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ABSTRACT: In this paper we theoretically and experimen-
tally analyze the design trade-offs in terahertz metamaterial
modulators consisting of hybrid graphene/metal stacked
structures. In these devices graphene is used as the active
medium, whereas a passive metallic frequency selective surface
is employed to enhance the light−matter interaction in
graphene. When altering the key geometrical structural
parameters, we observe a close match between our experi-
ments and theory, showing that it is possible to achieve an
optimal trade-off between modulation depth, insertion loss,
and speed in these devices. Moreover, a transmission line
based compact mathematical model is introduced in order to
explain our experimental observations and predict the
performance limits in these structures.
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The past decade has witnessed rapidly growing interest in
developing devices based on two-dimensional semi-

conductor materials, in particular graphene.1−4 Due to its
unique electronic, optical, and mechanical properties, superior
thermal properties, as well as recent developments on high-
quality, large-area film growth,5−7 graphene has emerged as an
attractive material for a number of technologies such as
displays, sensors, supercapacitors, water desalination, and even
DNA sequencing.8−10 In the field of terahertz (THz) research,
graphene is drawing substantial attention due to its potential as
the active material in emitters, detectors, and modulators.11−13

THz technology, one of the last frontiers in the electromagnetic
spectrum, holds promise in many areas, such as quality control,
astronomy, sensing, and security, thus attracting a rising
number of researchers to this field during the past decades.14

However, the limited performance of THz devices reported to
date restricts the development of many THz applications. One
of the critically demanded improvements is in the area of THz
modulators, where simultaneous high modulation depth (MD),
defined as (Tmax − Tmin)/Tmax with a maximum value of 1,
where Tmax and Tmin represent the maximum and minimum
power transmittances, respectively, through the structure within
the reconfigurable range, and low insertion loss (IL), defined as
1 − Tmax, are required for realizing applications in THz
communications, imaging, power stabilization of THz sources,
and so forth. Various strategies have been proposed to tackle
this challenge, including electrically or optically driven

modulation based on compound semiconductors and/or
metamaterial structures,15,16 thermal modulation in semi-
conductors or metal oxides,17 magnetic tuning,18 MEMS-
based geometry modulation,19 etc.
Recently, a series of THz modulators based on graphene

have been proposed and demonstrated with promising
performances.20−26 Essentially, THz transmission or reflection
can be tuned by controlling the Fermi level in graphene, thus
the density of states available for intraband transition induced
absorption.27 However, the superior carrier transport observed
in micro- or nanometer-scale graphene cannot be readily
transferred to millimeter or larger scale graphene. As a result,
modulator designers turn to strategies for enhancing the light−
matter interactions between graphene and THz waves by
implementing resonant structures such as Fabry−Perot cavities
or metamaterials.20−23,26,28 Recently, hybrid THz modulators
following this scheme have exhibited 60% transmission
modulation, 2.5 dB insertion loss, and operating speed in
excess of 40 MHz, where modulation is achieved through
varying the resonance of localized surface plasmons in
graphene.23 Among all of these previous reports, one critical
design factor that has not been widely studied is the possibility
of controlling the electromagnetic field enhancement at the
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graphene plane. Graphene metamaterials typically consist of a
passive metallic frequency selective surface (FSS) and one or
multiple layers of graphene. In these structures the field
enhancement can be controlled via placement of graphene from
the plane of the FSS. For a given graphene conductivity swing
range, the higher the electric field enhancement in the plane of
graphene, the higher the MD due to an enhanced sensitivity of
THz transmission to graphene conductivity; however, this is
often accompanied by a higher IL. Therefore, there exists a
trade-off between MD and IL, which needs to be considered
when designing graphene-based THz modulators. This trade-
off was pointed out in our earlier theoretical work.20 However,
a comprehensive study on the geometry dependence of these
trade-offs and an experimental demonstration of the underlying
physical principles behind optimal performance are still lacking.
In this paper we present the first experimental validation of this
device optimization concept proposal by using graphene as an
active cross FSS (i.e., conductivity-tunable graphene FSS).
Our proof-of-principle samples for this new type of stacked

hybrid THz modulators have been fabricated using graphene
layers, which are separated by a polyimide (PI) spacer from a
passive metallic FSS; the entire hybrid stack lies on a PI
substrate. By placing the conductivity-tunable graphene layers
at various separations from the FSS, (a) we are able to augment
the strength of the interaction between the THz waves and
graphene, which is equivalent to enhancing the effective
conductivity of graphene. More importantly, we also show
that (b) due to the superior ability of confining electromagnetic
waves into subwavelength volumes by the metallic FSS, the
graphene area (active area) required to obtain a given
modulation performance can be significantly reduced. The
immediate advantage of this area reduction will be an improved
operation speed in voltage-actuated modulator designs because
of the smaller capacitance, and thus RC time constant, in the
device. To quantitatively model and predict the behavior of the
proposed modulators based on a hybrid graphene/FSS stack,
we also (c) discuss a simple transmission line model (TLM),
which lets us predict the performance limits in these structures.

