Optimized ancillae generation for ultra-broadband
two-dimensional spectral-shearing interferometry
ROCIO BORREGO-VARILLAS, AURELIO ORIANA, FEDERICO BRANCHI, SANDRO DE SILVESTRI,
GIULIO CERULLO, AND CRISTIAN MANZONI*
IFN-CNR, Dipartimento di Fisica, Politecnico di Milano, Piazza Leonardo da Vinci 32, I-20133 Milano, Italy
*Corresponding author: cristian.manzoni@polimi.it
Received 26 May 2015; revised 15 July 2015; accepted 19 July 2015; posted 20 July 2015; published 11 August 2015

1. INTRODUCTION
Few-optical-cycle light pulses in different spectral ranges can be
produced by laser oscillators, by nonlinear spectral broadening,
or by optical parametric amplifiers (OPAs). Current efforts aim
at generating even shorter pulses by coherent synthesis of subpulses with different colors [1]. The accurate temporal characterization of pulses with such extreme, potentially multi-octave
bandwidths, extending from the infrared (IR) to the ultraviolet
(UV), poses a severe experimental challenge. Methods for complete temporal characterization of light pulses fall in two categories [2]: spectrographic and interferometric. Spectrographic
techniques, whose prototype is frequency-resolved optical
gating (FROG) [3], use nonlinear optical gating to map the
arrival times of the different frequency components of the
pulse. Interferometric (or shearing) techniques, whose prototype
is spectral phase interferometry for direct electric-field
reconstruction (SPIDER) [4], generate two frequency-shifted
replicas of the test pulse. When these replicas are delayed by
a delay τ, they give rise to spectral interference, from which it
is possible to retrieve the spectral phase of the test pulse without
iterative procedures. The frequency-shifted replicas of the pulse
are typically generated by upconversion (downconversion) with
two nearly monochromatic phase-locked ancillae, sheared by a
frequency Ω. Since the phase information is contained in the
fringe pattern rather than the signal intensity, interferometric
techniques are less sensitive to the phase-matching bandwidth
of the nonlinear process than spectrographic techniques; thus,
they are well suited to ultra-broadband pulse characterization.

However, shearing techniques require accurate calibration of
Ω and τ [5]; the spectral shear Ω affects the magnitude of reconstructed phase [4], whereas any error of the delay τ translates
into a spurious quadratic contribution to the retrieved spectral
phase. The delay problem can be solved by the so-called zerodelay shearing interferometry in which the frequency-shifted
replicas of the pulse under test are at delay τ  0. Two implementations of this delay-free method are spatially encoded arrangement (SEA)-SPIDER [6] and two-dimensional (2-D)
spectral shearing interferometry (2DSI) [7,8]. SEA-SPIDER uses
noncollinear ancillae and encodes the spectral phase information
in a spatial fringe pattern. 2DSI uses collinear ancillae so that the
fields arising from upconversion (downconversion) are collinear
and automatically synchronized. The phase information is encoded in the sequence of fringe patterns obtained upon
scanning the relative delay of the ancillae by few optical cycles,
resulting in a 2-D map.
Various techniques have been proposed for the generation of
the sheared ancillae, mainly based on Michelson or Mach–
Zehnder interferometers (MI) in combination with a temporally [4,6–8] or spatially chirped broadband pulse [9]. The
precise determination of the spectral shear Ω requires particular
care, as evidenced by the introduction of specific techniques
based on spectral filtering [10,11] or on consistency checks
through multiple shears acquisitions [12,13].
In this paper, we apply to the 2DSI technique the method,
originally introduced by Wen et al. [11], for the generation of
the sheared ancillae by spectral filtering in the Fourier plane of a
4-f zero-dispersion compressor (or 4-f pulse shaper); this

