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S
ince the early days of the laser, laser-
induced damage has been intensively
studied for over four decades, not

only for its broad industrial applications,
but also for the rich physics. Especially in
the past decade, the short-pulse laser used
in micro/nanomachining, which can offer
unique advantages and provide a
nanometer-scale precision,1�3 has given
rise to considerable interest. Laser-induced
damage is a complex process,1,4�7 which
involves miscellaneous interactions be-
tween light and matter, such as laser-
induced carrier excitation, carrier thermal-
ization, and various thermal and structural
events. In particular, during the irradiation
of short-pulse laser, the nonlinear ionization
mechanism1,4�7 plays an important role,
and the ablation is achieved via an ultrafast,
nonthermal process.8 Thus, experimentally,
it is hard to determine the exact physical
mechanisms and dynamics occurring in the
ablation process via certain direct mea-

sures or observations of the short-pulse

laser-induced high-excited surface.

Whereas, via certain indirect means, to

some extent we can find out in the ul-

trafast process what has happened. For ex-

ample, the surface morphological charac-

teristics of the ablated area can provide us

significant insights into the understanding

of the process. In the paper, via the in-depth

study of the short-pulse laser-induced sur-

face ripples, we can determine certain

dominant mechanisms related to surface

plasmons (SPs)9�16 in short-pulse laser-

induced damage. This investigation not

only can promote our understanding of

laser�solid-matter interaction, but also

would contribute to the attractive field of

nano-optics9�15 and the novel concept of

ultrafast active plasmonics.17,18

In the field of laser-induced damage,

laser-induced periodic surface structure is a

universal phenomenon, and the classical

ripples19�21 are widely accepted as a result

of the interaction between the incident

light and the surface scattering wave.

Nowadays, the phenomenon has attracted

great interest again, because short-pulse la-

ser can easily induce subwavelength

ripples.22�37 In general, the period (�) of

such ripples may vary in a wide range; ac-

cording to the ratio (�/�) of � to the laser

wavelength (�) in normal incidence, the

ripples can be separated into near-

subwavelength ripples (NSRs, 0.4 � �/� �

1) and deep-subwavelength ripples (DSRs,

�/� � 0.4). In respect that the characteris-

tics of DSRs are different greatly from that of

the classical ripples,19�21 it is proposed23

that DSRs should not be ascribed to the

classical ripples described by the scattering
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ABSTRACT We show that short-pulse laser-induced classical ripples on dielectrics, semiconductors, and

conductors exhibit a prominent “non-classical” characteristicOin normal incidence the periods are definitely

smaller than laser wavelengths, which indicates that the simplified scattering model should be revised. Taking

into account the surface plasmons (SPs), we consider that the ripples result from the initial direct SP-laser

interference and the subsequent grating-assisted SP-laser coupling. With the model, the period-decreasing

phenomenon originates in the admixture of the field-distribution effect and the grating-coupling effect. Further,

we propose an approach for obtaining the dielectric constant, electron density, and electron collision time of the

high-excited surface. With the derived parameters, the numerical simulations are in good agreement with the

experimental results. On the other hand, our results confirm that the surface irradiated by short-pulse laser with

damage-threshold fluence should behave metallic, no matter for metal, semiconductor, or dielectric, and the

short-pulse laser-induced subwavelength structures should be ascribed to a phenomenon of nano-optics.

