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A simple and robust technique is reported to offset lock a single semiconductor laser to the atom resonance
line with a frequency difference easily adjustable from a few tens of megahertz up to tens of gigahertz. The
proposed scheme makes use of the frequency modulation spectroscopy by modulating sidebands of a fiber
electro-optic modulator output. The short-term performances of a frequency offset locked semiconductor laser
are experimentally demonstrated with the Allan variance of around 3.9 × 10−11 at a 2 s integration time. This
method may have many applications, such as in Raman optics for an atom interferometer.
OCIS codes: 020.1335, 140.3425, 140.3518, 300.6380.
doi: 10.3788/COL201816.050201.

The frequency offset locking technique has been a widely
used method to stabilize the laser frequencies to a reference
with certain frequency differences, which has found applications in many fields, such as precise spectroscopy[1–3], cold
atom experiments[4], atom interferometry[5], and atomic or
optical clocks[6].
Different techniques have been developed for offset
frequencies ranging from a few megahertz (MHz) to tens
of gigahertz (GHz) from the absolute reference frequency,
like an atom or molecular resonance line. One method is
using the master–slave laser scheme, in which a reference
laser (master laser) is locked to an atomic resonance line
and provides an absolute frequency reference, whereas a
probe laser (slave laser) is locked to the master laser based
on beat notes between the two lasers. Phase coherent locking can be obtained by using the optical phase-locked
loops(OPLLs)[7,8], locking to different longitudinal modes
of a tunable Fabry–Perot resonator[9,10] or an optical frequency comb[6], or injection locking by a frequency shift
beam with an auxiliary acousto-optical modulator
(AOM)[11] or electro-optic modulator (EOM)[12]. In many
spectroscopic or atomic experiments, phase coherency is
not required, whereas it is sufficient that the slave laser
maintains a highly precise frequency offset from the
master laser. In these cases, simple locking schemes can
be implemented with different methods to generate the
error signal, such as by using an electronic delay line[13],
a frequency-to-voltage converter[14], a sharp electronic
radio frequency (RF) high-pass filter[15], and frequency
modulation (FM) on one of the lasers[16]. In these
master–slave schemes, an additional reference laser is required and makes the system complicated and not costeffective when only one laser frequency is needed.
In many applications, it is desirable that a laser is
directly frequency offset locked to the absolute reference
frequency, like an atom or molecular resonance line, with
high bandwidth and low phase noise. Several techniques
1671-7694/2018/050201(5)

