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Abstract
Antenna-pattern measurements obtained from a double-metal supra-terahertz-frequency
(supra-THz) quantum cascade laser (QCL) are presented. The QCL is mounted within a
mechanically micro-machined waveguide cavity containing dual diagonal feedhorns.
Operating in continuous-wave mode at 3.5 THz, and at an ambient temperature of ∼60 K,
QCL emission has been directed via the feedhorns to a supra-THz detector mounted on a
multi-axis linear scanner. Comparison of simulated and measured far-field antenna patterns
shows an excellent degree of correlation between beamwidth (full-width-half-maximum) and
sidelobe content and a very substantial improvement when compared with unmounted
devices. Additionally, a single output has been used to successfully illuminate and demonstrate an optical breadboard arrangement associated with a future supra-THz Earth observation space-borne payload. Our novel device has therefore provided a valuable demonstration
of the effectiveness of supra-THz diagonal feedhorns and QCL devices for future space-borne
ultra-high-frequency Earth-observing heterodyne radiometers.

Introduction

© Cambridge University Press and the
European Microwave Association 2019. This is
an Open Access article, distributed under the
terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-use,
distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original work is properly cited.

The Earth’s upper atmosphere plays an important role in influencing weather and future climate change. In particular, the mesosphere-lower thermosphere (MLT) is the transition region
between Earth’s atmosphere and space and is affected by atmospheric regions below and
incoming solar ultra-violet and X-ray radiation, and charged particles. These drive chemical,
radiative, and dynamical processes which couple the MLT with the lower atmosphere and with
space weather. However, observation of the MLT is very limited and with our current knowledge derived from the measurement of radiative fluxes in the infrared (IR) that give an incomplete picture of its chemical composition, both in terms of the measured geophysical products
as well as their altitude coverage. The detailed processes that govern the MLT function and
interaction are thus poorly understood and yet, observed negative temperature trends indicate
that the region is an important predictive indicator of climate change. Measuring the composition of the MLT is therefore an increasingly important goal for atmospheric scientists as it
provides a means of disentangling our interpretation of associated heat flux between it and
lower layers of the atmosphere, thereby providing a better understanding of the processes
that drive climate change.
To achieve the above measurement objective, global observation of key MLT chemical
species, e.g. O, NO, OH, is required. This is best accomplished through the low-Earth orbit
(LEO) deployment of high-spectral-resolution supra-THz heterodyne radiometers that “target” each constituent and provide full characterization of the related spectral signatures.
Measurement of OH and O requires, however, the development of radiometer systems capable
of detecting at frequencies of 3.5 and 4.7 THz respectively and that also provide a spectral resolution of order 3 MHz. Moreover, the systems must be compliant with space operation and
with the limited satellite platform resources: primarily, mass, volume, and electrical power.
This presents a very considerable technical challenge because it requires the development
and integration of complex heterodyne radiometer technologies that include, for example,
supra-THz frequency mixer and local oscillator (LO) components, spectral signal processing
systems, and precision optical interfaces. In relation to this, we present the development of
a 3.5 THz quantum-cascade-laser (QCL) source and its integration within a precisionmachined waveguide cavity that includes two miniature diagonal feedhorns. In addition to
measuring resultant beam quality of the QCL output at 3.5 THz, we have also illuminated a
breadboard antenna system concept that is compliant with passive sampling of the MLT
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from the LEO. This work represents an important step toward the
realization of a full multi-channel supra-THz receiver system that
will considerably advance Earth observation science.