approach simultaneously allows for precise selection of the ancillary fields and the direct measurement of their spectra, which
removes the uncertainties in the determination of Ω. Hence, in
combination with the delay-free 2DSI, it gives direct access to
both Ω and τ. We validate the robustness of the resulting 2DSI
scheme by measuring the frequency-dependent group delay
(GD) introduced by different test plates. We also demonstrate
that, with minor changes, this configuration is suitable to
characterize the spectral phase of few-optical-cycle pulses with
carrier wavelengths ranging from the UV to the IR.
In 2DSI, the pulse under test is frequency shifted by nonlinear mixing with the frequency-sheared collinear ancillae,
and the resulting co-propagating sheared replicas Aω and
Aω − Ω give rise to a spectral interference pattern. If one of
the ancillae, at angular frequency ωCW, is delayed by τCW, the
spectrum resulting from the interference can be written as
I ω; τCW   jAωj2  jAω − Ωj2  2jAωjjAω − Ωj
× cosωCW τCW  ϕω − ϕω − Ω:

(1)

Recording this spectrum as a function of τCW yields a 2-D map
that encodes, for each value of ω, interference fringes along
the τCW axis whose phase is θω  ϕω − ϕω − Ω. For
suitable values of the shear Ω [8], one gets
d ϕ θω
≅
:
(2)
GDω 
dω
Ω
Differentiation shows that the retrieval of GD is affected by
errors in both θ and Ω as follows:
Δθω
ΔΩ
− GDω
:
(3)
ΔGDω ≅
Ω
Ω
Δθ depends on the wavelength-dependent signal-to-noise ratio
of the measured fringes and on the number of recorded cycles.
The second contribution, the shear uncertainty ΔΩ∕Ω, suggests that precise retrieval of the GD requires narrowband
ancillae at the nonlinear interaction point.
The standard implementation of 2DSI is shown in Fig. 1(a).
It starts from a strongly chirped pulse, obtained by passing either a replica of the pulse under test [7,8] or an auxiliary pulse
[14,15] through a dispersive delay line (DDL), and creates
the sheared ancillae with an unbalanced MI, which is also used
for scanning the delay τCW. The Wigner map of the resulting
ancillary fields is shown in Fig. 2(a), where t  0 is the arrival
time of the pulse under test. In this approach, the spectral shear
Ω of the ancillae depends on the following: the slope of the
Wigner trace, proportional to the group delay dispersion
(GDD) introduced by the DDL; the unbalancing between the
MI arms [τΩ in Figs. 1(a) and 2(a)]; and the precise temporal
coordinate of the pulse under test because of higher-order
dispersion introduced by the DDL. One indirect procedure to
determine Ω requires measuring (or calculating) the GDD introduced by the DDL and calibrating the delay τΩ between the
MI arms, obtaining Ω ≅ τΩ ∕GDD. One alternative way to determine Ω is to evaluate the frequency shift between the spectra
of the two upconverted (downconverted) sheared pulses.
However, because of phase-matching limitations, these spectra
may have different shapes than the spectrum of the pulse under
test, leading to errors in the estimation of their frequency
shifts [10], especially with the broadband spectra typical of
few-optical-cycle pulses. Finally, Ω can be indirectly calibrated

Fig. 1. (a) 2DSI implementation where the ancillae are generated
by a DDL and an MI; BS, beam splitter. (b) Proposed 2DSI implementation, with a 4-f pulse shaper and slits in the Fourier plane.
Dashed box, alternative way to delay the ancillae; CP, compensating
plate.

by determining, via two consecutive 2DSI measurements, the
chirp introduced by a known block of dispersive material, and
comparing it with the value deduced from the material’s
Sellmeier equation [15].
2. EXPERIMENTAL SETUP
The method we employ, illustrated in Fig. 1(b), uses a totally
different approach to generate narrowband ancillae, which does
not rely on interferometric schemes. We produce two nearly
monochromatic sheared ancillae by means of a double-slit mask
in the Fourier plane of a 4-f zero-dispersion compressor, with a
diffraction grating as a dispersive element [11]. The folding in
the Fourier plane is obtained by two independent mirrors, one
of which is mounted on a high-precision translation stage for
the scanning of τCW and for the application of a static delay
between the ancillae to compensate for the potential chirp
of the auxiliary pulse. The Wigner map of the corresponding
ancillae is shown in Fig. 2(b). This scheme naturally addresses
the basic requirements of the 2DSI technique: the ancillary
fields are collinear and phase-locked; their delay can be separately controlled to scan τCW ; their shear is easily set; and their
bandwidth can be reduced to achieve monochromaticity. In
addition, Ω is insensitive to fluctuations of the test-pulse delay,
and is directly determined by measuring the spectra of the ancillae at the compressor output. We note that some of these
advantages and the Wigner distribution shown in Fig. 2(b) are
obtained also with the method demonstrated by Witting et al.