In summary, our results indicate that our proposed modulator
designs can highly augment the light−matter interaction in
graphene by localizing the electric field close to the meta-
surface, leading to higher modulation depth, lower insertion
loss, and faster speed when compared to previously reported
unoptimized graphene-based THz metamaterial modulator
designs. Furthermore, the proposed device design strategy
provides great flexibility since it could be readily applied to
other material systems by means of modifying the geometry of
the total stack so as to achieve the optimal performance in each
materials system.

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

For a comprehensive study, we prepared four sets of samples,
consisting of (set #1) unpatterned-graphene/PI/FSS, where the
graphene conductivity was varied by means of stacking different
numbers of graphene layers; (set #2) unpatterned single-layer
graphene/PI/FSS, where the graphene conductivity was varied
by means of chemical doping; (set #3) unpatterned single-layer
graphene/PI/FSS with varying PI spacer thickness; and (set
#4) patterned-graphene/PI/FSS, where the graphene con-
ductivity was varied by means of stacking different numbers of
graphene layers. The fabricated sample structures are schemati-
cally depicted in Figure 1a for the sample sets with unpatterned
graphene and in Figure 1b for the sample sets with patterned
graphene. All sets consist of a 100 nm thick aluminum FSS
lying on a PI substrate and contain varied layers (1−3 layers) of
monolayer graphene. To circumvent high IL originating from a
strong local electric field, the graphene layers are separated
from the FSS by a variable-thickness PI spacer layer. The
distance between the FSS and the graphene layers is labeled as
d. The fabrication process starts with a PI (PI-2600) coating
(∼2 μm thick) and two-step curing process on top of a bare Si
substrate, followed by photolithography and 100 nm aluminum
deposition to form the metallic FSS. Afterward, a second layer
of PI is spin-coated to act as spacer. By varying the spin speed
and using multiple spin-coating steps, various thicknesses of the
PI spacer are obtained. Single-layer graphene films are grown

Figure 1. Analyzed metamaterial structures. (a and b) Schematic of the analyzed device structures consisting of a metallic FSS embedded in a
polyimide (PI) film with nonpatterned and patterned graphene layers on top. The right half of the sample (control region), which contains
unpatterned graphene on top of PI, is used to monitor the conductivity of graphene. (c) Optical image of a fabricated THz modulator on a flexible PI
substrate rolled on a glass pipet. (d) Optical image showing detail of the FSS structure. (e) Sketch showing the dimensions of the FSS unit cell.
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using chemical vapor deposition (CVD), by Bluestone
(monolayer percentage >95%), and are then transferred onto
the PI/Al-FSS/PI/Si wafers using PMMA and wet etch
methods.5 For patterned graphene samples, photolithography
and oxygen plasma etching are further used to define the
graphene pattern geometry. Finally, the fabricated sample is
peeled off from the Si substrate, forming a flexible, free-
standing, and ultrathin film. Multiple layers of graphene used in
this work are obtained by repeating the wet transfer process of
monolayer graphene. Images of an example sample rolled on a
glass pipet and a microscopic detail of the sample, respectively,
are shown in Figure 1c and d. The dimensions of the cross-slot
FSS are depicted in the unit-cell detail shown in Figure 1e. To
account for the process-induced variations in the graphene
conductivity and to improve the accuracy when comparing our
experimental results with simulations and theory, each test
sample contains three regions: (i) a test region, consisting of
FSS/PI/graphene, (ii) a control region, consisting of PI/
graphene only without FSS, as depicted in Figure 1a,b, and (iii)
a reference region, consisting of PI alone. Note that all the
shown transmission values through the test and control regions
are normalized to the transmission through the corresponding
reference PI region for each sample. The graphene conductivity
in each test sample is directly measured on the control region
of the sample. It is worth noting that when multiple layers of
graphene are used, in order to systematically vary the graphene
conductivity, all graphene layers are cut from the same piece of
single-layer CVD graphene and processed at the same time.
The conductivity of graphene on each sample is

experimentally determined by fitting the THz transmission
spectrum through the control region and using a Drude model
for the graphene sheet conductivity:29