Radiometer system concept
The use of THz heterodyne spectral radiometry has been well
demonstrated at frequencies below 1 THz. However, developing
supra-THz radiometer equivalents, shown schematically in
Fig. 1, is very challenging and even more so when space deployment is required. For instance, difficulties must be overcome with
respect to the fabrication of suitable heterodyne frequency mixers,
LOs, and antennas; efficient radiometer front-end signal coupling
between the mixer and the system fore-optics (primary and secondary antenna) is also necessary, as is compliance with small satellite platforms that invariably place demands on permissible
system volume, mass, and power consumption. Additionally, a
supra-THz LO source should ideally be coupled directly with a
heterodyne mixing device and within a single package that also
provides an accessible free-space output port for supra-THz
power monitoring, leveling, and frequency stabilization.
Despite their excellent potential as supra-THz LO sources,
QCL devices exhibit a poor free-space power distribution, i.e.
poor antenna pattern quality. This undesirable feature is particularly apparent when high-performance “double-metal” plasmonic
cavities are used to confine radiation within the optical-gain
medium [1] and limits QCL effectiveness in wider applications
where free-space signal transmission is required. Integration
with a mechanically fabricated waveguide and feedhorn antenna
structure offers the possibility of enhancing the QCL output signal
by constraining it to a propagation mode that results in improved
beam quality, and simultaneously allows coupling to a mixer
diode mounted within the same waveguide. This provides an
attractive solution to the provision of a space-borne supra-THz
LO and radiometer as it serves the purpose of delivering wellcontrolled signal guidance via a small and robust mechanical
assembly, along with the provision of an efficient electromagnetic
interface with free-space.
At a frequency of 3.5 THz, however, the dimensions of both
waveguide and feedhorn challenge mechanical fabrication techniques. Thus, and in support of our radiometer concept, the viability of a diagonal feedhorn and waveguide combination as a
supra-THz antenna and propagation medium requires demonstration, as does signal coupling to the instrument’s primary
antenna. To achieve the first objective, we have integrated a
QCL within a mechanically micro-machined waveguide cavity
that incorporates a diagonal feedhorn at each end. This new
device extends a previously reported result [2] in which a QCL
was integrated with a larger over-sized waveguide terminating in
a rectangular aperture. In addition to using reduced waveguide
dimensions that approach fundamental-mode operation, our
novel dual feedhorn allows signal emission from each facet of
the QCL to be propagated into free space. The integrated QCL
device is subsequently used to validate a breadboard antenna system that is representative of a future satellite payload. This is
achieved by illuminating the optical train and measuring the
intensity distribution across the primary antenna surface.
Finally, our dual feedhorn approach takes a significant step
toward realizing a fully integrated mixer and LO package. In
this configuration, and with reference again to Fig. 1, one feedhorn will act as the signal input port and the other provides an

Fig. 1. Schematic of the supra-THz radiometer.

output QCL signal required for subsequent injection into a frequency stabilization, i.e. phase lock, control system.
QCL and dual feedhorn integration and test method
QCL description
QCLs offer very considerable advantages as direct supra-THz signal sources. Although cryogenic operation is required, typically
below 100 K, they are highly compact (millimeter scale) and rugged structures that are biased from a single direct current (dc)
power supply as opposed to harmonically multiplying a lowerfrequency source. They also directly generate sufficient supraTHz output power, typically at the milliwatt level, to “pump” a
semi-conductor mixer diode, and thus provide a source of heterodyne radiometer LO power with an inherent narrow spectral
emission signature.
Formed from a bandgap engineered semiconductor heterostructure, the QCL used in this experimental work is based on
a GaAs/AlGaAs phonon-assisted “hybrid” design [3]. The active
region of the device has been grown using molecular-beam epitaxy and processed into a 1-mm-long, 56.8-μm-wide Au–Au
ridge-waveguide structure, as described previously in [2]. The
unmounted device operates in continuous-wave (cw) mode at
heat-sink temperatures up to 86 K, with collected power in excess
of 0.4 mW. It is important to note that the true output power of
the unmounted laser is substantially larger than the measured
value, as the coupling efficiency of radiation in the detector is limited by the poor beam quality.
QCL integration and cooling
The QCL was integrated into a waveguide cavity with a crosssection dimension of 0.16 × 0.08 mm2. The waveguide was
machined into a copper block by using a precision mill. Two
identical diagonal feedhorns with an across-diagonal aperture of
1.56 × 1.56 mm2 and a slant angle of 7.5° were also machined
into the same block at each end of the waveguide. After machining, the block was gold plated to prevent corrosion and to improve
thermal heat sinking to a cryogenic cooler. Bias connection to the
QCL was achieved through the use of a standard SMA connector
and a series of wire bonding steps that also included a stage of
heat sinking. Figure 2a shows the fabricated cavity and feedhorn
structure with a QCL placed in the waveguide.
In order to attain the necessary electron population distribution within its multilayer bandstructure, the QCL must be cooled
to a low-ambient temperature. To achieve this, the integrated
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Fig. 3. System used to measure far-field 3.5 THz dual diagonal feedhorn antenna
patterns.

