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∥Center for Nanoscience (CeNS), Ludwig-Maximilians-Universitaẗ München, München, Germany
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ABSTRACT: We explore the impact of ∼500 MHz surface acoustic
waves traveling across a commensurable plasmonic grating coupler. A
stroboscopic technique involving surface acoustic waves synchron-
ized to a modelocked optical source allows to time-resolve the
dynamical impact of the electromechanically induced perturbation.
The surface acoustic wave periodically enhances or decreases the
surface ripple of the static grating. Most remarkably, the dynamic
surface deformation deliberately modulates the coupler’s efficiency
by ±2% during the ∼2 ns acoustic cycle.
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Surface plasmon polaritons (SPPs) are key to next-
generation nanophotonics.1,2 Efficient conversion of free-

space radiation into these surface-bound electromagnetic
modes is routinely achieved via patterned metal films. The
emerging field of “active plasmonics”,3 however, aims for
control-on-demand over the generation and evolution of
guided SPPs. So far, interesting strategies for all-optical
switching of SPP launching and propagation have been realized
which provide THz modulation bandwidth.4−6 However, these
approaches are hampered by the large irradiances required. In
contrast, substantial high-frequency mechanical distortions can
be easily driven all-electrically using conventional radio
frequency (RF) electronics. Such hypersound waves have
already found diverse applications in semiconductor nano-
photonics.7,8 Here we explore the impact of ∼500 MHz surface
acoustic waves (SAWs) traveling across a commensurable, static
gold grating, that is, a paradigm for a SPP injector. In essence,
the electromechanically induced, dynamic surface deformation
deliberately modulates the launcher’s coupling characteristics
on subnanosecond time scales as required for device
applications.
The dispersion relation of SPPs on a metal surface is

characterized by a pronounced wave-vector mismatch with
respect to light in vacuum. As a result, direct optical excitation
of SPPs on a planar surface is inhibited. In turn, this mode
mismatch also prohibits SPPs from reradiating into free space
and, thereby, ensures robust SPP propagation over distances of
many μm. The most viable concepts for the controlled launch
of SPPs utilize dielectric prisms or patterned surfaces. Among
these different approaches, spatially periodic surface gratings are

probably the most direct tool to overcome the wave-vector
mismatch and to achieve efficient and broadband conversion of
light into SPPs. However, they are intrinsically static and
therefore lack fast tunability, an aspect incompatible with the
requirements of modern high-speed nanophotonics. The
guiding idea of the present work is to realize a grating based
SPP coupler with dynamically tunable, electromechanically
controlled coupling characteristics. To this end, we implement
gold microstructures combining a static surface-relief grating
with dynamic, propagating SAWs of the same spatial
periodicity. Depending on the exact timing of the all-electrically
generated SAW, those two commensurable surface deforma-
tions interfere constructively or destructively and, thereby, yield
a fast modulation of the SPP coupling efficiency. Most
remarkably, we will demonstrate below that our present
technique favorably combines the convenience of RF electrical
control over a SPP launcher with an efficient modulation with
GHz bandwidth. Our approach has conceptual similarities to
previous experiments involving the photoexcitation of
predefined gratings6,9 or the creation of dielectric gratings by
interference of laser pulses.10,11 In our own previous work, we
have identified a minute launching mechanism for SPPs related
to the surface profile of SAWs only.12 However, all those
mechanisms either require large optical irradiances or only
permit a weak influence on the conversion between light and
SPPs.
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The samples are fabricated by standard e-beam lithography in
a lift-off process on chemically reduced (“black”) LiNbO3. The
crystal orientation is 128° YX-cut so that only Rayleigh-type
waves are induced at the LiNbO3 surface leading to an
approximately sinusoidal periodic deformation perpendicular to
the surface by the SAW. The electrodes for the SAW excitation,
so-called interdigital transducers (IDTs), consist of 54 pairs of
single-electrode fingers of 60 nm height and ∼1.5 μm width
formed from aluminum on top of a 10 nm titanium adhesion
layer. The spacing of adjacent electrodes is 4 μm and the
applied voltage alternates in sign between neighboring
electrodes. By applying a RF signal of ∼487 MHz, a SAW of
∼8 μm wavelength is launched via to the inverse piezoelectric
effect. Due to short circuiting and mass loading, the SAW
velocity underneath the metalized area is reduced so that the
actual SAW wavelength modulating the grating is practically
identical to ΛG = 7.1 μm. The maximum RF power levels fed to
the IDTs is ∼20 dBm. We use two IDT structures with a
separation of ∼2.5 mm in delay line geometry in order to also
monitor the transmitted RF power and to determine the IDTs’
resonance frequency. The gold gratings are deposited in the
center area between the two IDTs. They are grown in a three-
step process beginning with a 10 nm titanium adhesion layer.
Then 42 gold slabs of 50 nm height, ∼4 μm width, and ΛG =
7.1 μm spacing are deposited. These are finally then overgrown
with a 100 nm thick gold film creating a grating of 250 μm ×
300 μm lateral dimension, 7.1 μm grating period, and 50 nm
groove depth.
For optical spectroscopy of the dynamical impact of SAWs

