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Abstract: We demonstrate a novel narrow-linewidth configuration of a wavelength-swept active
mode locking (AML) fiber laser. The frequency response of the modulation depth of a semiconductor
optical amplifier can be improved in a higher modulation frequency region by adapting the cross gain
modulation (XGM) configuration, compared to that of the conventional direct gain modulation (DGM)
configuration. As a sufficient modulation depth is implemented for an AML at higher modulation
frequencies at around gigahertz order, it results in a narrower linewidth of lasing output. For the
same modulation frequency of 1361.25 MHz, the linewidth of 0.25 nm with DGM becomes narrower
up to 0.113 nm with XGM, which corresponds to an improved point spread function with 1.41 mm of
6-dB roll-off.

Keywords: cross gain modulation; wavelength-swept laser; tunable laser; fiber laser; active
mode locking

1. Introduction

Over the last decade, the wavelength-swept laser has been used as a powerful tool in biomedical imaging
and various sensing application areas [1–6]. In general, wavelength-swept lasers use wavelength-tunable
filters with mechanical movements, such as Fabry-Perot tunable filters [1–3] and angle-scanning filters with
diffraction gratings [4]. Recently, a few advanced designs of wavelength-swept lasers, such as Fourier-domain
mode-locking lasers [5] and micro-electro-mechanical system (MEMS) tunable vertical-cavity surface-emitting
lasers (VCSELs) [6], have shown high performances with fast sweep rates of over a few hundred kHz, wide
bandwidths of over 100 nm, and narrow linewidths of under 0.1 nm, which are commonly required for
optical coherence tomography (OCT) [7]. However, owing to the mechanical movement of their conventional
wavelength tunable filters, such lasers inherently suffer from thermal and mechanical instabilities and
nonlinear tuning problems [7–10]. Nowadays, wavelength-swept active mode locking (AML) lasers have
been developed by exploiting a radio frequency (RF) signal generator to modulate the gain of a semiconductor
optical amplifier (SOA) using an electric current pump directly, which can implement an output wavelength
tuning from the AML condition matching in a chromatic dispersion cavity [8–10]. Wavelength-swept AML
lasers have not only demonstrated sweep rates of over 100 kHz [8–10] and bandwidths of 100 nm [11]
but have also shown a few particular advantages, such as higher duty ratios (> 90%), linear sweeping
(>0.9999), and phase stability, due to their unique akinetic wavelength sweeping mechanism that eliminates
conventional mechanical and sinusoidal movement [10,12]. However, wavelength-swept AML lasers have
a critical drawback: a thick linewidth (larger than 0.25–0.61 nm) [8–10,13,14] compared to conventional
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wavelength-swept lasers based on mechanical movement filters [1–6]. This means that one of the most critical
challenges currently to use wavelength-swept AML lasers as a light source for practical applications is to
reduce the linewidth [8–19].

It has been experimentally investigated that there is a tendency for reducing linewidth of the
wavelength-swept AML lasers at higher modulation frequencies [15,16]. As a theoretical approach
to this issue, a discrete model of wavelength-swept AML laser has been proposed recently to show
that the AML matching conditions with both higher modulation frequency and higher dispersion
cavity are helpful to induce a narrower spectral linewidth [17,18]. However, under the direct gain
modulation (DGM) configuration used for most wavelength-swept AML laser schemes, this linewidth
narrowing approach by increasing the modulation frequency is mostly limited below the region of
a few hundred MHz. It has been experimentally shown that the lasing output cannot be built from
the amplified spontaneous emission (ASE) spectra due to the modulation response degradation in
a higher modulation frequency region. Because the carrier lifetime of an SOA is several hundreds of
picoseconds, the modulation response of SOA is dramatically decreased at high frequencies around
GHz range in a conventional DGM method wavelength-swept AML laser [20,21].

Meanwhile, it has been studied that the cross gain modulation (XGM) method can be used to
modulate the optical gain by injecting intensity-modulated optical pump light into the SOA, instead
of the conventional current-modulated electric pump injection into the SOA under the DGM
configuration [22–26]. It is also known that the XGM can improve the frequency response of the
modulation depth of the SOA by reducing the lifetime in the cavity [22,23]. In this study, we investigate
the static and dynamic characteristics of the novel wavelength-swept laser by adapting the XGM
method into the AML condition for the first time, as far as we know.