Dual feedhorn simulation and measurement comparison

Fig. 2. (a) QCL, waveguide cavity, and dual feedhorn structure; (b) QCL, feedhorn
block, and mirrors mounted on the cold finger. Window is not shown.

QCL and feedhorn block was attached to the “cold finger” of a
Stirling cycle cooler and operated at ∼60 K in a cw mode. Two
plane mirrors inclined at 45° to the signal propagation axis
were machined into a gold-plated copper subcarrier and directed
each feedhorn output through a single 1-mm-thick supra-THz
semi-transparent vacuum window made from high-density polyethylene. Figure 2b shows the complete assembly mounted in the
cooler.

A software model of the diagonal feedhorn expanded single aperture electric fields into Gauss–Hermite modes [5], as shown in
Fig. 4a. Comparison with the measured 3.5 THz feedhorn
antenna patterns, Fig. 4b, obtained using the experimental
arrangement shows good correlation. For example, bright central
maxima and regions of undulating intensity located on two 45°
planes that correspond to sidelobes are clearly visible for each
beam. Additionally, the measured full-width-half-maximum
(FWHM) beamwidths, as shown in Fig. 5, are close to the simulated value of 5°. The larger (8°) discrepancy apparent in one axis
of one beam is likely due to imperfections in the feedhorn fabrication or misalignment of the separate block halves. Mutual interference effects due to the coherent nature of the QCL emission are
also present within the measured pattern.
Given the agreement with single beam simulation, we believe
that the QCL signal is propagating in a fundamental transverse
electric (TE10) mode within the waveguide, i.e. in the same
mode used to excite the feedhorn simulation model. The results
obtained represent a very substantial improvement in QCL output
beam quality. This, in turn, demonstrates that a waveguide and
diagonal feedhorn combination offers a very effective means of
propagating a supra-THz QCL output signal.
Optical breadboard test

Dual feedhorn antenna measurement method
An unpolarized Golay detector [4] mounted on a two-dimensional
linear scanning system was used to measure the supra-THz emission intensity, as shown in Fig. 3. With the detector located
approximately 70 mm away from the feedhorn apertures, and
thus in the antenna far-field, a series of discretely sampled intensity measurements were made in a rectangular coordinate reference plane orthogonal to the direction of signal propagation.
The inherent Golay input signal entrance aperture was 3 mm in
diameter, and could be reduced via the insertion of aperture
stops, though at the expense of reduced signal-to-noise. A measurement step interval of 0.5 mm was used in both scan axes to
ensure adequate spatial sampling. With a combined measurement
integration and dwell time of 0.5 s, the typical time required to
complete a full scan was 3 h.

