is described in detail in Chapter 7 of this book; the two
differently pumped versions sharemost of the designprinciples that are not related to
pumping.

1.3.1
Semiconductor Gain Medium and On-Chip Bragg Mirror

The main component of VECSEL lasers is the semiconductor laser chip, which
includes the semiconductor gain medium and the laser-cavity multilayer Bragg
mirror. First, we address the design of the semiconductor gain medium; this will tell
us the key design and operational parameters of VECSEL lasers: the required gain
level and number of quantum wells, laser mirror reflectivities required, laser
threshold and operational pump powers, and laser output power and efficiency.
We then describe the semiconductor mirror design and show an example of a full
VECSEL semiconductor wafer structure.

1.3.1.1 Semiconductor Gain Design for VECSELs
To model VECSEL lasers, we use a simple analytical phenomenological model of
semiconductor quantum well gain, which then gives us a very useful analytical
description of VECSEL laser design and operation [18]. The model here does not
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include thermal considerations, which are very important in the laser design and are
considered in detail in Chapter 2 of this book .

Semiconductor quantum well gain g, cm�1, has an approximately logarithmic
dependence on well carrier density N, cm�3,

g ¼ g0 lnðN=N0Þ; ð1:1Þ
where g0 is the semiconductor material gain parameter and N0 is the transparency
carrier density. VECSEL laser threshold condition states that intracavity optical field
is reproduced upon a round-trip inside the cavity:

R1R2Tloss expð2CgthNwLwÞ ¼ 1; ð1:2Þ
where R1 and R2 are the cavity mirror reflectivities, Tloss is the transmission factor
due to round-trip cavity loss, gth is the threshold material gain, Nw is the number of
quantum wells in the gain medium, and Lw is the thickness of a quantum well.
Longitudinal confinement factor C [116] of this resonant periodic gain structure
characterizes overlap between the intracavity optical standing wave and the quantum
wells spaced inside the active region. Carrier density N below threshold can be
calculated from the incident pump power Pp:

N ¼ gabsPp

hnpðNwLwApÞ tðNÞ: ð1:3Þ

Here gabs is the pump absorption efficiency, hnp is the pump photon energy, Ap is
the pump spot area, and t is the carrier lifetime. Carrier lifetime is given by

1
tðNÞ ¼ AþBNþCN2; ð1:4Þ

where A, B, and C are the monomolecular, bimolecular, and Auger recombination
coefficients. From Eqs (1.1)–(1.4), we derive simple expressions for the threshold
carrier density Nth and the threshold pump power Pth:

Nth ¼ N0ðR1R2TlossÞ�ð2Cg0NwLwÞ�1

; ð1:5Þ

Pth ¼ Nth
hnðNwLwApÞ
gabstðNthÞ : ð1:6Þ

VECSEL output power is then given by

Plas ¼ ðPp�PthÞgdiff ; ð1:7Þ
where laser differential efficiency gdiff is

gdiff ¼ goutgquantgradgabs: ð1:8Þ

The components of the differential efficiency are the output efficiency gout:

gout ¼
lnðR2Þ

lnðR1R2TlossÞ ; ð1:9Þ
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where R2 is the laser output mirror reflectivity; the quantum-defect efficiency gquant:

gquant ¼
lpump

llaser
; ð1:10Þ

given by the ratio of pump lpump and laser llaser wavelengths; and the radiative
efficiency grad:

grad ¼
BNth

AþBNth þCN2
th

: ð1:11Þ

To illustrate laser design and operation, we choose typical material and laser
parameter values for a�1 mm emission wavelength InGaAs/GaAs optically pumped
VECSEL laser, as summarized in Table 1.1. Figure 1.4 shows the interplay between
the laser design and operational parameters, as calculated using the above model.
Figures 1.4a and b show the threshold pump power and laser output power,
respectively, as a function of the number of quantum wells in the structure for
several external mirror reflectivities Rext¼R2. Because quantum wells are so thin,
only�8 nm, they provide only a small amount of gain to an optical wave propagating
normal to the plane of the well. With on-chip mirror reflectivity of 99.9%, typical
output coupling mirror reflectivities need also be high and range between 96 and
99%; intracavity laser loss is assumed here to be 1%. Multiple wells are required for
lasing, with approximately 5–15 wells minimizing laser threshold depending on the
output mirror reflectivity. Lower output mirror reflectivity provides higher output
coupling but has higher threshold and requires larger number of quantum wells for
operation.With 100mmpump spot size here, threshold pumppowers range between
100 and 300mW. For smaller number of wells, threshold power rises very rapidly,
whereas for larger number of wells, the threshold increases only slowly.

Table 1.1 Laser and material parameters used in the OPS-VECSEL laser threshold and output
power calculations.

Parameter Description Value Units

g0 Material gain coefficient 2000 cm�1

N0 Transparency carrier density 1.7� 10þ 18 cm�3

C RPG longitudinal confinement factor 2.0 —

Lw Quantum well thickness 8.0 nm
R1 On-wafer mirror reflectivity 0.999 —

Tloss Round-trip loss transmission factor 0.990 —

llaser Laser wavelength 980 nm
lpump Pump wavelength 808 nm
dpump Pump spot diameter 100 mm
gabs Pump absorption efficiency 0.85 —

A Monomolecular recombination coefficient 1.0� 10þ 7 s�1

B Bimolecular recombination coefficient 1.0� 10�10 cm3 s�1

C Auger recombination coefficient 6.0� 10�30 cm6 s�1
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Figure 1.4 Calculated characteristics of the OPS-VECSEL lasers. (a) Threshold pump power
versus the number of quantum wells. (b) Maximum output power versus the number of quantum
wells. (c) Output power versus input power.
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Figure 1.4b shows the calculated output laser power as a function of the number of
quantum wells in the structure for several different external mirror reflectivities; the
calculation assumes pump power of 1800mW. Output power is maximized above
650mW for the number of wells greater than 8–10 and external mirror reflectivities
of 96–97%. Figure 1.4c shows the calculated output power of the laser as a function of
the input pump power. Lower external mirror reflectivity increases output slope
efficiency at the expense of the higher laser threshold.

Note that threshold power, Eq. (1.6), scales linearly with the pump, and laser, spot
area; thus smaller pump spot areas are desired for lower thresholds. However,
thermal impedance between VECSEL active region and heat sink increases with the
decrease in pump area (Chapter 2), which leads to increasing active region tem-
peratures, with the corresponding decrease in semiconductor gain and increase in
laser threshold for such smaller pump areas. VECSEL lasers should be designedwith
the target output power in mind, and thus with approximate pump and thermal load
levels. Given these power levels, pump spot size should be minimized such that
thermal impedance and temperature rise are not too high; the number of quantum
wells is then optimized for lower thresholds, and the output coupling mirror is
optimized for highest output power at the available pump levels.

Here we have described a simple phenomenological analytical model of the
semiconductor VECSEL; this model is useful to describe very simply and quickly
the basic design and scaling principles of VECSELs, such as the number of quantum
wells required, threshold pump levels and output power levels, output coupling
optimization, and so on. This laser gain and power model should then be coupled
with thermal models of VECSELs (Chapter 2) to define device thermal impedance
and the desired pump/mode spot sizes, temperature rise of the active region, and the
design wavelength offsets of the material photoluminescence PL peak and various
cavity resonances [18]. Alternatively, detailed numerical microscopic models of
semiconductor lasers can be used [117, 118]. Suchmodels predict gain and emission
properties of semiconductor materials without resorting to phenomenological
description with adjustable model parameters; however such models are much
more complex.

Multiple quantum wells required for laser gain are placed at the antinodes of the
laser optical field standing wave, with none, one, or more closely spaced wells at each
antinode, see Figure 1.3. Pump absorbing regions form the space between the
antinodes. The number of quantumwells at the different antinodes is chosen such as
to produce uniform quantum well excitation from the pump power that decays
exponentially from the wafer surface as it is absorbed in the semiconductor. Placing
quantum wells at the laser field antinodes resonantly enhances gain in this resonant
periodic gain structure, as described by the confinement factor C. Such resonant
periodic gain arrangement effectively eliminates spatial hole burning of the laser
gain medium and enables simple single-frequency operation of these lasers, both
with [55, 104] and sometimes without [119, 120] intracavity spectral filtering.
Resonant gain enhancement, however, narrows the otherwise broad spectral band-
width available from the laser gain medium. Such broad spectral bandwidth is
desired, for example, for tunable laser operation or for ultrashort pulse generation. In
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this case, quantum wells can be displaced from their antinode positions in the
structure to provide larger gain bandwidth at the expense of lower gain enhancement
that comes with the lower confinement factor C [18]. Another structural factor that
affects VECSEL gain bandwidth is the etalon formed between the on-chip laser
mirror and the residual reflectivity at the chip surface. When this etalon is resonant,
gain bandwidth is narrowed, laser gain is enhanced, and laser threshold is lowered.
Designing this etalon to be antiresonant enhances gain bandwidth at the expense of
the lower gain [20, 74].

In semiconductor lasers, strained quantum wells are frequently used, both
because this allows access to a larger range of laser wavelengths and because of
the improved operating characteristics of strained quantumwell lasers [4, 8], such as
lower threshold and improved temperature dependence. Because a large number
of strained quantum wells are typically used in a VECSELwafer structure, their total
thickness can easily exceed the Matthews and Blakeslee strain critical thickness
limit [4, 8], leading to strain relaxation via crystalline defect formation, which destroys
laser operation because of strong nonradiative recombination at such �dark line�
defects. Strain compensation [8, 18] must be used in this case, where layers of
semiconductor material with the opposite sign of strain are introduced near the
strained quantum wells such as to balance out net strain in the wafer structure. For
example, compressively strained InGaAs quantum wells on GaAs are commonly
used for�1mm laser emission. Here, usingmore than three strained quantumwells
in the laser structure exceeds the critical thickness limit and requires strain
compensation; tensile-strained GaAsP layers are typically used for strain compen-
sation in this material system. Reliable semiconductor VECSEL operation has been
obtained with such strain-compensated wafer structures [18] with over 35 000 h of
lifetime data [54]. Using quantum dots in the laser active layers (Chapter 5) [99–102],
instead of quantum wells, can provide further laser advantages, such as increased
material gain bandwidth and improved temperature dependence [101]. VECSEL
lasers utilizing quantum dot active regions are described in detail in Chapter 5.

1.3.1.2 On-Chip Multilayer Laser Bragg Mirror
The second critical component of the VECSEL semiconductor chip is the multilayer
Bragg mirror that serves as one of the mirrors of the laser cavity, see Figures 1.2
and 1.3. As we have seen from the laser designs in Figure 1.4, on-chip laser mirror
reflectivity should be very high, of the order of 99.9%, to keep laser thresholds low and
output differential efficiency high. Since this mirror also forms a thermal barrier
between the active region and the heat sink, another requirement is that mirror
thermal impedance be low so that the active region has its heat dissipated efficiently
and its temperature rise is limited. To produce efficient on-chip mirrors, multiple
quarter-wave layer pairs of semiconductor materials with a high refractive index
contrast are required. This yields high reflectivity with fewest layer pairs and thus
lowest thickness and thermal impedance; good thermal conductivity of the mirror
materials is also important. In addition, mirror materials should be nonabsorbing at
the laser and, possibly, pump wavelengths. For optically pumped VECSELs, the
mirror layers can be undoped, which significantly simplifies their epitaxial growth;
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electrically pumped VECSELs require complex doping profiles in the mirror layers
(Chapter 7). To achieve more efficient pump absorption in the pump absorbing
regions, a pump light reflectingmirror can be includedwith the on-chip lasermirror;
this, however, detrimentally increases the overall mirror thermal impedance. Higher
thermal impedance of the on-chip laser mirrors can be counteracted somewhat by
using front-side transparent heat spreaders (Chapter 2).

In the GaAs material system near 1mm wavelength, high index contrast lattice-
matched mirror materials, GaAs and AlAs, are available; a 30-pair mirror of such
materials has the desired reflectivity with the mirror thickness of about 4.5mm [18].
In contrast to GaAs, InP material system near 1.55mm does not have such high
contrast materials available; the InGaAsP/InP mirrors here require 48 quarter-wave
pairs to achieve the desired reflectivity [121], with the resulting higher thermal
impedance and significantly lower demonstrated output powers. Several alternatives
have been explored for improved mirrors in this case. Metamorphic, or non-lattice-
matched, semiconductor mirror materials have been used, for example, GaAs/AlAs
mirrors on InP substrate, as well as hybrid metal-enhanced metamorphic mir-
rors [122, 123]. Dielectric mirrors [124] have also been used in VECSELs with optical
pumping since no current injection is required in this case. But metamorphic and
dielectricmaterials have poor thermal conductivity and suchmirrors still have higher
than desired thermal impedance. A novel way to overcome this material limitation
is to use wafer fusion [97, 98]. In this approach, lattice-matched laser mirrors are
grown on one substrate in a semiconductormaterial systemwith available high index
contrast materials, while the gain medium is grown on a different substrate in
another material system with the desired output wavelength range. The laser mirror
and laser gain wafers with different lattice constants are then fused together; this is
again much simpler for optically pumped structures where no current injection is
required across the fusion interface. A dramatically improved output power perfor-
mance, from 0.8 to 2.6W CW, of 1.3 and 1.57 mmVECSELs was demonstrated using
such an approach with InP-based gain wafer fused with GaAs/AlAs-based mirror
wafer [97, 98].

