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Abstract: We design and fabricate a grating coupler for interfacing suspended silicon photonic
membranes with free-space optics while being compatible with single-step lithography and
etching in 220 nm silicon device layers. The grating coupler design simultaneously and explicitly
targets both high transmission into a silicon waveguide and low reflection back into the waveguide
by means of a combination of a two-dimensional shape-optimization step followed by a three-
dimensional parameterized extrusion. The designed coupler has a transmission of −6.6 dB
(21.8 %), a 3 dB bandwidth of 75 nm, and a reflection of −27 dB (0.2 %). We experimentally
validate the design by fabricating and optically characterizing a set of devices that allow the
subtraction of all other sources of transmission losses as well as the inference of back-reflections
from Fabry-Pérot fringes, and we measure a transmission of 19 % ± 2 %, a bandwidth of 65 nm
and a reflection of 1.0 % ± 0.8 %.

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

1. Introduction

Suspended photonic structures in high-index dielectric slabs have recently shown great promise
in new emerging devices such as photonic switches, interferometers, and filters [1–7]. Unlike
conventional ridge waveguides and embedded waveguides, suspended structures are mechanically
compliant, which enables the use of nano-opto-electro-mechanical components [8] for high-speed
and low-power programmable photonics [4,9], hybrid quantum systems that can transduce signals
between multiple domains [10,11], optomechanical sensors (mass, acceleration, magnetic fields,
etc.) and integrated lasers in silicon [12]. In addition, the strong field confinement enabled by the
air cladding enhances nonlinear effects [13,14]. Finally, suspended photonics enable integrated
silicon photonics for mid-infrared applications, i.e., in the fingerprint region, as the platform
allows low-loss operation compared to oxide claddings which absorb at these wavelengths
[6,15,16].

In the quest to develop complex suspended nanophotonic circuitry, the accurate characterization
of the scattering properties of passive and active photonic components is crucial. Such
characterization typically involves testing of numerous nominally equivalent circuits, which
in turn requires efficient, reproducible, and scalable ways to couple light into and out of the
device. The coupling is typically achieved either by edge-coupling [17–19] or vertical coupling
[20–40] and by employing either optical fibers in the near-field of the structure or free-space
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Fig. 1. Cross-polarized optical spectroscopy measurements using free-space grating
couplers. a) Schematic of free-space coupling through a microscope objective in and out of
a photonic chip. b) Scanning electron micrograph of the fabricated grating coupler along
with the simulated far-field irradiance and the y-component of the electric field profile shown
as insets. The polarization in the waveguides is transverse electric (TE) as indicated in the
figure.

focusing optics. Edge-couplers generally consist of adiabatic waveguide expanders and, although
they offer the best transmission over large bandwidths, they have difficult post-fabrication steps
like cleaving and/or V-groove definition for accessing the waveguide ends and provide limited
access-points to the circuits [41]. Vertical coupling offers great flexibility in the placement of
input and output nodes, which makes them more practical for wafer-level testing and applications
in research and industry. However, grating couplers use a diffractive grating to constructively
scatter light propagating in a waveguide into the upward direction, making the designs highly
dispersive. This sets limits on either the bandwidth or the transmission of the grating couplers
[30]. For the past decade, extensive efforts have been devoted to bridging the gap between
the performance of edge coupling and vertical coupling, leading to gratings with low insertion
loss over bandwidths ranging from 30 to 140 nm [29,30]. Among those developments, fiber
grating couplers that break the vertical symmetry to favor upwards over downwards scattering,
such as shallow-etched gratings [23,24], multi-step gratings [25,26], blazed gratings [31,35],
and mirror-backed gratings [24], have played a prominent role. Although fiber-based grating
couplers dominate in applications due to their ease of integration into packaged devices [42],
free-space grating couplers are essential for specific applications such as optical beam steering in
LIDAR systems [43,44] or cryogenic experiments in quantum photonics [23], and they are highly
beneficial for testing suspended photonic circuits. The absence of physical objects with large
footprints, i.e., the optical fibers, in the near field of the structure, not only minimizes the risk of
mechanical failure during testing and operation but allows also a more compact layout of the
input and output nodes. Existing free-space grating couplers rarely consider back-reflections (in
the remainder of this article referred to as reflections), although reflections are detrimental to the
performance of photonic devices such as switches, interferometers, and filters. The conventional
solution to suppress reflections is to couple in and out with a small tilt angle [23,24,32,33]. While
effective, this approach complicates alignment compared to normal-incidence scattering. If one
seeks a tilt-angle-free solution, the design of fully vertical grating couplers calls for explicitly
including reflection minimization in the optimization scheme [25,26,34,35].