KEYWORDS: laser-induced near-subwavelength ripples · surface plasmons · SP-laser
interference · grating-assisted SP-laser coupling · high-excited surface · nano-optics
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model.19�21 But until now, the origin of DSRs is still an
outstanding issue. On the other hand, the discussion for
NSRs has not been paid attention to, for it is always con-
sidered as a classical phenomenon, and the picture for
such ripples is straightforward: period is expressed as �

� �/(1 � sin �) from the simplification of the scatter-
ing model; in normal incidence, � is considered to be
equal to �. Nevertheless, the model seems to be too
simple at present. An increasing number of experimen-
tal results show that for short-pulse laser irradiation in
normal incident, � of such ripples is significantly smaller
than �.24,32,33,35 Actually, although the simplified scat-
tering model has been widely accepted, it has been
suggested that in certain situations,20,27,31,38,39 such as
on metals20,31 and around specific scattering centers,38

the scattering model should be revised to take into ac-
count the effect of surface electromagnetic wave, that
is, SPs. In this paper, with the experimental results on
various materials involving dielectrics (ZnO, ZnSe, SiC,
and diamond), semiconductors (Si and GaAs), and con-
ductors (graphite and Brass (CuZn)), we demonstrate
that for normal incidence, in most of the cases � of such
ripples is obviously smaller than � (in general, 0.45 �

�/� � 0.94). The fact confirms that NSRs also cannot be
described by the simplified scattering model. On the
basis of the results, we propose that the high-excited
characteristic of the surfaceOlaser-induced SPs are re-
sponsible for the formation of NSRs, and the
modelOthe initial SP-laser interference and the subse-
quent grating-assisted SP-laser coupling can provide a
complete picture for understanding a variety of phe-
nomena about NSRs.

On the other hand, the laser-induced plasma26,30,40

and the ionization mechanisms of short-pulse laser in
dielectrics1,4�8 are both active research topics. For the
investigations, an important issue is the excited elec-
tron density (ne) for certain critical conditions, such as
the damage-threshold ne. In practice, it is hard to deter-
mine ne accurately at these states, for the situations
are always accompanied by phase changes or struc-
tural modification, which would hinder the measure.
As a result, the damage-threshold ne can not been
quantified by direct experimental methods and com-
monly is assumed to be the critical density of plasma
approximately.4�7 In addition, currently, because they
resemble the surprising optical characteristics of nano-
structures on metallic film,9�15 the optical properties of
the nanostructures on the high-excited dielectric sur-
face induced by short-pulse laser have also given rise to
great interest.37 To investigate the optical properties
of nanoapertures on such a surface, the dielectric con-
stant (�) is prerequisite. But similar to ne, � for a high-
excited surface has also not been achieved by a direct
experimental approach. It is well-known that on struc-
tured metal SPs are easily launched for abundant free
electrons. Actually, for dielectric and semiconductor
surfaces, some previous investigations27,37,38 indicate

that the real part (ε=) of � of a laser-induced high-

excited surface may fulfill the metallic condition �= �

�1, therefore such a surface can also support SPs. In the

letter, with plenty of substantial experimental results,

we further confirm that the damage-threshold surface

irradiated by short-pulse laser should exhibit metallic

behavior, no matter if it is metal, semiconductor, or di-

electric. Furthermore, � can be obtained from NSRs via

the SP-laser interference model. Thus, with the Drude

model, ne and the electron collision time (	c) can be de-

termined. With the derived parameters, numerical

simulations for the high-excited surface have been car-

ried out, and these confirmed the mechanisms for NSRs.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Experimental Results. Figure 1 shows �/� of NSRs as a

function of pulse number (N) for various materials. In

general, when laser fluence and N are appropriate,

regular NSRs can be observed in the center (small N)

