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Transverse ultrafast laser inscription in bulk silicon
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In-volume ultrafast laser direct writing of silicon is generally limited by strong nonlinear propagation effects
preventing the production of modifications. By using advantageous spectral, temporal, and spatial conditions,
we demonstrate that modifications can be repeatably produced inside silicon. Our approach relies on irradiation
at ≈2 μm wavelength with temporally distorted femtosecond pulses. These pulses are focused in a way that
spherical aberrations of different origins mutually balance, as predicted by point spread function analyses and
in good agreement with nonlinear propagation simulations. We also establish the laws governing modification
growth on a pulse-to-pulse basis, which allows us to demonstrate transverse inscription inside silicon with
various line morphologies depending on the irradiation conditions. We finally show that the production of
single-pulse repeatable modifications is a necessary condition for reliable transverse inscription inside silicon.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Ultrafast laser direct writing is a proven technique for in-
volume functionalization of dielectrics in a three-dimensional
(3D), fast, and contactless way [1]. Despite its high desir-
ability for applications including photonics, sensors, photo-
voltaics, ultrafast microelectronics, and quantum computing,
this technique has no equivalent in monolithic silicon [2].
This is because filaments are formed as ultrashort laser pulses
propagate in this highly nonlinear material [3–8]. As a con-
sequence of these nonlinear propagation effects in silicon,
the energy deposition is strongly delocalized to the prefocal
region at levels below the damage threshold—thus represent-
ing an uttermost challenge for the production of repeatable
modifications which are the building blocks for 3D laser direct
writing. While different approaches have been devised for
writing lines longitudinally (i.e., along the optical axis) in
silicon [9–15], there are few demonstrations of transverse line
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inscription (i.e., perpendicular to the optical axis), especially
in the femtosecond regime. Two strategies have been adopted
so far for solving this issue. The first one consists of using
longer pulses (i.e., in the picosecond or nanosecond regime)
to decrease nonlinearities [16–22]. The main disadvantage
of this approach lies in heating, which limits the precision
that can be achieved on the inscribed structures. In order
to reduce the heat-affected zone, a second strategy consists
of employing femtosecond pulses with an altered entrance
surface, either by depositing an oxide layer [23] or by em-
ploying oil immersion [24]. In this case, the oxide layer or
the index-matching fluid often has to be removed after the
laser inscription. In addition to this impractical aspect, surface
alteration is undesirable—if not impossible—in numerous ap-
plications.

In this paper, we demonstrate contactless femtosecond
laser transverse inscription inside silicon by employing ad-
vantageous spectral, temporal, and spatial conditions. We
use femtosecond laser pulses at ≈2 μm wavelength, where
the peak in the nonlinear refractive index gives rise to en-
hanced energy deposition as shown in Refs. [5,22,25]. In
the time domain, our procedure relies on the utilization of
temporally distorted ultrashort pulses. Temporal imperfec-
tions were recently shown to act as a seed for creating
permanent modifications inside silicon [26,27]. In the spa-
tial domain we determine the focus position for which the
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spherical aberration induced by the focusing lens and the one
created by the refractive index mismatch at the air-silicon
interface mutually balance, as supported by point spread func-
tion calculations. This approach allows us to demonstrate
the production of repeatable permanent internal modifica-
tions with ultrashort laser pulses, in good agreement with
nonlinear propagation simulations. The laws governing mod-
ification growth after successive irradiations at the same
location are then established. This understanding of the dam-
age growth behavior leads us to devise transverse femtosecond
laser inscription of continuous lines in the bulk of silicon.
Three distinct line morphologies which depend on the writing
speed and the input pulse energy are exhibited. Ultimately,
we demonstrate that continuous lines can only be written
when the single-pulse modification probability is 100%—thus
shedding light on the necessity to reignite damage on a pulse-
to-pulse basis during the inscription.

II. EXPERIMENTAL ARRANGEMENT

The experimental arrangement employed for inducing, de-
tecting, and characterizing permanent modifications inside
silicon is depicted in Fig. 1(a). It relies on 750-fs-duration
pulses [full width at half maximum, assuming a squared
hyperbolic secant (sech2) temporal shape] at 1.95 μm cen-
ter wavelength emitted at �0 = 100-Hz repetition rate by a
Tm-doped fiber laser source. The spectral width is ≈20 nm,
ensuring that chromatic aberration is negligible in the exper-
iments. The input pulse energy Ein is controlled by means
of a half-wave plate and a linear polarizer. This energy is
measured in air, between the focusing optics and the sample
(i.e., the Fresnel reflections are not taken into account), and
it may reach Ein ≈ 2.55 μJ. The beam size before focusing is
adjusted by means of a Galilean telescope so that the beam
diameter is larger than the diameter of the asphere [Thorlabs,
C037TME-D, numerical aperture (NA = 0.85)] employed for
focusing the beam inside the silicon. This lens can be dis-
placed along the optical axis z. Since the asphere used is
designed for operation at a wavelength of 9.5 μm, there are
spherical aberrations at the laser wavelength used here (i.e.,
spherochromatism [28,29]) in addition to aberrations due to
the index mismatch at the air-silicon interface (see Sec. III A)
[28,30]. The silicon sample (Siegert Wafer, double-side pol-
ished, 1 mm thickness, 〈100〉 oriented, undoped, 200 � cm
resistivity) can be moved in the xy plane perpendicular to the
optical axis z thanks to a positioning system (Aerotech, ANT
130).

