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Abstract: Phase and frequency noise originating from thermal fluctuations is commonly a
limiting factor in integrated photonic cavities. To reduce this noise, one may drive a secondary
“servo/cooling” laser into the blue side of a cavity resonance. Temperature fluctuations which shift
the resonance will then change the amount of servo/cooling laser power absorbed by the device as
the laser moves relatively out of or into the resonance, and thereby effectively compensate for the
fluctuation. In this paper, we use a low noise laser to demonstrate this principle for the first time
in a frequency comb generated from a normal dispersion photonic molecule micro-resonator.
Significantly, this configuration can be used with the servo/cooling laser power above the usual
nonlinearity threshold since resonances with normal dispersion are available. We report a 50 %
reduction in frequency noise of the comb lines in the frequency range of 10 kHz to 1 MHz and
investigate the effect of the secondary servo/cooling noise on the comb.

© 2023 Optica Publishing Group under the terms of the Optica Open Access Publishing Agreement

1. Introduction

Normal dispersion photonic molecules have recently emerged as one potential solution for
the development of high-efficiency, flat-top, and compact optical frequency combs [1,2]. In
such a device, an on-chip photonic waveguide is coupled to a normal dispersion ring resonator
which, in turn, is coupled to an auxiliary normal dispersion cavity. The coupling between the
two resonators induces in an avoided mode-crossing providing localized anomalous dispersion
[1,3–11]. Under the right conditions of input power, local dispersion, and pump-to-main-cavity
detuning, a photonic molecule may generate a soliton frequency comb which circulates in the
main cavity.

The generated frequency comb consists of a series of equally spaced and mutually coherent
optical tones which share a common frequency offset from zero [12,13]. In the time domain,
this is equivalent to a pulsed output where the repetition rate of the pulses corresponds to the
frequency spacing between optical modes, and where the offset frequency between the envelope
and carrier waves corresponds to the frequency offset from zero shared between all modes [1].

One of the key parameters of an optical frequency comb that is relevant to applications such as
optical communications [14,15], dual comb spectroscopy [16–18], and the generation of tuneable
ultra-low-noise sources [19,20] is the phase and frequency noise of individual comb teeth. It is
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well understood that that thermal fluctuations are often the driving force behind the majority of
noise native to the micro-resonator in integrated comb sources [21–24], and many approaches to
reduce or compensate for these thermal effects have been explored, including electrical feedback
on the pump [25,26], exploiting dispersive properties of the material itself [27], placing the
device directly into a cryostat [28], the application of new coating materials [29], and locking to
an OPO [30].

One quite promising approach to reduce phase and frequency noise in micro-resonators makes
use of a secondary laser driven into the blue edge of a cavity resonance [3,21,31–33]. This
creates a negative feedback loop on temperature of the photonic cavity as a temperature increase
(decrease) will cause the resonances to redshift (blueshift) thereby decreasing (increasing) the
cavity’s absorption of the secondary laser. This negative feedback results in a “cooling” of the
device from the perspective of thermorefractive noise, leading to the secondary laser typically
being referred to as the cooling laser. Since the actual effect of this laser is to preheat the cavity
and provide a fast-acting negative feedback, we prefer to call this the servo laser, and for clarity,
use both terms in this publication.

Previous research covering only anomalous dispersion devices has shown a major limitation
that can be overcome with photonic molecule micro-resonators [21]. In this key prior art, the
pump power of the cooling/servo laser is limited by the threshold for nonlinearity since both the
pump and cooling/servo laser are applied to a resonance with anomalous dispersion. Conversely,
in a normal dispersion photonic molecule micro-resonator, solitons are initiated by pumping
into a resonance with localized anomalous dispersion induced by an avoided mode-crossing
of the coupled cavities [2]. This means most other resonances possess normal dispersion and
the cooling/servo laser can be applied at significantly higher power without initiating unwanted
nonlinearities. Since the cooling/servo and pump resonances share the same spatial mode, the
thermal compensation effect is still present when the cooling/servo laser is moved to another
resonance in the same mode family [3].