Here we present a suspended silicon free-space grating coupler designed for the C-band telecom
wavelength window around 1550 nm, all-vertical coupling, low reflection, and transverse-electric
light polarization that can be fabricated in a single etch step (Fig. 1). The free-space coupling
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from a microscope objective is illustrated in Fig. 1(a) and a scanning electron micrograph (SEM)
of a characteristic fabricated device is shown in Fig. 1(b) along with the near-field of the electric
field and the far-field irradiance, which shows that the scattering is vertical. Compared to
other high-performance fiber and free-space grating couplers in the literature (see Table 1), our
proposed device achieves reflections nearly as low as the best fiber grating couplers, a sufficient
3 dB bandwidth for most tunable light sources and super-luminescent diodes and a transmission
comparable with previous grating couplers with similar characteristics, e.g., [20,21].

Table 1. Comparison of the present work with previously published grating couplers
for transverse-electric modes. The grating couplers are listed by material, coupling

scheme, tilt angle, waveguide type, and fabrication complexity quantified by the number
of etch steps required for patterning. We compare the different designs by the

performance of maximum transmission, Tmax, the 3 dB bandwidth (BW), and the
minimum reflection, Rmin. The values are listed for simulated (S) and/or measured (M)

grating coupler design.

Material Coupling Angle
(°)

Type Steps Tmax (dB) 3 dB BW
(nm)

Rmin (dB) Ref.

Si free-space 0 suspended 1 −6.6 (S)
−7.1 (M)

75 (S)
65 (M)

−27 (S)
−20 (M)

This
work

Si3N4 free-space 0 suspended 1 −5 (S) >200 (S) - [20]

diamond free-space 0 suspended 1 −5.8 (M) >90 (M) - [21]

Si free-space 11 suspended 1 −6.6 (M) 15 (M) <−7 (M) [22]

GaAs free-space 10 suspended 2 −2.2 (M) 40 (M) <−20 (M) [23]

Si3N4 free-space 13 suspended 2 −2.75 (M) >200 (M) - [24]

Si fiber 0 ridge 2 −1.0 (S) >40 (S) −21 (S) [25]

Si & Si3N4 fiber 0 ridge 3 −0.57 (S) >40 (S) −31 (S) [25]

Si fiber 0 embedded 2 −0.6 (S)
−1.5 (M)

69 (S)
49 (M)

−24 (S)
−12 (M)

[26]

Si fiber 10 suspended 1 −5.7 (M) 90 (M) - [27]

Si fiber 10 ridge 1 −1.7 (M) 60 (M) - [28]

Si fiber 25 ridge 1 −6 (M) >140 (M) −24 (M) [29]

2. Design and optimization of the grating coupler

We design our grating coupler for coupling light focused by a microscope objective into a silicon
waveguide of thickness tdev = 220 nm and width of W = 500 nm that is suspended Hbox =
2 µm above a silicon substrate. The simulations and optimization are run with a commercial
finite-difference time-domain software (Lumerical 2021 R2.5) and the associated gradient-based
optimizer (LumOpt-Python API). Due to the steep computational requirements of full three-
dimensional numerical simulations, we employ a combination of a 2D adjoint gradient-based size
optimization [45] in the xz-plane (The coordinate system is indicated in Fig. 1(b)) followed by an
extrusion to 3D using a parametric optimization of a tapered focusing geometry. The geometry
of the 2D optimization, including the input laser beam, is shown in Fig. 2(a) with the designable
grating parameters, g1, g2, . . . , gN indicating the width of the silicon and air stripes. The grating
profile is optimized to simultaneously maximize the transmission from a converging free-space
Gaussian beam with a beam-waist of 3.0 µm (based on spot-size measurement made on our optical
setup using the knife-edge method [46]) into the silicon slab as well as to minimize reflections
from the grating coupler into the silicon slab in the reverse configuration. The modeling is
therefore implemented as two separate and independent finite-difference time-domain simulations.
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Fig. 2. Numerical design optimization of the grating coupler. (a) Side-view of grating
geometry relative to the converging optical beam with the designable grating parameters,
g1, g2, . . . , gN illustrated in the inset. (b) Transmission and reflection of the 2D optimized
grating. (c) Top-view of the tapered grating. (d) The performance of the focusing grating
coupler compared with an untapered line grating with a width of 12 µm. (e) The transmission
and reflection of the final 3D design with tapering length of 9 µm.
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The objective function used is given by