σ ω τ
=

+ + +
T

Z n
1

1 /(1 )(1 )0 dc sub
2 2

2

(1)

where T is the measured power transmissions through the
control region normalized to the transmission through a
reference PI stack (without graphene or FSS), Z0 = 377 Ω is
the vacuum impedance, nsub = 1.7 is the refractive index of PI,
and ω is the angular frequency of the THz beam. The carrier
lifetime τ and the sheet conductivity σdc of the total graphene
stack (one, two, or three layers) are unknown, thus set as fitting
parameters. The THz spectra are measured at room temper-
ature (RT) using a commercial THz time-domain spectroscopy
system (Menlo THz-TDS) with ∼1.2 GHz resolution, beam
size of ∼1 mm, and 80 dB signal-to-noise ratio. Simulations are
conducted employing a high-frequency structure simulator
(ANSYS HFSS) by considering graphene as a zero-thickness
graphitic layer (layered impedance) with the sheet conductivity
set to the experimentally determined values; results using a
finite thickness20 match those obtained employing the layered
impedance model in this work. Simulations were performed for
all the explored design space (in terms of spacer thickness and
sheet conductivity) in order to study the effect of relaxation
time. For this purpose graphene was modeled employing a
Drude model. Our results, which are depicted in the Supporting
Information (Figure S3), show that for small values of τ, i.e.,
when ωτ < 1 at resonance, the transmission spectrum is almost
independent of τ (i.e., using τ = 0 or τ = 150 fs produces
roughly the same spectra). Therefore, neglecting the effect of
relaxation time and assuming the graphene optical conductivity

to be purely real is a good approximation since τ < 50 fs in our
samples (see Figure S1).
To illustrate the effect of stacking multiple graphene layers,

we performed THz spectroscopy through the control region
(without FSS) of sample set #1 by varying the number of
graphene layers. The fitted σdc values obtained were 0.73 ±
0.08, 1.32 ± 0.07, and 1.98 ± 0.1 mS for one, two, and three
layers of graphene. This confirms that the graphene
conductivity indeed roughly follows a linear trend: σdc = Nσ0,
where N is the number of transferred graphene monolayers
with a sheet conductivity of σ0 per layer.

29 Since these results
were measured in the 0.3−0.9 THz frequency range (due to the
working bandwidth of our TDS system), we observed a flat
transmission. In order to extract τ, we performed THz
continuous wave (CW) and Fourier transform infrared
spectroscopy (FTIR) measurements; typical results are
depicted in the Supporting Information (Figure S1). A carrier
lifetime on the order of 30−50 fs is extracted in our graphene
samples, which is similar to values obtained on CVD-grown
graphene by other groups.29,30 Throughout this work, the
conductivity of graphene layers in each sample has been
individually monitored by employing the above-mentioned
method; these values are subsequently used in our modeling
section. The measured and simulated THz power transmission
spectra for the graphene/FSS hybrid structures with one, two,
and three layers of graphene (sample set #1) are shown in
Figure 2a,b, respectively. The thickness of the spacer between
the graphene layers and the FSS is kept at d = 16.5 μm, which
ensures the same electric field strength with an identical
enhancement factor at the graphene plane. The geometry and
dimensions of the FSS determine the shape of center-band
transmission, which in this case holds a resonance at around 0.5
THz and an intrinsic peak power transmission that can be as
high as 85% (simulated) (∼15% absorption by the metal).31

On the other hand, the total conductivity of the modulation
medium (graphene) sets the transmission magnitude over the
entire spectrum. In our experiments the intrinsic peak power
transmission through FSS is measured to be ∼80% (for d =
16.5 μm) to 85% (for d = 4.5 μm). For the case pictured in
Figure 2, which corresponds to d = 16.5 μm, it is remarkable
that the presence of only one layer of graphene can reduce the
maximum transmission from 80% to 25%, corresponding to a
fractional variation of (80 − 25)/80 = 69%. With increasing
graphene conductivity (by means of adding more graphene
layers), the THz transmission is further reduced from 25% to
17% (two-layer graphene) and then to 12% (three-layer
graphene). The reduction in transmission is attributed to
boosted absorption by graphene, which can reach a maximum
of 50% of the incoming power, as well as increasing reflection
(∼50% at the absorption maximum) from the sample.20,32 In
this case, when the graphene sheet conductivity is varied by
three times, i.e., from that in one-layer graphene to that in
three-layer graphene, the fractional decrease in the transmitted
power is more than 50%, i.e., (25 − 12)/25 = 52%. The above
observed high-conductivity-induced low transmission phenom-
enon is consistent with what has been reported in previous
work.11,25,26 Again, note that the total conductivity is the sum of
the conductivities of the individual graphene layers, which is
not surprising considering the fact that the thickness of the
overall graphene stacks (less than 2 nm) is negligible compared
to the wavelength of the incident THz waves.29 Our numerical
simulations of transmission, employing the sheet conductivity
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values measured in the control region for each sample, exhibit
an excellent agreement with the experimental results.
We also studied samples where the graphene conductivity