have been demonstrated with atomic spectroscopy,
such as electromagnetically induced transparency (EIT)
resonance[17], electromagnetically induced absorption
(EIA) resonance[18], buffer gas-induced resonance[19], and
the Faraday effect[20]. Another convenient method is using an auxiliary AOM or EOM to shift the frequency and
identify the locking point with spectroscopic techniques.
The dynamical tuning range is limited by the modulation
bandwidth of an AOM (typically less than 50 MHz), and
the range of possible offset frequencies is limited by low
diffraction efficiency of the device in high-frequency shift.
The maximum frequency shift of 10.2 GHz has been
reached in a six-pass configuration of a AOM with the
modulation efficiency less than 0.07%[21]. Replacing the
AOM with an EOM can extend the dynamical tuning
range beyond 100 MHz and the available range of operating frequencies up to tens of gigahertz, like using the
waveguide-type EOMs. The carrier or any high-order
component generated by the EOM can be locked to a
reference atomic transition. Frequency offset locking
of 40 GHz to a reference atomic transition has been demonstrated by using the fourth-order sideband generated by an EOM and polarization spectrum frequency
stabilization[22]. The use of EOM can solve the conflict between frequency offset capture and efficiency even
though it has many useless sidebands, which bring about
the problems of phase noise and systematic errors.
Among various laser-spectroscopic techniques available
to researchers, FM spectroscopy (FMS) is a powerful technique that can achieve a high signal-to-noise ratio with a
relatively simple experimental setup. Since Bjorklund’s
first demonstrations of the efficiency of FMS with a
single-mode continuous-wave dye laser[23], the technique
has been widely used as a tunable laser-spectroscopic
method in fields such as laser stabilization[24] and trace
gas detection[25]. FMS involves phase or frequency modulating the wavelength of a continuous-wave laser with,
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e.g., an AOM or EOM at a particular frequency and measuring the differential absorption experienced by each sideband as it transverses the saturated medium. As the
central wavelength is scanned across the atomic transition, the wavelength modulation is converted into amplitude modulation, giving rise to a modulation in the optical
absorption of a sample at the same frequency. Because the
signal has been moved to a high frequency via modulation,
FMS avoids the typical limitations of absorption measurements, such as laser intensity fluctuations and detector
noise, which peak at a DC and fall off roughly as 1∕f, hence
the name 1∕f noise. Narrow-band demodulation techniques, such as phase-sensitive detection using a lock-in
amplifier, then allow the absorption information to be
realized at a DC. Using this technique, FM absorption
spectroscopy has reached detection sensitivity near to
the fundamental quantum noise limit[26].
In this Letter, we demonstrate a new method based on
FMS to frequency offset locking a laser directly to the
atomic resonance line without any additional reference laser. The offset locking point of the laser frequency referenced to the resonance line can be conveniently and
quickly tuned by changing the RF driving a fiber-pigtailed
waveguide-type electro-optical phase modulator from a
few tens of MHz (limited by the linewidth of the FM spectroscopy) to tens of GHz larger, which mainly depends on
the bandwidth of the EOM. The FMS is obtained by
modulating the sidebands generated by a fiber EOM
(FEOM) with tens of MHz and detecting frequency offset
error signals at higher frequencies, which makes the error
signal less sensitive to the DC offset drift, compared to
the frequency offset locking method based on saturation
absorption spectroscopy (SAS)[27] or the polarization
spectrum[22,28]. The short-term stability of this scheme is
experimentally evaluated by measuring the frequency
variation of the beat note between a frequency offset
locked semiconductor laser and another independently
locked semiconductor laser.
The schematic of our frequency offset-locking system is
shown in Fig. 1. The laser is a 780 nm commercial grating
extended-cavity diode laser (ECDL, DLpro, Toptica, Germany) with an integrated optical isolator. The typical output power of the ECDL is 80 mW, and the linewidth is
1.5 MHz (1 ms). The laser beam is divided into two beams
by a polarizing beam splitter (PBS) for the Raman optics
of our atom interferometer and frequency offset locking,
respectively. The latter is phase-modulated using a polarization-maintaining FEOM (EOspace, USA), which is
driven by a mixed RF signal. The frequency offset signal
in the order of GHz is driven by a dielectric resonator oscillator (DRO, NT-LPNFS-09202, Nuotai, China) to generate sidebands in an optical spectrum. The FMS signal is
driven by one channel of a dual-channel direct digital synthesizer (DDS, 33500B, Agilent, USA) to modulate the
sidebands generated by the FEOM in the order of
MHz. These signals are mixed by a frequency mixer
(ZP-5-Sþ, Mini-Circuits, USA) and power amplified by
an RF amplifier (AML12PNA1311, Microsemi, USA)
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Fig. 1. Schematic of the FMS frequency offset lock. ECDL, external cavity diode laser; PBS, polarization beam splitter; PM
fiber, polarization maintaining fiber; FEOM, fiber electro-optic
modulator; PD, photodetector; λ∕2, half-wave plate; λ∕4,
quarter-wave plate; M, mirror; DDS, direct digital synthesizer.