Figure 1. Characteristics of near-wavelength ripples on various materials irra-
diated by short-pulse laser ablation. �/� as a function of N for (a) ZnO, (b)
ZnSe, (c) SiC, (d) diamond, (e) graphite, (f) CuZn, (g) GaAs, and (h) Si with irra-
diation conditions indicated in each figure. In panel h, � is measured in the
periphery area, and crater diameter D as a function of N is also exhibited. SEM
images for the typical ripples of ZnO irradiated by different pulse numbers
are shown (scale bar, 5 �m; double arrow, laser polarization).
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or the periphery (large N) of the cra-
ter with the prominent characteris-
ticsO� is smaller than �, and the
grating vector of NSRs is definitely
parallel to laser polarization (Figure
1a). In addition, as a whole, �/� de-
creases as N is increasing, in agree-
ment with previous reports.28,32 At
large N, � deviates from � greatly,
and the downward trend is slowing
or stops. Interestingly, the
�-decreasing phenomenon is far
more prominent in the cases of di-
electrics and semiconductors than
the cases of conductors. Moreover,
the subwavelength characteristic
and the �/�-N-decreasing trend of
NSRs are not strongly influenced by
the laser pulse durationOin the cases of picosecond
(ps) and femtosecond (fs) laser ablations, similar charac-
teristics can be observed. But in detail, through the com-
parison of Figure 1g and Figure 2a for GaAs, we can see
that � is smaller in the case of fs laser irradiation than in
the case of ps laser irradiation. These phenomena are all
the common characteristics for NSRs, which will be ex-
plained in the discussion part based on our models.

Now we focus on the details of certain significant
morphological characteristics, which can offer us fur-
ther insights. First, for NSRs in the periphery area, �/�
and crater diameter (D) are relevant, as shown in Fig-
ure 1h and Figure 2, which indicate that D is a factor for
� decreasing. Second, the large �/�, which always ap-
pears at small N or in the central area (Figure 3), goes
with shallow grooves. In other words, the smooth
ripples have large �/�; contrarily, the ripples with deep
grooves have small �/�. It means that the groove depth
(H) is also an important factor for �. In addition, NSRs
on various materials with different irradiation
conditions exhibit more or less the same mor-
phological characteristics, which mean NSRs
originate in laser interacting with the high-
excited surface, whose optical properties are
determined by abundant hot electrons rather
than the intrinsic properties.

Discussion. Direct SP-Laser Interference. As the ex-
perimental results shown, NSRs cannot be
described by the simplified classical model,
which educes that � should be equal to � in
normal incidence. Taking into account the
crucial phenomenon in strong-field
laser�matter interactions�laser-induced
plasma, and the well-known laser�plasma
interaction in a interface�oscillations of the
electron plasma coupled by electromagnetic
fields (SPs),13,16 we consider that the SP-
laser interference is responsible for the ini-
tialization of NSRs, and the transverse mag-

netic (TM) characteristic of SPs determines the

polarization dependence of ripples. On a metallic

surface, SPs can be efficiently launched by subwave-

length apertures under laser irradiation.9�18 For ex-

ample, the generation of SPs by a single subwave-

length slit in a metal screen has been studied

theoretically, and under normal incident, the SP-

generation efficiency can be fairly large (
0.5) at vis-

ible frequencies.41,42 Then, the propagating SPs and

the incident laser will interfere to form a fringe with

a vector (Figure 4a)

where ki is the wavevector of incident laser, and ks

is the wavevector of SPs. Considering the compo-

nents in the interface, we obtain

Figure 2. For NSRs of (a) GaAs and (b) ZnSe in the periphery areas of craters,
the relationships between �/� and D as N increases are shown (SEM images
demonstrate the ripples of GaAs irradiated with three typical pulse numbers
(scale bar, 2 �m)).

Figure 3. In the case of ZnSe irradiated by short-wavelength pulse, �
in the central area is different from that in the periphery area, and ap-
proximately equal to � (SEM images demonstrate the ripples in the
two areas (scale bar in the enlarged images, 1 �m; scale bar in the
overview image, 5 �m)).

G ) ki - ks (1)

Λ ) λ
λ
λs

( sin θ
(2)
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where � � 2�|G|�1, � � 2�|ki|�1, �s � 2�|ks|�1, and

� is the incident angle of laser. Assumed �� � |�=| (ε�

is the imaginary part of �), the �s on a metal/dielec-

tric interface is given by16

where �d is the dielectric constant of the dielectric

material (for air, �d 
 1). By eq 2, in normal incidence

(� � 0°) we obtain the simple relationship � � �s.