1.3.1.3 Semiconductor Wafer Structure
Figure 1.5 shows an example of the full semiconductor window-on-substrate wafer
structure of a 980 nm VECSEL. It follows the design principles outlined above and
has been used in the first demonstration of high-power VECSEL lasers [18]. Starting
from GaAs substrate, first the output window and then the gain region are grown,
followed on top by the on-chip Bragg mirror structure. The active region contains
14 In0.16Ga0.84As quantumwells of 8.0 nm thickness with 1.15% compressive strain.
Each quantumwell is paired with a 25.7 nm thick GaAs0.90P0.10 strain compensating
layer with 0.36% tensile strain such that the net averaged strain of the structure is
zero. These strain-compensated quantum wells are placed at the consecutive anti-
nodes of the laser standing wave using Al0.08Ga0.92As spacers that serve as pump
absorbing layers and are designed for optical pumping at 808 nm. High-reflectivity
Bragg mirror at the top of the structure consists of 30 pairs of Al0.8Ga0.2As/GaAs
quarter-wave thick mirror layers. The total mirror thickness is 4.5mm and it has a
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thermal impedance of 21� KW�1 for a 100� 100mm2 laser spot size [18]. VECSEL
semiconductor wafer structures require very good epitaxial growth control of the
layer compositions, thicknesses and strains; such control is available with the
modernmetal-organic vapor-phase epitaxy (MOVPE) [18, 57, 125, 126] andmolecular
beam epitaxy (MBE) [127–129] semiconductor growth techniques.

Optically pumped VECSELs require very little processing after wafer growth; no
lithographic processing is required. To use such semiconductor chip in a laser, it is
first metallized, thinned, and soldered mirror side down onto a diamond heat
spreader; subsequently, the thinned GaAs substrate is removed by selective wet
chemical etching [18, 130] and the exposed window surface is antireflection (AR)
coated. This AR coating serves to eliminate pump reflection loss at the OPS chip
surface. It also strongly reduces chip surface intracavity reflection at the laser
wavelengths, thus weakening the subcavity etalon formed by the on-chip mirror
and the surface reflection, which otherwise can limit tuning bandwidth of the laser.
This AR coating can also be made with semiconductor layers grown epitaxially on
the semiconductor wafer together with the other structure layers [107]. Diamond
heat spreader with the soldered OPS chip is in turn soldered onto a thermoelec-
trically temperature-controlled heat sink. Copper heat sink is typically used;
however, using diamond in place of copper heat sink [107] can further decrease
the chip thermal impedance, limit its temperature rise, and produce higher output
powers.

The VECSEL window-on-substrate wafer layer arrangement leaves no extraneous
substrate material, with its excess thermal impedance, between the mirror and heat
spreader and gives excellent high-power laser operation. An alternative is themirror-
on-substrate wafer structure, where mirror layers are grown first on the substrate,

Figure 1.5 Semiconductor wafer structure of a 980 nm InGaAs/GaAs VECSEL laser.
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followed by the active region and the output window [18]. Such mirror-on-substrate
structures require back side substrate thinning, metallization, and soldering to heat
sink. Handling thin semiconductor chips is very difficult; as a result, the residual
substrate thickness is 15–30 mm with the corresponding thermal impedance and
severe limitation to high-power laser operation [18]. Using front side transparent
heat sinks with such structures, using materials such as sapphire [65], silicon
carbide SiC [66], or single-crystal diamond [67], is very effective in addressing the
thermal impedance problem and has demonstrated high-power laser operation
(Chapter 2) [131].

1.3.2
Optical Cavity: Geometry, Mode Control, and Intracavity Elements

We next outline external optical cavity configurations used for VECSEL lasers; other
than on-chip laser mirror, optical elements forming these cavities are external to the
laser chip. VECSEL optical cavities allow control of the laser fundamental transverse
mode operation as well as the insertion of various intracavity elements: saturable
absorbers for laser passivemode locking, optical filters for laser wavelength selection
and tuning, nonlinear optical crystals for intracavity second harmonic generation,
and so on. Such optical cavities also allow combining of multiple gain elements in
series for higher-power laser operation.

VECSEL lasers were first demonstrated with simple twomirror cavities [18, 65], as
illustrated in Figures 1.2 and 1.6a. Later, as additional optical functional elements
were added to the lasers, more complex three-mirror V-shaped cavities emerged.
In one version of the V-shaped cavity, as illustrated in Figure 1.6b, the OPS gain chip
serves as one end mirror of the cavity [57, 66, 97, 132], with the laser output taken
variously either through the other end mirror [66, 97] or through the folding
mirror [57, 132] of the cavity. In another version of the V-shaped cavity, as illustrated
in Figure 1.6c, the OPS gain chip serves as the folding mirror in the middle of the
cavity [20, 62, 133]. Four-mirror Z-shaped cavities, as shown in Figure 1.6d, give even
more flexibility in placing intracavity functional elements and manipulating laser
beam size at these elements [53, 131, 134]. Even more complex multimirror cavities
have been usedwith two (Figure 1.6e) [49, 50] and three (Figure 1.6f) [135] active OPS
gain chips in the cavity. Going beyond the above linear cavity configurations, a planar
ring cavity has been used for a passivelymode-locked VECSEL [136], and a nonplanar
ring laser cavity has been used for a VECSEL-based ring laser gyro [137]. A diffractive
unstable optical resonator has also been used with VECSELs where Gaussian beam
output was extracted from a hard-edged outcoupling aperture [138].

A two-mirror, stable, plane–curved optical cavity (Figure 1.6a) [139] of length Lc
and with curved mirror radius Rc has fundamental TEM00 laser mode beam 1/e2

diametersw1 on the planar semiconductor chip andw2 on the output sphericalmirror
given by

w2
1 ¼ 4llaserLc

p

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ðRc�LcÞ=Lc

p
; ð1:12Þ
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w2
2 ¼ 4llaserRc

p

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
Lc=ðRc�LcÞ

p
: ð1:13Þ

Figures 1.7a and b illustrate variation of the lasermode diameters on the two cavity
end mirrors as a function of the cavity length. Mode diameters on the chip between
100 and 200 mmcan be easily achieved in this simple cavity for cavity lengths less than

Figure 1.6 VECSEL laser cavities. (a) Two-
mirror linear cavity. (b) Three-mirror V-shaped
cavity for second harmonic generation (SHG).
(c) Three-mirror V-shaped cavity for

passive mode locking. (d) Four-mirror
Z-shaped cavity. (e) VECSEL cavity with two gain
chips. (f) VECSEL cavity with three gain chips.
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25mm. Pump spot size should be of the order of the laser mode size on the chip to
provide efficient gain aperturing for fundamental transverse mode selection. Such
two-mirror cavity VECSEL lasers have also been operated in unstable resonator
regime with cavity lengths longer than mirror radius of curvature [18]. In this case,
laser transversemode is stabilized by gain aperturing with strong optical loss outside
the pumped spot on the chip.

Figure 1.7 Mode spot 1/e2 diameters of the planar–spherical cavity (a) on the semiconductor chip
w1 and (b) on the output spherical mirror w2 for spherical mirror radii of curvature of Rc¼ 25 and
50mm and llaser¼ 980 nm.
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Another compact version of the two-mirror VECSEL cavity is the microchip laser
configuration [69–71, 140], where a short plane–plane laser cavity is transverse mode
stabilized by a thermal lens formed in the gainmedium due to temperature gradients
within the pump spot. Here, intracavity diamond heat spreader was used, with its
planar outer surface coated with high-reflectivity output couplingmirror [70]; on-chip
mirror is the second mirror of the cavity. Such arrangement allows very compact
cavities; array laser operation was demonstrated for such microchip VECSELs [70].
Since thermally optimized VECSEL chip mounting, with on-chip mirror soldered on
heat sink without intervening substrate, produces negligible thermal lensing [22], for
microchip laser operationsufficient thermal impedance bydesign is requiredbetween
theVECSEL chip and theheat sink.MicrochipVECSELsoperate optimally onlywithin
a well-defined window of pump powers and pump spot sizes. Intracavity thermal lens
andamicrochipmodeof laser operationare alsoused in electrically pumpedVECSELs
(Chapter 7). Another version of a compactmicrochipVECSEL laser cavity doesnot rely
on thermal lensing in the semiconductor, but instead uses spherical microlenses, or
micromirrors, etched directly into outer surface of diamond heat spreaders in contact
with the OPS chip surface [141–144]; arrays of such microchip lasers have also been
demonstrated [143]. A potential compact laser cavity for VECSELs is the single-
transverse mode optical resonator cavity [145], where shaping of the nonplanar
resonatormirror canmake all higher order transversemodes fundamentally unstable.
Unlike other optically pumped VECSEL laser implementations, this resonator would
require some lithographic processing of the semiconductor chip.

Inserting additional intracavity functional optical elements in theVECSEL typically
requires additional mirrors for the laser cavity. Thus, a three-mirror V-shaped laser
cavity was used for VECSEL passive mode locking [62], as in Figure 1.6c, with a flat
SESAM semiconductor saturable absorber mirror at one end of the cavity, OPS gain
chip as the foldingmirror in themiddle of the cavity, and a spherical output coupling
mirror at the other end of the cavity. This cavity was only 3mm long and demon-
strated mode locking at 50GHz high pulse repetition rate. The V-shaped laser cavity
arrangement also allows controlling relative mode spot sizes on the gain and
saturable absorber elements, with saturation intensity conditions of passive mode
locking typically requiring smaller beam area on the absorber than the gain element
(Chapter 6) [20].

An important enabling spatial flexibility of VECSEL laser cavities is the ability to
inject pump light at various angles to the OPS chip without concern for pump beam
divergence or specific beam angle. Thus, for passivemode locking in Ref. [62], pump
beam was injected at 45� to the chip with incident beam direction in the plane
perpendicular to the plane of the picture in Figure 1.6c. This pump flexibility is
enabled by the thin disk nature of the laser gain medium with pump absorption
length of the order of only 1mm. A similar three-mirror V-shaped laser cavity
(Figure 1.6b) is used extensively for VECSELs with intracavity second harmonic
generation [57, 97, 132]. A four-mirror double-folded Z-shaped laser cavity with
intracavity optical elements, such as the one shown in Figure 1.6d, has been used, for
example, for VECSELs with intracavity second harmonic generation [88] and for
passively mode-locked VECSELs [20].
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Open multimirror cavities allow convenient insertion of intracavity optical ele-
ments. As shown in Figure 1.6c, for second harmonic generation [57], an intracavity
birefringent filter is used for longitudinal mode, or wavelength, control and an
intracavity nonlinear optical crystal is used for second harmonic generation. Several
types of intracavity frequency-selective filters have been used for VECSEL laser
frequency control, such as etalons [146], birefringent filters [104], volume Bragg
gratings (Chapter 6) [59], and high-reflectivity gratings [60]. Such frequency-con-
trolled VECSELs have demonstrated single-frequency laser operation with linewidth
below 5 kHz [104].

Scaling VECSELs to very high output power levels can be accomplished by
overcoming some of their thermal limitations with the use ofmultiple gain elements
in series inside amore complex laser cavity, asfirst proposed inRef. [18]. Two optically
pumped semiconductor gain elements have been connected in series in the five-
mirror VECSEL cavity illustrated in Figure 1.6e [50], producing 19W CWat 970 nm.
Two gain chips have been used in a four-mirror cavity for high-power generation
in Refs [49, 147]. Scalable optically pumped two-, three-, and four-chip cavities of the
type shown in Figure 1.6f have been used to generate as much as 66W CW at the
fundamental wavelength of 1064 nm and as much as 30W CW at the second
harmonic 532 nm green wavelength [135]. In order for such multielement VECSEL
optical cavities to be practical, they must be stable to component and alignment
perturbations as well as to long-term aging and drift; design of such dynamically
stable cavities has been described in Ref. [52].

Power scaling ofVECSELs typically requires largemodediameters on the gain chip
to reduce device thermal impedance. A simple two-mirror cavity would need to be
very long to achieve such large mode diameters, while a compact laser cavity is
desirable. The design of such compact miniaturized cavities using Keplerian or
Galilean telescopes to expand lasermode size has been described in Ref. [52]. A large
480 mm diameter mode size has been demonstrated in a small 8 cm footprint
Keplerian telescope folded cavity, with 531 nm green laser TEM00 output power in
the 10–20W CW range [52]. A Galilean telescope folded cavity also demonstrated
a large 480 mm diameter spot size in a miniature footprint of only �1.5 cm, with
486 nm blue laser TEM00 output power of 7.3W CW [52]. Such compact cavities are
possible because of the thin disk nature of the optically pumped semiconductor
medium with very short pump absorption depths and gain lengths. As a result, high
power VECSEL lasers can be made with a footprint an order of magnitude smaller
than conventional diode-pumped solid-state lasers [52].