on the plasmonic device, the SAW has to be synchronized with
an optical source. Similar stroboscopic concepts to phase-lock
SAWs or RF electrical signals to optical pulse trains have
already been successfully employed to control and probe
various semiconductor nanostructures.7,13,14 Figure 1a shows
the schematic of our experiment. A mode-locked Ti:sapphire

laser optimized for long-wavelength operation15 produces a
train of 40 fs pulses at a central wavelength of 940 nm. Its
repetition rate is continuously adjustable since the output
coupler is mounted on a translation stage. The repetition rate
f rep of this optical clock is deliberately set to f rep = 60.872 MHz.
A portion is detected with a fast photodiode. It is connected to
an electronic frequency multiplier while a RF filter selects the
eighth harmonic at f SAW = 8f ref = 486.98 MHz. This frequency
component is amplified and fed into the IDTs, thereby
generating a SAW automatically locked to the optical pulse
train. Another portion of the near-infrared pulse train is passed
through a delay line to precisely set its arrival to a well-defined
time within the acoustic cycle of the SAW. A filter of 10 nm
bandwidth selects a spectral window around 960 nm. The
sample is placed in a θ−2θ rotation stage, while the near-
infrared light is loosely focused onto the grating by a f = 150
mm lens with a variable angle of incidence θi. The laser spot
size is ∼200 μm in diameter, with an angular aperture of Δθ ≈
0.7°, which determines the angular resolution of our setup.
Optical signals are detected as a function of the outgoing angle
θr. Most of the data is recorded directly in reflection geometry
θr = θi. The SAW-induced changes of the optical properties are
detected using a standard lock-in technique with an ∼1.3 kHz
amplitude modulation of the RF signal generating the SAW.
The values finally given for ΔR0 and ΔR1

± throughout the paper
represent SAW-induced modifications normalized to the
reflected light intensity R0.
We start the optical characterization by addressing how the

device acts as a tunable regular diffraction grating and apply a
RF power of PRF ≈ 20 dBm to the IDTs. This part also serves
to calibrate the phase of our stroboscopic technique and to
determine the SAW amplitude. Note that the RF power levels
indicated throughout the paper are externally applied ones. The
actual power converted into SAWs is much lower since little
effort is made to optimize the electro-mechanical conversion

Figure 1. Experimental setup and sample characteristics. (a) Schematic of the experiment: A mode-locked Ti:sapphire laser serves as an optical
source and as a clock. The 8th harmonic of the laser repetition rate is generated electronically and fed to IDTs on the LiNbO3 chip. It induces a SAW
synchronized to the optical pulse train. This SAW modulates the surface profile of a rectangular gold grating formed on the LiNbO3. The optical
delay sets the relative phase between the RF wave and the near-infrared pulse train and, thus, permits to optically interrogate the device at a fixed
spatial phase difference ϕ between the static grating and the dynamic surface deformation of the SAW. (b) SAW-induced changes of the grating’s
TM reflectivity (ΔR0 observed at θr = θi) and first order diffraction (ΔR±1) for light incident at θi = 40° far away from the SPP resonance angle. The
black (red) line corresponds to results for ϕ = 0 (ϕ = π). The RF power is PRF = 20.5 dBm. (c) Schematic rendering of the SAW impact on the
surface relief for those phases (not to scale).
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efficiency. Figure 1b shows the SAW induced change of the
optical intensity as a function of the outgoing angle θr, while the
angle of incidence is fixed to θi = 40° (for this incident angle no
coupling into SPPs occurs). It contains information about the
change of the reflectivity (ΔR0) and the modifications of the
two first-order diffractions (ΔR1,ΔR−1). The first order
diffraction efficiency of the unperturbed grating is 1.5%, while
higher order diffraction is more than an order of magnitude
smaller. This is also reflected by the SAW-induced
modifications where the amplitude of ΔR0 is roughly the sum
of the first order diffraction changes. It is reasonable to assume
that maximum changes of both the reflectivity and the
diffraction efficiency occur when the SAW on average increase
(ϕ = 0) or decrease (ϕ = π) the predefined grooves (cf.
schematic in Figure 1c). Changing the delay between the
optical pulse train and the SAW by half an acoustic cycle (Δt =
TSAW/2 ≈ 1 ns) induces a phase shift of Δϕ = π and,
correspondingly, causes a complete reversal of the reflectivity
and diffraction signatures in Figure 1b. From the signal
magnitudes in Figure 1b and a simple model neglecting the
details of the surface profile, we can extract the out-of-plane
amplitude of the SAW. We assume that the first-order
diffraction efficiency R1 scales quadratically with the groove
depth d. This scaling has been derived analytically for a
sinusoidal grating profile with small amplitude (d ≪ ΛG)