Additionally, this prior art also noted the transfer of noise from the servo/cooling laser onto
the cavity and therefor comb as one limiting factor of system performance. We therefore use
both a low noise pump and cooling/servo laser to minimize both the initial noise on comb modes,
and the noise written onto the cavity (and therefor comb) by the secondary laser. Given the
importance of this limitation, we characterize the effects of noise transfer thoroughly, and provide
results that serve to inform the choice of servo/cooling laser in future works.

In order to create the lowest noise comb tones possible, we employ a normal dispersion
photonic molecule pumped by an ultra-low noise fiber laser and apply a powerful secondary
cooling/servo laser to produce a 50 % reduction in frequency noise for the comb lines in the
frequency range of 10kHz to 1MHz. To our knowledge, this approach has never been applied
to a normal dispersion cavity capable of soliton generation, or to a system of coupled cavities
capable of soliton generation. Furthermore, we investigate the role of the cooling/servo laser’s
noise performance as a limiting factor by modulating tones on to the cooling/servo laser and
observing their appearance in the phase noise measurements of comb lines. We report a nearly
linear transfer function across the 10 modes measured.

2. Methods

The general schematics for the experiment are given in Fig 1 (a), where a low noise fiber
laser (NKT E15 at 1550 nm) pumps the system in the forward direction, while a low noise
cooling/servo laser (NKT E15 at 1540 nm) pumps the system in the backwards direction. Phase
noise measurements are made at the output, where a tuneable optical filter (TOF) with a 0.1 nm
flat-top bandwidth picks off a single optical tone which is amplified using a forward-pumped
EDFA (erbium doped fiber amplifier) with approximately 30 dB gain. The single amplified
tone is then sent through a tuneable bandpass filter to minimise the appearance of EDFA-related
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ASE (amplified spontaneous emission) as phase noise in the measurements. For the modes
measured, ASE therefore contributes negligibly. A DC-voltage controlled micro-heater on the
auxiliary ring is used to thermal tune the wavelength of the auxiliary resonances. A nearby
resonance is tuned close to the primary cavity resonance at our 1550 nm pump wavelength to
induce an avoided mode-crossing and generate the necessary localized anomalous dispersion for
modulation instability [2]. Although not pictured here, the temperature of the full chip is actively
stabilized using a Peltier and TEC attached to the packaged device.

Fig. 1. a) The optical setup, including both the pump and servo/cooling lasers, two
circulators, a packaged photonic molecule device with integrated heater only on the auxiliary
ring, and a variable optical attenuator to tune the servo/cooling laser power. All fibers
are single-mode. b) The principle of action for laser cooling of the main cavity using
a backwards pumped, blue detuned servo laser which is assumed to be stationary in the
presence of a cavity which experiences temperature fluctuations. As the cavity fluctuates
in temperature, the light absorbed by the resonance will fluctuate in response, passively
compensating for thermorefractive noise if the servo/cooling laser is placed on the blue side
of the optical resonance. c) The principle of action for cavity modulation using a servo laser
which fluctuates in frequency, here, a shift in laser frequency will change the amount of light
absorbed by the cavity, effectively writing the fluctuation, noise, or modulation onto the
cavity.

The micro-resonator device used in the experiment is a Silicon Nitride dual-ring structure
fabricated at Chalmers University. It comes from the same production run as the device reported
in [2], where the rings have a height and width of 600 nm and 1600 nm, respectively. The
ring radii (and FSR [free spectral range]) of the main ring is 217 microns (104 GHz) and for
the secondary ring is 213 microns (106 GHz), with the two being separated by 550 nm, and
the main ring to bus waveguide gap being 450 nm. The chosen resonances for the pump and
cooling/servo wavelength exhibit a quality factor of 3.0 · 106 at 1550 nm and 3.8 · 106 at 1540
nm, respectively. The device is packaged with butt-coupled PM-fiber that has throughput of
approximately -10 dB in both directions and requires an input power of 20.5 dBm on the pump
laser to produce stable solitons. The parametric threshold for nonlinear processes at the 1550
nm resonance is 16 dBm, which we note is significantly below the cooling/servo laser power
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of 20 dBm used in this experiment. Given the similar quality factors of the resonances used by
the pump and the cooling/servo laser, the advantage of operating the cooling/servo laser on a
normally dispersive resonance is well-demonstrated. We note that applying the cooling/servo
laser observably generates no nonlinear effects.