Electrically pumped VECSELs use a modified version of the two-mirror cavity of
Figure 1.6a; here a third �intracavity� partially transmitting mirror is added on the
semiconductor chip such that the quantum well gain region is sandwiched between
two planar on-chip mirrors (Chapter 7). This additional mirror helps reduce laser
intensity and optical absorption in the lossy intracavity doped semiconductor
substrate that serves as the current spreading layer and lies outside the �sandwiched�
gain layer (Chapter 7). In this scenario, the low-loss laser cavity is predominantly
defined by the high-reflectivity planar on-chip mirrors; relatively weak external
spherical reflector serves only to stabilize the fundamental spatial transverse mode.
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Another version of electrically pumped VECSELs with intracavity second harmonic
generation uses a similar cavity configuration but with all planar mirrors and a
volume Bragg grating serving as the output coupling mirror at the second harmonic
(Chapter 7). Here, a thermal lens is used to stabilize the fundamental transverse
mode of the laser.

VECSEL optical cavities acquire different dimensions when they are used for
intracavity laser absorption spectroscopy [73, 75, 148, 149]. For ICLAS applications,
one arm of the three-mirror resonator in Figure 1.6b, the one without the OPS gain
chip, ismade about 1m long and an�50 cm gas absorption cell is inserted inside the
laser cavity. Equivalent intracavity absorption path lengths of greater than 100 km
have been obtained with this technique, making ICLAS-VECSELs an extremely
sensitive tool for absorption spectroscopy.

Note that OPS chip is sometimes used at normal reflection as an endmirror of the
laser cavity, such as in cavity configurations shown in Figure 1.6a, b, and d. In these
cases, laser optical wave on a single round-trip in the cavity passes the OPS gain
medium twice. On the other hand, at other times, OPS chip is used as a cavity folding
mirror reflecting laser optical beam at an angle, such as in cavity configurations
shown in Figure 1.6c, e, and f, the last two being multichip cavity configurations.
In these cases, laser optical wave on a single round-trip in the cavity passes the
reflection folding OPS gain medium four times. Thus, the folding-mirror OPS chip
provides twice the gain per round-trip in the laser, as compared with the end-mirror
OPS chip configurations; this has to be taken properly into account when designing
the laser.

As we have illustrated here, VECSELs use a rich variety of optical cavities [139] that
have been originally developed for other types of lasers, such as diode-pumped solid-
state DPSS lasers [13, 14]. Many of these cavities have been specialized for VECSEL
lasers to allow compact size, when needed, and, using intracavity elements, a wide
range of optical functions, such as single-frequency operation, short pulse gener-
ation, second harmonic generation, and ultrasensitive intracavity absorption spec-
troscopy. Such functional richness simply would not be possible in an integrated
semiconductor device without external optical cavity.

1.3.3
Optical and Electrical Pumping

VECSEL lasers have been made with two types of excitation: optical [18, 22] and
electrical (Chapter 7) [92, 93, 141, 150–153]. Electrical excitation of the laser by a diode
current injection across a p–n junction is very appealing, as it requires only a simple
low-voltage current source to drive the laser, rather than separate pump lasers with
their pump optics and power supplies. For VECSEL lasers, however, electrical
pumping has significant limitations. First, intracavity laser absorption in doped
semiconductor regions required for current injection degrades laser threshold and
efficiency. The second major problem is the difficulty of uniform current injection
across the several hundred microns wide emission areas required for high-power
operation. Pump current is injected from the perimeter of the light-emitting laser

1.3 How Do You Make a VECSEL Laser j29



aperture; thick current spreading doped semiconductor layers attempt to provide a
more uniform current distribution across this aperture; however, intracavity free-
carrier absorption in these doped layers is detrimental to the laser. This problem is
somewhat mitigated by the three-mirror laser cavity that places current spreading
absorbing regions in the lower light intensity section of the cavity (Chapter 7). Carrier
transport across the multiple quantum wells and nonuniform electron and hole
distributions across the wells also have to be considered. Significantly, as compared
with optically pumped OPS wafers, electrically pumped VECSELs require a much
more complex semiconductor wafer growth process with complex layer doping
profiles, as well as post-growth lithographic processing (Chapter 7).

Optical pumping approach divides the functions of laser pumping and laser light
emission between separate devices. While the final device requires multiple com-
ponents and is more complex than the integrated electrically pumped approach, the
individual components of an optically pumped VECSEL can be independently
optimized, avoiding painful, or impossible, compromises inherent in an integrated
device. Thus, a pump laser can be optimized separately for efficient high-power
light generation without regard to beam spatial quality. OPS VECSEL structure is
optimized for efficient pump power conversion to a high spatial quality beam, with
wide output wavelength access and rich functionality, such as short pulse generation.
As a result of such separate optimizations, optically pumped VECSELs have dem-
onstrated more than an order of magnitude higher output power levels than their
electrically pumped counterparts. In a hybrid approach, separate edge-emitting
pump lasers have been integrated on the same substrate for optical pumping of a
VECSEL structure [154].

What are the main advantages of the optical pumping of VECSELs? Optical
pumping allows simple uniform transverse carrier excitation across very wide range
of VECSEL emission apertures from 50 to 1000 mm in diameter. Also, no carrier
transport from the surfaces through the multiple quantum wells across the device
thickness is required, as pump light propagates throughout the device thickness to
deliver the excitation. OPS wafer structures are undoped, which is easier to grow and
produces no free-carrier absorption; also, no lithographic wafer processing is
required. Multiple pump beams incident on a single pump spot from different
directions can be used to excite a VECSEL. In an analogy with diode-pumped solid-
state lasers [13, 14], an optical end-pumping scheme has also been used with
VECSELs [155–158]. In this configuration, pump light enters through a transparent
heat sink on one side of the OPS chip, and laser output is taken from the other side of
the chip. In addition to single-stripe multimode semiconductor pump diode lasers,
high-power multiple stripe diode arrays can also be used for direct VECSEL pump-
ing [52]. The use of such poor beam quality pumps is made possible by the short
absorption depth of semiconductors and is not possible with diode-pumped solid-
state lasers that typically have absorption lengths on the scale of millimeters.

Pump diodes can be directly coupled to the OPS chip bymeans of relatively simple
pump optics; alternatively, fiber-coupled pumps can be used. Pump optics should
deliver a pump spot on the OPS chip that is approximately matched in diameter
and serves as the gain aperture to the laser fundamental TEM00 transverse spatial
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mode. Note that when pump beam is incident at an angle to the OPS chip surface,
say between 30� and 60�, one incident pump beam dimension is elongated upon
projection onto the OPS chip. Fiber-coupled pumps require simple spherical lenses
for coupling to the OPS chip. Directly coupled pump diodes can use a combination
of spherical or cylindrical lenses [18] and shape the highly elongated high aspect
ratio pump beam to a square-shaped pump spot on the chip with aspect ratio close to
unity. Figure 1.8 shows examples of pump optics arrangement [18] for VECSEL
directly pumped by a pump diode chip. It is important to note that VECSEL pump
optics is not an imaging arrangement; pump spot dimensions have to be right in a
very thin plane of the OPS chip where pump light is absorbed. Pump beam does not
have to be in focus in this plane; it does not matter how pump beam diverges before
or beyond this plane. Pump beams are typically highly spatially multimoded, only
an approximately uniform pump light distribution is required across the VECSEL
laser mode aperture. If the pump spot becomes too large in diameter, in-plane
amplified spontaneous emission (ASE) can potentially deplete laser gain [159]. Such
in-plane ASE, if not controlled, will limit the lateral size of the laser pump spot and
thus limit scaling of the output power of the laser. Photonic crystal structures can
help in this regard. Connecting multiple OPS gain elements in series inside
VECSEL laser cavity avoids such limitation to VECSEL power scaling.

As we have already mentioned, pump wavelength flexibility is a key feature of
optically pumped VECSELs as compared to diode-pumped solid-state DPSS lasers.
Semiconductors absorb light for all wavelengths shorter than the material bandgap

Figure 1.8 Examples of pump optics arrangement for direct pump diode pumping of VECSEL
lasers. (a) Crossed cylindrical pump optics. (b) Cylindrical graded index (GRIN) lens followed by a
graded index (GRIN) lens.
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wavelength. Thus, pump diode lasers, which have a strong temperature dependence
of their output wavelength, do not need to be temperature stabilized for VECSEL
pumping applications. This significantly simplifies overall VECSEL laser system and
avoids large power consumption of the temperature stabilization devices. Pump
wavelength selection is also not critical, leading to a much higher yield, and hence
lower cost, of the pump laser chips. As such, standard available wavelength pump
lasers can be used for VECSELs, unlike solid-state lasers, where each laser type
requires its own custom pump wavelength, for example, 808 nm for pumping
ubiquitous Nd:YAG lasers or 941 nm for pumping Yb:YAG disk lasers. Pump
wavelength can be very far from the laser emission wavelength; for example, 790 nm
wavelength pump lasers have been used to pump 2.0mm emission wavelength
Sb-based VECSELs [94].

To prevent gain carriers from thermally escaping quantum wells, and thus
depleting gain, energy difference between the confined well states of electrons and
holes and the corresponding conduction and valence band edges of barriers between
wells has to be at least 4–5 kBT. Here, kB is the Boltzmann constant and T is the
absolute temperature; at room temperature, kBT is�25meV. If VECSEL pump light
is to be absorbed in the barrier layers, this implies wavelength difference between
pump and laser wavelengths has to be greater than�130 nm for laser emission near
1000 nm. This energy difference between pump and laser photons, the quantum
defect, reduces laser-operating efficiency and also leads to excess heat generation. To
improve VECSEL efficiency, it has been proposed that instead of barrier pumping,
direct in-well pumping can be used with VECSELs, without changing barrier
bandgap, thus reducing pump–laser quantum defect [44, 46]. One difficulty with
this approach is that quantumwells are very thin and single-pass absorption in just a
few wells is weak. Placing quantum wells at the antinodes of the pump wavelength
resonant sub-cavity resonantly enhances suchweak in-well pump absorption [47, 48].
One disadvantage of such resonant in-well pumping scheme is that tight, �4 nm,
pump wavelength control is required [47], negating the broad acceptable pump
wavelengths with barrier-pumped VECSELs. Another approach to alleviate weak in-
well absorption problem is to use multiple pump passes [47], much as it is done with
solid-state disk lasers [40, 41], using an on-chip pump mirror and pump-recycling
optics outside the OPS chip.

An on-chip pump light mirror has been used to produce a more efficient double-
pass pumpabsorptionwith barrier [64, 107] or in-well [47] pumping.Also, pump light
mirror has been used to block pump light from bleaching saturable absorber in
mode-locked VECSELs with integrated saturable absorber, MIXSEL [160, 161]. Such
pump mirrors, however, can introduce additional undesired thermal impedance
between the gain layer and the heat sink. Pump intensity decays exponentially with
depth into semiconductor as pump photons are absorbed, while relatively uniform
excitation of quantumwells is desired. Such amore uniformquantumwell excitation
can be achieved by varying the number of quantum wells at different antinodes,
possibly skipping some antinodes, and also by adjusting with depth bandgap of the
pump absorbing layers. Quantumwell structures with graded gap barriers have been
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used to improve pump absorption by reducing absorption saturation in the barriers
through more efficient carrier collection in the wells [162].

Because of quantumdefect between pump and laser light, aswell as nonunity laser
emission efficiency, excess heat is generated that has to be dissipated efficiently to the
heat sink. This is done with back or front, transparent, surface heat spreaders, as
discussed in detail in Chapter 2. Thermal impedance between the chip active region
and the heat spreaders needs to be minimized. Proper heat sinking limits temper-
ature rise of the gain region, which is critically important for laser operation since
semiconductor gain can degrade significantly with temperature as carriers spread in
the band due to thermal broadening of their energy distribution. Such temperature
rise is typically the limiting mechanism for laser output power at higher pump
powers. Another effect of temperature rise is wavelength red shift of the semicon-
ductor bandgap and gain peak. In parallel, temperature rise also causes increase in
semiconductor refractive indices with the resulting red shifts of the Bragg resonance
wavelengths of the on-chip mirror and of the resonant periodic gain spectral peak,
as well as of resonance wavelengths of the on-chip subcavities. Gain peak shifts with
temperature much faster than the refractive-index-related wavelengths. Optimal
VECSEL operation requires design of the gain and resonance spectral positions such
that they overlap at the elevated laser active region operating temperature, which
depends on the heat sink temperature and the chip active region dissipated power
(Chapter 2) [18].

1.3.4
VECSEL Laser Characterization

A number of measurements can be performed on VECSEL laser components, for
example, chip mirror and quantum well gain region, to characterize their operation
and compare them to the design parameters. Some of these measurements can be
performedon thewafer level; others are done on the thinned andAR-coatedOPS chip
already mounted on a heat sink. Another set of measurements characterizes the
complete VECSEL laser operation.