It means that in the situation with a destructible flu-

ence, the interference fringes will induce perma-

nent ripples on material surface with � equal to �s,

which is always smaller than �Othe characteristic

agrees with the experimental observations and is

precisely the origin of the subwavelength character-

istic of such ripples.

With the ��� relationship of normal incidence, the

��� relationship at arbitrary incident angle can be de-

rived by eq 2. As shown in Figure 5, the derived line

for 45° agrees with the experimental results, which con-

firms that eq 2 is a suitable model for NSRs.

Field-Distribution Effect. Above we have
brought forward the essence of the sub-
wavelength characteristicO�s is always
smaller than �. Now we give further dis-
cussions about the main reasons for the
�-decreasing phenomenon as N increas-
ing. As described above, � in the periph-
ery is related to the crater diameter D. We
consider this effect is due to the Gauss-
ian distribution of the fields in the focus.
With N increasing, D increases simulta-
neously, and for such a field distribu-
tion, accordingly the fluence in the pe-
riphery of the ablated crater is lower
and lower. As a result, the periphery ne

decreases as D increases. Owing to the
laser-induced plasma, the dielectric
constant of the high-excited surface
can be described with the Drude
model, which is expressed as

where �c is the dielectric constant of material in nor-

mal state (without laser-induced free electrons), 
p

� (e2ne/(mef�0))1/2 is the plasma frequency, and � �

1/	 is the electron collision frequency. From eq 4, we

obtain �=(
) � �c � 
p
2/(
2 � �2). For �= � �1,

with ne decreasing, |�=| decreases, thus from eq 3 �s

also decreases (Figure 4c), that is, in the periphery �

gets smaller as D gets larger. This proposal agrees

with the observations in Figure 2, which definitely

demonstrate that for NSRs in the periphery area �

gets smaller as D gets larger.

Grating-Assisted SP-Laser Coupling. Note that D increasing

is an important, but not the lone reason for � decreas-

ing. As shown in the SEM images of Figure 1a, in the

central area � also decreases as N increases accompa-

nied with groove deepening. This phenomenon is at-

tributed to another important mechanismOgrating-

assisted SP-laser coupling. When the initial ripples

(gratings) are formed, we emphasize that the physical

picture should be changed due to the effect of grating-

coupling. As long as the phase (momentum) matching

condition9,14,16

(m is an integer) meets, grating-coupling mechanism

will work and influence SP-laser interactions. Actually,

since the grating is self-induced by SP-laser interfer-

ence, here m should be equal to 1. Thus, the phase

matching condition reduces to eq 1 if only the interfer-

ence fringe vector G is redefined as the grating vector

(Figure 4b). The transition from the pure interference

mechanism to the grating-coupling mechanism should

be a positive feedback process, because it makes laser

Figure 4. Physical processes involved in the formation of NSRs. Schematic
processes of SP-laser interactions: (a) direct SP�laser interference; (b)
grating-assisted SP�laser coupling. (c) For the Gaussian distribution of la-
ser fields in the focus, ne and �s both decrease from the center to the periph-
ery of ablated craters. (d) As grooves deepen, the grating-coupling mecha-
nism takes effect and causes � to decrease.

λs ) λ(ε′ + εd

ε′εd
)1/2

(3)

Figure 5. Average �/� as a function of � for ZnO in normal
and tilt (45°) incidents (the dashed line is derived from the
normal case by eq 2 (using the plus operation)).