The operating principles of an all-optical servo loop are seen in Figs. 1(b) and (c), where a
backwards pumped low noise servo laser sits on the blue side of the optical resonance. Assuming
a stable laser and a noisy cavity, a reduction (or increase) in cavity temperature induces a
resonance blue (red) shift, thereby causing more (less) absorption of the cooling/servo laser and
counteracting the fluctuation in a negative feedback loop. Similarly, if we assume a stable cavity
and consider a fluctuating servo laser, it should be clear that both the absorption of light and thus
temperature of the cavity will increase as the laser shifts red, and decrease as the laser shifts blue,
thereby writing the laser’s frequency fluctuations onto the cavity. The first set of assumptions
is used to study thermorefractive noise reduction, while the second set of assumptions is used
for recovery of the transfer function of noise from the servo laser onto the output comb line, as
explored later in this paper. We note for clarity that the servo laser wavelength is fixed at all times
and that servo actuation refers to the negative feedback effect that this variable absorbed power
has on the micro-resonator temperature.

The shift in resonant frequency, ∆ω, for a whispering gallery mode resonator as a function of
temperature, T , is given by

∆ω

ω
= −

(︃
1
n
∂n
∂T
+ αT

)︃
∆T , (1)

which includes the change due to a difference in the refractive index, n, and the coefficient of
thermal expansion, αT [34].

Importantly, if a ∆ω fluctuation is so large that the cooling/servo laser is moved onto the red
side of the resonance, the servo effect will be reversed to provide a positive feedback i.e. an
increase in temperature will instead cause a blue shift that gives greater absorption. In practice,
the servo laser being on the red side of the resonance should result in a short period of increased
amplified thermorefractive noise and then the quick loss of the soliton state, due to the sudden
change in cavity-to-pump detuning.

It is also important, for the sake of comparison between measurements, to keep the offset
between the resonance and servo/cooling laser stable. In our case, we keep the servo laser
approximately halfway into the resonance and maintain this position by carefully monitoring the
transmission trace of the servo/cooling laser on an oscilloscope and adjusting laser frequency
accordingly.

As shown in Fig. 2 (a), we apply a triangular voltage ramp to the piezo controller of the
pump laser. This induces a triangular sweep in the laser frequency spanning 8 GHz (64 pm),
where an increase in piezo voltage corresponds to a decrease in frequency. We then record the
transmission of pump and servo/cooling laser through the micro-resonator, using a photodiode
and an oscilloscope. Sweeping from blue-to-red across the main resonance with the servo/cooling
laser off, we observe a characteristic “thermal triangle” in the transmission of pump resonance
[35,36]. This arises when the increased laser absorption heats up the cavity and red shifts the
resonance, as expressed by Eq. (1). As such, a red sweeping laser will push the resonance along
with it to create a region of thermal bistability until the laser wavelength surpasses the cavity
red-shifting and the resonance abruptly recoils to its original wavelength, resulting in a steep
transition of the transmission to zero.