16 and
is also consistent with simulations for other shallow surface
reliefs.17 Therefore, R1

± ∝ (d ± δ)2 with the SAW peak-to-peak
amplitude δ that increases (ϕ = 0) or diminishes (ϕ = π) the
groove depth of the static grating. The detected signal is the
difference of the diffraction efficiency with and without the
SAW, that is, ΔR1

+ ∝ δ2 + 2δd (ΔR1
− ∝ δ2 + 2δd)2 for ϕ = 0 (ϕ

= π). For δ ≪ d, the relative diffractivity change is ΔR1
±/ R1 ≈

±2δ/d. For the present device, with R1 = 1.5%, we find a SAW-
induced change of ΔR1

± = 6.2 × 10−4 at ϕ = 0. With a groove
depth of d = 50 nm, this yields a realistic SAW amplitude of δ ≈
1 nm, comparable to previous measurements on similar IDT
structures on LiNbO3.

12

The operational principle of a plasmonic grating coupler is
straightforward. Any spatial pattern of periodicity ΛG can
provide an additional momentum KG = 2π/ΛG to overcome the
mismatch between the wavevectors kSPP of the SPP and k0 = ω/
c of light in vacuum. Once fulfilling the condition kSPP = k0
sin(θi) ± mKG, with an integer m, light with an off-normal angle
of incidence θi, and a polarization parallel to the plane of
incidence (transverse magnetic, TM) couples resonantly to
SPPs. As plausible from the well-known dielectric properties of
gold, the present grating permits light of 960 nm wavelength to
resonantly launch SPPs at an angle of θi = 61.7° and m = 1. To
determine the actual SPP coupling for the unperturbed device,
we measure the angular dependence of its reflectivity (R0(θi)).
The data for transverse electric (TE) polarization in Figure 2a
only show an unpronounced angular dependence. In marked
contrast, the reflectivity for TM polarized light shows a
prominent dip close to the theoretically expected SPP
resonance angle. A Lorentzian fit to the data reveals a
resonance angle θi = 61.8° with a resonant conversion
efficiency for light into SPPs of ASPP = 0.09.
We now turn toward the central aspect of this study, which is

the change of the SPP resonance when superimposing the
dynamic grating of the SAW. First, we determine the time-
averaged SAW-induced changes for a RF signal not locked to
the optical source. Figure 2b shows the corresponding SAW-
induced changes of the TM reflectivity. It is characterized by an

induced absorption with an amplitude of ΔR0 ≈ 4 × 10−5 close
to the SPP resonance angle θi = 61.7°. In marked contrast, we
observe much larger and richer signatures once ϕ is fixed via
the described stroboscopic technique. Figure 2c displays the
angular dependence of the SAW-induced reflectivity changes
for ϕ = 0 and ϕ = π. The TE data only show a θi-independent
offset related to the ϕ-dependent changes of the diffraction
efficiency. More importantly, the TM results reveal pronounced
signals at the SPP resonance with magnitudes as large as ΔR0 ≈
±2 × 10−3. When combined with the data of the unperturbed
grating in Figure 2a, they are indicative of a SAW-related
change of the efficiency of the SPP launcher as large as ΔR0,max/
ASPP ≈ ±2%, that is, a similar modulation depth, as seen for the
diffraction efficiency. We note that this modulation amplitude
for SPP launching is also similar to that of recent all-optical
approaches5,6 that, however, require the use of sophisticated
pulsed laser sources instead of the present all-electrical concept.
Further details of the SAW impact on the device are revealed