Fig. 2. Wigner maps of ancillary pulses. (a) Ancillae are generated
using a DDL and an unbalanced MI. (b) Approach based on a 4-f
pulse shaper. In both cases, the test pulse (green) at t  0 interacts
with components sheared by Ω.

and applied to SEA-SPIDER [10]; in this case, the ancillae are
generated by placing suitably designed bandpass filters (3-nm,
1.4-THz FWHM bandwidth) in the arms of an MI. With respect to this method, the 4-f approach has additional
advantages:
1. It is very flexible, since the shear can be chosen in a
quick and reproducible way simply by changing the distance
of the mask slits.
2. By adjusting the width of the slits, it is possible to
reduce the bandwidth of the ancillae below the limits posed
by commercial bandpass filters, improving the accuracy in
determination of GD (see Eq. (3))
3. As we will explain in the following, the two ancillae
propagate mostly along a common path, which greatly improves the locking of their phases, achieving the interferometric
stability required by 2DSI.
These advantages come with no additional difficulties in
the alignment procedure: we verified that the alignments of the
interferometer used in our previous work [15] and of the
4-f shaper present similar experimental difficulty. In addition,
the shaper applied to 2DSI is particularly robust against
misalignment.
A 4-f pulse shaper with one mirror in the Fourier plane
guarantees phase locking between the spectral components;
however, we found that interferometric stability is still preserved when using two folding mirrors, and is much higher
than in an MI. The dashed box in Fig. 1(b) shows a scheme
that employs only one folding mirror and movable fusedsilica wedges on the path of one of the ancillae to scan the delay
τCW [16]. We verified that both single- and double-mirror approaches give comparable, high interferometric stability. For
this reason, the results shown in this paper have been acquired
with the two-mirror configuration.
After the pulse shaper, the two collinear ancillae are
synchronized with the pulse under test [Fig. 1(b)], and both
beams are noncollinearly focused onto a nonlinear crystal
for sum-frequency generation (SFG) or difference-frequency
generation (DFG). The nonlinear signal is then coupled to a
spectrometer, and its spectrum is recorded as a function of
τCW , giving the 2DSI map. We applied this technique to characterize ultrabroadband pulses generated by OPAs driven by an
amplified Ti:sapphire laser (Coherent Libra HE) producing
100-fs pulses at 800 nm. A fraction of the laser, with 30-μJ
energy and 4-mm diameter, is the auxiliary pulse for ancillae
generation. The pulse shaper employs a mirror with radius