was varied through chemical doping (sample set #2). Since
HNO3 is well known to be a p-type dopant for graphitic
materials such as carbon nanotubes and graphene,33,34 in this
work the chemical doping was realized by immersing a single-
layer graphene covered sample (d = 9.4 μm) in a HNO3
solution (63 wt %) for 1−5 min, followed by a drying and
baking step at 85 °C. A series of THz transmission spectra
(Figure S4) through the test and control regions of the sample
were measured before chemical immersion (σdc ≈ 0.65 mS),
immediately after doping (σdc ≈ 1.96 mS), after 12 h in air (σdc
≈ 1.10 mS), and after 24 h (σdc ≈ 0.81 mS) in air. The decrease
of sheet conductivity is a result of the dedoping process in air,
that is, the removal of physically adsorbed HNO3 molecules on
the graphene surface.34 The measured THz transmission
through the test region of the samples at resonance is plotted
in Figure 3b (gray squares). Similar behavior is observed when
the graphene conductivity is increased due to chemical doping;
in both cases the THz transmission drops as the overall
graphene conductivity increases. The dashed curves with
hollow symbols in Figure 3b represent the simulated peak
THz transmission as a function of the graphene sheet
conductivity, and each of these curves is associated with
structures having different values of d. The values of measured
transmission at resonance for this chemically doped sample

(gray squares) in Figure 3b show good consistency with the
simulations (dotted curves) as well as with our measurements
on multilayer-graphene samples (black circles). This also helps
confirm that stacking of multiple graphene layers behaves
similarly to doping of a single layer of graphene in terms of
electromagnetic wave transmission.
Beyond this, for the first time with experiments we

systematically investigated the impact of the distance between
the graphene layers and the FSS on the THz transmission
through the structure.20 In Figure 2c and d, measured and
simulated THz transmission through three samples (sample set
#3), all with single-layer graphene, but with different spacer
thickness d = 16.5, 9.4, and 4.5 μm, is shown. As the graphene
layer is placed closer to the FSS, the THz transmission declines
from 23% to 12% and the resonance frequency blue-shifts from
0.53 to 0.58 THz, even though the graphene conductivity was
maintained constant; that is, the extracted sheet conductivity
from the control region was the same, in all three samples. This
transmission reduction is clear evidence that the interaction
between the FSS and graphene strongly depends on the

Figure 2. Measured THz transmission spectra when changing the
graphene conductivity and PI spacer thickness. (a and b)
Experimentally measured (a) and simulated (b) intensity transmission
spectra for devices containing one, two, and three layers of graphene
(sample set #1) and d = 16.5 μm. (c and d) Experimentally measured
(c) and simulated (d) intensity transmission spectra for devices with
one layer of graphene and various PI spacer thicknesses, d = 16.5, 9.4,
and 4.5 μm, respectively (sample set #3).

