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Abstract 

Research on the optical coherence manipulation has made significant progress, 
but the modulation rate of conventional tailoring technology is too low, which 
has become a key factor hindering its transition from laboratory to practical applica-
tion. Here, we utilize lithium niobate films (LNF) modulator to achieve high-speed 
optical coherence manipulation based on its high-speed electro-optical modulation 
capability. Our experimental modulation rate reaches 350 kHz, which is about 20 
times higher than the fastest modulation rate reported so far. This design strategy pro-
vides a simple rule for high-speed optical coherence manipulation based on electro-
optical modulation, paving the way for further practical applications of optical coher-
ence manipulation technology.

Keywords:  Optical coherence, Lithium niobate films, High-speed manipulation, 
Random field, Statistical property

Introduction
Spatially structured light refers to the arbitrary tailoring of its spatial degrees of freedom, 
encompassing spatial characteristics such as amplitude, phase, and polarization, and has 
been proven to have application value [1–3]. Light field manipulation is traditionally 
based on fully coherent optics approaches. However, it is known that the light beams 
produced by these methods introduce some negative effects, such as speckle noise [4], 
and are very sensitive to external perturbations [5]. Mitigating this vulnerability has 
been an open challenge and requires in-depth research. Optical coherence is another 
important fundamental characteristic of light field, which is determined by statistical 
optical property and plays an important role in tailoring light fields and understanding 
light-matter interactions [6]. A large number of studies have shown that optical coher-
ence manipulation can not only endow light fields with many extraordinary physical fea-
tures, but also greatly reduce negative effects such as speckle noise and field degradation 
caused by random media [7]. It has broad application prospects in optical imaging, opti-
cal encryption, optical tweezers and other fields [8–15].

Although significant progress has been made in optical coherence manipulation 
research, the modulation rate of traditional manipulation technology is too low to be 
applied in practice, for example, optical communications require modulation rates from 
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gigahertz to terahertz. Optical coherence manipulation methods are mainly based on 
the van Cittert-Zernike theorem [16] and the coherent-mode representation theorem 
[17]. The former usually requires the use of a liquid crystal spatial light modulator or a 
digital micromirror device to produce prescribed incoherent light, resulting in the mod-
ulation rate being limited to 60 Hz and 17 kHz, respectively, and it can only customize 
Schell-model coherent structures. For the latter, due to the diversity of coherence modes 
and superposition methods, this method has flexible and rich tailoring capabilities; how-
ever, this method still requires the use of the above two optical modulators, and still 
does not solve the problem of too low modulation rate [7]. The latest research reports 
that spatial coherence manipulation can be achieved with the aid of optical metasurfaces 
[18], but this method still has the problem of too low modulation rate. Therefore, to real-
ize practical applications based on optical coherence manipulation, a key scientific issue 
needs to be solved, namely, how to achieve high-speed optical coherence manipulation.

Lithium niobate (LN) material has always been the first choice for high-speed elec-
tro-optic modulation materials due to its excellent linear electro-optic effect (Pockels 
effect) [19]. In recent years, with the maturity of lithium niobate films (LNF) prepara-
tion technology, high-quality LN single crystalline films have been commercialized. It 
not only retains the superior characteristics of LN crystal, but also can better constrain 
the light field and reduce power consumption due to the large refractive index differ-
ence between LN and silicon dioxide. Stimulated by the excellent nonlinear optical and 
electro/acousto-optic properties of LN and the maturing advancement of microfabrica-
tion technique, a plethora of integrated photonic devices on the LNF on insulator plat-
form have been investigated. Most electric beam deflectors [20] and optical modulators 
[21–23] are proposed based on the LN platform. Furthermore, by applying voltage to the 
LN waveguide, the phase distribution of the light field can be precisely and quickly con-
trolled, which opens the possibility of tailoring optical coherence using LNF modulator. 
In this paper, we introduce a novel application of LNF modulators for optical coherence 
manipulation. By designing specific modulation voltages, we achieve precise, high-speed 
control of the light field’s phase distribution and tailor optical coherence through the 
superposition of multiple coherence modes. Our experimental results are consistent 
with theoretical predictions, and the proposed strategy can also be easily extended to 
tailor the optical coherence of different special light fields. This strategy paves the way 
for practical applications of optical coherence tailoring.