R  500 mm and a grating with 2000 lines/mm, leading to
a resolution of Δλ ≈ 0.1 nm (Δf ≈ 0.05 THz). The layout
of the mask in the Fourier plane is shown in Fig. 3(a). Using
slits with 2-mm width, we obtain ancillae with <0.4 THz
FWHM bandwidth [see Fig. 3(b)], corresponding to a 1-ps
transform-limited (TL) duration. Any light diffracted by the
slits is rejected automatically by the grating, contributing to the
spectral narrowing of the ancillae. The mask enables one to
easily acquire 2DSI maps with different shears, solving potential phase ambiguities arising from complex pulse shapes
[12,13]. By removing the mask, one gets the full band of the
auxiliary pulse without changing its delay, which greatly helps
in finding the SFG/DFG signal during the routine alignment
procedure of 2DSI.
3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
We first checked the reliability and robustness of this method
by characterizing the frequency-dependent GD introduced by
various materials. Figure 3(c) shows the GD of a 3-mm-thick
CaF2 plate in the visible, obtained with measured shears 2π ×
6.2  0.15 and 2π × 10  0.23 THz, corresponding in
both cases to ΔΩ∕Ω ≈ 2.4%. Here, the uncertainty of the
shear is the standard deviation of the convolution between
the interpolated spectra of the ancillae. Both experimental
curves are in very good agreement with the calculated GD
(dashed line); their deviations from the expected ones are
within the statistical fluctuations of the data, which result from
the subtraction of two independent measurements. As a check,
integrating the difference between the experimental curves
over the whole bandwidth provides a maximum phase error
<0.4 rad. We found the same agreement for smaller GD values, introduced by a 0.6-mm-thick fused silica plate [Fig. 3(d)].
Figures 4(a)–4(c) show a 2DSI map and the retrieved GD
for a few-optical-cycle visible pulse generated by a noncollinear
OPA (NOPA); multiple reflections onto chirped mirrors [17]

Fig. 3. (a) Fourier-plane mask used to generate the ancillae with
tunable shear. (b) Spectra of ancillae with shears Ω1  2π ×
6.2  0.15 THz and Ω2  2π × 10  0.23 THz. (c) Measured
GD introduced by a 3-mm-thick CaF2 plate for two values of the shear
(solid lines), compared to the expected GD (dashed line). (d) Same as
(c) for a 0.6-mm-thick fused silica (FS) plate.

The 2DSI configuration reported in this paper is remarkably
flexible and allows the characterization of pulses over a very
broad frequency range with minimal adjustments. To demonstrate its broad acceptance bandwidth, we used it to characterize, in addition to the visible NOPA, the near-IR pulses from
a degenerate OPA (700–1000 nm) [18] and UV pulses
(320–380 nm) obtained by broadband upconversion of the
visible NOPA [15] with 800-nm pulses. For the IR (and
visible) pulses, mixing with the ancillae was obtained by SFG
in a 10-μm-thick Type I β-barium borate (BBO) crystal, while,
for the UV pulses, we used DFG in the same crystal. The
results, shown in Fig. 5, demonstrate in all cases the retrieval
of nearly TL sub-10-fs pulse widths.
4. CONCLUSIONS

Fig. 4. (a) 2DSI map and (c) retrieved GD of pulses from a visible
NOPA, negatively chirped after chirped-mirror compression. (b)–(d)
same as (a)–(c) after adding the fused silica and CaF2 plates to the
optical path. Spectral shear is Ω  2π × 5.11 THz. The black thin
line in panel (d) is the residual GD of panel (c) after subtraction
of the expected GD of the plates and vertical translation to aid the
comparison.

result in a residual negative chirp. Full compression is achieved
by adding plates of fused silica and CaF2 to the optical path;
their optimal thickness (0.6 and 3 mm, respectively) was
quickly found thanks to the straightforward phase retrieval
offered by 2DSI. The map and GD of the compressed pulse
are shown in Figs. 4(b)–4(d). The residual GD ripples visible
in Fig. 4(d) are attributed to the chirped mirrors; their reproducibility (compare the two lines) highlights the accuracy of the
2DSI measurement.

In conclusion, we have introduced and experimentally demonstrated an upgrade of the 2DSI technique, in which the sheared
ancillae are generated by spectral filtering in the Fourier plane
of a 4-f zero-dispersion compressor. This approach allows
the direct and simple measurement of the spectral shear by
a spectrometer. As demonstrated by measurements on fewoptical-cycle pulses spanning nearly two octaves of bandwidth,
this method is very flexible and can, in principle, characterize,
using the same pair of ancillae, pulses from the UV to the midIR range with minor changes of the setup. The scheme also
appears suitable for the measurement of synthesized sub-cycle
pulses [1], since, in common with other interferometric techniques, it can independently characterize and stitch together
adjacent spectral portions of the pulse; in particular, the ability
to easily change the shear allows the removal of ambiguities in
the case of spectra with large gaps.
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