VECSEL semiconductor wafer structure with its Bragg mirror and gain region
layers can be characterized very effectively by using a spectrophotometer, which
measures reflectivity spectra of these structures [18]. Both front and back side spectra
can be measured, giving complementary information. Figure 1.9 shows such
reflectivity spectra for the window-on-substrate and mirror-on-substrate wafer struc-
tures. Thewindow-on-substrate reflectivity inFigure 1.9a, corresponding to thewafer
structure in Figure 1.5, shows the broad,�90 nmwide,mirror reflectivity band in the
front side measurement; back side measurement shows the onset of quantum well
absorption for wavelengths below 976 nm in the middle of the mirror band. The
absorption dip is weak due to thinness of the wells. Subcavity etalon effects are not
visible here since the weakly reflecting window–substrate interface in the wafer
replaces the strongly reflecting window–air interface. Upon chip mounting and
substrate removal, the window–air interface is exposed and wafer reflectivities look
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like those in Figure 1.9b. Figure 1.9b shows reflectivity spectra for mirror-on-
substrate VECSEL structure similar to the one shown in Figure 1.5, except that
the substrate appears on the mirror, rather than window, side of the structure.
The back side reflectivity here is indicative of the intrinsic reflectivity spectrum of the
multilayer mirror. The front side reflectivity spectrum shows strong effects of the
subcavity etalon formed between the mirror and the semiconductor–air interface.
In addition, weak intrinsic absorption of quantum wells located inside the subcavity
etalon is strongly enhanced here by the etalon resonances. Thus, the front reflectivity

Figure 1.9 Reflectivity spectra of the OPS
semiconductor wafers. (a) Window-on-
substrate structure: front (epi) and back surface
reflectivities; subcavity etalon effects are not
visible. (b) Mirror-on-substrate wafer structure:

front (epi) surface, back surface, and front
surface theoretical reflectivities. Reflectivity dips
at l¼ 932, 966, and 1004nm resonances of the
mirror to chip surface subcavity etalon.
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of the wafer shows strong dips near l¼ 932.0, 965.5, and 1003.5 nm, corresponding
to enhanced quantum well absorption at the longitudinal modes of this etalon. Such
strong resonant enhancement of quantum well absorption is used effectively for
in-well optical pumping of VECSELs [47, 48]. Reflectivity spectrum of the structure
can be calculated from the layer thicknesses, refractive indices, and absorptions, and
shows good agreement with the measured data. Semiconductor layer composition
and thickness growth errors are immediately apparent from such measured wafer
reflectivity spectra. Applying AR coating to the front surface of the OPS chip reduces
and somewhat shifts the residual etalon dips, but does not eliminate them complete-
ly [18]. Upon optical pumping, VECSEL laser lases at the wavelength of one of these
residual etalon resonances that corresponds to the highest available quantum well
gain [18].

Quantum well gain medium is characterized at the wafer level by measuring its
photoluminescence PL spectrum [18, 23, 163, 164]. Quantum wells emit light from
inside the residual subcavity etalon; their photoluminescence spectrum is strongly
modified by this etalon when emitting normal to the wafer surface and largely
unaffected when light is emitted from the edge of the wafer [18]. Figure 1.10 shows
measured photoluminescence spectra of a VECSEL wafer: broad edge-emitted
spectrum and strongly narrowed surface-emitted spectrum with PL peaks corre-
sponding to the etalon resonances [18]. Also shown is the surface-emitted spectrum
from an AR-coated wafer that shows that etalon resonances are weakened and
broadened but not completely eliminated. It is important to use edge-emitted PL
spectrum for determining true spectral peak location of the quantum well material
gain. Combination of the wafer reflectivity spectra and photoluminescence spectra
shows spectral locations of the laser material gain and resonances peaks that localize
laser emission. These spectral locations have to match at the operating temperature
of the laser active region.

Figure 1.10 Normalizedphotoluminescence spectra of theOPSchips: surface-emission spectra of
the AR-coated and uncoated OPS chips, and the edge-emission spectrum.
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For strained quantum well OPS wafers, photoluminescence can be a strong
indicator for the presence of dark line defects when total strained well thickness
exceeds critical thickness [4, 8]. For example, for InGaAs/GaAs VECSELs emitting
near 1mm, when illuminating broad area of the wafer or a full OPS chip with pump
light and observing photoluminescence with a camera, one can see in the PL image
a pattern of crossed dark lines oriented along crystallographic [001] axes forming
over time, especially about points on the chip that had been exposed to focused
pump light. Such dark line defects form quickly over time and severely degrade
laser performance [64]; using strain-balanced VECSEL structures [18] completely
eliminates such dark line defects and produces fully reliable VECSEL lasers.

Once laser cavity and pump optics are aligned, there are a number of measure-
ments that characterize the full VECSEL laser performance. The most revealing
measurement is the output power versus pump power dependence, similar to
theoretical calculation in Figure 1.4c; this measurement also produces the important
values of laser threshold, output slope efficiency, total output efficiency, and max-
imum output power, whether limited by pump power or thermal rollover. Temper-
ature dependence of these laser characteristics is another important measurement;
here two temperatures are significant: the heat sink temperature, typically set by a
thermoelectric cooler and measured by a thermistor, and the active region temper-
ature, which can sometimes be estimated from the laser emission wavelength and its
temperature dependence or from pump-dissipated power and OPS chip thermal
impedance. The above laser output characteristics also depend strongly on the output
coupling mirror reflectivity/transmission, as illustrated in Figure 1.4c; measuring
this dependence gives an estimate of intracavity losses and enables the selection of
the optimal output coupler. It is important to note that several pump powers are of
relevance here: power emitted by the pump laser, pump power coupled to the OPS
region by the pump optics, and finally the pump power absorbed in the OPS pump
absorbing region. Spatial overlap, in size and shape, of the pump spot and lasermode
should also be taken into account.

Figure 1.11 Measured output beam profile of the OPS-VECSEL laser.
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For most applications, VECSEL output spatial beam quality is of utmost impor-
tance. Figure 1.11 shows an example of a measured OPS-VECSEL output beam
profile with the desired circular fundamental transverse TEM00 mode operation.
Beam quality can be characterized quantitatively by measuring its M2 parame-
ter [9, 50, 107, 142], which describes how much faster laser beam diverges in two
transverse dimensions as compared with a diffraction limited M2¼ 1 Gaussian
beam. The measured beam quality of M2� 1.0–1.5 for many VECSELs is consid-
ered to be very good. Such high-quality beam is required, for example, for confocal
laser fluorescence imaging with free-space delivered [165] and single-mode fiber
delivered beam [69]. M2� 3–4 beams have stronger divergence due to several
transversemodes but are adequate formany other VECSEL applications [167], such
as Coherent Inc. TracER� laser illuminator for fingerprint detection [22]. Typically,
somewhat higher powers can be extracted from VECSEL lasers in a multimode
regime.

Determining spectral characteristics of VECSELs involves measurement of laser
emission wavelength and spectral lineshape, as well as the dependence of these on
the operating temperature and pump power [18]. For example, keeping pump
power constant and adjusting chip temperature via the heat sink thermoelectric
cooler, we can measure laser wavelength, typically defined by subcavity resonance,
shift with temperature. This gives us a very useful �thermometer� of the active
region. Later measurement of the laser wavelength shift with pump power above
threshold, and using the above �thermometer� information, gives us the temper-
ature rise of the active region with pump power and thus also an estimate of the
active region thermal impedance and active region temperature at the laser-
operating point. Additional measurements of the temperature and pump power
dependences of the semiconductor photoluminescence spectra, both edge and
surface emission, together with the above laser wavelength measurements, are
important for ensuring proper spectral alignment of the laser emission and the gain
and PL peaks at the laser-operating conditions (Chapter 2) [18, 163].

With intracavity tunable filter, tunable power dependence on emission wavelength
becomes important [51]. For single-frequencyVECSEL operation, laser linewidth and
noise measurements define the relevant laser characteristics [120, 168]. Character-
ization of optical harmonic generation (Chapter 3) and mode-locked picosecond
pulse generation (Chapter 6) in VECSELs is covered in detail in the other chapters in
this book.

This section has outlined basic elements in designing,making, and characterizing
VECSEL lasers. As is typical of semiconductor lasers, themany functional degrees of
freedom offered by VECSELs require good understanding and precise control of the
corresponding design and fabrication degrees of freedom. Extensive device charac-
terization is critical as well, both for determining VECSEL operating parameters and
for closing the design-fabrication-characterization loop and ensuring the above-
mentioned laser design understanding and fabrication control. In the next section,
we will describe the demonstrated performance ranges of VECSEL lasers as well as
their applications and future scientific directions.
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1.4
Demonstrated Performance of VECSELs and Future Directions

1.4.1
Demonstrated Power Scaling and Wavelength Coverage

Since the first demonstration of high-power optically pumped VECSELs in
1997 [17, 18], which emitted at wavelengths near 1000nm and had output powers
of about 0.5W, many different VECSELs have been demonstrated with power levels
frommilliwatts to tens ofwatts andwavelengths from244 nm in theUV to 5mmin the
mid-IR. Here we shall overview the power and wavelength scaling demonstrated with
VECSEL lasers and the semiconductor material systems that have been used. Other
chapters in this book describe in detail a variety of other aspects of VECSEL lasers
and their demonstrated performance, such as mode locking and high repetition rate
short pulse generation, thermal management of high-power VECSELs, visible light
generation via second harmonic generation, quantum dot gain media VECSELs,
long-wavelength NIR VECSELs, and electrically pumped VECSELs.

VECSEL lasers with a wide range of powers and wavelengths have been demon-
strated both in university and government research laboratories across the world –

United States, United Kingdom, France, Switzerland, Germany, Sweden, Finland,
Korea, and Ireland – and in several commercial companies – Coherent, Novalux/
Arasor, OSRAM, Samsung, Solus Technologies. VECSEL-related work has been
published by scientists in Russia, Poland, Spain, Denmark, and China. There are also
anumberofcommercialproductsbasedontheVECSELtechnology.Inameasureof the
scientific, technological and commercial activities in VECSEL/OPSL/SDL lasers,
more than 250 papers have been published in this field and more than 100 U.S. and
international WIPO patents have been issued on the subject of these lasers. Utilizing
flexibility of the VECSEL approach and with appropriate designs, efficient VECSEL
operation has been demonstrated across a wide range of laser-operating parameters:
from low to high output powers; for fixed and tunable wavelength operation; for
fundamental and multiple transverse mode operation; for single-frequency and
multiple longitudinal mode operation; for fundamental, second, third, and fourth
harmonicwavelength operation; and for single andmultiple gain chip laser operation.

Figure 1.12 summarizes in graphical form the demonstrated power and wave-
length performance of VECSEL lasers, also shown are the major semiconductor
material systems used in these demonstrations. Tables 1.2 and 1.3 list these results in
tabular form and also include some other relevant VECSEL-operating parameters.
Table 1.2 lists VECSELs with the fundamental wavelength output, while Table 1.3 has
the frequency-doubled second harmonic output VECSELs.

The strain-compensated InGaAs/GaAsP/GaAsmaterial systemwith fundamental
output wavelengths in�920–1180 nm NIR range is most widely used for VECSELs.
In this material system, output power greater than 20W has been demonstrated in
a single-transverse mode with excellent beam quality M2� 1.1 [107]. Still higher
30–40W power levels were demonstrated in a slightly multimode regime with
M2� 3 [22, 167]. This remarkable material system from its fundamental wavelength
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range allows convenient and efficient intracavity frequency doubling to the visible
blue–green–yellow range with the blue 460–490 nm, green 505–535 nm, and yellow
570–590 nm wavelength regimes. Power levels of 15W in the blue [22] and 12W in
the green [52] have been demonstrated in a single-transversemodewith a single OPS
gain chip. Using multiple gain chips, doubled green output powers of 40 and 55W
have been demonstrated with two and three gain chips, respectively [22], still in the
fundamental transverse mode. Powers as high as 64W in the doubled green have
been demonstrated with three gain chips by going to a slightly multimode operation
withM2� 4 [22]. Electrically pumped VECSELs in the NIR and doubled into the blue
have also been made in the InGaAs/GaAs material system [177]. Using highly
strained quantum wells in this material system, direct emission wavelengths can be
pushed to the 1140–1180 nm range [87]. Here, intracavity-doubled output is in the
yellowwavelength range, demonstrating with optical pumping output powers of 9W
at 570 nm [22] and 5W at 587 nm [58]. Furthermore, in the same material system,
using intracavity frequency tripling of the fundamental 1065 nm emission produces
355 nm ultraviolet output [108]. A commercial Genesis� laser, from the OPSL laser
family, from Coherent Inc., produces up to 150mW at the tripled 355 nm UV
wavelength [178]. In a different approach for short-wavelength UV generation,
fundamental VECSEL emission at 976 nm in the NIR has been laser intracavity
doubled to 488 nmblue,with this doubledVECSELoutput further frequency doubled
in an external cavity to the 244 nm deep UV wavelength, the fourth harmonic of the
fundamental VECSEL NIR emission; 215mW of deep UV radiation has been
produced by this technique [77]. Thus, VECSELs with the InGaAs/GaAsP/GaAs
material system, using fundamental, doubled, tripled, and quadrupled frequency

Figure 1.12 Demonstrated power and wavelength performance of VECSEL lasers.

1.4 Demonstrated Performance of VECSELs and Future Directions j39



Ta
bl
e
1.
2

D
em

on
st
ra
te
d
w
av
el
en

gt
hs

an
d
po

w
er
s
of

V
EC

SE
L
la
se
rs

fo
r
th
e
fu
nd

am
en

ta
lw

av
el
en

gt
h
op

er
at
io
n.