2. Experiments and Results

Before constructing a laser cavity, we tried to confirm experimentally that the XGM works better
than the DGM in a high-frequency modulation condition. Figure 1a,b show the experimental setup
to measure the modulation depth of the SOA in the DGM and XGM configurations, respectively.
The modulation depth of the SOA (MSOA = Ao/Ap) is newly defined as the ratio of the amplitude
of the output electric signal modulation (Ao) compared to the amplitude of the pump electric signal
modulation (Ap). The electrical output power from the light passing through a SOA (InPhenix,
IPSAD1501) with C-band gain was measured using a 1-GHz bandwidth photodetector and an 8-GHz
bandwidth electric spectrum analyzer (ESA) (Advantest, R3267). The amplified spontaneous emission
(ASE) of another SOA (InPhenix, IPSAD1509) with a central wavelength of 1552.59 nm and power
of 0.13 mW was used at the input port of the SOA. The modulation amplitude of the pump electric
signal was set to 14 dBm and the initial frequency increased from 100 MHz to avoid the damage to the
SOA due to low modulation frequency. In the DGM configuration in Figure 1a, the injected current of
the SOA is directly modulated as a sinusoidal signal from a radio frequency signal generator (RF–SG)
(Anritsu, 68369A/NV). A bias-T circuit was used to combine a DC current and an RF modulation signal
prior to the position of the SOA. In the XGM configuration of Figure 1b, an external-cavity Littrow laser
with a central wavelength of 1541.53 nm, a linewidth of ~100 kHz, and an output power of 1.38 mW
was employed as the optical pump light into a series made up of a Mach-Zehnder modulator (MZM),
a circulator, and a SOA. The modulation depth of the optical pump light was controlled with the
modulation depth of the pump electric signal from the RF-SG. The direction of the optical pump light
from the circulator (CIR1) port 1 to port 2 was opposite to the optical amplification signal light in the
SOA gain part.

For both configurations shown in Figure 1a,b, it was observed that the modulation depth of the
SOA decreased with increasing modulation frequency in a higher region over 100 MHz; however,
the decreasing trends of modulation depth of the SOA were different for the modulation frequencies
for both the configurations. Thus, the relative modulation depth of the SOA (MSOA/Mi) is defined as
the ratio of the modulation depth of the SOA at each modulation frequency compared to that at 0 MHz.
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Figure 1. Experimental setup to measure the modulation depth of the semiconductor optical amplifier
(SOA) (MSOA) in (a) direct gain modulation (DGM) and (b) cross gain modulation (XGM). (c) Relative
frequency response of the modulation depth of the SOA (MSOA/Mi) for both DGM and XGM. E.P.:
electrical power; O.P.: optical power; RF-SG: radio frequency signal generator; MZM: Mach-Zehnder
modulator; ESA: electric spectrum analyzer; CIR: circulator; PD: photodetector; AO: amplitude of
output electric signal modulation; AP: amplitude of pump electric signal modulation, Mi: modulation
depth of SOA at 0 MHz.

Figure 1c shows the comparison of the relative frequency response of the modulation depth of the
SOA for both the DGM and XGM cases. It is clearly shown that the frequency response of the modulation
depth of the SOA decreases as the modulation frequency increases in both the DGM and XGM. The 3-dB
points appeared at 462.962 and 930.509 MHz in the DGM and XGM, respectively. It means that the
frequency response of the modulation depth of the SOA was enhanced by approximately two-fold by
using the XGM.