Conversely, when a cooling/servo laser is applied at high power, the cavity is pre-heated
and red-shifting of the cavity induced by the pump laser is compensated for by a drop in heat
absorption from the cooling/servo laser as it moves up the blue slope of the resonance. In Fig. 2
(a), we see this in the narrowing of the thermal triangle for the cooled pump laser transmission
in comparison to the uncooled transmission; this more closely resembling a Lorentzian line



Research Article Vol. 31, No. 21 / 9 Oct 2023 / Optics Express 35212

Fig. 2. a) Oscilloscope traces of the applied piezo signal used to tune the pump laser
wavelength (blue), the uncooled pump laser photodiode voltage after transmission through
the device (orange), and finally, the photodiode voltage after transmission in the case of
passive cooling for both the pump (yellow) and servo/cooling (purple) lasers. NB: An
increase in piezo voltage corresponds to a decrease in frequency. b) The optical spectrum of
the generated frequency comb, with resonances corresponding to the pump laser (µ = 0) at
1550 nm and servo/cooling laser (µ = -13) at 1540 nm labeled.

shape in comparison to the thermal triangle of the uncooled transmission. We can also notice
the pre-heating of the cavity in the presence of the cooling/servo laser, which appears as a fixed
offset (red-shift) between the cooled and uncooled transmission dips. Additional insight to these
dynamics is shown in the purple trace of Fig. 2 (a) (cooling/servo laser transmission), which
shows the initially low transmission increases as we sweep the pump laser across the main cavity
resonance. The cooling/servo laser, which begins on the blue-side slope of the cooling resonance,
moves out of the resonance as the pump laser moves into the pump resonance, thereby limiting
cavity temperature shift. Importantly, in Fig. 2 (a), we see that the effect of thermal dragging
on the uncooled transmission is asymmetric and depends strongly on the direction of sweep.
However, when cooled, the resonance dips become quite symmetric regardless of the direction of
sweep, providing direct evidence that the effect corrects for fluctuations which either heat or cool
the system.

Generation of frequency combs in normal dispersion micro-resonators requires localised
anomalous dispersion close to the pump resonance. In the photonic molecule device, the localised
anomalous dispersion is attained by coupling the modes of the main ring and the auxiliary ring.
In our experiment, the mode coupling is tuned by changing the voltage applied to the heater on
the auxiliary ring. Once the mode coupling is tuned close to the pump resonance, the pump laser
is moved into the resonance from the blue side until we observe the generation of Turing rolls
due to nonlinear effects in the cavity. The mode coupling is further tuned (via the voltage on
the heater of auxiliary ring) to generate the stable soliton states from this device. We verify the
presence and stability of this soliton state by measuring the RF noise of the converted power
trace on an electrical spectrum analyser, observing it equal to the noise floor for the measurement
range of 0-150 MHz. We also note that this spectrum is typical of a dark soliton comb [2]. In
order to “cool” the soliton, the servo laser is then tuned into the corresponding resonance until it
is halfway in the blue side, while minor adjustments are made to the pump detuning and heater
to maintain soliton operation. The optical spectrum of the cooled soliton shown in Fig. 2 (b),
corresponds well with models of the spectral envelope predicted for a photonic molecule soliton
frequency comb, and is notably different from the sech2 spectral envelope seen in anomalous
dispersion single resonator microcombs. The dynamics of mode splitting also match well with
predictions from theory [2].
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The frequency noise measurements in this work are carried out using a homodyne interferometer
system, isolated from environmental noise by being placed in a vacuum chamber, which itself
sits inside a vibration isolating container made from polystyrene. The interferometer has an
unbalanced arm of 20 m, which corresponds to an oscillation frequency of 5 MHz. By measuring
the amplitude of the sinusoidal output of the photodiode, and knowing the fixed frequency
of oscillation, the measured optical power fluctuations can be converted into the frequency
fluctuations of the optical signal. This assumes that the recovered trace remains within a narrow
range around the quadrature point such that we may make a linear approximation of the sine
wave. The system is very accurate for low noise signals, and produces nearly identical results
to commercial setups without limitation on the noise floor. Conversely, it does have a limited
ceiling, given that large fluctuations will push the trace away from the quadrature point. It is
thus unsuitable to measure comb tones very far from the pump, where thermorefractive noise
increases the phase noise of the comb lines beyond the range of the measurement tool.