Φ = 2Tλc + T100 nm − 20R50 nm, (1)

which corresponds to a weighted sum between the transmission at the target central wavelength,
Tλc , the average transmission over a span of 100 nm, T100 nm, and the average reflection over a
span of 50 nm around the central wavelength, R50 nm. The weighting is chosen to stress that the
reflections should be small in the region near the central wavelength and to encourage the highest
transmission at the targeted central wavelength. The target central wavelength is 1550 nm but is
offset by +10 nm in the 2D optimization to account for a blue-shift that occurs upon extrusion
of the geometry to 3D, partly due to the different effective mode refractive indices, and, more
importantly, due to the difference between the beam shape in 2D (an infinitely extended trapezoid)
and in 3D (a cone). The resulting grating profile and performance in 2D is shown in Figs. 2(a)
and (b). The physical interpretation of the shape is as follows: The narrow trenches near the
entrance to the waveguide serve as an anti-reflection structure for back-scattered light into the
waveguide but are small enough not to scatter out-of-plane. In the region where the optical
beam impinges onto the grating, the void features are wider in order to change the direction of
propagation into the orthogonal direction. Similar shapes are commonly found for apodized
gratings [23,28]. The 2D grating achieves a peak transmission of 30.0 % and a low reflection
across the 3 dB bandwidth of the coupling.

When adapting the result from 2D to 3D, it is important to note that the end goal is to couple to
the mode of a 500 nm wide waveguide rather than into an infinitely extruded silicon slab, which
the 2D model does by construction. While the straightforward design choice would be to realize
the coupler as a sufficiently wide rectangular grating followed by an adiabatic taper, this has been
found in previous approaches to require excessively long tapering regions [47,48]. We use instead
a design with curved grating lines that simultaneously couples the light beam in and reduces its
width [33] (see Fig. 2(c)). The taper is surrounded, as does the silicon waveguide, by a 1 µm wide
trench. The tapering angle is set to θ = 50◦, the width of the supporting beams to w = 150 nm
and the tapering length from the optical beam center of the 2D optimized grating to the silicon
strip waveguide, Lt, is swept to find the best performance as specified by the objective function,
Φ, in Eq. (1). We observe that the highest performance is not obtained by making a longer taper,
but with a tapering length of 9 µm as shown in Fig. 2(d), leading to a bounding-box footprint of
17×16 µm2. For reference, we include in Fig. 2(d) the value obtained from an untapered 12 µm
square-footprint grating coupler into a silicon waveguide of equal width. The local optimum
emerges from the fixed choice of tapering angle, which determines a length that sets the suitable
grating width for the spot size of the input beam. The grating parameters from the tapered design
are listed in Table 2.

The dispersion of the transmission and the reflection of the final design are shown in Fig. 2(e).
The final design exhibits a transmission and reflection at 1550 nm of −6.6 dB (21.8 %) and
−27 dB (0.2 %) respectively, while the 3 dB-bandwidth is 75 nm. Compared to the 2D simulation,
the center blue-shifts and the reflection decreases due to the aforementioned change in the
shape of the mode. The transmission of −6.6 dB stems in part from the directionality, i.e., the
fraction of light scattered upwards (−2.5 dB = 56 %), whereas the rest stems from the overlap
with the vertical Gaussian mode in the far-field (see Fig. 1(b)). We note that the directionality
could be improved further with approaches such as by introducing additional shallow etching
steps, optimizing the thickness of the buried oxide layer, adding metallic mirrors, among others.
However, we deliberately limit the design space to singly etched suspended structures made from
the most standard SOI wafers, which feature a 220 nm device layer and a 2 µm buried oxide layer,
in order to ensure direct process compatibility with the widest possible range of nanophotonics
experiments that utilize the suspended platform.
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Table 2. The grating parameters for the designed coupler. The grating is
represented by the inner radii and width of the etch lines to simplify creating masks

for fabrication, of which the width corresponds to the odd design parameters,
g1, g3, g5, . . ., and the even design parameters take part in the position of the start of

the etch lines. The tapering angle is θ = 50◦.