O
pe
ra
tin

g
w
av
el
en
gt
h

(n
m
)

Pu
m
p

w
av
el
en
gt
h

(n
m
)

O
ut
pu

t
po

w
er
,

si
ng

le
m
od

e
(W

)

O
ut
pu

t
po

w
er
,

m
ul
tim

od
e

(W
)

Pu
m
p

po
w
er

(W
)

M
at
er
ia
ls
ys
te
m

Tr
an

sv
er
se

m
od

e,
M

2
M
od

e
di
am

et
er

(m
m
)

Tr
an

sp
ar
en
t

he
at

sp
re
ad
er

or
in
ve
rt
ed

st
ru
ct
ur
e

O
ut
pu

t
C
ou

pl
in
g,

%

N
o.

of
Q
W
s

Tu
ni
ng

ra
ng

e,
nm

R
ef
er
en
ce
s

67
4

53
2

0.
4

3.
3

G
aI
n
P/
A
lG
aI
n
P/
G
aA

s
72

Tr
.H

S
2

20
10

[7
9]

67
5

53
2

1.
1

7
G
aI
n
P/
A
lI
n
G
aP
/G

aA
s

75
Tr
.H

S
3

20
[7
8]

85
0

66
0

0.
52

3
2.
4

A
lG
aA

s/
G
aA

s
10

0
Tr
.H

S
2.
4

15
30

[6
6]

85
0

67
0

0.
73

2.
4

In
A
lG
aA

s/
G
aA

s
5

70
Tr
.H

S
4

17
[8
6]

85
3

82
2

1.
6

3.
2

A
lG
aA

s/
G
aA

s
1.
x

10
0

Tr
.H

S
3.
8

14
[4
7]

85
5

80
6

1
30

A
lG
aA

s/
G
aA

s
11

0
Tr
.H

S
2

17
[4
5]

92
0

80
8

19
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

3
50

0–
90

0
In
v.

—
[1
67
]

92
0

80
8

19
70

In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

In
v.

[2
2]

92
0

80
8

12
24

In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

2
25

0
Tr
.H

S
6

15
[6
8]

96
0

80
8

20
.2

55
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

1.
1

43
0

In
v.

0.
7

7
—

[1
07
]

96
4

80
8

11
60

In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

1.
75

35
5

In
v.

9
14

/1
0

[5
0]

96
6

80
8

19
.2

60
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

2.
14

35
5

In
v.

9
14

/1
0

[5
0]

97
2

80
8

11
46

In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

1.
7

35
5/
41

0
þ

42
0/
48

0
In
v.

8
14

/1
0

33
[5
1]

98
0

80
8

30
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

3
50

0–
90

0
In
v.

—
[1
67
]

98
0

80
8

40
80

In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

In
v.

[2
2]

98
0

80
8

3.
1

11
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

1.
15

22
0

In
v.

14
[1
69
]

98
0

80
8

4.
05

14
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

1.
6

23
0

In
v.

6
18

[1
30
]

98
0

80
8

8
30

In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

T
E
M

0
0

43
0/
50

0
In
v.

8
18

20
[6
1]

10
00

80
8

8
20

In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

1.
8

36
7

In
v.

6
14

—
[4
3]

10
04

80
8

0.
52

0.
69

1.
5

In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

T
E
M

0
0

10
0

In
v.

2-
4

14
—

[1
7,

18
]

40j 1 VECSEL Semiconductor Lasers: A Path to High-Power, Quality Beam and UV



10
50

80
8

4
5.
6

20
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

s
1.
15

16
5

Tr
.H

S
2

13
11

.6
[1
70
]

10
50

80
0

9
42

In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

s
1.
45

18
0

Tr
.H

S
13

[4
9]

10
60

80
8

36
80

In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

In
v.

[2
2]

10
60

80
8

10
24

In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

1.
7

20
0

Tr
.H

S
6

15
[1
25
]

11
75

80
8

8.
6

35
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

1.
5

50
0

In
v.

4
10

30
[5
8]

12
20

3.
5

G
aI
n
N
A
s/
G
aA

s
[1
71
]

12
20

5
G
aI
n
N
A
s/
G
aA

s
[1
72
]

12
30

80
8

1.
46

18
.2

G
aI
n
N
A
s/
G
aA

s
18

0
Tr
.H

S
1

12
4.
5

[8
8]

12
97

80
8

2.
1

23
A
lG
aI
n
A
s/
In
P

18
0

Tr
.H

S
1

10
[9
8]

13
05

98
0

2.
7

26
A
lG
aI
n
A
s/
In
P

18
0

Tr
.H

S
2.
5

10
[9
8]

13
22

81
0

0.
61

2
8.
62

G
aI
n
N
A
s/
G
aA

s
1.
2

75
Tr
.H

S
2

10
[6
7]

15
50

12
50

0.
68

4.
6

In
G
aA

sP
/I
n
P

1.
5/
1.
2

25
0

Tr
.H

S
1

20
[1
21
]

15
50

12
50

0.
8

In
G
aA

sP
/I
n
P

Tr
.H

S
[8
0]

15
70

98
0

2.
6

25
A
lG
aI
n
A
s/
In
P

18
0

Tr
.H

S
2

[9
7]

19
80

98
0

5
24

G
aI
n
Sb

/G
aS
b

1.
4

16
0/
17

5
Tr
.H

S
9

10
80

[1
03
]

20
05

80
8

0.
64

16
G
aI
n
Sb

/G
aS
b

Tr
.H

S
15

35
[1
72
]

20
25

79
0

1
18

G
aI
n
Sb

/G
aS
b

1.
45

18
0

Tr
.H

S
2

15
[9
4]

22
50

98
0

3.
4

21
G
aI
n
A
sS
b/
G
aS
b

1.
5

37
5/
42

5
Tr
.H

S
5

10
[8
1]

23
50

19
60

3.
2

13
G
aI
n
A
sS
b/
G
aS
b

30
0

Tr
.H

S
15

[4
8]

50
00

15
50

0.
00

3
P
bT

e/
P
bE

u
Te
/B

aF
2

20
0

[8
3]

1.4 Demonstrated Performance of VECSELs and Future Directions j41



Ta
bl
e
1.
3

D
em

on
st
ra
te
d
w
av
el
en

gt
hs

an
d
po

w
er
s
of

V
EC

SE
L
la
se
rs

fo
r
th
e
fr
eq
ue
nc
y-
do

ub
le
d
se
co
nd

ha
rm

on
ic
ou

tp
ut

op
er
at
io
n.

O
pe
ra
tin

g
w
av
el
en
gt
h

(n
m
)

Pu
m
p

w
av
el
en
gt
h

(n
m
)

O
ut
pu

t
po

w
er
,s
in
gl
e

m
od

e
(W

)

Pu
m
p

po
w
er

(W
)

M
at
er
ia
ls
ys
te
m

Tr
an

sv
er
se

m
od

e
(M

2 )
M
od

e
di
am

et
er

(m
m
)

Tr
an
sp
ar
en
t
he
at

sp
re
ad
er

or
in
ve
rt
ed

st
ru
ct
ur
e

N
o.

of
Q
W

Tu
ni
ng

ra
ng

e
(n
m
)

R
ef
er
en
ce
s

33
8

53
2

0.
12

5.
8

G
aI
n
P/
A
lI
n
G
aP
/G

aA
s

75
Tr
.H

S
20

4
[7
8]

46
0

80
8

1.
4

In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

[1
57
]

46
0

80
8

1.
9

20
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

14
0

Tr
.H

S
30

[1
73
]

46
0

80
8

5
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

1.
1

50
0–
90

0
In
v.

—
[1
67
]

46
0

80
8

7
52

In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

In
v.

[2
2]

47
9

80
8

7
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

In
v.

[2
2]

48
6

80
8

7.
3

38
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

1.
2

70
0

In
v.

—
[5
2]

48
8

80
8

15
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

1.
x

50
0–
90

0
In
v.

—
[1
67
]

48
8

80
8

15
55

In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

In
v.

[2
2]

50
5

80
8

8
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

In
v.

[2
2]

53
0

80
8

7
33

In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

In
v.

[2
2]

53
1

80
8

11
.5

40
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

1.
04

70
0

In
v.

—
[5
2]

53
1

80
8

24
11

0
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

—
70

0
In
v.

—
[5
2]

53
2

80
8

2.
7

In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

[1
57
]

53
2

80
8

7
26

In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

[1
56
]

53
2

80
8

40
14

0
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

1.
3

90
0

In
v.

Tw
o
ch
ip
s

[2
2]

53
2

80
8

55
20

0
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

1.
3

90
0

In
v.

T
h
re
e
ch
ip
s

[2
2]

53
2

80
8

64
25

0
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

�4
90

0
In
v.

T
h
re
e
ch
ip
s

[2
2]

57
0

80
8

9
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

In
v.

[2
2]

58
7

80
8

5
In
G
aA

s/
G
aA

sP
/G

aA
s

50
0

10
15

[5
8]

61
0

80
5

0.
03

2.
2

G
aA

sS
b/
G
aA

s
80

In
v.

6
[1
74
]

61
2

78
8

2.
68

36
G
aI
n
N
A
s/
G
aA

s
29
0

Tr
.H

S
10

8
[5
3]

61
5

80
8

0.
32

18
.2

G
aI
n
N
A
s/
G
aA

s
18
0

Tr
.H

S
12

4.
5

[8
8]

61
7

79
0

1
45

G
aI
n
N
A
s/
G
aA

s
29
0

Tr
.H

S
12

[1
75
]

63
9

1
1.
5

In
v.

[1
76
]

42j 1 VECSEL Semiconductor Lasers: A Path to High-Power, Quality Beam and UV



output, have produced emission from 244nm in the deep UV to the 1180 nm in the
NIR, a span of more than two octaves, with output powers from a few milliwatts
to 64W.

As a side note, conventional intracavity frequency-doubled solid-state lasers are
susceptible to the so-called �green problem� [179], where lasers exhibit strong
intensity noise due to nonlinear interactions between multiple modes of the laser.
Intracavity frequency-doubledOPSL lasers do not suffer from the green problem [54]
because of the short carrier lifetime in semiconductors and the resonant periodic
gain structure of OPSLs that does not allow spatial hole burning. Thus, intracavity
frequency-doubled OPSLs have stable, low-noise output, so important for the
majority of applications.

Still using GaAs substrates, the unstrained GaAlAs/GaAs material system ac-
cesses directly the 850 nm wavelength region [55, 66, 120, 146], with powers as high
as 1.6W [45, 47] demonstrated with in-well pumping. The same wavelength window
is accessed with barrier pumping by the strained InAlGaAs/InAlGaAsP/GaAs
material system using quaternary quantum wells and quinary strain compensating
layers [86]. Still shorter wavelengths near 675 nm in the red are accessed directly
using the InGaP/AlGaInP/GaAs material system [78, 79], demonstrating 1.1W
output power. Such direct red-emitting VECSELs have also been pumped by
GaN diode lasers [180]. Red-emitting VECSELs allow intracavity frequency doubling
into the UV wavelength regime, demonstrating 120mW output at 338 nm
wavelength [78].

The shortest wavelength direct emission VECSEL demonstrated so far is the
InGaN/AlGaN/GaN device that operated near 390 nm violet wavelength [95, 96]. One
difficulty with such short-wavelength devices is finding a suitable simple pump
source; in this case, the device was pumped by a frequency-tripledQ-switched pulsed
output of a Nd:YAG laser [95].

Extending VECSEL wavelengths to the 1200–1350 nm NIR range has been
accomplished using the GaInNAs/GaAs dilute nitride material system on GaAs
substrates [127]. Output powers as high as 1.4W at 1230 nm [88] and 0.6W at
1322 nm [67] have been demonstrated; microchip mode of operation has also been
reported in thismaterial system [181].Watt-level emission has been demonstrated in
this material system at wavelengths as short as 1160–1210 nm [182]. Recently, using
AlGaInAs/InP material system and wafer fusion with GaAs-based mirror, output
power of 2.7Whas been demonstrated at 1300 nmwavelengths [98]. Thiswavelength
region is also important since it allows frequency doubling to the visible orange,
590–620 nm, and red, 625–700 nm, wavelengths. Powers as high as 2.7W have been
demonstrated by this approach in the 612–617 nm orange–red wavelength re-
gion [53, 88, 175]. Such doubled orange–red emission VECSEL has also been
demonstrated using the GaAsSb/GaAs material system [174]. In fact, the NIR range
of such GaAs substrate VECSELs should be extendable all the way to the 1550 nm
wavelength region using the GaInNAsSb/GaAs quinary material system [183].

The important 1500–1600 nm wavelength window for optical fiber communica-
tion applications is covered by the InGaAsP/InP or InGaAlAs/InP material systems
on InP substrates. Low refractive index contrast in thismaterial system leads to thick,

1.4 Demonstrated Performance of VECSELs and Future Directions j43



high thermal impedance laser mirrors; nevertheless, VECSEL output powers as
high as 0.8W have been demonstrated [80, 121]. Using wafer fusion with GaAs-
substrate-based mirrors, the InGaAlAs/InP active region has demonstrated still
higher VECSEL powers of 2.6W [97, 98]. Electrically pumped VECSELs have also
been fabricated with 1550 nm emission wavelengths using InP-based material
system [92, 93, 152].