3. Results and discussion

Raw traces of the uncooled and cooled comb modes µ = 0 to µ = -10 are shown in Figs. 3(a) and
(b) respectively, along with the linear case of the amplified pump passing through the device in
the absence of a soliton. Here, we use a planar cavity operating with a single spatial mode such
that the mode number µ = 0 corresponds to the comb mode at the pump wavelength, and µ = -13
to the mode used for laser cooling of the device.

Noise in the low frequency regime remains largely unchanged between comb modes and is
unaffected by cooling. In the acoustic range (∼ 2.5 kHz), however, we see a difference in phase
noise between the cooled and uncooled soliton. Here, noise increases as a function of comb
mode index for both, but more significantly increases for the cooled case. This suggests acoustic
and mechanical vibrations which are picked up by both the pump and servo laser dominate the
noise in this frequency range. The increase in measured noise for the cooled case is likely due to
the servo/cooling laser “writing” this added noise onto the cavity. We note that measurements
are limited to 2.5 MHz, due to observed resonant interaction with the interferometer at 5 MHz.

In the portion of the spectrum dominated by thermorefractive noise (104 − 106 Hz), the phase
and frequency noise for all modes is significantly lower when the soliton is cooled via servo
back-action. This is investigated further in Fig. 3 (c) by isolating the µ = −10 modes for the
cooled and uncooled state and comparing it to the pump laser before passing through the cavity.
We take note of the nearly white noise across this region, which appears across this frequency
range for all comb modes in the uncooled and cooled states, and plot the average in Fig. 3 (d).
Over all modes measured, the servo/cooling laser results in an approximately 50 % reduction in
noise across the thermorefractive-noise dominated region (in Hz/

√
Hz).

In order to better understand this process, we simulate strong noise at a specific frequency
by applying a modulation tone at 50 kHz to the servo laser. In Fig. 4, we demonstrate that this
modulation tone is only written onto the comb modes when the laser is positioned within the
cavity (which in this case, simultaneously cools the device), and when modulation is turned on.
The strength of the recovered tone is given for each of 10 comb modes in the right panel of the
same Fig., demonstrating an approximately linear increase of noise as a function of absolute
mode index, reinforcing the primary result of Fig. 3 and validating that such a method may
be used to track comb mode noise at different frequencies and at high modulation intensities.
Moreover, it demonstrates that modulation tones from a cooling laser may be directly written
onto a cavity and shared between all comb modes.

Finally, in Fig. 5 (a), we broaden this investigation by applying modulation tones at frequencies
ranging from 10 to 70 kHz to the servo laser and directly recover the frequency noise component at
the frequency of modulation without passing through the device. We then reduce the modulation
level by a factor of 4, generate a cooled soliton in the modulated cavity, and recover the transfer
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Fig. 3. a) The frequency noise spectrum for the cases of linear transmission (such that
nonlinear effects are negligible) of the amplified pump (green) and the uncooled (magenta)
soliton modes µ = 0 to -10. b) The frequency noise spectrum for the cases of linear
transmission of the amplified pump (green) and the cooled (blue) soliton modes µ = 0
to -10. c) The frequency noise spectra of the non-amplified pump laser (blue) without
passing through the cavity, as well as of the uncooled (orange) and cooled (yellow) µ =
-10 comb modes. The grey box indicates the region of thermorefractive noise in question
(10-1000 kHz). d) The average frequency noise across the thermorefractive regime for the
uncooled (orange) and cooled (yellow) cases, for modes µ = 0 to µ = -10, along with a linear
approximation of noise growth as a function of mode index.

function (i.e. the modulation tone) from the µ = 3 comb mode by repeating measurements at the
same modulation frequencies as before. The modulation level does not have units and is related
to an internal driving voltage within the pump laser. This allows us to construct a multiplication
factor for each frequency, seen in Fig. 5 (b), suggesting a nearly linear transfer function of noise
from the servo laser onto the comb modes. However, to construct this transfer function, we
require a scaling factor, given that the internal modulation strength for the two measurements in
the left panel are different. This scaling factor is shown in Fig. 5 (c) to be linear over a wide range
of modulation strengths, and allows us to use the modulation level as an analog for frequency
noise in terms of Hz/