Results
Manipulation principle

Random fields belong to electromagnetic fields, which are solutions to Maxwell’s equa-
tions and show partial coherence in the space-time domain or the space-frequency 
domain. A random field with prescribed statistical properties can be represented by a 
sample function extracted from a random process described by a correlation function. 
Considering a scalar physical electric field E(r, t) = U(r, t) exp (−i2πω̄t) , with r is the 
two-dimensional transverse coordinate, ω̄ is the mean frequency. Assuming that U(r, t) 
changes slowly with time t respect to the complex carrier exp (−i2πω̄t) . Therefore, 
U(r, t) is a slowly changing random field with a complex envelope function. For more 
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brevity, we assume that the field is wide-sense stationary and omit the dependence of 
subsequent physical quantities on t and ω , and set the random field U(r) as

with S(r) and ϕ(r) represent the spectral density and phase of the random field instance, 
respectively.

The statistical properties of a random field are represented by the second-order field 
moment. The ensemble of all random fields is called the cross-spectral density function, 
which can also be viewed as an incoherent superposition of many statistically independ-
ent coherent modes [17]

where {�n(r)}N represent a set of incoherent modes with the sequence number n and 
the total number N. To separate the spectral density characteristics and coherence char-
acteristics of the random fields, the cross-spectral density function is normalized and 
defined as the spectral degree of coherence [24]

where S(r) = W (r, r) is the spectral density. From Eqs. (1)–(3), we obtain the spectral 
degree of coherence at two arbitrary points

According to this, the coherence characteristics of random fields are essentially 
determined by the phase distribution, which means that optical coherence manipula-
tion can be achieved by designing a prescribed phase distribution, and modulators 
with high-speed phase modulation capability can achieve high-speed optical coherence 
manipulation.

Lithium niobate films modulator

We take advantage of the high-speed electro-optical modulation capability of LNF 
and design a one-dimensional array LNF modulator with 64 independent modu-
lation channels and a binary modulation rate of 2 MHz. The device structure and 
operating mode are illustrated in Fig. 1a, where the upper-left corner shows a photo 
of the actual device, and the bottom-left corner displays a magnified image of the 
device (5× zoom). The device structure mainly includes three parts: a gold electrode 
array, a Z-cut LNF, and a gold electrode backplate. The gold electrode backplate is 
used for grounding and forms a plate capacitor with the gold electrode array, Fig. 1b 
presents a schematic of the device structure, with an electrode width of 140 µ m. 
When different voltages are applied to different electrode channels of the LNF mod-
ulator, the light waves produce a prescribed wavefront distribution due to the differ-
ence in refractive index they produce. In addition, in order to ensure low coupling 
loss of the LNF modulator and improve energy utilization (the coupling efficiency 

(1)U(r) = S(r) exp [iϕ(r)],

(2)
〈

U(r1)U
∗(r2)

〉

= W (r1, r2) =
N
∑

n=1

�n(r1)�
∗
n(r2),

(3)µ(r1, r2) =
W (r1, r2)√
S(r1)S(r2)

.

(4)µ(r1, r2) =
〈

exp [iϕ(r1)− iϕ(r2)]
〉

.
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of our device is about 49%), the thickness of LNF is determined to be 100 µ m, and 
the length of the channel is 2 cm. The designed LNF modulator is driven by multiple 
synchronous analog signals output from the data acquisition card. The driving volt-
age and phase change satisfy

where ne is the refractive index for the e-light, γ33 is the electro-optic coefficients of LN, 
L is the length of the LNF modulator, V is the applied external voltage, d is the thickness 
of the LNF, and � is the wavelength of the input laser beam. When linearly polarized 
light is vertically incident on the LNF modulator, higher phase modulation depth can 
be achieved. Figure 1c and d shows temporal characteristics of the driving voltage and 
normalized intensity of the modulation light response to 2 MHz driving voltage, which 
are highly consistent with the experimental results, demonstrating that a binary modula-
tion rate of 2 MHz can be achieved based on the LNF modulator. It should be noted that 
the overall modulation rate is primarily limited by the charging and discharging time of 
the plate capacitor composed of gold electrodes. Potential strategies for improvement 
include reducing the lateral dimensions of the electrodes to lower capacitance, employ-
ing LN micro- or nanofilms to fabricate integrated devices, and minimizing the overall 
device size to achieve higher modulation rates. A more detailed description of the fabri-
cation processes of high-speed LNF modulator is given in Supplementary Note 1.