ε(ω) ) εc -
ωp

2

ω(ω + iΓ)
(4)

mG ) ki - ks (5)
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fields transfer to SPs more efficiently. Hence grooves
will grow as N increases and become deeper and
deeper. Here we must mention a crucial effect for
grating-couplingOas grooves deepen, the resonant
wavelength will display a red-shift10�12,16 (Figure 4d).
For grating with deep grooves, in the Brillouin zone the
SP dispersion curve is severely modified and tends to
be flat, and the group velocity of SP approaches zero;
that is, for a specific wavelength, as the groove deep-
ens, � should decrease in order to ensure that the
grating-coupling condition can be well satisfied, as Fig-
ure 4d shows. With this mechanism, we can explain
the experimental observationsOas N increases and
grooves deepen, the self-fulfilling of the resonance con-
dition acting as a positive feedback will force � to de-
crease. But there is an exceptional situation. In the cra-
ter center, where the fluence is high, the strong
thermal effect will induce a thick melted layer (in
this case �= �� �1 and � 
 �) and baffle the deep-
ening of the groove. Accordingly the grating-
coupling effect is weak, and the value of � is mainly
due to the interference mechanism and remains al-
most constant near � as N increases (Figure 3). Simi-
larly, we can understand why in long-pulse irradia-
tion � is close to �Othe strong thermal effect
induces direct interference rather than grating-
coupling. In addition, the weak �-decreasing phe-
nomenon for conductors can also be attributed to
the strong thermal effect as a result of the high heat
conductivity of conductors. In contrast, for dielec-
trics and semiconductors, the nonthermal ablation
mechanism makes the deep groove easy to pro-
duce, thus the grating-coupling effect is crucial, and
the �-decreasing phenomenon is prominent.

Derived Parameters and Implement Simulation for High-Excited
Surface. From the above discussions, it can be seen
that the �-decreasing phenomenon is a result of the
admixture of the field-distribution effect and the

grating-coupling effect, and as long as deep gratings

are formed, � is no longer approximately equal to �s of

a flat surface. Therefore, to evaluate the optical (�) and

electronic (ne) parameters in the high-excited surface

through eqs 2�4, we must adopt the data of the ini-

tial ripples (small N), which exhibit a smooth profile with

shallow grooves. From eq 4, ε� can be expressed as

��(
) � 
p
2�/[
(
2 � �2)]. Assumed �� � |�=|, the

propagation length of SPs is given by16

Thus, by measuring the � and Ls of localized, shal-

low ripples launched by a subwavelength aperture, we

can obtain � through solving the equation set including

eqs 2 and 6. For instance, such a measurement is per-

formed on ZnO (�c � 3.85, mef � 0.19me (me is electron

mass)) (Figure 6a), and � � 750 nm and Ls � 6000 nm

are yielded. With the data, � � �8.26 � i1.19 is de-

rived, and by solving the equation set for ε= and ε�, ne

� 4.05 � 1021 cm�3 and 	 � 4.31 fs are obtained. The

derived 	 is close to the reported value.40

With the derived �, we have carried out numerical

simulations for the high-excited surface with the finite

difference time domain (FDTD) method.43,44 Figure 6b

shows the SP-laser interference fringe launched by a

groove. Obviously, the |Ex| distribution is consistent with

the shallow-ripple profile (Figure 6a), and the fringe ex-

hibits � equal to �s. Further, Figure 7b demonstrates

the |Ex| distribution in the case of grating-coupling. As

expected, when the grating is formed (grating profile

shown in Figure 7a), the grating-coupling disturbs the

direct SP-laser interference and makes the field redis-

tribute. The resonant length, �, shortens (compare Fig-

Figure 6. Approach for deriving the parameters of the laser-
induced high-excited surface and the simulation result for
the picture of direct SP-laser interference. (a) SEM images of
a crater on ZnO irradiated by 800-nm fs laser with a fluence
of 2.6 J/cm2 and 5 pulses (scale bar in the enlarged images, 2
�m; scale bar in the overview image, 5 �m). Here � and Ls

are determined to be 750 and 6000 nm, respectively. (b)
With the derived �, we implement numerical simulations of
SP-laser interference launched by a groove (display |Ex| dis-
tribution).