Grating
line no.

Inner radius
(nm)

Width
(nm)

1 5879 100

2 6629 219

3 7206 296

4 7830 272

5 8682 542

6 9528 1240

7 11111 525

Grating
line no.

Inner radius
(nm)

Width
(nm)

8 12090 230

9 12794 316

10 13740 101

11 14342 209

12 15042 159

13 15700 201

14 16422 236

3. Experimental characterization

We fabricate the grating coupler from silicon-on-insulator wafers with a tdev = 220 nm device
layer and a Hbox = 2 µm buried oxide layer. The pattern is written, along with silicon waveguides
and other components, by a single step of electron-beam lithography, transferred into silicon
by reactive ion etching and made into a suspended structure by a vapor HF underetch [49,50].
The grating couplers are characterized by performing transmission measurements on suspended
silicon circuits that use both the designed coupler for in- and out-coupling. In order to account
for propagation losses in the waveguide, we use a series of circuits with different total waveguide
lengths varying from L = 0.25 mm to 3.25 mm and employ the cut-back method to extract the loss
[51]. An example of such a set of circuits is shown in the dark-field microscope image of Fig. 3(a).
The grating couplers are placed orthogonally to each other and at a center-to-center distance
of 71 µm, which allows the use of spatial and polarization-resolved measurements through a
cross-polarized microscopy setup. A representative SEM of a fabricated grating coupler is shown
in Fig. 3(b).

Figure 3(c) shows the dispersion of the transmitted power measured for a set of circuits of
varying lengths. The data is normalized to a reference measurement on a gold mirror and therefore
only includes loss associated with coupling loss of the grating couplers and propagation loss
through the circuit. We extract the propagation losses by linear fits of the log-scale transmission
as a function of waveguide length after smoothing out the observed fringes by a moving average
of 1.5 nm followed by a Gaussian convolution with full-width-half-maximum of 5 nm. This
smoothing procedure is chosen because we find that it precisely recovers the correct coupler
transmission when applied to the transmitted power generated by a transfer-matrix Fabry-Pérot
model of two reflective couplers regardless of their reflectivity (the model is discussed in further
detail below). The fits shown in Fig. 3(d) are performed on a data set that includes measurements
on eight sets of cut-back circuits: two nominally identical sets for each of four sets with grating
couplers that in the lithographic mask are subject to four different fixed growths of the width of
the void grating lines, δ, relative to the designed parameters. More details on δ are provided
below. We independently extract the propagation loss for circuits with different δ and take their
average to extract the propagation loss for our suspended silicon waveguides, whose geometry is
common to all circuits regardless of δ. We extract a suspended waveguide loss of 1.32 dB/mm ±

0.05 dB/mm; a value that includes both extrinsic losses from sidewall roughness and the losses
associated with the tethers supporting the suspended waveguide. The transmission of the grating
coupler is found by taking the square root of the transmitted power in each circuit after correction
for the propagation loss, which assumes identical performance of the input and output grating
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b) Top-view scanning electron micrograph of a fabricated grating coupler. c) Raw data
from transmission measurements of circuits with different lengths. The mean transmitted
power shows the circuit-to-circuit transmission, while the reflection amounts to the various
oscillations shown in the insets of 2 nm wide wavelength windows at 1550 nm and 1580 nm.
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couplers, following a recursive procedure as detailed in Supplement 1 and discussed further
below.

We extract the reflection from the grating coupler back into the silicon waveguide by analyzing
the observed fringes in the raw data around the smoothed transmission data. Reflections at both
grating couplers generate Fabry-Pérot fringes with a free spectral range (FSR) that is inversely
proportional to the circuit length and whose amplitude scales with the reflectance [52]. However,
as seen in the two insets of Fig. 3(c), the oscillations dominating at the central wavelengths
are identical in period for different lengths and thus do not originate from such Fabry-Pérot
resonances. We find that the fringes with FSR of 0.4 nm correspond to vertical back-reflections
from the 775 µm silicon substrate that induce oscillations in the transmission through the devices.
They originate due to the polished back-surface of the employed SOI wafers and could easily be
reduced by simply choosing single-polished SOI wafers. To extract the reflection of the grating
coupler and compare it to the simulations in Fig. 2 that do not include the full silicon handle
layer, we perform a windowed Fourier transform of the transmitted power and analyze the FSR
of the oscillations and their amplitudes in small wavelength windows of 10 nm at a time.