Figure 3. Terahertz transmission through devices made of patterned
graphene, summary of all results, and illustration of electric field
enhancement. (a) Measured power transmission spectra for devices
with one, two, and three layers of patterned graphene (sample set #4).
The graphene layers have been patterned to the complementary
structure of that of the metallic FSS underneath. (b) Summary of the
measured and simulated THz transmission (at resonance) as a
function of graphene sheet conductivity for all the analyzed sample
sets. The measured (solid symbols defining dashed traces) and
simulated (hollow symbols) THz power transmission values are
plotted for three different thicknesses of the dielectric spacer (d = 16.5,
9.4, and 4.5 μm, respectively). The black solid circles represent
experimental results obtained by stacking one, two, and three graphene
layers (sample set #1 and sample set #3), whereas the gray solid
squares represent results for devices containing single-layer graphene
where the conductivity was tuned by means of chemical doping by
HNO3 (sample set #2). The purple squares represent measurements
on samples with patterned graphene (sample set #4). (c) Simulated
electric filed enhancement distribution inside the plane of the
graphene for different values of d. It could be clearly seen that
enhancement gets smaller when graphene gets farther away from the
FSS plane, which is consistent with the decrease of fitting parameter α1
as d is increased.
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separation distance between them. The light−matter inter-
action is enhanced when graphene is closer to the FSS, leading
to lower transmission, as expected by our previous theory.20 In
Figure 3c we show the electric field intensity distribution at the
graphene plane when the metallic FSS is placed at different
distances above it; it can be clearly noticed that the electric field
is greatly augmented in a region within tens of micrometers
away from the FSS. It is compelling to acquire this source of
control for the interaction strength by changing the location of
the modulation medium. This location can be strategically
chosen to realize high MD with simultaneous low IL based on
the conductivity swing ranges of specific materials, i.e., not only
limited to graphene. The observed frequency blue-shift of the
resonance peak is primarily due to the varied sample total
thickness t (t ≈ d + tsub), therefore different effective dielectric
environment, where tsub is the thickness of the PI substrate,
which is kept as 2.2 μm in all three analyzed samples.
Considering the fact that the electric field enhancement near
the FSS can reach regions as far as tens of micrometers in the z-
direction, a change in PI thickness can indeed translate into a
different effective dielectric environment. Thinner samples
could be modeled with a lower effective dielectric constant,
thus higher resonant frequency (ωr), which will be discussed in
more detail in the modeling section.
One critical challenge in reported voltage-actuated graphene-

based THz wave modulators is their low operation speed,
which is severely limited by the large area of the employed
modulation medium as well as the large THz beam size.25,35

Integration with an FSS, as in our proposed design, could
potentially tackle this problem by reducing the active area of
the device (area occupied by graphene). In the near field, the
electric field is highly confined at the openings of the FSS, while
negligible elsewhere. As a result, we expect that the device
active area (graphene) can be reduced to the FSS openings
only, which effectively form a complementary pattern to that of
the FSS. To demonstrate this principle, we fabricated samples
with patterned graphene structures, as shown in Figure 1b. The
graphene layers were patterned using oxygen plasma to a
geometry consisting of the complementary structure to the
underlying FSS. Photolithography was employed to define the
graphene pattern, which was aligned directly on top of the
openings of the metallic FSS. The measured THz transmission
for samples with one, two, and three layers of graphene and d =
16.5 μm (sample set #4) is shown in Figure 3a. Similar to what
was previously discussed in samples containing unpatterned
graphene, a peak THz transmission ranging from 24% to 8% is
observed when the total graphene sheet conductivity is varied
from 0.8 to 2 mS. However, the total graphene area in these
samples is reduced by around 90%. It is noted that the
fractional decrease of the transmitted power slightly increased
from 52% to (24 − 8)/24 = 66% after the graphene layers were
patterned, which is partially caused by a higher conductivity in
our patterned samples. Compared to previous reports on
graphene-based THz modulators,20,21,25,36−38 this work is the
first experimental demonstration of the intrinsic geometrical
design trade-offs in graphene/FSS hybrid modulator systems.
Therefore, the observations here in this report can lead to
practical advantages such as a higher MD, lower IL, and faster
operation speed.
We could estimate the potential operation speed of an

electrically actuated hybrid device structure enabled by self-
gated graphene sheets separated by a 100 nm SiO2 (or other
dielectrics such as SiNx, PMMA) dielectric as proposed and

discussed in ref 20, which is primarily limited by the RC time
constant (RgrapeneCox) in this device structure. If the THz beam
size is 1 × 1 mm2, the number of FSS units that are needed to
control the light is N = 12/0.2652, with 0.265 mm being the FSS
unit dimension. The capacitance associated with this geometry
is Cox = ϵrϵ0A/t0, where ϵr = 3.9 and ϵ0 = 8.85 × 10−12 F/m are
the relative permittivity of SiO2 and the vacuum permittivity,
respectively, and A = NAFSS is the total area occupied by active
graphene. If the metal contacts are made to all the edges of
graphene cross-slots, the resistance (Rgraphene) could be
estimated by 1/σgrapheneW/L ≈ 60 Ω for σgraphene = 2 mS.
This resistance could be further reduced by doping, but this can
degrade the trade-offs with insertion loss as well as modulation
depth. Therefore, the operation speed is given as 1/
2πRgrapheneCox ≈ 0.3 GHz, which is boosted by a factor of
L