Figure 7. Simulation results for the picture of grating-assisted
SP-laser coupling (� is the same as that in Figure 6): (a) grating
profile with the related parameters; |Ex| distribution of grating-
assisted SP-laser coupling for (b) shallow grooves (20 nm) and (c)
deep grooves (50 nm); (d) for different groove depths, |Ex| in
the middle of the groove opening (as the arrow in panel a, indi-
cated) as a function of �/�. Insert is the peaked positions of
the curves for different depths (scale bar represents |Ex|).

Ls )
λ

2π(ε′ + εd

ε′εd
)3/2ε′2

ε″ (6)
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ure 6b with Figure 7b), and the fields in the grooves
are extraordinarily enhanced and get stronger as the
depth (H) increasing (compare Figure 7b with Figure
7c), which implies a strong feedback. As the theory pre-
dicted, with H increasing, � should decrease to ensure
the best SP-laser coupling (see the |Ex| distribution from
Figure 7b to Figure 7c and Figure 7d—the curves of
|Ex| in the middle of the groove opening as a function
of �/� for different groove depths). In addition, the
curve (inserted in Figure 7d) of the peaked resonant po-
sition of � as a function of H is similar to the trend of
the curves of � as a function of N in Figure 1 and Fig-
ure 2, which further confirms the mechanism. On the
whole, our simulations agree well with the experimen-
tal observations and the theoretical analysis.

Feedback Mechanism of NSRs from the Energy Point of View. As
shown by Lalanne et al.,41,42 even for a single subwave-
length slit in a metal screen, the SP generation effi-
ciency can achieve 0.5 at visible frequencies. In the case
of grating-assisted SP-laser coupling, SPs launched by
the periodic grooves fulfilling the phase matching con-
dition can resonate intensively. Such a resonance can
boost light scattering into SPs, which is beneficial to the
light absorption. It means that the efficiency would be
further higher in such a case. As a matter of fact, the me-
tallic subwavelength grating with suitable parameters
can almost completely absorb light for a specific
wavelength,45,46 which has given rise to considerable
interest in the research fields requiring a high light ab-
sorption efficiency, such as the applications in high field
laser physics47,48 and in the field of solar cells.49,50 As
above FDTD simulations demonstrated, along with the
grating deepening and the periodicity shortening, light
fields are more and more localized in the groove area
with field intensity enhanced greatly. Accordingly, it can
be expected that as pulse number increases in abla-
tion, the efficiency of grating-assisted SP-laser coupling,
that is, the absorption efficiency of the grating surface,
should be obviously increased, which leads to the posi-
tive feedback of NSRsOthe groove deepening and the
crater diameter increasing.

To evaluate the light absorption efficiency of NSRs,
which can further elaborate the feedback mechanism
of NSRs from the energy point of view, we have carried
out the calculation of the zeroth-order (specular) reflec-
tion efficiency of the grating of Figure 7a with the
method of rigorous coupled wave analysis (RCWA).51,52

The calculation results are shown in Figure 8, which
gives the specular reflection efficiency of a vertical inci-
dent TM wave as a function of �/� for different groove
depths. By comparing Figure 8 with Figure 7d, it can be
seen that the dip positions of the reflection efficiency
curves are in agreement with the peak positions of the
field intensity curves. Resembling the field intensity
curves, two prominent characteristics are also exhib-
ited in the reflection efficiency curves: (1) along with the
groove depth increasing, the dip position shifts toward