Figure 2 shows the experimental set-up of the wavelength-swept AML laser based on the XGM
configuration. The cavity consists of a SOA (InPhenix, IPSAD1501) acting as a gain medium, two optical
circulators, three polarization controllers for optimizing the polarization states of the light propagating
through the single mode optical fiber, an optical isolator to block the pump light to prevent undesired
lasing, and a chirped fiber Bragg grating (CFBG) (TeraXion) acting as a dispersion medium (15 ps/nm at
1.5 µm) and an output coupler (reflectivity of ~60%). A 12.5 mW external-cavity Littrow laser was used
as the optical pump light. The optical pump light was modulated by the MZM (iXblue, MX-LN-20)
using a sinusoidal signal from the RF-SG. The intensity-modulated optical pump light was close to
4.1 mW due to the high loss of the MZM (−3.5 dB) at the 1.2-GHz modulation frequency. To achieve
the high modulation depth of the SOA for the mode locking condition, a booster optical amplifier
(BOA) (Aeon, Models CL) was inserted to increase the optical power of the intensity-modulated
optical pump light at port 2 of the CIR2 up to 11 mW because it is well known that the extinction
ratio of an SOA is improved by increasing the power of the pump light [22,23]. However, the power
of the pump light needed to be controlled properly. In the case of the optical pump light being too
strong, the gain of the SOA in the ring cavity cannot be fully increased to generate the laser output.
The intensity-modulated optical pump light is injected through the circulator port 1 of CIR1 into the
SOA in the direction opposite to the lasing signal. This injected pump light leads gain modulation of
the SOA by depleting the gain of SOA. Therefore, the modulation depth of the SOA can be controlled
via the modulation depth of the injected light. Moreover, the injected pump light reduces the carrier
lifetime in the cavity due to stimulated recombination; high modulation frequency can be implemented.
In this setup, an ASE of 0.2 mW comes out from the SOA in the cavity and acts as a signal light in the
XGM configuration.
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Figure 2. Experimental setup of the wavelength-swept active mode locking (AML) laser based on
XGM. BOA: booster optical amplifier; ISO: optical isolator; CFBG: chirped fiber Bragg grating; PC:
polarization controller; AFG: arbitrary function generator.

The wavelength of the optical pump light is another important parameter for a higher extinction
ratio of the XGM. In general, the extinction ratio is maximized when the wavelength of the optical pump
light is at the peak of the gain spectrum [21–24] and the peak of the gain spectrum is red-shifted when
strong optical pump light is injected into the SOA due to the depletion of carriers [24,27]. However,
setting the pump light at the center of gain spectrum causes excessive undesired lasing of optical pump
light, which decreases the output power at the desired wavelength and the SNR. Therefore, the optical
wavelength of the pump light was set to 1590.9 nm at the side of the gain spectrum and the measured
extinction ratio was 7.5 dB.

A laser output with a short pulse train occurs when the modulation frequency matches the AML
condition as follows [9]:

fm = N · FSR (1)

where fm is the modulation frequency applied to the SOA, N is the order of harmonic mode locking.
The free spectral range of the laser cavity, FSR, is expressed as [9]:

FSR =
c

ne f f L
(2)

where L is the cavity length, neff is the effective refractive index in the fiber ring cavity, and c is the
speed of light in vacuum. The zero-order FSR, FSR0, is driven from the cavity length and the speed of
light in the fiber cavity [28,29]. However, since each wavelength has different AML conditions due to
the dispersion medium of the CFBG, the deviation in the lasing wavelength, ∆λm, is expressed as
a function of the modulation frequency, fm [9];

∆λm = −
nL

cDtotal fm0

∆ fm (3)

where ∆fm = fm-fm0, fm0 is the central mode-locking frequency, Dtotal is the dispersion parameter.
Figure 3a,b are examples of the spectral peak shape of static wavelength-swept AML laser

at different mode-locking orders under the DGM and XGM configuration, respectively. For the
central wavelength of 1574.1 nm and a cavity length of 3.752 m, FSR0 is given as 54.45 MHz. Thus,
the mode-locking orders, N, of 13, 17, 21, 25 correspond to the modulation frequencies, fm, of 707.85,
925.65, 1143.45, 1361.25 MHz, respectively. We compared the linewidths of the XGM and DGM by
applying the same RF signals with a different mode-locking order into the SOA directly or into the MZM
for the same main cavity with the same FSR0. In the DGM condition with the mode-locking frequencies
higher than 707.85 nm for the 13th mode-locking order, it was observed that the linewidth tends to
become broader as the frequency increases. However, the mode locking does not occur properly in
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higher modulation frequency ranges because the relative frequency response of the modulation depth
of the SOA deteriorates in the high mode-locking frequencies, as shown in Figure 1c. On the contrary,
in the case of the XGM, the linewidth gradually decreased as the modulation frequency increased
over 707.85 MHz. The linewidth, defined as a 3-dB spectral width, was 0.119 nm for the XGM, but it
was 1.291 nm for DGM, at a modulation frequency of 1361.25 MHz of the 25th mode-locking order.
Inset of Figure 3b shows the relationship between the linewidth and modulation frequency under the
XGM condition. Thus, we can experimentally confirm that the enhanced frequency response of the
modulation depth of the SOA by using the XGM was indeed helpful to achieve a narrower linewidth
of the AML laser output.