W
A

A
beam ≈ 70 times when compared to the case of devices

consisting of unpatterned graphene. The contact resistance Rc
between metal and graphene is estimated to be 4 Ω assuming a
specific Rc = 100 Ω-μm and a graphene cross stripe width W =
23 μm, which is small compared to the resistance of the
graphene stripe itself (∼60 Ω) and thus negligible in the
operation speed estimation.39 In Figure 3b, all the measured
transmission values (solid symbols) at resonance as a function
of sheet conductivity, together with simulation results (open
symbols), are summarized. Instructively, both the graphene
conductivity and the distance d between the FSS and the
graphene layers determine the THz transmission. The graphene
conductivity affects the transmission because of intraband
absorption, but d also affects the transmission through
modifying the strength of light−matter interaction in graphene.
The first parameter, graphene conductivity, can provide active
modulation, whereas the latter, d, could be chosen to achieve
the best trade-off between MD and IL for specific material
systems based on their conductivity swing ranges.
To gain more insight as well as to find a straightforward way

to predict device performance, we discuss a simple trans-
mission-line model to describe the behavior of the tested
samples.30,40 The employed model and analysis is similar to
that discussed by Valmorra et al.22 with its lumped-element
circuit representation sketched in Figure 4a. The addition of
graphene is depicted by a parallel impedance 1/σgraphene. The
inductance induced by graphene could be ignored since for the
analyzed structure and range of frequencies (see Figure S3) its
contribution is quite small compared to that of the real part of
conductivity (iωϵ0tgraphene ≪ σgraphene).

41 First, the THz
transmission through the FSS embedded in a PI film with d
= 16.5 μm, before graphene is transferred on top (i.e., when
σgraphene = 0), is measured, and these data are depicted as open
circles in Figure 4b. The measured transmission could be well
fitted (solid line in Figure 4b) employing the following
formula:40

ω ω
=

+
=

+ + +
T

Z
Z Z j CZ Z j L R

2 2
2 /( )

in

in 0

2

0 0

2

(2)

where R, L, and C are fitting parameters corresponding to the
FSS behaving as a bandpass filter. The best fitting result gives R
= 0.93 Ω, L = 10.8 pH, and C = 8.6 fF. Second, two parameters,
α1 and α2, are introduced. α1 depicts the electric-field
enhancement factor at the graphene plane, which is translated
into a graphene conductivity enhancement factor in the
transmission-line model. α2 depicts the change in capacitance
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due to the introduction of (i) the graphene layer and (ii) the
change in the PI spacer thickness, in the structure, respectively;
see Figure 2b. That is, the effective conductivity induced by the
graphene layer situated in the near field of the FSS turns into
α1σgraphene and the effective capacitance of the structure
becomes α2C. Since the overall structure thickness is much
smaller than the THz wavelength, lumped elements can be
employed to describe all the components of the structure.
Using the R, L, and C values obtained in the first step, we are
able to fit the measured THz transmission on our graphene/
FSS hybrid samples by using the formula

α σ ωα ω
=

+ + + +
T

Z j CZ Z j L R
2

2 /( )1 graphene 0 2 0 0

2

(3)

Here the only unknowns are α1 and α2, which could be
obtained through fitting (solid lines) of the equation to
experimental results (dots), as shown in Figure 4c and d. Each

measured transmission spectrum produces a pair of α1 and α2,
which are listed in Table 1 for samples with different graphene

conductivities and PI spacer thicknesses. As expected, while d is
fixed, e.g., at 16.5 μm, the obtained values for α1 and α2 do not
vary when altering the graphene conductivity. This can be
noticed when analyzing the data extracted from sample set #1;
in this case the transmission is altered by changing the number
of graphene layers; however, because of their intrinsic physical
meaning, i.e., α1 being related to the field enhancement in the
plane of graphene and α2 to the effective permittivity defining
the capacitor in the FSS equivalent circuit model, these two
parameters (α1 and α2) will be affected only if changing the
sample thickness and/or the graphene placement rather than
when changing its conductivity. The fact that α1 is ∼7 for the
samples with d = 16.5 μm indicates that the effective field in
graphene is enhanced by α1 ≈ 7 times due to a stronger light−
matter interaction when graphene is placed close to the FSS. It
could also be understood that α2 ≈ 1 for sample set #1 because
the value of C used here was also extracted on a sample with d
= 16.5 μm in the first step (Figure 4b), leading thus to the same
capacitance. In contrast, in terms of samples having different PI
spacer thicknesses but the same graphene conductivity, e.g.,
when analyzing the data extracted from sample set #3, we
observe that both α1 and α2 are changed. As graphene is placed
closer to the FSS, α1 increases from 7.092 (d = 16.5 μm) to
15.694 (d = 4.5 μm), which is caused by an even stronger
light−matter interaction between the THz waves and graphene.
At the same time, α2 decreases because of a lower effective
permittivity, thus equivalent capacitance, in thinner samples. In
order to instructively determine the trends of α1 and α2 when
varying d, we performed HFSS simulations by varying the
graphene sheet conductivity and the PI spacer thickness, fitting
the simulation results to the transmission line model (see
Figure 5a,b), and extracting from there a series of values for α1
and α2. Applying the assumptions that α1 = exp(−c1d + c2) + 1
and α2 = c3 + c4/√(1 + c5/d), we can find values for the
constants c1 to c5 (listed in Table 2) simply by fitting these to
the extracted values of α1 and α2, as shown in Figure 5c,d. The
particular functional dependence we employed for α1 as a
function of d was chosen by assuming α1 proportional to the
field enhancement in the plane of graphene, thus exponentially
decaying over a distance with an asymptotic limit equal to 1.