to approximately 30 dBm before input to the FEOM.
Both RF signals are synchronized to one external
10 MHz reference oscillator. The power of incident light
into the FEOM is 5 mW, and the power of transmitted
light is typically 0.8 mW. The low transmission efficiency
is due to the low coupling efficiency of the fiber coupler.
The output beam of the FEOM with different orders of
modulated sidebands passes through a rubidium vapor cell
in a simple pump–probe configuration with retroreflected optics. The probe signal is detected by a fast photodiode (DET210, Thorlabs, USA). After amplification by
þ30 dB, the RF heterodyne signal is demodulated on a
phase detector (ZRPD-1 þ , Mini-Circuits, USA) by
mixing with the demodulation signal, which is generated
by the other channel of the DDS. A built-in phase shifter
within the DDS allows tuning the relative phase difference
Δϕ between the FMS signal and the demodulation signal.
After passing through a low-pass filter and signal amplifier, the error signal is sent to a digital lock-in amplifier
(Digilock 110, Toptica, Germany), which allows two field
programmable gate array (FPGA)-based proportional–
integral–derivative (PID) servos to fast lock the laser current and slow lock the piezo of the external diode laser,
respectively. Frequency offset locking is implemented by
locking to the zero-cross of the error signal generated
by the sideband FMS of the FEOM. Frequency difference
is controlled by the RF signal driving the DRO in a range
of several GHz.
In the experiments, we set the laser frequency to the
“F ¼ 2 → F0 ¼ 2 CO 3 transition” of the FMS signal generated by the 1st-order sideband of the phase-modulated
light, which corresponds to the red detuning from the
F ¼ 2 → F0 ¼ 2 CO 3 transition of the 87 Rb D2 line with
the DRO driving frequency, and has the maximum relative amplitude and easy-to-distinguish spectrum characteristics. Figure 2 shows the energy level scheme for the
85
Rb and 87 Rb D2 lines. FMS signals with different frequency offsets are shown in Fig. 3. The SAS signal is simultaneously observed as a reference, as shown in
Fig. 3(a). Ideally, the output laser frequency can be set

050201-2

COL 16(5), 050201(2018)

Fig. 2. Energy-level scheme for
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Rb D2 line.
Fig. 4. Error signals of the offset FMS obtained for different
modulation frequencies from the 1st-order sideband with the frequency difference of −1.5 GHz to the 87 Rb F ¼ 2 → F0 ¼ 2 CO 3
transition. The inset shows the peak-to-peak amplitudes of the
error signals with varied DDS modulation frequencies.

Fig. 3. Comparison of (a) referenced SAS signal, (b) FMS signal
with the frequency offset of 1 GHz, (c) FMS signal with the
frequency offset of 1.2 GHz, (d) FMS signal with the frequency
offset of 1.5 GHz, and (e) FMS signal with the frequency offset
of 2 GHz.

at any point in a tens GHz range, which is limited by the
bandwidth of the EOM. For the FEOM, we use the tuning
range of 20 GHz that can be obtained from −10 to 10 GHz.
In the experiments, we set the frequency offset from 0 to
2 GHz due to the bandwidth limitation of the DRO. Compared with the referenced SAS signal, there exist corresponding residual SAS signals induced by carrier
frequencies in FMS. But, these carrier-frequency-induced
SAS signals are suppressed to a low amplitude level and of
absorption characteristics because no FM is applied on
carrier frequencies. This lowers the influence of carrier
frequency on the FMS signals after the 10 MHz demodulation. However, the frequency offset is still hard to implement in some ranges where the carrier-frequency-induced
SAS signals are overlapped with the sideband-frequencyinduced FMS signal, as shown in Fig. 3(c).
The error signals were optimized by changing the
modulation frequency on the sideband of the EOM output
and the phase difference between the modulation and