Three-dimensional in situ monitoring of the laser-silicon
interaction is performed by means of two customized diag-
nostics. The first one is a transmission microscope relying on
white light illumination. The light passes through the sample
along the x axis, and images of the modifications in the yz
plane are recorded thanks to an objective lens (Mitutoyo, M
Plan Apo NIR-HR 50×), a tube lens, and an InGaAs camera
(Xenics, Bobcat 320). Images in the xy plane are recorded by
a transmission microscope relying on illumination at 1.03 μm
(Spectra-Physics, femtoTrain) along the −z direction pass-
ing through the silicon sample, the focusing asphere, and a
tube lens before being collected by a silicon-based camera.
This latter microscope is utilized for determining the relative

FIG. 1. (a) Schematic of the arrangement employed for internal
damage and transverse line writing in silicon and associated in situ
diagnostics. The vector �k indicates the direction of laser propagation.
The second-order autocorrelation traces in (b) and (c) have been
obtained with the two distinct 1.95-μm laser sources utilized in our
study.

position of the focus with respect to the sample surface by
performing surface damage scans at near-threshold energies.
The hypothetical focus position is obtained by multiplying the
displacement �z of the focusing lens along the optical axis
(starting from the entrance surface) by the refractive index of
silicon at 1.95 μm (n0 ≈ 3.45 [31]). For improved imaging
performance, ex situ characterizations of the modifications
are carried out with a transmission infrared phase microscope
consisting of a customized Mach-Zehnder interferometer op-
erated at 1.3 μm wavelength, the principles of which are
detailed in Ref. [32].

Two laser sources with similar spectral and spatial fea-
tures are used. However, the temporal shapes of the pulses
emitted by these laser systems are different. The first laser
system (Active Fiber Systems; see details in Ref. [33]) deliv-
ers undistorted bell-shaped pulses as illustrated in Fig. 1(b). In
contrast, as shown by the second-order autocorrelation trace in
Fig. 1(c), the femtosecond pulses emitted by the second laser
source (InnoLas Photonics, FEMTO*1950-8-T-2500) exhibit
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a structured temporal profile. This distortion originates from
uncompensated higher-order dispersion caused by a mismatch
between the stretcher and the compressor and results in the
existence of satellite peaks. However, one has to emphasize
that second-order autocorrelation does not allow one to dis-
criminate whether these peaks are prepulses or postpulses.

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A. Linear propagation calculations

Let us first examine the focus position that allows us to
maximize the energy deposition inside silicon. To do so, we
have first carried out linear propagation calculations in silicon
with our recently developed in-house vectorial model called
INFOCUS [34,35]. Briefly, this model gives access to the linear
propagation in any medium and relies on point spread function
analysis, allowing the determination of the volumetric field
distribution of light in the focal region. One specificity of this
model is that it accounts not only for the spherical aberration
created by the refractive index mismatch, but also for the one
induced by the focusing lens through its associated Zernike
polynomials. While this latter spherical aberration may be ne-
glected for a beam focused with an objective lens, it becomes
significant for thick singlet lenses with short focal length. The
accuracy of our model to predict these two types of spheri-
cal aberrations separately was benchmarked with propagation
imaging [34]. While, in principle, similar measurements could
be performed in the present study, these would require an
objective lens with a numerical aperture higher than that of the
focusing asphere (i.e., NA > 0.85), which represents a major
technical challenge. In this paper, we thus restrict ourselves
to linear propagation calculations. As mentioned in Sec. II,
because of the difference between the design wavelength of
this asphere (9.5 μm) and the laser wavelength (1.95 μm),
spherical aberration is inevitably induced by the focusing lens.

For simplicity, let us first consider that the propagation is
linear, i.e., nonlinear effects such as the optical Kerr effect
as well as plasma formation and defocusing are neglected.
Under this assumption, the results are independent of the
temporal pulse shape—and thus are valid for the two em-
ployed laser systems [see Figs. 1(b) and 1(c)]. Figure 2(a)
shows intensity distributions for various focus positions in
silicon. For low focus positions (�80 μm), the asymmetry
in the intensity distributions is ascribable to the predomi-
nance of lens-induced spherical aberration. Conversely, for
deep focus positions (�140 μm), elongated patterns along the
propagation direction indicate the predominance of spherical
aberration created by the refractive index mismatch at the
air-silicon interface. Interestingly, for intermediate positions
(≈100 μm), both types of spherical aberrations mutually
balance, leading to localized near-symmetric intensity dis-
tributions. This is further confirmed in Fig. 2(b), where the
intensity is the highest for the 100-μm focus position. This
leads us to the conclusion that balancing the two types of
spherical aberrations is beneficial for creating damage inside
silicon. However, one should emphasize that this condition
on mutually balancing spherical aberrations taken alone can-
not fully predict damage experiments as the hypothesis of
a linear propagation is unrealistic given our experimental