Figure 4. Transmission line model and fitting of experimental results
to the model. (a) Schematic depicting the proposed transmission line
model of our graphene THz modulators. Addition of the graphene
layers is represented via inclusion of a parallel impedance element with
sheet conductivity of σg to the original equivalent circuit RLC model of
the FSS. Due to the near-field enhancement, the effective sheet
conductivity of graphene is enhanced to σg′ = α1σg where α1 (>1)
represents a nonlinear enhancement factor induced by the FSS.
Besides, the parameter α2 models the variation in the structure
effective capacitance due to PI thickness variations. (b) Measured
(hollow dots) and fitted (solid line) transmission spectra for a sample
containing the FSS alone without any graphene on top; the measured
sample has a total PI thickness of 18.7 μm consisting of a PI layer of d
= 16.5 μm on top of the FSS and a PI substrate of thickness 2.2 μm
below the FSS. (c and d) Modeling fitting (solid lines) and measured
(solid points) power transmission spectra for the samples whose
measurements are shown in Figure 2.

Table 1. Extracted α1 and α2 by Fitting Measured
Transmission with Eq 3 for Samples with Different PI Spacer
Thicknesses and Graphene Conductivities

sample
set #

d
(μm)

σdc
(mS) α1 α2 notes

#1 16.5 0.73 7.078 0.971 nonpatterned
1.32 7.061 0.971
1.98 6.850 0.953

#2 9.4 0.65 nonpatterned, chemically
doped0.81

1.10
1.96

#3 16.5 0.80 7.092 0.971 nonpatterned
9.4 0.81 10.607 0.794
4.5 0.78 15.694 0.684

#4 16.5 0.84 patterned
1.45
1.99
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For α2, the effective permittivity that sets the FSS equivalent
circuit model capacitance (to which α2 is proportional to)
should have a similar dependence to that of the effective
permittivity in a coplanar waveguide.42 From Figure 5d, it could
be seen that both α1 and α2 can be fitted well with the
suggested relations as a function of distance d. Because our
experimentally explored values for d cover a reasonably wide
range (4.5−16.5 μm), the model parameter estimations we
provide here are practical and instructive. To this end, we are
able to evaluate the MD and IL for a given d and a conductivity
swing range of the active material (graphene in this work), via
employing compact mathematical formulas rather than time-
consuming full wave electromagnetic simulations.

In Figure 6, we compute the expected performance for our
graphene/FSS hybrid modulator design. The red dots (solid)

show the calculated MD and IL when the graphene sheet
conductivity is varied from 0.15 to 1 mS (a typical conductivity
range for large-area CVD graphene) for a series of values of d
(ranging from 1 to 16.5 μm) using the values of R, L, C, and the
constants c1−c5 extracted as described above. In this figure, the
optimal designs in terms of MD versus IL trade-off will be the
ones closest to the upper right corner, which correspond to a d
of around 7 μm, which is particularly suitable for the
metamaterial structure we analyzed here. Other than that,
green and blue triangles represent calculated performances if C
and L are changed from our extracted values. It can be seen that
high L and lower C are desirable in order to achieve better
performance, which can be realized by optimizing the geometry
of the metallic FSS. We want to emphasize that the particular
relations (i.e., values of the extracted constants c1−c5) of d
versus α1 and α2 obtained here specifically work for the
employed FSS geometry depicted in Figure 1; however, the
scaling trends of these parameters with d will hold for any other
FSS design. From these observations, to fully make use of the
proposed design method in order to provide designs achieving
even more superior performance, future work on optimizing
the FSS geometry is required. One of the advantages of utilizing
the TLM method proposed here is that, as long as a few data
points of T as a function d and σgraphene are obtained by
experiments (or time-consuming numerical simulations), it is
possible to estimate the performance of the device in terms of
its MD and IL efficiently by means of a compact mathematical
formula. Finally, it is worth mentioning that the sheet