a smaller periodicity; (2) the lowest reflection efficiency

decreases strikingly as the groove depth increasing

from 10 to 50 nm. For the groove depth of 50 nm, the

lowest reflection efficiency can achieve a very low

valueOabout 0.01; that is, the efficiency of grating-

assisted SP-laser coupling can achieve near 0.99. It

means that in such a case approximately 99%. incident

laser energy is absorbed by the grating surface (actually,

from the field distributions shown in Figure 7b,c, we

can be sure that most of the absorbed energy is local-

ized in the groove area). The results confirm that laser-

induced NSRs are able to absorb incident laser energy

efficiently, which in turn promotes the formation of

NSRs and accelerates the laser ablation process. Re-

cently, the phenomena of enhanced absorption of

metal surfaces structured by ultrafast laser irradiation

(called “black metal”) have attracted people’s

attention.53�55 The experimental results53,54 show that

with an increase in the pulse number, the absorptance

of the structured surface increases markedly. As our cal-

culation shown, the high light absorption efficiency of

the laser-induced NSRs should play an important role

for the phenomenon. Conversely, as an inverse pro-

cess, NSRs may help to the luminous efficiency of

light-emitting materials. Nowadays, the phenom-

enon of a significant increase in the emission effi-

ciency of incandescent light sources treated by fem-

tosecond laser has been observed.56 In our opinion,

the laser-induced NSRs may contribute greatly to the

enhancement of the emission efficiency of tungsten

lamp via the inverse grating-assisted SP-light cou-

pling: the trend that emittance (absorbance) is en-

hanced following the increase of pulse number is

mainly attributed to the growth of laser-induced

NSRs, which can improve the efficiency of grating-

assisted SP-light coupling; the partially polarized

characteristic of the emission light should ascribe

to the TM characteristic of grating-assisted SP-light

coupling. On the whole, our propositions in the pa-

per can provide specific explanations for the related

phenomena.

Figure 8. The zeroth-order reflection efficiency of the laser-
induced grating as a function of �/� for different groove
depths. The grating profile and � for the reflection calcula-
tion is the same as that in Figure 7.
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CONCLUSIONS
The short-pulse laser ablation experiments on vari-

ous materials indicate that NSRs are always produced,
which strongly suggests that the simplified scattering
model should be modified to take into account the ef-
fect of SPs. In detail, we consider that in the initial stage
of NSR formation, the SP-laser interference is the domi-
nant mechanism, and as ripples grow, the grating-
assisted SP-laser coupling plays the most important
role. With the model, the period-decreasing phenom-
enon originates in the admixture of the field-
distribution effect and the grating-coupling effect. Fur-
thermore, we propose an approach for obtaining the di-
electric constant, the electron density, and the elec-
tron collision time of the high excited surface via NSRs.
This approach is significant for the investigation of the
ionization mechanisms of short-pulse laser. With the de-
rived parameters, the numerical simulations are consis-
tent with the experimental results, and confirm our
propositions about the mechanisms for NSRs. In addi-
tion, our results indicate that for the laser-induced
ripples, the simplified classical model is only a particu-
lar instance of eq 2, which occurs easily in the cases of
long-pulse laser or short wavelength laser irradiation,
where �s is near �, or the SP effect can be ignored. Al-
though DSRs have not been touched on here, we hold
that the propositions for NSRs are of great help for un-
derstanding DSRs, which are due to the standing SP
wave37 and the grating-coupling model with a period
equal to or smaller than �s/2. In short, this study can
provide the exact physical mechanisms for NSRs and
significant insights into DSRs, and greatly promote our
understanding of the interaction between short-pulse
laser and solid materials.

On the other hand, our results confirm that the sur-
face irradiated by short-pulse laser with damage-