by systematically studying the SAW-induced reflectivity
changes as a function of the phase ϕ. Figure 3 shows such
ΔR0 data for various angles θi close to the SPP resonance angle
and TM polarized light. For all θi we find a background signal
that scales ∝cos(ϕ) and has only an unpronounced angular
dependence. It originates from the enhancement or suppression
of the grating’s diffraction induced by the SAW. In marked
contrast, we see much larger ΔR0 around the SPP resonance
angle with peak signals of ΔR0 ≈ ±2 × 10−3, as already seen in
Figure 2c, where we show horizontal cuts of this 2D
representation along ϕ = 0 and π. Remarkably, the angular
dependences also contain dispersive features around θi = 61.7°,
which are most prominent at ϕ = ±π/2. These signatures arise
from a slight mismatch between ΛG and ΛSAW. We want to
emphasize that the ϕ-axis corresponds to a real time. In
particular, the time delay between the maximum enhancement
or suppression of the SPP coupling efficiency is as short as Δt =
TSAW/2 ≈ 1 ns. From Figure 3 we also extract ϕ-averaged
reflectivity changes ΔR0, which are shown as a solid line in
Figure 2b. They agree very well with the findings for the SAW-
induced modifications obtained with an unsynchronized RF

Figure 2. SAW-induced changes of the reflectivity for TM and TE
polarized light. (a) Reflectivity of the unperturbed gold grating close to
the SPP resonance at θi = 61.7°. (b) Solid circles: Angular dependence
of the SAW-induced reflectivity changes for TM polarized light
obtained with an unsynchronized SAW. The solid line shows the ϕ-
averaged results of the phase-dependent data in Figure 3 as a
comparison. (c) Corresponding TM and TE data for ϕ = 0 and π once
the SAW is locked to the optical pulse train. The RF power in panels
(b) and (c) is PRF = 20.5 dBm.
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source. Those remaining signal contributions can also be
explained by the above model, where the grating’s diffraction
efficiency and SPP coupling scales ∝(d ± δ)2. When computing
such modifications for the present δ ∝ cos ϕ situation, the ϕ-
averaged relative change to the SPP coupling efficiency is
related to the previously neglected δ2-term and is expected to
be δ2/(2d2) ≈ 2 × 10−4, in fair agreement with the observed
⟨ΔR0⟩/ASPP ≈ 4 × 10−4.
To further support our findings, we measure ΔR0 for various

RF powers. Here we utilize the second IDT in delay line
geometry to analyze the acoustic power in the device. For
elevated RF powers we find the temperature of the sample to
increase and, therefore, the IDT’s resonance frequency to
slightly shift so that the transmitted RF power is a more reliable
measure of the SAW amplitude. Figure 4 displays the
reflectivity change for TM polarization detected at the SPP
resonance for ϕ = 0 and π. Angular scans for three exemplary
power levels are shown in panel (a). The peak signals ΔRSPP of
the SPP resonance amplitude are then plotted as a function of
to the RF power PRF (cf. Figure 4b) with the maximum value

corresponding to an overall incident power level of PRF = 20.5
dBm. As evident from the solid lines, the data point toward a
scaling of ΔRSPP ∝ PRF

0.5. This finding is again in line with the
simple model of a SPP launching efficiency ∝(d ± δ)2. In
particular, the maximum SAW-induced change to the SPP
resonance is expected to be ΔRSPP ≈ ±2δ/d. For the SAW
amplitude δ we know that δ ∝ (PRF)

1/2 so that the model
predicts ΔRSPP ∝ (PRF)

1/2, as seen in the experiment.
Finally we want to comment on the scalability and the

prospects of the present approach. While the SAW impact
reported here is already significant, certain device applications
probably require larger modulation depths. There is room to
enhance the electromechanical coupling by optimized IDT
design. The SAW amplitude δ could be further enlarged to a
few nm, only limited by the mechanical stability of the
substrate. Moreover, there have been suggestions and reports
on shallow surface relief gratings with very efficient SPP
coupling.18,19 These promise that for technologically accessible
values of δ/d the absolute modulation of the SPP coupling
efficiency can be largely enhanced. In addition, recent
theoretical work predicts that, due to an interference of
excitation channels, a SAW of wavelength ΛG/2 traveling across
a permanent grating of periodicity ΛG can cause drastic
modulations of the SPP launching efficiency.20 The modulation
speed itself is governed by the speed of sound. Therefore, we
expect the use of SAW frequencies ≤5 GHz to be within reach
by scaling the grating period down to ∼1 μm.
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