(5)ϕ =
πn3eγ33LV

�d
,

Fig. 1  Lithium niobate films modulator. a Design of the LNF Modulator, the device (top left) and detailed 
image magnified five times (lower left); b Structural diagram of the top electrode; c Temporal characteristics 
of the driving voltage. d Normalized intensity of the modulation light response to 2 MHz driving voltage
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Optical coherence manipulation

In order to verify the high-speed optical coherence manipulation capability of 
the LNF modulator, a one-dimensional Gaussian Schell-model source is selected 
as an experimental case. Its cross-spectral density function is expressed as 
W (r1, r2) = τ (r1)τ

∗(r2)µ(x1, x2) , where τ (r) is the amplitude that satisfies the Gauss-
ian distribution, and the one-dimensional degree of coherence µ(x1, x2) is expressed 
as [25]

here, δ represents the coherence width in the x-direction. According to the coherent-
mode representation theorem, random light fields can be generated by the incoherent 
superposition of coherent modes sets {�n(r)} . Figure 2 shows a diagram of the coherent-
mode representation of random fields. A set of random phases {ϕn(r)} , shown in Fig. 2a 
is extracted from the coherent modes set {�n(r)} and applied to a determined field to 
randomly modulate the wavefront of the output beam, thereby statistically obtaining a 
random light source with prescribed coherence distribution. Figure 2b shows the spec-
tral density distribution and the one-dimensional spectral degree of coherence distri-
bution of one-dimensional Gaussian Schell-model source under different coherence 
widths. According to Eq. (2), the independent coherence mode of the one-dimensional 
Gaussian Schell-model source can be expressed as

(6)µ(x1, x2) = exp
[

−(x2 − x1)
2/2δ2

]

,

Fig. 2  Principle and diagram of modal decomposition of a random field. a A set of phase distribution set 
{ϕn(r)} of coherent modes {�n(r)} ; b The spectral density distribution and spectral degree of coherence 
distribution of a one-dimensional Gaussian Schell-model source under different coherence widths
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where σ is the initial beam waist, and �v is the intervals of the discrete integral equation. 
Therefore, a one-dimensional Gaussian Schell-model source can be viewed as an inco-
herent superposition of coherent Gaussian modes controlled by different linear phases. 
Further details regarding the phase control can be found in Supplementary Note 2.

Experimental setup

As shown in Fig. 3a, the laser with a wavelength of 671 nm (within the modulator’s oper-
ating range of 0.4µ m to 5 µ m) and linear polarization in the y-direction passes through a 
cylindrical lens (CL1) and is vertically coupled into the LNF modulator. The output beam 
is collimated by another cylindrical lens (CL2). Driving signals corresponding to the set 
of coherent Gaussian modes {�n(r)} are applied on all electrodes of the LNF modulator, 
and the total number of sufficient modes extracted is N = 625 , which has been demon-
strated in previous report [26]. The CCD records the instantaneous intensity produced 
by each alteration in the wavefront phase. Figure 3b shows the average intensity of the 
modulated source which is calculated from the ensemble average of 625 instantaneous 
intensities. It should be emphasized that due to the hardware limitations of the data 
acquisition card, the modulation frequency of the LNF modulator in the 0 ∼ 2π phase 
distribution range is 350 kHz. Considering the modulation rate of the LNF modulator 
itself (2 MHz), it is nearly a hundred times higher than the binary phase refresh rate of 

(7)�n(r) =
(√

2πδ�v

)1/2
exp

(

−r
2/2σ 2 −

√
2πδvn − 2π ixvn

)

,

Fig. 3  Optical coherence manipulation experimental setup and results. a Experimental setup for high-speed 
optical coherence manipulation. BE, beam expander; LP, Linear polarizer; CL, cylindrical lens; LNFM, lithium 
niobate films modulator; CCD, charge-coupled device; b Experimental instantaneous intensity distributions 
and corresponding average intensity (rightmost) of 625 instantaneous intensities
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digital micromirror devices and about 3000 times higher than the modulation rate of 
8-bit grayscale values. Therefore, it is substantial to significantly increase the modulation 
rate of optical coherence manipulation through LNF modulator.