FIG. 2. (a) Numerical calculations of the on-axis intensity distri-
bution for various focus positions thanks to our linear propagation
model [34,35]. The vector �k indicates the direction of laser prop-
agation. The intensity distributions I/Imax are normalized to the
maximum intensity of the whole set of data. The spatial scale applies
to all images. (b) Evolution of the normalized maximum intensity for
each configuration as a function of the focus position.

conditions. Indeed, the nonlinear refractive index of sili-
con at λ = 1.95 μm wavelength is n2 ≈ 9.4 × 10−18 m2/W
[36–38]. The corresponding critical power for self-focusing
Pcr ≈ 1.8962 λ2/(4πn0n2) ≈ 17.7 kW is much lower than the
experimental peak powers (P � 1.7 MW). Therefore, while
spherical aberrations are found experimentally as a linear
effect, nonlinear propagation effects need to be considered to
determine the optimal focus position.

B. Nonlinear propagation simulations

In order to consider the nonlinear propagation inside
silicon, we performed numerical simulations based on the

043037-3



M. CHAMBONNEAU et al. PHYSICAL REVIEW RESEARCH 3, 043037 (2021)

unidirectional pulse propagation equation (UPPE) [6,39,40].
As the initial condition at the entrance of the silicon sample,
we took a pulse with the spatial profile calculated by our
vectorial model, which allowed us to include the effect of
aberrations in the simulations. The considered temporal shape
corresponds to the autocorrelation trace in Fig. 1(b). The input
pulse energy was chosen to be 1 μJ. Together with the UPPE,
we solved the following equation for the electron density
ρ(x, y, z, t ) [5,6,41]:

∂ρ

∂t
= σ2I2(ρnt − ρ) + σB

E2

Ucr

ρnt − ρ

ρnt
ρ − γ ρ3 − ρ

τr
. (1)

Equation (1) is a standard plasma rate equation used for sim-
ulations of laser pulse propagation in gases and dielectrics
[41]. Recently, this kind of simulation was applied for semi-
conductors represented by silicon [5,6]. The first term on the
right-hand side describes two-photon ionization, the second
term describes avalanche ionization, the third term describes
Auger recombination, and the fourth term describes electron
relaxation. Here, ρnt = 5 × 1028 m−3 is the density of neutral
atoms, σ2 = β2/(2h̄ω0ρnt) is the cross section of two-photon
ionization with the two-photon absorption coefficient β2 =
2.97 × 10−12 m/W [36,37], and I (x, y, z, t ) is the pulse inten-
sity; σB = (e2/m∗

e )νc/(ν2
c + ω2

0 ) is the inverse bremsstrahlung
cross section, where e, me, and m∗

e = 0.5me are the elementary
charge, the electron mass, and the effective electron mass,
νc = 0.3 × 1015 s−1 is the collision frequency [42], ω0 is the
central pulse frequency, and E (x, y, z, t ) is the pulse electric
field, while Ucr = 1.5Ui with Ui = 1.12 eV being the band-
gap energy (the coefficient 1.5 accounts for the momentum
conservation); γ = 1.1 × 10−42 m6/s is the Auger recombi-
nation coefficient [43], and finally, τr = 100 fs is the electron
relaxation time, which we took from Ref. [44] assuming
that, due to collisions, the maximum energy of free electrons
cannot be much larger than the band gap. The last term in
Eq. (1) allows us to account in a phenomenological manner
for such crucial effects of electron interaction with the lattice
as electron-phonon scattering and electron-defect interactions.
Ultimately, free-carrier diffusion is neglected as this mecha-
nism is not expected to play a major role at the time scale of
ultrashort pulses [45].

Figure 3 summarizes our simulation results. Figure 3(a)
shows the dependence of the peak fluence on the propaga-
tion distance for different focus positions. Here, one can note
that the maximum fluence values are almost independent of
the focus position. Therefore, based on the fluence data, we
cannot conclude that some focus positions are preferable to
others. In turn, Fig. 3(b) shows the dependence of the peak
intensity Ipeak and the peak electron density ρpeak on the focus
position, both exhibiting a radically different behavior com-
pared with the fluence profiles in Fig. 3(a). This difference
originates from the nonlinear dynamics (including self-phase
modulation, Kerr effect, and plasma nonlinearities) in the
interaction zone. The values of Ipeak and ρpeak reach their
respective maxima at 100-μm focus position, in accordance
with the predictions made by our vectorial model (see Fig. 2).
However, since the intensity and electron density reach their
peak values at some arbitrary point in space (across the beam)
and time, one cannot fully rely on these data. Moreover, it