demodulation signals with DDS. The offset FMS signal
generated by the 1st-order sideband of the EOM output
in various modulation frequencies are shown in Fig. 4.
Each time the DDS modulation frequency was changed,
the phase difference between the modulation and
demodulation signals were optimized to get the error signal of the maximum amplitude. In our experiments, the
optimum modulation frequency is near 12 MHz, which
induces an error signal with a slope sensitivity of
30 MHz∕V and a locking bandwidth of about 20 MHz
for the F ¼ 2 → F0 ¼ 2 CO 3 error with frequency offset
of −1.5 GHz. The inset shows the peak-to-peak amplitudes of the error signals with varied DDS modulation
frequencies.
The linewidth of the frequency offset locked laser
(Fig. 5) was measured by producing the heterodyne beat
between two independent laser systems, both of which
are the same type of commercial ECDLs (DLpro, Toptica, Germany). The frequency offset locked laser was
−1.5 GHz offset frequency locked to the F ¼ 2 → F0 ¼
2 CO 3 transition line with the FMS signal generated
by the 1st-order sideband of the EOM output. The reference laser was locked to the F ¼ 2 → F0 ¼ 2 transition
line with the AOM transfer spectroscopy method[29],
which has a lower noise level compared with the
FMS method by the calculation of error signals.
Two ECDLs were locked independently with the
separation of 1.367 GHz. The beat was detected with
a high-bandwidth photodetector (PD, 3372, New Focus,
USA) and analyzed with a spectrum analyzer (E4440A,
Agilent, USA). The RF beat spectrum shows a full width
at half-maximum (FWHM) linewidth of 900 kHz, which
implies individual laser linewidths of less than 900 kHz.
The close agreement with a Lorentz fit indicates that the
deviations in laser frequency are small compared to the
frequencies of modulation[30].
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Fig. 7. Frequency fluctuations of the frequency offset locked laser for locking on and free running cases.
Fig. 5. RF beat note power spectrum of two lasers at an offset
central frequency of 1.367 GHz. An Agilent E4440A spectrum
analyzer is used at a 10 MHz frequency span with a resolution
bandwidth (RBW) of 1 kHz. The 3 dB linewidth of the beat note
signal is 900 kHz.

Fig. 6. Allan variance of the beat frequency.

A frequency counter, synchronized to a 10 MHz reference, was used to measure the beat frequency with a gate
time of 100 ms. Figure 6 shows the Allan deviation of the
beat frequency and indicates that the short-term stability
is around 3.9 × 10−11 with an averaging time of 2 s.
The long-term stability is limited to the noise induced
by the external vibration, environmental temperature
fluctuation, and the laser intensity drift. In our case,
the polarization stability of the FEOM fiber coupling
and the induced laser intensity fluctuation also worsen
the long-term stability. The active stabilization of the laser intensity and a hermetic package with temperature
control module on the whole FEOM device is helpful to
improve the long-term stability.
Figure 7 shows the frequency fluctuation of the frequency offset locked laser with 1.5 and 5.5 MHz for
the locking on and the free running case, respectively.
The frequency stability of the laser after locking is probably limited by that of the 10 MHz oscillator, which can be
improved by locking to an atomic clock.

In conclusion, we proposed and implemented a new
scheme combining the FMS and FEOM-based frequency
shift method for the frequency offset locking of a semiconductor diode laser. The beat spectrum measurement shows
the frequency offset locked laser has the laser linewidth of
less than 900 kHz and the Allan deviation of around 3.9 ×
10−11 at a 2 s integration time. The locking scheme is now
being applied in our experiments of an atom interferometer[31] for the Raman master laser, which requires stable
and fast tunable locking with a frequency offset of the order of GHz to the atomic transition line. It can also find
applications in many fields, such as precise spectroscopy.
The frequency offset range can be improved even more
by using a higher bandwidth FEOM or higher-order sidebands of the FEOM[32]. Frequency stability can be further
enhanced by getting a greater error signal by using larger
light beam for FMS or demodulating the error signal with
the third derivative of the power output curve, which
eliminates the effects of the linear and quadratic slopes
of the curve, thus producing a scan against frequency
where the resonant lines have a zero-crossing at the true
center of the absorption line[33]. The frequency stabilization will be limited further by the phase noise of RF driving signals, long-term temperature drift, and fluctuations
of the performance of the electro-optic crystal.
This work was supported by the National Natural
Science Foundation of China (No. 61473166).
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