A breadboard payload structure has been developed as an essential step toward demonstrating a supra-THz heterodyne receiver
intended for use in a future Earth-observation satellite –
LOCUS (Linking Climate, the Upper-atmosphere and Space weather) [6]. The breadboard incorporates the cryogenic system
described in the section “QCL integration and cooling” and a
quasi-optical train consisting of a 480-mm-diameter primary mirror and 100-mm-diameter secondary mirror that together form
an offset Cassegrain telescope. Figure 6 shows a computer-aided
design (CAD) view of the breadboard and Fig. 7 shows photographs of the constructed system, including the signal path
between the QCL and mirrors. In order to allow inclusion and
operation of an IR 5 µm wavelength radiometer channel within
the payload, and which further extends the proposed mission
science, each mirror surface has been diamond machined to
sub-micrometer surface accuracy.
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Fig. 4. (a) Simulated single 3.5 THz feedhorn pattern. (b) Measurement of the dual feedhorn QCL
device at 3.5 THz. The scan extent in each case
is 70 × 70 mm2 and the Golay detector aperture
was 3 mm diameter. The power scale applies to
both images.

Fig. 5. Top most image: 3.5 THz QCL dual beam profile sampled with a 2 mm diameter Golay detector aperture. Corresponding normalized horizontal and vertical
antenna beam profiles measured across each diagonal feedhorn output (left and right beam) are shown in the bottom images (separate points) and with a
Gaussian fit profile superimposed (continuous line). In most cases the beam FWHM is in close agreement with the simulated value of 5°.
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Fig. 6. CAD drawings of the LOCUS breadboard system in plan (left image) and elevation (right image) views showing the location of the primary and secondary
mirrors, and the cryogenic system that cools the QCL source. The QCL is replaced by a mixer and QCL LO when the system is configured as a supra-THz receiver.

To confirm the approximate alignment of the system at
3.5 THz, a single output from the dual-feedhorn QCL source
was used to illuminate the optical train. This was achieved by
repositioning the QCL block on the cold finger such that only
one beam emerged from the cryostat signal window, and with
the unused output terminated in an absorbing load located within
the cryogenic housing. The telescope (antenna) optics were first
mounted on the breadboard and approximately aligned used a
visible laser. The secondary was then removed and the QCL
3.5 THz beam measured using the Golay cell and scanner
arrangement in a similar manner to that described earlier –
note that a mechanical reference plate was previously added to
the breadboard to ensure that the secondary could be correctly
repositioned after its temporary removal.
A scanned image of the resultant QCL beam with the secondary removed and with the plane of the detector located approximately 0.7 m from the QCL, is shown in Fig. 8. The spatial
sampling interval was approximately 7.5 mm in both axes, with
the integration time set to 300 ms for the Golay detector, a
point-to-point settling time of 1 s, and a Golay input aperture

of 2 mm diameter. The beam position is close to expectation,
and the beam size consistent with an expected feedhorn
FWHM as presented in the section “Dual feedhorn simulation
and measurement comparison”, though some intensity distribution asymmetry is present, which might be the result of signal
reflections.
The secondary was then relocated and a second scan performed in the near-field of the primary with the same step interval and Golay aperture size and the result is shown in Fig. 9. The
small dashed circle indicates the approximate location of the secondary mirror, about which there appears to be a region of shadow that arises from QCL signal spillover. The latter is faintly
discernible in Fig. 8, and more clearly visible in Fig. 9. Because
of the greater measurement signal-to-noise ratio (SNR) arising
from the increased integration time – it was necessary to increase
the integration and settling times to 1 and 3 s respectively, resulting in a very lengthy scan time of approximately 7.5 h. A region of
shadow is visible adjacent to the secondary that correlates well
with a geometrical projection of the QCL beam from the cryostat.
Note, though, that the secondary spillover in the left portion of

Fig. 7. Views of the LOCUS breadboard arrangement. The left image shows the location of the QCL on the cryogenic system cold finger. The signal path from the
QCL to a Golay cell detector is also shown – note that the direction of this path is reversed when the QCL is replaced by a mixer and the system configured as a
heterodyne receiver. The right image shows a view of the breadboard approximately from the direction of the Golay detector, which is shown mounted on the
scanning system.
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Fig. 8. Scan of the signal emerging from one output of the dual feedhorn 3.5 THz QCL
with the secondary breadboard mirror removed. The intensity scale is linear and relative to the maximum observed signal.