FIG. 3. Results of numerical simulations of nonlinear propa-
gation in silicon. (a) On-axis fluence profiles for different focus
positions. (b) Evolution of the peak intensity (green) and peak elec-
tron density (blue) as a function of the focus position. The red
region indicates the focus positions for which surface damage was
experimentally detected. (c) Evolution of the peak deposited energy
as a function of the focus position (black circles). The bars indicate
the percentage of the input laser energy spent on ionization (blue) and
acceleration (i.e., heating) of electrons (orange, with the indicated
percent value).

is known that criteria based on the peak electron density
usually do not provide the most accurate description of dam-
age experiments [46]. Therefore, as a more reliable damage
criterion, we decided to calculate the laser energy deposited
to the free-electron subsystem, which then can be transferred
to the crystal lattice [47] (see the details in Appendix A). The
peak values of the deposited energy (estimated by neglecting
surface damage for focus positions � 40 μm) are displayed
in Fig. 3(c) as a function of the focus position. The peak
deposited energy is the highest for the 100-μm focus position,
indicating that damage should be preferentially produced at
this position.

Additionally, since in our nonlinear propagation model
the laser energy is only spent on ionization and electron
acceleration (i.e., heating), by calculating the total laser en-
ergy loss and the total energy deposited to free electrons,
we can separately find the percent of the initial laser energy
spent on ionization and electron heating [see the color bars
in Fig. 3(c)]. In particular, we find that not only the peak
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FIG. 4. Transmission (T/T0) image of transverse line inscription
attempt with pulses corresponding to the autocorrelation trace in
Fig. 1(b) at the writing speed v = 20 μm/s. The vector �k and the
green arrow indicate the direction of laser propagation and the writ-
ing direction, respectively.

deposited energy, but also the percent of laser energy spent on
electron acceleration is the highest (>90%) for the 100-μm
focus position.

To sum up, both the linear and the nonlinear propagation
simulations indicate an optimal focus position near 100 μm,
which could thus potentially lead to continuous transverse
line writing inside silicon. In order to verify experimentally
these theoretical predictions, we have carried out damage
experiments in the bulk of silicon using the laser source
emitting temporally undistorted pulses [see Fig. 1(b)]. These
experiments consist of single-pulse irradiation, and the cor-
responding binary result (i.e., damage produced or not) is
evaluated by means of the three-dimensional in situ monitor-
ing system described in Sec. II. By repeating the experiments
on ten different fresh sites, the bulk modification probability
(i.e., the ratio between the number of damage sites and the
total tested sites) is evaluated, and it lies in the 0–30% range.
In other words, no repeatable modification could be produced
in the bulk of silicon. This observation held even by changing
the input pulse energy as well as the focus position. As illus-
trated by the attempted transverse line inscription in Fig. 4,
where modifications are randomly produced during writing,
transverse inscription of continuous lines in this stochastic
regime is doomed to failure. Both the size and the depth
of the modifications are unrepeatable. This random behavior
for damage production cannot originate from fluctuations of
the laser power due to the high stability (≈1%) of the em-
ployed system. It is thus more likely related to the existence
of precursor defects inside the material [48]. One may note
the limited spatial expansion of the modifications along the
writing direction (indicated by the green arrow) in Fig. 4. The
modifications can only be propagated over ≈100 μm before
no more expansion occurs.

The negative results in Fig. 4 obtained with beneficial
spectral and spatial conditions lead us to improve the tem-
poral pulse shape. In the nanosecond regime, several studies
have shown that the temporal pulse shape strongly influences
the production [49–53] and the morphology [54,55] of laser-
produced modifications in fused silica. Recent results showed
that the temporal pulse shape is also a key parameter in
femtosecond-laser–silicon interaction as a perfect bell-shaped
temporal profile is not suitable for damage production inside
silicon [26]. Hereafter, we employ temporally distorted pulses
associated with the autocorrelation trace in Fig. 1(c).

FIG. 5. Evolution of the bulk damage probability in silicon with
single laser pulses as a function of the focus position for various Ein.
The pink region indicates the positions for which damage probability
reaches 100% for Ein � 1.9 μJ.

C. Single-pulse damage production

In order to investigate the possibility offered by our
procedure for inducing internal modifications in silicon,
single-pulse damage production experiments have been first
realized. The corresponding results are shown in Fig. 5 in
terms of bulk damage probability as a function of the focus
position for various input pulse energies Ein. Surface damage
was systematically detected for focus positions � 40 μm (not
represented in Fig. 5). No bulk damage is observed for any
focus position at Ein = 1.5 μJ, thus defining the modification
threshold. The striking feature in Fig. 5 is the existence of
a narrow window (indicated in pink) for 100–120-μm focus
position, where the damage probability shows a maximum
value for Ein � 1.7 μJ, in excellent agreement with the the-
oretical predictions in Secs. III A and III B. Therefore this
narrow window indicates the focus position for which spheri-
cal aberrations induced by the lens and the air-silicon interface
mutually balance. Interestingly, a bulk damage probability of
100% is reached for Ein � 1.9 μJ. This deterministic charac-
ter suggests that these conditions are well adapted for ultrafast
laser direct writing inside silicon, in opposition to the previous
results obtained with temporally undistorted pulses (Fig. 4).
Apart from this narrow window, nonzero modification proba-
bilities <100% are measured, suggesting nonintrinsic damage
likely originating from the existence of local precursor defects
[48]—thus incompatible with the repeatable inscription of
functions inside silicon (see Fig. 4).