√
Hz . The recovered multiplication factor for mode µ = 3 is ≈ 0.8 ± 0.2,

which indicates that a 1000 Hz/
√

Hz tone on the servo laser will produce a tone at the same
modulation frequency (but different optical frequency), with strength approximately 800 Hz/

√
Hz.

We assume that the linearity of the transfer function holds true for all mode numbers.
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Fig. 4. a) A comparison of the 4 main cases for a modulated servo laser, for the µ = 3 comb
mode, including when the servo laser is outside the resonance, and unmodulated (blue),
when the servo laser is outside the resonance and modulated at 50 kHz (orange), when the
servo laser is inside the resonance but not modulated (yellow), and when the servo laser is
inside the resonance and modulated at 50 kHz. As highlighted in the inset, the modulation
tone at 50 kHz from the cooling laser is only transferred onto comb modes when inside
the resonance, and is done so while simultaneously reducing thermorefractive noise in the
main ring. b) Recovered frequency noise at 50 kHz for each of 10 comb modes, µ = -4 to 5.
Error bars represent the standard deviation of 5 measurements, and become significant due
to limitations native to the homodyne interferometer.

Fig. 5. a) Recovered frequency noise as a function of modulation frequency for the µ =
3 comb mode (blue) and for the servo laser without passing through the chip (orange). b)
The multiplication factor which relates the modulation strength on the servo laser to the
modulation strength of the µ = 3 tone, as a function of modulation frequency, indicating a
nearly linear transfer function of noise on the servo laser to comb modes. c) the frequency
noise of the servo as a function of modulation level, measured without passing through the
device, used to calculate the multiplication factor above.

4. Conclusion and future outlook

In conclusion, we have successfully demonstrated laser cooling of a photonic molecule micro-comb
consisting of two coupled normal-dispersion resonators. Previous studies on thermorefractive
noise reduction in anomalous dispersion micro-resonators identified two key limiting factors
in system performance, both of which are addressed here. Using a set of normal dispersion
micro-resonators, and relying on their avoided mode-crossing, we generate solitons in resonances
with localized anomalous dispersion. This allows, for the first time, demonstration of the
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cooling/servo effect using a secondary laser driven into an offset mode with normal dispersion.
In normal dispersion, the laser does not fulfil the conditions for parametric nonlinearity (in
particular modulation instability), and could therefore be driven at higher power (20 dBm) than
previously studied. The cooling/servo effect in our system resulted in an approximately 50%
reduction in frequency noise amplitude (in Hz/

√
Hz) over the full thermorefractive bandwidth

(10 kHz – 1 MHz). This is significant for systems whose performance is limited by frequency
noise in this range as it effectively doubles their useable optical bandwidth, and may be useful
for optical metrology, communications, and the generation of broadband tunable lasers, among
others.

We also studied the mechanism of noise transfer from the cooling/servo laser onto the comb
modes by modulating the cooling/servo laser at various strengths and frequencies and measuring
the output frequency noise on the comb modes. This validates previous reports showing that
noise on the cooling/servo laser can be a limiting factor on the noise reduction effect. In our
experiment, we observed an amplification factor of 0.8 on mode µ = 3, meaning, for instance, a
frequency noise level of 1000 Hz/

√
Hz from the servo/cooling laser limits the frequency noise

of mode µ = 3 to a minimum of 800/
√

Hz. It is currently unclear if the servo laser, control
electronics, or effective loop length limit system performance. This investigation justifies the use
of an ultra-low noise laser for both the pump and servo/cooling lasers along with a set normal
dispersion coupled cavities in order to produce the lowest noise comb tones possible.
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