The transformation illustrates the presence of two sets of peaks as shown in Fig. 4: One
varying with circuit length and one that remains fixed. The former is associated with in-plane
circuit reflections, while the latter corresponds to vertical substrate reflections. The amplitude of
the circuit reflections varies strongly through the grating coupler bandwidth, indicating a strongly
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dispersive reflectance. We model the total circuit transmission, Ttot(λ), based on the transmission,
T(λ), and reflection, R(λ), of the grating coupler

Ttot (λ) =
T2 (λ) e−αL

|1 − R (λ) ei2β(λ)Le−αL |
(2)

where α/2 and β are the real and imaginary part of the propagation constant. The model is
generalized from Ref. [23] to include propagation losses and assumes identical grating couplers.
A Taylor expansion to fourth order of the denominator with respect to R (see Supplement 1 for
more information) shows that the amplitude of the oscillations in the transmitted power (i.e., not
to be confused with the amplitude of the electric field) for the first round-trip reflection, A1(λ), is
given by

A1 (λ) ≈ 2e−2αL(R (λ) + e−2αLR3 (λ))T2 (λ) (3)

We find the polynomial roots of the reflection from the circuit peaks (Fig. 4) and obtain the
reflection curves for each circuit.

The mean measured transmission and reflection are shown in Fig. 5, with the error bar showing
two times the standard deviation extracted from the 12 circuits used. We obtain a good qualitative
agreement between the measured and the designed characteristics of the grating coupler. However,
the reflection is larger in the measurement at the edges of the coupling bandwidth, which we
attribute to minor deviations between the design and the fabricated geometries. These deviations
are primarily of three types: a fixed or average growth/shrinking of the etched voids due to
the entire fabrication process, line-to-line local variations of such growth due to aspect-ratio
dependent etching, and sidewall and line-edge roughness [53]. We investigate the impact of such
deviations by simulating the grating coupler with the geometric parameters of the fabricated device,
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the approximated geometry of which is obtained from high-magnification and high-resolution
SEM image analysis. The pixel-to-nanometer conversion is performed by calibrating with a
uniform 50 % duty cycle and 400 nm period grating. The simulated transmission and reflection
for the fabricated grating coupler are also shown in Fig. 5. We observe that design-to-fabrication
deviations explain the increased reflection at short wavelengths but do not capture neither the
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drop in transmission in the same range nor the higher reflection at long wavelengths. While lower
transmission may follow from positional misalignment, we attribute the remaining discrepancy
in the shape of the reflection and transmission curves to sidewall and line-edge roughness, which
are not taken into account in the simulation of the fabricated device.

Finally, we investigate the versatility of the proposed design for use at other central wavelengths.
This is achieved by repeating the full experimental characterization for grating couplers with
different δ. The effect of δ on the fabricated geometries is shown in the SEMs of Fig. 6(a). The
decreased effective index induced by the larger air filling leads to a monotonic blue-shift as
shown in the measured transmission and reflection curves in Fig. 6(b). In addition, we observe
only minor degradation of the grating-coupler characteristics with more linewidth reduction. We
find from a linear fit that the maximum transmission only decreases by dTmax/dδ = −0.2%/nm.
The tunability of the center wavelength shows that the design can be readily adjusted for
testing applications that require different central wavelengths before commencing a new design
optimization.

4. Conclusion

In summary, we design and experimentally validate a new grating coupler that enables a robust,
efficient and undemanding testing of and interfacing with suspended silicon membrane circuits.
The grating coupler operates by coupling vertically into free-space, which facilitates easy device
testing with microscope setups. Furthermore, the grating consists of lines fully etched through
the silicon device layer, which allows fabrication of suspended devices, such as nano-electro-
mechanical devices, waveguide-coupled photonic cavities, and optomechanical devices, in a
single lithography step. The designed grating coupler shows a simulated transmission and
reflection of 21.8 % and 0.2 % at the central wavelength 1550 nm along with a 3 dB bandwidth
of 75 nm. A thorough analysis of the transmission and reflection has been undertaken, which
demonstrates the transmission of 19 % ± 2 % and the reflection of 1.0 % ± 0.8 %.
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