Figure 5. Simulated THz transmission spectra when changing the
graphene sheet conductivity and PI spacer thickness. (a) Simulated
(symbols) and fitted (solid lines) transmission spectra for a structure
with d = 16.5 μm for different values of graphene conductivity. (b)
Simulated (symbols) and fitted (solid lines) transmission spectra for a
structure with σDC = 0.8 mS for different values of d. (c) Extracted α1
and α2 (symbols) versus sheet conductivity (for a structure with d =
16.5 μm); α1 and α2 are observed to be independent of the graphene
conductivity in our simulations as well as in our experiments (see
Table 1). (d) Extracted α1 and α2 (symbols) versus spacer thickness d
(for a structure with σDC = 0.8 mS) and their fittings (solid lines); as d
is increased, α1 exponentially decays, whereas α2 follows a nonlinear
trend that physically arises from a larger effective permittivity in the
structure.

Table 2. Fitted Constants c1−c5 Using Extracted Values for
α1 and α2 from the Simulated THz Transmission Spectra in
Various Casesa

c1 c2 c3 c4 c5

fitting to simulations 0.092 2.88 0.52 2.39 361.97
aThe corresponding fitting curves and extracted α1 and α2 are shown
in Figure 5c,d.

Figure 6. Modulation depth versus insertion loss for the THz
modulator designs analyzed in this work. Three types of solid markers,
respectively, show the modeled modulation depth and insertion loss
using different values of C and L, while d changes from 1.5 to 16 μm.
The solid symbols represent MD and IL, while sheet conductivity σ
swings from 0.15 to 1 mS and red hollow symbols indicate MD and IL
with σ changes from 0 to 1 mS. Both modulation depth and insertion
loss values are taken at the resonance frequency, which is shifted as the
product of C and L is varied. We also calculated the performance of
the modulator if employing a pair of self-gated 2D semiconductors
with a finite band gap20 (for example, black phosphorus, MoS2) by
assuming a conductivity swing of 0−1 mS (hollow, red circles).
Besides, the state-of-the-art performance of THz modulators reported
in the literature is also plotted as stars in the figure.
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conductivity of the CVD-grown graphene layers we used in this
work is relatively high, leading to a low transmission in our
measurements. From Figure 3b, it is expected that THz
transmission may reach as much as 60% if the minimum
graphene sheet conductivity could be reduced to 0.15 mS when
using d = 16.5 μm as a spacer thickness. If a pair of self-gated
2D semiconductors with a finite band gap20 (for example, black
phosphorus, MoS2) is employed as the active material instead
of graphene, we can expect the lowest conductivity of the active
material can be tuned to be near zero. This leads to a near-zero
insertion loss, thus approaching the ideal modulator perform-
ance: less than 0.5 dB IL with more than 90% MD (the hollow
red circles in Figure 6; by assuming a conductivity swing of 0−1
mS). Besides, we plot state-of-the-art performance of THz
modulators reported in the literature,22,23,25,26,37,43 and it could
be seen that our modulator design predicts great potential to
realize high-performance THz modulators using the proposed
device structure.

■ CONCLUSIONS
In conclusion, by integrating both two-dimensional graphene
and metallic surfaces into a three-dimensional structure, we
demonstrate that light−matter interaction can be considerably
enhanced due to the ability of confining THz waves into a small
volume by the FSS. It is experimentally shown that such
enhancement could be tuned by means of placing the graphene
layers at various separations from the FSS, which is extremely
useful for extending such a hybrid stack device concept to other
active material systems rather than graphene in the THz range
or even to other frequency regimes. A simple TLM method was
developed to explain and predict the behavior of hybrid THz
modulator devices, exhibiting good agreement with experi-
ments. Our results indicate that, due to the presence of the FSS,
the active area required for modulation is reduced to just the
region complementary to the FSS, thus leading to improved
operation speed, which is limited by the RC constant of the
device. In summary, from all these points of view, the
discussion presented in this work suggests that the addition
of passive FSS in graphene-based THz modulators and the
optimization of the geometrical parameters in these structures
can allow simultaneously realizing high MD, low IL, and fast
operation. Due to its broad design flexibility, the proposed
design strategies could also be readily generalized into other
material systems, device geometries, or frequency ranges.
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