The 2000–2400 nm emission wavelength mid-IR region is covered by the
GaInAsSb/GaSb material system. Output power as high as 5W has been demon-
strated at 1980 nmusing standard 980 nmdiode pump [103]. More than 3Woutput
has been achieved at 2250 nmusing 980 nmdiode pumpwith a single-chip [81] and
dual-chip [184] configurations, and at 2350 nmusing 1960 nm thulium-doped fiber
laser for in-well pumping [48, 185]. Even longer wavelength VECSELs with
emission wavelength near 4.5 and 5 mm have been demonstrated using IV–VI
lead–chalcogenide semiconductor material systems of PbTe (PbSe)/PbEuTe on
both BaF2 and Si substrates [82–85]. The long-wavelength VECSELs are discussed
in more detail in Chapter 4.

Another approach to extend VECSEL emission to themid-IR and THzwavelength
region is to use difference frequency generation [186], for example, with a dual-
wavelength VECSEL [109–111]. Such nonlinear optical difference frequency gener-
ation has been analyzed in Ref. [187], where dual emission VECSEL wavelengths at
984 and 1042 nm are considered for 17.7 mm wavelength generation.

VECSEL lasers have also been used for generation of even longer wavelength
broadband terahertz radiation in the 0.1–0.8THz frequency range [115], which
corresponds to 0.4–3.0mmwavelength range. In this terahertz spectrometer arrange-
ment, 480 fs pulses froma passivelymode-lockedVECSEL laser at 1044nmwere used
to illuminate both the emitter and the receiver photoconductive terahertz anten-
nas [115].The accessible terahertz spectral range in this technique is givenby thebroad
spectral bandwidth of the short pulses from a passively mode-locked VECSEL.

Broad gain bandwidth of semiconductor materials allows appreciable amount of
wavelength tuning from VECSELs, which has indeed been demonstrated inmany of
the above material systems, as indicated in Tables 1.2 and 1.3. For example, 80 nm
tuning range has been demonstrated near 1980 nmemissionwavelength in theGaSb
material system [103]. Even higher tuning range of 156 nm from 1924 to 2080 nm is
reported in Ref. [188]. A tuning range of 33 nm has been demonstrated near 972 nm
emission wavelength in a two-gain-chip VECSEL laser in the InGaAs/GaAsmaterial
system [51]. Intracavity frequency-doubled VECSELs typically exhibit half the tuning
range at the second harmonicwavelength as the laser is capable of at the fundamental
wavelength. Thus, for example, frequency-doubled yellow laser at 587 nm wave-
length exhibits 15 nm of tuning, as compared to the 30 nm tuning range at the
fundamental 1174 nm wavelength [58].

To summarize, in the short time since VECSELs were first developed, their
demonstrated wavelengths span from 244, 338, and 355 nm in the UV; to the violet,
blue, green, yellow, orange, and red wavelengths in the visible 390–675 nm range; to
the 850–1570 nm NIR wavelength range; to the 2.0–2.35mm mid-IR range; to the
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5mm further out in the mid-IR, and even out to terahertz radiation with 0.4–3.0mm
wavelength range. What is important is that these wavelengths were targeted by
design, often as required by specific application wavelength requirements. At some
of these wavelengths, the materials for which had been subject of extensive
development, power levels from watts to tens of watts had been demonstrated with
excellent beam quality. At other wavelengths with less-developed materials, power
levels of tens and hundreds of milliwatts are more typical. This wavelength and
power flexibility of VECSELs, together with their beam quality and other advanta-
geous properties, are key to the growing list of VECSEL applications, which we will
discuss next.

1.4.2
Commercial Applications

In their initial application,VECSEL laserswere developed as high-power single-mode
fiber-coupled sources at 980 nm for pumping Er-doped fiber and glass-waveguide
amplifiers for optical fiber telecommunications systems [169, 189, 190]. Commercial
optically pumped OPSL lasers from Coherent Inc. and electrically pumped NECSEL
lasers from Novalux Inc. were targeting these potentially large telecom markets.
Eventually, however, edge-emitting pump diode lasers came to dominate these
applications. VECSEL lasers have been used in research for pumping other solid-
state lasers, such as 2mm emitting Tm- and Ho-doped lasers pumped by a 1W
GaInNAs/GaAs semiconductor disk laser at 1213 nm [182, 191, 192].

With the development of the intracavity frequency-doubled VECSEL lasers
with emission wavelengths in the visible, the wavelength versatility of VECSEL,
in combination with power scalability and beam quality, became key to their
many successful commercial applications. Coherent Inc. pioneered the devel-
opment and application of commercial OPSL lasers. Doubled into blue OPSL
lasers with output at 460 and 488 nm became very successful solid-state
replacements for Ar-ion lasers in a wide range of fields. As compared to the
big, power inefficient, and limited lifetime Ar-ion lasers, blue OPSL lasers offer
compact size, efficiency, low power consumption, beam pointing stability,
excellent solid-state reliability with greater than 50 000 hours lifetime, and so
on, thus bringing semiconductor laser advantages to visible wavelengths and
power levels not previously addressable by these lasers. The option of fiber-
coupled delivery of the OPSL laser output is also important for many applica-
tions. Relatively fast, 50 kHz–30MHz and higher, direct modulation capability of
OPSLs via pump current modulation is key to many applications, as it eliminates
the need for separate acousto-optic modulators, required for the conventional
diode-pumped solid-state DPSS lasers. One of the early applications of the OPSL
460 nm blue laser from Coherent Inc. was in laser-based digital to film recorders
for transferring digitally produced or edited movies onto conventional 35mm
celluloid master film for cinema projection. ARRILASER film recorder from the
ARRI Group uses a blue OPSL laser, together with red and green laser sources,

1.4 Demonstrated Performance of VECSELs and Future Directions j45



and has been awarded a Scientific and Engineering Award, Oscar, in 2002 by the
US Academy of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences.

With doubled into blue OPSL output powers scalable in the 10–200mW, these
lasers found wide application in bioinstrumentation for confocal fluorescence
microscopy [165, 166, 193–197], flow cytometry [198], optical trapping, and manip-
ulation of cells [199], cell sorting, DNA sequencing, proteomics, drug discovery, and
so on [16]. Inmost of these bioapplications, fluorescent marker dyes are used to label
functional molecules in the cells, and laser-excited fluorescence from these marker
dyes is then detected or imaged. Alternatively, green fluorescent protein gene, and its
other fruit color variants [200], can be directly expressed in the cells ofmany different
organisms, and the GFP fluorescence is then used tomonitor gene expression in the
cells [16]. Specific wavelengths are required for optimal excitation of this imaging
fluorescence [198, 200]; OPSL lasers have been designed with emission targeting
thesewavelengths. The initial bluewavelengths of commercialOPSL lasers have later
been expanded to the green: 532 nm, yellow: 561 and 577 nm, red: 639 nm, and
ultraviolet: 355 nm emission. The availability of true CW UV emission from OPSL
lasers is important for biological applications, where pulsed UV light from the more
conventional solid-state lasers can damage biological samples because of the high
peak powers of the pulsed lasers.

Coherent Inc. has also developed commercial high-power versions of OPSL lasers
with CWoutput powers in the 0.5–8W range, with single- andmultitransversemode
emission, and, remarkably, with a laser head size as small as 12� 5� 7 cm3. This
combination of UV through visible wavelengths and a range output powers ad-
dresses a variety of new applications. Multiwatt green output OPSLs have been used
to pump femtosecond mode-locked Ti:sapphire lasers [201]. Multiwatt green, blue,
and yellow wavelength OPSL lasers have been used in a portable, battery-powered
laser source for crime-scene fingerprint and trace evidence detection [22, 202]. For
these applications, efficient battery-powered operation became possible because
of the efficiency of the OPSL optical conversion of pump light and that the OPSL
pump diodes do not require power-consuming tight wavelength/temperature sta-
bilization of the kind required by the conventional diode-pumped solid-state lasers.
Another application area for OPSL lasers is in entertainment, wheremultiwatt bright
color blue, green, and yellow lasers with good beam quality are very effective for laser
light shows.

Multiwatt 532 nm green and 577 nm yellow OPSL lasers have been used in
ophthalmology for photocoagulation treatment of eye diseases, such as wet-form
macular degeneration and diabetic retinopathy [203]. The yellow 577 nmwavelength
is especially effective since it matches the absorption peak of the oxygenated
hemoglobin in blood. As a result of this wavelength matching, the OPSL laser
delivers effective treatment while less light is absorbed in the surrounding tissue.

Red, green, and blue lasers can be combined for RGB color projection dis-
plays [204], ranging in size from full cinema projection [205] to laser television [206],
to mobile micro projectors [207]. Laser projection displays can be made in three
different types [207]. The first type is a laser scanning or �flying spot� projector [208],
where three primary color lasers are combined into a single beam and a mirror

46j 1 VECSEL Semiconductor Lasers: A Path to High-Power, Quality Beam and UV



system is used to scan this single-pixel beam in 2D over the imaging screen
surface. The second type is a line scanning projector, where primary color lasers
illuminate a linear array of pixels in a 1D spatial light modulator, such as grating
light valve (GLV) [209], the resulting line image is then projected onto a screen and
scanned by a mirror in 1D to produce a full image. The third type is an imaging
projector, where primary color lasers illuminate a 2D spatial light modulator pixel
array, such as Texas Instruments� digital micromirror digital light processor (DLP)
chip, the resulting full image is then projected onto a screen. For example,
Microvision�s mobile pico projector uses the first �flying spot� approach [207].
Sony has been developing the second line scan approach for laser TV applications
using GLV technology [207]. The same GLV line scan approach is used by Evans &
Sutherland in its ESLP�-8K laser projector [205]. Mitsubishi�s LaserVue� TV uses
the third 2D imaging approach. Such laser projection displays with saturated
primary RGB colors can access a much wider color gamut [204] than is available
from other display technologies, such as liquid crystal and plasma displays.
Different levels of laser power, from milliwatts to many watts, are required for
different size displays. Visible OPSL lasers can be used with all three types of laser
displays and will play an important role here because of their power scaling,
efficiency, beam quality, fast direct modulation capability, and access to the desired
emission wavelengths.

A number of companies have been working to develop OPSL/SDL/VECSEL
lasers for these display applications, such as Coherent, OSRAM, Samsung, and
Novalux/Arasor. For mobile micro/pico projectors, such as the one developed by
Microvision Inc. using the �flying spot� laser scanning approach, direct emission
blue and red diode lasers are available; however, the green lasers are not available
because of the semiconductor material limitations. Doubled from NIR into green,
several semiconductor laser approaches are being developed, including an exter-
nally doubled diode laser from Corning and an intracavity frequency-doubled OPSL
laser from OSRAM Opto Semiconductors [207, 208]. OSRAM�s green OPSL laser
for mobile projectors emits 70mW at 530 nm, measures only 13� 6.5� 4.8mm3,
and is capable of direct modulation at rates greater than 30MHz. Novalux/Arasor
has been developing NECSEL� electrically pumped VECSELs for display applica-
tions [210], such as DLP-based LaserVue TV from Mitsubishi [206]; these lasers are
among the lasers used in the Evans & Sutherland ESLP-8K high-resolution 8K� 4K
digital theater laser video projector [205].

Accessing a mid-IR 1.9–2.5mm wavelength range, Solus Technologies has devel-
oped a 100mW narrow linewidth laser source for a range of applications from gas
sensing and molecular spectroscopy [106] to medical. Such lasers are potentially
capable of watt-level operating powers, 100 nm wide tuning range, and single-
frequency operation.

It is remarkable for this young technology that such a diversity of commercial
OPSL lasers is available, with wavelengths from UV to mid-IR and output powers
from milliwatts to watts, and that such a wide variety of applications is addressed,
from bio-medical to forensics and to displays. This testifies to the flexibility and
versatility of OPSL lasers that can successfully address all these varied application
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requirements and where there is simply no other laser that can do the job as
effectively.

1.4.3
Current and Future Research Directions

Future research directions and applications of VECSELs will surely reflect the
already demonstrated versatility of the VECSEL laser platform. Output power
scaling of VECSELs will continue to be a topic of interest. Power scaling can
utilize a number of approaches, such as increasing mode area and pump spot size
while controlling and limiting the in-plane amplified spontaneous emission that
can deplete the gain [159]. Further improvements in efficient heat removal
(Chapter 2) will help, such as using the highest thermal conductivity diamond
heat spreaders and heat sinks [107], front and back side heat removal from the
OPS chip, design and fabrication of low thermal impedance semiconductor
structures, and so on. Further power scaling will be achieved by using multiple
gain chips [22, 49, 50, 52, 184], with larger mode area per chip, from the current
maximum �0.9mm diameter, and a larger number of OPS gain chips, from the
presently demonstrated maximum of three chips. Still further power scaling is
possible by spectrally combining multiple laser beams at different wavelengths, as
demonstrated by combining two VECSEL lasers preserving excellent beam quality
using a volume Bragg grating [211]. VECSEL output powers of several hundred
watts, at the fundamental or the second harmonic, should be achievable with
excellent beam quality using some combination of the above techniques. At
the same time, demonstrating compact and efficient, low-cost, manufacturable
VECSELs with modest milliwatt- to watt-level output powers will also be impor-
tant for many applications, such as mobile projection displays [207].