the image is obscured by the presence of absorber material that
was introduced in an effort to minimize stray signal input into
the Golay detector.
With further reference to Fig. 9, the location of the primary is
indicated by the larger circle and a clear signal detection is apparent over part of its reflective surface area. This observed intensity
distribution demonstrates that the QCL signal is successfully
directed from the secondary toward to primary, though a lateral
misalignment of the beam is apparent. To achieve a more evenly
distributed signal across the primary, an adjustment of the secondary mirror position was performed. Additionally, a ring of

B. N. Ellison et al.

Fig. 10. Scan at 3.5 THz across the primary mirror (circle) after adjustment of the secondary. The resultant intensity distribution is more clearly apparent with the secondary position adjusted and the spillover signal attenuated. The intensity scale is linear
and relative to the maximum observed intensity.

absorbing material was added immediately around the secondary
to attenuate the spillover signal and reduce image confusion. An
improvement in the intensity distribution is observed, though the
peak signal is still not centered on the primary (Fig. 10).
Further optical alignment adjustments are thus required, but
the lengthy scan duration and low SNR suggested that enhancement of the system sensitivity is a higher priority. These improvements would reduce the scan time and enhance the SNR, the
latter being at present <10 dB. A revised measurement setup is
therefore being planned that includes:
• Construction of a chamber surrounding the breadboard and
scanner assembly that reduces the atmospheric water vapor
content in the instrument signal path by injecting dry air. We
estimate that at least 4 dB of signal loss occurs over the approximate 2 m signal pathlength.
• An improved detector unit based upon a Schottky diode direct
detector that allows increased signal chopping speed, currently
∼10 Hz, and substantially reduced settling time.
Nevertheless, the measurements performed to date represent a
highly useful evaluation of the breadboard system by demonstrating the diagonal feedhorn and antenna interface, and we are not
aware of similar tests being previously performed elsewhere.
Conclusion

Fig. 9. First scan at 3.5 THz across the optical breadboard with the secondary mirror
relocated. An intensity distribution across the primary mirror is evident, as is signal
spillover and showing around part of the secondary. The small (dashed) and large
(solid) circles show the approximate positions of the secondary and primary mirrors,
respectively. The intensity scale is linear and relative to the maximum observed intensity. Note that the maximum in this case is nearly one order of magnitude lower than
that of Fig. 8.

A 3.5 THz QCL has been integrated with a waveguide and a dual
diagonal feedhorn structure. This novel device has been used to
test the effectiveness of a diagonal feedhorn and has demonstrated
a very superior QCL beam profile when compared with
unmounted devices. We conclude that this suggests a fundamental propagation mode is present within the waveguide. The resulting improvement in beam quality has been used to perform a first
check and a rudimentary alignment of an optical breadboard
assembly that forms the basis of a future supra-THz space-borne
atmospheric sounding payload. The intensity distribution of the
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3.5 THz signal across the face of the primary has been mapped
and the optical system alignment adjusted to more effectively center the THz beam. We believe that this work represents an
important step toward the development of a new Earth observation mission, LOCUS, aimed at improving our understanding of
climate change.
In addition to the above, we foresee the wider use of our device
in support of other applications where coherent sources of
supra-THz radiation are required. These include, for example,
the provision of LO power for future space-borne supra-THz
heterodyne radiometers performing high-resolution spectroscopic
astrophysics, laboratory-based gas spectroscopy measurement
systems, and non-destructive imaging of materials. In addition
to LOCUS, these wider applications will require refinement of
our device technology to support higher frequency output,
improved operational efficiency (i.e. lower power dissipation
and high ambient temperature) and, in the case of heterodyne
radiometers, close integration with the supra-THz mixing element
and enhanced frequency stabilization. Correspondingly, and in addition to the improvements discussed in the section “Optical breadboard test”, we anticipate continued research and development
work in areas associated with precision mechanical integration,
QCL semiconductor composition, and frequency stabilization
techniques.
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