Besides the statistical aspects related to ultrafast laser-
induced damage inside silicon, we have investigated the
associated material changes. To do so, the morphology of
single-pulse modifications has been characterized with differ-
ent methods. First, in situ transverse observations reveal that
the modifications consist of multiple microbubbles along the
optical axis z, as shown in Fig. 6(a). The number of individual
bubbles varies from one to four in the tested input energy
range, and their typical size is ≈4 μm. Assuming that the
deepest bubble is formed first, this damage morphology can
be interpreted thanks to the moving breakdown model [56],
which implies that the produced plasma moves toward the
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FIG. 6. Morphology of a single-pulse modification produced at
Ein = 2.1 μJ. (a) In situ transmission microscopy image of the modi-
fication in the yz plane. (b) Ex situ phase image of the modification in
the xy plane. The phase shift �ϕ is mapped out thanks to a four-step
procedure described in Ref. [32]. The concentric circles are artifacts
originating from diffraction. The vector �k indicates the direction of
laser propagation.

incoming beam during the laser pulse. Ex situ phase measure-
ments have also been carried out in the xy plane, as shown
in Fig. 6(b). The phase shift—and thus the refractive index
change—associated with the laser-produced modifications is
positive. Two main types of material change may explain such
an observation. First, the positive refractive index change may
originate from local laser-induced strain inside the material,
analogously to damage produced in the nanosecond and pi-
cosecond regimes [12,13,19,57]. Second, the modifications
may consist of an allotropic change in silicon, from monocrys-
talline to polycrystalline [58], or other polymorphs [59].

D. Multipulse modification growth

Establishing the laws governing modification growth (i.e.,
the increase in the modification size on a pulse-to-pulse basis)
in silicon is a prerequisite for envisioning multipulse function-
alization processes. While, previously, we have determined
the conditions leading to repeatable single-pulse permanent
modifications (see Fig. 5), experiments on the evolution of the
modification size after successive irradiations have been car-
ried out. Such a growth sequence is illustrated by transmission
microscopy images in the xz plane after different numbers of
applied pulses in Fig. 7(a). The first pulse at 120-μm focus po-
sition initiates a modification similar to the one in Fig. 6. This
barely detectable single-shot modification expands spatially
after several irradiations to form a strongly absorbing damage
site. Two processes may explain this growth behavior. First,
damage created by one pulse can act as a precursor defect
which seeds the plasma production during the subsequent
pulse through electric field enhancement [48]. Second, the
positive refractive index change in Fig. 6(b) can be attributed
to strain, which may decrease the band gap of silicon locally
[60,61]—and thus increase the absorption. One may note the
formation of a tail growing rapidly toward the entrance surface
for a number of pulses N � 30, as indicated by white arrows
in Fig. 7(a). While deeper investigations out of the scope of
the present study are necessary for establishing the physical
origin of this tail, it must be emphasized that its expansion
does not create any detectable surface damage. Quantitative
analyses of the evolution of the modification lengths Lx and Lz

FIG. 7. Laser-induced modification growth sequence inside sil-
icon for Ein = 2.1 μJ. (a) Transmission (T/T0) images of a
modification for different numbers of irradiations at the same focus
position (120 μm). The spatial scale applies to all images. The
vector �k indicates the direction of laser propagation. The dashed
yellow line indicates the sample entrance surface. (b) Evolution of
the modification length Lx and Lz indicated in (a) along the x and the
z axis, respectively, as a function of the number of applied pulses N .

indicated in Fig. 7(a) along the x and the z axis, respectively,
are shown in Fig. 7(b) as a function of the number of pulses
N . Both Lx and Lz scale logarithmically with the number of
pulses N . Remarkably, this evolution for bulk modifications
is slower than for surface modifications in fused silica, which
usually exhibit linear and exponential growth on the entrance
and the exit surface, respectively [62–64].