Wavelength scaling of VECSELs will likely proceed along two paths: one will be
application-driven demonstrations of new wavelengths using the existing semi-
conductormaterial systems and techniques; the otherwill explore newwavelengths
by using novelmaterial systems or novel nonlinear optical techniques to expand the
versatility of the VECSEL approach. In addition to novel semiconductor material
systems, finding suitable pump lasers and efficient pumping schemes for new
VECSEL wavelength regions will also be important. For example, direct blue
emission in the GaN material system [95, 96] with high powers and good beams
would be very useful; however, suitable pump diode lasers are not readily available
at the required wavelengths. Perhaps amultistage cascade of intracavity frequency-
doubled VECSELs can be demonstrated, where output of one stage of such cascade
is used to pump the next stage of the cascade. A variety of nonlinear optical
frequency conversion schemes should expand the range of accessible wavelengths:
intracavity frequency doubling, tripling, and quadrupling; sum frequency gener-
ation; difference frequency generation from dual wavelength lasers for accessing
new mid-IR wavelengths [109, 111], such as 17.7 mm [187]; a combination of laser
intracavity and extracavity nonlinear conversions [77]; and using single and
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multiple lasers for nonlinear optical conversions. VECSELs can become an im-
portant compact source of broadband terahertz radiation by using ultrashort pulse
mode-locked VECSELs in combination with photoconductive antennas [115]. To
summarize, VECSELs wavelength coverage range will extend deeper into the UV
and further intomid-IR, as well as start filling in the gaps in the existing wavelength
coverage.

Tunable wavelength operation will prove important for many VECSEL applica-
tions. The target herewill be to extend the relative wavelength tuning ranges from the
currently demonstrated 3–8%, 33 nm tuning near 972 nm [51], 80 nm tuning near
1980 nm [103], and 156 nm tuning near 2000 nm [188], to the 10–15% level. Theways
to achieve this will include using broadband gain semiconductor materials, such as
quantum dots (Chapter 5); broadband OPS chip gain structures with quantum well,
or dot, layers displaced somewhat from their periodic RPG positions [18, 130];
multiple, nonidentical gain chips in the cavity [51]; and, also important, low-loss
tunable filters. Single-frequency tuning of VECSELs [55, 140, 164] is also important
and will see further development for some applications, such as laser sources for
atomic clocks [120, 146] and spectroscopy [106].

Development of new semiconductor materials both for gain and on-chip mirror
structures will enable better performance of VECSELs and expand their operating
range in terms of power, wavelength, tuning range, and so on. New semiconductor
material systems with binary, ternary, quaternary, and quinary alloys can enable
easier materials growth with fewer defects for the gain region and better index
contrast and lower thermal impedance for theVECSELmirrors.Unstrained or strain-
compensated quantum well structures will be required in these material systems.
Further development of the quantum dot active region (Chapter 5) [99–102] will
enable VECSELs with reduced thresholds, wider gain bandwidth, and reduced
temperature dependence [101]. Bondingwafers of different semiconductormaterials
using wafer fussion [97, 98], such as for bonding separate VECSEL mirror and gain
wafers, eliminates some of the material limitations in VECSELs. Expanding the use
of this technique will enable a range of novel better performing devices, for example,
with higher powers and at new wavelengths. Wafer fusion of other VECSEL
functional blocks might also prove useful, such as bonding of gain regions at
different wavelengths, bonding of diode pump lasers to the gain region, and bonding
gain and saturable absorbers for mode locking. New materials and epitaxial growth
techniques have been driving the development of semiconductor lasers for more
than 40 years, and they will also be critical for the future VECSEL development.
Complexmultilayer semiconductor VECSEL structures require state-of-the-art semi-
conductor materials and growth techniques. In addition, finding optimal nonlinear
optical materials, including periodically poled crystals, will boost performance of the
frequency-doubled visible emitting VECSELs.

Further development of electrically pumped VECSELs is an important topic of
future research. While optically pumped VECSELs will reach comparatively higher
output powers, electrical pumping capability will enablemore compact, efficient, and
simple devices for many applications of VECSELs in a variety of operating regimes:
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cw and pulsed, tunable, intracavity doubled, and so on. Electrically pumpedVECSELs
are discussed in detail in Chapter 7.

Another important future direction for VECSEL research is the integration of
multiple functional blocks on a common semiconductor substrate. For example,
integration of pump lasers with the gain-mirror VECSEL structure has already been
demonstrated [154]. Further development of such pump-integrated VECSELs can
produce highly manufacturable high-power lasers that require significantly reduced
component assembly, thus reducing the device cost and expanding the potential
markets for these lasers. Another example of functional component integration is
the MIXSEL laser (Chapter 6) [160, 161], where gain and saturable absorber regions
of short-pulse mode-locked VECSELs are integrated on a common substrate. An
important direction of functional integration is the development of various forms of
VECSEL-integrated optical cavities; such integrated cavities are more compact and
better manufacturable and might prove very valuable for some applications. This
includes plane–plane microchip cavities with thermally stabilized transverse modes
[69–71, 181]; compact plane–curved cavities where the curved surface is produced
as a microlens on an optical substrate [141–144, 212, 213]; and single-transverse
mode optical resonators, for example, in the pillbox configuration [145]. Such
functional integration, including combinations of the above schemes, can produce
simpler, more compact, easier manufacturable, and cheaper devices, as well as
enable better device performance and novel functions. Future development of
functional integration can help make VECSELs even more widely used commer-
cially, especially in low-cost and high-volume applications, such as mobile projec-
tion displays.

A variety of optical cavity configurations have been used with VECSELs; develop-
ment of optical cavities optimized for different applications will play an important
role in expanding VECSEL function and application.While integrated optical cavities
mentioned above are important, compact bulk optical cavities with large mode
area for high-power operation [52] will also be valuable. Optical cavity design is an
important factor in VECSELs incorporatingmultipleOPS chips [22, 49–52, 135, 184].
VECSELs using intracavity nonlinear optical crystals for harmonic generation or
saturable absorbers formode locking require optical cavities that control the absolute
and relative laser mode diameters in the gain and the nonlinear element. In contrast
with most VECSELs that use a linear laser cavity, even if with multiple cavity
elements, ring laser cavity has been used in a VECSEL-based laser gyro [137] and
a passively mode-locked VECSEL [136]. A diffractive unstable optical resonator has
been used with VECSELs where Gaussian beam output was extracted from a hard-
edged outcoupling aperture [138]. VECSELs have also been operated in unstable
resonator regime with plane–spherical resonator cavities [18]. Optimized and novel
optical cavities will enable VECSELs with enhanced performance, while making
them more compact, stable, and manufacturable.

Array operation of VECSELs has been demonstrated both with electrical
(Chapter 7) and optical [70, 143] pumping. This is a promising research direction
for producing higher output powers from multiple beam incoherent arrays
(Chapter 7) or phase-locked arrays [214]. Individually addressable VECSEL arrays
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can be used for optical micromanipulation applications, such as optical trapping and
transport of biological cells [215]. Incoherent arrays of VECSELs also produce
reduced laser speckle for illumination applications, such as in imaging projection
displays [210], where laser speckle reduces as the square root of the number of array
elements.

VECSEL laser power modulation is important for many applications, such as for
laser projection displays. Laser power can be modulated directly by current for
electrically pumpedVECSELs [49] or via pumpdiode currentmodulation for optically
pumped VECSELs [207, 208]. Exploring modulation properties of VECSELs of both
types and optimizing their high-speed modulation performance is an important
future research direction. For example, pumping a VECSEL with multiple pump
diodes connected in series can yield a high slope differential modulation capability
useful in microwave photonics applications. Fast laser wavelength tuning might
also prove important; such fast tuning is possible with MEMS-tunable optically
pumped VECSELs that were developed for optical fiber communication applica-
tions [216–218].

A range of VECSEL applications require single-frequency laser operation, both
tunable and nontunable, for example, molecular spectroscopy [106, 219], pumping
of atomic clocks [120, 146], ring laser gyro [137], and microwave photonics applica-
tions [56, 220]. A number of studies have explored properties of VECSELs in their
single-mode operating regime, such as laser linewidth, which can be very narrow in
the kilohertz range [55, 104, 106, 119], and relative intensity noise (RIN) and its
spectrum [56, 140]. Such single-mode operation has been achieved both with
intracavity filters [55, 56, 59, 221], such as etalons, birefringent filters, and volume
Bragg gratings, or alternatively free running without intracavity filters [106, 140].
Single-mode operation has been demonstrated both for the fundamental and
intracavity frequency-doubled VECSELs [222]. Further investigation of the single-
mode VECSEL regime and understanding of its properties can yield devices with
unique characteristics for the above-mentioned applications, such as hertz-level
quantum-limited linewidth [119] and shot-noise limited RIN [56], while at the same
time with watt-level output powers and potentially tunable over several tens of
nanometers wavelength range.

Short pulses at gigahertz repetition rates have been generated by saturable
absorber passive mode locking of VECSELs [20]; this topic is discussed in detail
in Chapter 6. Such passive mode locking has been demonstrated with both optical-
ly [62, 134, 223–226] and electrically [227–230] pumped VECSELs. Some of the
remarkable characteristics demonstrated with passively mode-locked VECSELs are
transform-limited pulses as short as 220 fs [231], repetition rates as high as
50GHz [62], timing jitter as low as 160 fs with actively stabilized laser [232], and
average output powers as high as 2.1W [133], all with excellent circular output beams.
Saturable absorbers have also been integrated with the gain medium on the same
semiconductor substrate for a very simple and compact implementation of a
passively mode-locked VECSEL or MIXSEL [160, 161]. Alternatively to saturable
absorber passive mode locking, VECSELs have also been actively mode-locked by
synchronous pumping with picosecond and femtosecond pulses from a Ti:sapphire
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laser [233]. The resulting chirped picosecond pulses were compressed down to 185 fs
by a grating pair compressor. Semiconductor gain medium, unlike traditional solid-
state laser materials, for example, Yb:YAG, does not have long storage times;
therefore, high pulse energy regime is outside the scope of VECSEL characteristics.
VECSEL sources of high-power ultrashort pulses at gigahertz repetition rates will
find applications in such areas as optical clock distribution in high-speed computing
systems and metrology. Future research will expand the short pulse generation
performance of VECSELs in the direction of shorter femtosecond pulses, higher
repetition rates beyond 100GHz, new operating wavelengths from UV to mid-IR
with different material systems and nonlinearly converted optical frequencies,
compact integrated implementations, and further development of electrically
pumped devices. Such compact high-power ultrashort pulse sources will find
many applications and will displace more conventional solid-state pulsed sources
in many application areas.

Microwave photonics applications transmit analogue radio frequency (RF) or
microwave signals modulated on top of an optical carrier. VECSELs are exceptionally
suited as light sources for suchmicrowave links because of their high power and shot-
noise-limited RIN capability [56]. With a high-Q external cavity, VECSELs operate in
the flat-noise oscillation-relaxation-free class-A laser regime, achieved because
photon lifetime in the VECSEL laser cavity is much larger than the carrier lifetime
in the gain chip [119, 220]. Application of VECSELs to microwave photonics links is
a promising direction of future development.

With their high-power, tunable, single-mode, and narrow-linewidth operation
capability, VECSELs are a good laser light source for pumping atomic clocks, such as
Cs atomic clock near 852 nm [120, 146]. Here, VECSELs can be used for trapping,
cooling,manipulation, and optical detection of atoms. Theuse ofVECSELs for optical
tweezers for trapping and manipulation of biological samples [199] is also an area of
future research interest; output power, wavelength, and beam quality, all in compact
size, are key VECSEL qualities for these applications.

Another interesting application of VECSELs is for rotation sensing using
VECSEL-based ring laser gyro [137]; the initial demonstration of such laser gyros
is certain to be followed by many others. High power, excellent beam quality, and
wavelength selection of VECSELs have a natural application for a sodium laser
guide star [58, 234]. Here amultiwatt 589 nm yellow laser beam is used to excite the
D2 sodium line in the mesospheric layer of sodium atoms, creating a glowing
artificial �star� in the regions of the sky where no bright stars are available. This
sodium guide star is then used for adaptive optics compensation of atmospheric
distortion in ground-based astronomical telescopes [234, 235] and in space–ground
optical links.