To verify the correlation nature of the generated sources, we utilize the Young’s dou-
ble-slit interference experiment to statistically measure the interference fringes of the 
beam in the far field, which reflects the spectral degree of coherence of the random fields 
[27]. More detailed description of the theoretical framework of the protocol is given in 
Supplementary Note 3. A depiction of which is shown in Fig. 4a, the generated beam 
illuminates onto a Young’s two-pinhole mask, then the transmitted light is focused by 
a thin lens. Finally, a CCD detector captures the interference fringe at the focal plane 
(far field) of the thin lens. A high fringe contrast in the far field-better known as visi-
bility-implies a coherent field, whereas a low fringe visibility implies incoherent light. 
The two-pinhole mask with 0.12 mm diameter holes and 0.6 mm separation is first used 
and this mask is placed at the source plane. Figure 4b shows the corresponding interfer-
ence fringes and the calculated visibility |µ| , one can see that the experimental results are 
in the reasonable agreement with the simulation coherence results, which indicate that 

Fig. 4  Optical coherence measurement results. a Schematic of Young’s interferometer depicted in the x − z 
plane; b simulation (top) and experiment (bottom) results of observation-plane spectral density for different 
spectral degree of coherence
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the generated fields comply with the statistical characteristics of partial coherence, and 
its coherence properties can be controlled with relative precision. Some differences may 
exist between the experimental and simulation results due to environmental noise, but 
these do not affect our ability to verify the control of optical coherence.

Discussion and conclusion
We propose an optical coherence manipulation strategy based on high-speed electro-
optical modulation. Different voltage distributions are applied to the electrode chan-
nel of the LNF modulator to precisely control the refractive index difference, thereby 
achieving prescribed phase distribution loading of the wavefront. Using the linear driv-
ing voltage and phase transition relationship of LNF, we experimentally synthesized a 
random light field with a predefined optical coherence distribution. The experimental 
results are almost consistent with the theoretical predictions, achieving high-speed opti-
cal coherence manipulation. Compared with the method of controlling the coherence of 
light through traditional optical modulators, our method significantly improves the opti-
cal coherence manipulation rate while minimizing the energy loss of the incident light, 
which further promotes the practical application of optical coherence manipulation.

A random light field can be viewed as an incoherent superposition of coherent 
modes according to prescribed weights, and the phase element of each coherent 
mode contributes to their unique propagation features. Therefore, based on the above 
analysis, we can modify the coherence modes and weight distribution that constitute 
the random light source to modify the driving voltage distribution of the LNF modu-
lator to achieve specific coherence customization of the light field through high-speed 
modulation. The proposed LNF modulator is limited by its one-dimensional struc-
tural design, restricting modulation to the one-dimensional optical coherence. The 
production of LNF modulator with two-dimensional spatial phase modulation capa-
bilities will further promote the complex optical coherence manipulation. Our strat-
egy paves the way for practical applications of optical coherence manipulation, such 
as information transmission and information retrieval in random media.

Methods

LNF modulator design and production.  The proposed LNF modulator employs micro-
nano processing techniques for electrode structure fabrication, including ultraviolet 
lithography, electron beam evaporation, and wire bonding. First, photoresist is spin-
coated onto the cleaned LN crystal surface, and ultraviolet lithography is used to define 
the desired structural pattern. Next, a gold film is deposited onto the patterned photore-
sist using electron beam evaporation. Subsequently, acetone is utilized to dissolve the 
photoresist, resulting in the formation of a gold electrode array. Finally, the LN is affixed 
to the PCB circuit board, and the gold electrodes on the LN are electrically connected 
to the gold electrodes on the PCB circuit board through wire bonding. A more detailed 
description of the Fabrication processes of high-speed LNF modulator is given in Sup-
plementary Note 1.
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