Additional growth experiments have been carried out for
different input pulse energies. The corresponding results are
displayed in Fig. 8. The evolution of the modification lengths
Lx,y and Lz is shown in Figs. 8(a) and 8(b), respectively, as a
function of the number of pulses N . Similar to the trends in
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FIG. 8. Laws of modification growth inside silicon. (a) Evolution
of the transverse modification dimensions Lx (circles) and Ly (trian-
gles) along the x and the y axis, respectively, as a function of the
number of applied pulses N for different input pulse energies. The
inset is an optical microscopy observation of a modification produced
after 1000 irradiations at Ein = 2.4 μJ. The vectors �k and �E indicate
the direction of laser propagation and the polarization, respectively.
(b) Evolution of the modification dimension Lz along the optical
axis z for the same input pulse energies as in (a). In both (a) and
(b), the curves with indicated equations are logarithmic fits of the
experimental data according to Eq. (2). The values of the coefficients
Ai and Bi (i = x, y, or z) are reported in Table I.

Fig. 7(b), each data set is fairly well fitted by a logarithmic
function as

Li = Ailn(N ) + Bi, (2)

where i = x, y, or z and Ai and Bi are the growth coefficient
and the single-pulse modification length along i, respectively.

TABLE I. Statistical analysis of the Ai and Bi coefficients (i = x,
y, or z) appearing in the laws of modification growth described in
Eq. (2). The data have been obtained by analyzing 288 modifications
initiated at 120-μm focus position by 1, 10, 100, and 1000 laser
pulses with Ein = 1.7–2.4 μJ. Values are given in micrometers.

Ax Bx Ay By Az Bz

Average 2.34 1.81 1.31 2.03 7.18 8.91
Standard deviation 0.12 0.07 0.08 0.13 0.31 1.43
Minimum 2.12 1.71 1.14 1.86 6.82 6.49
Maximum 2.48 1.90 1.38 2.25 7.66 10.54

Given that the characterizations in Fig. 6 have revealed sym-
metric modifications in the xy plane, one could intuitively
expect a conservation of this symmetry in the multipulse
configuration—and thus Ax = Ay. As shown in Fig. 8(a), this
is not the case, and the modifications are more elongated along
x than along y. Consecutive irradiations thus produce ellip-
tical modifications whose major and minor axes are parallel
and perpendicular to the laser polarization, respectively, as
illustrated by the inset in Fig. 8(a). Interestingly, elliptical
modifications were also observed in silicon for multipulse
irradiations in the bulk [25,26,65,66], as well as for fem-
tosecond irradiations on the exit surface [67]. However, the
physical explanation for the origin of this elliptical morphol-
ogy remains open and requires a dedicated study.

The relatively small dispersion of the Lx,y,z values in Fig. 8
for different input pulse energies Ein indicates that the laws
of modification growth described by Eq. (2) do not depend
much on this parameter in the tested input pulse energy range
(Ein = 1.7–2.4 μJ). This is in agreement with the saturation of
the laser intensity during the propagation of ultrashort pulses
in silicon [4,5]. A statistical analysis of Ai and Bi coefficients
(i = x, y, or z) appearing in Eq. (2) is recapitulated in Table I.

E. Transverse inscription

By constantly moving the sample perpendicular to the laser
beam at various writing speeds v, transverse inscription has
been attempted inside silicon at 120-μm focus position (i.e.,
the deepest position for which 100% damage probability is
reached for high Ein values, chosen to avoid potential sur-
face plasma production) and Ein = 2.5 μJ. As shown by the
overview in Fig. 9(a), our procedure allows the demonstration
of contactless transverse inscription of lines in bulk silicon
with femtosecond laser pulses. Finer characterizations of the
line morphology in different imaging planes are displayed
in Figs. 9(b) and 9(c), revealing three distinct morphologies.
The first one appearing for v = 400 μm/s is the discrete
morphology, consisting of a track of individual single-pulse
modifications. This morphology associated with high writ-
ing speeds is in excellent agreement with the prediction of
the phenomenological model detailed in Appendix B, which
allows us to determine the threshold minimum speed value
for discrete line inscription vmin ≈ 262 μm/s. In stark con-
trast, for v � vmin the lines are continuous. In particular,
for 40 � v � 200 μm/s, the line morphology is steady, i.e.,
with a nearly constant track width. Finally, for low speeds
(v � 20 μm/s), bulgy clusters are exhibited, and the line
morphology is erratic (i.e., the track width is not constant).
This complex morphology likely originates from cumulative
effects as suggested in Fig. 9(c) for v = 20 μm/s. In this
case, the high number of pulses per point (N � 10) associated
with the slow inscription gives rise to modification growth,
provoking shielding and scattering effects at the focus during
the subsequent irradiations. As a consequence, the energy
deposition during the subsequent irradiations is drastically
reduced so that no new modification is initiated at the focus
until the shielding and scattering effects stop. Finally, the
evolution of the line width in the xy plane is displayed in
Fig. 9(d) as a function of the writing speed. The line width
is the same for v � 100 μm/s (i.e., N � 2) and corresponds
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FIG. 9. Transverse ultrafast-laser-inscribed lines inside silicon.
(a) Overview of 4-mm-long laser-written lines at 120-μm focus
position. (b) Ex situ transmission microscopy images in the xy plane
of lines inscribed at Ein = 2.5 μJ for different writing speeds v. (c) In
situ transmission microscopy images in the yz plane of lines inscribed
at Ein = 2.5 μJ for different writing speeds v. In each panel, the
spatial scale applies to all images, the vector �k indicates the direction
of laser propagation, and the green arrow shows the writing direction.
(d) Evolution of the line width in the xy plane as a function of v