Figure 3. Comparison of the output spectra at the 13rd, 17th, 21st, and 25th orders of mode locking of
(a) DGM and (b) XGM. Inset: Relationship between the linewidth and modulation frequency of XGM.

Figure 4a shows the tuning of the output spectra of the wavelength-swept AML laser. For a cavity
length of 10.27 m and the corresponding FSR0 of 19.89 MHz, the modulation frequencies around
850 MHz are matched to the mode-locking order of 43. The intensity of the optical pump light measured
at port 2 of CIR1 was 7.2 mW for an injection current of 301.9 mA. As the modulation frequency, fm,
increased from 844.77 to 855.3 MHz, the lasing wavelength λm shifted from 1551.05 to 1589.45 nm.
The sensitivity was 3.64 nm/MHz. Undesired lasing at 1590.9 nm was also observed, which was caused
by the optical pump light reflected from the SOA. The intensity difference between the signal light and
optical pump light was around 18 dB. The linewidth and intensity of the laser varied depending on the
wavelength, but there was no significant difference within the tuning range. The signal to noise ratio
(SNR) was measured over 35 dB in most of tuning region. As shown in Figure 4b, the average linewidth
of the laser was 0.112 nm and the narrowest linewidth was 0.086 nm at the central wavelength of
1559.7 nm for the modulation frequency of 847.11 MHz. Figure 4b also shows the linearity of the
wavelength-swept AML laser based on the XGM with the R-squared value of 0.99997.

Figure 4. (a) Static spectra of the wavelength-swept AML laser based on the XGM. (b) Mode locked
wavelength (left y axis) and linewidth (right y axis) versus modulation frequency.

To measure the dynamic characteristics of the XGM, the spectrum was measured while sweeping
the modulation frequency. For high linearity and a high duty cycle, a negative saw-tooth waveform from
an arbitrary function generator (AFG) (Tektronix, AFG3022C) was externally applied to a frequency
modulation (FM) port of the RF-SG to sweep the modulation frequency. Figure 5a shows the peak-hold
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spectra at a sweeping rate at 100 kHz, and the 6-dB tuning bandwidth was measured to be 41.25 nm;
this result is in good agreement with the 3-dB optical bandwidth of the SOA, which was ~45 nm.
Figure 5b shows the temporal series of the laser output, measured with 350 MHz photodetector (PD)
(Thorlabs, PDB430C-AC).

Figure 5. (a) Wavelength sweeping spectra on peak-hold mode. (b) Temporal shape of the sweeping
spectra at a sweeping rate of 100 kHz. (c) Point spread function at different imaging depths.

The dynamic characteristics were evaluated based on a 6-dB roll-off of the point spread function
(PSF), which was acquired through the Fourier transform of an interference signal by passing through
a fiber-type Mach–Zehnder interferometer (MZI). Figure 5c shows the measured sweeping trace of
a sawtooth wave drive function at 20 kHz. This 6-dB PSF parameter using the XGM was measured as
1.41 mm.

3. Conclusions

We demonstrated a narrower linewidth wavelength-swept AML laser based on the XGM
configuration. The 3-dB point of the frequency response of SOA was improved approximately two-fold
in XGM compared to that of DGM. The experimental results show that the linewidth is narrowed
with increasing the mode locking frequency based on XGM. Due to enhanced frequency response,
the wavelength-swept laser based on XGM successfully worked at 1361.25 MHz modulation frequency
and was measured as 0.113 nm, which is much narrower than that of DGM with 0.25 nm. The proposed
laser also showed properties of high linearity, high SNR, and sweep rate of 100 kHz, in addition to the
narrower linewidth. This study proposes a novel method that can overcome one of the disadvantages,
the broad linewidth, of wavelength-swept AML lasers for practical applications.
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