Important for the future development and broad application of VECSELs is
detailed physical modeling, including analytical and numerical models, of various
aspects of their behavior. One example that is already bearing fruit is the modeling
of the thermal heat dissipation issues in VECSELs [20, 72, 236, 237]; this subject is
discussed in detail in Chapter 2. Modeling and understanding of the short pulse
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generation mechanisms in VECSELs, including cavity group delay dispersion
(GDD), nonlinear self-phase modulation (SPM), and gain and loss saturation
dynamics, has enabled decreasing mode-locked pulse widths from the picosecond
to the femtosecond regime [20, 134, 238], with further pulse width decreases
expected in the future. Modeling of the VECSEL single-mode regime nonlinear
dynamics and noise [119, 239] will produce higher performing devices for
microwave photonics and atomic clock applications. Further application of full
numerical microscopic models of semiconductor lasers, including gain properties
of semiconductor materials [117, 118], as well as modeling of gain and carrier
behavior in VECSELs [240, 241], will lead to better understanding of the laser
behavior and design of improved performance lasers. Detailed modeling is also
required for improving the performance of electrically pumped VECSELs
(Chapter 7).

An important application area of VECSELs of much research is in molecular
spectroscopy. Tunable single-frequency VECSELs have been used directly to acquire
spectra in the NIR by scanning the laser line across absorption features of interest,
for example,methane absorption near 2.3mm [106, 219, 242]. Detection sensitivity of
VECSEL spectroscopy can be magnified with cavity-enhanced absorption spectros-
copy [243], where amode-locked VECSEL frequency comb ismatched to the comb of
resonances of a high-finesse cavity containing gas under study. Using this technique,
acetylene absorption near 1mmwas measured with a 25m effective absorption path
length for a 13 cm long cell [243].

Even greater enhancement of detection sensitivity in molecular spectroscopy is
obtained with an ultrasensitive ICLAS technique, first demonstrated with VECSELs
inRefs [73, 74]. In this technique, the absorption cell is placed inside optical cavity of a
homogeneously broadened multimode laser, the laser is turned on, and the lasing
spectrum ismeasured by a spectrometer a time tg later within a narrow time slotDtg.
This approach gives effective absorption path length Lp ¼ rctg, where r is the length
fraction of the laser occupied by the absorption cell and c is the speed of light. For the
typical generation times of 200–400ms and a 50 cm long absorption cell, the effective
absorption path lengths are 30–60 km; effective path lengths as long as 130 km
have been demonstrated for a 1m long absorbing path [244]. Due to the long effective
path lengths, ICLAS-VECSEL allows measurement of absorption coefficients as low
as 10�9–10�10 cm�1 (sensitivity �10�11 cm�1Hz�1/2). Acousto-optic modulator is
used to switch the laser beam to the measuring spectrometer; both grating and
Fourier transform spectrometers have been used for spectrum acquisition in ICLAS.
Several properties of VECSELs enable their application to ICLAS: wide range of
available wavelengths, broad homogeneous gain bandwidth, and very low loss laser
cavity; because of their high loss, edge-emitting semiconductor lasers are not very
suitable for ICLAS. ICLAS-VECSEL technique has been applied for molecular
spectroscopy measurements at wavelengths near 1.0mm (8900–10 100 cm�1)
[74, 244, 245], 1.55mm (6500 cm�1) [148], and 2.3 mm (4300 cm�1) [246]. With
its high sensitivity, ICLAS-VECSEL can be used for trace gas detection or for
measurement of weak absorption lines of atmospheric gases. A variety of molecular
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gases have beenmeasured by ICLAS-VECSEL, detecting thousands of spectral lines,
including new ones. Rovibrational analysis has been used to assign the detected
lines [247]. Some of the measured molecular species are nitrous oxide (N2O) [245],
water (H2O) [148, 244, 246–248], carbon dioxide (CO2) [148, 246], hydrogen sulfide
(H2S) [249], acetylene (HCCH) [248], and carbonyl sulfide (OCS) [250], as well as a
variety of isotopic variants such as D2O [251]. Prior to the development of semicon-
ductor VECSELs, ICLAS relied primarily on Ti:sapphire laser in the 700–900 nm
range and dye lasers in the visible range. Semiconductor VECSELs opened new
wavelengths for ICLAS in the NIR and mid-IR 0.9–2.5mm wavelength,
4000–11 000 cm�1 wave number, including the spectrally rich molecular overtone
region. VECSELs also offer a simple and compact laser source for spectroscopy.
Using VECSELs for ICLAS revealed an unexpected spectral condensation effect,
where spectral absorption dips are replaced by blue-shifted emission peaks at longer
generation times [248]. ICLAS-VECSEL promises to be an active research area in
the future with more molecular species observed, improved detection sensitivities,
and expanded spectral detection regions in the NIR and mid-IR. Highly sensitive
ICLAS-VECSEL gas detection canhave applications in understanding of atmospheric
gases and in medicine.

To summarize this section, current research work has explored an amazing variety
of applications that exploit the unique properties of VECSELs. Further research into
expanding, improving, andunderstanding of theVECSEL properties will lead to even
greater growth in the future of the research and commercial applications of these
remarkable lasers.

1.4.4
Future of VECSEL Lasers: Scalable Power with Beam Quality from UV to IR

This chapter has outlined a new semiconductor laser technology that comes with
several alternative names: vertical-external-cavity surface-emitting laser, semicon-
ductor disk laser, or optically pumped semiconductor laser. This is one technology
that, uniquely among various other laser technologies, addresses simultaneously
multiple laser application requirements: power scaling, wavelength versatility,
beam quality, compact size, efficiency, reliability, and so on. This technology allows
laser design with characteristics to match application requirements optimally, for
example, output power from milliwatts to tens of watts, wavelength from UV to
mid-IR, and an excellent beam quality. It should be emphasized that VECSEL
technology achieves the desired laser characteristics by design, rather than by
hoping for a serendipitous coincidence, as with solid-state and gas laser wavelength
targeting.

What is the source of these remarkable properties of VECSEL technology? The
answer is, as this chapter has described, that VECSELs combine some of the best
qualities of semiconductor lasers and solid-state lasers, while avoiding many of the
weaknesses of these two laser classes.

What are VECSEL strengths acquired from semiconductor lasers? VECSELs take
from semiconductor lasers the use of semiconductor materials with their various
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binary compounds and multicomponent alloys that can target a very wide range of
emission wavelengths. VECSELs have also incorporated bandgap-engineered semi-
conductor heterostructures that are used to engineer by design the desired laser
emission and pumpabsorption properties.Due to the semiconductor lasermaterials,
optically pumped VECSELs have strong pump absorption in a very thin layer, just a
few microns thick, and over extremely wide range of pump wavelengths, tens and
hundreds of nanometers. VECSELs have also inherited the excellent circular output
beam of a VCSEL surface-emitting semiconductor laser.

What are VECSEL strengths acquired from the solid-state lasers? The key contri-
bution of solid-state lasers to VECSELs is the flexible optical laser cavity, which
enablesmany of the key VECSEL properties. Optical cavity provides transversemode
control to VECSELs, which enables their excellent beam quality. VECSEL optical
cavity also enablesmode size scaling for laser output power scaling.More important,
flexible open laser cavity makes possible for VECSELs the insertion of various
intracavity functional optical elements, such as nonlinear optical crystals for har-
monic generation, saturable absorbers for short pulse passivemode locking,multiple
gain chips, optical filters for spectral control, and so on. This gives VECSELs many
different regimes of operation and underlies their tremendous functional flexibility.
Significantly, both solid-state laser and VECSEL optical cavity has low intracavity loss.
This has important consequences by allowing efficient use of low transmission
output coupling, which in turn results in high intracavity power compared to output
laser power and thus enables very high nonlinear optical conversion efficiency.
Another feature acquired by VECSELs from solid-state lasers is optical pumping.
While electrical pumping of VECSELs is preferred in some cases, optical pumping
produces much higher VECSEL output powers and allows much simpler VECSEL
laser wafer structure.

Many VECSEL properties are enabled by avoiding some of the key weaknesses of
semiconductor lasers. Edge-emitting semiconductor lasers have their light locked in
a waveguide; good beam quality requires this to be a single-mode waveguide, which
results in a nonscalable small lasermode size that limits laser output powerwith good
beam quality. Surface-emitting VCSEL lasers have no adequate transverse mode
control and good beam quality single-transversemode output power is again limited.
In contrast, VECSELs avoid these limitations; they have open cavities, allowing both
transverse mode control for fundamental circular mode operation and mode size
scaling for higher output powers. Another disadvantage of edge-emitting semicon-
ductor lasers is their lossy optical cavity, both due to lossy waveguides, which give
loss of several tens of percent per cavity pass, and due to lossy coupling to external
optical cavity. Lossy cavities of edge-emitting lasers require for output power
efficiency the use of high-transmission output couplers, hence intracavity power
becomes comparable to output power, and thus no efficient intracavity-enhanced
nonlinear optical frequency doubling is possible. Lossy cavity also produces strong
spontaneous emission noise. In contrast, VECSELs with their low-loss laser cavities
do not have these limitations.

What are the weaknesses of solid-state lasers avoided by VECSELs? The key
weakness of solid-state lasers is very inflexible emission wavelengths, which are
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constrained to the few available transitions of active ions. The second weakness, for
similar reasons, is the very inflexible narrow range of pump wavelengths; pump
diode lasers at such wavelengths might not be readily available, when available, they
require costly wavelength stabilization, for example, by temperature stabilization.
Another limitation of solid-state lasers is relatively weak, compared to semiconduc-
tors, pump absorption, thus requiring thicker crystals for efficient pump absorption.
Thicker absorbing crystals require complex pump optics and relatively good quality
pump beams; thicker crystals also produce thermal lensing, which distorts beam
and limits output power. VECSELs avoid these limitations due to strong broadband
pump absorption of semiconductors.

The solid-state lasers typically have fairly long excited-state lifetimes, which can be
as long as amillisecond, allowing energy storage and high-energy pulse generation in
these lasers. On the other hand, the long carrier lifetime of solid-state lasers severely
limits their output modulation rate and typically requires external modulation.
In contrast, semiconductor materials of VECSEL have very short carrier lifetimes
of the order of a nanosecond. As a result, VECSELs lose the energy storage and the
high pulse energy capabilities of solid-state lasers. However, due to the short carrier
lifetime, VECSELs acquire fast modulation capability, either directly via current
modulation for electrically pumped VECSELs or via pump diode power modulation
for optically pumped VECSELs.

This combination of advantageous laser properties in VECSELs produces a very
flexible and versatile laser technology, as illustrated by the multitude of research
directions described above: power scaling frommilliwatts to tens of watts with single
or multiple gain chips, UV and visible output wavelengths via harmonic generation,
wavelength tunable operation, femtosecond short pulse generation at gigahertz high
rates, single-frequency operation, intracavity laser absorption spectroscopy, laser
gyros, microwave photonics, terahertz spectroscopy, and so on. Versatile VECSEL
laser technology leads to an impressive and surprising variety of commercial
applications already demonstrated for this new technology: from biomedical fluo-
rescence imaging to ophthalmic photocoagulation treatment, to projection displays,
to forensic evidence analysis, to pumping Ti:sapphire lasers. VECSEL applications so
far have beenmostly in the UVand visible wavelengths, where compact and efficient
sources with other laser technologies have been lacking. The accomplishments until
now for the young VECSEL laser technology only illustrate its rich potentials; future
research and development are going to expand even wider the scope of VECSEL
performance, functional versatility, and the range of scientific and commercial
applications.

What is the future of VECSEL lasers? VECSELs will expand the range of their
capabilities both through technology push and amarket pull. VECSEL technologywill
expand the range of VECSEL-operating parameters: output powers will increase to
the hundreds ofwatts levelsmaintaining excellent beamquality; wavelength coverage
will expand deeper into UV below 200nm and further intomid-IR beyond 5mmwith
more complete wavelength coverage inside this range; shorter pulses in the tens of
femtoseconds will become possible, with increased average power levels of multiple
watts; single-frequency operation with subkilohertz linewidth will be demonstrated;
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and VECSELs will become efficient sources of terahertz radiation. At the same time,
various VECSEL performance parameters will be optimized: expect higher power
efficiencies; smaller laser packages; further integration of various functional com-
ponents, such as pump lasers, saturable absorbers, and optical cavities; and electrical
pumping will be usedmore widely when needed and possible. VECSELs will be used
more widely in novel scientific applications, such as molecular spectroscopy with
ICLAS, laser gyros, microwave photonics, and atomic clocks. Market pull from
existing and developing applications will stimulate appearance of new commercial
devices, for example,multiwatt red, green, and blue (RGB)VECSEL lasers for cinema
projection applications. The availability of compact, efficient, and high-performance
lasers with targeted custom-designed wavelength and other parameters will expand
their use in existing commercial applications and will enable new applications that
could not be addressed previously with other laser technologies. VECSELs will be
displacing other laser technologies in some applications areas, for example, Ar-ion
gas lasers with the blue and green wavelength outputs have been used in the past as
the only suitable source for confocal fluorescence microscopy and for pumping Ti:
sapphire lasers. These gas lasers have largely been displaced by diode-pumped solid-
state lasers at these wavelengths; solid-state lasers in turn are in the process of being
themselves displaced by VECSELs in these application areas. For these applications,
VECSELs offer wavelength flexibility, power scalability, beam quality, compact size,
good efficiency, and high reliability.

We are entering a new era of VECSEL/SDL/OPSL lasers that are poised to become
ubiquitous laser sources in scientific and commercial applications. Perhaps some of
the more interesting future VECSEL developments are the unexpected ones; future
of VECSELs will be full of bright surprises.
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