for Ein = 2.5 μJ. The different colors correspond to the indicated
morphology domains

to the dimensions of single-pulse modifications (see Fig. 6).
This demonstrates the absence of cumulative effects for high
writing speeds. In contrast, for v < 100 μm/s, the line width
increases logarithmically as the writing speed decreases, thus
indicating the speed for which the aforementioned cumulative
effects are significant. It is noteworthy that analogous results
have been obtained at 100-μm focus position (not shown
here), where the damage probability also reaches 100% (see
Fig. 5).

Ultimately, we have studied the energy dependence of the
three different morphologies exhibited in Fig. 9 (i.e., discrete,
steady, and erratic) by characterizing transversely inscribed
lines for various input pulse energies and writing speeds.
The corresponding results are displayed in Fig. 10. As dis-
cussed previously, high input pulse energies lead to discrete
and erratic morphology for excessively high and low speeds,
respectively. Interestingly, for intermediate speeds, the steady
morphology solely exists for Ein > 1.8 μJ, corresponding to
a single-pulse damage probability of 100% (see the red curve
in Fig. 10). Conversely, the line morphology is discrete for
v = 40–100 μm/s and Ein ≈ 1.7 μJ, which corresponds to

FIG. 10. Morphology domains of transversely-inscribed lines as
a function of the input pulse energy and the writing speed. The
focus position is 120 μm. The black points indicate the conditions
for which line inscription has been attempted, and the color zones
correspond to the different morphology domains. The red curve
corresponds to a sigmoid fit of the single-pulse damage probability
data in Fig. 5.

a nonzero modification probability strictly lower than 100%
(see Fig. 5). Given that modification growth occurs at Ein ≈
1.7 μJ (see Fig. 8), one can conclude that continuous line
inscription is not related to the reignition of modifications
enabling their transverse expansion, but to intrinsic permanent
modification inside the material. In other words, a single-pulse
modification probability of 100% is a necessary condition for
the transverse inscription of continuous lines (either steady
or erratic). This conclusion is all the more supported by the
observations in Fig. 4.

IV. SUMMARY

We have demonstrated the possibility to contactlessly
inscribe continuous transverse lines in bulk silicon with
ultrashort laser pulses. While this achievement is usually
unattainable due to nonlinear propagation effects, we have
proposed a procedure based on advantageous laser conditions
for circumventing these limitations. This approach consists of
using femtosecond pulses (i) at the beneficial wavelength of
≈2 μm, (ii) exhibiting temporal distortions, and (iii) focused
at a position for which spherical aberrations of different ori-
gins mutually balance. The concomitance of these spectral,
temporal, and spatial conditions was shown to be indispens-
able for producing repeatable permanent modifications—and
thus transverse inscription—inside silicon.

Our methodology first relies on the identification of the
conditions that allow one to obtain 100% damage probability
with single-pulse irradiations. Deterministic damage behavior
was observed for input pulse energies Ein � 1.9 μJ and fo-
cus positions ≈100–120 μm below the entrance surface. In
this narrow focus position window, spherical aberrations of
different origins mutually balance, as calculated with simple
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theoretical considerations relying on point spread function
analyses. More realistic nonlinear propagation simulations
showed that this mutual balance leads to enhanced energy
deposition in silicon. In addition, we have studied the spatial
expansion of the modifications on a pulse-to-pulse basis. By
applying different numbers of pulses for various input pulse
energies, we have determined the laws governing modification
growth. In all spatial directions, the growth behavior was
found to scale logarithmically with the number of pulses,
with no strong dependence on the input pulse energy. Finally,
lines have been transversely inscribed in the bulk of silicon.
Depending on the writing speed and the input pulse energy,
the transversely written lines may show an erratic, steady, or
discrete morphology. The discrete morphology appears either
for input pulse energies leading to single-pulse damage prob-
abilities <100% or for too high writing speeds.

The demonstration of transversely inscribed lines paves the
way to achieving contactless 3D laser direct writing inside
silicon. While we have concentrated our efforts on transverse
line inscription in a limited range of focus positions (100–
120 μm), we anticipate that phase-control elements (e.g.,
spatial light modulators) can be employed for precompensat-
ing spherical aberrations at arbitrary focus positions—thus
allowing ultrafast laser inscription in all spatial directions.
In the future, a broad range of in-chip applications can be
addressed, including optical functionalization, wafer dicing,
and microfluidics.
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APPENDIX A: CALCULATIONS OF THE DEPOSITED
ENERGY