threshold fluence should exhibit metallic behavior, no

matter if it is metal, semiconductor, or dielectric, and in

the process of laser-induced optical breakdown, the os-

cillations of the electron plasma coupled by electro-

magnetic fields play a crucial role. Especially for the pe-

riodic subwavelength apertures, the extraordinary

enhancement of fields can occur via the self-fulfilling

certain SP modes, and via a positive feedback process,

periodic subwavelength patterns will appear on the sur-

face of material. As a matter of fact, these short-pulse

laser-induced subwavelength structures should be as-

cribed to a phenomenon of nano-optics. To investigate

the phenomena of short-pulse laser-induced damage,

we should base our work on the microscopic rather

than the macroscopic point of view, that is, we should

focus on the nano-optics effect of the subwavelength

apertures, instead of handling the irradiated area as a

perfect surface or bulk without any defect or nanoaper-

ture and considering only the processes of electron ex-

citation and thermalization without the feedback of

nano-optics effect. To our knowledge, the field of nano-

optics always focuses on metallic materials, where SPs

can be easily excited and induce surprising optical

properties that have great potential in nanophotonic

devices. Our results confirm that the nano-optics mech-

anisms for metallic materials are also applicable to the

field of strong-field laser�solid-matter interaction, that

is, our research will extend the scope of nano-optics to

the domain of strong-field. In addition, our results indi-

cate that under high-fluence short-pulse laser irradia-

tion, in an ultrashort time scale, the dielectric constant

of material can be tuned from being dielectric to metal-

lic, and the plasmonic effect will be activated. This phe-

nomenon could enrich the approaches for realizing

the ultrafast active plasmonics.

METHODS
Materials. For the ablation experiments of dielectrics, optical

polishing ZnO, ZnSe, and SiC crystals with dimensions of 10 �
10 � 1 mm3, as well as a natural single-crystal bulk diamond with
optical polishing, were used as the samples. For the ablation ex-
periments of semiconductors, optical polishing Si, GaAs single-
chips were used. For the ablation experiments of conductors,
brass (CuZn) and highly oriented pyrolytic graphite (c-axis ori-
ented along the normal of the flake) sheets were used.

Laser Ablation Experiments. A regenerative Ti:Sapphire
oscillator�amplifier system (Spectra Physics Hurricane), which
ran at a central wavelength of 800 nm with a pulse duration of
125 fs and a repetition rate of 1 kHz, was used to perform femto-
second (fs) ablation experiments. The picosecond (ps) pulses of
different wavelengths were obtained by the optical parametric
generators (OPGs, EKSPLA, PG411/511) pumped with a mode
locked Nd:YAG laser (EKSPLA, PL2143B), which had a pulse dura-
tion of 30 ps and a repetition rate of 10 Hz. A variable neutral
density filter was used to adjust the pulse energy. Then the lin-
early polarized Gaussian laser beam was focused on the sample
surface by a convex lens (Newport, UV Fused Silica Precision
Plano-Convex Lens, focal length 300 mm), and the number of la-
ser pulses imposed per site was determined by an electric shut-

ter. The samples were mounted on an electric XYZ-translation
stage, and observed real-time by a CCD monitor equipped with
an objective lens of long focus. All experiments were performed
in ambient air. The morphologies of ablated spots were ob-
served by scanning electron microscopy (SEM, JEOL JSM-6380
and Quanta 400F).

Numerical Simulations. The numerical simulations of the field
distribution on the rippled surface irradiated by fs laser were
implemented by the FDTD method43,44 with an 800-nm TM wave
of vertical incidence. The simulation parameters were derived
from the initial localized NSRs via the SP-laser interference model
and the Drude model for the dielectric constant. The method is
described in detail in the discussion part.

In addition, the reflective properties of NSRs are analyzed nu-
merically using RCWA method51,52 with an 800-nm TM wave of
vertical incidence. The modeled structure and the dielectric con-
stant for the reflection calculation are the same as that for the
FDTD simulation. For a subwavelength metallic grating, that is,
a zeroth-order metallic grating, only the zeroth reflected order
(the specular reflectivity) can reflect from the grating, and the
other orders are evanescent. When there exists a high efficiency
of grating-assisted SP-laser coupling, the incident laser light will
mostly convert to SPs, which eventually dissipate as heat, and as
a result present a low specular reflectivity. Therefore, via the cal-
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culation of the specular reflectivity of such a grating, we can
quantitatively evaluate the efficiency of grating-assisted SP-laser
coupling.
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