In order to calculate the laser energy deposited to the free-
electron subsystem, we first consider the work dW done by
the electromagnetic field force �F acting on the electrons of
total charge q during time interval dt [68]:

dW = �F · �dl = q( �E + �v × �B) · (�v dt ) = q( �E · �v)dt, (A1)

where �E and �B are the electric and magnetic fields, respec-
tively, and �v is the electron velocity. For continuous charge
distribution q = ρ dV , with electron density ρ and volume
element dV , we obtain

dW = (ρ dV )( �E · �v)dt = �E · (ρ�v) dV dt

= ( �E · �J ) dV dt, (A2)

FIG. 11. Simulated fluence and deposited energy distributions
for different focus positions. The green shading marks the region
below 40 μm corresponding to surface damage in the experiments.

where �J = ρ�v is the current. Thus the work done by the
electromagnetic field force per unit time, per unit volume, that
is, the energy deposited to the free electrons per unit time, per
unit volume, is given by

dW

dV dt
= �E · �J. (A3)

In turn, we are interested in the energy deposited per unit
volume, which we calculate as

dW

dV
=

∫
�E · �J dt . (A4)

In our simulations we use this deposited energy, measured
in units of J/m3, to estimate the damage probability inside
silicon [47].

In order to provide an intuition, Fig. 11 shows the fluence
and deposited energy distributions, calculated by Eq. (A4),
for different focus positions. One can see that, compared with
the fluence, the deposited energy distribution is much more
localized in space (note the logarithmic scale for the deposited
energy distributions in Fig. 11). Following the experiments,
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FIG. 12. Geometrical considerations associated with the phe-
nomenological model for transverse inscription. The modification (in
black) is produced by a pulse preceding the current irradiation (in
pink).

we are interested only in bulk damage in silicon and there-
fore exclude from our analysis the energy deposited at focus
positions below 40 μm (marked by the green shading in
Fig. 11).

APPENDIX B: PHENOMENOLOGICAL MODEL
FOR TRANSVERSE INSCRIPTION

Let us examine theoretically the conditions allowing trans-
verse inscription of continuous lines inside silicon. To do so,
we develop a phenomenological model relying on the laws of
modification growth established in Sec. III D and geometrical
considerations. Intuitively, high writing speeds should lead
to a noncontinuous (i.e., a discrete) line morphology con-
sisting of individual single-pulse modifications next to each
other. The discrete morphology thus solely exists when there
is no interplay between individual modifications. In other
words, the modification produced by one pulse does not pro-
voke any shielding or scattering effect during the subsequent
irradiation.

Without limiting the generality of the model, let us con-
sider a sample movement—and thus an inscription—along
the y axis, as schematically depicted in Fig. 12, where the
laser irradiation (in pink) is subsequent to a laser-produced
modification (in black). The two consecutive irradiations are
spatially separated by a distance �y = v/�0, where v is the
writing speed and �0 = 100 Hz is the laser repetition rate. In
this figure, we introduce the angle ϕ between the focal plane
and the point of the modification with the closest distance to
the optical axis z. The condition for discrete line inscription is
thus

ϕ � π

2
− θ, (B1)

where θ = arcsin(NA/n0) is the maximum half angle of the
cone of light, NA is the numerical aperture of the focusing
lens, and n0 is the refractive index of silicon at the laser
wavelength. The angle ϕ reads

ϕ = arctan

(
Lz

�y − Ly/2

)
. (B2)

Here, Lz and Ly are the maximum lengths of the modification
along z and y, respectively. In the framework of our study,
as established in Sec. III D for modification growth at the
same position, these lengths both scale logarithmically with
the number of pulses as

Ly,z = Ay,zln(N ) + By,z, (B3)

where Ay,z and By,z are the growth coefficient and the length
of a single-pulse modification along y and z, respectively, and
N � 1 is the number of pulses applied during the growth
sequence. In the case of transverse laser inscription, where
the focus position is continuously moved perpendicular to
the laser, the number of pulses per point can be defined as
N = 2w0�0/v, where w0 is the beam waist. Recalling that
tan(π/2 − x) = 1/tan(x), the combination of Eqs. (B1) and
(B2) yields

Lz

v/�0 − Ly/2
� 1

tan[arcsin(NA/n0)]
. (B4)

Finally, a condition on the writing speed v can be expressed
by combining Eqs. (B3) and (B4). This condition takes the
form

αv + βln(v) � γ , (B5)

where

α = 2/�0,

β = Ay + 2Aztan[arcsin(NA/n0)],

γ = Ayln(2w0�0) + By + 2[Azln(2w0�0)

+ Bz]tan[arcsin(NA/n0)].

(B6)

The threshold minimum speed vmin for discrete line inscrip-
tion appears in Eq. (B5) when the left- and the right-hand sides
are equal. In this case, the analytical solution is

vmin = β

α
W

[
α

β
exp

(
γ

β

)]
. (B7)

Here, W denotes the Lambert W function [69]. Inserting in
Eq. (B6) the set of parameters determined experimentally
in Sec. III D, we find a threshold minimum speed value for
discrete line inscription vmin ≈ 262 μm/s.
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